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Dedication

To everyone who enjoys reading. Read
this!


Friday,

December 12,
2025

City of Mount
Olympus

Hermes leaned against the
elevator wall, his drooping shoulders and dark-circled eyes
reflected in polished metal. He looked like goat droppings, no
wonder after days of nonstop pleading with Monique. Late last
night, probably just to get rid of him, she’d at last agreed
to stay in
Mount Olympus through the
winter holidays before spiriting P.
B. off to her new post—WomanFront’s Beta
Village in the mortal desert. Hermes hadn’t slept well for days,
wracked with worry about how she’d manage to take care of a
baby—their baby—while running a brand new microlending
bank.

Fifth floor, sixth floor. His eyes
blinked closed. Hermes shook himself awake. Why, after fathering
dozens of children over dozens of centuries, had he been hooked by
this one? P. B. wasn’t even half his, only a quarter. The baby had
a second biological father, an evil force known as The Power, who’d
recently been absorbed into the Chair of Forgetfulness in the
Underworld.

Seventh floor, eighth floor. Must be a
sign of age. Always before he’d flitted from lover to lover, from
invention to invention, perpetually liberated from the present and
driven by the urge to see what came next. Now he rose early every
morning (if he slept at all) to receive a chilly reception from
Monique and spend an hour with their son before work.

The thought of P. B.’s baby eyes,
fixed on his, was the only thing that kept Hermes going. It was as
if his son knew Hermes and all of Olympus, Inc., was mobilizing to
defeat climate change. If mortals ceased to exist, so would the
gods who served them. If they didn’t succeed and the mortals drove
themselves extinct, P. B. might never see his five-hundredth
birthday.

Ninth floor. Continental
Managers, also the Director of Armed Forces: Athena, the bane of
his existence. The elevator doors parted. The receptionist, in deep
conversation on her digital device, nodded and waved him through.
He could walk blindfolded to Athena’s private office; he’d been there so many times. Veronica, the Olympus,
Inc., CEO, had assigned Athena the
strategic piece of the War Against Climate Change. Summoned to
daily meetings, Hermes felt like her lackey.

A wall covered with masks, Nyctimene
(aka Tim) the owl opposite on his perch, the Goddess of War and
Wisdom at her desk in between.

“Good morning, Hermes,”
Athena said in a flat tone that made him feel like she was
describing a specimen under a microscope. “You look
whipped.”

“All in the name of
progress,” he bluffed. “Waller has so many new initiatives going it
takes half a day to sign authorizations. Green World Works has as
many heads as the Hydra.”

Actually, that wasn’t true. The Hydra,
a gigantic water snake, only had nine heads.

“And your own projects
regarding the fossil fuel industry on top of that,” Athena added.
The owl muttered a drowsy hoot from his perch.

Hermes had made several trips to the
mortal world lately, working alongside inventors as an invisible
muse, people who pursued carbon sequestration, more safe and
efficient nuclear power plants, biofuels, wind, solar. A promising
new technology, Living Breakwaters, was being implemented by the
mortal landscape architect Kate Orff. All of these could help
reverse climate change, but as far as being scalable in a short
time frame? Even in combination they were far from all that was
needed. What was needed was—

“Take a look at this
dossier, Hermes, from our Secret Ops department.”

Athena slid a digital tablet across
the desk. A file named east.cyril. and.edwin was on the
screen.

“East Fossil Fuels?” Hermes
shook his head. He’d haunted their massive
R & D department just last week. “Those guys are
impenetrable.”

In addition to his on-site visit,
Hermes had read everything he could find online about the East
brothers, the biggest oil magnates in North America. Not only were
they reported as major grantors to carbon sequestration science,
their personal lives were squeaky-clean. No marriages, divorces,
children or affairs. No gambling or boozing or recreational drugs.
One of them had been Secretary of Energy under an American
president.

The corners of Athena’s eyes crinkled.
“Not completely, as it turns out. Reconnaissance picked up
something we can run with. If we can infiltrate their operation
with someone highly intelligent, naturally inquisitive, and skilled
in both business and scientific method, someone who inspires
confidence and trust in an employer, we might find a means to
disrupt their exorbitant levels of fossil fuel extraction.” She
raised an eyebrow. “Does anyone come to mind?”

Someone did, but Hermes wasn’t going
to name her. He needed her in the Digital Devices and Robotics
Department, running experiments in the lab and, he admitted to
himself, lending moral support. Her six-month leave of absence
should have been over by now, but it had been extended, with CEO
Veronica Zeta’s approval, by two weeks so she could spend some
idiotic mortal holiday with the Bernstein twerp.

Athena snapped her fingers,
summoning the owl to her shoulder. She
stroked the bird’s feathers. Her silver eyes plunged deep into
Hermes’.

“Hermes,” Athena said
against his tight-lipped silence, “I’m sending in Cleo
Petra.”


Sunday,

December 14,
2025

Seattle, Washington,
USA

Cleo Petra and David Bernstein stood
hand in hand on the sidewalk in front of the Parthenon Building,
waiting for a taxi. Their Seattle hosts, Jim and Candy Smith, lived
in the building’s penthouse, with a panoramic view of Elliott
Bay.

Cleo’s cell phone vibrated in her
windbreaker pocket.

A text from Hermes, cc:
Veronica.

Extended leave cancelled.
Return to Mt. Oly ASAP. Critical climate work requires your
personal skills.

For David’s benefit Cleo said,
“Shit.”

What she actually felt was relief.
David had sweetly invited her to spend Chanukah with him and Saul
Crispin, his recently discovered father. Her gut told her she
should have declined, that after two thousand years of separation
the men needed time alone to get to know each other. But the
visceral and emotional thrill of romantic love, what she and David
had danced around for months and at last confessed to each other
the morning after Saul was found, tugged her toward Saul’s studio
apartment in New York City to celebrate the Jewish festival of
lights.

David set his suitcase on the pavement
and slipped his arms around her waist. The newness of his embrace
sent a tingle through her body. “Bad news?”

“Bad enough. Looks like I
need to change my flight.” Her backpack was heavy with Seattle
souvenirs she’d purchased as holiday gifts—a small bronze statue of
Clifford’s former haunt, the Space Needle, for Veronica; a
Starbuck’s mug for Hermes; Fran’s Gold Bars for Roderick Waller,
who had a sweet tooth and had subbed for her at Olympus, Inc.,
during her leave of absence.

“Not your folks?” David
said.

“No, thank goodness.” Peter
and Titania Petra both enjoyed vibrant good
health. “Work.”

David withdrew his arms, the silence
between them cold. Her shoulders tensed under the tug of backpack
straps. He’d confessed his jealousy of Cleo’s boss, Hermes. She’d
tried to reassure him there was not and had never been anything
romantic between her and the brilliant bad boy of Olympus, Inc. It
rankled that David didn’t quite believe her. She took a breath to
ease her frustration and searched for diplomatic words.

“Hermes cc’d Veronica on
the text. It must be something crucial to the climate change
initiative.”

Honestly, she was grateful to be
called back. Her employment following her six-month leave was
guaranteed but there’d been no promise she would return to her same
beloved job, or even to the same department.

“Doesn’t he have enough to
do, looking after the baby?” David said.

“Like you have room to
talk! You could
just as easily have been its father.”

It flew from her mouth without
thought, her jealousy of Monique, the mirror of David’s hatred for
Hermes.

David spun toward her, head tilted
defiantly up, their faces nose to nose. “It was one
night!”

They’d promised each other not to
bring up his one-night-stand with Monique Reynard, the baby’s
mother. Or any previous romantic encounters for either of them.
Even after blissful weeks together in romantic Seattle, the wounds
of not being the first remained illogically deep. But how could she
help it, by Zeus? The thought of David with that Monique creature,
even though it happened before she, herself, had become his lover,
made her roil inside.

“You don’t trust me,” she
fired at him before she had time to regret it. He didn’t
answer.

Cleo turned toward Third Avenue. She
shivered, the bracing December damp penetrating her windbreaker. It
was going to be a long taxi ride to Seattle-Tacoma International
Airport.


Monday,

December 15,
2025

City of Mount
Olympus

Eighteen hours after takeoff Cleo
deplaned at Athens International. Thank Heaven and Earth her flight
had routed through Atlanta, Georgia, and Amsterdam instead of New
York City. Not having to endure David’s chilly silence (he’d broken
it once, a terse goodbye when they’d arrived at the Sea-Tac
ticketing area) made even an epic day of travel
desirable.

I don’t need this and I
don’t need him!

Maybe. Tears choked her throat with
the silent declaration.

And now she was nearly
home. Cleo followed purple-tinted signage only the gods could see
to their exclusive waiting room, what looked like a broom closet to
mortal eyes. When her suitcase arrived, she shouldered her backpack and caught the next available
high-speed chariot to the behind-the-scenes
City of Mount Olympus.

The sun was setting as she
turned the key in her apartment door. Low pink light flooded her
west-facing studio in the fashionable New Mycenae district, a place
she could have afforded when she’d first arrived in the city as a
college student but had opted for dormitories to conceal
her considerable family wealth. Dad was a son of
Poseidon (one of thousands, if you believed the rumors) and Mother
was of central European royalty. None of
her immortal friends, bosses or co-workers knew this. Except for
David.

Zeus on a crutch! She’d almost stopped
thinking about him. Him! How dare he doubt her faithfulness? If he
were here right now she’d… she’d…

Cleo dropped her suitcase and threw
herself face down on the natural-fiber upholstered beige sofa, her
backpack sliding perilously sideways, and sobbed until she felt
hollow inside. They’d both been asses, she knew it. She knew it!
But…

She rolled to a sitting position,
wrestled her way out of the backpack straps, and wiped her face
with the back of her hand. It was past quitting time at Olympus,
Inc., but Hermes might still be there. She powered up her cell
phone, having turned it off for landing, and selected his work
number. It was picked up in three rings.

“Department of Digital
Devices and Robotics, Hermes’ office. Roderick Waller
speaking.”

“Oh.” She took a few
seconds to pivot. “Hi, Roderick. It’s Cleo Petra. I’m
back.”

“Already?” His voice
indicated surprise.

“Y-es. I…there was a text
from Hermes yesterday, instructing me to come back as soon as
possible.”

“Interesting,” Waller said.
“We just confirmed next week’s plan for the Green World Works
campaign—”

“That’s you?” The online platform had been
absolutely everywhere the past few months. She’d never imagined it
came from Olympus, Inc.

“It is.” He laughed—nerves
or confidence? “Perhaps there’s been a misunderstanding. Have you
checked your email recently?”

She noticed the envelope icon at the
bottom of the screen, a 3 superimposed on top.

“I’ll stop by tomorrow,
Roderick, so we can sort this out.” Was there an email from David?
“See you in the morning.” She ended the call before he could say
goodbye.

The first email was Veronica, the
second from Hermes, the third Veronica again. Hermes left
instructions to meet him at Athena’s office tomorrow morning, 8am.
Was she being transferred? It made no sense, since she had no
background in war or diplomacy.

Veronica’s first email was an
invitation to dinner for this evening, acknowledging she knew Cleo
must be exhausted but…her other email said to meet her at Club
Dionysus, 7pm. Cleo rubbed her hands over her face and let out a
huge sigh. She was physically and emotionally exhausted, and
baffled by what her return to Olympus, Inc., would bring. Veronica,
as her dear friend, would understand if she begged off, but
Veronica was also the CEO.

Clifford’s working late so
it’ll be just the two of us.

That cinched it. Veronica had gone to
bat with Hermes to get Cleo her leave of absence in the first
place, and again for the two-week extension. Numb with uncertainty
about her future with David and her work in Digital Devices and
Robotics, she dug the toiletries kit out of her backpack and
trudged to the bathroom, praying to Heaven and Earth a shower and
fresh makeup would restore her balance.


Tuesday,

December 16,
2025

Cleo, groggy though she’d risen at 6am
to be at Olympus, Inc., a few minutes early, was transfixed by the
owl perched behind Athena’s desk. His name was Tim, and Tim was
staring at her. Could the owl, with its avian senses, detect her
dry mouth, the mild pounding in her head?

It had proven surprisingly easy to sip
three glasses of wine while dining with Veronica last night, a
purely social occasion between friends with no pressure or agenda
or trying to guess what the other one was thinking. The well of
intimacy between them had run dry while she’d been away, Cleo
realized. In moments her breathing slowed, her smile warmed, and
her heart perked with the joy of sharing confidences. It was past
midnight when Ganymede looked pointedly at the clock above the bar
and said, “Last call.”

Her attention shifted to a tapping
sound: Athena’s fingers drumming on her desk.

“Thank you for being
punctual, Cleo. I wish I could say as much for your
boss.”

As if on cue, Hermes rushed
in.

“Sorry I’m late, Athena.
Ruffled feathers with Waller I had to pat down.”

In the years Cleo had worked for him
she had never heard Hermes apologize. He was thinner than when
she’d last seen him, with bruise-dark crescents under his eyes.
“Welcome back, Cleo.” He sat next to her.

His impersonal greeting left Cleo
nonplussed. True, he’d been pissed about her leave of absence, but
she’d thought they were still friends. The Starbuck’s mug in her
shoulder bag, the one she’d brought back for him, seemed trite and
silly now.

Athena cleared her throat. “You must
be wondering why we’re meeting with you today.”

The silver-eyed Goddess of War and
Wisdom gazed steadily at her, waiting.

“Ma’am?”

“It concerns War and
Diplomacy’s contribution to the climate change initiative,” Athena
said. “We’re targeting mortals engaged in the fossil fuel industry.
Our effort is coordinated through Olympus, Inc., Intelligence,
Secret Ops.”

Cleo had studied the
Olympus, Inc., organizational chart when she’d worked as Veronica’s
executive assistant but didn’t recall seeing an intelligence department. Athena stared at her. Was she waiting
for a reply? Tim hooted, as if to prompt
her.

“I don’t understand,
Ma’am.”

Hermes touched Cleo’s shoulder. She
turned toward him. His expression was solemn.

“Cleo,” he said, “we’re
going to make you a spy.”

The transition happened
immediately. Her cover inside Olympus, Inc.: during her leave of
absence Roderick Waller had performed so well Hermes had decided to
retain him and make Cleo available for employment elsewhere.
Irritated by this unflattering fiction, she kept not only the
Starbuck’s mug she’d intended for Hermes, but also the Fran’s Gold
Bars she’d purchased for Roderick after he shot her a smug look
when she stopped by to clean out her desk.
He of course hadn’t been told about her
real assignment. Cleo, herself, was sworn to secrecy. She couldn’t
tell her parents, couldn’t even tell David if he ever bothered to call or
text.

Besides, she hadn’t been told
precisely what her assignment was. This week Cleo would work in
Athena’s department as a temporary executive assistant. Security
was borrowing some people from War to provide crowd control during
the December festival, Light up the Dark, which started on the
winter solstice. From there it was one long roll to, through and
beyond Saturnalia. Heavy drinking was integral to the festivities,
especially during the Parade of Lights. The route passed through
the hotel-studded downtown neighborhood where the magnificent
fountain at The Plaza, for that night only, spouted
wine.


Tuesday,

December 16,
2025

New York City, New York,
USA

One thing David Bernstein
and his biological father, Saul Crispin, had in common, besides
their appearance, was bottomless hunger. By his second full day in
New York City it was already routine for the two of them to veer
toward the pushcart down the street from Saul’s building, the one
sporting a bright yellow and blue striped umbrella, each umbrella
panel emblazoned twice with a corporate name: Sabrett.

“Best damn hot dogs in the
city,” Saul said, and he’d only had to say
it once. David tried the All Beef Natural Casing with onion sauce
and the Hot and Spicy All Beef Skinless on
yesterday’s morning walk, not all that
hungry after coffee and glazed donuts earlier at Saul’s. Today,
though, he was ravenous, and ordered the
same as yesterday plus an All-Beef Hot Sausage with sauerkraut. If
he’d had more than two hands he would have gotten more. Good thing
a pretzel cart was on their route, too.

They strode along, munching
companionably as David soaked in the atmosphere. So many people on
the streets! Everyone walked fast, most with their heads down,
which might have had something to do with the bracing cold. It was
a great city for architecture. Yesterday they’d checked out the
Empire State Building and the U. N. Today they’d tackle Central
Park, Rockefeller Center and finish up at Radio City Music Hall for
the Rockettes 8pm show.

“Their Christmas show is a
New York City classic.” Saul said when he’d mentioned they had
tickets. “And here’s a little-known fact. Most people think the
Rockettes are all the same height. In actuality, they’re anywhere
between five-foot-six and five-ten and a half.”

“Like the difference
between me and Cleo.” It was the first time he’d said her name
since he’d called Saul from Sea-Tac to tell him Cleo wasn’t coming.
David could see the question in Saul’s raised eyebrows. Saul
finished his second of two dogs, licked his mustardy
fingers.

“What’s the matter,
kid?”

“Nothing’s the matter,”
David said between bites of the foot-long hot sausage and kraut.
“They needed her for some kind of work emergency and cancelled the
extension of her leave.”

Saul’s face relaxed. “That’s good to
know. She seems like a wonderful girl and I could see right away
how dedicated she is to you.”

“Yeah.” And that was just
the start. They’d fallen into a wild, blissful state that was going
strong right up to when the text arrived on Sunday morning. Damn
that Hermes. David had an ugly hunch Cleo’s boss was interested in
a lot more than her brain. Who wouldn’t be?

“I’d hate to think you two
had a falling out.”

The last bite of sausage hit David’s
stomach like lead.

Saul patted David’s shoulder. “I’ve
been around a long time, kid.”

So, yeah, he told Saul, yeah, he was
jealous, and kind of hurt, too, that it had only taken her a
nanosecond to change her plans. The past few weeks had been
so…

Saul chuckled. “No need to elaborate,
I can see the story in your eyes. Why don’t you send her one of
those text things?” Saul was not big on texting, mostly an email
and phone call kind of guy. “You don’t have to spill your guts,
just tell her you’re thinking of her. If she’s like everybody else
on earth she’ll appreciate it.”

Would she? Maybe it was his fault for
going cold on her. It felt bad when she decided to follow orders
without even discussing it with him, after what they’d become—real
lovers at last, no more of the “we’re just friends” game they’d
played for a decade. She’d given up a ton to join his six-month
quest to find his biological dad, and it was her determination when
he’d all but given up that was the last step to meeting Saul. He
owed her a lot, everything, practically, but…

Heaven and Earth, he felt
dumped!

He didn’t say anything about Saul’s
suggestion, pretended he hadn’t heard it. Saul changed the subject
to Central Park, how he’d met the landscape architect—

David stumbled to a stop. “Frederick
Law Olmstead? You’re kidding me!”

This guy—his
dad—was like a walking,
talking history book. Not many immortals he’d met were like that.
Few of them spent much time in the mortal world and paid more
attention to the triumphs and downfalls of other gods. But Saul. It
seemed like he’d been everywhere David had ever heard of and met
every historical figure he’d ever admired.

“We met decades after he
designed Central Park, when he was working on the Midway Plaisance
redesign after the World’s Columbian Exposition. I met him through
Sol Bloom, a theatrical entrepreneur I worked for who was a big
force in setting up the midway for the expo. All kinds of theaters,
the original Ferris Wheel, loads of international cultural
exhibits—big stuff in the entertainment world. That’s gone now, of
course. Olmstead’s job was to convert the midway into a park when
the exhibition closed. Ever been to Chicago? The Midway’s part of
the University of Chicago campus.”

“Wow.”

Spending time with Saul
made something that really bugged David—not the recent stuff with
Cleo, but something he’d thought about since he’d first learned he
was immortal—rise to the surface. If you went by human years, he
and Saul had been alive for about the same amount of time, the
difference of a mere twenty-some years. The Bernsteins had
protected him for two millennia, renewing a forgetfulness charm on
him at regular intervals to maintain the illusion he was mortal and
they were a regular mortal family. When the charm was broken, back
when he was a barista in Seattle, little bits and pieces of memory
had seeped back—not enough to enlighten, just enough to
frustrate. If he hadn’t been under the stupid
charm he’d probably remember a lot of cool
history, like Saul. When they stopped at the pretzel cart he
floated the idea.

“Interesting thought,” Saul
said, He took a meditative bite from his pretzel. “Ever ask Thelma
about that?”

“Once.” He’d brought it up
ten years ago, before he’d moved from Seattle to the City of Mount
Olympus. “She got all protective, said I might not want to remember
some of it.”

Saul laughed. “That’s the Thelma I
remember, a born mom. And she has a point. Getting close to mortals
is a setup for loss. I’m an expert in that, and I’ll bet the
Bernsteins are, too.”

David stopped eating,
dropped the half-finished pretzel back into the white paper bag and
tossed it into the next trash receptacle. He’d been entirely
selfish. Of course Thelma and Milton would have made and lost hundreds, maybe
thousands of mortal friends and associates over the centuries. “I
should call them.”

“That’s a good boy. A
little early for them now with the time difference, so maybe when
we stop for lunch?”

For a fleeting second David thought
about the time difference between New York and the City of Mount
Olympus. Seven or eight hours, maybe? Almost the end of the workday
at Olympus, Inc., right now, unless Cleo was slaving over some
time-sensitive critical project. That ass, Hermes, was sure to be
looking over her shoulder, standing way too close.

Blood boiling, David
swooped on the next food cart, hardly knowing or caring what was on offer. He trusted Cleo. He
did. But she was
there and he was here and Hermes was a
big-shot, two-plus millennia older than David with plenty of bad
boy charm. Women practically threw themselves at him, he’d seen it
with his own eyes! Heaven and Earth, he wanted to go to her and
protect her from that jerk, but she’d walked right into his trap!
Cleo was not stupid, far from it. She wasn’t naïve enough to—no, he
wouldn’t let himself even imagine it. He trusted her. He
did.

When the haze of rage cleared, his
hands were empty and greasy.

“Amazing,” said
Saul.

“What?”

Saul laughed, probably at
the stupidly defensive edge in his voice. “You belong in the Guinness Book of World Records, David. I
have never seen someone eat two pieces of
pizza so fast.”

Heaven and Earth, he had to get a grip
on himself! He was in New York City to get to know his birth dad,
not to make an idiot of himself over the only girl he’d ever loved.
At least, the only one as far as he knew.


Wednesday,

December 17,
2025

Midland, Texas,
USA

It was damn cold, a bracing six
degrees Fahrenheit at 9am. Edwin B. East (the B stood for
Bronchitis, an old family name) peered through the east-facing
glass wall of the thirty-seventh floor penthouse office he shared
with his twin brother. Too cold to snow now, but downtown Midland
had been blanketed with the stuff overnight.

“Damn cold morning,” Edwin
said to his mirror-image, Cyril B. (which stood for Blitzkrieg, a
name he’d selected on his own). The one physical characteristic
that made them distinguishable was visible only when they removed
their matching generously cut dress shirts.

“Damn cold indeed, if
you’re a mammal,” Cyril quipped, his voice reminiscent of a shrill
whistle.

The twins shared a high, wheezing
chortle.

“The perfect start to
Saturnalia.” Edwin continued. He paced the length of the window,
feet barely lifting in his long, slow stride. “The exempt staff
have received their bonuses?”

Edwin was operations; Cyril was
finance.

“They have,
indeed.”

“Excellent.” Edwin rubbed
his palms together. He had the usual number of fingers, each
exactly the same length as the others, with slightly bulbous tips.
It was a point of pride with Edwin to keep his nails perfectly
buffed and trimmed. Also, the extra circulation a regular manicure
provided faded the slight green tinge in his nail beds. The
illusion of normalcy was completed with a single layer of
flesh-tinted varnish. Hands mattered. In his line of work he shook
a lot of hands.

Cyril rose to join his brother in
front of the window. “The Saturnalia party launches at noon. We
must keep them happy.”

“That we must.”

East Fossil Fuels
Corporation was the largest employer in Midland, one that paid employees above market and offered a generous
benefits package, including two weeks of paid winter holiday leave
for corporate staff on a rotating basis. This year’s beneficiaries
were free December 19 through January 1. If one or two of them did
not return?

Tears of joy pooled in Edwin’s eyes,
irises shining purple with the aid of blue contact lenses.
“Attrition is the natural order of things. Such a beautiful time of
year.”

Cyril huffed in exasperation. “Edwin,
you are nothing if not a sentimental fool. We must be serious for a
moment and review our Saturnalia plans. Tonight—”

“Role reversal?” Edwin
said, head tilted at the angle he employed to look his most
winning.

“Yes, let’s do,” Cyril
said, taking in the details of his brother’s business attire that
exactly matched his own. “We can practice at the party. I will be
you and you will be me.”

“Splendid! And we will both
act as servants to the staff. Who should we choose as
King?”

“I was thinking of Perkins,
from R and D.”

Edwin licked his lips.
“He is on the
plump side.”

“With no living family or
dependents,” Cyril added.

“I’ll make sure he gets
plenty to drink and offer him a ride home in the limo.
Still…”

The downward note of the last word
turned them somber. Their identical eyes turned toward the spot on
the wall where two gold-embossed certificates hung side by side.
The twins inhaled and exhaled in chorus.

“Try as we do to bring
culture to our humble lives,” Cyril said, “it will never rival our
undergraduate days.”

Though the hour was early, Edwin
shuffled to the bar cart underneath the framed diplomas and poured
two generous snifters of rare vintage Remy Martin. He passed a
snifter to Cyril. They raised their glasses in unison.

“To Miskatonic University.
Long may she reign.”

New York City, New York,
USA

David awoke on Saul’s fold-out sofa,
sun glowing around the edges of the lowered shades on the three
common room windows. His throat was raw, rawer than his
enthusiastic cheering when the Rockettes took their curtain call
last night could explain. He rolled off the couch and onto his
feet, sinuses throbbing.

“Good morning.” Saul, a
semi-resolved blur, sat at the far side of the tiny dining table in
the kitchen alcove.

David recovered his glasses from the
end table.

“Yeah.” His voice sounded
like a honking goose with gravel in its throat.

“Uh-oh.” Saul padded across
the Persian rug to the three-quarter bath, the only private space
in his apartment if you didn’t count the large walk-in closet he
used for a bedroom. Sounds of the medicine cabinet opening and
closing and water being run preceded his return, one hand cupped,
the other holding a small paper cup. “Here, take this. Fingers
crossed it will knock down whatever’s ailing you.”

He set the cup and an oval-shaped
flesh-toned pill on the end table, and washed his hands thoroughly
at the kitchen sink.

“I’ve got a job coming up
next week, can’t afford to get sick,” He dried his hands on a blue
and white dishtowel. “You better take it easy today. I’ll make a
run for orange juice and find us something to eat.” His keys
dropped into his jeans pocket and he was off.

Great, just great. Time in
one of the world’s most vibrant cities and he was sidelined with a
head cold. No fever, though, and his hollow stomach was roaring.
Hopefully Saul would remember the old adage feed a cold. Thelma was a firm
believer in that wisdom, used to make him kugel when he got sick as
a kid.

At least as far as he remembered.
Heaven and Earth, it bugged him more and more that so much of his
memory had been suppressed. Thelma and Milton had apologized about
this many times since he’d learned he was immortal. Everyone had
thought it was for the best when they’d taken him out of Hera’s
household as a baby. Without memories, he would never find out that
he’d been adopted. He’d never feel the compulsion to search for his
birth parents and risk the wrath of Zeus, the cuckolded
husband.

At least, now that he knew who he was,
he could keep his memories from here forward, and Zeus was no
longer an existential threat. They’d formed an okay relationship at
Athens U, where Zeus was provost, mostly over a chess board. It was
something Zeus did with all graduate students one-on-one. Rumor had
it that the chess set had magical powers and there was a lot of
speculation about what, exactly, these were. David’s gut told him
it was probably a life and death thing, though it was incredibly
hard to kill an immortal. Still…

Saul had left the bathroom light on.
Better to clean up than let the chess board conjecture spin in his
stuffy head. The shower enclosure was tiny, tough on the elbows but
useful for containing steam. David’s sinuses eased. Hopefully
whatever it was Saul had given him would clear things
up.

He was dressed and sitting on the
made-up sofa when Saul’s keys rattled in the door. A half-gallon
bottle of juice was tucked under one arm. Each hand gripped a
grease-spotted white paper bag.

“Oh good, you’re up.” He
set his load on the dining table. “I wasn’t sure what you wanted so
I covered all the bases. Bagels with the works, chicken noodle
soup, rice pudding. Want some coffee?”

“Sure.” He started to
rise.

“Sit!” Saul commanded. “You
are hereby quarantined to the sofa and the bathroom, period. The
kitchen and my bedroom are off limits. I’ll set up my laptop in
here and prep for that job next week.”

“Another musical?” Saul had
just finished a national tour as Lazar Wolf in Fiddler on the Roof.

“Nah.” He loaded a plate
with bagels and little paper tubs of butter and cream cheese.
“Unfortunately, that project was cancelled. Backers nervous about
opening for one reason or another, my agent said. Fortunately she
got me something else.”

“Stage work?”

Saul chuckled. “Not exactly.” He set a
mug of coffee, black, on the end table and the plate of bagels
beside it. “It’s live performance, a group I’ve worked with before.
Private event, can’t really talk about it. I leave next Monday.
Juice?”

They hadn’t talked much
about Saul’s career, not since the night they first met and he’d said a little bit about meeting
mortals like Shakespeare along the
way.

“Ever do any movies?” David
picked up his mug to make room for the juice glass.

“Here and there. I did a
couple of silents with Keaton and Lloyd, strictly a bit player. One
with Chaplin. When it dawned on me that film was a way mortals
could trace me, I gave it up, except working as an extra now and
then.” He framed his face with his hands. “The name I can change
but not this mug. You like films?”

“Oh yeah,” David said
between bites. Man, the butter was fresh. “Milton’s a real movie
buff. He’s got a million of them on VHS.”

“A man after my own heart.
I never got used to DVDs, let alone streaming. Everything moves so
fast these days. But mortals…”

Saul’s voice dropped off, like his
thoughts had strayed somewhere sad. “Maybe you’ve seen this one,”
he said, brightening. He disappeared into his closet bedroom and,
after some rummaging, returned to the living area with a rolling
cart. On top of the cart was an old, obsolete television not much
wider than the VHS deck that formed its base.

“Streisand.” Saul grinned.
“One of the greats and always will be. Nice Jewish girl,
too.”

“You know her?”

“Not really. I was just
some guy in the background. Great songs, though.” He held up the
oblong box that rested on top of the television. The young,
unmarked face of Barbara Streisand dominated the cover. “Released
fifty-five years ago, if you can believe it. Almost fifty-six. Not
a great film, but nice. Had to die my hair to get the job, cover
the gray. You won’t see me until nearly the end. Minnelli used me
for background in a few scenes but most of it ended up on the
cutting room floor.”

David knew the songs. Milton Bernstein
was definitely a Streisand fan and the movie soundtrack was one he
often put on the stereo turntable. But the movie itself? Saul stood
by, VHS in hand, looking wistful.

“Let ‘er roll,” David
said.

Saul warmed a bowl of
chicken soup in the microwave while the opening credits ran. A
continuous stream of animated rectangular boxes entered the frame
and grew small as they reached the vanishing point, very
suspense-filled and reminiscent of a Hitchcock movie.
Streisand never worked with Hitchcock, did
she? The animation and opening credits were
accompanied by a choral arrangement backed by full
orchestra. David knew the song so well he couldn’t
resist singing along. The extended vowels in the first line sent
him into a coughing fit.

“Easy there, big fella.”
Saul set a heavy-looking soup bowl on the end table. “More
bagels?”

Saul’s nurturing was like Thelma
Bernstein on steroids. “Aren’t you going to have some?”

“Don’t worry, I got
plenty.”

Crappy as it was to be
sick, David gave into being gracious and leaned back on the couch.
He wasn’t a big Yves Montand fan and the guy looked about a hundred years older than Barbara. The
Daisy character, the one Streisand played,
was undergoing hypnotherapy with Montand as the therapist. She
wanted to quit smoking. But then—Heaven and
Earth, she was someone else, too! Someone named Melinda, Lady Tentrees…

David set the empty soup bowl aside.
Through simple hypnosis, Barbara Streisand had uncovered a past
life! Sure, it was reincarnation instead of repressed memory,
but…could he…would it…

He reached behind the couch
for his backpack and fished out his phone. His gut said Saul
wouldn’t like it, but he charged ahead anyway, tapping in a query
for New York City hypnotherapists. It was crazy, a
true longshot, but what if some mortal
practitioner could help him unlock his
past? He had now through Sunday to set up an appointment and figure
out a cover story so he could get away for a couple of hours and
find out something, anything, about where he’d been before Salt
Lake City, Utah.


Thursday,

December 18,
2025

Midland, Texas,
USA

Cyril B. and Edwin B. East reclined on
matching sofas opposite each other, their feet pointed toward a
pile of glowing logs in an open-hearth fireplace large enough to
roast an ox. The electric-powered spit had stopped turning at
midnight, the moment the skin of Perkins from R & D had
achieved a perfect crackling brown. The chime of the grandfather
clock in the back of the vast room announced the
quarter-hour.

Edwin worked a toothpick in the crown
of a molar, freeing the last delicious shred of Perkins. The pile
of bones—ribs, arms, legs—topped by the once succulent but now
empty skull formed a shape similar to their twelve-foot Christmas
tree in the grand entry hall.

“Cyril,” he said, pointing
to the heap once he’d attracted his twin’s attention. “Should we
decorate it, in keeping with the season?”

Cyril belched. “Suits me.”
The room, though cavernous, was toasty warm
and his feet were blissfully bare. He wiggled his toes, five of
them spaced equidistantly around the curve of his hoof-shaped foot,
against the low red firelight. The worst part about working among
humans was the footwear. “Of all the holidays, I love Saturnalia
best.”

After they’d enjoyed Perkins they'd
opened their gifts from each other and shared a yip of
delight—matching holiday jammies, again! This year plaid was all
the rage. A fine MacGregor tartan with lots of red added the
perfect note of blood and festivity. How handy it was, not only to
be identical in appearance, but to read each other’s
minds!

“Yes, we’ll have to do that
first thing on Monday,” Edwin said in answer to Cyril’s thought.
“Can’t leave R and D without a shepherd. Will you speak to HR, or
shall I?”

“Would you, please, Eddy?
You have the better head for what’s required. R and D is simply not
my forte.”

“Easily done.” Edwin
enjoyed talking to Ms. Allen, the HR head. She was due for extra
holiday time next winter and, since she’d started leading the
department and now spent most of her time in meetings, had plumped
up nicely. “We’ll post widely, of course, and have several layers
of review for qualified candidates.” It was difficult to tell from
resumes and references alone whether a job hopeful would
successfully align with the corporation’s core hiring value: to
help those who were properly skilled but, poor souls, had not the
joy of living family. Hence their motto: At East Fossil, we
are your family.
“Anything in particular you’d like to see in Perkins’s
replacement?”

Cyril fell quietly
thoughtful. “No, nothing in particular.” He belched
again and splayed his star-aligned fingers atop
his full tum-tum. “I can honestly say there will never be another
quite like Perkins.”


Friday,

December 19,
2025

New York City, New York,
USA

David Bernstein lay on a single
futon—no frame, just six inches of cotton between him and the
linoleum floor—in a room not much bigger than a broom closet. It
was nowhere close to the plush office Yves Montand had in the
movie—no art, no books, not even a window. But Griselda Munch was
the first practitioner he’d found with an opening. Saul had
grudgingly let him leave the apartment that morning after making
him swear on something he held dear (Thelma Bernstein’s kugle was
the first thing that came to mind) not to over-exert
himself.

“Cleo will not be happy
with me if you return to Mount Olympus as a mucous-filled sack of
contagion,” Saul had said.

He’d shrugged in reply. Would Cleo
have time for him with her big, important, supposedly crucial work
assignment? If he knew more about the past, maybe the present
wouldn’t seem so important.

David caught the individual-sized
bottle of hand sanitizer Saul tossed to him on his way out the
door. His head was nearly clear, though residual grogginess from
last night’s dose of cold medicine lingered. No spring in his step,
but one foot fell in front of the other to keep him moving forward.
He found the cross-street where he could pick up the needed bus,
pulled the wool scarf Saul had loaned him tighter around his neck.
The bus was late, and, to Griselda Munch’s annoyance, he was late,
too.

“Your hour started eight
minutes ago,” she said without a hello or confirming his name. Ms.
Munch pointed to the futon and plopped into a beat-up looking
leather recliner, the only other piece of furniture in the place.
She tapped a button on her smart phone, summoning music played on
instruments tuned to quarter-tones. “Close your eyes and
your mouth and breathe!” she commanded.
“Relax! Deep inhale, deep exhale.”

David focused on his breathing and on
the music while trying to erase the sound of Griselda Munch’s toe
tapping the linoleum. In a steady rhythm…

The scent of oranges. Blue sky
overhanging an endless body of water. Sun-warmed shoulders in a
suit coat. The cry of gulls.

“Where are you, David?”
Munch’s voice, soft and steady.

He breathed deeply.
“Valencia.”

“A beautiful place,
Valencia. What’s the year?”

“Nineteen-seventeen,”
wafted on a sigh.

“And you are how
old?”

Silly she couldn’t see it herself. “A
little younger.”

“Who are you?”

Standing on the beach, a smile quirked
his lips. “Me.”

Someone’s hand was in his, a soft
hand. Her scent mingled with the oranges.

Lucia.


Wednesday,

December 19,
1917

Valencia, Spain

Waves lapped the sandy shore. Lucia
squeezed his hand.

“You’ll be going home for
the holidays soon,” she said.

Chanukah had ended two days ago but
Lucia didn’t know about that. The Bernstein family had renamed
itself Burns when Milton’s banking career began, as the majority
Christian population of Scotland was inclined toward suspicion of
Jews involved with moneylending. Publicly, they were members of the
Church of Scotland.

“Yes. My folks expect me in
Barcelona for Christmas.”

They’d come to Spain for Milton’s
work. Trade between Spain and other European countries had grown
tremendously since the start of the war, and Milton had a brilliant
understanding of commodities and currencies. Also, as Thelma
pointed out, David would be less at risk. Pressure to join the army
had built when Scotland entered the Great War. Some of David’s
friends had already volunteered—and died—by the time the family
relocated. He was now nineteen.

“I wish I could go with
you.”

“I do, too.”

Lucia was a native of Catalonia. Her
family was prosperous enough to send her to England for schooling
and, later, to pursue nurse’s training. Though they’d met only a
few days ago, David felt he’d known her forever. Her eyes took on
an extraordinary light when they looked into his, a light his heart
told him burned in his eyes, too. She’d returned to Catalonia to
pursue a dream: to provide nursing services and train others in
public health practices. Spain lagged behind most of Europe in
matters of health, she’d explained to him. The population was not
as dense, with many living in mountain ranges or remote
agricultural regions, so new ideas didn’t travel quickly. It didn’t
help that literacy rates were low, especially among
women.

David was in Valencia on behalf of his
master, the Spanish architect Antoni Gaudi. A mad genius as some
called him. Gaudi had, for years, sequestered himself at La Sagrada
Familia. The basilica—gargantuan and wildly creative in design—had
been in progress for decades. It was whispered the project would
never be completed in Gaudi’s lifetime.

David had filled a sketch pad with
architectural details from religious and secular buildings, plus
sketches of local flora as specified by Gaudi for reasons he did
not reveal. Such was the nature of working for a genius. When the
war ended David hoped to return to the British Isles and pursue his
own path to becoming an internationally renowned architect. In the
short time they’d known each other, he and Lucia had discussed how
easy it would be, with her background and experience, to work
anywhere in the world. That she’d live with him was unspoken but
understood.

But there was the matter of
her parents. The Barbera Cabell family was proud, her father
prominent in regional politics and her mother from one of the
oldest families in Catalonia. They would never sanction
the marriage of their daughter to a foreigner,
especially if they discovered he was a
Jew.

David slipped his arms
around Lucia. “Mi amor,” he whispered in her ear. How, in the twentieth century,
could two educated, well-traveled people seem as hopeless as Romeo
and Juliet?

He was back in Barcelona on Christmas
Eve. A pine wreath trimmed with red ribbon decorated the front
door. David entered without knocking and followed his nose to the
kitchen. His mother was walking the cook through the niceties of
steaming a plum pudding.

“David!” Wisps of wavy red
hair laced with silver fluttered around Thelma Burns’s face. He
loved the freckles on his mother’s nose, more prominent than ever
because of the Mediterranean sun. Her arms flew around him and
squeezed. “Your father and I missed you so much. How was
Valencia?”

“Absolutely breathtaking,
Mother. I—”

“But you must be
exhausted.” She released him and pushed him away. “Go! Get settled
while I finish up with Maria. We have the hard sauce to make yet
and your father will be home any minute.”

“All right.” He longed to
tell her about Lucia but also feared what she might say. There’d
been a girl in Scotland he’d stepped out with a time or two, a
sweet and practical young woman named Katie. It wasn’t that Thelma
hadn’t liked her, but she’d warned David away from getting too
close with a cryptic message: She’s not
like us. About being Jewish, he
supposed. Thelma wouldn’t like that about Lucia,
either, an ardent Catholic.

Thelma was right about
today’s travel, though. David was weary from swaying and bumping
over three hundred fifty kilometers from Valencia to Barcelona. The bedrooms were down a hallway, past
the dining and drawing rooms. The feather
bed in his room beckoned to him to nap.

David set his suitcase alongside the
carved chair next to the armoire, dropped into the seat and unlaced
his shoes after stripping off his jacket and removing his pocket
watch and vest. He stretched luxuriously on the bed and soon fell
asleep.

“…count of three. Open your
eyes, feeling refreshed and wide-awake. One, two,
three.”

David Bernstein’s eyelids fluttered
opened. He reached his hands above his head and stretched, his
knuckles bumping the office wall. His throat felt raw like it did
when he fell asleep with his mouth open.

Lucia. Dark, intelligent eyes, rosy cheeks, hair worn in a long
braid down her back. Her scent a mixture of oranges, carbolic acid,
daylight and something undefinably her own. He’d met her, wooed
her, held her in his arms. He had, at least once in his earlier
life, fallen in love.

“Interesting,” Griselda
Munch said. “Your name was David then, too.”

She pressed him to book another
appointment. He said no, he was leaving town in a couple of days.
Ms. Munch’s skeptical expression made him nervous. David wasn’t
great at seeing auras, but he took a good look to make sure hers
was the pink corona of a mortal. If she’d seen his purple aura
tinged with gold, who knew what she’d try to do?


Friday,

December 19,
2025

City of Mount
Olympus

Hunched at a desk in the
War Department, Cleo jockeyed employee names, personnel codes and pay grades, using an ancient
spreadsheet program with functions so basic they belonged in the
Stone Age. At quitting time on Friday Athena peered over the top of
Cleo’s cubicle.

“Ms. Petra, please stop by
my office before you leave for the weekend.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Cleo powered
down the old desktop computer. She stretched her arms toward the
ceiling. Her spine and shoulders popped like a string of
firecrackers.

The door of Athena’s office was open.
The Goddess of War and Wisdom was ruffling Tim’s head feathers and
feeding him something crunchy.

“That’s a good
boy.”

He snapped down the last morsel.
Athena brushed her palms together and dropped into her
chair.

“Tartarus of a week,” she
said. “Please close the door and sit.”

Cleo felt as if the vacant eye sockets
of the masks on the wall behind her were boring holes into her
back, the same way Athena’s silver eyes drilled into her from the
front.

“Thank you for picking up
the admin slack this week,” Athena said. “Dull, I realize, but it
only comes around once a year.”

“Glad to be of assistance,
Ma’am.”

“I like a team player, Ms.
Petra. Hopefully you’ll enjoy the change of pace next week. And for
five weeks after that.” She handed Cleo an envelope. Inside was a Bank of Olympus deposit slip detailing
a generous transfer to her personal
account, also an air ticket, departure from Athens
International early Sunday morning, destination
Washington, D.C.

“A mortal operative has
arranged for your training in their world. America, to be exact, at
a facility called The Village.”

A weekend of laundry and packing.
And—

“Can you tell me about my
mission, Ma’am?”

The corners of Athena’s mouth tilted
upward. “Not until you’ve finished your training. I don’t want your
magnificent brain inventing real-world scenarios until you’ve
soaked up everything they can teach you. Officially, you’re in the
mortal world, gathering data on international diplomatic relations.
Questions?”

Yes, but knowing she wouldn’t get
answers— “No.”

“Thank you, Ms. Petra, and
good luck.”
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