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      And for Fafnir himself, who has lived in a strange corner of my brain since our first encounter in the Golden Treasury of Myths and Legends so many years ago. For him and all the dragons I've always wanted to save.
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        Thou in thy narrow banks art pent:

        The stream I love unbounded goes

        Through flood and sea and firmament;

        Through light, through life, it forward flows.

        

        ― Ralph Waldo Emerson, Two Rivers
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      "Grab that cable, Dio." Orpheus pointed with a drumstick as he packed up the last of the kit.

      Dionysus, wild god of Wine and Ecstasy, threw him a mock salute. "Yes, your bossiness."

      It probably should have annoyed him, the way Orpheus ordered everyone around after a show. Lesser deity and all that. But, damn, that had been one sweet gig, everyone just completely on and the crowd in tune with every change in pace and mood. His blood still hummed and sang with it. Dio had to stop coiling the cable to adjust his overeager cock in his skintight leathers. Lots of grabby hands in the crowd that night, to his everlasting delight, and he was raring to go, willing to do anything that got them to the after party faster.

      He straightened and stretched to pop his spine, taking a moment to look around the club. A few employees lingered to clean up the tables in the back but all the patrons had filtered out.

      Almost all… Dio chuckled when he caught sight of the club's last occupant, a white-haired man in a black leather duster facedown on his table. "Should we wake up Daddy Warbucks back there and see if he wants to come with?"

      Hermes snapped the last guitar case closed and turned to squint into the gloom. "We probably…oh, damn. Dio, doesn't he look a little too familiar?"

      The excess of blackberry brandy made focusing a bit of a challenge, but Dio took a hard look at the broad shoulders, at short-cropped hair that was silver rather than white. "Fuck."

      Orpheus joined them, stepping over their faun drummer who lay snoring on the stage floor. "Oh, him. It's none of our business. Let's get packed up and go."

      "Might not be your business, but that's my favorite uncle. And he doesn't do shit like this." Dio hopped down from the stage, Hermes right on his heels, and jogged over to the inebriated figure at the back of the room.

      "Uncle Hades?" Hermes shook one powerful shoulder gently while Dio examined the empty glasses.

      "Jagermeister. Hell of a lot of it. Think he's out for a bit." Dio scratched his head, baffled. "Last place I'd expect to see Uncle Straight and Narrow. What the hell was he thinking?"

      Orpheus lifted a black clad arm far enough to tug out a sheaf of paper. "I'm thinking maybe this is a piece of it."

      "Lemme see." Hermes snatched the documents before Orpheus had a chance to open them. His handsome brow furrowed as he unfolded them and began to read, and then his mouth fell open in shock. "Shit. Oh, for the earth's sake…"

      With his lips compressed in a taut line, he handed the papers to Dio. It looked like a lot of legal hoohah to him at first, stuff he couldn't even begin to decipher, but then bits and pieces started to jump up and bite him on the nose.

      "Divorce?" he squeaked. "Aunt Persephone is divorcing him?"

      "No, it can't say that." Orpheus scowled as he snatched the papers back. "You can't read worth shit, Dio." But a few seconds perusal turned his glower into shock. "How can she…I mean, they've been together for how many centuries?" He kept skimming even as he spoke, turning pages faster and faster. "Guys, this is bad."

      "How bad?"

      "Epically bad." Orpheus dropped the divorce papers on the table, shaking his fingers out as if the words had singed him. "She's kicking him out, too. Keeping the palace and the dog."
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      Hades woke to an unfamiliar sensation. Someone was pounding on his skull. No…the pounding emanated from inside his head. Headache? I don't have headaches.

      When he opened his eyes, though, the unpleasant sensations only multiplied—dry, burning eyes, a sense of vertigo, coupled with…Great Mother…nausea…

      The disorientation took an odd slide sideways when he turned his head to find his nephews standing over him, extraordinarily worried looking nephews. What mischief had these two perpetrated now?

      "Uncle Hades?" Hermes inquired softly. "Can you hear me?"

      The greeting he had intended manifested as an unwholesome, rattling moan.

      "Yep. That's a sound I've heard before," Dionysus whispered as he settled on the edge of the bed with a glass of some viscous red sludge in hand.

      "Not from him. Ever."

      "No, Herm. From me."

      One of the two, he couldn't focus properly to tell which, helped him sit up, and then he found the noxious liquid held under his nose.

      "Here, Uncle. Need to get down a bit of the hair of the dog and all that," Dionysus said in that same gentle whisper.

      Hades stared at the glass in continued incomprehension. "I don't…eat dogs."

      "It's an expression, Uncle Hades," Hermes said patiently. "You drank too much. You're most likely feeling what's called a hangover. A little bit to help the withdrawal, that's all. You'll feel better soon."

      "How often do you feel this way?" Hades asked his younger nephew.

      "Every morning after a party, Uncle." Dio held the glass out again. "It'll pass. I promise."

      With a grunt, he took the glass, surprised how his hand shook. A few stoic sips later, unfortunately, his head cleared to the point where he recalled the catalyst to this little jaunt into inebriation.

      "Boys, I'm…" Confounded. Floundering. At a complete loss. He clamped his jaw shut. To ask for help would be pitiful and ridiculous. He was a Lord of Death, for Acheron's sake. The whole situation was beyond absurd.

      "We saw the papers, Uncle." Hermes took the glass from his trembling hands. "I assume that's why you came to the club. To discuss the matter."

      He shook his head and grimaced. No head shaking. What had he been doing? "She…asked me to leave. I left." Even that wasn't entirely clear. Why had he simply left? He recalled the numbing shock of Seph's announcement, the papers in his hands, but he hadn't argued, hadn't said a single word. He had turned on his heel and stalked out of their throne room of polished obsidian, out of the palace he had built for her.

      "I heard Orpheus singing. The majority of the music was appalling, but his singing drew me. The lovely serving girl brought a drink. Then she kept bringing them…" He halted on a puzzled frown. Perhaps events would make sense again someday. Now, he struggled to make sense of anything. "Where are we?"

      "My bedroom, Uncle. The one in my apartment in New York," Hermes answered. "We'll get this all sorted. Don't worry. Do you have lawyers?"

      "Lawyers?"

      "Never mind. Rest, Uncle Hades. When your head feels better, we'll see what we can do."

      He lay back down and closed his aching eyes, shutting out the nonsensical world. It didn't prevent him from hearing Dio whispering to Hermes on his way out, "Do? What the hell can you do?"

      "Hush, Dio. Leave scheming to me, okay?"
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      "Where are we going, boy?"

      "Don't scowl like that, Uncle." Hermes turned his charming smile toward the girl at the front desk who sat under a golden Domestica sign. "You're scaring everyone in the tri-state area. We're going to see Auntie Hestia."

      "Ah. This is hers?"

      "Yes. Her company covers all sorts of domestic services from family counseling to catering and so on."

      "How very…Hestia."

      The girl looked up and returned the smile in what Hades thought was a rather foolish manner. "Good morning, Mr. Angelus. Did you have an appointment with your aunt?"

      "No, Jess, but I do need to speak with her. Could you call up and see if she has time for me?"

      "I'm sure she'll make time." The girl winked, actually winked at Hermes. "For her favorite nephew."

      Hades raised a brow at that but Hermes only gave him an unrepentant grin. Impudent troublemaker. But, yes, one of my favorite nephews, as well.

      The girl spoke into the phone for a moment, and then held her hand over the mouthpiece. "She must be watching you on the security cam. She wants to know who's with you."

      "If she sees us, she knows quite well who I am," Hades growled.

      Jess listened to the phone again and giggled. "She says you can go right up, Mr. Angelus and bring your grumpy uncle with you."

      Hades shot her his darkest glower but the girl didn't seem the least bit fazed. Tired, aching, he trailed Hermes into the elevator where his nephew punched the button with the highest numeral. The doors reopened onto a lobby decorated in warm golds and browns, thick carpet and tapestry-style wall hangings muffling sound, much to his head's everlasting gratitude.

      A door at the end of the corridor opened, soft light spilling out to frame a slender, unassuming figure, one that made his heart ache to match his head.

      "Hestia?" Damn his voice for shaking. Damn his throat for closing up. He wanted to fall to his knees, wrap his arms around her waist, and weep in her soothing embrace as he had when he was young. They were long past that now, though.

      "Hello, dear. Hermes told me a bit about your difficulties."

      "Why did you ask who I was?"

      "I didn't recognize you at first without your armor, and, I'm sorry, darling, but you look terrible."

      "Ah."

      "I'll just stay out here, Auntie Hestia," Hermes said with an encouraging wave. "Make myself some tea."

      Hades's oldest sister took him by the arm and led him into what he assumed was her office, though the resemblance to any offices he had seen previously ended through the doorway. Seating groups of overstuffed couches and chairs dotted the room, potted plants and decorative screens breaking up the cavernous space into manageable, cozy bits. Normally, he wasn't terribly fond of cozy, but he seemed to need it now.

      He found himself gently pushed down on one of the sofas farthest from the window, and then Hestia fussed about pulling the drapes shut (his eyes thanked her) and fetched a glass of nectar for him from a cold bar behind a large fichus. She sat beside him and took his hand, her tiny fingers unable to close all the way around his but her warmth seeped into his bones. Goddess of Hearth and Home, one of Hestia's unfailing talents was to envelop those who came to her in compassion. It wasn't unheard of for jaded soldiers and hardened, heartless merchants to collapse weeping in her arms.

      "I'm so sorry," she said. "This must be terrible for you."

      "It…was unexpected." He stared at their joined hands, trying to glean some sense from the patterns of veins. "I wish I understood."

      "I can see it's been a shock." She patted his hand. "Will you contest?"

      He blinked at her, his world still tilting. "Contest?"

      "The divorce. The particulars at any rate. Persephone seems to have left you homeless."

      "Have you spoken to her, Hes?"

      She frowned at him, her eyes searching his face for something. Then she nodded. "I have."

      "What did she say? I need to know why. She seemed content. And now…now…I feel as if someone's shot me full of poisoned arrows. I need to know. Please."

      Hestia heaved a nearly inaudible sigh and got up to fetch him more nectar. He hadn't recalled drinking the first glass. "Seph's interests have grown over the past fifteen years or so. She's started her own company, you know. The Verdant Field."

      "Yes. The herbs." He had listened to all her plans, all her excitement. He had thought it a good thing to see her animated about something besides seeing her mother.

      "She told me that she's realized she never had a life of her own. She's always been shuttled back and forth between you and Demeter. Six months under her mother's thumb, six months under your rule. She never had a chance to fall in love—"

      He didn't manage to stop the wounded sound that escaped him.

      "I'm sorry, dear, but I'm afraid there's truth to that. You kidnapped her, after all. Kept her in your palace until she had no choice."

      "I never forced her to eat the damn pomegranate seeds. I always thought she did it as a way to stay with me. No matter what her mother said." His voice sank to a whisper as he stared at the brilliantly colored birds on the carpet. "I've always given her everything she wanted. Whatever she asked for."

      "But not independence. Not a sense of self worth. And let's be honest, not a passionate, all-consuming love."

      He jerked away from her. "I was always gentle with her. Considerate."

      "Listen to yourself, dear. You know it's not the same." She kissed his cheek, most likely to leech some of the sting from her words. "You still haven't answered my question."

      "About contesting the divorce." He shook his head. "I haven't…what reason would I have? She doesn't want me any longer. I would never force the issue. It's not as if many souls come across the Styx any longer. She can sit in judgment in those few cases as well as I could." He put the glass down on a side table and buried his head in his hands. "I'm obsolete, Hestia. Superfluous. What is there for me in this world? Perhaps it's time to—"

      "Don't say such things. Ever."

      He lifted his head, shocked. It had been centuries since he'd heard such ferocity in her voice. Not since she'd armed him for battle against their father. "Hes?"

      "You have decisions to make. If you decide your primary residence is no longer in your own realm, you need to decide where you will live. What you intend to do."

      "Do?"

      "Yes. Modern gods don't simply sit about and eat ambrosia. That would be disgraceful." She wrapped him in a warm embrace. "Obviously you'll have to return to your realm every few weeks or so. For your health and for the Underworld's. But the rest of the time, you need to decide where you'll live. What you'll do."

      "I can't…toss her out of the palace, Hes. I built it for her."

      "And Cerberus?"

      He shrugged, suffocating under layers of defeat. "It's his home. He belongs there."

      "I see." Hestia rose and he took that as a signal that their little chat was over.

      "I'm sorry for bringing this to you, Hes. Not something you can solve for me."

      She took his arm and led him back to the antechamber. "Never apologize for needing someone to listen." With a little flourish, she opened the door. "You have people worried, Hades. Concerned that you will fade away from brooding."

      He expected Hermes, who lounged in the same place he'd left the boy, and it was touching to see that Dionysus had joined him, sober and more or less respectable in black jeans and a military-cut jacket. But the third figure in the room made him blink in surprise. The man unfolded from the lone chair by the outer door. Dressed head to toe in black, his long, pearlescent hair falling past his shoulders, his cadaverously thin frame stood taller than the door.

      "Charon?"

      "My lord, you should have come to me."

      And told you what, old friend? That I was drowning in shame and confusion? He couldn't bring himself to say those things, though, and simply shrugged.

      An ironic smile tugged at the corner of Charon's thin lips. "Loquacious as always, my lord."

      Hades confronted each worried face in turn, a sudden thought creeping up to bite him in the kneecap. "Is this what the humans call an…intervention?"

      "Just a small one, Uncle," Dio offered, those huge, dark eyes with which he seduced countless conquests of both genders devoid of their usual teasing. "I love having new playmates but the thought of continuously finding you facedown in bars every night is disturbing."

      "Uncle." Hermes put his teacup aside and sat straight. "Do you intend to stay in the human realm for a while?"

      "It seems so."

      "Perhaps one could find a better occupation than professional souse, then, my lord?" Charon clasped his hands behind his back, rocking on his heels.

      "Occupation? I have no need of funds."

      Hermes waved dismissively. "None of us do, really. But most of us, except Dio, have a distinct lack of worshippers these days. Helps sustain a god, you know, keeping involved in the human world."

      That much he knew. He did bring his chariot and team up to the human world every month for a midnight excursion. Without human contact, gods expired, or so all the legends said. Perhaps it was true. He did begin to feel restless and overtired, almost as if his bones itched, if he stayed away for months at a time.

      He shoved a hand back through his hair, muttering, "What would I do?" Then his head jerked up to pin Dio with a hard gaze. "What do you do? Besides play appalling music?"

      The wild god spread both hands before him and offered a warm smile. "Wine, Uncle. Humans still adore it. I have wineries in every major grape venue in the world."

      Ah. Of course. He turned to Hermes. "And you?"

      "I started years ago with a messenger service. But the modern world is about instant connectivity. My communications company does quite well."

      He knew what Hestia had chosen as her occupation. Hades frowned. All so obvious for them, but his attributes didn't transfer quite as well to the mortal realm. "Char?"

      "I have a small business, my lord. A funeral home. It fills a need for me."

      Again, of course. Charon had guided souls from one life to the next. Apparently, he still did.

      Arms crossed tight over his chest, Hades leaned wearily against the wall behind him. "I have nothing to offer this world."

      "Let's think on that a moment, dear," Hestia said with a pat to his shoulder. "You are a warrior. A fierce one."

      He shook his head. "Modern warfare is a barbaric and terrible thing."

      "You've sat in fair, honest judgment for centuries, Uncle," Hermes said encouragingly. "Surely that translates."

      "I'm given to understand that the legal systems here are…often less than fair. And notoriously corrupt."

      "Law enforcement?" Dio said with a frown.

      Hermes made a squeaking sound. "Oh, Great Mother, can you imagine Uncle Hades having to take orders from someone else?"

      "Ah, no."

      Charon glided across the floor to him and put a hand on his sleeve. "My lord, I have a thought. If you like, we might discuss it over lunch. You look as if you could use something substantial at this point."

      With a long, bony arm over Hades's shoulder, Charon effectively captured his bemused lord and led him out. The divorce papers had left him drained, all the family interest had left him baffled, and he simply had run out of resources to resist.
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      "I truly need one?" Hades squinted at the intimidating selection Charon had brought him.

      "My lord, you can't house the Night Horses here and I don't believe chariot driving is legal on the highways. No matter what speed."

      "Huh." His understanding of his new occupation suggested that he would require something powerful, something with a potential for superior speed, and perhaps if it impressed humans aesthetically, it might help business.

      Business. What an odd thought.

      Charon sighed. "You're not taking this seriously, my lord."

      Oh, but he was. The issue was that assimilation into this world was not a matter of slow absorption. It was being hurled at him like a boulder barrage from attacking hundred handed Hecatonchires.

      He pointed to a low-slung, ferocious-faced possibility. It's not a face. It's a grill. "I rather like this breed. Er, model."

      "Ah. Very you, my lord, the Viper. Fierce and powerful." Charon leaned over his shoulder to view the brochure. "Perhaps Hephaestus would go with you when you make your final choice. To ensure its sound construction and such."

      Footsteps pounded down the staircase all too close to Charon's studio apartment. Yet another siren sent its tormented-soul wail up from the street. Both hands clutched in his hair, he tried to stave off headache number twelve since he had left home.

      "Char," Hades choked out. "I don't like your new home."

      "I'll admit it's a bit on the modest side, my lord—"

      "No. Not your apartment." He gazed around at the shabby austerity. "Though surely you could have done better."

      "Not in New York. Then what?"

      "This city. The psychic noise is deafening. The physical noise almost more so. There is simply too much with no peace between. I'll soon have screaming, raving fits if I'm here much longer."

      Charon cocked his head. "Potentially interesting." At Hades's snort, he waved a hand as if to negate his previous statement. "Pardon, my lord. Not the time. We needn't stay here. There are several cities nearby where you may feel more comfortable."

      "Comfortable. Yes." He waited until Charon had brought him that infernal machine, the laptop, though why it was called such a thing when it always sat on a table was beyond him. "I'd like a quieter city. Something not so unceasingly animated but where the humans would still need our services. A place by a contemplative river. Will this thing tell me all of that?"

      That ironic quirk had returned to Charon's bloodless lips. "I'm sure if you ask it politely, my lord. I'll help you."
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      Three weeks later, Hades allowed himself a moment of dark exhilaration as he flung his new Viper (Adrenaline Red) around impeding traffic. Hephaestus had made modifications allowing him to whisper to the vehicle to render it invisible, so he had no concerns regarding local law enforcement, and he made full use of the whole road, shoulders, pull offs, the occasional low median.

      The Viper's engine roared its delight, answering his every demand with eager obedience. He cut left around a large truck with fruit painted on the side, then right around a three-vehicle military convoy, and finally had open highway stretched out before him. He slammed his foot to the floor, giving his new steed its head as it leaped into high acceleration.

      A soft whimper came from his right and he shifted his eyes to find Charon curled against the passenger side door, the handle clutched in a bone-creaking grip.

      "Char? Are you ill?"

      "My lord! Eyes on the road! Please!"

      He eased off, cutting the speed back down to ninety. "You can't be frightened." Not one of the Underworld's most feared denizens. Surely not.

      "No." The word came out small and choked. "But could you perhaps not try quite so hard to render us two-dimensional pavement streaks?"

      "You're as safe as you would be in bed." The little directional device on the dash spoke softly to apprise him of the impending exit. "We're nearly there, at any rate."

      Concord Pike, the overhead sign proclaimed. It had a peaceful sound to it, but so far, this smaller state seemed no better than New York. Too many hurtling metal boxes intent on too many petty errands.

      The feeling changed abruptly off the interstate, though. Despite the late autumn chill, he opened the window as he slowed to a more sedate pace, driving down increasingly less traveled streets. Many humans in the area, yes, and there were the overlays of psychic pollution, but more…muffled somehow. The earth's energies flowed at a less frenetic pace here. The trees, so silent in New York, sang secrets to each other as they should.

      Charon had relinquished his desperate grip on the door and watched him closely. "Better, my lord?"

      "So far? Yes."

      This was Wilmington, a city bejeweled with several small rivers, all wending their unhurried ways down to the broad expanse of the Delaware, just as the rivers of the Underworld fed into the Styx, a place where the roots ran deep and not every breath was a shout.

      When they arrived at the address, Charon dealt with the real estate agent while Hades wandered in distracted fascination around the apartment. Condo. Hermes and Dio kept reminding him it was not an apartment if he owned it. His balcony on the seventh floor overlooked the Brandywine, a friendly, chortling river that struck him as more content in its bed than most. To his left, two bridges sat side by side, one a smaller trestle bridge, the other a great construction of arched stone. To his right, the river disappeared around a tree-lined bend.

      "Mr. Plouton? I just have a couple more papers for you." The breathless, twitching agent hovered suddenly at his elbow. "I've gone over everything with your assistant, sir, but I do need your John Hancock on these."

      His brows drew together as he frowned down at her. "I'm afraid I don't have one of those."

      Charon leaned in the balcony doorway, his expression carefully not amused. "Your signature, my—sir. She needs your signature."

      "Ah. You should say what you mean, miss."

      When she had bustled out, leaving papers, keys and remote for the parking garage on the dining room table, Charon came to stand beside him at the rail. "Will it serve, my lord?"

      He drew in a deep breath, drinking in the subtle melancholy of the evening. "Yes. Yes, it will."

      "The railroad bridge won't bother you?"

      Hades followed Charon's gaze to the larger of the bridges. A train rumbled across it now, the noise muted like a distant roll of thunder. "No. Not at all."

      "Have you thought of a name?"

      "For the business? I had thought of Acheron Investigations but now, standing here, I think Brandywine Investigations would be better. Humans would find it more palatable, wouldn't you think? More welcoming?"

      "An excellent choice, my lord. I'll finish the website in the morning."
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      Ti hitched his coat up higher, trying to turtle down into the frayed wool. The wind bit right through. If he could find himself a new pair of balls, he might head down to the Mission, see if they had a space for him tonight, but Fleece might be there. Fleece would…

      He shuddered and shoved the bubbling mess of his thoughts down into the dark. No. He'd find a place out of the wind, somewhere he could look like just another pile of trash. Fitting.

      A crack in the sidewalk tripped him. He stumbled against the side of a building, head spinning. Was I drinking? Can't remember. What he did know was he hadn't eaten much in days. Money panhandled over at the train station went to booze. Yeah, it was pitiful, but he didn't care anymore. He could go Dumpster dive at The Queen. The staff turned a blind eye there most days, but it was blocks away by now. He didn't have the energy left for the walk.

      No, better to hunker down for the night. Find an alleyway that wasn't occupied and a sheltered corner. He tried to find comfort in the fact that he wasn't in Chicago or Buffalo this time of year. It could've been a lot worse. There was a promising alley. Dumpster. Corner nook. Not a lot of light. Hard to say if someone already occupied the space. Guys could get mean about someone muscling in on their spot.

      He tripped again, this time over a pocket of air, apparently, since there wasn't anything to trip over. He crashed down on one knee this time, teeth bared against the pain. What was the last food I had? It doesn't matter. Really, it doesn't anymore.

      The corner behind the Dumpster was unoccupied. He sank down amidst the stench of piss and garbage, found some cardboard to pull over his body, and curled up by the wall. The dizziness and the shivering fought for precedence, his little remaining strength draining from his limbs. It wasn't what he had envisioned when he came home, but best laid plans and all that shit. With a soft breath of resignation, Tiberius Snyder lay down, wondering if this might be his last night.
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      "My lord, I don't think this is how it's usually done," Charon protested as he trailed Hades into the complex's garage. "Client contact first. Then case. Then investigate."

      "How will clients know to rely on us if we have nothing to our credit?" Hades thumbed the button on his car remote and the Viper flashed its lights in eager welcome. "And it isn't only the wealthy that need justice. Those who can pay for our services, will. Those who can't, shouldn't need to wait for the authorities to care."

      "Point taken. Just don't start calling yourself the Dark Knight."

      He regarded Charon across the car's roof with a puzzled frown. "Why would I?"

      "Never mind, my lord. Idle chatter."

      Despite Charon's odd, opaque sense of humor, he was a practical being and had suggested that the Viper might attract unwanted attention in places where they might not wish to be remembered.

      He stroked the Viper's hood and whispered, "Aoratos." The metal beast obediently faded from sight.

      "I do wish you would wait until we were in the car."

      "It's not as if the door has moved."

      Charon had developed the disturbing and thoroughly modern habit of rolling his eyes, which he did just prior to fumbling the door open and vanishing inside.

      The police radio, on which they had first heard the reports, had been an interesting addition to their home. Most of the condominium's contents had been in place prior to their arrival, ordered by certain nephews and nieces who were all excited about helping Uncle Hades as if he were some sort of new challenge to their collective ingenuity.

      Hermes had chosen most of the furniture, heavy, masculine pieces in dark, soothing colors. Dio had stocked both pantry and refrigerator, with as much thought to pleasing food as to drink. Hephaestus, after coaxing from his brothers, had chosen artwork for the walls and sculptural pieces both decorative and useful, some of which he had forged himself. Aphrodite had been more than pleased to be included in the boys' project, insisting that they leave the choice of dishes, glassware, and linens to her.

      But the radio, Charon had produced. Once he explained its uses, Hades found it not only a valuable addition but also a fascinating window into his new city. The codes were a bit of a mystery, at first, but Charon located information on his infernal all-knowing machine that explained them. After that, the calls served as a map and timekeeper of lawbreaking, showing where and when certain crimes happened with the greatest frequency.

      At the first murder, a knifing, Charon had shrugged. "The very poor are susceptible to violence, my lord. Theft, drugs, simple bad luck. A man without a home has few defenses."

      The second murder of a homeless man, a shooting, still left his faithful ferryman unconvinced. "They hardly seem related, my lord. Different parts of town. Different methods."

      But Hades kept all the details tucked in a corner of his mind, so by the third murder in four days, a strangling this time, he was ready to act.

      "You're suggesting a systematic extermination, my lord?" Charon had asked in alarm.

      "I suggest nothing on such sparse knowledge. But we need to be out there. To feel the flows of minds and hearts. Something is amiss here."

      While Charon protested, he didn't press. They had known each other too long for that. As he eased the invisible Viper out onto the street, their first foray into investigation began.
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      Hurried, uneven footsteps woke Ti. He lay still, heart pounding with the memory of a hundred nightmares where running footsteps pursued him in the dark. Though sleep still blurred his eyes, he just made out the silhouette of someone standing nearby, facing the mouth of the alley. The someone's breathing came in labored, whimpering gasps.

      Ti struggled to sit up. He wasn't in any shape to fight for his little piece of real estate. The best he might manage would be to curl up in a ball if this person had violence in mind. Maybe it's too dark to see me. Maybe this guy will ignore me if he does. Of course, his luck ran true to form and the figure headed directly toward him.

      A sharp pop ricocheted in weird echoes through the alley. The dark silhouette staggered. A scattering of leaves from above pulled Ti's attention to the flat roof on his right, just in time to catch a hint of movement. The man in the alley, he could see it was a man now, in a dirty down jacket and stocking cap, took three more steps and collapsed to his knees right in front of Ti, a dark stain spreading down his white thermal shirt.

      "Oh, God…someone shot you." Ti whispered. "Holy shit." I need to call 911, he thought frantically before he remembered he no longer had a phone. I need to get help…

      Before he could get his exhausted brain to stop spinning, the man pitched forward, thumping down into Ti's lap. No pulse…oh, fuck…

      "It was here, my lord," a strangely accented voice called from the end of the alley.

      "Yes. Though I think we've come too late," a rumbling bass answered.

      The light of passing headlights illuminated the two newcomers, one massive and broad-shouldered, his face grim and forbidding, the other tall and cadaverously thin, his features giving the impression of skin stretched too tight over bone.

      Ti cried out in horror. Death had finally come for him.
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      "This one smells of death but he still lives." Hades cocked his head to one side. "Seems to have fainted."

      "Blood on his hands, my lord. Do you suppose he killed the other?"

      "Doubtful. We heard a gunshot and this one has no weapon." He stood from his crouch to glance around. "Ah. The shade is still here. See what he will tell you, Char. They're always too frightened to talk to me."

      The dead man's ghost wavered nearby, staring at his former soul-house in disbelief. He startled, flickering when Charon approached him.

      "It's all right, sir," Charon held a hand out, palm up. "You're past pain and sorrow now. Past grief and regret. Did this young man kill you?"

      The shade cast an anguished look to where Charon pointed and shook his head. Then he pointed up, to the flat rooftop on the right.

      "I thank you, sir. Now you must let go this mortal tether. Go now. Turn and find the way."

      The shade seemed to have some revelation, the fear clearing from his face. He turned away and faded from sight.

      "You couldn't have asked who did kill him, I suppose?" Hades growled.

      "No, my lord. He wasn't one who would've spoken to us, and he was in such pain. Better to send him on."

      Charon did know best about these things. Hades eyed the roof. "Put the boy in the car."

      "My lord?"

      "The police will most likely blame an innocent soul for lack of another if they find him here. Not only that, he may well be in danger as well. Perhaps he saw something." He backed two steps, gauging the distance. "I'll join you in a moment."

      As he took a running leap and caught the lip of the roof, three floors up, he could have sworn he heard Charon mutter, "Show off."

      With a grunt, he heaved himself onto the roof, crouched low in case the gunman still lurked nearby. Only a trace of soul resonance remained. He trailed it to the far edge of the roof and peered over the edge. A ladder led to a metal fire escape. The murderer had fled that way but there was no sign of him now.

      Hades bent to pick an object up and pocketed it. There were others. He would leave them for the police. When he returned to the car, Charon had the young man folded awkwardly into the inadequate backseat.

      "What did you find?"

      "Shell casing." He held it out to Charon. "We should try to ascertain what sort."

      "Of course, my lord. Are we taking your foundling home?"

      He glanced back at their passenger. Starved, filthy, and obviously ill, he probably should have been in a hospital. But then the hospital would most likely only keep him a day or two and turn him out again into the cold. There are no good choices here, only the right one.

      "Yes. Yes, we are."
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      Ti woke slowly to a place of soft light and dark, subterranean colors. A stern, imposing figure dressed in black occupied one of the large armchairs nearby, light glinting off his silver hair.

      This must be Death's place. He blinked a few times, trying to focus. Huh. Death looks hotter than I'd imagined. And he's got a ThinkPad?

      Somehow, Death using high-end electronics seemed…wrong. He tried to sit up but didn't get much past a shift of his shoulders and a moan. Being dead wasn't supposed to come with raging headaches, either.

      "Ah. You're awake."

      The bass voice rumbled through his bones, one deep enough to sing Fafner in the freaking Ring cycle. Ti swallowed hard and tried to answer on a throat too dry for even a whisper.

      Death's frown deepened. "There's water on the table beside you."

      Ti turned his head. A beautiful crystal pitcher and matching glass winked at him from a coffee table of black granite. He lifted a hand to pour himself a little and stopped, appalled by how badly his fingers trembled. No way was he going to manage it without breaking something and getting water all over Death's nice living room.

      Setting the laptop aside, the intimidating figure rose from his chair, poured for Ti, and went so far as to help him drink, a large hand cradling the back of Ti's head. From this angle, it was hard to miss the solid muscles under the black dress shirt.

      "Thank you, Mr. Death, sir."

      "Pardon? Oh, no, boy. I'm not Death, though I know him, of course. It's an all too common mistake."

      "Oh." Ti wished the room would stop spinning. Seriously, if this was being dead, it was just like being alive and it sucked. "Who are you then?"

      "Hades."

      "I guess…that makes sense. Have I been dead long, sir?"

      Silver brows leaped up at that and Ti found himself staring into the most unusual blue eyes, a dark, belladonna flower blue.

      "Why would you think yourself dead?"

      "Sir," a less profound bass voice said from a few yards away. "Think about what you just told him."

      Oh, that must be Death, then. Ti shuddered. The God of the Underworld was seriously gorgeous, in a scary sort of way, but this other guy was about the creepiest thing he'd ever seen. He had to be almost seven feet tall and maybe weighed one-fifty soaking wet. His long, white hair might have been pretty on someone else. On him, it just added to the whole Crypt Keeper effect.

      The dark blue eyes flicked up and back, obviously puzzled. "Ah. I see."

      "One of your nephews is on the phone for you, sir."

      "Thank you. I'll take it in the study." Broad-shouldered hotness wandered off to another room while skeletal creepy took the vacated chair.

      The smile, with its too sharp canines, was not at all comforting, but the voice that came with it was oddly gentle. "Sorry about that. He's a little challenged communication-wise. Especially when he's thinking." A long, bony finger pointed the way the big man had gone. "That's Aiden Plouton, owner of Brandywine Investigations. I'm Karl Stygian, his assistant. And you are not even slightly dead."

      "Then why did he say he was…" Ti stopped, too dizzy to continue.

      "Nickname." Karl chuckled.

      Weird. If I don't look at him, he sounds normal. Nice.

      "But there are no three-headed dogs here and we are most definitely in the mortal realm. You look like you're about to faint again. Are there medical issues we should know about?"

      "I…don't think so." Starvation, clinical depression, what medical issues?

      "Could I get you something?"

      "A drink? Something, you know, a little stronger than water?" Ti turned his head far enough to watch the scary smile fade into a flat expression he couldn't interpret.

      Karl rose abruptly. "I think we'll have to say no to that. When did you eat last?"

      "Um…"

      "I see." Karl muttered to himself as he stalked to the kitchen, visible through an archway at the end of the room. "I'm not equipped to deal with this sort of thing. Soup. Soup is good for things like this, isn't it?"

      Ti listened to him knock about in the kitchen, letting his eyes drift shut. Why am I here? The place was so damn quiet, he could hear the rise and fall of Mr. Plouton's softly accented voice in the study. Greek, if he had to guess from the names, though he had no idea what a Greek accent sounded like. Ti couldn't make out the words in the rumbled half conversation, so he manufactured some.

      Why, yes, officer, he's obviously homeless so he must've been up to something awful.

      Of course, sir. No one would ever be homeless who was sane and respectable, so there's always a good reason why guys are. You want us to swing by and lock him up for you?

      Maybe in a bit. I may just use him as food for the alligators in the moat.

      Very good, sir.

      The pretend dialogue in his head cut off when Karl returned from the kitchen with a bowl of soup and a plastic wastebasket. Creepy appearances aside, the exterior obviously camouflaged a nice guy with a practical side.

      Ti struggled to sit up against the high arm of the sofa, the slide and rustle of fabric calling attention to the fact that someone had spread a sheet underneath him. Again, practical, since he was filthy. His stomach battled against itself, repulsion and longing clashing over the scent of chicken soup.

      "Not sure this is a good idea," he said and swallowed on a wavelet of nausea.

      Karl perched on the edge of the coffee table, spoon held out to him. "Just try. You look like you haven't eaten in a week."

      You look like you haven't eaten in a decade. Ti held his breath and took the little bit of soup from the spoon. The heat sliding down his throat did feel good. Damn good. He took another and kept allowing the spoon-feeding until half the bowl was gone. Then the little lapping waves of nausea became a storm surge and he snatched up the wastebasket to heave his guts up. That never gets easier, no matter how many times you puke.

      "Sorry." He let his head plunk down as Karl took the wastebasket from his trembling hands.

      Karl's nose wrinkled in obvious distaste, an expression so oddly not Crypt Keeper that it made him so much more human. "Well, you tried. Rest. I need to…do something with this."

      With the wastebasket held at arm's length, Karl retreated to the back of the condo, probably to a bathroom since Ti heard water running shortly after. Even with the short time in his stomach, the soup had done some good, though. He felt a little steadier, a little less like he was staring at the world from the bottom of a bowl of consommé. His hands only shook a little as he picked up the water glass to sip at it. Whiskey would have been better, but he could wait a bit on that. Not too long, but the real tremors hadn't started yet.

      A door opened in the far wall and Mr. Plouton strode back out, brows drawn together in a dark frown. "What were you doing in the alley where we found you?"

      Dying. "Just trying to find a place out of the wind for the night."

      "You have no place to sleep?"

      "Oh, sure. I just like crashing in cold, dirty alleys. Makes me feel all adventurous and stuff."

      "Do you? Odd."

      Karl came back from wherever he had been, wiping his hands on a towel. "Sarcasm, sir. He's not serious."

      "Ah." A muscle in Mr. Plouton's jaw twitched.

      His very strong, clean-shaven jaw. Too bad he doesn't have any expressions besides various frowns.

      "What did you see last night?"

      "See?"

      "Yes. A man died in that alley. Surely you saw something."

      He opened his mouth to answer, and then snapped it shut again. The way this man spoke, not in a condescending way but in a tone that implied he was accustomed to unquestioned obedience, nearly had Ti's brain disengaged. "Why am I here? Wherever here is? What do you want from me?"

      Silver brows crept up in surprise, though otherwise Mr. Plouton's expression remained unchanged. "We found you in an alley with a dead man in your lap. From what we learned, you could not have killed him. We took you with us to spare you entanglements and misunderstandings with law enforcement. And I have questions."

      "Okay," Ti drew out the word. "Thanks for that, I guess. But why do you care about the dead guy?"

      "Sir," Karl broke in softly before the big guy could get out whatever angry growl was boiling behind his eyes. "We're going about this backward. What's your name, young man? You didn't have any identification."

      Ti glanced between them, trying to use his new, hard-won street smarts to determine if there was any reason he shouldn't tell them. Oh, fuck it. "Tiberius Snyder," he blurted out, not sure why he gave his full name. People always laughed when he did, or tried hard not to.

      Neither one of these dudes even smirked, like Tiberius was as normal a name as Mark or Tom and pairing it with Snyder wasn't at all absurd, like he was the Roman Emperor of potato chips. He'd often wondered what his mother had been thinking.

      "Well, Tiberius." Karl waved his boss to the big chair, presumably so he wouldn't loom, and perched back on the edge of the coffee table. "As to why Mr. Plouton's interested, he has suspicions about the recent string of murders, all homeless men. He's investigating the possibility of a connection between them."

      Ti blinked at him, feeling lost. "Someone hired you to investigate the deaths of a bunch of bums? Some suddenly concerned relative's your client?"

      Mr. Plouton pinned him with a look so stern and hard, Ti flinched back against the cushions. "My clients are the dead."

      "Um…oh." Ti fiddled with the blanket, unable to meet those cold, blue eyes a second longer. Damn, he's scary. And weird. A detective who works pro bono? Though I guess if you have enough money, you can take cases for free.

      "What did you see?"

      Again, he checked against his internal alarms. There had to be a reason not to answer these sorts of questions, right? Again, his tired brain couldn't come up with anything. "I didn't see much. Fell asleep and woke up when I heard footsteps running toward me." He gave a one-shouldered shrug. "The guy looked behind him once. Not sure he knew I was there until he was right on top of me. Then there was this pop sort of sound, like a tire blowing and the guy keeled over in my lap."

      "Did you see anyone else? Or where the shot came from?"

      Ti shook his head, trying to remember. He'd been sleep-fuzzed and terrified. At the time, he hadn't even been sure what he'd heard was a gunshot. "Some leaves fell off the roof."

      Instead of looking at him as if he'd lost his mind, Mr. Plouton opened a hand, palm up, encouraging him to go on. "Yes?"

      "I…I thought I saw something move, but I can't really say. I guess the guy with the gun could've been on the roof."

      "But you didn't see the person on the roof? You're certain?"

      Was he? He'd seen…no. He'd only seen a shadow against the cloud-swept sky. "It was dark. I just saw something move."

      That jaw muscle twitched again, creases in Mr. Plouton's forehead joining his frown. "Pity."

      He sat there a moment more, staring at the floor as if his eyes could bore holes through to the basement, and then he surged up, a coiled spring suddenly released.

      Karl startled and stood as well as Mr. Plouton flung open a closet and pulled out a black leather duster that probably cost more than some people's cars. "My l—sir?"

      "I'm going to the morgue."

      "Oh? To question the medical examiner?"

      Those dark blue eyes pinned Karl so hard the man stopped moving. "To speak to the dead."

      He turned on his heel military-fashion and swept out the door.

      "Certifiable," Ti muttered.

      Karl turned back to him with a kind but still scary smile. "He didn't mean literally."

      Somehow, Ti was sure that was a fib and suddenly it seemed a good idea to make his escape while Mr. Plouton was out. With a little hiss of pain, his muscles stiff and protesting, he swung his legs down and pushed the blanket off. "Shit. Where are my shoes?"

      "You're leaving, too? You can barely sit up straight."

      "I really don't think Mr. Plouton wants me here when he gets back. I appreciate what you guys did. I do. But I don't have any answers for him and he's obviously a very busy, important man."

      "I don't think he wanted you to leave." Karl's voice was soft and disapproving.

      "Yeah, well, I didn't hear him say so." Ti found his ragged sneakers at the end of the sofa and shoved his feet into them without untying the laces. "I don't belong here."

      His dirty coat lay carefully folded on a chair by the back wall. He wanted to sweep it on and stalk out, show Death, er, Karl, that he had some dignity, that he was still a man. The best he could do, though, was crawl into the ratty wool with shaking hands and hobble down the hallway that he had to assume was the one to the front door.

      Karl let out a little sigh behind him. "I'll call down to the gatehouse and have them let you out."

      "Gatehouse. Great," Ti said on a snort. He probably should have been more polite, more grateful, but the feeling of having fallen in with rich weirdoes had grown to the freak out point. So he picked the solution that had been working best lately. He ran.
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      Hades waited until the person in the white coat closed the last drawer and left the room for her lunch break, turning off half the banks of lights as she went. Helm of Invisibility firmly in place, he had no fear of discovery. His only apprehension was that modern medical techniques and chemicals would prevent the dead from telling him anything.

      The dead he wished to see were here. They had no family to claim them and were part of ongoing criminal investigations, though the city didn't seem overly interested in pursuing these cases, so the bodies resided in the city morgue. The shades most likely had departed, unless they were particularly confused or embittered, but the dead kept secrets long after their soul inhabitants had moved on.

      He held a palm over the door, willing the lock to turn. It obliged readily with an eager click. Well made. Hephaestus would have been pleased with it. He glanced up and down the corridor once more, no need to attract unneeded attention, and then pushed the door open silently. The room smelled of human chemicals and cold steel…and death. Hades pulled in a deep breath, mouth open to catch as much of the scent as possible. Violent deaths, every one. These bodies did not lie quietly.

      The drawers opened on silent tracks. He knew which ones were occupied and which were the ones he needed, though of the bodies in residence, all but one were of interest. Here they were, the men whose deaths he had heard about over the police radio. The knifing victim lay closest to the door, a man who might have been handsome in his youth. Weather and overindulgence in drink had carved deeply into his skin, though, leaving him wasted and ravaged. Traces of anger still hovered around him, hints of deep regret.

      Hades put a hand on his bare arm, gently, reverently, and yes, he caught a psychic whiff of the killer, the shape of a soul. A shiver ran up his arm and down his spine. The faint trace held dark desires he couldn't quite unravel—anger and fear, yes, but other things he couldn't name. The man's death had been quick. He picked up the shock, the suddenness of the attack. This man had not realized he was in danger, not until the knife struck.

      The next man, the one who had been strangled, had seen his killer, most likely. Difficult to say if he had known the person, but there was considerably more fear lingering from his death. He might not have been aware of being stalked, but he certainly had been aware of mortal peril before he died. It was harder to pick apart his soul resonance from his killer's. Hades closed his eyes, laying on both hands and breathing deeply, but, yes, the same dark soul shape lingered here.

      The shooting victims, now two of them, were less conclusive. The killer had struck from a distance so the killer's resonance was too faint. Hades shoved his hands in his pockets with a frown and encountered the shell casing. A thirty-aught-six, Ares had called it when he had sent the boy a picture. According to his prickly, weapon-happy nephew, humans used this ammunition in the most accurate hunting rifles.

      He pulled the casing out, closed his fist around the metal cylinder, and placed his free hand on the nearest corpse's forehead, comparing the resonances. A hard, icy shudder stabbed through him, so fierce he dropped the casing with a gasp. Yes.

      Doubled over his knees, shivering in reaction, he had no doubts left. The amplification of the soul resonance proved that the killer was the same in at least three of the four murders. But, dear Mother, this mortal was twisted.

      Carefully, he closed the drawers, putting the bodies back to bed, and then leaned against the wall with his arms wrapped tight around his ribs. Peering into the darkest souls had always affected him this way, leaving him shaking and exhausted after he weighed the consequences of the most evil deeds.

      After he had weighed Tantalus's soul and sent him to the judges for punishment, he had been forced to leave his obsidian throne, shaking too hard to hold his ceremonial bident. Seph had followed him to his chamber, had helped him out of his armor, and put him to bed.

      "Rest, my lord," she would always say at those times. "The world will wait for you."

      She would soothe him and sing to him, make certain he was warm again. The dutiful wife…but as he thought back, shivering now in the steel-clad gloom, he realized she had never said, "I love you."

      He had never felt the need for such things, had never spoken those words to her either. Perhaps it was true, what his sister Hera had said to him in a moment of bitter anger. He was incapable of love. His heart had grown too hard and cold during his years alone.

      And yet…and yet…it still hurt so terribly to be cast aside. The empty place at his side still ached as if he'd had a limb ripped away. Wasn't that love?

      Was it?

      He pushed off the wall and placed one foot carefully in front of the other, unsure of his balance for the first few steps. Yes, he wanted to go home. Yes, he wanted things as they were before, but the universe was never stagnant. The dance moved on. Self-pity only weighed down the one who indulged in it. So he told himself as he fought the chill in his bones and the heavy stones dragging at his heart.

      Still too shaky to drive, he stood on the sidewalk with his helmet tucked under his arm. Hephaestus had modified its shape so that it looked like a motorcycle helmet now rather than a battle helm. I will walk a bit. Feel the life around me.

      Something stopped him, a momentary psychic whiff of something familiar, something he felt he should be able to identify. The disturbance in the air passed though and Hades shook his head. Not enough order in his life lately. It had addled his brain. Left him distracted and prone to imaginings.

      He started up the street, crossing Lancaster with the tall buildings of downtown in the distance ahead of him. The buildings here were stark, utilitarian. Few businesses apparently wanted to operate directly in the shadow of the elevated interstate. But there were people about on official business and some simply loitering in the late afternoon sun. Life enough, certainly.

      Figures passed him, most scurrying by, intent on their own thoughts, some sparing a cautious glance his way. He wondered what humans saw when they looked at him. Certainly not a Lord of Death, modern humans no longer recognized such things, but he couldn't fathom why they all seemed to fear him.

      Perhaps he would ask one. There was a young man standing hunched in his coat on the corner at the end of the next block. He could…

      Hades squinted against the sunlight. The ragged mop of unruly brown hair looked a bit too familiar. Why is he out here? He hastened his steps, a sudden unease settling around his heart.
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      It had taken Ti a few minutes to recognize where the condo was. He supposed it shouldn't have. The Swinging Bridge had once been a notorious pick up spot for gay men, after all. Probably hadn't been the case for years. He had no idea.

      As he crossed the little suspension footbridge over the Brandywine, he certainly didn't run into anyone cruising, or anyone for that matter. Quiet day in the park. At least he had his bearings now and could head back toward downtown to panhandle for change.

      Cash. Booze. A quiet, hopefully warm corner. In that order.

      Then he would work hard at forgetting his incredibly weird day. With luck and enough drinking, he might be able to convince himself that it was all some bizarre dream. He had not just been inside a million dollar condo. He had not just met two of the strangest PI's on the face of the planet, and he had most definitely not found one of them hot. Not even slightly. Nope.

      Though the sofa had been so damn comfy and it had been wonderful being warm for a bit without having to worry about someone chasing him out.

      No, you chased yourself out this time, you idiot. But really, how much longer could he have stayed? A few more minutes? Another hour before they said, thanks, but that's all we needed you for?

      Oh, and by the way, someone's killing homeless dudes. Great. Probably someone's book research. Killing the Indigent for Fun and Profit. Maybe it was a new program to clean up the streets, though that would be like trying to exterminate the city's rats. The hunter in charge would stand at the podium in his mirror shades, pointing to the slide presentation. There it is, boys, a five dollar bounty for every homeless bum's carcass you haul in. Ten bucks for every rat. Just make sure you don't get bit. Those bums carry all kinds of nasty shit.

      He snickered at the morbid fantasy, though he supposed it shouldn't have been funny. His twisted brain had gone even more haywire over the last few months. Not something he could help.

      "Hey, Ti-ti. Where you been, boy?"

      The raw, ruined voice froze him in place. Oh, hell, no. Just let me die now. He hunched farther in his jacket as if he could hide. Why hadn't he been paying attention to where he was? To what was around him?

      "You don't look happy to see me." A huge hand closed hard on his shoulder, the stench of booze and rotting teeth right in his face. He looked up into rheumy gray eyes that screamed predator. "I thought we were friends, Ti-ti."

      Ti scraped up just enough courage to shake the hand off. "Right. Friends. Look, Fleece, I don't have any money right now. No cash, no booze, my shoes won't fit your feet. Nothing you want. Go shake down somebody who actually has something."

      A stinging blow to the side of his head made the sidewalk tilt.

      "Don't talk back, you little shit." Fleece grabbed the front of his shirt and a hank of hair and started dragging him toward the mouth of an alley just down the street. "You got no tribute to give? I'll take it out of your sweet little ass."

      Damn it, no! Not again! This was why he'd been avoiding the shelters and sleeping rough. This was why he avoided the places people congregated and why he kept to himself these days. He kicked out, throwing himself backward in a desperate attempt to get away, but Fleece closed a hand around his throat, cutting off his air. He still had bruises from the last time. Please let me pass out this time. Oh, God, please.

      Spots danced in front of his eyes. He thought he heard a deep voice calling his name. Maybe that meant he really was dying. Someone calling him home. He managed to move his eyes enough to look in the direction of the voice. A large figure in black stood on the corner a block away.

      Mr. Plouton? Right. That would be your brain trying to manufacture a rescue that would never happen in a million years.

      Suddenly, the pressure on his throat released. The hands on him vanished. Off balance, he crashed to his knees on the pavement. Fleece yelled out once, his voice replaced by the unpleasant sounds of something solid hitting flesh. Ti managed to focus in time to see Mr. Plouton's fist connect hard with Fleece's jaw. The jackass crumpled, toppling a trash can as he fell.

      "Tiberius?" Mr. Plouton's hands gripped Ti's arms now. "Are you hurt? What are you doing out here?"

      Mouth working, Ti stared at him with his brain in complete and utter meltdown. "How did you…you were all the way down…there's no way…are you a superhero or something?"

      Those strange blue eyes searched his face, an obvious debate warring behind them. "No. No, I'm not," Mr. Plouton said softly. "I'm a god."

      "You're…yeah. Well. Modest much?"

      Ti watched in fascination as a heavy sigh expanded that huge chest. "Explanations should wait. I left you safe in Charon's…Karl's care. You should have stayed there."

      The slip was a weird one, Ti couldn't refute that, but he had too many things batting around in his head to make sense of it. "You…wanted me to stay?"

      "You're in danger, you fool." Mr. Plouton hauled him up and kept hold of his arm as he forcibly marched Ti down South Adams.

      "Wait! What the hell? Where are we going?"

      "My car. I'm taking you back home. You will stay there this time, I hope."

      "I don't see any damn car and why the hell would you want to help me?"

      Mr. Plouton whispered a strange word and a red Viper materialized, just appeared where Ti was damn sure no car had been before. "I can at least keep one soul safe. Give me that."

      "Um…okay?" Ti still stared at the car, shaking his head. Brain damage. Had to be. "If it makes you happy, I guess. But no funny stuff, all right? I'm not putting out just 'cause you wanna keep a pet."

      Mr. Plouton let go to run both hands over his face. "I have no idea what you're saying. Please get in the car."

      The earnest, serious frustration convinced Ti. Something about this man screamed that for all his weirdness, he was honest. Honorable. He straightened his clothes, squared his shoulders, and climbed into the damn car.
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      Hades let the young man make his way to the elevator under his own power, though his steps often wavered. The urge to sweep him up in his arms and carry him itched at him, but stripping Ti of his last bits of pride seemed wrong.

      The door to the condo opened before they had reached it, with Charon letting out a harried huff. "Oh, good. You're both back."

      "Worried, were you?"

      "About you, sir? Never."

      Charon took his coat and hung it in the closet, a frown still in place despite his casual words.

      Coat and shoes still on, Tiberius sank down on the sheet-covered sofa, head in his hands.

      "Why did you let him leave?" Hades waved a hand at the exhausted young man. "I made it clear that he was to stay here."

      "No, you didn't," Tiberius's muffled voice came from between his fingers. "And you still haven't explained anything or why you saved me or why the hell you'd want me here or for how long or…anything."

      The words came out ragged and hoarse, perilously close to tears. Hades glanced between him and Charon, who only shrugged. Thank you. Such a help. Finally, he went to the sofa and crouched in front of his guest, as he would do with a frightened dog.

      "Tiberius, look at me." He waited until red-rimmed eyes glared at him. "We don't mean you any harm. I swear on the sacred rivers that no harm will come to you while
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