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      Not all gods are grand and majestic. Not everyone can be a Wotan, a Hera, a Buddha, or even the One God.

      Sometimes the tasks are too small for the big gods—they have to prioritize, after all. In fact, they don’t even deign to notice the minor stuff. And that’s where the small gods step in.

      And the “kid”? He really, really, really wants to join the Small Gods Club.

      But first needs the local Fate to smile down on him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHY I WROTE THIS STORY

          

        

      

    

    
      This was a challenge story. First, write down what your superpower is.

      That’s easy. I’m wicked good at seeing 3D space and what can fit where.

      It was a handy craft in our high school theater, which had been designed with minimal and exceptionally awkward backstage spaces for storing sets and props between shows. Then all through my twenties, when everyone is sort of rootless, I probably lost two weekends a month to helping some friend or other move something. It didn’t matter what: apartment, workshop, or a sailboat. Eventually it seemed that each business I joined was in the midst of a major move: either across town or simply between floors as one after another was renovated. It didn’t matter if I was a lighting technician, a paralegal, or an IT geek, I ended up in the center of those efforts too. Moving companies tried to hire me away from the firms they were moving.

      Later, it landed me a job designing roof and floor trusses, for which I had little qualification beyond being able to see how a house all fits together just based on a set of plans. I’m still the one who does the final packing of the Christmas box each year to make everything fits neatly in the least space.

      Back to the challenge: “Now write a superhero story about your own personal superpower.”

      I suck at superhero stories. I’ve tried many times and never successfully pulled one off. But a small God? Oh yeah, for some reason my writer brain was all over that.
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      “You got to really want it, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid.”

      “You prefer I call you punk?”

      I didn’t, so I kept my mouth shut.

      At the moment, trudging down a Brooklyn alleyway that had focused the first bitter rain of fall into a stinging fusillade, even opening my mouth was like trying to drink from a fire hose—totally useless. Like the first heavy rain of the season always did, it would wash the city clean.

      However, while it was happening, the dark storm had turned the early October evening to a dense midnight that baffled even the streetlights. It washed away a summer’s worth of car exhaust and overripe garbage and, based on the nose-curling stench, this alley was the A-Number One flush pipe for the whole borough.

      No storm-ridden night and cute little invitation to the Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry like Harry Potter. Not that I thought I was a wizard, but becoming a superhero? I wanted that plenty enough to be following this old dude through the torrent and letting him call me kid. I’d spent two long years beating the pavement of New York hoping for a single break, even the tiniest clue.

      I’d known they had to be here somewhere.

      Batman, Superman, Spiderman, all the greats had worked here. Okay, I know they were fictional, not a total dweeb, but if superheroes were anywhere on earth, where else would they be?

      Tokyo?

      Rubber monster land?

      Give me a break.

      Greatest city on the planet? Oh yeah. Definitely in the Big Apple.

      What more did I need to know?

      Though, as I trudged along behind the man I’d spent the last month dogging after into a darkened alley, the glamour was wearing off pretty fast. Remember the flush-pipe bit? Yeah, ankle deep and growing. But how wet can you really get anyway?

      What I don’t get is that right now, at this very moment, it felt like two years of finding squat had to be easier than not turning around, leaving the dark alley and my taciturn guide, and going back to hide at my job working in the deep stacks at New York Public Library.

      I straightened my slicker—should have worn a wetsuit—and my resolve. Then I focused my attention where it should be, not doing a faceplant on the slime-slick brick.

      For two years, I’d spent every spare minute I had on the streets. Two years of crappy hotdog-stand dogs and enough salt pretzels to season Lake McConaughy. Biggest lake in Nebraska? Come on people, it’s right there in the middle of the country. Anyway, two years of no joy and he was questioning whether or not I wanted it?

      Shit, man.

      I’d found Max Wilson a month ago.

      Out of the corner of my eye, while eating a monstrous pastrami and rye at the table where Meg Ryan had faked an orgasm for the camera back when she was my age, I saw the impossible happen.

      This guy you’d mistake for your grandfather parks his Lincoln Continental on East Houston Street smack in front of Katz’s Delicatessen. The one spot near the door. Nobody, and I mean nobody ever gets that spot. And a Lincoln—one of the old beater ones that stretches out for three or four blocks all on its own…?

      No way.

      I’m not stupid, so I knew there was no such thing as magic. But parking that beast in New York was a superpower, it had to be.

      I’d arrived from the wheat fields—remember that endless Nebraska lake, well, it’s surrounded by a crap-load of wheat fields that’ll numb your brain but good. Don’t believe? You never met my braindead older brother—all he ever talked about was: wheat, girls, sports, and wheat. I’d left him in those amber waves of grain, borrowed his Ford F-250 quad cab, and punched all the way East.

      By Week Two of parking it in Connecticut and taking the train out there whenever I needed it, I’d traded down to a Honda Civic.

      By Week Five that had been stolen three times, twice by joy riders who merely ran the tank dry, and the third had probably parted it out or driven it off to Poughkeepsie or some godforsaken place upstate.

      Now in Year Two I was driving a pair of sneakers with all the tread worn off which made walking down the alley akin to wearing ice skates with no decent edges.

      I tracked Mr. Lincoln Continental from Katz’s that month-ago day—invested a third of my savings account in a psychotic cabbie with a whole life’s story about the hardships of a New Jersey childhood—and watched Mr. LC do the same thing three more times: dry cleaners on Mott Street, the big U.S. Post Office at Madison Square, and finally out in Brooklyn on Carroll Street—on the only safe block where all the Mafia moms lived and no punk would be dumb enough to mess with the vehicle. Every time he found that double-long spot that he needed.

      It took a week for him to talk to me. Three before he resigned himself to me being the new fixture in his life, and four before he dragged me into a dark alley five blocks from his place.

      He stopped in front a condemned building.

      He gestured at the battered steel door.

      In turn, I pointed at the orange sign with the black block lettering, City Board of Health—Condemned. The flickering streetlight a hundred feet behind us, which had revealed the sign, finally gave up the ghost and died leaving Max as a pudgy silhouette against the opposite end of the alley.

      “You chickening on me over a city health notice, kid? I guess you don’t truly want this.” Max turned back the way we’d come.

      I snarled at him. Amazing what two years of tromping around the city will do to a Nebraska boy. Of course I didn’t do it loudly enough to be heard over the pounding rain against our jackets, but still, I snarled.

      “Fine,” he replied. “You open it. But remember, you asked for it.”

      I grabbed the handle which felt strangely slick, as if it was covered with a thin sheen of ice so that I couldn’t quite touch it. I yanked.

      “Locked.”

      “Give it a second, kid,” Max insisted from the darkness. “It doesn’t open for just anybody.”

      Even as he said it, my hand seemed to slip through the layer. The metal handle was rough and felt as if it was moving, flowing against my palm. More rain weirdness. I yanked harder this time and with a reluctant squee of sagging-hinge metal and the spine-shivers scraping as the bottom of the door dragged across brick and concrete, it gave way.

      A whoosh of peanut smell, so thick you only needed to butter it before jarring it retail, wrapped around us. After the bitter, wet wind using the alley as a wind tunnel for testing exotic fighter jets, the heat was like an old-folks home, thermostat way too high.

      We sloshed through the doorway into a bar little brighter than the dark alley. Gaslight lanterns burned to either side of the bar and that was it. The place looked as if it might have been built by the pilgrims or whoever it was that hit New York first, and not reno-ed since.

      The old wood floor was worn as slick as a bowling alley and was about as even as fresh-plowed earth after the first rain. It was covered with peanut shells.

      Long wood tables with benches rather than chairs.

      The bar was planks of lumber, so gray they might have come off the Mayflower herself, propped up on some barrel-sized wooden kegs.

      A dozen or so folks were scattered about the room chatting quietly. The only other sounds were Joan Baez playing over a set of speakers so shot with age that even though I knew the tune by heart—one of Mom’s favorites—I couldn’t understand a word. The dominant sound was the heavy thud of stoneware steins against the wooden tables. Not pounding or anything, just heavy like Thor’s hammer so the room echoed a bit each time someone finished a sip and set the stein down to take up a peanut from one of the bowls littering every surface.

      It might have been a wax museum for the sheer variety of the patrons. One belonged in a Wall Street watering hole with twenty-dollar designer martinis; the next in a Bronx dive. There were hipsters, working men, a mafia guy who really should be in an Italian restaurant, and six foot of voluptuous redhead who was amazingly hard not to stare at.

      “Are they all—” I hadn’t actually asked Max if he was
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