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      Bloody stones of Tartarus. Who had the balls to be making all that racket at nothing-thirty in the morning?

      Dionysus, god of wine, parties, and divine madness, cracked an eye and couldn't even manage a respectable groan. Someone stepping on a broken bagpipe, maybe, but not a nice, masculine groan. The racket nearby was bad enough. The interrogation lights for damn sure would have to go.

      Trying to call out for someone was a bust. He wasn't getting past tortured-bagpipe stage yet. He did manage to flop onto his back, his arm falling off whatever he was lying on and smacking something hard.

      Ow.

      Another few moments in awareness hell allowed him to puzzle out that the unholy racket was one of his cats giving herself a bath at the end of the sofa and the interrogation lights were bits of sunlight squeezing past the edge of a curtain. His living room curtains. He was fairly certain it was his living room.

      "George?" he managed in a croak that would have shamed a raven.

      "He's still sleeping, Boss." A lovely face with several eyebrow piercings resolved out of the general blur. "Kind of curled up at your feet on the floor."

      "Oh." The lovely vision held a bag of ice to his jaw, which felt better than it should have. "Meghan?"

      "Yep. All my life. Glad to see you're on the way back to us."

      "Still mostly dead. Need a drink."

      Meghan frowned as she smoothed back the tangled snarl of hair from his forehead. "You need some water, Boss. And a shower. Bad."

      "Too early in the morning."

      "It's after two in the afternoon."

      "My point exactly."

      She shook her head and offered an indulgent smile as she slid an arm under his shoulders to lift him for a drink. Of water, damn the luck.

      He was one of the few pantheon gods who still had direct human worshippers. His groupies really, though Maenads came and went over the years. They wandered into Dio's life when they were young, often alone and desperate. The cliché scenario of families turning on their children when they came out sure as shit wasn't cliché for the kids. The troop took them in, and sometimes they only stayed until they found their balance and moved on. Meghan, bless her, had been with him for nearly seven years.

      "Someone clock me?" He shifted his jaw, trying to determine how bad the damage was.

      "Hard to say. Things got a little tangled and messy there. Might've even been someone's foot."

      Dio lifted the blanket to find he was stark naked underneath, bloody nail tracks decorating his skin like some grisly batik experiment gone wrong. "Good crazy town or bad?"

      "Definitely good." Meghan's attention wasn't on his reaction though as she mopped with a wet towel at something on his face. "You need a recap? What's your endpoint for last night?"

      At least his blackout was due to a descent into orgy-induced madness and not the violent kind. They'd had a concert, Orphic Egg. He played bass for the band, his brother Hermes on guitar with their friend, Orpheus, as front man and singer. Drums rotated between a handful of trusted musicians, with George on the kit last night. Good crowd, good set. They'd all stayed to dance and party after…

      "We went somewhere? Someplace that wasn't the Tar Pit?"

      "Rave. Old warehouse. The music, the strobes, booze, you did that thing where you start to dance, and everyone around you gets all grabby." Meghan dabbed at what he assumed were gashes on his neck, since they stung. "Whole place was in orgy-trance state in minutes, you right at the center. Bottle of wine in one hand while you let them rip your clothes off."

      "And you?"

      "Stayed out of the blast zone, Boss. I was designated spotter last night."

      "Ermph." Dio shifted to half recline against the leather sofa arm. Except it wasn't leather under his head. Smart Meghan, putting a sheet under him. "Everyone all right?"

      "Yeah. Oh, you know, bruises and scratches. Fiona may have sprained an ankle. Nothing major."

      He closed his eyes against the sudden sting. The relief never faded in its sharpness, always, always hitting him brutally as it headed off the rising dread of who did I hurt this time?

      "Good." His traitor voice wavered, hoarse and grainy. "Meggie?"

      "What's wrong, Boss?"

      "Why're you still with me?"

      She laughed, more of a muted snicker. "Oh, so it's one of those mornings. Should I start singing 'As Long As He Needs Me?'"

      "Eew. No. You see me as a controlling psycho thug?"

      "You know I love you, Boss, and that I'm here to, you know, look out for you and the kids. But I know I don't have to be here."

      He nodded, then squeezed his eyes shut again, because nodding was such a bad idea. So many things he should say to her, chief among them being it's time for painted wings and giant things to give way to other toys. Which made him think of Hermes's lover and how Hermes hadn't given up his dragon—and he was thinking in zigzags again.

      "Thanks," he said, so he wouldn't sound as crazy as he felt by spewing the half-dozen non-sequiturs on the tip of his tongue.

      "Aspirin, grapes, and keep the curtains closed? Or do you have somewhere you need to be today?"

      "What day is it?"

      "June twenty-second."

      The next groan at least had gathered volume and clarity. "Oh, fuck me with a drumstick."

      "Not my thing, really. What did you just remember?"

      "It's Evil Stepmom's birthday in two days."

      "Right. The Heraia festival. What would the family say if you didn't show for the feast tonight?"

      "Whatever they say, they'll make it into some huge daytime drama. Like I slaughtered puppies or something."

      Meghan tucked the blanket under his arms and lifted him to a sitting position. Probably sitting. If the floor would stay still. "You promised your dad you'd try harder not to deliberately piss her off so much."

      "I hate these things. Don't make me go."

      "How old are you again?" Meghan tsked as she somehow got him moving toward the bathroom with the blanket wrapped around him. "Dionysus, god of wine and whining."

      "Hey!"

      "Even if you don't like some of the family, all your favorite siblings will be there." Meghan said it gently as she steered him into the shower. She never scolded, but somehow, even when she'd been barely eighteen, her disapproval could gut him. "And they won't have any of the good wine if you don't go."

      "Now that would be a tragedy," he muttered and handed the blanket out to her as he turned on the spray.

      A dutiful appearance on his part, talk to Herm, Hephaestus, and Aphrodite for a bit. Maybe Artemis might even show up. He stood under the hard jets, head down, palms braced against the wall, letting the water pound his headache into submission, berating himself for being petulant. While he wallowed, Meghan would be making him hangover breakfast. He didn't have to ask.

      With the exception of passing physical contact during orgies, Meghan had never been his lover. Oh, she adored him, but not in a romantic way, and he would never take a mortal lover again. Never. One-night stands and group sex, fine, but nothing more. A friend like Meggie was worth twenty lovers, anyway. But it was high time he encouraged her to move on.

      "Soon. Before the summer's over, for sure," he muttered to the shampoo bottle.

      Half an hour later, clean, fed, and in his favorite silk dressing gown, Dio got down on the floor beside George, stroking the base of one of his horns. "Georgie, I have to go to Cruella-mom's pre-birthday thing. You coming with?"

      George snorted on the end of a snore, one of his hoofs kicking out and thumping against the coffee table. "What? Why are you up?"

      "No rest for the wicked." Dio stretched out, leaning his head on his hand. "Meggie brought me back to the land of the living so I could be a good son and go to this stupid party."

      "You go." George made a weary, shooing motion. "I can't deal with the reality-show drama of your family right now."

      "Not even to visit your faun buds? You don't have to go to the damn feast."

      "Just let me die quietly in peace here, Boss."

      Meghan appeared with a blanket, blowing the purple-streaked bangs out of her eyes as she bent to cover George. "Are you saying you're afraid to go without an escort?"

      "More like a chaperone," George muttered and pulled the blanket up over his head until only his little goat horns stuck out.

      "Of course not." Yeah, okay, I'd feel better with backup. "Just checking. So, you know, George doesn't feel abandoned and stuff." Under the blanket, George snorted while Meghan offered her most indulgent smile. "You could pretend to believe me. You know. To make me feel better."

      "Of course we do." Meghan held out a hand to help him back up. "I'll call over to Angelus Corp. and see if big brother's coming to get you."

      "I can get my own sorry ass to Olympus!" Dio lowered his voice when George groaned. "Sorry, sorry. Don't call him. Herm's just going to rag on me."

      "You're sure? You still look a little green."

      "I got this." Dio swaggered to his bedroom to change, pumping one fist in the air. "I got this." What I've got is a headache as annoying as a cruise ship full of sugared-up four-year-olds. I need some serious sartorial therapy.

      Everyone dressed to impress for these feasts. Dio preferred dressing to annoy. He flung open his closet, more of a small cavern half the size of his bedroom, and ran his fingers down the row of clothes hanging on the left, closing his eyes to drink in the feast of tactile delight. Silk, leather, cotton, textured synthetics… Ooh, velvet. He stopped and opened his eyes, snickering at the shirt his fingers had picked. Midnight-blue lace trailed from narrow black-velvet sleeves and a single mother-of-pearl button at about navel height served as the shirt's only fastening. Perfect.

      How did they make velvet, anyway? Were there herds of velvet animals running around somewhere with a suede dog nipping at their heels? What would you feed velveteens? Would they get ruined if it rained?

      "Stop it. Focus." Dio shook his head hard enough to feel his defective brain sloshing around. "No getting lost in weird shit right now."

      Black-leather pants that he managed to shoehorn into without help and a pair of English riding boots later, one eye's long black lashes heavily encrusted with mascara, and he thought the look would do. He could have gone for over-the-top with the leathers that had eyelet cutouts up the sides and a pair of black heels, so he congratulated himself on his restraint.

      "Yes?" Back in the living room, he twirled slowly. "Am I set?"

      Meghan tilted her head, the skull and tombstone dangle earrings clinking. "It needs something. Isn't this a formal thing?"

      "Hmm. True." Dio jogged to the bedroom, rummaged around on the closet's top shelf, and returned to her with a top hat perched on his head. "There. Ironically formal."

      "Perfect!" She clapped her hands in delight and gave him a peck on the cheek. "Try to have fun, Boss, but, you know, not too much fun."

      "All right. Stay by the front door until you hear me gone."

      "Backwash. I know."

      Dio strode to the extra bedroom in his condo, the one he kept empty for just such occasions. Most of his family could move between planes smoothly by simply thinking about it or creating doorways between. No muss, no fuss. Okay, Uncle Hades had to split the ground open to get to his realm, but death realms were different, not so easy to get to.

      But his doorways? Auntie Em and storm cellars came to mind. He started humming under his breath, calling the power up from his core, the weird, wild tangle at his center waiting to do his bidding. More or less. Usually. One hand held out in front of him, palm out, the other hand keeping a firm grip on his hat, he pushed out against the strange, gummy resistance he always hit between the planes. Winds howled and skirmished around him. The bedroom door slammed shut. The sliders on the closet rattled wildly as if they might try to fly south for the winter. A dust devil formed in the far corner. He really should talk to the cleaners about that. Concentrate, you idiot. He pushed harder against the barrier, an additional headache blooming behind his left eye, and a golden sphere appeared at waist height in front of him. Yes. Almost there.

      The glowing ball expanded raggedly in fits and starts, odd shapes and pseudopods jutting out from the initial sphere in frantic, changing spurts. But the whole construct grew, even if it was a messy process. Just as Dio's headache reached pounding, the swirling mass began to clear from the center out, becoming an opaque window showing the cedars and olive trees of the outer court on Olympus. Dio shoved a shoulder through, holding onto his hat, wriggling from the human world to the Olympian realm one limb at a time until he stumbled out onto the paving stones in front of his father's palace.

      "Having trouble, shrimp?"

      Oh, Sweet Mother, seriously? The one person I didn't want watching that. Dio found his feet and straightened his top hat. "Nope. I'm good."

      One foot on the bottom step, his half-brother Ares graced him with a stunning and oh-so- condescending smile. "Poor little guy. Never did get your mongrel magic to work right, did you?"

      I'll show you mongrel magic, you… Is that a tux? "Going for the Bond look there? Where's your sword and junk?"

      Ares brushed a bit of lint from the lapel of his black tuxedo jacket. "Just came from a White House dinner. Some of us have important things to do. Policy to influence. World events to see to."

      "BMOC."

      "What?"

      Dio skipped up a couple of steps to get out of reach and out of range of Ares's breath. He stank of whiskey. "Big Man on Campus. You and all your Very Important Things."

      "You make fun all you want." Ares clenched his fists, a vein in his forehead pulsing. "But what I do matters. I keep the world in balance."

      You're a sleazy slaughter merchant. "I've always wondered what you get out of it." Dio stopped a few steps up, honestly curious.

      "Power. Glory. Respect. People fear me. I'm a god instead of a clown," Ares growled, flames dancing in his dark eyes.

      "Nice. Guess I can see that. Kinda." Dio offered a quirk of a smile and a tip of his hat. "But I have friends."

      He didn't wait to see his older brother's reaction to that little barb as he hurried up the stairs into the palace. Places to go and people to see before he showed his face at the feast. One place to go, anyway. He jogged through the palace's wide corridors lined with imposing Doric columns. Always Doric. Dad liked the clean lines. Up another set of steps and into the part of the building carved out of the mountainside where his chambers lay. Far from the marble-and-damask surroundings of his more civilized relatives, here he didn't have to worry about disturbing anyone while he was in residence—not too much, anyway.

      Flowering vines festooned the walls on either side of his doorway, honeysuckle and wisteria brushing the top of his head as he ducked inside. The carpet of moss inside his front room suddenly muffled his booted footsteps. A riot of vegetative scents soothed his head, the sense of homecoming serving to ease hurts he'd forgotten. I probably don't spend enough time here these days. "Theo? Mak? Anyone here?"

      The thup-thup of little hooves running across the moss came from farther back in the complex of rooms. Two horned heads peeked around the corner, two pairs of nearly identical dark eyes blinking at him before the twins rushed him and tackled him to the floor in a joyful god-and-faun pile.

      "My lord, you're home!"

      "We've missed you!"

      "Did you bring presents?"

      "You greedy little ingrates." Dio sat up, laughing and hugging them tight. "My being here isn't enough?"

      Theo smacked his brother. "Of course it is. Makarios is a derp. You look amazing. Is there a party?"

      "Don't you boys know what's going on in the house?" Dio fished in the front pocket of his tight leathers, tongue protruding between his teeth until he could work the little packet loose.

      Mak shrugged. "We're here and in the groves. Don't pay much attention to the rest of the place."

      "Oh. Well. I have to go to the opening feast of the Heraia. You boys could come with if you want." A panther, black fur shining, trotted out to the front room, head-butting Dio until she got his attention and the face stroking she wanted. "Hello, Beautiful. Are you being good?"

      "She chased one of Lord Ares's dogs out of the grove yesterday." Theo ruined his stern expression by snickering.

      "So you've been very good." Dio rubbed his face against her fur. He'd never named his big cats. Panthers and leopards didn't think of themselves in terms of names, and it didn't stop him from knowing which was which. This panther was fiercer and more possessive than the others were. If she had attacked one of his brother's war dogs, the stupid thing undoubtedly deserved it.

      "Do we have to go with you?" Mak leaned against him, making sad puppy eyes. "Those feasts are so boring."

      "We could make it fun," Theo said without conviction.

      "Yeah, well, every time we make it fun, someone gets all ticked off. You boys stay here." Dio ruffled Mak's hair, shaggy brown with white spots, like a negative of his twin, whose hair and goat-pelted legs were white with brown spots. With a flourish, he opened the little cloth packet and held it out to his caretaker fauns. "For you. Decide who gets which, or, you know, share and trade off."

      Eyes shining, Theo and Mak hovered over the two gold ear cuffs winking in Dio's palm, a sphinx with emerald eyes and a griffin with rubies, expensive pieces he'd had made in one of Hermes's best shops. Not that fauns were big on monetary value, but they liked pretty things. Mak took the dragon and Theo the griffin with squeaks of joy and kisses for him.

      "All right, bribes out of the way. I need a couple barrels of the good merlot we put up last year."

      Both his little minions hesitated and shared a look before Theo cleared his throat. "For Her feast, my lord? Are you sure?"

      "Hey, Dad's always on me about improving relations with her." Dio shrugged. "Not like we're getting out the Carmignano or something."

      Mak appeared to give this careful thought while he attached his new ear cuff. "I guess the barrel of Chianti that's turned is out, then."

      "Save it in case I change my mind about being nice. But for now, yes."

      The twins scampered off and returned with each rolling a wine barrel. They agreed to come as far as delivering the barrels to the inner courtyard where the feast would be in progress, but only if they got to run away directly after.

      "Deal. Might not be too far behind you," Dio grumbled as he gathered both his panthers, one stalking on either side of him, and led his entourage back through the palace.

      He wasn't exactly late. Only the older gods were already sitting at the monstrous stone table. But Evil Stepmom still glared at him for his last-to-arrive entrance, her piercing blue eyes trying to skewer him as he ambled through the western arch. Right. Better get this part over with.

      Adopting a more business-like pace, he strode to the side of her throne where she co-occupied the head of the table with Dad, tipped his top hat, and swept her a theatrical bow. "Queen of Heaven, I offer casks of my finest wine on the eve of your birthday festival."

      Hera's lips compressed as if he'd offered her musk-ox shit on a plate. "No need to pretend, boy. You know you didn't bring your best."

      Dio straightened with a little shrug. "No. Guess not. But it's damn good stuff. Promise."

      "My dear, if Dio says he's brought you something nice, maybe you should accept it graciously." Dad stood from his carved eagle throne. He wore the traditional one-shoulder exomie while at home to better show off his massive physique. Dio suspected that Uncle Hades was probably the more impressive specimen, but he dressed more modestly, so it was tough to say.

      "C'mere, boy. Good to see you."

      More than happy to bypass his stepmother, Dio signaled for Theo and Mak to leave the barrels for the nymphs and threw himself into his father's arms. Yeah, Zeus was a philandering tomcat who hadn't done right by several of his kids. Dio didn't have any illusions, but he still loved the big horndog.

      "Hey, Dad. How's things?" Dio's voice was muffled as his father swept him up into a bear hug, leaving his feet dangling six inches off the ground.

      "Wonderful! Couldn't be better! Business is expanding every day!" His dad set him on his feet, though one huge hand on his shoulder kept Dio from wandering off. "You look… tired."

      "Ha. Thanks. Late couple of nights. I'm good."

      "You're sure? No, um…"

      "No. Dad, I'm fine. No lost days, no doom-and-gloom crap, okay?"

      "All right… good." Zeus stared down at him, golden brows still drawn together in obvious concern.

      Dio sighed. "You're just gonna ask Herm, anyway. So it's not like I'd lie to you."

      "Good!" The manly clout on Dio's shoulder nearly sent him tumbling. "Go, go see your brothers. They're waiting for you."

      Near the middle of the football-field-long table, the younger gods had gathered as they usually did to leave their parents and older aunts and uncles to their civilized conversation. Hermes waved when he caught Dio's gaze, nudging Hephaestus, who stood nearby talking to Artemis. The only one of their generation to claim a seat already was Ares, his glare shooting spears Dio's way.

      Good thing that's not one of his things, the whole shooting sharp stuff from his eyes. I'd be in so many pieces they'd have to get a vacuum to pick me up off the floor. Wonder what kind of vacuum you'd need for pieces of god? Or would a broom work better? It does for cat food. Do I have enough cat food? There're anchovies in the cabinet. I like anchovies—

      "Hey! Moon Base Twelve to Wild Boy!" A hand clamped on Dio's shoulder to shake him gently. "You in there?"

      "What?" Dio blinked at Hermes, who offered a hesitant smile. "Where else would I be?"

      Hermes flung an arm around his shoulders and led him toward the gathering of siblings and cousins. "Hard to say with you sometimes. You went to that rave last night, didn't you?"

      "Do I look that bad? Dad said I looked tired."

      "You look fabulous, as always." Aphrodite leaned in to kiss his cheek. "I love that shirt. Where do you find these things?"

      "This one?" Dio ran a hand down a velvet sleeve. "Darkest Closets, I think the website's called. Not really your style, Dite, but thank you." He glanced sideways at Hermes. "Didn't Fafnir wanna come?"

      Hermes shook his head. "We tried it once. He's not comfortable here. Physically not comfortable. It could be a sort of cross-pantheon thing. Maybe. Though he's not a god. Or it could be there are too many heroes in one place here."

      A loud belch came from farther down the table where the demigods had gathered, Heracles already boasting drunkenly about some exploit or another. They'd all get like that soon, reliving past glories. Sad, really.

      "You belong down at that end." Ares suddenly loomed behind him. "With the rest of the half-breeds."

      Artemis slid between them before Dio could think up a snappy response. She looked good in a tailored, silver-gray three-piece suit. The subtle silver weave distracted Dio while she pushed Ares back a step. "Don't start, Are. We've been through this a hundred times. Dio's divine, just like the rest of us."

      This is nice. She never used to stick up for me. He could almost ignore the sting of Ares's words. Almost. A fire-ant prickle of anger still crawled up his spine. He shook himself, grateful when Hephaestus's large hand landed on the back of his neck, kneading gently.

      Unfortunately, Ares was way ahead of everyone on the drinking front, and he was the original angry drunk. "Two! It takes two divine parents to make a fucking god!"

      "I only have one divine parent," Athena said without looking up from her iPad.

      Ares sputtered. "You're different! You only have Dad! One god for a parent, nothing else! You're not a mongrel!"

      "My mother isn't a god," Hermes said with a laugh.

      "Neither is mine." Artemis pushed Ares back another step. "Me and Apollo? You saying we're mongrels too?"

      "No, you idiots!" Ares waved his arm not occupied with a flagon. "Your parents are immortals."

      "Ares, stop it." Heph's deep voice cut through his brother's bellowing. "It's old news and no one cares."

      "You should!" Ares closed the distance to bellow in Heph's face, which unfortunately put him right in Dio's face too. "My one full-blood brother! You should be upset that your parents favor bastards and… and these racial slurries!"

      "Come on, Are." Hermes took his arm and tried to lead him away. "You don't wanna do this on your mom's birthday."

      "Yes, I do!" Ares swayed, pointing a finger so close to Hermes's face he nearly took an eye out. "All of this shit dishonors my mother, who's had to put up with way too much crap over the years!"

      Hermes patted the burly arm closest to him. "I know, I know. All in the past though. Come sit down with me. We'll have something to eat. Talk about that programming issue you're having with the satellites and—"

      Ares wrenched away, pointing at Dio now. "Not until that mutt knows his place and his human whore of a mother is banished from the palace!"

      A terrible stillness wrapped around Dio as if someone had dropped a glass cylinder over him. Voices, the clinks of cups and plates, the rustles of cloth—all gone. The light took on a sharp, cold scent. The colors bled screaming from every object in his narrowing vision. His voice tasted of copper and salt in his ears as he grated out, "My mother is not a whore."

      Blinding white blasted through his senses—white, white, white. A small, distant thought cried, No, no, not again! All the universe devoured in the blinding, deafening, shrieking white…

      Notes pierced the terrible blizzard of sensation, high and shrill, slicing and parting the blinding veil to reveal jumbles of colors. Dio slammed back into the world, reeling, clutching his head, to find himself trapped in a hard double embrace, Heph bear-hugging him from one side and their cousin Zack from the other. Hermes stood nearby, playing a tuneless air on his flute, the notes growing ever softer.

      A narrow path had been cleared through the feast, from one side of the table to the other, platters and flagons rudely shoved aside as if by an angry wind. Sticking up against the far side of the table was a pair of expensive Italian dress shoes, soles pointed at the ceiling.

      Hermes lowered his flute. "Hey, there. Back with us?"

      "Erg. Yeah." Dio shook his head, leaning against Zack. "Hulk thing, I guess? Did… did I hurt anyone?"

      "You gave Ares a nice toss." Zack nodded to the expensive upside-down shoes. "If you'd been bowling, would've been a strike for sure."

      "Damn it."

      Zack gave him a friendly shake. "Come on, now. He deserved it. And he'll be fine. You just put him out a few minutes before he passed out on his own."

      The shoes, and the attached limbs, slowly slid sideways out of sight. Dio winced as they thumped onto the marble floor. "Won't make him like me any better. And Stepmom's gonna be pissed at me again."

      "He doesn't like most of us," Aphrodite said as she led his shaking steps to a chair. "Nothing you do would change that."

      "And her nibs doesn't seem too concerned." Hermes pointed with his chin toward the head of the table where the senior gods were turning back to their conversations, all of them apparently unruffled. At least no one was charging down to intervene. "They all get as sick of his shit sometimes as we do."

      "I just—" Dio sank into the offered chair and took a glass of wine from the nymph who hurried to offer it. "Thank you. I wish I could stop doing that. No matter how hard I try to keep it together, some things, you know, trigger it. And then, boom! I'm gone and the crazy takes over. It scares me sometimes."

      "Scares us too," Zack muttered.

      Hermes glared. "Not helping. Dio, it's not like you've ever hurt someone you cared about when you rage, right?"

      "I hit you. That once. With the chaos-spelled statue."

      "So not your fault. Spell-induced crazy doesn't count."

      "I know, but—"

      "Dionysus, if it concerns you so much, you should find an inhibitor. Something that would prevent the madness from taking hold." Athena spoke up from the place she had claimed opposite Dio. "Have you done any research on the subject?"

      All the younger gods froze and gaped at her.

      "Why is everyone staring?" She straightened from her iPad, blinking at her siblings and cousins in concert with the barn owl on the back of her chair.

      Artemis cleared her throat. "We didn't even know you were paying attention. You usually ignore us."

      "Choosing not to engage does not equate to being oblivious to my surroundings." Athena frowned, making the expression somehow general and yet specific to each of them. "Have you, Dionysus? Attempted to conduct research to find a charm or object to assist you?"

      "Um… research?"

      "Yes. I'm certain the Eternal Library has relevant material on the subject."

      One of the panthers nudged Dio's hand, allowing him to hide his embarrassment in petting her. "I, ah, haven't ever tried. That is, I'm sure it does."

      Hermes threw himself into the chair beside him, hooking one leg over the carved griffin arm. "You've never set foot in the library, have you?"

      "Not… as such."

      "Honestly." Athena made an exasperated sound and returned her attention to her reading. "I don't know how you accomplish anything without research."

      "Even I've been to the library." Zack took the chair on Dio's other side. "And I don't read much besides thrillers."

      Normally, being accused of a lack of intellectual curiosity didn't bother Dio. Scholarship was for other people. But when even Zack and Artemis were giving him the side eyes, he had to wonder if he really was an idiot. "So, um, how's Michael?"

      "He's doing great. Had a whole day without the cane yesterday. He's with Fafnir this afternoon. Took him out to dinner. Don't change the subject."

      Dio squirmed, pulling one foot up on the seat, putting it back down, slumping, and sitting back up. "So, um, the geek god library has stuff like that? On charms and junk?"

      "Don't call it that." Hermes laughed and smacked his arm. "I use it all the time."

      "Your point?"

      "Shut up, little brother. I'm so cool, ice cubes put their mittens on when I open the freezer. Yes, there are books and scrolls on charms and junk."

      "I believe the reference was in a book of Thracian charms," Athena offered without looking up. "Though I don't recall the title."

      "Oh. Um, so is there a database of divine crap or something? So I can find it?"

      Athena glanced up over her half-glasses, one dark eyebrow arching. "The library staff has been engaged in attempting to build a database, but there are difficulties due to the nature of some of the materials. Books that require spells. Items that are only visible under specific conditions. You understand it's a bit of a challenge."

      "Yeah… a challenge. Herm, how do you find stuff there?"

      "I look." Hermes sipped his wine and gave him an unrepentant grin when Dio swore softly at him. "And if I need help, I ask the librarian."

      Dio drank his wine, ate the entire platter of stuffed grape leaves Hermes shoved at him, and let the conversation flow around him as he absorbed. If there was a way to control his rages, he wanted to find it. Even if it didn't work, he had to try. Maybe he wasn't the best with libraries, but he could ask for help. He wasn't that proud. The Eternal Library had to have a god of librarians in charge, right? Though he had no idea who that would be.

      With a distracted pat to Hermes's shoulder, he abandoned his siblings and wandered up the table to talk to Uncle Hades, who wouldn't ask too many questions and would never make fun of him for his inability to make a stable library door.
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      You're serious?" Meghan leaned against the passenger door of the Huracán so she could face him. "You have this magical library that all gods have automatic library cards for, and you've never gone?"

      "No. Why would I? And there aren't any library cards. I don't think."

      "You weren't a little bit curious?"

      George snorted from the incredibly inadequate backseat. "If he can't eat it, play it, drink it, or fuck it, he's not interested."

      "Hey! That's not true! I love cars and clothes and those cute miniature deer bunny things—"

      "Cavies."

      "Yeah, those!"

      "I know, Boss, but you don't read," George insisted.

      "I do so."

      "Not sure comic books count," Meghan said gently.

      "There are words. The words tell a story. The pictures just make the words less boring."

      "I get that. But I'm willing to bet this isn't a graphic-novel kind of library."

      "Shame if it's true." Dio downshifted as they took the Concord Pike exit off I-95. "Maybe I should donate some to the Collection."

      Meghan laughed, exactly what he'd been going for. She'd been too quiet on the drive down from New York, and he was sure that was his fault. Surly and distracted the last few days, he knew he'd worried her. He hadn't even stopped by Bacchante House to visit with the Maenad troop, and though he knew it wasn't right to neglect them just because he was out of sorts, he couldn't bring himself to face them.

      They worship me. The sacred rivers only know why. So many better gods, smarter ones, more powerful ones. Less crazy ones. But this trip was all about lessening the crazy. Maybe he would be more worthy of their adoration if he were more in control. He realized he'd lost time when he pulled up to the gated entrance to Uncle Hades's condominium complex. Good thing he'd done this drive a couple dozen times before. They were expected, so the guardian of the gate allowed them to pass. Not a terribly impressive guardian compared to, say, Cerberus or a sphinx or something. A potbellied human with a box of donuts just couldn't compare. Though donuts were nice. He liked the kind with the cream filling. So decadent, biting into it and then licking out the cream. Just like—

      George interrupted his wandering thoughts. "Boss? You gotta actually drive inside the garage. We're not gonna fly the car up to Lord Hades's place."

      "About that." Dio kept his voice light as if he had just been hesitating instead of drifting in La-La Land. "When are we gonna get the stinking flying cars already? Would've thought they'd make them by now."

      "They have made some. Prototypes, at least. You should talk to your brother about it." Meghan seemed to be carefully parceling out her words. "I bet Angelus Corp could manage one for you. And I probably shouldn't be suggesting it."

      "Oh, hey! That's a great idea!" He fumbled with the hands-free buttons as he pulled into the garage.

      Meghan's laugh was more certain this time, more spontaneous. "Not now, Boss. You're gonna get all distracted again."

      "Damn. Right. Remind me later." He swung open his door as soon as he parked, and Meghan gracefully followed suit, accustomed by now to the Lamborghini's gull wings. "Oh, and remind me I want to take Uncle Hades and company out to dinner as a thank you."

      "Got it."

      "So long as we don't have to take the damn dog," George muttered as he contorted his way out of the car.

      The little sneaker-style coverings George wore reduced the click of his hooves on the concrete garage floor to little thups instead of hard clops, one of his many concessions to spending most of his time in the human world. It was amazing what humans no longer questioned. As long as George wore human clothes and a hat, they assumed he had deformed feet, which apparently made them so universally uncomfortable that they pretended the cloth-covered hooves weren't there.

      The elevator gave a genteel ping when it opened on the seventh floor, and Dio couldn't help stomping as he walked on the ridiculously deep-pile carpet of the hallway. At least that way he could get his boot buckles to jangle and break up the quiet. Old money lives here, the carpet sniffed in disapproval, threatening to swallow his feet.

      Yeah, well, I'm older money than I look, snooty textile.

      At the end of the hallway, a tall, cadaverous figure stood backlit in the doorway, features swallowed by shadow. A soft, chill bass reached out to stroke the air between them. "What business do you have here, you pack of miscreants?"

      Proper minions would have managed to toss back some appropriate insults. George just snorted and rolled his eyes, while Meghan let out a little cry and charged the figure in the doorway. Was it to defend him? No. She flung herself squealing into the long, skeletal arms that opened for her.

      "Char! Where've you been?"

      Charon, erstwhile ferryman of dead souls and Uncle Hades's assistant, hugged Meghan tight before setting her back on her feet. "Sorry I haven't been to book club. His lordship's last case was a bit grueling."

      "But you're all right? Everything solved?" She took his arm as he steered her inside, the nearly two-foot difference in height giving them the appearance of parent and child.

      "Oh, yes. Superheroes always solve things in the end, you know." Charon's clawed hand patted hers as she gazed up at him without an ounce of fear. "What are we reading now?"

      "The Forgotten Garden."

      Charon made an appreciative sound. "Lovely. Are you far?"

      "We're still on part one, so you can catch up."

      "Is it nice and creepy?"

      "Very moody. Atmospheric. You'll love it."

      "Hey!" Dio still stood in the doorway, his progress blocked. "Other people in the room, you know."

      With a slow turn of his head and a deliberate glance down, Charon said, "Lord Dionysus, I didn't see you there. You're always so unobtrusive and easy to overlook."

      "Nephew, leave Charon be," a deeper, more commanding bass than Charon's rolled out from the study.

      Dio edged past the literary discussion in the front hall to hurry over and attack-hug his uncle as he emerged. "Hooray, you're here! I thought you'd left us to the mercies of Mr. Biting Sarcasm."

      Uncle Hades's silver brows drew together before he murmured, "I won't bother to ask. But he has so few friends beyond the elderly ladies in the building. Let them have a moment."

      Not for the first time that day, Dio felt like a selfish twit. The first couple thousand years of Charon's life had been strange and lonely, ferrying often-frightened human souls across the Styx to the Underworld. The connections he made now were precious. Dio was about to ask where Ti was when a torpedo of fur and large paws shot out of the bedroom.

      "No!" George shouted, backing toward the balcony doors. "No, no, no!"

      "Nike! Place!" Uncle Hades snapped.

      Too late. The charging canine leaped and took George to the ground where she pinned him and slobbered all over his face. "Oh, holy… gross! Get this monster off of me!"

      Uncle Hades snapped his fingers and cleared his throat. His young boerboel looked up at him in unabashed admiration, stubby tail wagging furiously. She launched off George and bounded to her place beside her god, happy to accept the ear scratching he offered. "My apologies, Gregorius. Are you all right?"

      "Bruised ass and scared the living shit out of me. Yeah. Just great." George grumbled and then shot Uncle Hades a chagrined glance. "Um, my lord."

      "She's quite taken with you, but I'm afraid she forgets how much she's grown."

      "My lord, you're too indulgent with her." Charon shook his head as he moved into the kitchen. "She can't keep assuming everyone wants to play with her."

      "She's a good girl. Aren't you? Who's a good girl?" Uncle Hades ruffled Nike's ears, then cleared his throat. "Ah. Yes, well. I am sorry. Nike, leave Gregorius alone."

      Tail wagging, tongue hanging out, she plopped down beside him as if she understood. Maybe she did. Dio's cats all understood him. "So, where's Ti?" Dio blurted out in an effort to save his uncle more embarrassment.

      Uncle Hades silver brows drew together again, though whether the dark frown was disapproval or confusion was difficult to say. "At a convention in Florida. Something called Supercon. I'm not certain I understand entirely. There seems to be a good bit of adults acting as imaginary beings, but he is a guest this year. Only polite to attend, I assume."

      "He'll be back tomorrow," Charon added with his head in a cabinet. "And thank the holy rivers for that. My lord has been insufferably despondent without him." He ignored the warning growl from aforesaid lord. "Meghan, did he eat?"

      "He had breakfast," Meghan said with a pat to Nike's head. "But that was three hours ago."

      "Standing right here." Dio waved at them. "I'm not a little kid anymore, Char. I can manage for a few hours without eating."

      Charon straightened from his rummaging and held out a paper bag. His smile was a little crooked as he said, "Just in case."

      With a sigh, Dio took the bag and peeked inside to find dates and shelled almonds. Just what Charon would have given him when he was fifteen, recently arrived in the Underworld to recover from years of artificially induced madness, completely lost, hurting, and foundering. A mini-lump lodged in his throat. "Thanks, Char."

      "Any time. Try not to cause any trouble I have to clean up today."

      Dio laughed. "No promises. Don't make me lie to you. Are we ready?"

      "In my study." Uncle Hades waved a hand toward his inner sanctum as they all trooped after him. "The doorway will open into my reading room—"

      "You have your own room in this library?"

      "The gods who helped build the library and to fill its shelves all have their own rooms, yes. Please be cautious going through. There may be a step."

      "May be, Lord Hades?" George asked as he stripped out of his human clothes.

      "The floors don't always align properly. Difficult to adjust from one plane to the other. The door will not grant you access without me, so you must knock when you wish to return."

      Uncle Hades removed a painting of a storm-swept beach from the far end of his study and tapped the wall. There was a snick, then the outline of a door glowed faintly against the patterned wallpaper. "The Eternal Library was built as a labyrinth. The library assistants will bring you back here if you cannot find your way."

      When he tapped the door outline again, it was no longer a part of the wall but a solid door of polished black stone that swung open at the touch of his fingers. "One last caution."

      Dio stopped with his foot halfway over the threshold. "Yes?"

      "Don't be alarmed by the librarian. His appearance can be…… startling to some."

      "Uncle Hades, I hang out with fauns. My brother's boyfriend is a dragon. One of my guardians was Charon the ferryman, and I sometimes hang out with animal-headed gods. Seriously?"

      "Even so." Uncle Hades swung the door wide for them and stepped aside. "Knock when you wish to leave. Charon or I will be here."

      "Thanks, Uncle Hades." Dio threw his arms around his uncle's barrel chest, gratified when the hug was returned. Years ago, his socially uncomfortable uncle wouldn't even have allowed the hug.

      They stepped into a room of dark paneled wood and heavy masculine furniture. Not exactly a shock, but it was a comfortable room all the same, a good place for reading if you liked that sort of thing. A sheet-cake-sized book lay open on the central table in Gothic script and gold-leafed splendor.

      Meghan tugged at his sleeve. "Is that book hissing at us?"

      "Hmm. Yes. Shh. That's a good book." Dio leaned over and stroked the book until it fell silent. "Chthonic mysteries, knowing Uncle Hades. There's snakes and stuff in those."

      "Whoa. Cool. Does it bite?"

      Dio shrugged. "Maybe? I haven't been around too many living books." Or any that I recall.

      The door to the condo had vanished, leaving them in a rectangular room with comfortable chairs and a leather chaise, but only a few scattered books. Obviously not the library proper. An open archway on the far side of the room promised further exploration though, and Uncle Hades had said the place was a labyrinth. Probably lots of little hideaways like this one.

      He caught sight of library-esque bookshelves through the arch, floor-to-ceiling, but the ceiling was low, not even seven feet high. "Char would get a backache in here so fast." Dio peeked out and found that a bookshelf blocked the way to the left. They had a choice of right or straight down a short corridor. "This doesn't look so bad. I mean, all the books are in reach and there aren't that many."

      "All these look like they're in Etruscan, anyway, Boss," George said as he leafed through a book with plant sketches. "So your Thracian charms wouldn't be in this section."

      "See? We can do this." Dio smiled and headed right, marching past the rows of ancient Etruscan gathered into folios and bound books. The row ended, and he was forced to take another right and then another as the walls herded them around the outside of Uncle Hades's reading room. Brighter light shone up ahead. Dio headed for that and stopped at the end of the corridor with his jaw unhinged.

      Straight ahead and to the right, the corridors opened up into wider passages where they could walk side by side. The bookcases soared upward, shelf upon shelf for thirty feet, with rolling ladders attached. As good as Dio's eyes were, he couldn't make out the colors of the books at the top, let alone the titles.

      "Aw, fuck me."

      "Maybe not right now, Boss," George muttered.

      "It's a joke, right?" Dio paced forward slowly, turning to take in the multitude, the legion of books. Even though it was intimidating and the sheer volume of books was frustrating, it felt oddly welcoming. "It smells like rose."

      Meghan gave him an odd look. "I don't smell roses."

      "No, no, not like roses. Like rose. The color."

      "Okay, I'll bite." Meghan gave him a puzzled half-smile. "Colors have smells?"

      "Of course they do. When you walk into the woods in the beginning of spring, you smell green. You know that smell."

      "That's plants sprouting," George said. "Of course it's green."

      "No. See, if plants were all of it, all of spring would smell green and most of summer too. Green smells new and starting things-ish. It's rain and dirt and things just creeping out of burrows. You know, green."

      Meghan nudged him. "And the library smells rose?"

      "Yeah. You guys don't believe me, so whatever."

      "Just because we don't sense things the same way doesn't mean we don't believe you." She wrapped an arm around his waist, making him stop his circles. "What does rose smell like?"

      "Like light and warmth and crinkling things. Like moth wings and wind in leaves. Like…" He waved a hand to encompass the shelves. "This."

      She kissed his cheek. "I think I get it. I can't smell it, but I understand the feeling."

      "Good. All right." He gave her a grin and skipped forward a couple of steps. "We need a plan. No way we can just— Oh, look! A sign."

      He jogged ahead to where polished black stone floors gave way to gray marble. The shelves ended here, and the ceiling vanished into shadow overhead. A grand staircase spiraled up from below, apparently ending on the floor above. Dragons snarled from the carved banisters, griffins and all manner of beasts glowered from the risers, every inch of wood and stone covered in carvings both floral and faunal.

      "Pretty," Dio breathed, gazing up, then clinging to the balustrade and peering down.

      "Focus, Boss." George patted his shoulder. "I think the sign's kind of a directory."

      A plaque riveted to the marble plinth near the stairs contained a list etched into the gold with a word or series of words followed by a number.

      

      Alexandrian Collection 3

      Papyri 2

      Etruscan Collection 2

      Albion Collection 1

      Minoan Transcriptions 4

      

      "Hold on." Dio stared at the plaque, then back up and down the staircase. "It's telling us the floor number where shit is. We have to be on the second floor 'cause of all the Etruscan junk. Looks like there's four freaking floors."

      George whistled, long and low. "That's a lot of books if we're searching blind."

      "Yeah. We need help. Meggie, what's this?" Dio pointed to the word "Circulation" on the plaque. "The air conditioning or something?"

      "That's the desk where you'd go to check out books or get a library card in a regular library," Meghan said, peering over his shoulder. "I don't know what they do here, but library staff's bound to be there."

      "Okay, so we each take a floor and look for help. George, you go down and find Circulation. You know, sniff it out."

      "I don't know what a Circulation Desk smells like."

      "Sure, but it's gotta be manned by someone who's not one of us and who isn't a book." Dio nudged him toward the stairs. "Meggie, you go up to Three. Maybe there's someone up there. I'll stay on this floor and poke around. Meet back here in, oh, about an hour."

      George grumbled but started down without hesitation. Meghan gave him a sloppy salute and ran up the stairs, vanishing into the shadows.
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      Dio returned to the shelf-lined corridors, soon found himself at a dead-end, and had to backtrack. He returned to Uncle Hades's reading room and tried another direction only to find himself stuck in a book cul-de-sac again. When he retraced, a book on the right caught his eye. Thrace could have been in the title, though the printing on the spine was too small to be sure.

      Tongue protruding from the corner of his mouth, Dio stood on tiptoe and stretched, trying to snag the book. "Damn shortness. You'd think being divine would come with a minimum height requirement."

      He wedged his right foot between books on the bottom shelf to give himself another half inch, and just as his fingers scrabbled for the book, a rumble vibrated through the floor and the shelf jerked. Dio lost his balance, pinwheeling and landing on his ass in the middle of the aisle, watching in disbelief as his section of shelf descended and vanished below the floor.

      "Now that's not fair. Absolutely not cricket at all. Or grasshopper. Or praying mantis." He picked himself up, rubbing at the bruised spot on his butt. "Why do they call it cricket anyway? Crickets never get to play."

      Abandoning the sinking shelf in disgust, he wound his way through the corridors of shelves, finally coming across a path that appeared to lead farther into the interior. After several more right-hand turns and a couple of joggy things to the left, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. On a shelf between stacks of scrolls, lay a beautiful champagne-colored tabby, tail twitching as she slept.

      "Library kitty!" he exclaimed in delight and took a break from the maze to pet her.

      She opened one eye and yawned, batting at him with her forepaw. With a chirping purr, she turned on her side, stretched, and abruptly turned into a parchment scroll.

      Dio yanked his hand back. Clearly, this library didn't like him. "I think my feelings are starting to get hurt."

      Another right, then a left, and still he hadn't run into another being who was not a book. A strange rustling came from up ahead. He cocked his head to the side, listening. It sounded like…

      He barely had time to throw himself to the floor before a swarm of mini-books burst from around the next bend and zipped by overhead, their tiny covers flapping madly as they raced through the air.

      "Fucking fuckity fuck! I hate this place!" Dio curled on the floor with his arms over his head until the last of the biblio swarm passed. Cautiously, he sat up, scrubbing both hands over his face. "Hate it, hate it, hate it."

      A dark, oddly shaped head poked around the next bend, a head that looked vaguely like a camel with giraffe knobs. "Dionysus? You seem a bit stressed."

      "Oh, hey, Set. This library is conspiring against me." He picked himself up for the second time and rushed to hug Set on a sudden realization. "A person! Who probably knows stuff! Oh, thank the holies."

      "Well. It's nice to see you too, oh lovely god of orgies. But the enthusiasm is rather unexpected," Set said in his dry, ironic way. He kissed Dio on the nose. "Are you propositioning me, or are you just lost?"

      "I'm just freaking glad to see a familiar face in the funhouse. Not that it's fun. Because it isn't. I just had a cat-scroll diss me. A rabid flock of bird books tried to run me over. And a bookshelf decided it would rather sink into the floor than let me look at a book."

      Set, damn him, laughed. "Careful. I'll conclude you don't like my cycling shelves."

      "What… Oh, seriously? You made the stupid moving shelves?"

      "I did help build the library." Set disentangled himself, moving papyri around from shelf to shelf as he talked. "With all your stuffy relatives involved, I had to have some fun."

      "My relatives aren't stuffy. Okay, some of them are. Most of them. Fine." Dio took a breath, fascinated by the swift, sure movements of Set's dark hands. "What are you doing?"

      "Probably working on giving Thoth a fit, since this is his favorite part of the library. He's so easy to annoy, I can't resist." Set finished and closed a hand on Dio's shoulder, drawing him back to a table set in the middle of the aisle. "And setting up something you might enjoy watching. Be patient."

      Dio leaned back against the table, glad for even such dubious company. Of course he knew Set was neither a compassionate nor a kind god. He perpetrated some bad shit sometimes. But Dio's past was riddled with violence on behalf of his friends and followers, so glass houses and all. He'd never had a personal problem with Set, unlike most of his relatives. Chaos gods, Set said. They understood each other.

      Yeah, but I'd never kill for fun or just to see what happens. Does that make me a part-time chaos god? Quasi-chaos? Chaos lite?

      "So what are we waiting for?"

      "Patience." Set patted his arm, looking way too smug.

      Dio was beginning to wonder if Set had planned some horrible surprise for someone, some spell in his rearranging, when the swift click-click-click of small claws on stone approached. A red-furred face with white markings poked around the nearest corner, pointed furry ears twitching. Dio nearly clapped his hands in delight as a red panda turned the corner, but he forced himself to remain still and silent.

      The panda approached the shelf Set had rearranged, making disapproving chuffs and growls. It twittered loudly, bushy ringed tail twitching, and was soon joined by two more.

      "Holy vines and seedlings," Dio whispered. "They're so damn cute!"

      "Keep watching."

      The pandas climbed the shelves, chirping and muttering what sounded like complaints. With their clever forepaws they began to move papyri about, handing them down to a panda above or below, switching the order on the shelves they occupied, giving every indication that they were putting things back in order. More joined them until there were six red pandas reshelving papyri in adorable grumpiness.

      "I knew you'd appreciate them." Set chuckled.

      "They're the best things ever. Makes the trip to this stupid place worth it. Are they really—"

      The clop of hooves interrupted him. At first he thought it was George looking for him, but the hooves were obviously too large, the sound made by a creature far heavier than a faun. A centaur? Did centaurs use the library? But no, it was two hooves, not four. The creature that hove into sight around the bookshelf made Dio gasp and shove Set behind him in an automatic protective response. Stupid, of course, since the god of storms was far more powerful than he would ever be.

      The thing was huge, taller than Set and far broader in shoulder and chest. It had a human torso and a human face, the eyes hidden by a fall of shaggy russet hair, but bull's ears bracketed the head. It walked upright on hoofed feet, the bull's legs and tail partially covered by a many-pocketed utility kilt. But the horns were the worst of it—long, sharp horns worthy of a Highland bull—pointing forward aggressively. The thing stopped, snorted, and stamped a hoof.

      "My Lord Set," the bull thing said in an absurdly soft voice for such a huge beast. It shoved the hair from its eyes and adjusted a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles on its nose. "If you persist in tormenting the library assistants, I will be forced to ask you to leave."

      "Who the hell are you?" Dio asked, his fists still clenched and ready to strike.

      Set gripped his shoulder. "It's adorable that you want to protect me, Dio. But we try to keep violence to a minimum here. This is the librarian. Leander, my dear, I merely wanted to show Lord Dionysus how efficient the assistants are."

      The minotaur librarian, Leander, let his disapproving gaze wander over the scene and spared a tight-lipped glance for Dio. "They have shown that they are. Please let them return to their work without further interference, my lords."

      "As you wish." Set swept the minotaur an ironic bow. "We enter your domain at your suffrage."

      Leander considered them, dark eyes darting between them before he snorted and walked back the way he'd come, his heavy hoof beats echoing through the stacks.

      "That was a minotaur," Dio choked out in disbelief. "The librarian's a minotaur. Is it The Minotaur? Really? How is that safe?"

      "Oh, it's perfectly safe." Set waved a hand in a dismissive gesture.

      "But doesn't he kill people? Wait. Come to think of it, isn't he dead?"

      Set chuckled softly. "I've forgotten how much fun it is to play with you. But I must be off. So much to see to today."

      Before Dio could ask any more questions or any of the questions he really should have been asking, Set had faded from sight. Really not fair, that some gods could do that. And now I still haven't found the stupid book, and the librarian's probably pissed and he'll probably eat me if I ask him. Damn Set.

      He hurried through the maze of stacks, hoping to catch up with one of the library assistants. The pandas would probably understand if he asked them. But he didn't spot any of them and finally reached another set of stairs, this one's banisters decorated with phoenixes instead of dragons. With a sigh, he decided he would head downstairs and find George. He wasn't doing so well on his own.

      The librarian couldn't be the Cretan minotaur, though he'd never heard of another one. The original one had been his beloved Ariadne's half brother. Dio had never met him, but Ari had told him how sad she was that her little brother had been locked away in a dark labyrinth because he was supposedly violent. She'd been absolutely heartbroken when that creep Theseus had killed him. He was supposed to be leading the minotaur out to Ari. That's why she'd given him the magic ball of yarn. But Theseus was the most egregious liar the world had ever seen. Egregious. Good word. Egregious… Egregious… egg crates…

      When he reached the bottom of the stairs and bounded back out into the shelves, he nearly collided with a familiar figure. "Auntie Hestia?"

      She looked up from the book she leafed through in distracted fashion, peering up the stairs at him before she smiled. "Hello, dear. How nice to see you here."

      "Not as nice as seeing you." He raced down the stairs into her offered hug. "I've decided I really don't like libraries. And they don't like me."

      "Now, now." She let him cling for a moment before she set him back and linked her arm through his. Her steady warmth always made him feel like even he could be sane for a bit. "You just haven't spent enough time in them. Come and tell me what you're struggling with."

      She led him away from the stairs, left, then right, where she stopped in front of a bookcase. Dio thought she might be looking for a particular book, but she just stood there, smiling serenely with her little hand tucked into the crook of his elbow. After a few moments, the floor rumbled in a way Dio had encountered before, and the bookcase in front of them began to sink into the floor. When it had finished its descent, Aunt Hestia calmly stepped across the top of the sunken bookcase and continued on.

      "Shortcut," she explained with a bright smile.

      "Ha! I should've guessed something like that."

      Another few turns brought them to a bright, cheery room full of cozy seating groups and overstuffed chairs in soft floral patterns. Every chair had a reading lamp, a cushion, and a footstool. The rectangular central table was a hive of activity, Hestia's several human assistants pouring over books and scribbling notes. They all stopped as she entered, several of them jumping up from their seats.

      "Don't let us interrupt. Everyone remembers my nephew?"

      All five answered that they did, and Dio was pleased that he recalled their names as well, all humans who had been with Auntie Hestia for years. Anthony, tall and elegant, who usually worked as her front office receptionist. Grace, grandmotherly and stern, who did Auntie Hestia's personal accounting. Ava, her personal assistant, who he saw with some sorrow was now using a pair of forearm crutches instead of just a cane. Leslie, who managed the front desk staff in Auntie Hestia's Manhattan building, and Leslie’s twin Lester, who ran the catering side of the business.

      Auntie Hestia sat him down off to one side, gave him tea, and prodded him through telling her everything that had happened. After he finished, she shook her head. "You should have come to me, dear. I have staff and we all know the library well."

      They sipped and watched the human assistants move in and out of the reading room, murmuring to each other, intent on their tasks. At one point, all five had gone off—Leslie and Lester back to Auntie Hestia's Manhattan building and the other three into the library on separate searches. Dio felt he could finally answer.

      "I wanted to do it myself for once." That sounded so sulky he added, "And your staff is always busy
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