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      “That doesn’t look like a beer and a bump.” Michelle glared at the glass Henrietta set atop the battered oaken bar and tried to figure out what it did look like. The light was dim enough that it was hard to see exactly what it was, but it definitely wasn’t a beer and bump.

      There was a general blueness to the drink—like a glass full of Windex—that was likely to be Curacao, an orange-flavored and typically bitter liqueur. Floating about in it were balls of red that weren’t cherries, but might have been congealed Campari, an herbaceous liqueur that was also bitter. The deep-red globules slowly rose and fell in blue Curacao as if they were…

      “It looks like sunsets,” Henrietta’s tiny expression was round-eyed with wonder as she gazed into the curvaceous Hurricane glass that overtopped her by several inches. “Don’t you just love sunsets? I do and who wants a beer and a shot of whiskey when they can have sunsets? Really, Michelle. You must have more imagination. Look, see, now they’re rising now. Sunrises!” Her voice practically squeaked with joy. The foot-tall angel was so pleased that her wings lifted her several inches off the bar for a moment. Once she landed, she took one last admiring glance at her creation, then walked down the bar to serve the latest arrival. As she walked along, she gathered up Michelle’s scattered peanut shells and stood up on her tiptoes to tip them into an empty bowl.

      Michelle sipped at the drink reluctantly and it felt as if her face—her entire head—was trying to shrivel into one giant pucker. She hadn’t noticed the thin layer of pure lemon juice that floated atop the Curacao. It must represent light gray clouds or some such; Henrietta hadn’t explained and now that she was on to other things, there would be no point in asking either. The drink was surprisingly close to sucking on a bitter lemon.

      Michelle took another cautious taste and decided that it wasn’t quite as bad as that but it was close. Maybe she was getting used to it. She poked at a rising sun of Campari with her straw and sucked it dry. With its center gone, it imploded, much as a black hole would. The combination of the bitterness of a burned-out sun, the cosmic power to collapse it, and the high alcohol content was growing on her.

      Of course, being the Devil Incarnate, she was used to wielding cosmic power, even if she was here in this bar trying to forget that.

      “Hey!” The newcomer called out. “Come back here. This isn’t what I ordered.”

      Michelle looked up to see her old friend Freyja glaring down at her drink as Henrietta fluttered off to check on one of the tables. Michelle glanced up to make sure the ceiling fans weren’t running—Henrietta had never really understood fans and would often get sucked up into them and have to be extracted. There was nothing in all creation worse than a dizzy angel with a speed-talking disorder.

      “What did she give you?”

      Freyja scowled down at her glass causing her long sun-blond tresses to fall down and cover her perfect breasts; the mortal artists had always rendered her naked from the waist up and now she was stuck with the look.

      Michelle and Joshua the One God had been around since before the boot-up of the Software That Ran the Universe fourteen billion years ago and she’d thankfully avoided the whole horns, red skin, and tail thing that mortals came up with later—though there were times that she thought a tail might have been fun. Still, she was happy with the Amazonian body that made men—mortal and not—weep, long dark curly hair that curled too much when it was humid, and her own choices for clothing, mostly from the Levi’s store.

      “Hard apple cider,” Freyja grimaced as she took another sip. “I am not Iounn—no matter what Richard Wagner said in the Ring operas. I am not the keeper of the golden apples of youth. I am the Norse goddess of sex, war, and death. I don’t want hard apple cider. I don’t li—”

      “Have you ever won an argument with Henrietta?”

      Freyja sighed and took a sip of her hard cider, “No. But I hate apples.”

      “I’ll trade you,” not that Michelle was a big fan of hard cider either, but the Norse goddess looked as if she’d had a hard day.

      Freyja eyed Michelle’s drink and shook her head in a sullen no.

      Business was slow at the Gods Are Out Inn, but it would pick up soon. When Michelle had designed the place, she’d embedded a fire-and-brimstone mesh in the walls—which had other uses than leveling Sodom and Gomorrah. That had all been a terrible misunderstanding that Joshua still didn’t like to talk about. The mesh made her bar the only place where Universal God-fi didn’t reach. No godly commands could be issued from in here, but far more importantly there was a complete block on inbound prayers, supplications, and other importunings. It was the one place a god or goddess could go and find a little mental peace and quiet.

      No constant begging for forgiveness after cheating on the diet, the stock market, or a spouse reached through the walls. No whining prayers for special help with the diet, the stock market, or someone else’s spouse made it in either.

      A small choir of angels fluttered in from the back door, giggling and teasing each other as they arranged themselves in one corner of the bar. Soon they were rocking out a version of Mozart’s Requiem Mass in D minor in nine-part harmony. They tended to sing alphabetically so they’d be into Muddy Waters soon which was good—the Mass was a little heavy for a evening of drinking—though she was sorry to have missed the Motley Crue and Motorhead that they must have sung last night.

      Over the years the bar had built up an impressive collection of artifacts until the room was pleasantly cluttered with paraphernalia taken from some god or other. It gave the place a nice homey feel.

      Wotan’s shattered staff hung from rafters that were carved from charred remains of the One Tree. Parvati had taken away Shiva’s sword after he’d used it to cut off his son Ganesha’s head and replaced it with an elephant’s. The sword now hung above the breadboard, though Michelle occasionally used it to shave the meat for gyros when she was in the mood. Moses’ whicker baby basket that had floated him safely down the Nile now sat on the end of the bar with a handwritten sign that said “Tips” in Aramaic, written in Mary Magdalene’s fine script.

      “Speaking of the Devil!” Jesus’ wife sat on the stool between her and Freyja. Mary offered Michelle a sideways hug and even Freyja seemed a little cheered by her presence.

      Henrietta fluttered back from where Macbeth’s trio of witches were telling bawdy stories in Old Welsh about Taliesin the Irish bard. The angel’s cheeks were flaming red as she fluttered to a rest in front of Mary and delivered a glass of lightly-chilled Chardonnay.

      “Thank you, Henrietta.”

      The little angel only nodded before fluttering off, too discomfited to even speak—a historic first in Michelle’s experience. She was definitely going to have to join the witches shortly and hear some of those stories herself.

      “How did you get that?” Freyja still sounded grumpy.

      Mary sipped her wine. It caught the light from the flickering oil lanterns and turned into rainbows that danced inside the glass, occasionally escaping to highlight Mary’s blond hair.

      “Henrietta likes me.”

      “Everybody likes you,” Freyja grumbled. “Even when I’m in a foul mood I like you. I’d like to know how you do that as well.”

      “Family secret,” Mary giggled and offered a wink of complicity, “so I’ll tell you.”

      Michelle leaned in to listen after signaling Henrietta for another drink. The Curacao and Campari had gone down very easily and the high proof of the former was making her more complacent about the latter.

      “I just—”

      A flash of lightning outside the bar shone so brightly that it penetrated every crack and crevice, even in the places where there weren’t any. A moment later, a crashing roar shook the bar, and glasses and bottles rattled together. Even the heavenly choir stopped their rendition of Mungo Jerry’s In the Summertime in the middle of having women on their minds and they all cringed until it was obvious nothing would break after all.

      A light sheen of dust shook off the rafters and everyone jumped when Herod’s old throne toppled over backwards—too much ostentation had made it very top heavy. It was prone to falling over backward, especially when Michelle tried to sit there and prop her feet up on the table.

      A burst of manly laughter rolled in from outside the front door, followed closely by its owners: Odin after his long gray beard and Thor after his father.

      Odin dropped onto the stool beside Michelle and leered at her, “Hey, babe!”

      Thor was nearly seated beside Freya when she hissed out, “Sit there and you won’t enjoy sex for at least a century.”

      Thor blanched nearly as light as his hair and shuffled down to sit on the stool beyond Odin.

      “How about you and me, Michelle?” Odin’s breath stank of cheap wine and day-old Chinese food. The old lech—who’d fathered gods, goddesses, Valkyries, and bedded more than a few mortals—lay a hand on her hip. She knew from past experience that if she complained, he’d blame his grope on depth perception problems from the loss of one eye. He aimed a kiss at her ear that landed on the end of her moving fist.

      Thor was still sober enough to spin his stool out of the way as his father tumbled by to land prone on the floor. Odin’s mighty helm rolled free and his head caught sharply on the mast of Odysseus’ ship, which now supported the roof. He lay where he landed, his one good eye fluttered for a moment then closed. He was out cold despite the cushioning of the old ropes Odysseus had used to lash himself to the mast so he could escape the sirens’ call.

      “Well, that takes care of the lightning,” Michelle looked at Thor over the stool that now stood vacant between them. “Does the God of Thunder have anything to say?”

      Thor avoided her gaze and thumped his mighty hammer on the top of the bar—though not hard enough to call the thunder—and signaled Henrietta for a drink.

      “Give me some mead,” he snarled at her.

      She served up a glass of something that was as black as coffee, but smelled strongly of steaming tar pit with a touch of ginger. The tiny angel fluttered in front of him at nose-level with her arms crossed, daring him to complain.

      Thor glanced down the bar, but no one offered him any help.

      “By Odin’s blind eye…” He wrapped his hand around the haft of his hammer. Henrietta smacked it smartly with the haft of Paris’ arrow, the one that had killed Achilles, which she kept under the bar for just such moments. He yelped, pulling his hand back in surprise. Then she poked the sharp end against the tip of Thor’s nose.

      “Any complaints, take it up with the management.”

      Thor glared sideways at Michelle, being very careful not to move his nose inordinately. All of the gods and goddesses had come into being when the mortals had gathered together and thought them up. Only Michelle and Joshua had come before and only they had power over the Software That Ran the Universe and most—except for old fools like Odin—had learned not to test themselves against that power.

      Thor mumbled a “sorry” and sipped at the drink after Henrietta tucked the arrow away. He grimaced, but didn’t say another word.

      Michelle turned back to Mary Magdalene as Henrietta fluttered up to her. Mary held up a finger and Henrietta slapped it with a high five.

      “You go, girl!” Mary whispered.

      Henrietta’s halo glowed as brightly as if she’d just defeated the Egyptian hordes by parting The Red Sea then closing it again on their sorry behinds when they’d tried to follow the Jews—rather than being the one who lost the directions and left the Jews to wander in the desert for forty years. Though Michelle had ever understood the forty years part—it wasn’t that big a desert after all.

      Mary always made it look so easy to handle the troublesome little angel. Michelle really needed lessons in that, but expected that they wouldn’t help, so she let it go.

      Instead, she focused on taking a sip of her Curacao Sunrise or Sunset or whatever it was and looked past Mary to Freyja.

      “What is it that has the Norse goddess of sex, war, and death down? That’s more material for amusement than I have. The
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