
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    UNHOPPY


    The Case Files of Dr. Matilda Schmidt, Paranormal Psychologist


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


     


    By


    Cynthia St. Aubin

  


  
    UNHOPPY


    Copyright © 2014 Cynthia St. Aubin


    All Rights Reserved


    The book contained herein constitutes a copyrighted work and may not be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded, or stored in or introduced into an information storage and retrieval system in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.


    This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer's imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.


    Cover designed by Scarlett Rugers Design, www.scarlettrugers.com


    Illustration by Stephen Richards


    Formatting by Bob Houston eBook Formatting


    http://facebook.com/eBookFormatting/info

  


  
    Other Matilda Schmidt, Paranormal Psychologist Novellas:


     


    Unlovable


    Unlucky


    Unbearable


    Unassailable


    Dysfunctional


     


    Coming soon: 


    Undeadly

  


  
    Dedication


     


    For my dad, who once wrote a beautiful book, and helped me believe I could do the same. Thank you for reading my stories, even if you have to dodge a minefield of ‘F’ words to get to The End.


     

  


  
    Acknowledgments


     


    Special thanks to my friends and fellow authors: Kerrigan Byrne, Tiffinie Helmer, and Cindy Stark, with whom plotting even a tax return would be a laugh riot.


     


    To the Writers of Imminent Death—long may we share lattes with an extra shot of murder.


     


    Thanks to Stephen Richards, for listening to my ideas with a patient ear and an equally twisted mind. PS. The cream cheese crab Rangoon you stole from my plate has not been forgotten. Vengeance will be swift and terrible—and may or may not involve sweet and sour sauce.

  


  
    [image: Unhoppy Drawing.jpg]

  


  
     


     


    At some point, the careful notes on my pad morphed into ratty little mustaches. Mustaches like the one scrambling across the thin upper lip of the ferretlike man seated on the leather couch across from me. Dark hair slicked back, bowling shirt unbuttoned to mid-chest, eyes shining like oiled ball bearings, he seemed mostly interested in spending his forty-five minute therapy session stealing glances at my cleavage.


    Even with eyes glued to my blouse, he was far and away an improvement over the last couple clients who had occupied my couch. Between Cupid and a leprechaun who had as many personalities as he did gold hordes, it had been a pretty busy couple of weeks.


    Not to mention the hit man and the demigod who were both determined to occupy my head as well as my bed.


    “When you say that your mother didn’t support your goals and ambitions, what exactly do you mean?” I asked idly, finishing a curling flourish on an impressive porn ‘stache.


    More words came. Floating by me like leaves on a stream.


    The demigod.


    Only ten hours ago, Crixus, the aforementioned demigod, had been leaning over my bed like a great feral cat, the muscles of his arms cast in bronze by the dim light of my bedside lamp.


    Hands planted on either side of my hips, desire haunting the deep pools of his sapphire eyes, lips close enough to mine to send heat through the scrim of air separating our mouths.


    The black T-shirt he had discarded lay in a heap next to the tawdry romance novel I flung into the air when he had materialized only moments earlier. Now, he wore only jeans, motorcycle boots, and a predatory grin.


    “Afraid?” he whispered in that deep, smoky baritone I had come to know and dread. Requests made in this voice proved difficult to refuse, as was demonstrated by his presence in my room.


    Days earlier, I promised him one night in exchange for looking into a death threat I had received. He had come through on his end of the bargain. Now it was time to pony up mine.


    “No,” I breathed.


    “What was that, Doctor?”


    The question poked through the warm haze of recollection, the remnants of the scene falling away like a stage backdrop. I glanced at the clock above the bookshelf packed with heavy tomes on everything from aberrant sexual behavior to early psychological development in toddlers. Fifteen minutes to go.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, catching his grabby peek at my black-stocking-clad leg where it disappeared into my pencil skirt. “Let’s delve a little deeper into your early professional aspirations. Your mother didn’t feel it was realistic for you to pursue a career as a private detective?”


    He seemed to accept this, the calm passing over his face an indication that his thoughts had once again turned inward. “That’s right,” he agreed. “See, I’ve always been good at finding things out about people. Even in grade school I…”


    But his words were sieved away by some mental filter, replaced by those of another. My bedroom once again rose around me.


    “Don’t tell me Dr. Matilda Schmidt, Psy.D, Ph.D is scared of a one-on-one consultation?” Crixus’s question resounded in my brain.


    “I’m a therapist, Crixus” I had replied. “You can hardly compare this to the consultations I have with my usual clients.”


    Crixus. A fitting name for the former Roman gladiator and current demigod giving me bedroom eyes capable of corrupting the most zealous of saints.


    “On the contrary,” he had said, grazing my jaw and finding his way to the sensitive skin below my ear. “I find fucking to be very therapeutic.”


    “Then you must require a significant amount of therapy.” A barb I hoped might hamper the progress of his ardor. In the short span of time I had known Crixus, he had screwed at least as many women as I had fingers on both hands—one of these being my golden-haired college girl of an assistant, Julie.


    Twice.


    “And who better to give it than a therapist?” Crixus replied. He hooked a finger through the slim strap of my nightgown and eased it off my shoulder. “You can’t tell me you’re not even just a little curious.”


    Denying this would be fruitless. In addition to materializing beyond walls, Crixus could also read my thoughts. A considerable liability in situations such as this.


    “Curiosity doesn’t rule me,” I said, sliding the strap back up over my shoulder.


    “Then what does?” The sudden shift from spirited to serious had me considering my answer more carefully than I had intended.


    “Method,” I said. “Process.”


    “Lucky for you, I have both.” His lips came down upon mine, searing me with a heat rooted in the part of his body straining against the fabric of his jeans. His tongue traced the seam of my lips, and I knew it for the warning it was. Strong fingers threaded into the still-damp chestnut hair brushing my collarbone as he searched my mouth in strong, hungry strokes.


    My hand floated up of its own accord, curious fingers pushing against a long, thick shape still foreign to me. He groaned, filling me with a draught headier than the aged scotch that nightly scorched warmth through my middle. Power-drunk, my fingers had freed the button on his jeans and were seeking the zipper when my wrists were caught in a vice grip and pinned against the headboard.


    “Yes,” I sighed.


    “So you agree with me, then?”


    I looked up from the pad where the mustaches had multiplied into a herd and spread out to graze. The Ferret’s greasy glare slid over the outline of my scarlet-painted lips. I pushed the black rims of my cat-eye glasses up my nose and studied the mustaches for the insight they would surely fail to provide.


    What had he said? Deliverance came in the form of an addendum on the Ferret’s part.


    “I mean, what else was a man of my talents supposed to do? You have to follow your passion, am I right?”


    “Oh, I quite agree.” The words swiveled from my lips like smoke, the perfect screen for flashes of memory to play across.


    “Don’t,” Crixus had growled. “You’re not ready for me. Not yet.”


    “And what does ready look like?” I had asked, with far more brazenness than I felt.


    “Wetter.” His tongue traced my ear by way of illustration. “Much wetter.”


    “This isn’t my first time, you—” This last word was stolen by a gasp as his teeth nipped at my earlobe.


    “Might as well be. Two times with a hit man doesn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of preparing you for what I’m going to do.”


    “He has a…name,” I panted. “It’s Liam. Liam—”


    “But it’s not the one you’re going to be screaming tonight.” His lips teased my nipple through the thin fabric of my nightgown, unwilling to release my hands to move the garment out of his way. The silk was wet and warm against my sensitive skin as he closed his mouth over the aching bud and flicked it with his tongue.


    “Oh God,” I moaned.


    “Am I boring you, Doctor?” The flinty edge of irritation in the Ferret’s voice sliced through the recollection with a scalpel’s precision.


    This time, a graceful recovery danced just out of reach. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “Would you mind repeating that last sentence?”


    He stroked the patch of dryer lint posing as goatee on his chin. “I said, given your total lack of professional courtesy, it’s a good thing I didn’t actually come for therapy.”


    Millions of needles prickled over my face and scalp. Embarrassment and fear arm-wrestled for control of my tightening chest. Having been framed for a gambling debt to a Mafioso and a gold heist that won me my very own assassin in the recent past, all the ideas I was able to conjure about the Ferret’s motivation ended with my body parts being strewn along the Adirondack Northway. At last, I managed to pry a few words from my frozen throat. “Why did you come?”


    The patchy caterpillar on his lip inched toward an ugly smile as a he tossed a manila folder onto the coffee table separating us. “To blackmail you.”


    *****


    The photo stared up at me like a glossy accusation.


    That was me, all right—handcuffed to a cheap motel bed, sandwiched between a half-naked Liam and Cupid. Only Cupid’s wings were pinned behind his back, and the fraction of his body visible beneath me looked like that of a chubby, diapered toddler.


    Liam’s long, lean body—clothed in only a towel—dominated the composition, his sinewy muscles carved in low relief by shifting shadows of the black and white photo. Dark hair stuck to his forehead, coal-black eyes burning, his face the very rendering of uncontrolled passion.


    In this case, that passion had been aimed at the mouthy, cigar-stealing cherub beneath me on the floral print bedspread. And I, trapped between them, handcuffed against escape, and trying to prevent them from killing each other. But that mattered not at all.


    All that mattered was what it looked like.


    Worse, the photo was right about what had transpired in that hotel room, but wrong about the timing. Only after he had gotten rid of Cupid by giving him weed money did Liam give me my first lesson in pleasure. A subject largely absent in my first thirty years of living.


    I recognized the hideous floral print curtains framing the seemingly illicit scene as belonging to the hotel room where I had learned that very lesson.


    Whoever had taken this photo had been lurking outside the window. Had followed as I was kidnapped at gunpoint and taken to Las Vegas against my will.


    Could it be the same specter that had run up a million dollar debt to Stefano the Fathead in Las Vegas? Who had stolen gold from the Westies in my name?


    “Where did you get this?” The question sounded lame and predictable even as it left my mouth but was no better than any of the others that shot through my brain. My gaze stayed frozen to the image, unable to find its way back to the Ferret’s beady eyes.


    “If those degrees on your wall are real, you’re far too smart to expect an answer to that. Think of something more useful to ask me.”


    “What exactly do you want from me?” I ventured.


    “You’re getting the hang of this.” His voice took on the sing-song quality of a schoolyard bully. “Money, to begin with.”


    Unseen gears in my mind hung on these last three words. If money was only the beginning, what would be the end?


    I took a deep breath and set the photo face down on the coffee table. “Look, I’m not sure what you think a therapist makes, but the stereotype just isn’t true. I have to bill insurance for most of the clients I see. Getting paid takes time, and even then I have more overhead than you think.”


    His teeth were small within a mouth too wide for his thin face when he grinned. “Much as I would love to offer you other means of payment, I wasn’t authorized to make any deals.”


    Fear and disgust rolled through my stomach, turning my mouth sour. “Authorized by whom?”


    “You’re getting stupid again, Doctor. Let’s not waste each other’s time.” He glanced at the clock. “Five minutes left. I’ll bet your next client is parked in those cheap chairs in front of Goldilocks’s desk. You have your checkbook?”


    I kept my eyes trained on him, not wanting to reveal myself with a telltale glance at the laptop bag hanging on its usual peg by the door. What would tough, street-smart Liam tell me to do if he were here any form other than the photo on the table?


    So imprinted was he upon my body and mind that his deep voice smoldered through my head without effort. This is happening, lady. The sooner you accept that, the sooner you can react.


    “I’m not in the habit of indulging ultimatums,” I said, standing. “Plattsburgh is a small town. If you leave now, you might be able to reach the edge of it before the police arrive.”


    The chair rose up to meet me as I was knocked back into it with enough force to steal my breath. The Ferret’s face was a hair’s breadth from mine, near enough for me to notice the involuntary twitch in his eyelids and dilation of his pupils.


    Addiction to prescription medication, likely barbiturates of some kind. About due for his next fix.


    “The police,” he hissed. “I had almost forgotten. Odd you never called them and filed a report after your little trip to Las Vegas. Is it because you didn’t want them to know about your little gambling debt?”


    “That wasn’t my debt,” I said, trying to infuse my voice with the calm cultured during summer internships at violent psychotics wards during grad school.


    “I know that,” he said. “But they don’t. And right now, they don’t know that you fucked your kidnapper within twenty-four hours of meeting him. But they will. And so will a lot of other people if you don’t cooperate.”


    I swallowed the defenses my brain spun off as quickly as they came. I had just learned that everything I believed to be real was a crock of shit. I was coming off of animal tranquilizers I had been shot with. I was alone and terrified. I was a virgin.


    “What’s it going to be, Doctor?” Breath scented like stomach acid burned my nostrils. “You want the world to find out you’re just as batshit crazy as your mother?”


    My face stung as if it had been slapped. Where lungs had once lived in my chest, now there were only airless bricks.


    “Oh, yes,” the Ferret said. “I know all about her. Know how she got hauled to an institution when you were twelve. Know about your foster families. Hell, I even know about you and your foster brothe—”


    “Stop!” The word ripped through me with a sudden rage that rattled my ribs.


    “Touchy subject, I see.” He chuckled. “Actually, touchy is just the word, isn’t it, Doctor?”


    “How much?” The voice speaking these words was flat, dead, and sounded nothing like my own.


    “Ten thousand ought to be a good start.”


    “All right.”


    He unfolded at the waist and released his white-knuckled grip on the arms of my chair. “Good girl.”


    On wooden legs I stumped over to my laptop bag and withdrew my checkbook. Numb fingers scrawled numbers and a signature across the paper.


    “You can just leave the to field blank,” the Ferret offered helpfully.


    The sound of perforations tearing felt like a curtain falling down on a stage I hadn’t known I occupied.


    The scrap floated away from me and into a hand nearly as slim as my own. “I hope I don’t have to describe to you what would happen if you were to call your bank to cancel this check. Or if you did anything else I found irritating.”


    “No,” I said.


    “Good.” He cast a sidelong glance at the coffee table where the photo still lay face down. “Consider that a souvenir,” he said, winking at me. “Plenty more where that came from. We’ll talk again soon.”


    I stood motionless long after the door closing announced his departure.


    My office was precisely as it had ever been. The books did not fly off the shelves. The walls failed to crumble to rubble around me. The rug did not pull itself out from under my feet. The diplomas did not leap from their walls and shatter to the ground. Nothing had changed, and yet everything had.


    The knock was enough to send my heart slamming against my ribs even though I knew the gentle rhythm.


    This was my cue to come and welcome the next client. The five feet to the door might as well have been five miles, so rooted was I to the floor. “Come in,” I called.


    Julie’s comforting heart-shaped face and halo of curls poked through the opened crack. “Dr. Schmi—er Matilda, your next client is—”


    “Could you hold them for five minutes?” I interrupted, not completely successful at keeping a tremor out of my voice.


    Her wide brown eyes narrowed a fraction. “I was just going to say your next client is a no-show. Are you okay?”


    A hasty nod jerked my neck. “Yes. Fine.”


    “How was the new guy?” She folded her arms across a tight sweater in her signature hot pink—a color that, as far as I could tell, occupied every object from sticky notes to toilet seat covers in Julie’s life.


    “New guy?”


    “Bret Barrett? The new client? With the trust issues and a seriously hideous mustache?”


    Barrett the Ferret. No wonder the nickname had suggested itself. “Trust issues,” I snorted.


    “That’s what he put on the paperwork, anyway. Didn’t you read it?”


    Look at it? Yes. Read it? No. My thoughts had been otherwise occupied, mentally retracing the chiseled lines of a demigod’s body all morning.


    A body that Julie had not only seen, but felt.


    Both times, in the storage closet just a few paces from my office door.


    I brushed away the sudden stab of jealousy that pierced my chest. Who Crixus chose to screw was the least of my concerns. Or not screw, depending on who dialed the batphone before I could get my hands on his—


    “Matilda?”


    “Hmm? Oh, yes. I looked at it. But I think Mr. Barrett lacks some insight into his own issues.”


    “Well that’s a first,” Julie laughed sarcastically. “Speaking of firsts, the Women’s Rotary Club called again about a donation for their annual Women in the Workforce bake sale and fundraiser.”


    My shoulders sank as I remembered being cornered at the mailbox by my mostly well-meaning silver-coiffed neighbor, Mary Ellen Mayes. “Who would be better to donate to Women in the Workforce than a successful young woman like you?” she had asked, continuing on to add: “Why, you’re just the perfect example to show that a woman really doesn’t need a husband, or children, or even a boyfriend to be happy!”


    “Tell them I’ll get back to them about that,” I sighed.


    “Okay,” Julie said, her tone just a hair shy of good-natured scolding. “But the bake sale is tomorrow, and—”


    “Duly noted,” I interrupted. “I—”


    “Dr. Schmidt!”


    I winced, recognizing the voice by its inability to speak my name with anything other than exclamation points—Rolly Boggs, my ardent admirer and former security guard for the office building that had housed my growing practice for the last two years. The former part had been a recent development resulting from his failure to stop a certain Las Vegas hit man from abducting me at gunpoint right under his bulbous nose.


    He bounded past Julie and into my office with the overflowing energy of an espresso-fueled golden retriever. The last time he had been in this space was during a therapy session that ended with him wetting my patent leather pumps with tears while begging me to give him a chance.


    “Dr. Schmidt! You’ll never guess what!” Dishwater blond hair clung to a forehead I knew to be perpetually coated with the sheen of sweat common to large, soft men. Sweat darkened the pits of the khaki button-up shirt, the buttons of which were one cheeseburger away from becoming projectiles. A walkie-talkie chirped from the pocket of brown pants that appeared to be standard issue for security guards the world over.


    “You got your job back?” I ventured.


    “Yes! How did you—oh yeah.” His sheepish laugh coaxed a deeper shade of pink to his already rosy cheeks.


    “What happened to the other guy?” Julie asked, her voice tinged with something like regret.


    Understandable, considering the tattooed ex-Marine body builder who had been Rolly’s replacement strained the uniform in an entirely different fashion.


    “I guess Mr. Ross found out that he had been in some trouble,” Rolly said, pale blue eyes wide. “Big trouble.”


    “That I could believe,” Julie said wistfully.


    “Anyway, after interviewing a bunch of guys and not being able to find anyone, he called and said that he guessed having me was better than nothing and offered me my job back!”


    “Congratulations, Rolly.” My pleasure on his behalf was genuine. Judging from the bits of information I had both gleaned and conjectured from our interactions over the years, life hadn’t handed Rolly too many breaks.


    “I guess that means we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other now, huh?” Rolly’s fleshy cheeks squeezed his eyes into a squint when he grinned.


    “I suppose so,” I said.


    Julie shot me a quick, pitying glance.


    “Oh! I almost forgot!” He presented my mail like it was a bouquet of flowers. “I brought this all the way up for you. I can do that any time you know, I don’t mind at all. I get a lunch break.”


    “That’s very kind of you to offer, Rolly,” I said. “But I’m sure you remember that I usually pick it up on my way in every morning. I was just a little…distracted today.”


    “Oh, okay.” He was only minutely crestfallen, still buoyed by his apparent joy at regaining his job. “Well, I better get back to the desk. I’ve got your list of appointments,” he said, pulling a rumpled rectangle of paper from his shirt pocket. “No one gets up here without my say so. I promise, I’ll never let you get kidnapped again, Dr. Schmidt.”


    His words failed to provide much assurance against the sort of beings I had recently become acquainted with. Creatures like Crixus for whom walls and even locks provided no disincentive. “Thank you, Rolly. I appreciate that.”


    Julie waited until the door to my office suite was closed before erupting into a monumental groan. “Can you believe that? What the hell is Mr. Ross thinking, bringing him back on? I mean, the guy practically sat around and picked his nose while you got dragged off by some psycho with a gun!”


    Yes, I thought. And you were in the supply closet fucking a demigod at the time. “Psycho isn’t a term we use, Julie. And everyone makes mistakes,” I said. “Maybe this second chance will be good for him.”


    “I sure as hell hope so.” Silver bangles sank down her wrist as she propped a hand on her hip.


    “Who was my next appointment?” I asked. “The no show?”


    “Another newbie. He said he was a referral. Marvin Coddle—something? The spelling was weird.”


    “Just as well,” I said. “I have a call to make.”


    *****


    A film of sweat separated the phone from the palm of my hand. Dial, I ordered myself.


    He would answer.


    He always did.


    The contact name on the screen fished a tangle of feelings to the surface. Liam Whatshisface. The first name I had moaned. The last name I had snickered.


    But only before learning that it had been his chemically creative mother’s way of solving for the pesky issue of a birth certificate. I had never bothered to ask the names of his siblings. There were six children total, including him, and none of them shared a father.


    Cunning, ruthless, and protective, it had been Liam who drove halfway across the country to bring me information about the Westies. Liam who waited in my office, ready to shoot an assassin they had sent after me.


    Liam who had bent me over this very desk.


    It was the jet of heat surging through me at the memory that finally set my thumb on the dial button.


    Each ring lasted as long as a symphonic movement, the silence between stretching into an endless void. After what felt like an eternity, the system-generated message declaring the voicemail box hadn’t been set up buzzed into my ear. Not that I had expected something to the effect of “This is Liam the hit man. Leave the name and number of the person you need taken care of, and I’ll call back.”


    I was equal parts relieved and annoyed. On the one hand, I didn’t have to rattle off a moronic explanation of this latest development. On the other, my mind was left to generate the endless number of scenarios that might be occupying Liam’s attention at present. All of them involved one or the other of the weapons he used best, and the worst of them included both.


    After waiting a few minutes for a return text that didn’t materialize, I indulged in a heavy sigh and sagged backward toward my leather chair.


    “Watch it!” a voice squeaked a millisecond too late.


    A sharp pain pinched my backside and sent me rocketing toward the other side of the room. Back braced against the door, heart pounding, ass smarting, I turned and confronted the room’s newest occupant—a rabbit.


    Black-eyed, pink-nosed, snowy white in his yellow paisley vest and matching bow tie, he sat in my chair like something dropped out of an Easter basket. “Sorry I’m late,” he said, whiskers twitching. His voice had the oxytocin-overload inducing pitchy quality of a baby animal cartoon character. “Marvin J. Cuddlestein.” He held out one small paw, which was warm and soft between my thumb and index finger as I shook it. The overwhelming urge to snuggle him was immediate and dire.


    “You bit me,” I said, massaging the still-sore spot on my rump.


    “I panicked,” he replied.


    “That hurts like a motherf—” I caught the word before it could escape, a verbal remnant, no doubt, from spending extended periods of time in the company of a hit man and a demigod. “That really hurts.”


    “Try getting sat on sometime.” He reached a paw up to scratch the tender pink interior of his ear. “You could have kill—” His round black eyes widened. “I’ve never tried that one! Do it again!”


    “Do what?” I asked.


    “Sit on me! Pretty please?” His hopping up and down in my chair was so damned adorable, I found myself considering his request in earnest.


    “What? No! Absolutely not!”


    “Come on,” he begged. “Just one good hard sit. Actually, could you maybe stand on the coffee table and get some height? You’d be more likely to really crush my little bones that way.”


    A suicidal rabbit? Was that a thing? “Stop talking like that. Right this instant.”


    “Eros said you’d try to talk me out of it. But you won’t succeed.  No one has.”


    “So it was Cupid who referred you?” I asked, taking up a pen and spare notepad from my desk.


    “Yep,” Marvin said. “We go way back.”


    “How far back, exactly?”


    His nose twitched. “Hard to say. You humans hadn’t started recording time yet. When Cupid was a baby”—he paused—“you know, like a real baby, not just a creepy toddler-looking guy in a diaper, Aphrodite thought it would be nice for him to have a pet. One minute I was hopping through a field, banging bunnies left, right, and sideways. The next, I’m shitting jelly beans and I can talk.”


    “Aphrodite changed you? In what ways?”


    “In every way!” The paws he lifted didn’t so much emphasize his statement as fill me with the mad urge to tickle his downy belly. “Only she didn’t have Zeus’s permission to create an immortal rabbit, and he has this rule about every supernatural having a purpose in the human world, so they slap this ridiculous vest on me and tell me to go make the vernal equinox fun for people. My job’s a fucking joke.”


    “When you say your job…” I began, not quite being able to bring myself to say the words.


    He blinked at me. “You’re kidding me, right, Doc?”


    “So you are the…”


    “Easter Bunny,” he finished for me. “Yeah.”


    “Would it be fair to say that you’re burned out when it comes to your work?”


    His tiny sigh had me fighting the urge to leap across the coffee table and hug him to my neck. “Doctor, I was burned out before the Roman Empire fell. Now, all I can think about is how to die.”


    “How many times have you attempted suicide?” I asked.


    The filaments of his whiskers vibrated with thought. “About twenty.”


    “In all those years?” I asked. “That’s not such a bad average.”


    “I meant today,” he clarified. “Depends on whether or not you count the trucker. He swerved and mostly missed me. Crushed my hindquarters though. Gods damned vest. I look like a construction flagger. And yet…” Poof! He hopped for emphasis. “Everything pops right back into place.”


    My pen hovered over my pad much the same way my mouth hovered in an open “O.”


    “Why keep trying? After all this time.”


    Marvin looked thoughtful for a moment, which is, on a rabbit in a vest, roughly equated to cute enough to melt your face. “Something Zeus said once. That if I wanted Death, I’d have to find him for myself.”


    “Oh, no,” I groaned. “No. Not that.”


    “Not what?”


    “Death. Death is not an actual guy. Not an actual person. Or entity. Or whatever.”


    Marvin squinted at me. “’Course he is. I even migrated to Port Townsend one autumn, where I heard he had this gig with some witches or some shit, and it was a total bust. Last time I pull the Doomsday Grimoire off the shelf for some toilet reading. Bullshit prophesies. I don’t care if the world does end. Maybe then I can get some effing rest.”


    I put my pen down and shoved my pad into the coffee table drawer. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear anything you just said.”


    Marvin’s hind leg swept forward to scratch his cheek. “Would that be a charactered adult response, Doc?”


    “There’s a bow-tie wearing rabbit in my office talking about the end of the world. I’m doing pretty good to not stuff my head into the fish tank until I stop thinking.”


    Our eyes locked, and I realized my mistake. We shot off the couch at the same time, but with his powerful hind legs and supernatural constitution, Marvin was faster.


    “No!” I shouted. “Marvin! Stop! Sigmund has suffered enough!”


    I seized him by his furry feet just as his paws locked on the edge of the aquarium. “Don’t try to stop me!” he squeaked. “He might be here! I have to keep looking!”


    “Death is not in the fish tank, Marvin! Listen to me! It’s just my goldfish, Sigmund Freud! You’ll kill him!”


    Little claws scratched the glass as his grip tightened. “He should be so lucky!”


    The aquarium scraped toward the edge of the credenza, the water sloshing up against the side as Sigmund darted into his miniature castle. “Let. Go,” I insisted, giving one final tug.


    And then I was falling backward, my ass hitting the floor. I looked up just as Marvin disappeared into the tank, gasping in horror at the one furry foot still clutched in my hand.


    I fought a gag, dropping the disembodied paw, seeing the white foot bounce on the carpet and land by my shoe. “Oh, Marvin,” I cried. “Oh God. I am so sorry! I didn’t mean to—”


    The sound of splashing water brought me to my senses. Bubbles exploded from Marvin’s pink mouth from behind two prominent front teeth as he kicked his remaining foot to propel himself toward the blue gravel. I scrambled back to my feet, my hand diving into the tank to grab Marvin by the ears. He thrashed within my grasp, trying and failing to seize anything to hold onto with slippery paws.


    Droplets of water flung every which way to land on my books, my carpet, my walls. Marvin’s writhing body soaked my clothing as I hugged him tight. He kicked his good leg, catching my blouse and scattering my buttons to the floor.


    “Hold still!” I ordered. “I need to see your foot!”


    “It’s…fake!” he puffed.


    “It’s what?”


    “Fake,” he repeated.


    “What happened to it?”


    “Napoleon. Napoleon cut it off. How do you think that sniveling Corsican cocknugget came to be the emperor of the France? Sparked the whole lucky rabbit’s foot craze. He got his, though.”


    Recounting the tale seemed to draw a measure of his attention. I urged him on. “Why didn’t it grow back?”


    “Beats the hell out of me.” The breaths pressing the wet fur against my hand slowed. He had thought about this.


    “If I put you down, do you promise not to try and dive back into the aquarium?”


    His warm body calmed against mine. “Yes.”


    I gently set him on the couch among the decorative pillows and turned to retrieve the white foot on the carpet. Upon closer examination, I saw a ring of gold capping the stump, not unlike those covering the wildy-colored rabbit’s foot key chains in plastic eggs that gumball machines coughed out. I thought it best not to make the comparison aloud.


    “This is really amazing,” I said, turning it over in my hand. “How long have you—” The words evaporated from my mouth as I froze in place—blouse open, clothing soaked, bunny prosthesis clutched in my hand. Not because of the talking three-legged rabbit on my couch, but because of the two figures standing behind it.


    *****


    The grin smeared across Crixus’s face could have lit the deepest bowels of hell. The other man’s expression was indiscernible.


    But then, he did have a paper bag over his head.


    Crixus looked from my open blouse to the fish tank, to the coffee table, and finally finished at my hand. “Busy morning, Doctor?”


    I clasped the edges of my blouse closed with one hand and tossed the foot to Marvin with the other. “Busy night, Crixus?”


    “It was,” he informed me. “But not in the way I had intended.”


    “Crying shame, that,” I said on my way to snag a couple of the safety pins I kept squirreled away in my desk. “Conversely, my morning is exactly as busy as I intended. In fact, I’m with a new client now. So if you and your friend could kindly excuse yourselves, I need to finish this appointment and prepare for my next one.”


    “Are we early?” came the muffled question from the paper bag. Not at all the voice I would have expected from a man wearing a bag on his head. It had the lyrical quality of a cello’s darker notes, a kind of seduction in strings.


    Come to think if it, the body, at least the part visible below the brown paper, didn’t look like it belonged to a head that would require bagging for public consumption. Broad shoulders, narrow hips, long powerful legs. And stylish.


    Not that Crixus’s usual uniform of faded jeans, motorcycle boots, and a tight black T-shirt lacked for visual inspiration, but his friend was on a whole other plane of coordinated subtle color schemes, where belts matched shoes.


    “Right on time,” Crixus answered. “Julie told me your previous client canceled. We made an appointment.”


    A gathering tension between my shoulders informed me that I didn’t care for Julie’s name on Crixus’s lips. Or anything else that belonged to her, for that matter.  Still, Crixus making an appointment as opposed to screwing his way through the door was progress. “He arrived a few minutes late,” I explained. “And he didn’t check in. For obvious reasons.”


    Only in the absence of cleavage did Crixus glance down at the couch, where Marvin flicked water out of his ear. His snowy fur stuck up in crazy whorls and tufts.


    “Hey, Marvin,” Crixus said, extending his hand. “What’s shakin’?”


    “Nothing,” Marvin grumbled. “Ever.”


    “Still trying to die?” Crixus asked, glancing at me.


    “I’m already dead,” Marvin sighed. “Suicide is just a formality.”


    “Cheerful as ever, I see.” Crixus sauntered past me, yawned, and stretched. “So what did else did I miss?”


    Not a blackmailer, my brain helpfully supplied.


    “A blackmailer?” Crixus repeated, snagging the thought out of midair like a chameleon snatching a passing fly. Truth be told, Crixus’s tongue was no less talented.


    “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” An ache still radiated from a spot in my chest that felt bruised and heavy.


    “We can talk later, of course,” Crixus said. “Pick up where we left off?”


    “Left off?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at him. “I don’t recall leaving off anywhere.”


    “Surely you haven’t forgotten our agreement already, Doctor.”


    “I remember it perfectly,” I replied. “You had your night. What you chose to do with it is entirely up to you.”


    “I was called away on urgent duty,” Crixus insisted. “The fate of the planet is on the line.”


    “When is it not?” I scoffed. So far, the same excuse had gotten both a dysfunctional love god and a leprechaun with dissociative identity disorder through my door.


    “But this is even worse,” Crixus said. “Unless you can help him,” he said, gesturing to the paper-bag-masked figure on his left, “the human civilization will be chaos and ruin within a year.”


    “Good,” Marvin chimed in. “Let them burn. Except you,” he said jerking his pink nose in my direction. “You seem pretty okay.”


    “Aww. Thank you! That’s very nice of you to—”


    “Did you not hear what I said?” Crixus interrupted. “World, over. People die. The end.”


    “What’s the cause this time?” I asked almost causally.


    “There hasn’t been a single conception for the last three days. Not anywhere. Not in the entire world. The chariots are loaded, but no one’s crossing the finish line.”


    “How could you possibly know that?” I asked him.


    Arrogance wiped away the thin traces of concern that had occupied his face. “I told you. I know everything.”


    “Okay, so there’s a trough. Patterns vary. Averages take both highs and lows into account.”


    “Not like this,” Crixus said. “I know the patterns. And the pattern shows that in three days with no conception, that’s a million people the world will now be missing.”


    “I’m guessing your recyclable friend has something to do with this?” The figure failed to speak any further words aside from asking whether they were late for the appointment. I found myself wanting to hear the voice applied to whole sentences. Paragraphs, even.


    “Not something,” Crixus said. “Everything.”


    “Historically speaking, I have trouble treating clients for everything. Can you give me something more specific to work with?”


    Crixus looked toward the paper bag. “I think it would be better if you told her.”


    “You’re sure she can help?” Goosebumps rose on my arms and climbed my neck. Never had I heard a voice so lovely and melodic. 


    “Trust me,” Crixus said, a strange little smile playing across his full lips. “Anyone can fix you up, it’s Dr. Schmidt.”


    My usual ritual of inviting the new client to take a seat on the couch was interrupted by the realization that it was still occupied. Marvin, uninterested in our conversation, had set to grooming his fur with rodent-like single-mindedness.


    “I would be happy to meet with you for the next half hour,” I said. “Crixus, would you like to show Marvin to the restroom so he can get cleaned up? You might want to take the stairs. Just so Julie doesn’t see…you know”


    “Marvin?” Crixus asked. “Or me?”


    “My concern is for Marvin,” I answered. “But if you feel compelled to re-dip your wick, I’ll ask you to do so when she’s not on the clock.” With herculean effort, I forced my gaze back to my notepad where I wrote Paper Bag Guy at the top.


    “When does she get off?” Crixus asked. “Work, that is.”


    “You can discuss that with her directly,” I said, my knuckles turning white as I resisted the urge to hurl my pen at Crixus’s head. “If you would kindly see to Marvin, I need to call Liam before Ba—your friend and I can get started.”


    “How is old Whatthefuck?” Crixus sent a meaningful glance toward the photo still facedown on my coffee. “Or has he been too busy murdering people for you two to catch up?”


    “Marvin” I said, ignoring the demigod to pick up a card from my desk, “I would really like to talk with you some more. Can we schedule another time to meet?”


    Marvin took my card and tucked it into the pocket of his vest. “Sure,” he said, hopping down from the couch. “I’ll be around.” His fluffy white tail bobbed up and down like a self-willed cotton ball as he hopped toward the door.


    “So will I,” said Crixus.


    “I’ll just be a moment,” I said to Bag Guy, as I picked up my cell phone.


    “Take your time.”


    A flash of weakness set my knees wobbling as the first ring sounded in my ear. Whether from Bag Guy’s voice or the anticipation of Liam’s, I couldn’t say.


    One ring turned into five. I hung up on the sixth, not willing to wait for another pre-recorded rejection. With Crixus so close in range, I didn’t have the luxury of conjecturing what might cause Liam not to pick up.


    Crixus would not only feed my worries but throw a few more upon the heap.


    I silenced my phone and resumed my place in the chair. “I’m afraid Crixus didn’t introduce us. I’m Matilda Schmidt.”


    “Call me Don,” he replied.


    I crossed out “Bag Guy” and scrawled “Don” at the top of the page. “Okay, Don. I’m fairly certain you can ascertain my first question.”


    “The bag?” he asked.


    “Yes. Why do you feel the need to wear it?”


    “For protection.” A well-groomed hand picked at invisible fuzz on his designer jeans.


    “And what are you protecting yourself from?”


    “It’s not me I’m protecting. It’s everyone else.”


    His answer took me aback for a moment while I filtered through possibilities. Self-consciousness due to a facial disfigurement, perhaps? This theory wasn’t consistent with the care he took in cultivating the rest of his appearance. “What are you protecting them from? What would seeing your face do, exactly?”


    “Monsters,” he said. “I turn people into monsters.”


    “Can you delve into that term a little deeper for me?” I suppressed my natural inclination to point out the overgeneralization and dramatization in his statement. If the last couple weeks had taught me anything, it was never to assume. For all I knew, looking upon whatever lurked behind the paper might very well cause me to grow horns and sprout a tail.


    “I bring out the baser instincts in human nature. Things they’ve repressed. Ugly things.”


    “Is that what’s causing the recent lack in conceptions? People becoming monsters?”


    His laugh was small and sad. “Nothing that simple, I’m afraid.”


    “I don’t understand. What does you wearing this bag and people failing to conceive have in common?”


    “Women. Human and divine. They fight over me. Do terrible things to each other. There is no end to the acts of savagery they’re capable of.”


    “Surely not all of the women in the entire world,” I said.


    “All of them. All the time. This world and any other.”


    A wave of vertigo had the room leaning off to one side. Other worlds? I shook the thought out of my head. No way was I ready to let that one sink in.


    I took a deep breath, set my pad and pen aside and looked directly at the small eye-holes cut into the paper bag.


    “Don, I’m a professional. I counsel clients about intimate matters every day. That requires me not only to be very in tune with their feelings and appetites, but mine as well. This is a safe place. We’ll only be able to work together if you can trust me. Would you be willing to try that?”


    “You mean, you want me to take the bag off?”


    “I think it would be a step in the right direction, yes.”


    The paper made a crinkling sound as he shook his head “no.” “Not a good idea.”


    “Would you be willing to try it for ten seconds?” I suggested. “You can always put it back on if you begin to feel uncomfortable.”


    The paper bag was silent for a moment. “Three seconds,” he countered.


    “Why three?” I asked.


    “Because I don’t think you can get across the room that fast in those shoes.”


    How wrong he was.


    *****


    The paper bag got as far as his lips before I took a flying run at him. The shoes turned out to be not much of an impediment as they slid from my feet when I dove across the coffee table.


    Don was fast, for his part, and managed to slide to the other side of the leather couch by the time I got to him. He had made it half way over the sofa’s arm when I tackled him from behind, sending the paper bag to the floor.


    And that’s when the real trouble began.


    My fingers found silky strands of shoulder-length coffee-hued hair and jerked them backward, releasing a short yelp from Don’s full, lush lips. “Gotcha!” I heard a foreign entity say in my voice.


    “Doctor,” he panted, breath cut short by my weight crushing his broad chest against the couch. “You really don’t want to do this.”


    By this time, I had seized his hips with my knees, attached myself to his muscular back like a bespectacled iron-on applique. We went to the ground this way, him, clawing the carpet to try to get purchase, me, death-rolling like an alligator to try and get at his zipper.


    “No!” he grunted, shackling my wrist in a strong hand and pulling it out from under him.


    I released his hair in time to grab his arm and pin it behind his back for the briefest of seconds before he rolled, crushing me to the floor beneath him.


    The ripping sound announced my skirt tearing as I wrapped my legs around him and tore open his shirt from behind. More buttons scattered to the floor to join the ones I lost earlier.


    “This would be much easier if you didn’t fight,” I growled, biting his earlobe and following it with my tongue.


    “Doctor, please,” he begged. “You’re not in your right mind.”


    The skin of his neck was warm and salty beneath my lips. “I wonder what your cock tastes like,” I said aloud. “Never tasted one of those before.”


    “You—what?”


    “Want to teach me how it’s done? I’m a very fast learner. See those diplomas over there? I’d study the fuck out of your cock. I graduated Magna Cum fucking Laude, with fucking honors.”


    “Gods almighty,” he groaned. “Would you just listen to yourself? This isn’t you, Doctor.” He had hold of my wrists again, pinning them out to both sides in a T position. “I’m so tired of sex I can barely breathe. It doesn’t even turn me on anymore. That’s why Crixus brought me to see you, okay? I can’t even get it up for Aphrodite.”


    “Really?” I asked, stroking his crotch with my bare foot. “What’s this then?”


    I felt his breath quicken through the back crushed against my chest. His grip on my wrists tightened. I increased the pressure, pushing against the hot, hard length of him through the fabric. “Deus,” he groaned.


    My head filled with a red cloud of heavy, drugging lust as the need to see his face roared through me like a firestorm. I surged beneath him, throwing him off balance enough to get out from under as he scrambled to his feet, backing away.


    Perfection.


    His face, his naked torso, the muscles shuddering and rippling beneath skin so smooth it shamed marble. He was a living rebuke against all things base, every line of him a paean to beauty beyond human comprehension.


    And in the presence of something so fine, I could not help but fall and fawn, the animal all that remained of me.


    He followed my ravenous gaze to the substantial bulge straining the front of his jeans. “What are you doing to me?” he asked.


    “Anything you want,” I purred.


    “Crixus will be back any minute,” he said, taking a cautious step backward toward the bookcase. “And what he would do if he found us would make an eternity in Hades seem like a summer in Elysium.”


    “Nah,” I replied, taking a step forward. “He’ll most likely screw my assistant again. That will give us a good ten minutes at least. Probably longer since he’s a demigod and all.”


    Don retreated another step. “But he can hear your thoughts, can’t he?”


    “Not while he’s engaged in other pursuits,” I pointed out.


    “And how can you be so sure he will?” Eyes the color of whiskey flicked toward the door in anticipation or longing.


    “Because he’s Crixus,” I said. “You gonna take those pants off, or do I need to do it for you?”


    “Doctor, I—”


    I tore open my blouse Hulk-Hogan style to reveal the lacey red bra through which my erect nipples were visible. Don’s eyes locked onto them like a sniper staring at the crosshairs of a gun scope. “Hurt me,” he said.


    “Deal.” I was on the move again, my office becoming a blur of dark, polished wood and leather punctuated by the staccato burst of accent pillows. Books tumbled from their shelves as my body collided with his, driving him backward into the credenza. My hands buried themselves in his hair and pulled, exposing the underside of his jaw, which I scraped with my teeth.


    His moan was gasoline thrown on a fire already flaring far beyond control. I couldn’t move fast enough to keep pace with the beast roaring within, couldn’t shovel fuel with the speed required to keep the burning from starving out and turning angry. My lips found his, and from this wellspring, I pulled every ounce of passion I could take, glutting myself on the feeling of his lower lip between my teeth, his tongue inviting my every assault.


    “My panties,” I ordered. “Get rid of them.”


    Hands disappeared under what was left of my skirt, and with one rip, the silky scrap of material fell to the floor at my feet. I jerked the hair at the nape of his neck until he grunted in what might have pain, pleasure or both. “Open your pants.”


    His fingers worked quickly at his buttons and zipper. Beneath them, he was naked and ready. Hands dug into his shoulders, leg over his hip, I impaled myself, taking all of him in one frantic plunge earthward.


    “My God,” I breathed, tightening around him to release a strangled groan. “No wonder women fight over you.”


    Bruising pain registered in the round slopes of my ass as his fingers dug into my flesh. “Take it,” he urged. “Take everything I have left.”


    It was equal parts invitation and challenge. I accepted them both.


    I sank my teeth into the mound of muscle connecting neck and shoulder as the cool wood of cupboards dug into my knees, the hot, hard flesh covering his hipbones pressing in against my scissored thighs.


    Anchored this way, suspended by only the joining of our two bodies, I rose and fell against him. The planes of our chests sliding against each other in a dance more elemental than the plates shifting over the earth’s molten core. Forces larger than ourselves shearing against one another, destroying and creating the world anew.


    Rhythmic slapping of flesh against flesh marked time not in minutes, but eons, eternities of endless pleasure.


    Chaos fell like rain around us—leaves of paper, pictures, vases, curtains all gave way as we took turns shoving and being shoved against every available surface in our frenzied coupling.


    A new sound of destruction, a thunderclap of splitting wood, and a primal roar filled the air.


    It was not mine or Don’s, but belonged to the pair of hands that seized my shoulders with painful force and dragged me backward, leaving me empty and dazed.


    “Put me back on!” I heard myself scream. “I’m not done with him yet!”


    “Doctor,” a voice growled in my ear, “you are done with him forever. Because immortal or no, I will see that he pays for this in perpetuity.”


    Not a voice. The voice. I knew this voice. But from where?


    “Crixus,” someone said. “I didn’t mean to—”


    Crixus. Now, this sounded familiar. I was almost certain I knew one of those.


    “You took the fucking bag off! What the fuck were you thinking?” The Crixus certainly sounded angry, whatever it was.


    “She said she was—”


    “Come to momma!” I heard a feminine voice hum. A blur of hot pink shot into the room with a fluffy white satellite on its heels.


    “A little help, Marvin?” Crixus said.


    The woman in hot pink reached Don—who was crab-walking backward on the heels of his hands—at precisely the same moment the white ball launched itself at her head of golden curls.


    Her ear-piercing shriek rang through the office as she flailed at the furry projectile.


    “For the gods’ sake,” Crixus ordered. “Put the bag back on!”


    Don scuttled over to the couch and retrieved the bag, his head disappearing into it.


    And just like that, the spell shattered into millions of shards, and I saw it all.


    My office.


    The ruin of my desk, the books flung in all directions, the coffee table tipped onto its side.


    The slivers of glass and blue gravel in a giant puddle on the floor. My eyes flicked over the mess and a keen broke free from my lips before I even located what I sought among the wreckage.


    Glass bit into my palms and knees as scrambled over to scoop up the limp, golden body from the ruins.


    Sigmund was dead.


    *****


    “Julie, get me a cup of water! Quick!”  


    She was off the ground and running, Marvin hopping after her.


    A heavy hand fell to my shoulder. “It’s hopeless,” Crixus said.


    “No! No it’s not. He might come back.”


    Water sloshed over the side of the cup as Julie set it down before me. I slid Sigmund’s little body in and stared down on it, willing the gills to open and pull in life-giving oxygenated water. A single golden eye stared up at me as he floated to the surface on his side.


    I swirled the cup around as if this might somehow rouse him from what was surely just a nap. Maybe he didn’t realize he was back in the water. I recognized the thought for what it was, seeing the word denial floating next to him on the water’s surface.


    Pain tightened a crank in my chest, squeezing tears to my eyes. “Oh, Sigmund,” My voice broke as the first fat tears slid down my cheeks. “What have I done?”


    “I’m really sorry, Matilda,” Julie said, crouching next to me.


    I shrugged off the hand she placed on my arm. “What are you sorry for? You weren’t the one—” A sob choked off my voice as my brain supplied an endless list of endings for this sentence. The one who practically raped a client. The one who’s a complete hypocrite. The one who just had sex with a total stranger. The one who killed a defenseless living creature entrusted to my care.


    “Let me see him,” Marvin said, dark eyes shining with some mysterious light.


    Marvin’s cotton-candy-colored nose twitched at the cup I set before him. One white paw dipped into the water and pulled out Sigmund’s body, the other paw coming to rest on top of a gill.


    Small inhales puffed Marvin’s chest, building to what looked like a gigantic sneeze. The room held its collective breath as he reached the top and paused. “Ahhhchooo!”


    A shower of rainbow sprinkles exploded over Sigmund, who leapt out of Marvin’s hand, landing safely back in the water cup.


    “Sigmund!” I shouted, holding the cup in a two-handed grip like a mug of hot chocolate.


    He swam a little circle and blinked up at me, a few sprinkles trailing like glitter in his wake before dissolving completely.


    “I’ll go see if I can borrow a vase,” Julie said. “Until we can replace his tank. Again.”


    This last word sank a hook of guilt into my heart. My fault. This had all been my fault. And I hadn’t even thought about Julie. About what she might think of a talking rabbit, a demigod, resuscitation via rainbow sprinkles.


    “About all this,” I said, looking to from Marvin to Julie.


    “Don’t worry about it,” she said, waving a hand. “I’ve always believed in this stuff. Witches, werewolves, shape-shifters.”


    “Really?” I asked. “This doesn’t bother you?”


    “Hell no,” she said, grinning. “This is like living in an episode of Supernatural. Be right back.”


    “How did you do that?” I asked Marvin, once she had gone.


    “Came about the same time as the vest and the talking,” he shrugged. “Let me tell you, I shit jelly beans down both legs the first time I accidentally sneezed on a cabbage I was about to dig into. Good thing the prototype was picked up by that Xavier Roberts guy.”


    “Cabbage Patch Kids?” I asked. “You mean those creepy toys were actually inspired by a living thing?”


    “Yeah.  Xavier caught the cabbage thing I accidentally created humping a head of lettuce in his garden sometime in the ‘80’s. Made billions together. I think they retired in Boca.”


    An idea scampered across my mind. “You didn’t happen to sneeze on any potatoes lately, did you?”


    “Nope,” he replied confidently. “Why?”


    “Just a thought,” I said.


    “Here we are,” Julie announced, breezing in with a large glass vase brimming with water.


    I handed her the cup containing Sigmund. “Thanks,” I said. Somehow, having her cheery assistance made me feel about the size of a piss ant. Here I had judged her for not being able to resist Crixus when my own dalliance would not only cost thousands of dollars to repair, but had nearly cost the life of my fish.


    “No problem,” she said. “I think I’m just going to wander out to my desk and make sure your 11:00 a.m. doesn’t show up early. Wanna come with me?” she asked Marvin. “I have some baby carrots at my desk.”


    “Sold,” Marvin agreed, hopping along after her.


    Once the door was safely closed, I looked from Crixus to Don, who was now buttoned and bagged and sitting back on the leather couch. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what came over me.”


    “Adonis,” Crixus answered. “Adonis is what came over you. And beneath you. And beside you. And gods know where else.”


    “Adonis?” I said, looking at the paper bag. “That’s who you are?”


    “I tried to warn you,” Adonis answered. “I tried to tell you it wasn’t a good idea.”


    “What I would like to know,” Crixus said, pushing himself to his feet, “is how the hell I can bring you here because you can’t keep up with Aphrodite or Persephone but within five minutes of leaving you two alone, you’ve fucked the whole office into oblivion.”


    “You yourself said she was one of the best,” Adonis pointed out.


    “Someone also said that he found fucking to be very therapeutic,” I added.


    Irritation created a crease in Crixus’s heavy brow. “So you’re cured then? You’ll go bang the happy back into Aphrodite and Persephone and the world can return to normal?”


    “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” Adonis said.


    The sleeves of Crixus’s T-shirt strained against his biceps as he crossed his arms over an expansive chest. “Why not?”


    “Because I don’t want either of them.” The eyeholes in the paper bag turned my direction. “I only want her.”


    All traces of the capricious cocktail of humor and arrogance vanished from Crixus’s face, drawing his mouth into a straight, flat line. “I’m going to forget that you just said that. I recommend that you don’t do anything to remind me.”


    I could only blink at both of them, unable to weigh in with an intelligent response.


    “I’ve made up my mind, Crixus. I’m not going back. I’m tired of being swapped back and forth like a pawn in the keep-the-goddesses-happy game. You’re just going to have to think of something else.”


    “There is nothing else,” Crixus growled. “That was part of the deal. You were granted eternal life in exchange for spending four months out of the year with each one. It’s Aphrodite’s turn, and until you two are reunited, the world and everyone in it will be trapped in a cycle of infertility.”


    Adonis swung long legs onto the couch and slouched back into a reclining position, folding his hands behind the paper bag. “You like to spread it around, Crixus. Why don’t you go bang the happy back into her?”


    “Because she will only accept you,” Crixus replied.


    “Already tried that?” I asked.


    The demigod looked at me as if I had just asked him what color a green bean was. “Of course I did. Hell of a lot easier than chasing this guy down and dragging him back to see you.”


    I was on the point of making a comment about his loose-zippered solution for every problem when a piece of glass fell from my hair into my lap. So much for righteous indignation.


    “Then I suggest you get working on another option,” Adonis said. “Because I’m done.”


    Crixus stalked behind the couch with a predator’s impatience of enclosed spaces. “I think you’re forgetting a couple things.”


    “Such as?” Adonis asked.


    “Such as, you don’t keep up your end of the bargain, and Zeus can revoke your immortality.”


    “Don’t care,” he yawned.


    “And what about Aphrodite and Persephone? What do you think they’re going to do when they find out about her?” Crixus said, gesturing to me.


    “Me?” I asked. “What about me?”


    “Goddesses aren’t so big on sharing, as it happens. Especially not with mortals. I hate to think what will happen if they find out you went and played with their favorite toy.” Crixus used this last word like a scalpel, tracing it around Adonis to cut him to a proper size.


    “But, it was an accident!” I insisted. “You could explain that to them, right?”


    “An accident? You mean, you tripped and fell on his dick?” Crixus parroted back to me the very words I had so righteously spat at him and Julie after finding them in the closet together for the second time.


    “It wasn’t so much tripping as launching,” Adonis chimed in. “She’s pretty limber, too. In fact, I haven’t been—”


    Crixus thumped the back of Adonis’s paper bag with enough force to spin the face around to the side, then righted it so he could glare into the eyeholes. “You will shut the fuck up unless you want to find out how it feels to extract your own leg from your ass, pretty boy.”


    Feral heat galloped through me, the cold air on my hot skin reminding me that my shirt hung wide open for the second time in one day. I glanced at the clock. Twenty minutes until my next appointment. Just enough time to get home and change out of my shredded clothing. But doing this and getting my office restored to order? That would require assistance of the supernatural variety.


    “Look, guys. You can measure your various appendages later. I need to get home, get changed, and get my office back into shape in twenty minutes. Who’s doing what? And before you ask, no, I am not one of the things that needs doing,” I said.


    “Are you at least a reward for doing one of the things?” Adonis asked.


    “No,” I answered.


    “What about two of the things?” Crixus added.


    “Even if you did all the things, the answer would still be no,” I said.


    “Seems only fair that Adonis stay here and clean up the mess in your office, and I take you home to get undress—er…changed.”


    “Okay by me,” came Adonis’s resonant voice from beneath the bag. “If I took her home, we wouldn’t make it back for hours. Maybe never.”


    “I live close enough to drive,” I cut in, as much to defuse the escalating tension as to distract Crixus.


    “I saw our friend managed to get his job back.” Crixus took a step closer to me, his boots crunching on the mixture of broken glass and gravel. “I can’t wait to see Rolly’s expression when he notices the modifications to your wardrobe.” He traced the tear in my skirt to where it disappeared at the side of my hipbone, the movement a reminder that my ruined panties lay on the floor over by the bookcase.


    “Of course,” he continued, “I could materialize you home. It would also save you the drive time.”


    “I thought you got in trouble with the BSA last time.” The BSA, or Bureau of Supernatural Affairs, was responsible for making sure humans and paranormal critters shared space in an amicable fashion, as far as I could tell. Crixus’s main function, aside from popping into my life and making clothes seem like a real waste of time, was to track down “supers” who were noncompliant and/or neglecting their duties.


    “I’ll handle the BSA,” he said. “You coming?”


    I didn’t miss the emphasis placed on this second word in his sentence, a question as well as a reference to the unusual effect that materializing had on the human body.


    The answer to both would be, of course, a resounding oh, God yes.


    “All right.” I gathered my coat and laptop bag, cracking the door open to tell Julie that I would be making a quick trip home and to call my cell if she needed anything.


    As soon as the door closed behind me, I was dragged backward against the wall of Crixus’s body, his thick arms banded around my chest, his chin resting atop my head.


    Tremendous pressure began to build in my epicenter, taking root there to push every cell into an ecstatic state that could only end in explosion.


    And then I was gone.  


    *****


    My body was rocked by wave after wave of crippling pleasure. The world reassembled itself around me a piece at a time.


    My apartment, my bedroom.


    Still crushed against Crixus, it took me the better part of a minute before I could find enough air to speak. “We’re…in my bed.”


    “And here I was aiming for the closet,” he said. “Oh well. Since we’re here…”


    I peeled his hand away from my thigh, where it had begun an exploration of the flesh exposed by my torn skirt. “I have clients,” I reminded him.


    “So you’re saying you only have time for five orgasms? I’m okay with that.”


    He leaned in to brush his mouth across mine, but found my index finger sandwiched between us. I pushed it against his lips to back him away the couple inches I needed to maintain some semblance of sanity. “Answer one question for me.”


    “Woman superior,” he said. “I like to watch.”


    “You know that’s not the question I have in mind.”


    “Yes, I know. But I like my question better.”


    “Crixus,” I warned.


    He sighed like a disgruntled teenager and flopped onto his back to stare up at the ceiling. “You’re not wearing any underwear and you have eighteen minutes alone with me. This is how you want to spend them?”


    “I need to know,” I said.


    “Then look me in the eye,” he challenged.


    We both listened to the measured breath fill my lungs before I secured my skirt and turned over to face him.


    Time slowed to match the throbbing of his jugular vein, moving through the air around us like whatever magic swam in his immortal blood.


    Passion shot silver threads through the oceanic depths of his eyes beneath dark, thick lashes most women would commit felonies to obtain.


    “Yes,” he said slowly. “I’m trying to seduce you because I’m jealous. I’m so fucking jealous that it’s a damn good thing I gave up the gladiatorial ring and the sword over a thousand years ago because I would rip the spine from any man who came near you quick as you could bone a fish. I’m a jealous, hypocritical bastard who wants to fuck every woman in the world, sometimes all of them at once, and yet the thought of you with another man, with another anything, fills me with a rage that defies expression in any language I know. I’m jealous of Liam. I’m jealous of Adonis. I’m jealous of your fucking office chair for the hours it spends pressed to the body that I want to trace every inch of with my tongue. I’m jealous of the fucking air, because it gets to be inside you.”


    But at some point during the last few moments, air had ceased to enter or exit my lungs. Frozen, I was. In unreality. In disbelief.


    Crixus reached his hand out and pressed it to my chest, his warm fingers splaying outward. I could feel the echo of my own pulse against his palm. “I want to be in here.” His index finger began at my sternum and drew a line down my stomach, skimming over my belly button and sliding under my ruined skirt to cup the place where my pulse throbbed between my thighs. “But here is all I know.”


    One finger made a slow, searching arc, Crixus’s eyes falling half closed when he found the moisture there. His exploration continued, the rough pad of his finger sliding upward and circling the aching nub. “Any other questions, Doctor?”


    “How many?” I gasped.


    “What?” he asked, his fingers freezing in place.


    “Languages,” I replied. “You said you couldn’t express your rage in any of the languages you know. How many do you speak?”


    He blinked heavy-lidded eyes at me and pushed himself into a seated position. “I just delivered a speech that would have had Cleopatra herself rolling in ecstasy at my feet, and you want to know how many languages I speak?”


    “It’s a valid question. Also, Cleopatra wasn’t known for being especially difficult to roll over.”


    “Fucking academic types,” he muttered under his breath. Up and out of the bed, he stalked off toward the living room.


    “How many?” I called after him.


    “All of them,” came the reply from my kitchen.


    “Now that’s impressive,” I said.


    His resonant voice surged through my head, bringing with it a tide of foreign words. Vedere quello che tengo in tasca, poi parleremo impressionante.


    Italian. I had studied enough Latin-based languages to hazard a guess. Mostly that he suspected my ability to assign the word impressive to anything until I had seen what he kept in his pocket.


    I resisted the urge to mention his recent leprechaun pocket guest and opted to get changed instead. A quick sweep by the dresser armed me with unshredded underthings on the way to the closet to slip into a clean skirt and blouse.


    Crixus was reclining on my couch when I made my way back into the living room. “I preferred the previous version,” he said, his eyes flicking over me from heels to head. 


    “Even though you’re not the one who ripped it?” I asked.


    One corner of Crixus’s mouth jerked upward. “If I had been the one who ripped it, there wouldn’t be anything left.”


    I forced a swallow down through my throat. “I think we better get back.”


    “Then by all means,” he said, gesturing to his recumbent form. “Hop on.”


    I took a deep breath and walked over to the couch, my heels sinking into the carpet as I approached him. I looked down at my pencil skirt, then up at Crixus. “This isn’t a hopping friendly outfit.”


    A quick gust, a blur of movement, and I was stretched out on top of him, my legs interlaced with his, my palms pressed against the steely pectoral muscles beneath his T-shirt.


    “It’s kind of cute,” he said.


    “What is?”


    “How you’ll say anything to kill the moment or put me off. Afraid you might feel something for me?”


    “No,” I answered too quickly.


    “Do you have any idea how much I want you?” His hands traveled down the small of my back to cup my ass, pressing me into the part of him that pulsed hot and hard against my hip.


    “I have some,” I said.


    “The correct answer to that question would be no, Doctor. You don’t have the first fucking clue.” His fingers tangled into the hair at the nape of my neck as he pulled my face down to his, rising to capture my mouth with a devouring kiss.


    Pleasure bloomed in the blood flooding to my lips as a familiar heaviness began to rise at the center of my being. One muffled moan escaped me before my body dissolved away like sand, the world falling away under Crixus’s power.


    *****


    When I arrived back at my apartment later that evening with a vase containing Sigmund under one arm and the Easter Bunny in my laptop bag, my and Crixus’s agreement to divide and conquer felt like a monumentally bad idea.


    Though earlier this afternoon, having both Crixus and Adonis under my roof had seemed like an orgy waiting to happen, this eventuality was vastly preferable to the sight greeting me now: Barrett the Ferret raiding my fridge.


    His mustache looked more like soot smudged under his nose in the refrigerator’s pale blue light. “Kimchi?” he asked, his pointy nose wrinkling. “You really eat this shit?”


    I swallowed the acid swell of fear and set the vase on the counter. “I’m a vegan,” I reported. “Mostly.” Marvin hopped out of the laptop bag and scampered across the living room.


    The Ferret watched him until he disappeared down the hallway toward my bedroom. “Dressing up your pet rabbit? That doesn’t look too good on the old crazy meter, I got to tell you.’


    “Neither does breaking into people’s apartments to extract financial resources via emotional manipulation. What do you want?” I asked him.


    “Besides a beer and something that isn’t organic?” he said. “Just a little chat with my new friend.”


    “We are not friends, Barrett.” I wandered over to small dining room table and took a seat, not wanting to share a couch with him. “Let’s get this over with.”


    The Ferret pulled out the chair across from mine and folded himself into it. “You’re not looking so good,” he commented.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “Am I failing to be as bright and effervescent as the rest of the people you’re extorting money from?”


    “A little haggard, but still clever,” he added, wagging a finger at me.


    “I would tell you about my day, but I’m afraid it would only give you more to work with. Can we just get to the point?”


    “You betcha,” he said. “We own you. You understand that, right?”


    “Maybe. Is this we an indication of some delusion on your part, or are you working with someone? You never can be too careful in my field.”


    His expression congealed into something more threatening. “We’re certainly feeling full of it tonight, aren’t we?” he said.


    I leaned back in my chair and folded my arms across my chest, too tired and pissed off to trouble with niceties. “See, now you’re confusing me. Are you using the royal we? Because that’s a pretty big red flag where your childhood development is concerned.”


    “You didn’t seem too interested in my childhood development this morning. I could get more out of talking to a potted plant.”


    His accusation, however snide, stung. “You’re right,” I agreed. “I was distracted, and that’s not an accurate representation of my usual methods. Even though your sole purpose for being in my office was to extort money from me, as a professional, I would recommend you explore your obvious issues with your mother. You might find it useful in terms of your career options.”


    “My mother’s got nothing to do with this.” Color bloomed in his sallow cheeks. “Aside from she told me to do something I was good at.”


    “It just seems like your choice of profession is a symbolic effort at rebelling against the career she had in mind for you. Something to think about.”


    This wiped the slimy smirk from his face. “Don’t get smart, Doctor. It won’t end well for you.”


    “It’s already not ending well for me. Just tell me what you want.”


    “Your help,” he said. “There’s something we need from someone you know, and you’re going to help us get it.”


    “Who?”


    He reached into his coat, withdrew an envelope, and slid it across the table.


    I looked at it for a full thirty seconds before I summoned the courage to pick it up and lift the flap. The face that stared up at me drained the blood from my head in one world-dimming rush. “Rolly?”


    “Roland Boggs,” the Ferret corrected. “Yes.”


    A snort escaped me. “What could he possibly have that you want?” Feeling a sudden wave of remorse, I added, “He’s just a nice, ordinary guy.”


    “Nice, yes. Ordinary, no,” the Ferret agreed. “Let’s just say he’s had the attention of certain people since he finished his master’s degree in political science at Williams.”


    “Rolly went to Williams? The Williams College in Massachusetts?”


    “The same,” he said.


    “And you’re positive we’re talking about the same Rolly Boggs?”


    Light from the overhead pendant reflected against the Ferret’s scalp through his thinning hair. “Positive.”


    “Wouldn’t have called that one.”


    “I would wager there’s plenty about him you don’t know,” the Ferret said, leafing through an accordion file folder at least three inches thick. “But there’s one very important thing you do.”


    “And that would be?”


    That strange little smile returned to the Ferret’s face. “Why, that Rolly is completely smitten with you.”


    “Smitten is a strong word,” I replied. “I think infatuated would be more appropriate.”


    “Nevertheless, anything you ask for, he’ll give you. Down to his last dime, I suspect. And he has more of those than you’d think. Seems that awful mother of his left him quite the inheritance. Millions, in fact.”


    “Rolly’s a millionaire?” I asked incredulously.


    “Many times over.”


    “But he drives a Dodge Dart,” I pointed out. He’s worn the same pair of shoes every day for two years.”


    “Not everyone is as concerned with demonstrating their wealth through outward symbols, Doctor.” He glanced pointedly at the matching Burberry purse and tote bag I had set down by the door.


    The comment irritated me too much to be groundless.


    “So why do you suppose he sits behind that dreadful security desk all day?” the Ferret continued.


    “Hobby?” I suggested, aware of the pleading note in my voice. I knew where this was headed, and I didn’t like it.


    The Ferret’s forearms were pale and sprinkled with long, wiry black hair that stuck up like so many antennae when he shot his cuffs. “I suppose that’s accurate enough. You’re the closest thing to a hobby that Rolly has. Which is why we are confident you’ll be able to help us obtain a key to his apartment.”


    “I’m not going to help you hurt him,” I insisted.


    “Help us?” The Ferret’s laugh was ugly and shallow. “Doctor, when it comes to hurting poor Mr. Boggs, we should all be taking lessons from you.”


    My heart shrank into a small, cold stone in my chest, recalling the hurt expression in Rolly’s eyes when, during an ill-advised therapy session right after he had been let go, I informed him point-blank that I wasn’t attracted to him.


    “So you see, this won’t be too much of a leap for you. All you have to do is get us his key, and all this ends for you. No more being framed. No more debts. No more blackmailing. You’re free.”


     Something inside me leapt at the prospect of being unencumbered, my record cleared, my practice safe from harm. But could I really sell Rolly to save myself?


    “Yes,” the Ferret answered. “That’s the answer to the question you’re turning over like a shiny stone in your palm. It’s easier than you think. Believe me. I’ve seen bigger and better than you tumble. It’s just a matter of time and the appropriate pressure. You may rest assured that we are more than committed to applying it.”


    “No,” I answered. “I can’t do that. Whatever Rolly has, he deserves to keep.”


    “I thought you might rally some thin sort of moral objection,” the Ferret said, producing another envelope. “So I brought a little…incentive.”


    A tremor had crept into the cold fingers I used to pry open the paper. Shock narrowed my vision to include only the photograph itself. My chest rose and fell in shallow gulps.


    Me, attacking Adonis on the very couch where I proclaimed to help my clients heal. My face was a shocking mask of frenzy, Adonis’s—a twisted portrait of fear. Worse, a similar onslaught of lust stormed through my veins anew, only incrementally dimmed by the medium.


    “I’m awfully glad your assistant was able to squeeze me in this morning,” the Ferret gloated. “Gave me ample time to plant a little camera in your office. Of course, I hadn’t expected for it to pay out so quickly. I would think a little gem like this could be enough to relieve you of your license to practice. Wouldn’t you agree?”


    It would be enough to do that, and far more. Criminal charges could be brought against me. Jail time, a definite possibility. The sound of bars slamming home heralded a spiral of panic that drained all possibilities save for two: refuse and go to jail, or give them Rolly.


    “What do you want from him?”


    “That’s none of your concern.” The Ferret pushed himself up from the chair and paced around the table, stopping to tap the vase where Sigmund swam circles around the plastic kelp I transplanted to make him feel at home. “You have plenty of troubles of your own at present. And there could be many, many more with the evidence we caught on tape this afternoon.”


    Glancing at the photo, I felt a brief flash of relief. Based on the angle, it would have been impossible for this camera to pick up Marvin’s miraculous goldfish healing behind the couch.


    “So what do you say, Doctor?” the Ferret urged.


    I took a deep breath and avoided my reflection in the dining room table’s glossy surface. “Okay.”


    *****


    By the fourth tumbler of scotch, I could almost forget that my life had become a total shit show. Warmth suffused my entire being, my joints feeling like someone had finally oiled them.


    Marvin had passed out on my bed before the Ferret even took his leave. Multiple suicide attempts could take it out of somebunny, or so it seemed.


    Now, aside from the glass vase holding Sigmund cradled in my lap, I was alone.


    Sitting on the sofa, watching the glass sweat onto yet another leather couch in my life, I kept tossing one word away, only to have it come winging back into my head like boomerang.


    Liam.


    Liam who had still not returned my call.


    Liam who abducted me at gunpoint and dragged me to Vegas.


    Liam who had gotten into a tussle with Cupid after handcuffing me to the bed.


    Liam who had practically composed the picture-perfect opportunity for a blackmailer.


    Actually, this was pretty much all Liam’s fault, best I could figure.


    I set Sigmund’s vase on the coffee table, picked up my glass, and shot the rest of the contents on the way to retrieve my phone.


    A knock on the door yanked me in the opposite direction. I squinted through the peephole to find the pinched, parsimonious face of my neighbor, Mary Ellen Mayes of the Women’s Rotary Club, peering back at me.


    Given her past propensity for returning every five minutes until I could be conjured to my door, I elected to go ahead and get it over with.


    I smoothed my hair and pulled my yoga shorts down a few inches so they would show below my oversized T-shirt before opening the door.


    “Good evening, Doctor—” Her eyes widened behind their golden rims, reminding me to push my own spectacles back up my nose. “Oh dear,” she said, after an extended full-body scan, during which she sniffed the air in my direction. “Did you know you were missing a sock?” She glanced down toward my feet, but I refused to follow.


    “Good evening, Mary Ellen. Is there something I can help you with?”


    Her head bobbed on a bird-like neck to peek into the apartment behind me. “I can see you’re not expecting company, so I won’t take up too much of your time. I’m not sure if you received any of my calls, but I just wanted to see if you had a chance to think about that donation we discussed the other day.”


    “I’m afraid I haven’t,” I said. Leaving out the part about a demigod, a blackmailer, a suicidal Easter bunny, and an irresistible immortal seemed like a good idea.


    “I see. Well, I know you’re still a busy young woman, even though you don’t have a husband or children, but as you know, our annual Women in the Workforce spring carnival is tomorrow, and—”


    “Yes, I remember,” I cut in. “And I promise to swing by if I have time.”


    Her mouth puckered up like someone had just tugged the drawstring. “I’m certainly glad to hear you’ll make an effort. Enjoy the rest of your drink—er, evening, Doctor.”


    “Thank you, Mary Ellen. I will.”


    Door closed and locked behind me, I stood in the center of my living room until I could remember what I had been doing when Mary Ellen came peddling disapproval door-to-door.


    Liam.


    Righteous anger fueled my irritation as I retrieved my phone and swiped his number onto the screen, sandwiching the device between my ear and shoulder so I could pour myself another drink—most of which made it into the glass.


    When I heard the connection click open halfway through the third ring, surprise tossed a wave of amber liquid out of my glass. I paused to bend and slurp the smoky puddle from the granite countertop while I waited for Liam’s voice to come over the line.


    The tirade I had been working up took off and scattered to the wind as I was rewarded with a child’s giggle. Ice water poured through my veins.


    “Hello?” I ventured.


    Another giggle.


    I held the phone away from my face to check the number. Liam’s name was displayed across the screen just as I expected. Either someone had changed his contact information, or someone else had Liam’s phone. “Who is this?”


    “Hayley,” the little voice replied. “I know who you are.” Somehow this sentence sounded far more ominous when spoken in a little girl’s voice.


    “You do?”


    “Uh-huh. Your name is Sex Kit-ten.” The T’s were sounded out with a kindergartner’s dedication to pronouncing a word’s every letter.


    “My name is Matilda,” I corrected. “Doctor Matilda Schmidt.”


    “That’s not what the phone says. The phone says Sex Kit-ten.”


    “How old are you, Hayley?” I asked.


    “Six and a half,” she said. “How come your voice sounds funny?”


    “My voice sounds perfectly normal,” I replied. “How did you get this phone?”


    “Your words are all sticky.”


    “Don’t judge, Hayley,” I heard myself say. “Can you tell me how you got this phone?”


    “Found it.” The hesitation in her voice brought to mind the seminars on developmental psychology I had taken before deciding once and forever that my practice would not include children. She wasn’t lying, but she didn’t want to tell me the whole truth.


    “Where did you find it?”


    “In the man’s coat.”


    The man. Warning bells sounded deep within my mind. If Liam was there, she didn’t know him. Or at least, didn’t know him well enough to assign him a name or title.


    “Can you tell me what the man looks like?” I asked.


    “He’s big. He wears black clothes. And he says swear words a lot.”


    Liam, without question. “Where is he now?”


    “He’s in the bedroom. He’s putting them to sleep.”


    “Putting them to—” The words froze on my tongue. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Would he?


    A high-pitched scream sounded in the background. The sound of a door slamming.


    “Uh oh.” Hayley gasped into the phone. “He’s coming!”


    “So help me God,” Liam growled. “Who are you talking…oh fuck—er fudge. For the last time, get in bed!”


    Tinkling giggles erupted in the distance. The sound went muffled.


    “Liam!” I shouted into the phone.


    “Matilda?”


    “You bastard!” I hissed. “There are children there! What the hell is wrong with—”


    “Of course there are children here. I’m at my sister’s cabin in Tahoe. I’ve got her four kids and plus the two friends my niece invited to sleep over.”


    “You—what?”


    “It’s my sister’s anniversary, so I took the kids for a few days. We’re out in the middle of buttfuck—”


    “Uncle Liam!” a chorus of voices squealed.


    “The middle of nowhere,” Liam restated. “And the cell reception is shit.”


    “You’re at a cabin in Lake Tahoe with six children? That’s why you haven’t answered my calls?”


    “You called me?”


    “Like, a bajillion times.” Ice clinked as I brought the glass’s cool rim to my lips.


    “Did you just say a bajillion?


    “Fuckin’ A, I did.”


    “Are you drunk?”


    I considered this for a moment. “I don’t think so. Lemme check.” The glass clunked as I set it down on the coffee table after draining the contents. My hand flapped upward, but found only a strange putty-like disk where my face should be. “I feel something weth,” I announced.


    “Sounds like your fingers are in your mouth,” he observed.


    “No they’re noth—ow!”


    “What?” he asked.


    “Bit my fingers.”


    “Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “How much have you had?”


    “Your voice is sexy,” I said. “Do you want to go out sometime?”


    “Matilda—”


    “Pfft. My name is Sex Kitten. Wait, I know yours. Don’t tell me. It’s—”


    “Liam,” he finished for me.


    “Hey! You weren’t supposed to tell me, Liam.” I gasped. “You’re Liam? I hate you! You ruined my life!”


    “Does that mean we won’t be going out, then?”


    “If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have been in a stupid motel handcuffed to a stupid bed with stupid cupid where some stupid pervert was taking pictures for a stupid blackmailer!”


    “Blackmailer? What blackmailer?” Alarm ratcheted his voice up a couple notches.


    “The one who was in my office this morning right before the Easter Bunny.”


    “The Easter Bunny? Matilda, what the hell are you on?”


    “The couch,” I said. “Why?”


    “What drugs,” he clarified. “You of all people know how dangerous mixing medications and alcohol can be.”


    “You don’t believe me?” I challenged. “Fine. I’ll take a picture.”


    “Matilda, don’t—”


    “Shhhh!” I hissed into the phone. “He’s sleeping!”


    The hall lurched from side to side, evading my feet just as I went to set them down. “’Scuse me,” I apologized as I hip-checked a table. A crash sounded behind me, but turning my head to look back felt like a counter-productive idea.


    “What was that?” Liam asked.


    “It might have been the ficus,” I giggled into the phone.


    “I think it’s time you put yourself to bed. We can talk about the blackmailer in the morning.”


    “Duh,” I said. “Of course I’m going to the bed. That’s where the Easter Bunny is. Hold on.”


    I blinked at the screen’s blurry buttons, swaying like a reed in the wind as I aimed the phone at the bed and concentrated. The sound of a camera click announced my success. “Got it!”


    Liam’s phone chimed through the receiver. “Nice picture,” he chuckled. “Where’s your other sock?”


    “Where’s my—what?”


    “Look at the picture you just sent me,” he advised.


    “Hey,” I wondered aloud. “Who’s that?”


    “You have the camera turned around,” Liam posited. “I’d know those legs anywhere.”


    I glanced down to see my own legs and their familiar yoga shorts. Sure enough, there was one socked foot. “Goddammit! Stupid fucking socks. I needanother drink.”


    “Matilda, please go to bed,” he pleaded.


    “Nope. Not till I find my other sock. And have a drink. And figure out how to get Rolly’s key from him.  But not necessarily in that order.”


    A staccato burst of laughter rang out. “Jesus Ch—crackers!” Liam shouted. “All of you. Bed! Now!”


    “Is that an offer?” I asked. The counter dug into my hip, keeping me propped at an angle that almost passed as vertical.


    “You hate me, remember?” Liam replied. “Also, I like my women conscious enough to appreciate my efforts.”


    “Oh yeah! I do hate you. And that reminds me! How come you have to kill people anyway?”


    His beleaguered sigh could have been heard over the miles even without the aid of a telephone. “I am not discussing this with you.”


    “What kind of person would leave children with you? I mean, really? A hit man for a baby sitter?”


    “The kind of people that know me. I’m fucking awesome with kids.”


    “You just said fuck again. Your awesomeness with kids is highly suspect.” The counter crawled away from me as my one socked foot slid across the tile. I grabbed the sink to steady myself.


    “Well there go my plans of knocking you up,” he said.


    My heart skipped a beat. “That shouldn’t make me hot,” I admitted. “You’re a terrible choice for me. You’re completely emotionally unavailable, you know that?”


    “I wasn’t aware I was under any orders to be emotionally available for you.” His tone had cooled. Or maybe it was the air conditioner kicking on. “Go to bed, Matilda. You may not remember any of this in the morning, but I will.”


    “Ha!” I announced triumphantly. “I found it!”


    “Your sock?” Liam asked.


    “No. The scotch. Close enough though. Sock. Scotch. See? Practically the same word.”


    “Have it your way. Let’s go back to the part about Rolly,” Liam requested. “What did you say about his key?”


    “I have to get his house key and give it to the Ferret or he’ll show the pictures to the police and they’ll put me in jail forever.”


    “You’re going to give Rolly’s keys to a ferret?”


    “Not a ferret. The Ferret,” I explained. “That’s the guy who’s blackmailing me only he looks like a ferret with a mustache.”


    “What would he want with Rolly’s keys?” Liam asked.


    “That’s what I said! But I guess Rolly’s all smart and rich which is super weird but I probably still won’t sleep with him.”


    “Probably?”


    “Yeah, well. Not on purpose I mean. Like today.”


    A beat of silence. “What do you mean, like today?”


    “Like today when I asked Adonis to take the paper bag off his head because I thought maybe I could make him feel better about being ugly but I accidentally humped his brains out on the bookshelves.”


    “You did what?” Rage crackled through Liam’s voice.


    “Not literally, of course,” I added. “His brains didn’t actually come out or anything.”


    “You fucked some guy in your office today. Is that what you’re telling me?”


    If Liam’s language police heard this, they made no move to protest.


    “No. It wasn’t some guy. It was Adonis, and I’m pretty sure he has a magic cock on account of when I jumped on it I—”


    The phone line went dead, humming in my ear. I dialed his number back.


    “I think it’s better that I don’t talk to you right now,” Liam answered.


    “But I need your help,” I protested.


    “Why don’t you ask Adonis?” came Liam’s clipped reply. “Maybe his magic cock can help you.”


    The line went dead a second time.


    My third, fourth, and fifth attempts at a call back went unanswered. Thoughts scattered like marbles. There were too many of them for me to chase.


    In one day, I had managed to sleep with a total stranger, kill my own fish, piss off Liam, and agree to sell Rolly out to a blackmailer.


    An accusatory silence settled over my apartment, but I was too numb to feel any pain.


    For that, I was grateful.


    *****


    “It has to get better, doesn’t it?”


    “God, I hope so.” The water bottle was cool against my forehead as I slouched in my usual chair across from my first client of the day. I had been greeted this morning by a hangover the size of Alaska and a deeply depressed Easter Bunny. Mouth glued shut, eyes swollen, head colonized by spiteful little gnomes with pickaxes, it had taken everything I had just to pull Marvin away from the blender before he made himself into a rabbit smoothie.


    “Are you okay, Doctor?”


    I lifted the bottle from over my eyes to look at the speaker. A petite redheaded wife and mother of three whose marriage I had been trying to resuscitate for the better part of eighteen months now. No. I am very, very not okay. I wrestled a wave of nausea down to swallow a handful of ibuprofen. “Yes, Grace. Please, go ahead.”


    She dabbed at her nose with the crumpled wad of tissue and let out a heavy exhale. “I’ve tried talking with Jim like you said. Telling him honestly how I feel. But it’s like he just tunes me out. Or he says he’s too tired to talk. Like last night, when we sat down to dinner—is he supposed to be up there?”


    “Pardon?” I said, looking up from my notepad just in time to see Marvin perched atop my bookcase, looping the cord of my Venetian blinds around his neck. “No!” I shouted, launching out of my chair to grab him before he could dive off.


    “Oh, you naughty thing,” I scolded, plopping Marvin down on the carpet. “Pet-sitting for a friend,” I said by way of explanation. “You were telling me about dinner last night?”


    “Yes, right. We were sitting down to dinner and I asked Jim how the asparagus tasted. He said ‘good.’ And that’s all. I asked what he meant by ‘good.’ I spent thirty minutes after I got home from work marinating it—”


    “Shit!” I flew across the room and snatched my letter opener from Marvin, who had opened his jaunty yellow vest and was poised to commit hara-kiri over my stack of insurance billing paperwork. “No, no, no,” I said with brightness bordering on shrill. “No seppuku on the desk, silly rabbit.”


    “Do you need me to reschedule?” Grace offered.


    “No, please,” I said, sitting down with Marvin in my lap this time. “Tell me about the asparagus.”


    “Well, I spent thirty minutes marinating it before—”


    My door crashed open on its hinges, announcing Crixus’s arrival with the force of a gunshot. The paper-bagged Adonis followed in his wake, the sort of item you might pick up at a grocery store for sin.


    “We have to go,” Crixus announced. “Now.”


    “Where?” I asked. “Why?”


    Crixus glanced at Grace, who was staring at him in open-mouthed wonder. “Best we didn’t discuss it at the moment.”


    “I can’t leave now,” I said. “I’m right in the middle of a session.”


    Grace grinned at Crixus and gave him a little wave. “I don’t mind if he joins us.”


    “You want to get your husband’s attention?” Crixus asked.


    “It’s much more complicated than that,” I commented. “We’ve been working through—”


    “Here’s what you do,” Crixus said, striding across the room. His massive arm swept across my desk, sending pens, staples and paper flying.


    “Hey!” I objected. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


    “Doesn’t matter to me,” Grace purred. “Just so long as he keeps doing it.”


    “See? She knows things.” Crixus winked at Grace while he leaned over my desk calendar, scratching random X’s throughout the month. He took the finished product and handed it over to her.


    “What are the X’s for?” she asked.


    “Easy,” Crixus said. “Every time there’s an X on the calendar, you knock your husband to the ground and suck his dick the second he comes in the door.”


    Grace blushed red to her roots as she held the calendar to her chest. “Will that really work?”


    “Yes,” Crixus and Adonis answered in unison.


    “No,” I argued. “That might get his attention, but it won—”


    “Okay, sounds good,” Crixus interrupted, pulling Grace to her feet. “Let me get that door for you.”


    Grace obediently gathered her purse. “Maybe if this doesn’t work on my husband, you can stop by to give me a few pointers,” she said.


    Crixus: turning respectable women into bitches in heat since sometime B.C.E.


    “Happy to,” he replied.


    “What the hell is this all about?” I asked, rising from my chair.


    “No time to talk,” he said, grabbing me by the hand and pulling me into him.


    “I have appointments today! I can’t keep cancelling everything. I’m not going to have a practice left!”


    “Aphrodite and Persephone are on their way here to kill you,” Crixus reported.


    “What?”


    “Yeah.” Crixus jerked his head toward Adonis. “Mr. Wonderful here did a little drunk dialing of his own last night.”


    “You did?” I asked, glancing at the brown paper bag. “What did you tell them?”


    Adonis shrugged. “Just that I finally knew what it was to love someone and I was done with them forever.”


    I winced. “Anything else?”


    “That you fucked me senseless,” he added.


    My already queasy stomach lurched toward my throat. “Oh, God.”


    “Yeah, you probably should get out of here.” Marvin had temporarily ceased finding new and inventive ways to off himself and sat on my coffee table. “Aphrodite has a terrible temper.”


    “And that’s to say nothing of Persephone,” Crixus said, nodding to Marvin. “Aphrodite’s pet is already here. She’s likely to bring hers as well.”


    “What now?” I asked. “The gerbil from hell?”


    “Close,” Adonis answered. “Cerberus, the three-headed hell hound.”


    “Take me!” I said to Crixus. “Take me now!”


    Adonis shoved his way between us. “I’m taking her!”


    “Fuck you, bag boy,” Crixus retorted.


    “She already did,” Adonis replied.


    “Oh for God’s sake,” I said, snatching a fistful of each of their shirts. “You can both take me. But grab the rabbit and let’s get out of here!”


    “What about your appointments?” Marvin asked.


    “Shit!” I scurried over to the door and stuck my head out. “Julie, could you—”


    “Cancel all your appointments?” she finished for me. Dimples dug into her cheeks as she shot me a knowing grin.


    “Yes, please. Reschedule everyone as soon as you can.”


    “Sure thing.” She picked up her phone and started punching numbers with a hot pink fingernail.


    “Okay,” I said, slinging my purse over my shoulder and scooping Marvin up from the coffee table. “Let’s go.”


    *****


    Crixus’s hand stayed fastened over my mouth until the screams passed. An unanticipated side effect from two spontaneous orgasms bestowed at once. I couldn’t yet stand on my own legs. My body did its best to turn inside out.


    “She’s…crushing me!” Marvin squealed. “Yes! Harder!”


    Adonis pried the squirming rabbit from my hands while additional details filtered into my consciousness. The clinking ceramic of coffee cups and plates, the buzz of multiple conversations, the hissing of food on a flattop grill, the heavy scent of grease and bacon.


    Looking through the plate glass window, I recognized the diner as belonging to Plattsburg’s downtown historic section, a place I had frequently passed but never visited.


    “What are we doing here?” I asked against the rough skin of Crixus’s palm once the tremors had passed.


    “I picked a place at random,” Crixus explained. “Everyone knows where you live and work by now.”


    “Who’s everyone?” I asked.


    “Look, we just need to keep you alive until I can get Zeus to intercede,” Crixus said. I made a mental note of his obvious resistance to my question.


    Marvin snorted. “Good luck wi—”


    Crixus clapped his hand over the rabbit’s fuzzy face. “No talking in public,” he whispered. “We don’t want to draw any attention.”


    “Oh, right,” Marvin mumbled. “Like a guy with a bag over his head blends right in.”


    “He has a point,” I said. All around the café, diners were beginning to neglect their plates of eggs to cast curious stares in our direction. A guy with a bag over his head was bad enough, but a guy with a bag over his head holding a vest-wearing rabbit?


    Forget it.


    And this was to say nothing of Crixus, who was no slouch when it came to garnering the interest of the restaurant’s female population.


    “Here,” Crixus said, snatching a menu from the hostess stand by the door and handing it over to Adonis. “Look interested.”


    “This is ridiculous,” he grumbled.


    “Lots of women in this place,” Crixus pointed out. “You have some burning desire to know what it feels like to be turned into an immortal skid mark on the linoleum floor, by all means, take off the bag.”


    “Just get us a booth,” Adonis said.


    “Got it covered.” Crixus cleared his throat as a perky young server flounced by.


    My eyes worked their way through an epic roll as I prepared to watch yet another floozy try to exfoliate Crixus’s body with her tits.


    “Well, hi there.” She shouldered her tray and walked right past the demigod to Adonis, who held the menu at eye level. “What kind of surprise do you have hiding under that bag of yours, big boy?”


    “A hideous birth defect,” Crixus answered. Irritation rolled off him in waves. I caught myself indulging in a moment of pleasure at his expense.


    “Ooh,” the server purred. “Just like the Beast in a fairy tale. You need someone to tame you? I could be your Beauty.”


    Adonis remained silent.  I knew from experience that even the sound of his voice could produce full-body tingles. Apparently he did too.


    “But could you be our waitress?” Crixus asked, impatience a thread pulling his words tight. “Because we’d like a table.”


    “Oh, right.” Her cheeks flushed pink as she brushed a few stray hairs back from her forehead. “How many?”


    “Just the three of us,” Crixus answered. “If we could get a quiet spot in the back, I would be very appreciative.”


    “Anything for you,” she said to Adonis.


    We followed her to a booth in the corner, where Adonis and Marvin took one side and Crixus blocked me in on the other.


    “Can I get you anything to drink?” she asked.


    I glanced at Crixus, not knowing what the next phase of his plan—if indeed there was one—might call for.


    “I think we’re okay for now,” he said.


    “I’ll be back around soon,” she promised. Her eyes lingered on Adonis for a second too long, causing her to nearly run headfirst into the drink station.


    “Stupid question,” I began. “If we’re trying to hide from Aphrodite and Persephone, why are we in public? Wouldn’t it be better to hunker down somewhere until we can figure a way out of this?”


    Crixus’s thigh was warm against mine, the awareness of this stretch of skin consuming a good seventy percent of my conscious attention.


    “Public is the safest place for you at the moment. There are limits to what any supernatural can do in the presence of humans. The more humans around, the more strictly that law is enforced,” Crixus explained. “But—”


    “But? What but?” I asked.


    “But they can still do anything that a human being can do,” Adonis said. “So technically, that doesn’t rule out shooting, stabbing, strangling, burning alive…”


    I let my forehead come to rest on the cool laminate tabletop and spoke without looking up. “What are the chances we can just sit down with Aphrodite and Persephone and explain that this whole thing is just a big misunderstanding?”


    “But it’s not.” Adonis put the menu aside and reached a hand across the table. “I meant what I said. I’m in love with you.”


    “Please,” Crixus grunted. “You only met her yesterday. You barely even know her.”


    Heat coursed through my cheeks in a heady rush.


    “And you do?” Adonis scoffed. “What kind of future could you give her? I can’t see the doctor being interested in an open relationship. And given your track record…” he trailed off.


    “Better an alpha male than someone’s bitch,” Crixus bit back.


    “Guys,” I said. “This topic of conversation is fascinating and everything, but could we please get back to discussing the two goddesses who want to use my intestines for shoelaces?”


    “There’s only one solution to that,” Crixus said. “Adonis has to go back.”


    “Never,” Adonis vowed. “Now that I’ve known love, I could never go back to the kind of shallow, self-serving existence I’ve known. My life, my heart, are Matilda’s to do with as she wishes.”


    I placed a hand on Crixus’s chest to keep him from surging across the table. “I can’t believe I am actually going to say this,” I began, “but, Crixus is right. I think your sudden attachment to me is more than likely just the intense emotions that often come when ending a long-term relationship. Or two long-term relationships, in your case.”


    It was hard to know how Adonis took this.


    “Especially given the circumstances of our first meeting,” I continued. “That was my fault, and I’m sorry.”


    “Don’t be sorry,” Adonis said, a trace of sadness in his voice. “I’m not.”


    “Well, I’m getting sorrier by the moment.” Crixus sighed. “This maudlin crap is killing me.”


    “Wish it would kill me.” Marvin had climbed onto the windowsill and was watching cars pass by with a glassy-eyed gaze.


    “Looks like we’re ‘O’ for two, Doctor,” Crixus said, turning to me.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I bring Adonis to you, and instead of getting him back on track, you have him proclaiming his undying love for you. That, and Marvin here, whose suicide attempts have actually increased under your care. At this rate, the world ought to be toast in the better part of a few months.”


    My guts churned with a volatile soup of fear, anger, and hurt. “When did I ask you to drag a parade of dysfunctional supernaturals into my office? I spent the better part of eight years just learning how to deal with human psychology. Since you showed up, my clients are dropping me left and right, and my life has become a complete shit show.”


    Crixus’s brows lowered, casting his eyes into shadow. “Your life was a shit show long before I got here. You’re just constitutionally incapable of scrutinizing yourself as eagerly as you do your clients.”


    I stared at him, open-mouthed and completely unable to compose a response.


    “And, unless I am mistaken,” he added, “without the gold from the leprechaun I dragged into your office, the Westies would have trimmed you for meat.”


    Before I knew what had happened, my knuckles were stinging from having punched Crixus squarely in the bicep—an act that only succeeded in teasing a grin to his lips.


    “I play much harder than that, Doctor. Want to try again?” he invited.


    “Ooh! Me! Hit me!” Marvin said, hopping across the table to me. “Maybe if you really put some power into it you could jar my brain hard enough to—”


    “No!” I shouted, realizing just how loud when the patrons from several tables around us stopped talking to stare in our direction. “Uh…no. I don’t want the omelet. I think I’ll just have a fruit salad.”


    My phone buzzed in my purse. I frowned at the foreign number flashing on the screen. “I better get this,” I said. “Dr. Schmidt.”


    “Well good morning, Doctor.” The Ferret’s voice oozed into my ear. “Do you have my key yet?”


    “I’m afraid not,” I answered, mouthing blackmailer to Crixus, who held out his hand as if to take the phone. Adonis slapped the demigod away and made his own attempt to grab it.


    I picked up a fork and pointed it from to the other, but pulled the utensil back before Marvin could try to skewer himself on it.


    “Rolly’s here at the office, but you aren’t. How exactly were you planning to acquire the key?”


    “I’m still formulating a plan.”


    “Sounds to me like you’re stalling,” the Ferret said.


    “I’m not stalling. I just have a lot going on at the moment.”


    “We all do, Doctor. That’s why we have to establish priorities. I would suggest you make getting me what I need a priority of yours, before I make finding these pictures a nice public venue one of mine. “


    “Understood,” I said, and disconnected.


    No sooner had I placed the phone in my purse when it began to ring again.


    “I’ll know if you tell Rolly,” the Ferret added. “If that happens, you’ll have much more than a few nudie pictures to worry about. I wanted to make sure we were clear about that.”


    “Crystal,” I said, hanging up for a second time. I had placed it back in my purse and was preparing to rake over my irritation at Crixus when the phone vibrated yet again.


    “For the love of God,” I barked. “What?”


    “Where the fu—frick are you?” Liam’s voice bore the dangerous edge of a measured rage he’d had all night to hone.


    “Liam,” I said aloud. “Sorry. I thought you were someone else.”


    Crixus’s expression was something between irritation and amusement. Adonis, in the absence of a brow to furrow, folded his arms across his broad chest. I wondered how much, if anything, he knew about my brief history with the hit man.


    “Where are you?”


    “With a client?” Not technically false, seeing as I was tasked with treating two of the four beings currently seated at my table.


    “Nice try,” he said. “I’ve already been by the office. Your car is there. You’re not.”


    “You’re here?” I asked, failing to keep the shock out of my voice. “In Plattsburgh?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “Because first I’m going to kill whomever is blackmailing you, then I’m going make Adonis’s skin into a new raincoat.”


    “No,” I insisted. “There will be no killing. And especially no skinning.”


    The eyeholes in Adonis’s paper bag took on a worried, downcast shape.


    “That’s not up to you,” Liam said.


    “What about your sister’s kids?” I asked, hoping to neutralize a fraction of his ire.


    As if on cue, a shrill sound crackled through the phone. “Maddy bit me!” whined the petulant little voice.


    “Caden took my fruit snacks,” a voice I assumed to be Maddy’s replied.


    The phone had begun to sweat against my ear. “You brought children with you when you intend to commit acts of violence?”


    “Acts of violence may be committed sooner than later,” Liam sighed. “Caden, give Maddy back her fruit snacks.”


    “Can’t,” Caden replied. “They’re all gone.”


    Maddy’s whine ratcheted up to a full wail. “He ate all my fruit snacks!”


    “We’ll get more,” Liam promised. “Just be quiet while I finish talking.”


    Something about the cheerful chaos of Liam bickering back and forth with his niece and nephew outlined a particular vacancy in my chest. It wasn’t something I missed; as the only child of a mother with undiagnosed schizophrenia, it was a life I had never known. Even so, a sympathetic ache clenched in my ribcage.


    “But I wanted those ones!” Maddy’s voice had broken into air-sucking sobs.


    “Quiet!” Liam bellowed. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Where are you?”


    “Tangie’s Café on Broad Street.”


    “Who’s with you?”


    Out of the three potential answers to this question, Marvin seemed like the safest. “The Easter Bunny.”


    “Is that all?”


    “Crixus,” I said.


    “And?”


    “Adonis.”


    “Don’t. Fucking. Move.” The line went dead.


    “That was Liam,” I announced.


    “I gathered,” Crixus said dryly.


    “He’s very excited to meet you,” I said to Adonis.


    “He’s also looking forward to making a coat out of your skin,” Crixus reported.


    “Never happen,” Adonis said. “A mortal man has nothing on me.”


    “Except this one has slept with the good doctor several times.” The expression on Crixus’s face was impossible for me to deconstruct. Ever upredictable, his motives were as mysterious as his history. He might simply be enjoying Adonis’s distress. Or then again, he might be trying to weed out a competitor he felt to be more of a threat than Liam.


    Adonis’s knuckles whitened as his hands tightened into fists. “He’s coming to find us? Good. I’ll be here waiting for him.”


    “No, you won’t,” Marvin said. He had hopped back onto the table and was grooming the soft fur behind the ears I had to sit on my hands to keep from stroking. 


    “Why not?” Adonis asked.


    He paused mid-lick to jerk his toward the window. “Because of them.”


    My head swiveled on the tendons of my ever-tightening neck to follow his line of sight. A river of white rolled through the street, covering cars, overflowing into alleyways, throwing off small, white, wriggling projectiles in all directions.


    “What the…” Crixus began.


    “Rabbits!” Adonis announced. “They’re rabbits!”


    “Aphrodite’s found us,” Crixus barked, sliding sideways out of our booth. “We have to go.”


    Cries of disbelief and alarm sounded through the restaurant as heads popped up around us like spring tulips. I could barely process what I was seeing, and I had a head start getting acquainted with the unbelievable. The faces around me bore the representation of the conflicted feelings I had come to know intimately in the past weeks. “I thought you said they couldn’t do magic around people!”


    “Technically, this could be explained by natural phenomena,” Adonis said. “There are plenty of examples of—”


    A shriek marked the beginning the restaurant’s invasion by the writhing sea of furry bodies. Diners ejected from their seats and scrambled toward the door as their plates and coffee cups were overtaken by the onslaught. Silverware clattered to the floor. People shoved, pushed, and clawed at each other in their haste to escape.


    Some of the hopping bodies peeled away from the herd to munch on parsley garnishes or abandoned plates of salad. Others, their black eyes shining with an eerie knowing, pointed their twitching pink noses toward me.


    “Go now. Explain later,” Crixus said, grabbing Marvin and hauling me against him.


    The ocean of white became a swirling vortex of black as the world disassembled itself around us for the second time in one day.


    *****


    My legs liquefied beneath me. Only the steely grip below my shoulder blades kept me from dissolving into a puddle of pleasure on the floor at Crixus’s feet.


    Lips were hot against my ear. “Good thing we’re getting in so much practice. We need to work on your stamina if you’re going to last a night with me.”


    These words served only to melt me further.


    “Hands off,” Adonis ordered, peeling me out of Crixus’s grip with his one free hand. The other held Marvin tucked under his arm like a yellow-vested football.


    Senses returned in scattered bursts. The long, tiled hallway fitted itself together like puzzle pieces from my memory. I knew this place. A low hum of thousands of conversations buzzed overhead as a steady stream of people passed by at the hall’s entrance. Bathrooms. We were by the bathrooms. At the… “Mall!” I shouted. “We’re at the mall!”


    “Very good, Doctor,” Crixus replied.


    “Are you sure this is the best way to stay safe?” I asked, smoothing my skirt. “It doesn’t seem like the number of people were an adequate deterrent last time.”


    “I don’t know how she found us,” Crixus said. “She doesn’t have a tracker on you, does she?”


    “Not since the Salem witch trials,” Adonis answered.


    Crixus turned an assessing eye on the paper bag sitting atop Adonis’s head at an owlish angle. “We need a better disguise for you.”


    All four of us glanced up at the figure making its way down the hall towards us. Dressed from head to toe in a white-bellied suit of pink fur, he shuffled toward us on over-sized three-toed feet, the costume’s head wedged beneath his arm, long ears dragging on the tiled floor.


    “Fucking stupid suit,” he grumbled. “Why couldn’t they install a zipper in the front so a guy doesn’t have to get bare-ass naked just to take a piss?”


    His fluffy, oversized cotton ball of a tail bounced over the costume’s sagging hindquarters as he walked away.


    We stared after him in silence for several moments.


    “Now that is just damned insulting,” Marvin said. “Not to mention hideously inaccurate. What kind of idiot puts on a full-body costume so a bunch of snot-nosed brats can snap a picture?”


    Crixus and I glanced at Adonis at precisely the same moment.


    “No,” Adonis said, holding up beautifully shaped hands against the unwelcome ideas being fired at him. “Don’t even think about it.”


    “Where are we going to get a more perfect cover?” Crixus asked. “This is like a gift from the gods.”


    “Curse is more like it,” Adonis sulked.


    “You have a better idea?” Crixus challenged. “Or should we just sit tight and wait for Aphrodite and Persephone to catch up with us and split you down the middle like a wishbone? And that will be nothing compared to what they’ll do to Doctor—”


    “No!” I found myself saying, the threat of violence a little too near for someone who wouldn’t pop back into shape as easily as my three immortal companions. “Adonis, please go put on the suit,” I implored. “Just until we can get this figured out.”


    His broad shoulders slumped downward with the weight of his acquiescence. “All right,” he agreed.


    “We’ll be right back,” Crixus said, angling his attention toward the restroom the headless rabbit had disappeared into.


    “Be gentle,” I advised.


    “I don’t do gentle, Doctor.” Crixus sent me a wink that nearly scalded the skin from my bones. “You should know that better than anyone.”


    I ogled his back until it vanished.


    “I don’t really look like that, do I?” Marvin’s small head bobbed from side to side as he examined himself in the foggy brushed-metal surface of the old payphone stall where Adonis had set him. He pulled his pink lips back to reveal two protruding front incisors. “My teeth are nowhere near that disproportionate.”


    “No,” I assured him. “Not at all.”


    My phone rang within my purse, and the attendant anxiety descended as quickly as a clap of thunder. Liam’s name flashed across the display screen.


    “Hi there,” I said.


    “What the fuck—”


    “Uncle Liam!” a chorus of squeals sang.


    “F-frack…freak” he stuttered, mining his vocabulary for a suitable alternative. “What the freak happened to this place and where the hell are you?”


    A brief shout echoed within the bathroom, followed by a deafening crash. “Hold still,” I heard Crixus shout.


    “Still with my clients,” I reported. “Where are you?”


    “I’m at Tangie’s Café. You’re not here, and neither is anyone else. Unless you count a shit-ton—”


    “Uncle—”


    “A lot,” he corrected. “Unless you count a lot of rabbits.”


    “Bunny, bunny, bunny!” I heard a voice squeak.


    “Maddy, put that thing down!” Liam growled. “It could have rabies!”


    “Your mom could have rabies,” Marvin huffed from the payphone shelf.


    “What did you say?” Liam asked.


    “Nothing,” I said.


    “Put it on!” Crixus’s disembodied words floated out into the hallway.


    “It doesn’t fit.” Adonis’s voice took on a shrill edge that brought to mind the fruit snack fiasco of a few moments past.


    Crixus’s angry roar sent three approaching mall-walkers scurrying back down the hall. “It will stretch. Put. On. The suit.”


    “But it’s only my face that needs to be covered. Why do I have to wear the rest of it?”


     “For the gods’ sake we’re trying to blend in! If you walk around with just a rabbit head on, that will be even worse than a paper bag!”


    “Where are you now?” Liam asked.


    “At the mall,” I reported.


    “Stay there.” He disconnected.


    “I’ll try,” I said to the empty air.


    Adonis’s cartoon rabbit feet shuffled around the corner seconds before the rest of him caught up. His ankles were bare above the slippers, the line of pink fur catching him just below the bulge of his shapely calf. I got as far as mid-thigh before I had to train my gaze to the tiles. The undisguised shape of his package strained against the costume where it gathered at the juncture of his thighs.


    Long forearms poked from sleeves near three-quarters length on his lean body, the zipper hovering at half-mast to accommodate the mounded muscle spreading across his torso.


    The smooth skin of his neck disappeared into the rounded edge of the costume’s head. Painted screens affixed behind the rabbit’s eyes allowed Adonis to see out without giving me the benefit of drinking in the face behind the frozen expression of crazed joy.


    My nipples hardened painfully against the fabric of my bra.


    “You have got to be kidding me,” Crixus muttered. “I have you half naked in the bed after a spontaneous orgasm and you turn me down, but this guy dresses up in a rabbit suit and you pop a lady boner?”


    “It’s an involuntary physical reaction,” I said, glancing at a mother with a gaggle of little ones in tow making their way toward us. “What do we do now?”


    “Hey look!” one tow-headed squirt said, aiming a chubby digit at Adonis. “It’s the Easter Bunny!”


    “It sure is.” His mother stroked Adonis paws to ears with a sexy sideways glance.


    Crixus elbowed Adonis, who fumbled into the Easter basket with a clumsy paw and knocked out a few bags of rainbow-hued jellybeans, which the children fell upon like a pack of jackals.


    “What do you say?” their mother asked.


    “Thank you!” the voices parroted in unison.


    “Well, that wasn’t so hard,” Adonis said after they had departed.


    Marvin seemed to swell, his fur standing on end as his nose twitched double-time. “Not so hard? Not so hard?” he said.  “Being the Easter Bunny is a sacred responsibility. It requires an expert understanding of life, nature, and the balance of the universe. You think you can slap on a suit and toss out some candy and you’re done?”


    “A sacred responsibility?” I prodded. “I thought it was a joke. You said so yourself during our session yesterday.”


    Marvin picked fur from his vest. “That doesn’t mean that it shouldn’t be executed with the utmost care and sensitivity.”


    “And what do you suppose would happen if any of your attempts had been successful?” I pointed out.


    He thought about this for a moment. “Zeus would have to find someone else to take over for me. Train them how to do what I do.”


    “What if they don’t want to do what you do? What if they bring all new ideas and methods to the position? What if they decide your way of operating things was outmoded and old?”


    “Well, I…they couldn’t…they wouldn’t—” he sputtered.


    “I’m not trying to make light of your situation,” I reassured him. “And I’m sure in all your years, you must have thought this through before. But if you have any hesitation, even the tiniest second thought, you should at least pause to give it a little room. Think about it. You bit my ass when I almost sat on you yesterday. Something inside you wants to live.”


    His sigh was heavy enough to unstitch some tension yet coiled inside my breast. “I don’t think I can. There’s nothing left for me in this world. Nothing new or exciting or even surprising.”


    “You may be right,” I agreed. “I won’t argue with that, and I can’t promise anything. But what would you lose by letting me try? If it doesn’t work, you can go right back to hunting for death, same as always. Aren’t you at least willing to entertain the possibility that you could be happy again?”


    “Maybe,” he said.


    “We can start there. Can you hold off on the suicide attempts at least until we’ve had a chance to chat a little further?”


    “I s’pose.”


    “All very touching,” Crixus interrupted, looking to me. “But I think we better get moving before our friend wakes up.” His sapphire eyes flicked toward the bathroom where one denuded would-be Easter Bunny was presumably tucked away in one of the stalls.


    I opened my purse for Marvin to hop in, then turned to Crixus. “Lead the way,” I said.


    At the end of the hall, we merged with the stream of bodies making their way toward the food court. People moved through and around us, pushing strollers, walking hand-in-hand, sharing pretzels and weekend plans.


    With a demigod on my left, an immortal man in a rabbit costume on my right, and the Easter Bunny in my purse, I felt as removed from this normal scene as if I had been beamed down from another planet.


    Never again would I be able to engage in a simple afternoon of shopping with a friend, living comfortably in the illusion that I knew the world and the creatures in it. That I understood the forces supporting this precarious dance and could walk up and down its corridors confidently, knowing my place.


    “You never knew those things anyway,” Crixus said, filtering through my thoughts like a sieve. “You only thought you did.”


    “Get out of my head,” I ordered.


    “Get into my bed,” he replied.


    “Even now, that’s all you can think about?” I accused him.


    “No,” he said. “I’m also thinking about how to keep you alive.”


    “Only so he can nail you.” Adonis’s voice was muffled through the layers of cotton batting and fur and had a strange hollow quality I attributed to the oversized head encircling his own like an astronaut’s helmet.


    “Is that true?” I asked Crixus.


    “Of course it is,” Adonis answered. “Every super on this planet knows he—”


    “One more word, and I will rip your head off and personally hold you down while every soccer mom in this place violates you. Do you understand me?” Some unspoken knowledge crackled between them, filling the space I occupied with a sense of foreboding.


    “I would like to understand,” I said, jogging a little to keep pace with their lengthening strides. “What is Adonis talking about?”


    “Nothing vital to your survival,” Crixus answered.


    “And apparently detrimental to mine,” Adonis added.


    “Do you know anything about this?” I questioned the bunny in my purse.


    His quick glance at Crixus was not lost on me. “Not a thing,” he said.


    “Crixus, if you want my continued help with your assignments, you had better start talking. And fast.”


    “Doctor, now isn’t the time or the place for this conversation.”


    “And when is? After I get pulled apart by two female deities warring over the immortal I…uh, unintentionally coupled with?”


    “You call it unintentional. I call it destiny,” Adonis said. “The fates brought us together.”


    “My name isn’t fate, Romeo.” Crixus grabbed one the head’s long, pink ears and gave it a tug. “And if I have to pry you apart with a crowbar, believe me, I will.”


    “There is no together,” I said. “Everyone seems to be overlooking this one very important fact. ”


    “How can you ignore what we experienced?” the giant pink rabbit asked, the frozen face failing to mirror the earnest pleading in the voice emitting from behind two oversized front teeth.


    “Adonis, please try to understand,” I beseeched him. “You told me about the effect you have on women. I did you a grave disservice by thinking I was different.”


    “But you are different,” he insisted. “What I felt with you is different. You healed me.”


    “No, I really didn’t. Your physical reaction to me could be attributed to a number of different factors.”


    “You can say that as many times as you want, my love. It won’t change the way I feel about you.”


    “Please stop saying that.” I ducked back behind Crixus, who shouldered his way through a choked passage between a fountain and an indoor playground where little bodies hurtled around like a visual illustration of the chaos principle.


    “There you are!” A beefy hand shot out and grabbed Adonis by the sleeve. The hand, as it turned out, was attached to the hairy arm of a mall employee with a clipboard and a nametag designating him as Event Staff. “You were supposed to be back from your break fifteen minutes ago. All these people have waiting for half an hour.”


    We looked over to the winding line of parents bouncing chubby-fisted babies on their hips in the impatient posture of the soon-to-be shrieked deaf. Mothers chased toddlers as they alternately took off toward unseen shiny objects and attempted to dive headfirst into the nearby fountain. At the top of the platform trailing the writhing mass of energy and annoyance was a giant Easter egg hiding a gilded throne.


    “What happened to the costume?” the man holding the straining sleeve of Adonis’s costume asked. “I thought you said you were a medium.”


    “Looked bigger on the hanger,” Adonis shrugged.


    “Just do me a favor and get your tail in the chair. This crowd is turning ugly.”


    “Bunny!” one voice sang out.


    “Bunny!” another voice echoed.


    The cry rippled through the crowd, doubling back upon itself until it became a two-syllable chant: “Bun-ny! Bun-ny! Bun-ny!”


    “It may be time to make a hasty exit,” I whispered to Crixus. “Too much longer, and Adonis will get torn limb from limb.”


    A white blur shot from my purse, rocketing toward the waiting hands and feet of the fidgeting masses.


    “Marvin, no!” I shouted, taking off after him. “No more attempts! We agreed!”


    “Just let me die!” the retreating tail insisted.


    “The bunny talked! It’s the real Easter Bunny!” a nearby girl squealed, taking off to follow Marvin.


    Such was the pebble foretelling the avalanche. The line of people hemorrhaged in a rush of bodies, Marvin disappearing into them as completely as a raindrop in a river.


    I fought my way into the fray, searching for a telltale flash of white fur.


    “Son of a bitch!” I heard Crixus grumble. “Matilda, get out of there!”


    “I got him I got him!”


    I glanced up in time to see Marvin disappear beneath the body of a grade-schooler whose proportions mirrored those of a less-buoyant dirigible.


    “Yes!” I heard Marvin squeak. “Oh gods, it hurts so good!”


    “Get off of the rabbit!” My hand closed over one chubby ankle as my feet were knocked out from under me.


    Pain shot up through my legs as my knees were crushed to the tile by the impact of a body landing on mine. I looked back to see a head of overprocessed orange hair roughly the same shape and size as that on the shoulders pinning Marvin to the ground.


    “You turn loose of my son!” she insisted.


    “Tell your son to turn loose of my rabbit!”


    “If he’s your rabbit, you shoulda kept better control of him!”


    “I could say the same for your offspring.” I worked at the damp, chubby fingers wrapped around Marvin’s neck.


    “How about you turn loose of my doctor?”


    The weight on my legs vanished as Crixus’s worn motorcycle boots shuffled into view. A pair of pink oversized paws shoved beneath Junior and came out with Marvin, less one prosthetic foot, clutched tight.


    “Gotcha,” Adonis said.


    I scrambled to my feet and tucked Marvin back into my bag before zipping it closed.


    “Thieves!” Junior’s mom accused, flagging down a security guard at the edge of the horde. “They’re stealing my baby’s rabbit!”


    “Time to get out of here,” Crixus said.


    “We can’t materialize in front of everyone,” Adonis insisted.


    “Run!” I shrieked.


    Shouts echoed through the atrium as we tore through the mall toward the nearest exit, the crowd at our heels.


    Air sawed in and out of my lungs as I tried to keep the galloping pace set by Crixus and Adonis. “Where are we going?”


    We shoved through the glass doors and barreled out into the sunlight. “Over there!” Crixus said, jerking his head toward a legion of milling bodies in the church parking lot across the street.


    “Oh shit,” I puffed.


    “What now?” Crixus asked.


    “That’s the Women’s Rotary Club!”


    “And?”


    “And they’re holding their Women in the Workforce event! I was supposed to make a donation.”


    “Consider this a donation of your time. And whatever you do,” he said, tossing a glance over his shoulder Adonis, “keep that head on!”


    “I’m a giant pink rabbit!” Adonis retorted. “How in Hades am I supposed to blend in?”


    The only answer came in the form of squealing tires. A minivan barreled toward us, screeching to a stop just in time to avoid sending the bake sale table into orbit. Mary Ellen Mayes, door-to-door judgment peddler and elder statesman of the Women’s Rotary Club, marched toward the vehicle, ready, it seemed, to pull the driver out by his ear and deliver a lecture capable of peeling flesh from bone.


    She was nearly knocked to the rear end of her coordinated sportswear separates when the driver’s side door exploded open, ejecting Liam into the parking lot.


    Even amid the swirling chaos, lust knifed through me at the sight of him—his body a long predatory line clothed in death-black.


    His dark hair, glossy as raven’s feathers, absorbed rather than reflected the morning sun, his brutal features a symphony of the shadows that seemed to define his every aspect. Full lips pressed into a humorless line, he scanned the crowd behind sunglasses concealing ash-colored eyes. Eyes I knew would darken to the color of wet stone when his blood was up.


    “Who is that?” I heard Adonis shout over the din.


    “The hit man,” Crixus answered.


    These three words produced another rush of pleasure through the flesh Liam had been the first to explore. Flesh that still bore the molten memories he had scorched into my skin with the same hands that brushed his coat to confirm the comfort of the weapon secreted beneath.


    The fluidly confident movements of his body tightened as he spotted us within the crowd.


    “You might want to hide,” I advised Adonis. “He may or may not want to hurt you.”


    “A decision he would regret for the brief remainder of his mortal life,” Adonis said.


    “Not likely,” Crixus replied, tugging the giant rabbit back toward the crush of bodies. “This one isn’t like the others.”


    “I’ll say,” I sighed.


    The world around me went as silent as a soundproof recording studio; Crixus’s voice was all that remained in my head. When this is over, I’m going to wipe those words from your lips with my cock. You’ll beg to suck me long before I’m finished with you.


    Wet heat pooled between my legs, turning my knees to jelly just as Liam pushed his way over to me. “Nice wheels,” I said, grasping at anything that might wrest his attention from the retreating rabbit.


    His words were bullets, abrupt and brutal. “It’s a rental. Where is he?”


    “Where’s who?”


    Liam snatched the sunglasses from his face and I was treated to the full force of his burning gaze. “Adonis.”


    “Psst!” a voice said. I looked down to see Marvin’s head poking from a hole in the side of my purse. “What’s your going rate to take someone out?”


    “No,” I said to Marvin. “You are not going to hire him to kill you. And did you really just chew a hole in my Burberry purse?”


    “You zipped me in,” he said. “I panicked.”


    “Where are the kids?” I asked, glancing toward the minivan.


    “Watching a DVD.”


    “That’s against the law, you know. Leaving children unattended in a car. As a mental health professional, I am bound by law to call CPS when—”


    “You have the Easter Bunny in your purse and a blackmailer taking pictures of you from behind the bush over there. How I’m keeping my nieces and nephews occupied right now is the least of your worries.”


    “What? Where?” An oily head disappeared behind a hedgerow next to the church’s red brick wall just as I glanced toward the building. “That sonova—”


    “Oh snap,” Marvin muttered. “They’re here.”


    “They who?”


    No sooner had the question left my lips than I saw the feminine figures making their way toward us. On the left, a tall, leather catsuit-wearing supermodel who looked like she had stepped right out of a high-priced S&M parlor in her knee-high four-inch stiletto boots. In her black-gloved hand she held the studded leash of an animal that looked more science experiment than dog, the golden retriever head poking from its ill-fitting sweater all that resembled anything canine. Additional head-sized lumps moved beneath the singed fabric on either side of the golden retriever’s neck.


    Cerberus, and by association, Persephone.


    To the monster’s right, a petite honey blonde vixen in a flowing sundress à la Marilyn Monroe moved across the parking lot like sex on strappy sandals. Her body was one endless curve, inviting every eye to caress the mounds of her swaying breasts, the smooth column of her neck, the ripe crimson flower of her lips.


    Aphrodite.


    Persephone’s ruby-lacquered lips formed the words “Sic, Cerberus.” The leash fell from her hand, giving the hellhound his freedom.


    I ducked behind Liam. “Hide me!”


    “From who?”


    “Aphrodite and Persephone,” Marvin answered. “They want to kill Matilda because she fucked Adonis.”


    The muscles of Liam’s back tightened beneath my hands.


    “And where is he now?” Liam asked.


    “Marvin,” I began.


    Liam pulled opened the flap of his jacket to reveal the firearm snug within its holster beneath his arm. “This is a Smith and Wesson 1191. It will blow your head to confetti without so much as a whisper.”


    “Over there!” Marvin shouted. “The guy in the pink bunny suit!”


    Liam shrugged me off as easily as a spring jacket and cut through the crowd like a dark blade.


    The hole in my purse gave way entirely as Marvin shot out, a yellow-white blur bounding toward the Cerberus’s ravening maw seconds before the monster leapt for me.


    Unable to stop either Liam or Marvin, I did the only thing I could think of. “Crixus!” I screamed.


    He turned just as Liam’s hands closed over the long, pink ears of Adonis’s costume.


    “Turn around, you miserable fuck,” Liam snarled. “I want to see the face I’m going to pound into pulp.”


    “Liam, no!”


    One jerk, and the rabbit head pulled free, revealing Adonis’s face to the world.


    *****


    A hush fell over the crowd, all motion ceasing for one breathless moment as the universe rearranged itself around a new axis.


    I was only one in the mass of bodies, all writhing to get at the pink fur-wrapped Adonis, whose brief scream split the air before he was sucked down into the pile.


    And then I was climbing. My hands sinking into wrinkled skin, flesh, and the cotton candy coiffeurs of the assorted company who had previously been engaged in setting up the various tables and booths for the event’s kick-off later this evening.


    Gnarled hands grasped at my clothing, their fat veins slithering beneath the thin skin under my palm as I peeled them away.


    “Someone stop that hussy!” a warbly voice shouted. “If she gets at him, there won’t be any left for the rest of us!”


    Bodies closed in around me, pushing me downward to the asphalt, the world becoming a forest of blue-veined ankles, aluminum walkers, and rubber-tipped canes. Familiar black boots came into view, and light broke through the canopy of floral print fabric. Strong hands seized my shoulders and I was hauled upward, sliding against the length of Crixus’s body.


    “Do you see what I see, ladies?” a sugary, stutter-step voice asked. “Looks like the door prizes are being handed out early.”


    “No,” Crixus said, backing into another wave of grasping hands. “Don’t look at me like that. The guy you want is over there. Hung like a horse and can go all night. In fact, I’ll bet he can take you two at a time.”


    “He looks pretty busy,” a petite, apricot-haired woman in a purple sweatsuit observed. “I’ll bet a nice young man like you could help us pass the time.”


    “Oh my, yes,” agreed a muumuu-wearing compatriot. “I’ma sit on that face like a padded toilet seat after a hemorrhoidectomy.”


    “Oh gods no. Please,” Crixus begged, turning his blue eyes toward a sky of a lighter hue. “Please. I’ve done everything you asked. Mostly. Take back my immortality. Kill me. Kill me now—” This last word changed pitch so abruptly that I wasn’t sure Crixus had spoken it until I spotted the bony hand squeezing his crotch.


    “Oooh!” the grabber announced. “I think we might have a fireman here! This one’s hiding quite the hose in these trousers!”


    The demigod went down to his knees, drowning in the sudden surge of bodies piling atop him.


    I sagged within the hands of my captors, going limp as a boned fish, crawling my way over to dig for Crixus’s hand among the slack flesh and fragile bones.


    Pain seared a thousand needles into my scalp. The ground disappeared from beneath me as I was dragged backward over the tangle of bodies by my hair. I flailed at the hand holding me, my fingers closing on the buttery leather cuff of Persephone’s outfit.


    “You stupid, pathetic slut.” The voice rolled over my body like smoky velvet, hoarse and sexy as a lounge singer’s. “How dare you defile an immortal with your soiled flesh?”


    “I didn’t mean to!” I hissed through the terrific pain burning in my temples.


    “What?” a sweet, silky voice answered. “You tripped and fell on his dick?”


    I was tossed down to the concrete at the perfectly pedicured feet of Aphrodite, who pressed her stiletto heel into the divot where my collarbone met the base of my neck.


    “First my son, Cupid, and now my consort. Your habit of sticking your pointy little nose into my affairs is most unwelcome.”


    I swallowed against the pressure crushing my neck. Lack of air threatened to steal any remaining capacity for thought. “Does Adonis belong to you alone, then?”


    “No,” Persephone spat. “He belongs to us both.”


    “Not always,” Aphrodite retorted. “He was mine. Until I sent him to you for safe keeping.”


    “In a box.” Persephone’s slim, pale arms crossed against her slick bustier. “I freed him. In many ways.”


    The pressure on my neck lessened incrementally. “He wasn’t yours to free,” Aphrodite spat.


    “No more than he was yours to keep,” Persephone bit back.


    Aphrodite’s golden skin drank in the sunlight, growing more luminous by the second. She turned her attention back to me. “Well, if it weren’t for you, he would still be with us.”


    “How can you say that?” I cut in. “After what he told me about why he left?”


    “Don’t speak about matters that don’t concern you, mortal.” Wind whipped Persephone’s hair into black flame.


    “It may not concern me,” I said, “but it certainly concerns Aphrodite. She has a right to know.”


    “What do I have a right to know?” Aphrodite demanded.


    “There’s nothing.” Persephone insisted. “Can’t you see the mortal is baiting you?”


    “Baiting? No. I just think relationships should be built on trust. And if I were Aphrodite, I would want to know.”


    “The rumors!” Aphrodite gasped. “They’re true?”


    “Completely,” I agreed, having no idea whatsoever the rumors might be.


    “You lying bitch!” Rage deepened Aphrodite’s voice to a rumble that threatened to fill the sky. “We agreed to work together to deal with the doctor. And you’ve been plotting against me all this time.”


    Persephone’s words were a low, threatening hum. “All that sex has addled what little mind you had, Venus.”


    “I will see you pay for that in blood from your black heart.”


    They sprang at each other, two colossi of the feminine aspect. Robbed of their ability to employ whatever supernatural powers they might possess, they resorted to the good, old-fashioned scratching and hair-pulling common to women battling over the same morsel of man.


    No longer the subject of the goddesses’ attention, I turned back to the fray, seeking signs of Liam, Adonis or Crixus.


    I found the first in this list wide-eyed and wild-haired, his face covered in smears of fuchsia, rose and tangerine lipstick. He waded through bodies rolling in the throes of ecstasy at his feet, the knobby elbows of one persistent grandmother wrapped around his waist like a belt as the rest of her body dragged behind him.


    “Can’t unsee,” he mumbled. “Can’t unsee. Tits. Snatch…like a wizard’s sleeve.”


    I pried the knuckles at his zipper open and peeled the hands off his pants. Taking his face in my hands, I pulled his eyes level with mine. “Liam, I need you to focus. We need to find the head to the rabbit costume and get it back on Adonis. Do you think you can do that?”


    “Head,” he mumbled.


    “Yes. The pink rabbit head. Can you find it?”


    He nodded.


    “Good. I’m going to go try and help Crixus.”


    The women were beginning to lose energy. Their movements slowed, their bodies easier to move. Beneath a pile of exposed, liver-spotted flesh, I found Crixus staring blankly up at the sky, sandwiched between pairs of drooping breasts whose nipples pointed toward their orthopedic shoes.


    “Off!” I shouted, elbowing my way through them. “Get off of him!”


    “I’ve got it!” Liam’s triumphant voice announced. He held the maniacally grinning head aloft like the trophy of a bested opponent.


    “Go put it on Adonis!” I ordered. “Hurry!”


    As the last body fell away from the demigod’s prone form, I saw the extent of the damage. His shirt hung from his torso in shreds, his skin marred by the indentation of bite marks and angry purple-red hickeys. The deep, muscular grooves cutting down between his hipbones were wet with saliva where countless tongues had traced them until they disappeared into his jeans.


    I leaned over him and pressed a cool hand against his feverish cheek. “Crixus? Are you okay?”


    His voice was barely a whisper.


    “What?” I brought my face closer to his and was rewarded with a lightning-fast blur of movement as I was rolled beneath him on an uneven surface. Crixus’s hands tangled into my hair, his lips crushing down over mine as his tongue plumbed the depths of my mouth in silken strokes.


    A strobe light blinked against my closed eyelids, pulling me back into the present, back to the unwelcome knowledge that I was passionately kissing a demigod on a bed of felled senior citizens in various stages of undress.


    “God, this is great stuff!” the Ferret’s voice gave me the final dose of reality needed to fit all the puzzle pieces together.


    That hadn’t been a strobe light, it had been a camera’s flash. I was enmeshed in the largest cluster fuck in the history of cluster fucks, and the Ferret had captured it all.


    I shoved Crixus off of me and scrambled to my feet.


    “Sorry,” he said, looking not sorry at all. “Palate cleanser.”


    “Do me a favor?” I asked him.


    “Anything,” he agreed.


    I nodded toward the Ferret, who had yet to cease snapping photos. “Go break that guy in half and shove the camera up his ass.”


    “My pleasure,” Crixus said, cracking his knuckles.


    “This is a free country,” the Ferret insisted, backing away. “There are no rules against taking pictures in a public place.”


    “The rules don’t apply to me,” Crixus said.


    “Get her off! Oh my God! Someone get her off!” Liam’s bellow of pain spun us all in his direction. The rabbit head had vanished, and a head of a completely different kind was sandwiched under his arm, the dentureless mouth fastened to his wrist. He had succeeded in replacing the head to Adonis’s costume but had drawn the ire of his attacker in the process.


    “Lay the ivory to him, Mary Ellen!” came the shouted encouragement.


    “Ma?” the Ferret asked.


    Mary Ellen’s head jerked upright and she released Liam’s arm. “Brett?”


    Mother and son considered each other across the distance. Mary Ellen straightened her blouse and smoothed her hair.


    Adonis reached down to the crotch of his costume and handed over a pair of dentures, which Mary Ellen slid back into her mouth. “What are you doing here?” she asked the Ferret.


    A quick analysis of the Ferret’s face revealed a conflicted mixture of hope, distress, and shame.


    “He’s taking pictures,” I answered for him. “He has a real eye for dynamic shots. You wouldn’t believe how much people are willing to pay for someone as talented as he is.” A stretch, perhaps, but all technically true.


    The Ferret cast a curious glance in my direction.


    “Really?” Mary Ellen asked. Her cast iron face began to soften around the edges.


    “Really,” I said.


    “You look so…professional,” she said. Her eyes brimmed with unshed tears.


    “You look good too,” the Ferret replied. “Ma, I—”


    “No,” Mary Ellen said, shaking her head. “It’s okay, Brett. I owe you an apology. I’ve wanted to call you for the longest time.”


    “It’s my fault too, Ma.  Do you think we could maybe we could get coffee sometime?”


    “I’d like that,” Mary Ellen said. “Will you be staying around for the Women in the Workforce event tonight?”


    “Sorry, Ma,” the Ferret said, handing the camera to me. “I have to go grab some pictures I owe Dr. Schmidt. I’m afraid I have a little too much on my plate right now to give her profile the proper attention.” His wink only sent my skin crawling a few inches this time.


    “Oh no!” I heard someone behind me lament. “The bake sale!”


    Over at the edge of the crowd, the battle continued on between Aphrodite and Persephone. They had crashed into the table bearing cupcakes, pies, and other assorted goodies, and were slicked head to toe with chocolate frosting, whipped cream, and pudding.


    Their slippery bodies slid against each other, cleavage to cleavage, their slick legs entwined as they swore and scratched at each other.


    “Holy shit,” Adonis breathed behind me. “That’s hot. Gotta go.” He was a pink blur, bolting over to the two women, separating them so they could run behind a building to engage in a calorie-laden orgy before vanishing back into the immortal ether.


    Persephone whistled as they disappeared behind the church, and Cerberus trotted into view.


    Only when I saw his pink-stained maw did the thought fully crystalize in my head.


    “Marvin!” I gasped, turning to Liam. “Where’s Marvin?”


    “Over here!” Crixus called.


    On numb feet and legs filled with sand, I jogged over to the patch of grass where Crixus crouched.


    I pulled up short, the force of shock stopping me in my tracks as effectively as if I had run face first into a brick wall.


    Marvin lay crumpled in the grass, his matted, bloody fur a pink-red mockery of Easter against the vibrant green church lawn. His yellow bow tie had been torn from his neck, his vest punctured and shredded by any number of Cerberus’s teeth.


    I was only vaguely aware of the curb biting into my knees as I collapsed beside him. “Marvin! Oh, no!”


    His little chest rose in fell in shallow gasps, trying in vain to drag life from the air. “It’s...” The words came in time with the breaths and waited for another spasm to pass before speaking again. “Okay.”


    “Why isn’t he healing?” I demanded of Crixus.


    “He can’t,” Crixus said. “Not this time.”


    “But he’s been hurt worse than this before! He told me so himself!” I scooped a hand under Marvin’s head and stroked the lacework of veins in his still-warm ear. “Marvin, please,” I begged. “Please try.”


    My tears thinned the blood on his ruined body. Each one landing with a gentle pat as it sank into his fur.


    “I want this,” he whispered. “To be free.”


    “But you”—a sob broke my sentence in half—“you saved Sigmund. You can save yourself.”


    “I found…him. Death. He’ll take me now. Now that I…” Breath ebbed away from him like the tide, taking longer each time to return to the shore.


    “Now that what?” I demanded.


    “Now that he sacrificed himself,” Crixus answered. “For you.”


    A fresh wave of grief vacuumed the space from my chest, collapsing me in upon myself.


    Marvin’s chest inflated on a sudden gasp, his chocolate-brown eyes widening one final time. His pink lips curled in a serene smile as he sent his last breath up to meet the clouds reflected on the surface of his gaze.


    He was gone.


    *****


    “Next!” Crixus’s voice echoed in the empty space of the church’s auditorium, graciously allotted to us by the Women’s Rotary Club in exchange for my generous donation.


    I had filled in Pay To the Order Of space on the ten thousand dollar check the Ferret returned to me and handed it over to his mother, Mary Ellen.


    It proved the perfect venue to interview potential applicants for the new Easter Bunny, an occupation now vacant with Marvin’s unfortunate passing.


    “I really don’t feel qualified to make this choice,” I announced, glancing past Liam and four sets of small, sneakered feet to Crixus, whose own motorcycle boots were propped up on the chair in front of him.


    “Those are the rules,” Crixus replied. “You kill the Easter Bunny, you pick the replacement.”


    “You killed the Easter Bunny?” a wide-eyed Maddy asked me.


    “No,” I argued. “ I did not kill the Easter Bunny. He sacrificed himself for me. That’s entirely different.”


    “She killed the Easter Bunny,” Maddy whispered to Caden.


    “Quiet,” Liam hissed. “Doctor Matilda was nice enough to let you stay and watch. If you don’t stay quiet, she might make you leave.”


    “Sorry,” Maddy whispered. Her heavy-lashed blue eyes glanced to the side. I fought a painful surge of affection for the dark-haired cherub who folded her hands in her lap and redoubled her efforts to keep her eyes forward.


    The sound of hooves clomping across the stage announced the next applicant before his golden horn poked into view from behind the curtain.


    “A unicorn!” Maddy’s ever-ready squeal soared through the open space.


    “You have got to be kidding me,” I grumbled as the rest of him wandered into view. His rainbow-hued mane gleamed beneath the overhead lights, a matching tail swishing from the end of his powerful white haunches. He tossed his muscular neck, casting a shower of sparkles across the stage from the pair of glittery bunny ears attached to the headband perched over his eyes.


    “Forget it, Wallis,” Crixus said, dropping his boots to the floor with a resounding thud.


    “What?” Wallis the unicorn asked. “The rules say the position is open to any and all magical creatures. And as you can clearly see, I am one magical unicorn-load of flaming awesome.”


    “Did he just wink at me?” I whispered to Liam.


    “That would explain the overwhelming urge I just felt to punch him in the face,” Liam replied.


    “You can’t punch unicorns in the face!” Maddy gasped.


    “Believe me, kid, you can,” Crixus drawled, fixing an icy stare on Wallis. “In fact, some unicorns should be punched in the face at least three times a day.”


    “Look, I thought we agreed to leave that little Crimean War incident behind us, Crixus,” Wallis said.


    “The hell we did!” Crixus said, shooting up from his seat.


    “Oops. Better take this,” I interrupted, holding aloft my jingling phone.


    The angry back-and-forth of an argument volleyed behind me as I stepped out of the auditorium and into the hallway. “Dr. Schmidt,” I said.


    “Well hello, Doctor.” The snicker that followed sent ice water sluicing through my veins.


    “Who is this?”


    “The one who still needs the key you promised to get.”


    Panic swirled around me like smoke. I had hoped the reprieve the Ferret’s resignation brought would have lasted longer than the few quiet days I had enjoyed. “I have all the pictures,” I informed the voice on the other end. “Barrett showed me the negatives.”


    Another chuckle. “Good thing I have something even better. I have someone here who wants to say hello.”


    Something rustled against the phone, the sound faint over the heartbeat pounding in my ears.


    “Matilda? Is that you?”


    The ground rushed up to meet me as my back slid down a brick wall. A voice I would know instantly and forever.


    “Mom?”


    <<<>>> 


     


    To be continued…


     


    Don’t miss Matilda Schmidt in Unbearable—coming June 2014.


     


     


    Did Unhoppy make you want to sneeze rainbow sprinkles of AWESOME? Did it make you want to poop jellybeans of FAIL?


     


    I’d love to hear from you!


     


    Like me: https://www.facebook.com/cynthia.saintaubin


    Friend me: https://www.facebook.com/cynthia.st.aubin


    Follow me: https://twitter.com/CynthiaStAubin


    Visit me: http://www.cynthiastaubin.com/


    Email me: cynthiastaubin@gmail.com


    Subliminally message me: You were thinking of cheese just now, right?
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