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It’s fun to be a goddess of victory.

Until you need opponents for a game of cards.

Nike, goddess of victory, sat motionless at her place at the card game of the gods, seated at a rickety card table. 

This still being a card table of the gods, “rickety” by the divine definition was still beautiful. The cold surface where she drummed her fingers impatiently was inlaid with a glistening mother-of-pearl panel that had a few dull spots where it had been worn down by repetitive placement of holy elbows. A charred spot on the corner where a lightning bolt had glanced off the side of the table gave a silent clue as to which leg was rickety below, and also served as a silent reminder that the gods best behave themselves if they wanted to keep their card game friendly. 

The card table had been in the family for centuries—it was the original card table, in fact, and had served as the divine blueprint for all earthly card tables, which may also have explained why so many of humanity’s card tables were also rickety. 

At this point, the gods’ attachment to the table may have been more sentimental than anything else. 

It was the card game they had always used for their friendly card games.

They had never used a different table. 

So, they continued to use it, even with the scorch mark and the rickety leg. 

The air smelled of butter, glaze, and cinnamon from the hot, fresh cinnamon buns sitting on an ornamental green glass plate on the corner of the table. Nike didn’t have much of an appetite for desserts, so she pushed the plate slightly toward Zeus, who had already eaten two.

The slightly unstable table rocked just a bit under the weight of the shifting plate, and Zeus grinned at her, a couple of cinnamon bun crumbs in his beard. He jovially helped himself to a third.

She suspected that Zeus had ordered the cinnamon rolls as treats for the table with the knowledge that both Nike and Hera—the two goddesses who were present—would turn them down, leaving more for him. 

But she overlooked the selfishness for now. 

She had bigger fish to fry. 

Nike was a more minor goddess, and only invited to a card game of the gods every few weeks or so. 

The winner of the card game got to ask a favor of Zeus, unless they annoyed him too much.

And Nike had something she wanted today. 

She wanted to upgrade her victory torch to something sleeker and more modern. Something beautiful that befitted her as both an ancient and a modern goddess. 

To make the switch on an official level, she needed approval from the highest level.

Which meant playing nice with the king of the gods.

She glanced at the empty chair to her left. All they were waiting for was one last player. Hermes wasn’t scheduled to play, but hadn’t put in an appearance. 

She wondered idly what might happen if Zeus ever won a card game, but that had never happened, so far as Nike knew. If anything, she thought, perhaps Zeus used the card games to doll out favors to the other gods in an organized way. If you wanted to take a petition to Zeus, you just needed to wait for your turn at the table. And then, your odds were pretty good: one out of three of the players facing Zeus would turn up as a winner. 

And of course, when Nike was at the table, the winner was almost always her.

True, there had been a few times in which she hadn’t won, and this was enough to give her an edge of nerves, because she really wanted to win this one. 

But she was hopeful, and as confident as she typically was.

Nike sat at a folding chair which had padding on its seat far more comfortable than any folding chair had a right to be on earth, silently displeased at the fact that the back of the chair pressed against her in a more uncomfortable way than any folding chair had a right to do. 

It probably didn’t help that Nike had wings which she needed to tuck behind her when she sat down, and therefore preferred chairs with more padding or a more thoughtful design, but still.

Given that the table was owned by Zeus, she figured maybe having chairs with uncomfortable backs was deliberate on his part—can’t let other players be getting too comfortable during a card game of course. They needed to get up and go after the game, not linger and talk his ear off.

Or, baring this, perhaps the powerful king of the gods had not yet figured out how to make chairs more comfortable—suitable for a goddess. It could have been one of those unnecessarily tough machismo things that Nike tended to roll her eyes at. 

Or maybe, she mused darkly, the other chairs at the table might be fine, and maybe Zeus always gave her an uncomfortable chair on purpose—to try and keep the goddess of victory on edge, and thus somewhat more likely to lose. 

As if.

The marble floor where Nike now tapped her impatient sandals was polished to a high sheen, and harp music from a muse drifted over from just far enough away to reassure the players at the table that their conversation was probably out of anyone else’s divine earshot. 

Flasks of mead sat at the table for the gods’ pleasure—although Nike preferred the green smoothie which she’d brought for herself in the tall, thin reusable thermos in front of her, which she sipped at with a long fat straw. 

She rested her chin on her fist, and sighed. 

Zeus was chewing up the last of his most recent cinnamon roll, and Hera sat directly across from her, hands folded and calm. But the seat to Nike’s left was, suspiciously, still empty.

“So why isn’t he here already?” she asked. 

Zeus glanced awkwardly at Hera, whose long brown hair was piled up on top of her head behind her circlet crown. 

Both Hera and Zeus shrugged. 

Nike glowered. “He’s afraid to play with me after last time, isn’t he?” 

Hera smiled warily, her gray eyes seeming to see both the present and the beyond. “He said he’d be here,” she said. “Maybe he’s just running late.” 

Raising her eyes toward the azure blue sky overhead, Nike pouted. “I can’t help it if I’m the goddess of victory,” she continued. “Some gods just need to try harder.” 

“Relax.” Zeus had one foot propped across his other leg, making a triangle with his knee. He was shuffling the deck of cards in front of him on the table. The cards made a perfectly paced cascading paper sound as they came together flawlessly, as he shuffled them over and over again. These cards had been a gift to the gods from a previously unknown but now rather famous artist down on the lands below. His gift to the gods had gotten him all manner of divine assistance in advancing his career. The cards of the decks featured gods and heroes of various realms, and Nike found all of the art luscious and fascinating. 

She especially appreciated that her own image appeared in the deck—in the card of Victory, Nike looked snappy, with her wings spread at an attractive angle, and the wreath of victory spinning around one of her fingers. 

In the image, she wore a pair of blue-rimmed sunglasses. After she’d seen her portrait depicted this way on the card, she had immediately liked the look of it so much she’d obtained her own pair of blue sunglasses in that style. She had to admit, they had panache. 

Nike felt smug every time that card ended up in her hand. 

She was already planning to approach this artist about coming up with a design for her new, modern torch. 

Playing with the cards almost absently, Zeus laid a few of the cards down on the table.

“I think he isn’t going to come,” Zeus announced.

“What?” said Nike. “Oh.” She looked down at his spread, and saw that Zeus had made his own divinatory layout with the card deck of the gods. 

Hermes (the first card) faced a sea monster (the second card) while in pursuit of a nymph (the third card). 

“He looks a little distracted,” Zeus said.

“Not that you’d have any sympathy for his current quest,” Hera quipped, and Zeus gave her a hurt expression. 

“Maybe we should cancel today’s game,” said Zeus.

“No!” said Nike, and the other two looked at her, startled. “Well, I only get a turn at the card game every so often,” Nike said. “Who are we going to invite up to finish the circle?”

Scooping up the cards again, Zeus shuffled them together, and rapidly began laying them out.

All of the cards which he was flipping over were coming out inverted: upside down gods, goddesses, heroes, monsters, and elementals.

“Busy, busy, busy, busy,” Zeus muttered as he flipped through them.

“They can’t all be refusing to play,” Nike said, annoyed. “That’s hardly sportsmanlike.”

“Do you have any recent petitioners?” Zeus inquired, looking up at Nike with a piercing stare. “Perhaps one of them may come up and fill in the last spot for the chance of an audience.”

“Fine,” Nike said grumpily. 

She stood, and paced a short distance away.

The other gods and goddesses tended to have many temples and holy places—and some of them had a plethora of places petitioners could come with questions or requests.

Nike didn’t like to bother with all of that formality. In general, she sub-let space in the holy spaces of Zeus and Athena. 

She felt this was a cunning and efficient arrangement: Whenever a petitioner came to one of those spaces, they invariably petitioned Zeus or Athena first, and threw on an additional petition to Nike after that—if they spoke to her at all. After all, Zeus and Athena were two of the main gods. And therefore, in the minds of most petitioners, far more likely to be able to come up with satisfactory results for a request.

Nike hadn’t really been in high demand
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