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      The ancient Egyptian god Set stormed across the heart of the desert. Wind spun sand into great cyclones around him, towering whirlwinds that rose up to the blackened sky. Lightning crackled between the clouds, threatening to set the very heavens on fire. The smell of desiccated bodies and dark magic followed the god as he raced across the sands in his rage.

      Set wore his Set-Animal form, which some stupid mortals likened to a pig because of his curved snout and square-ish ears. Others described him as a hound because of his dog-like body and thin tail. Any soul who dared to cross the border between their plane and this world of the Egyptian gods would quickly realize that Set was something much, much different than any of the traditional animals. He was unique in all the worlds.

      He actually liked the term that one idiot human poet had used: Hell Hound. It held connotations of how Set would chase his prey to their deaths and beyond. Though he still wasn’t a dog. Not like that dog-headed idiot Anubis.

      Sure, men described Anubis as “jackal-headed” with all the sinister implications implied therein. Had they never seen one of the pharaoh’s dogs? Anubis was as faithful, and as dumb, as that purebred line, with all the brains purposefully bred out of them.

      Stupid humans.

      Set raced on, his burning red eyes seeing clearly through the haze of sand. Clawed feet found purchase over the shifting dunes. He was only the size of a lion, though he could grow much larger as need arose. He wore red fur today, the traditional color of death and destruction. His black forked tongue stuck out of the side of his mouth, panting in the great heat.

      The god had been so sure that this time, man would actually destroy himself. Set didn’t care enough to try to understand the science behind their toys. He just wanted the earth scrubbed clean of mankind’s presence so the world (and the gods) could be born anew.

      However, this time the birth of the world would be different. It wouldn’t come into being through some dung beetle pushing the sun before him, a giant egg waiting to hatch. And it sure as hell wouldn’t be the god Atum either, rising from the primeval waters and creating the first sacred mound.

      No, Set himself would rise from the ashes of the world that had been, rebirthing the gods who’d been faithful to him, as well as creating a new race of men who displayed the proper amount of obedience and worship, instead of these godless heathens who steadfastly refused to do all the worlds a favor by blowing themselves to smithereens.

      Damn them all! Set raged, hurling his winds and storms across the great desert, causing the few creatures who lived there to cower in their dens. The earth trembled with his passage. The sky bled gouts of fire like tears. Smoke and ash were all he breathed.

      After what felt like an eternity, Set’s anger blew itself out. The winds lessened, the clouds broke up, and the great domed sky cleared. Harsh sunlight shone down on the glistening sands. The smell of baked rocks and cool hidden oases rose up. Quiet reigned, the silence of the desert surrounding Set again.

      Set looked around to see where he was, squinting in the bright sunlight. Same place he’d ended up last time, on the far southern border of the desert, near the mountains and the coast. He smelled the wet of the ocean, still leagues and leagues away, but insinuating itself into the desert air. The finest grain grew in the valley between the sands and the rocks, from which Set brewed the sweetest beer.

      Maybe he should go check on his crops. He shook himself and transformed into a more human-like form. He wore the traditional braided beard of the pharaohs, though he kept his head shaved clean. He had no crown or headpiece, and woe be to the one who suggested his naked skull looked barren. Black kohl outlined his dark eyes. A proud nose stood out from his face, hanging above thin, cruel lips. His skin had the golden hue of the first morning sunlight.

      He wore a white robe that went down to his calves and was tied around his waist with a brilliant red belt. A rainbow colored necklace of precious stones hung down to the middle of his emaciated chest. Set had lived too long in chaos and the desert for his body to ever “plump up” again.

      A giant staff rose out of the ground for Set to walk with. It was forged out of black iron with bronze rings decorating it. A sharp, hooked khopesh rose out of the top of the staff, towering above Set’s head. Traditionally, only the outer curve of the blade would be sharpened, but Set had made both edges deadly.

      Set walked slowly across the fierce desert sands. What would he do after he visited these fields? There was nowhere else for him to go but back to his palace, to visit his wife Nephthys and enjoy the fruits of the labors of his shabits, the clay golems who worked the fields, baked his bread, and made his beer.

      Suddenly, the ground underneath Set’s sandals trembled. The air in front of him grew hazy. Set stopped walking and willed the mirage before him into being.

      That stupid, prideful Norse god Loki rose up. He was as white as a maggot who gnawed on corpses and not much more intelligent than one as well.

      Set barely managed to stop himself from cutting the idiot in two.

      Loki wore his blond-white hair loose down to his shoulders like a woman. Scars traversed his face like a river delta, caused by some poison, probably also from a woman, knowing him. He only had one eye this time that blazed as blue as the sky, who was also a woman. As for the gaping black hole…must have given the other eye to a woman.

      “Finished with our tantrum, finally?” Loki said. “Ready to talk like a civil being?”

      Set pressed his lips together so that he would not blast this disrespectful “god” to pieces.

      The last time he’d done that, Loki had had the gall to laugh, laugh at Set. And complain how his mistreatment had tickled.

      “Seems we both have the same problem,” Loki continued. “Mankind.”

      Set refused to be interested in what this trickster had to say. In Set’s day, he’d also been known as a trickster. As the modern saying went, it takes one to know one, so Set had a deep aversion to Loki and mistrusted every word that tumbled from his spoiled lips.

      Set started walking again, striding across the desert. Anything would be better than to dally and exchange words with this one.

      “Don’t you gods have the ability to be re-birthed?” Loki asked, falling in beside Set, easily keeping up with him.

      Set always forgot that the damned god was part giant and so could match him stride for stride, even though Loki only rose up to Set’s chest at this point.

      “We have myths of being reborn as well,” Loki said after Set didn’t reply. “Stronger and better than we had been.”

      “What, do you want me to come and kill all of the Norse gods? So that you might be reborn?” Set asked, sneering.

      “You know, that might not be a bad idea,” Loki said, sounding as if he’d never had such a thought before.

      Set snorted in derision. Despite how “spontaneous” Loki acted, Set knew everything Loki said had been rehearsed many times.

      “Right,” Set said. “I suppose you’ll kill us first, then promise to bring us back. Seems I’ve heard that myth before.” He knew of other gods who’d fallen for such a trick.

      Not Set.

      “No, I think you should raise an army and come storm Valhalla,” Loki replied.

      “And get slaughtered,” Set replied dryly.

      “I’d get you across the Bifrost bridge,” Loki said. “After that, yeah, you’d be on your own. But you’d cross the first hurdle without a scratch. Besides, wouldn’t you want to put your greatest enemies up front? So that if some did get killed, the faithful would still be surrounding you?”

      Set considered the Norse god’s proposal. The first task was indeed getting to the land of any other gods. Set was never sure how Loki managed it without getting permanently killed. (Though Set had killed the other god a number of times over the centuries just because Loki was such an annoying shit.)

      “I need to consider this idea of yours,” Set said slowly. He didn’t trust this Loki.

      “Better hurry,” Loki said. “My plans are already starting to take shape. And I could use a mighty warrior like you on my side.”

      Set knew better than to believe the praise, though he still found himself puffing up. “I will judge the worthiness of your suggestion in the fullness of time,” Set said.

      “Of course, you will,” Loki said.

      Really, did Loki need to sound so snide? Especially since he had come here, to Set’s desert, to essentially ask a favor?

      “You may go now,” Set said, well aware of just how pompous he sounded.

      That was one of the good parts of being a god. He really didn’t have to care what he sounded like, or how others saw him.

      Set merely was. He lived, despite the centuries. That was all that mattered.

      “Fine, fine, I can take a hint,” Loki said. “But at some point, you need to introduce me to that sexy wife of yours. Or is it your sister?”

      Set shrugged. Such relationships tended to be fluid as well.

      “Bother me later, little man,” Set said as he strode off, using his desert power to push himself along faster than the other god could have walked.

      “I’m counting the minutes until you call!” Loki cheekily replied.

      Set took a deep breath as he felt the peace of the desert return. Loki was such a disturbing force.

      However, he had a point.

      Instead of focusing on men and getting them to destroy themselves, maybe he should turn his brilliant, burning gaze on the other gods. Get them to kill each other off.

      Who would support him in this grand scheme? Which idiots, besides Isis, Osiris, and Horus, along with the dumb dog Anubus, would oppose him?

      And how could he turn this plan to his advantage before Loki changed the rules and made him lose?
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      Hunter sat at the back of the church meeting hall with all the other addicts who’d decided AA was the place for them. Two dozen men and women filled the uncomfortable, gray plastic chairs. Many of the people there were anxious or scared, but none of them were actually dangerous, not like Hunter, who’d assessed the threat level in the room as fairly low.

      He sat perfectly still in his chair, unlike everyone else who shifted restlessly and muttered. A wooden podium had been set up at the front of the room, which could easily double as a pulpit. The tall, skinny man standing behind it looked like a scrawny English professor, like Hunter’s dad. He had thinning hair around the fringes of his balding skull and an extremely long, pale face. His Adam’s apple bobbed rhythmically with his nervous swallowing. Watery gray eyes looked out through thick, wire-rimmed glasses.

      He was still going on and on about his addiction to pain killers and how he’d started circling the drain.

      Hunter let his attention drift, recounting the number of escape routes that already existed, as well as the ones he could create, punching through walls or jumping through windows. He hated it when the meetings were held in places like this—underground, without enough proper exits. At least the far end of the hall was all windows, along with a sliding glass door, all of which were currently covered with snow. However, no matter how brightly the long neon lights shone down on him, shadows lurked in the corners.

      The room smelled of fake sugar and bitter coffee. Seemed that most addicts exchanged one addiction for another: instead of booze, they now drank gallons of the blackest coffee they could find. They’d probably shoot up the stuff if they thought it would do any good.

      The cheap linoleum floor had a pattern on it at one point, but years of careful scrubbing had removed it, so now it was just a dingy yellow instead of white with gold squares.

      The door leading up the stairs and out of the hall was directly to Hunter’s left. He’d had to stare down some punk who’d thought that she belonged in the spot closest to the door. However, that was Hunter’s place. Though it wasn’t as if he couldn’t move faster than any of them, or even possibly than all of them, their speed added together.

      Hunter still wore his coat in case he did need to leave quickly, though he’d had to unbutton it in the warm basement. Cassie, his boss, had bought it for him the previous fall, a nice dark brown wool jacket that hung down to his knees and kept him warm through the Minnesota winter. Of course, he had on his old combat boots, so his feet stayed dry and would be well protected in a fight. He also wore tough jeans, not those pre-faded ones that tore easily, or even, heaven forbid, the ones that came already ripped. His only concession to “looking nice” was a clean white shirt.

      A long plastic table stood beside the door, pushed against the wall. It held a huge coffee urn, bottles of water, and the cheap, store-bought cookies that Hunter had come to expect at these meetings. A squat wooden basket sat next to the “goodies,” empty except for the helpful note explaining that all donations were welcome.

      Hunter recognized the gait of the person coming down the stairs before he turned his head to let his eyes verify.

      Yes, that was Mac, his sponsor. Bald guy, short and round. His ruddy cheeks burned bright red in the warmth of the hall after the brutal winds and cold of Minneapolis in February. Mac wore his usual khaki army jacket, combat boots, and jeans. No hat or scarf—he agreed with Hunter those “accessories” were too easy for an opponent to use against the wearer in a fight.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Mac said. He slid into the row and sat next to Hunter, leaving Hunter in the spot closest to the door. “Traffic.”

      Hunter nodded, though he didn’t drive and was only ever aware of the number of cars on the roads as possible threats. Cassie had been on his ass about that lately, letting him know how useful it might be if he’d grow the fuck up and take on a few more responsibilities for the business.

      She didn’t mean it in a cruel way. Her heart was in the right place. But their business was, well, busier than before, and she was stressed.

      He suspected she was also stressed because Cassie’s girlfriend—Theresa, also known as Dr. T—had been hinting about making their arrangement more permanent. And Valentine’s Day was just around the corner.

      Maybe someday Hunter would renew his driver’s license. Let the government have yet one more way of tracking him. Hell, he might even just use his real name on it—Robert.

      Except that wasn’t his real name. That was just the name he’d been born with. Maybe it would be better to use that one on all his official paperwork, though he hadn’t been called Robert by anyone other than his parents for years.

      “This guy got anything useful to say?” Mac whispered, nudging Hunter and directing his attention toward the front of the room.

      Hunter shrugged but didn’t apologize for his wandering thoughts. He didn’t come here for the confessions of other addicts.

      “I was at the very bottom of my rope,” the man behind the podium up front was currently saying. His voice sounded hoarse, as if he’d been screaming for the last twenty minutes.

      Hunter wished he could fast-forward through the guy’s speech instead of having to go through the agony of his growing addiction. He wanted to hear how the guy stayed sober.

      No luck there, though. He ended with how he’d started to come to meetings, and how god had saved his life.

      Hunter wasn’t about to roll his eyes over that. He’d hurt something. Gods were too involved with their own petty lives to actually try to help humanity. He knew. He’d met more than one.

      As the others applauded the guy behind the podium, Mac raised an expectant eyebrow at Hunter.

      Hunter just shook his head.

      He wasn’t ready to tell his story. He might never be. How could he trust a group of mostly strangers (as the people who came to these meetings shifted constantly) enough to tell them his story? How could he speak of being purposefully addicted by the government and then deliberately kept in that state, first by Jacobsen Consortium, then by a drug dealer?

      It had been hard enough for him to learn to trust Mac. But Mac had a built-in advantage: He was also a veteran and lived in the same shared housing as Hunter. Hunter had been able to watch Mac for more than a month, work beside him in the kitchen and out in the yard, spot each other doing weights while grousing about the washing machines they all used.

      Hunter had come to trust Mac as much as he trusted anyone. Hunter trusted Cassie more, but she was his true blood brother, a concept that he didn’t even bother trying to explain to anyone else. They’d honed their hunting skills together over the past year and a half since Hunter had gotten out of jail, working in tandem as a pre- and post-cog, their strange powers complementing each other.

      “You know, people might be able to learn from your story,” Mac said as the meeting ended and people started getting ready to go.

      “Naw,” Hunter said, trying to sound casual. He was aware that for the others, the story of overcoming addition was cathartic for them. For him, he needed the tips and tricks more. He’d learned to distract himself so he wouldn’t go searching for more drugs. He’d also been figuring out how to engage his senses in this world to block the cravings for the other. He’d had to trust Cassie as well as himself that his area of knowing was large enough that he didn’t need the drugs to expand it to more than a couple of city blocks.

      Hunter still wasn’t sure how to get the ghosts and various bored gods to stop pestering him. They wanted him to take the drugs so he could interact with them better. Over the past year, they’d shifted their focus to Cassie, since she still took the poisoned pearls on a quarterly basis.

      However, she wasn’t addicted to them, not like he’d been.

      For Hunter, coming to the meetings wasn’t a matter of transforming and becoming sober and clean. It was how to stay sober and clean.

      “Maybe someday you’ll share your story,” Mac said.

      “Someday,” Hunter agreed. After all, he would never have expected to be clean as long as he’d managed. He’d been addicted for more than a decade, and only off the drugs for one year and five months. (He didn’t count the time he’d spent detoxing and getting clean while he’d been in jail. The sober time for him didn’t start until he was out and had a choice in the matter.)

      Hunter wasn’t sure what Mac meant by the look he shot him. Hunter hadn’t told Mac the full story, though Mac had enough of the pieces that he could probably put together a map of Hunter’s journey. Did Mac want Hunter to talk in front of the group in order to hear more?

      “Dinner?” Mac asked as they stood up and got ready to go.

      “Uhm,” Hunter said, pausing. “I, uhm, have a date.”

      Mac stood stock still and stared intently at Hunter. “Okay, who are you and what have you done with the real Hunter?”

      “It’s not my first date ever, you know,” Hunter said. He didn’t want to show Mac how bothered he was, but he suspected his tone gave away how hurt he felt. Hunter was trying so hard to pass and learn how to at least appear normal.

      “Right on!” Mac said. “You get ’em, tiger.”

      Hunter rolled his eyes. This was just another date with Audrey. He wasn’t actually her boyfriend or anything. Audrey had been very clear about that. This was just their fifth evening out together. They weren’t officially dating. Might not ever.

      Maybe Hunter could finally kiss her tonight, though he didn’t know if she’d allow that yet. She, too, had issues with people getting too close, having been in the Army. However, she was mostly normal, or at least more normal than Hunter. She didn’t have psychic abilities, wasn’t one of the blessed.

      “Where are you taking her?” Mac asked as they both buttoned up their jackets and started up the stairs, bracing themselves for the cold winter night outside.

      Hunter gave Mac a grin. “Double date. Hockey game with Cassie and her main squeeze.”

      “You dog! Styling with three ladies,” Mac said, laughing.

      Hunter just shook his head. Like the rest of the guys, Mac had no idea how Cassie would hand him his balls if he made a move on her or Theresa. They just didn’t get the concept of lesbian. They all figured that she’d just never met the right guy. They were wrong.

      A long black town car slid up to the curb as soon as they stepped outside. It gave Hunter such a sense of satisfaction seeing how well Hakeem had integrated into the business. No matter what Cassie might say about Hakeem being a double-agent, their tiny Ethiopian driver had learned their patterns very well.

      “You need a ride?” Hunter asked Mac as Hakeem got out and came around to open up the back door. He wore his usual spiffy black jacket, warm argyle vest, white shirt, and running shoes. He came up to about the middle of Hunter’s chest.

      “I got my car,” Mac said. He put his hand out to make Hunter pause, though he didn’t actually touch Hunter. He knew better. An unexpected touch, even from a friend, might have left Mac with a broken hand or wrist.

      “Someday, kid, I do want all the stories,” Mac said seriously. “You and Cassie, this crazy job, your driver, everything.”

      Hunter shrugged. “Maybe someday,” he said. He wasn’t about to promise anything.

      As Hakeem pulled smoothly into traffic, Hunter tried to figure out why Mac wanted those stories. Was it just human nature and curiosity? Or was it something else?

      Cassie would scold Hunter for questioning Mac, someone who’d been nothing but a friend to Hunter for months now.

      But it was in Hunter’s nature to question. Even his friends.

      Maybe especially his friends.
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      I swore that if one more weird thing happened tonight, I was declaring the start of the apocalypse.

      First of all, Hunter had shown up with a girl. A girl. A DATE.

      When Hunter had asked if it was all right to bring someone along to the game, I’d figured he’d bring Mac. As far as I knew, Mac was Hunter’s only friend, a guy he’d do things with outside of the vet housing they both lived in.

      I sure as hell wasn’t expecting this girl named Audrey. Freckles covered her pale nose and cheeks. She had huge green eyes and long, black, wavy hair that went midway down her back. She wasn’t much taller than Hakeem, which meant that Theresa, me, and Hunter all towered over her.

      “So, where did you two meet?” I finally asked after introductions had been made. We stood in line outside the arena, waiting to get in. At least it was a fast line. It was still February in Minnesota and the winds whipping around us were cold enough to instantly freeze any exposed body parts. The air smelled clean, though, and no storm was coming.

      I was wearing my usual black leather jacket, even though it wasn’t completely appropriate for this weather as it only came down to my waist and it left my butt exposed to the freezing winds. However, I had a fantastic ass, one of my best assets. Tight blue jeans covered it, tucked into my twenty ring docs. Underneath my jacket, I wore a subdued (for me) green sweater over a white shirt, also tight enough to show off my curves.

      Theresa wore a brown leather jacket that went down to mid-thigh. It was butter soft. Wrapped tightly around her neck she wore a gold and maroon scarf (the colors of the Golden Gophers, her team). Under her jacket she had on a matching jersey with a huge M—the team’s emblem—in the center of it, obscuring her great rack. She’d listened to me bitch about it but then went ahead and wore it anyway. That tended to be our pattern. At least she’d worn a really nice set of jeans that showed off her own assets. Her hair was wavy, down to her shoulders, and so soft that I always wanted to touch it. She’d added a subtle streak of maroon to the front piece, close to her face.

      “Audrey and I met at the VA hospital,” Hunter told us after glancing at Audrey for a moment. He stood close to his date. I bet he wanted to hold hands with her. Though possibly he might have just wanted to share some body heat.

      That had been another sign of the apocalypse: Theresa had actually taken my hand while we were in public! While I was no prude and a little PSA never bothered me, Theresa was a bit skittish about these sorts of things. In many ways, I was her first girlfriend—though she had dated a girl for a brief time in college, that was over a decade ago.

      Unlike my former girlfriend Sam, Theresa never hid her relationship with me. Hell, I’d been introduced to her parents during our first month of officially dating, which had been weird enough on its own. Now, we went over for Sunday dinner once a month. Not anything I’d ever expected in my life.

      “Are you a doctor?” I asked Audrey as we moved closer to the door. Heat blasted out of the stadium, though I knew better than to hope that we’d get really warm in there. Plus, I was certain that Theresa had gotten us seats close to the ice.

      My question earned me a quick smile from Audrey. I figured that was because I’d asked if she was a doctor and not a nurse. A man would have assumed she held a lesser position.

      “No, I don’t work at the VA,” Audrey replied in a surprisingly deep, firm voice. “I’m a vet. Hunter and I met because I’m also getting my head shrunk there.”

      Though I’d never, ever imagined that Hunter would start dating, it made sense that he’d pick someone who was not only a veteran, but kind of screwed up as well. Hunter would be the screwier of the two, but a woman who’d gone through basic training wouldn’t put up with his shit, which would be something he needed.

      We made it to the door before I had to engage in any more awkward social commentary. Theresa knew the layout of the stadium and led us proudly to our seats, which, as I’d guessed, were close to the ice, right near the center, front row behind the visitor’s penalty box, so we could see everything.

      I kept an eye on Hunter as we made our way down the steep stairs. He’d had his throat cut by Loki in a sports arena, though not this one.

      However, he didn’t appear to be worried or having any flashbacks. He and Audrey both still darted their eyes everywhere, counting exits as well as doing a general threat assessment. I figured that the guys who’d be the most dangerous were the drunken frat boys sitting a few rows up and back. Hockey fans were rowdy, but generally not destructive, at least in my experience so far.

      I wasn’t worried about our safety. Hunter would flatten anyone who threatened us, and I pretty much assumed that Audrey would do the same.

      Which led to the third sign of the apocalypse: Not only did Hunter volunteer to pay for our hotdogs, cheese curds, and beer, he volunteered to traipse through the crowds on his own to go get them.

      “Are you sure?” I asked him after he’d taken all our orders. His hands would be full on the way back. Of course, he’d drop everything if someone came after him. For all I knew, he’d been practicing killing someone by spearing them with a hotdog.

      “I’m fine, Cassie,” he said with a smile that appeared a hell of a lot calmer than I expected.

      “You go, then,” I told him with an imperial wave of my hand, just to fuck with him.

      Which left Theresa, me, and Audrey all sitting together waiting for the show to start.

      “You ever been to a hockey game before?” I asked Audrey. Which was kind of another sign of the apocalypse. This wasn’t my first game. Not by a long shot. I wasn’t a fan, not like Theresa. But an evening of watching pretty boys skate around and damage each other wasn’t a horrible date for us.

      Of course, I’d rather be someplace private where I could do naughty things to Theresa, but then, that was my default state.

      “Not college,” Audrey admitted. “Saw the Wild play once.”

      I didn’t have to look over at Theresa to see how hard she was rolling her eyes. She had a deep abiding disgust for the NHL and all the teams who played in it. The North Stars leaving Minnesota hadn’t killed her interest in the sport, as she’d been too young when it had happened. But the strikes had. She’d never forgiven the millionaires (the players) fighting with the billionaires (the owners). She’d sworn off hockey for a season but found she’d really missed it, and so had switched her allegiance to the University of Minnesota team instead.

      “So, Hunter works for you?” Audrey asked into the ensuing silence.

      “Yeah,” I said proudly. It was kind of awesome that I was finally making enough to keep Hunter employed. I couldn’t hire Hakeem full time, not yet. I’d actually listened to Chinaman Joe’s advice and had made the decision not to bring on Hakeem until after I had a full year of his salary in the bank. “The business had been doing great this last year,” I added. “Hunter’s a big part of that.”

      “He told me that he works as a pre-cog for you, while you’re a post-cog,” Audrey said. She sounded proud of him and his abilities.

      That made me like her a whole bunch more. “Are you a PA?” I asked. Officially, PA stood for paranormal abilities. Before I’d found my powers, I’d called them Pain in the Ass instead of what they called themselves—the blessed.

      “Nope, one hundred percent normal here,” Audrey said. Then she shrugged. “Sort of.”

      I nodded but didn’t push. I knew what she meant. She’d already admitted to seeing a therapist at the VA. Hunter went regularly, as was required for what he called his wergild, the blood money the government paid him for having gotten him addicted in the first place to the poisoned pearls.

      The therapy had done him a lot of good, honestly. So had the AA meetings, as much as he’d deny it.

      “Where do you work?” I asked her politely. I figured she’d be in an office or something white collar.

      “I run a carwash, downtown,” Audrey said. “The Pink Hippo.”

      That surprised me. I knew the spot. It took up a little triangle of space where three streets merged. It had a huge pink-and-white neon sign above the building that showed a gigantic hippopotamus dancing in the rain. I wouldn’t have taken any bets on how long the carwash would survive there, given how hard the area was gentrifying.

      Then again, if Audrey ran the place well, and if she owned the building, a developer would have to add a few zeroes to whatever offer they made her. Audrey wasn’t one to be pushed around.

      “I hire a lot of vets and homeless people,” Audrey continued. “Since I’m enrolled in the city Fresh Start programs, the carwash has become something of an institution.”

      “Speaking as a formerly homeless person, I thank you,” I told her sincerely. I didn’t know where I would have ended up if Chinaman Joe hadn’t taken pity on me and decided to hire me despite not having a lot of job experience.

      Audrey nodded and said, “You’re welcome. I hear that a lot.”

      “I suppose that Hakeem has already talked with you about a discount,” I asked. I still took on far too many of his “relatives’” cases. Fortunately, a few of them actually paid money, not just in barter or food.

      That made Audrey laugh. “Hakeem is quite charming,” she said. “But charm won’t pay the bills. I take on too many charity cases as it is.”

      “Good,” I told her, though I was kind of in awe. I mean, I wasn’t a pushover by any stretch of the imagination, but Hakeem had wormed his way into my good graces, even though he worked as a double-agent and reported on us to Jacobsen Consortium.

      I was doubly impressed that Audrey had managed to stand up to him.

      Hunter came back, his hands full of goodies. I passed things along to Theresa. When Hunter looked over at me, apparently checking in with how things had gone, I gave him a thumbs up.

      Audrey had passed with flying colors.

      Hopefully Hunter wouldn’t do anything to screw their relationship up.
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      The crowd was a bit riled for this game. The team was playing an arch rival—the Badgers from Wisconsin. Too many fans wore black and red, the team’s colors. Those were also Loki’s colors. It made me uncomfortable. Plus, I hadn’t been bothered by the smart-mouthed god in a few months, which meant that he was up to no good.

      Fortunately, the Gophers were ahead by the end of the first period. The Zamboni skated slowly around the rink while people sang to old-school rock and roll. I suppose hip hop just didn’t do it for hard-core fans like Theresa, though I’d seen her shake that very fine ass of hers to some pretty funky music more than once.

      Audrey talked with Hunter quietly, asking about the game. Wasn’t sure what he was telling her, since he had even less of a clue about what was going on than I did. Theresa was the expert by far.

      As the players skated onto the rink at the start of the second period, I noticed Hunter had grown still, as frozen as the ice for at least a minute.

      Then he swung his head around, looking in all directions, eyes darting to the far corners of the arena.

      “Hunter?” I asked, ignoring how Theresa continued to cheer on the players skating onto the ice.

      He nodded. “Something’s coming, boss.”

      I’d almost gotten used to him calling me boss, though I suspected he still did it, in part, to mess with me.

      “Any idea what?” I asked.

      Audrey waved her hand and used her finger to indicate that we should switch seats.

      I gladly let her climb under me to sit next to Theresa, who’d finally noticed that something was going on.

      “Don’t know,” Hunter said. He scratched at the back of his neck, then rolled his head from side to side. “It’s got my spidey-sense tingling, though.”

      I’d explained the reference to Hunter once, and he’d run with it ever since. Between us, it meant that something other than a usual crime was about to occur. A regular murder, stabbing, or hell, even a common robbery didn’t make Hunter’s “spidey-sense” react.

      Nope. This was something major. Probably dealing with a god, a ghost, or some other weird supernatural being that Jacobsen Consortium continued to deny the existence of.

      “Crap,” was all I could answer to Hunter’s assessment. “We safe?”

      I wasn’t about to stick around if it meant putting Theresa into danger. Audrey and Hunter could take care of themselves, I was certain. Beyond a little self-defense, I wasn’t trained, not like they were. However, when push came to shove, I was meaner than all of them put together, and that went a long ways in a fight.

      Theresa, though, worked in a lab. Hockey was about as dangerous as she got.

      “We’re safe enough,” Hunter said, shrugging. “Threat isn’t against us.”

      “You let me know if we need to boogie,” I told him. “First sign of danger, you get Theresa out of here. You hear me?”

      Hunter paused, glancing over at her, then at Audrey. Finally, he nodded. I knew that he’d come to the same conclusion I had: Audrey was a trained vet and could fight her way out if necessary. Theresa couldn’t.

      Audrey and I switched places again and I explained to Theresa that shit was probably going to get hinky in a bit.

      She bit her lips together and nodded, though I knew she really wanted to comment on how she hoped the weirdness wouldn’t occur until after the third period was over. She really wanted her team to win.

      I kept looking around the stadium, trying to see if I could spot where something, anything, was going wrong. However, as a post-cog, I was never invited to the party until well after it was rolling.

      None of us expected a body to come plummeting from the ceiling, landing with a hard splat in the center of the ring just as the first goal of the period was made.
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      I’ll say this for hockey fans: There were minimum shrieks and screams when the body came down. They did surge to their feet and start searching the catwalks above them to see if any more bodies were about to fall.

      They didn’t see anything, of course. No one normal would.

      This was when my post-cog abilities tapped in. The place on the ceiling where the guy had fallen from (and don’t ask me how I knew it was a guy, but I did) was lit up like a damned Pride parade float. I’d never seen such a rainbow of colors around anything.

      I actually think Timothy, the gay guy who worked for Chinaman Joe, would have been jealous of how bright and sparkly it was.

      The area was shaped like an oval, with a black swirly bit in the center. It looked like all the Hollywood interpretations of a portal that I’d ever seen.

      “Do you see that?” I asked, pointing up at the spot.

      Theresa shook her head, as did Audrey and Hunter.

      “Show me,” Hunter said, reaching across Audrey and holding out his hand.

      We’d “shared” our hunting space before. My area of knowing was different than most psychics. Instead of straight lines and a square, the timelines spread out in a fan-shape. Hunter’s area overlaid mine in an interesting pattern. Where the lines intersected, we could generally find the most useful information.

      I took his hand and tried to “share” what I saw, or had seen, rather. The phenomenon had already disappeared.

      I took Hunter’s surprisingly warm hand in mine, closed my eyes, and sought out my area of knowing. The shape and blue lines formed quickly. (Though my fan-shape was different, all psychics used the exact same color blue.) I quickly chased along the strongest line, sliding back to what had happened before the body had fallen.

      However, I was out of luck. The rainbow portal appeared, the body fell through it, and then the portal disappeared.

      Fuck.

      Though I could show Hunter, no one else was going to believe me, particularly not the cops. Only a psychic who saw weird shit would get a glimpse of the portal, and those types of psychics weren’t regularly employed by the police department.

      My parents had named me Cassandra after one of their favorite aunts. However, I’d learned the hard way that my name was too appropriate most days.
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      Theresa was as disappointed as the rest of her team’s fans that the game was cancelled. I’m sure she was just kidding when she pointed out that the Zamboni could easily clean the bloodied ice once they moved the body.

      While most of the fans shuffled out of the arena, the four of us stayed. As part of my agreement with the city, as the only privately-licensed psychic investigator operating in Minneapolis, I was required to give my statement and any psychic findings to the police who responded. In addition, they could request my help on the case and I would have to give it for free.

      Fortunately, no one on the police force would voluntarily work with me. Hopefully nothing would require them to call me later.

      But that was why I specifically did not try to focus on the body and follow his timeline back to see how he was killed and by whom. I only had to talk about what I’d seen at the hockey arena. I also didn’t tag the area so I could revisit the timeline later, call it up in precise detail. Giving my help away for free didn’t mean I had to voluntarily go that extra mile.

      I gave Theresa a quick hug and a grope goodbye. She volunteered to take Audrey home as well, while Hunter and I stayed behind.

      I didn’t see if Hunter gave Audrey a kiss goodbye or not. I assume he didn’t. Audrey wasn’t the kind of woman to do a PDA. Hopefully they didn’t just shake hands, though.

      Hunter and I got our PA badges out and headed down the stairs while everyone else made their way up. We aimed toward the far end of the oval, where the entrance onto the ice was.

      The arena security guards had already set themselves up as bouncers so people wouldn’t spill onto the ice, trying to get a closer look at what had happened. I was sure that pictures were already up on all the major social media sites.

      However, the guards let us onto the ice after looking at our badges. Sometimes being officially licensed had its perks.

      Of course, I nearly fell on my ass with my first step on the ice. Hunter reached out, lightning quick, and grabbed my arm.

      Now, I’d grown up in Minnesota. I was used to ice. But this ice was fucking smooth as glass. I suppose they kept it that way for the game.

      I tried to take another step and nearly fell again. When Hunter held out his arm for me to take, like an old-fashioned gentleman, I did. I’d rather have the help than make a total fool of myself. Most of the time.

      The guy lay crumpled on the floor. He wasn’t spread-eagle out but lay on his left side, one knee bent up and the other leg straight out. His left arm stuck out, the palm up, while his right arm lay by his side.

      He looked loose, almost as if he were asleep. I thought back to how he’d fallen. He hadn’t been struggling or anything. Had he been dead before he’d hit the portal?

      He had brown skin and black hair, but he looked more middle-eastern than Hispanic. He wore a plain brown suit with a cream-colored shirt.

      I’d never seen him before. Neither had Hunter.

      It was only when we got up close that I realized his left eye was missing. That was where all the blood spreading across the ice had been coming from. I didn’t see any other wounds.

      This guy wasn’t some creepy follower of Odin, was he?

      “Stand back,” came an officious voice from over my left shoulder. I deliberately stayed exactly where I was standing and just turned my head. I sure as fuck didn’t want to fall on my ass in front of these cops.

      The officer in charge looked vaguely familiar. It took me a couple moments to recognize Ferguson, the detective who’d been in charge of the investigation when Loki had killed Kyle, one of my best friends.

      I was sure he probably still felt that I was guilty of that as well as any number of other indecencies.

      Ferguson wore a thick down jacket
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