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To those who consume 
knowledge and books hungrily 
like Tantalus prays 
he could consume food and drink... 
I dedicate this to you.


“Death is not the worst evil, but rather when we wish to die and cannot.” 

—Sophocles, Electra


VOLUME I

THE FALL OF KORE


INTERLUDE I Katabole




καταβολή ● [katabolé][n., fem.]

creation (of the world), beginning; laying the foundation; commencement; conception in the womb.


PERSEPHONE I

Have you ever been struck by a moonbeam? Been struck dumb by the moon with a dream so powerful, you know it to be absolute truth? There is terror in that knowledge. Long ago, a prophecy foretold that I would be the bringer of destruction, the harbinger of death, and many steps were taken to prevent my coming to power for fear of what I would do with it. Many tried taking matters into their own hands, but they all failed.

I learned I was impervious to death when my first husband tried to murder me. It hadn’t been a partnership of love, but of force. With the help of demons and fate, Nergal had found his way into my realm and used chains of life to bind me to his will in an attempt to prevent my so-called destruction. Why the fates had done this, I still wonder to this day, but every orchestration had resulted in this very dream—a dream where Cronus rises and kills all. Their schemes had started by tying me to an unworthy man. They feared me as all sensible beings did.

My name, Ereshkigal, faded into obscurity, reduced to only occasional literary references, but this didn’t matter. The mortals had many names for me, and I answered to them all. Even when they forgot me, they still flocked to me.

Before Hades had joined me as my consort, the palace had been a single atrium with a fortified wall of carved stone, guarded by gate after gate, each enchanted to peel a layer away from any who dared enter my dread halls. In the case of my sister, there had been nothing to peel but the clothes from her back and the crown on her head; nothing of substance within could be revealed, for she was empty. Alone, I had sat on my throne, ruling over the dead who approached my seat of power, their souls bared. I played every role. I was Death. Salvation. Ruin. Justice. Friend. Foe. I was all.

Then, changing everything, Hades had travelled into my lands when I answered to the name of Lelwani. He was a consort of my own choosing, not one forced upon me. Hades was an easy man to love, and he’d cherished me in return. We’d had three children together, though our son had slipped through our fingers, and through it all, he’d been steady, a pillar of stability. He was the true pillar of Hercules.

Looking at him now as I sit awake in bed, I want to touch him to bring myself comfort, but I cannot. Shoving the sweat-soaked sheets from my overheated body, I close my eyes and try to calm my racing heart.

"A dream from the tree of False Dreams," I murmur, though it does little to comfort me. The dream showed me two futures—one where my spirit is renewed and another where my worst fears come to pass. “Two paths.”

Despite the darkness of my chambers, I can easily discern the muscular form of my husband beside me, his raven tresses pouring over the pillow clutched beneath his powerful arms. My eyes drink in his perfectly sculpted body; he does not stir as I slide out of bed. Draping his dark robe over my shoulders to be enveloped by his scent, I cover my face and hair with a veil of mourning before vacating the room.

The labyrinthine hallways once provided me solace, allowing me to merge with the Subterranean world. Now, however, they feel oppressive, the walls closing in on me like a tomb—a death without end, for I cannot die.

Before, I was a Goddess of Passion, power, and ambition, sentiments which propelled me forward far beyond the life I had inherited. Now, I yearn for freedom. At my core, I long for the eternal slumber where I can elude the weight of the world, no longer held by Atlas alone. Many of my family had already perished in the stagnation of forever. If I was to avoid this fate… and prevent the utter destruction of this world…

Ahead, a servant enters the hallway, interrupting the thought, and I stop, holding my breath to avoid discovery. Nestled in the stone wall, concealed in the darkness, I make myself as small as possible—a task not so difficult these days. The servant turns in the opposite direction, and after several moments, the torch winks out. The tightening coil of anxiety releases and with a sustained exhale, I continue down the hallway towards the throne room.

Still, my thoughts plague me. Immortality is only of value if you have something left to experience. If one has already experienced everything life has to offer, what else is there? Boredom becomes an echo—an endless echo with no distraction. The world is constantly in flux, so much so that if you live long enough, you realize that ‘change’ itself is an illusion—that it is the only constant thing in this world.

What most perceive as ‘change’ is really just a cycle. The illusion of evolution is a depressing magic trick that fools only those with mortal life spans; no generation ever creates something new. What mortals mistake for progress is rediscovery. It’s a song that does not stop. Eternity is the cycling through the ages—the golden age of knowledge to the inevitable downfall of the dark age where knowledge and morality denigrate to their basest form only to be rediscovered by ‘heroes’—forever. There have been hundreds of dark ages and as many recoveries. Each age is a breath of Gaia—her inhales raise the birth of civilizations and her exhales raze them. Gaia is the scope of life, and her son, Cronus, who dwells in a cave kept in endless slumber, is the patient Death of all: time. Time is the jailor of all life.

Secretly, I harbour a deep desire for a rebellion in the Underworld. My soul yearns for the opportunity to embrace life in all its fullness, to revel in the excitement life has to offer. This is the fate I must pursue.

Still in the clutch of my dream which had shown me two possible futures, I relive the undesirable outcome; water slips past my lips as gnarled fingers with overgrown nails clutch my ankles to pull me to the bottom of the Lake called the Avernos. The restless souls of the dead rarely have visitors; they are greedy for even the smallest morsels. A diminished Goddess would be a feast. They would gorge on me over and over, until Cronus had enslaved all who opposed him and brought me back up to rule over the dead as a puppet queen, since not even time could kill me.

How do you kill a God?

I am in a unique position to answer. You simply let her live her life as she sees fit, and given enough time, you let her beg for death and let her put all her resources into ending it herself. No ‘special plan’ or weapon is required. The mere act of existing is sufficient, as there is no remedy for a withered soul—apart from an internal desire to change.

When I enter the throne room, relief fills me to find it empty. The raised dais supports two identical thrones, both immense in size and grandeur, carved from obsidian and shaped to fit our forms after eons of use. These days, there are rarely visitors to the palace. Sometimes, I see Hermes flitting about with goings on from above, but the original Olympians are gone.

Zeus is dead. When the humans discovered how to control the weather, Zeus, already diminished from a lack of worship and acknowledgement, faded through the previous century. Hera, known for her susceptibility to neuroticism, had succumbed to even greater despair than usual, utterly devastated by the deplorable state of marriage among mortals. With the death of Zeus, she too had perished.

Poseidon is only a shell of who he used to be. The last oil spill had broken his spirits. He’d watched as his subjects floated to the surface, their bodies swollen, discoloured, distended, and lifeless. Rather than joining his comrades, he descended into the depths of a deep trench, where he rests motionless upon its bed to become a relic.

Everlasting Goddess of the Hearth and Flame, Hestia, used to have a place in every home, but with each passing decade, fewer and fewer homes even have fireplaces, let alone a hearth where families congregate in the heart of their home. In the last conversation we’d had, Hestia complained about the unnaturalness of electric stoves. Athena is ‘missing.’ One only had to look around at the state of the world to see it is a world bereft of justice, intelligence, and wisdom. The crazy, the stupid, and the cruel run the world.

My mother, Demeter, is gone too, her spirit darkened by the foul adulteration of modernity as mankind continues to genetically alter their crops, produce, and clothing. Demeter was not immune to the toxic effects of these modifications. Gradually, her once radiant form withered, succumbing to death as she crossed the point of no return.

The remaining Gods and Goddesses are in varying states; I had not seen many of them in centuries. My gaze lingers on the throne of my husband, Lord Hades. I can only hope he will prevail in my absence for I must do something drastic. I allow myself to brush my hand along the armrest of my throne once before emerging into the perpetual darkness of my realm. They said I was a being of destruction. It hasn’t been true for the entirety of my existence, but perhaps it is true of me now. Only the fates know.


CHAPTER 1

DARK EYES

Twilight descends, draping its velvet cloak over the campus of Athens, Georgia, and the soft sounds of laughter and chatter float through the air before fading into the background like a distant melody. At the heart of the University where the brick and cobblestone paths weave through campus, an elaborate fountain with statues of the Muses stands proudly behind the classics building. The glimmering waters reflect the pale light of the moon, a place of solace for the dreamers and the romantics. Beyond is a gazebo covered in vines, though in the growing darkness, they look less like vegetation and more like writhing serpents. The night air is warm; it’s the final week of August before school begins again, and, alone, I approach the fountain, the coin heavy in my hand.

Benches and rose bushes decorate the pathways, but I pass these in lieu of sitting on the brick wall. Hopping up onto a wooden bench close to the wall, I use the back to launch myself onto it. I sit and watch the shimmering water before me as the skirt of my dress tickles my shin in the slight breeze. My favourite places to sit are the places where one is not meant to.

In my final year of my master’s degree in classics, I have not accomplished what I thought I would. In fact, while everyone else seems to know what they’re doing, I feel lost. My friends have everything figured out. Kate has already completed her thesis, while Theo and Max have already been approved to enter the PhD program. My grades are good enough for such a move, but I no longer know that it would be the right path for me. Even now, I could be doing school prep, but nothing in the world could inspire me to pull out a textbook tonight.

The coin seems to grow hot, and the bat design on the front stares back at me hard. Tearing my gaze away from the coin and all it signifies, I take in the sight before me. The lampposts illuminate the garden space where benches orbit the fountain of the Muses, all connected by a sea of gravel and segmented by neatly trimmed bushes. It’s quaint and charming, and in the residual heat, the floral scents are living entities as they writhe through the night air. They caress me, and I close my eyes to inhale with more focus; they seem to beckon me, and I lean forward.

“Careful,” a deep voice calls out behind me. Startled, I crane my neck to look behind me. His voice sends a shiver down my spine, and his dark eyes seem to gleam as he ambles up the path. “You wouldn’t want to fall.”

His deep-set, dark eyes, framed with dark, slightly pinched brows, are trained on me with an intensity that seizes my breath. He has high cheekbones, and a strong jaw marked with just the slightest amount of stubble. His skin is as pale as the moon, and raven curls that look like they are spun from silk, curls I want to touch, lazily fall upon his forehead. He must be at least six and a half feet tall; moving fully into view, he enters the light which strikes his face from the side, highlighting the stunning features of his visage. Although he continues to approach, he keeps a polite distance for a stranger. His black, leather boots make scarcely a sound on the walkway even through the gravel, but the hanging buckle of his leather jacket chinks lightly as he comes to a halt.

“I’ve been known to fall. I’m clumsy at the best of times,” I say, honestly, after a moment of thought as I remember he had asked me a question. The man quirks an eyebrow at my response.

“Is it wise for you to be sitting at such a height if that is such a regular occurrence for you?”

“Oh, yes,” I say. “I am perfectly safe when I am sitting down. It’s when my feet are involved that problems arise.” The man hums quietly in response, his eyes darting to the coin clutched in my grasp.

“Going to make a wish?” he asks, and before I answer, I watch the path of his eyes drifting over my white, cotton dress. If it had been anyone else, I would have felt slimy and uncomfortable in a gross way, sensing danger in the air. But instead, I feel just overwhelmingly seen by the stranger—and admired. I clear my throat.

“They say, ‘Be careful what you wish for,’” I answer.

He inclines his head, and his gaze tears away from mine to look at the fountain. “Some do at least.” His glinting eyes return to mine. “Will you?” I swallow. “Be careful?” The way he asks makes it sound like a challenge.

Hands drifting to my throat, I contemplate. “I suppose that depends.”

“On what?”

“What is considered careful as opposed to reckless?” I am breathless, ensnared, while he hums in thought.

“I suppose that also depends.”

“On what?”

“How badly you want change, and how far you’re willing to bear the consequences, however unforeseen.”

I see it. I see the life I'd lead if I continued on my path, and it wouldn't be a bad life. I'd continue my schooling and get a job teaching. I'd marry a nice man, have kids, a dog, a house, and I'd be fine. But is that enough? Is an average life what I want? Deep inside, I know I want more—need more. I want to drown in experiences. I want a life where I have stories to tell: captivating tales of my adventures—ones where I dare to say yes to the crazy thing.

“In that case, no.” His smile is a slow thing, but he nods in understanding.

“Ambition? Or dissatisfaction?”

Eyebrows flying high, I regard this stranger. “What makes you think it's either of those things?”

“That’s the typical reason.”

“Perhaps I’m atypical,” I return, heat rising in my cheeks at the audacity of such a question, and from a stranger no less.

“Somehow, I don’t doubt that. Well, if it isn’t either of those things, what is it? Desire?”

“That would be telling.” I flip the coin between my fingers, and he watches the motion with interest. “And a wish told is a wish that never gets answered.” His smile blooms.

“You’re going to keep me in suspense, then?” I nod, and he chuckles.

“What right do you have to my secrets? I don’t even know your name.”

“Aiden. What’s yours?”

I study him for a moment. I would never normally give out any information to strangers, but the quietest of voices in my head tells me that for change to occur, I must do something different.

“Corey.”

“Corey,” he repeats, and for a moment, he looks as though he wants to laugh. “Well, Corey. What do you study?”

“Classical history and the Mystery Cults.” Nodding, he approaches the fountain.

“I’ll make a crazy wish if you do.” Looking over his shoulder to smirk at me, he tosses a coin of his own into the water. “Sweet dreams, Corey, and may they all come true.” With a nod at me, he leaves me to sit on the brick wall, mouth agape.

Risking a broken ankle, I hop off the ledge to approach the now rippling surface of the fountain. Within, so many layers of coins have been tossed that in certain places, they threaten to emerge from the water. I wonder how many of them, if any, have come true. Shutting down the doubt and pessimism, I close my eyes, trying to be as specific as possible and do the brave thing. I dare for something more. I let the coin fly, and without watching where it lands, I turn away. The coin splashes, and without rhyme or reason, I know my wish shall be answered tenfold.


CHAPTER 2

Time to Talk Cults

The pomegranate punch smoothie in my hand weeps condensation as I scurry to the Classics building. The day is scorching and humid, but the hair on my arms rises despite the hot afternoon. Looking over my shoulder, I frown when I see a mist collecting in my wake, as though it is following me. The feeling that someone is watching me is not one I can shake… nor the image of Aiden. A week ago, I had tossed that coin, and everywhere I went, I kept expecting to see Aiden appear, but he never does, and my wish had not come true—not yet, at least.

Clutching my bag, I quicken my pace to the Classics building. Bounding up the steps two at a time, I pass between the entry marble pillars and yank the front door open with more force than necessary. Striding through the halls toward the seminar room, 212, I arrive at the doorway at the same time as my professor, Dr. Whitlock, who came from the other direction.

“Hello,” I say breezily, walking through the doorway as he holds his hand out in a gesture for me to go first. I thoroughly enjoy my professors. They seem different from when I’d been an undergraduate student. Now that I am in my final year of my master’s program, they treat me like I am an adult of worth and not a struggling child.

The room is arranged in a horseshoe shape facing the screen, featuring exactly eight chairs—presumably for Dr. Whitlock, should he choose to sit. Taking a swift seat, I place my bag strap over the last available chair and regard the faces around the table. Everyone is already here. I pull out a pad of grid paper and a gold pen. Mulciber beside me whistles.

“Nice pen, Core.”

Before I can respond, Dr. Whitlock interrupts gently and calls the class to attention.

“Welcome, class, to the world of Ancient Greek Cults and the Gods and Goddesses attributed to them; a mouthful, yes, I know. While I attempt this great battle of wits, the old man versus the new technology, why don’t we go around and tell one fact about ourselves to start? Mr. Horne, why don’t you start us off and we’ll go clockwise from there? Many of you know each other, but some faces are new here.”

My attention moves across the table to the person in question, Mr. Horne. He shrugs and taps a finger on his cheek as he contemplates. “I’m Max, and my full name means ‘Greatest one who makes musical instruments.’”

Dr. Whitlock hums thoughtfully as he fiddles with cords. “Are you, and do you?”

“Yes,” Max replies with a wide grin, pulling out a straw with punctured holes, and Theo next to him laughs out loud as he musses his dark hair. I eye the pink bendy straw in Max’s hands, wondering if anything remotely like music would come out of it. I think not.

“The straw recorder doesn’t count.” Theo chortles, and Max rolls his eyes.

“It’s not a recorder you uncultured swine; clearly it’s a flute.” He demonstrates the position to the side. I rather think Theo is right. It does look like a recorder.

Dr. Whitlock chuckles. “Wonderful. Next?” And so, we go around. 

“My name is Theo Abernathy.” He pauses and tilts his head to the side as he adjusts his glasses. “I love dogs,” he says, after a moment, drumming his fingers on the table. “I have three back home named Sir, Burr, and Russ.”

I snort, and he winks playfully at me, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes, instead turning my attention to the next person at the table. A lively-looking woman with intense pale blue eyes and dark hair clears her throat. “My name is Cynthia Moore. I’m from Canada, and something I miss from home is hiking in the mountains.”

“My name is Grace Simmons,” a petite woman says. She has platinum blonde hair in a chignon and large, sea-blue eyes. Her frame is hunched like she wants to disappear, and her red nails clack on the table as she thinks. Realizing her posture, she rolls her shoulders back a fraction. “I’m a transfer student from Canada, and I enjoy studying ancient engineering and architecture.” Mulciber shifts in his seat.

“My name is Frederick Langston, and I can eat an entire lemon.”

“What a useful skill,” Dr. Whitlock remarks with humour and Frederick’s smile gleams.

Mulciber clears his throat. “I’m Mulciber Vandenberg. I’m from Montana, and I grew up in Yellowstone National Park because of my dad’s job.”

I’m still drinking my pomegranate smoothie, but after a moment, I realize everyone is now staring at me. “Ah, my bad,” I say dryly. “I’m Corey Morris…” and then I trail off. So concerned with listening to the others, I forgot to prepare my own little factoid. The image of the dark eyes from my dream flashes in my mind. Frowning, I sit back in my chair and look to the ceiling as I contemplate with my fingertips pressed together. “… hmm. Well, I was born the same day that Pluto lost its status as a planet.”

“Oh, wow,” Theo says, whistling. “That’s something.”

I shrug and am about to reply, but Dr. Whitlock makes a sound of triumph at the front of the room. “I thank you all for sharing something. For those of you who have not yet been previously tortured by my expertise, I will now tell you a little bit about the old crow you shall be learning from this term.”

The screen on the wall is connected to the laptop in front of him, displaying a PowerPoint presentation with the title screen displaying ‘Welcome.’ Fireworks erupt on the screen.

“My name is Dr. Henry Whitlock, and I have been teaching Classics for eons… or 35 years if you prefer a date.” Dr. Whitlock moves to the next slide. “Usually, these courses are  self-run by the students, not taught by professors, but I can’t resist my own field. I specialized in anthropomorphic religion, focusing more on Greek than Roman.”

The next slide shows the course information with a beautiful picture of a Greek ruin. The small text below the photo indicates it is the ruins of Demeter’s sanctuary in Eleusis. Heart beating frantically, my gaze moves from left to right, pulling in every detail I can of the site. Something about it calls to me. Dr. Whitlock had continued speaking, but I can’t recall when I’d tuned out; I only realize when the slide changes to one that says ‘Housekeeping’ with a bullet point list.

“We’ve already done some introductions, so we’ll go over the syllabus, the reading list, and then we’ll sort out weekly presentations on the gods and their sanctuaries.” The syllabus is straightforward, as is the reading list.

Dr. Whitlock claps his hands emphatically. “Now. Any questions before we get into assigning seminars?” No one speaks. “Very well. Since we started from Mr. Horne’s end last time, we’ll start from this side.” He goes to the next slide where a large list of Greek Gods descends down the screen, each with a date next to it. Presumably, this is when seminars are due. “You will each teach two classes and after the presentation, we will have a discussion, which I will usually lead. As I said before, we will start with Ms. Morris and end with Mr. Horne, who will pick two, and then come back this way to Ms. Morris to take the final selection since she gets first choice.”

Quickly scanning the list, I note my top choice right away. “Persephone and Demeter,” I say without hesitation. Dr. Whitlock’s lips quirk, and he nods, his pen scribbling quickly on his notes in front of him.

“Hephaestus,” Mulciber says, writing his choice down.

“Apollo,” Frederick says.

“I choose Aphrodite,” Grace says, smiling at Cynthia.

“Artemis.” Somehow, Dr. Whitlock keeps up.

“Mr. Abernathy?” Dr. Whitlock asks.

“Dionysus.”

“Why was I expecting that?” Dr. Whitlock asks dryly. Theo shrugs his shoulders with a grin.

“Guess I’ll go with Pan and Hermes then,” Max says. “And, for my second choice, I’ll go with Hero cults.”

Theo rubs his chin as he tries to decipher what’s left. “Poseidon then.”

Cynthia frowns at the slides. “Hera?”

“Is that a question?” Dr. Whitlock asks with a smile.

“Hera,” she corrects, and Dr. Whitlock writes it down.

“I suppose I will go with Athena,” Grace says, falling back into her chair with a relaxed expression.

“Frederick?”

“Zeus.”

“Mulciber?”

“What are um… Chthonoi?”

“Would you like to find out?” Dr. Whitlock asks with poorly concealed amusement.

“Ares it is.”

“Wonderful. That leaves the Chthonoi to you, Miss Morris. Do you know what the Chthonoi are?”

I nod. “Gods of the underground.”

“Fitting,” Dr. Whitlock observes, “given your other choice.” I grin in response. I’ve gotten my two top choices despite having the last option.

“Now that all of the selections have been made,” Dr. Whitlock says excitedly, “you can check your schedules to see when each lecture is due. Each week will be dedicated to one of the Gods, and in the final weeks, I will finish the semester off with one final lecture on other Panhellenic deities not mentioned in the class. Final notes on housekeeping: you will be graded on participation, your two seminars, a paper prospectus with an annotated bibliography, and a final paper, preferably expanding on either one or both of your choices of the seminar, but I will not shoehorn your choices if you have a brilliant topic else wise.

“Now!” He clasped his hands together and rubbed them together. “If there are no questions, it’s time to talk about cults.” The room falls silent as he moves to the next slide. “Who can tell me what the Ancient Greeks meant by cult?” he asks, and the room falls dead silent. He smiles. “Okay. Who can tell me what they didn’t mean?”

Tentatively, I raise my hand when no one else does. Dr. Whitlock beams at me with encouragement. “They did not mean ‘cult’ as in a small heretical group which often features in modern horror films.”

Theo snorts, and Dr. Whitlock nods. “Indeed. Do you know what they did mean?” I wither in my chair, suddenly unsure. Dr. Whitlock smiles easily and looks around the room.

“Can anyone build off of what Miss Morris said?”

Theo raises his hand. “Well,” he starts, “linguistically speaking, isn’t that how we get the word culture?”

“Close,” Dr. Whitlock says, moving to his next slide. “Cult-ivate. It was nurturing a bond between mortal and immortal. In short, worship of divinity.” I write this down quickly in a scribbled mess, less concerned with the appearance of my notes and more about capturing them. “These cults,” he continues, “are not a static entity. They existed for many centuries, and methods morphed over time as did language and the perception of each God or Goddess. I do not want you to imagine that what you learn in this class is comprehensive or indicative of general practice but rather the broad strokes of notable points in history where sources and evidence exist. In addition, you will find, as with Zeus, that the region largely affected the aspects of each God, and that versions of each God or Goddess may be venerated in a separate sense from the generally accepted God.

“The ‘versions’ are titles called epithets, such as Righteous Zeus, or Cretan Zeus, or Zeus of Rain. They are all slightly different even if they are all ‘Zeus.’ A distinction: like Plato’s hierarchy of forms and things, starting off with that which is closest to objective perfection moving then to that which is subjective. You have Zeus, capital ‘Z’ Zeus as the objective ideal at the top of this pyramid. From there, you get the less specific epithets that are not all-encompassing. Below that, are the lower conceptions, the flawed conceptions, and then the statues, and then the images and so on.”

My hand cramps as I write in furious shorthand—a script I pray I understand later—to capture the essence of what is being said. Dr. Whitlock pauses in his speech to let us keep up. Seeing all of us look up from our notes, apart from Max and Theo who simply sit and listen without paper or pens in front of them, he continues.

“Sources. What kind of sources do we have?”

“Written testimony,” Cynthia says. Dr. Whitlock nods, waiting for more answers.

“Artefacts,” Mulciber says.

“Archaeological sites,” Grace adds.

“Inscriptions,” I say.

“Good.” Dr. Whitlock moves to the next slide which shows all of our answers and more. “What makes some sources more critical than others?”

“Literary sources are helpful,” Max says, “but they are prone to embellishment at the best of times and fiction at worst.”

“Correct. When might literary sources be useful then?”

“To corroborate other findings. If you have three different classifications of sources all pointing to the same answer, it increases the likelihood of that hypothesis being correct.”

“Very good, Theo. Yes. It can be of use to us when all of these sources paint a cohesive picture. However, as with a puzzle, if the piece does not seem to fit, forcing it is not the way to complete the puzzle. All you will do is damage the pieces and skew the results.”

He moves to the next slide which shows some artefacts ranging from cups and jewellery, to weapons and written tablets. “Frederick, when might artefacts not be helpful to you? It is clear how they are valuable—they cannot lie—but how might they be a disadvantage?”

Frederick squinted at the screen and chewed on his lip. There is a prolonged silence. “Sorry, I’m not dumb, I’m panicking,” he says, and the class laughs in good humour. After a moment, he relaxes and answers, “Materials often don’t last if buried. If the sort of evidence you’re looking for is clothing for example, you won’t have many surviving pieces and instead, written word would be more accurate.”

Dr. Whitlock nods with a proud look. “What else? Think demographics.”

“Oh, well, rich people had more burial goods because… well, they could afford it. Doesn’t metal help preserve fabric? So, in short, there is very little we can discover about the more average citizens because less is likely to have survived. Also, grave robbers might have taken stuff. It is prone to re-purposing, and getting melted down.”

“Very well done, Frederick. Thank you for sharing. Yes, as Mr. Langston just pointed out, even though artefacts are indispensable proof of the past, it can alter our perceptions depending on what is there, what is not there, and the quantity of it. Max? Why might scholarly sources be flawed?”

Max contemplates the question before answering, looking totally chill about the silence. “Articles can be outdated, and depending on the discipline of course, that timeline can vary greatly. In the sciences, something can be outdated after a couple of months, never mind fifty-plus years. Within our discipline, though? An article can be flawed if based on conjecture. If you’re citing an article and taking it at face value without looking at the sources it used, you could accidentally perpetuate an untruth.”

“Quite right,” Dr. Whitlock agrees. “Classic misinformation.” His slideshow displays ‘Closing remarks.’ “I think we will leave it there for today. Thank you all for joining me. Next time, we will pick up on sanctuaries, rituals, and other various concepts which you will encounter in this course.” He unplugs his computer and shuts everything down as he packs up. “I will leave you with these closing words, and no need to answer me; I just want you to think about it. Here they are: why does any of this matter?” The class falls dead silent, but the silence is broken when Dr. Whitlock claps his hands. “Right! I’m going to be late for bingo! See you all on Monday. Take care.” Picking up his briefcase, he is the first out of the door, but I find I can’t even stand from my chair.

Why does any of this matter?

It’s a question that plagues me all the way home.







The air is considerably cooler in the apartment than outside, and the scent of frankincense and myrrh is heavy on the air. So heavy, in fact, the ray of light beaming through the front window catches on the smoke. An eerie, ambient track plays on the wireless speaker system, and warily, I make my way through the house to see what my roommate and best friend is up to.

“Kate?” I call, dropping my purse on the hook. Leaving my shoes on the front entrance mat, I proceed into the living room where I stop in my tracks. A ring of what appears to be salt is spread across the living room floor in what might be supposed to be a circle, but frankly, it’s an abysmal attempt. The furniture and area rug are pushed out of the way to accommodate the strange ritual, and yet that isn’t even the strangest part, nor are the dozens of candles lit around the room at varied intervals with clusters of crystals nestled between and around them. No, the strangest thing is my roommate herself, dressed in black bell bottoms, a black crop top, and zebra slipper socks, somehow balancing in a headstand in the centre of the not-so-circular circle, humming audibly.

“I’ll be with you in a moment,” Kate calls out, breaking her hum off only to immediately resume the odd song, legs swaying slightly as she maintains her balance.

With brows only slightly raised, I take a seat on the couch in its new home against the wall and perch upon the armrest as I watch Kate’s antics with mild fascination. After several moments, she lowers herself back down and turns to face me, face scarlet from blood rush. Beside her, within the circle, are a pair of gaudy, wine-filled goblets, which, knowing Kate, were found at the local thrift store which she’d somehow not knocked over throughout her… ritual. She offers one to me silently, and I stand to retrieve it.

“Don’t disturb the salt circle,” she warns, and I nod, my disposition equally serious, though I have no idea why disturbing the salt not-circle matters. I clear my throat.

“You call that a circle?” She shrugs and sips her wine. I try again. “I know me and my muggle-self are too plebeian to understand whatever this is,” I gesture vaguely in her direction, “but… care to explain?”

“Well, you see… this,” she begins, rising from her seated position into a deep squat to gesture to the ring, “is a protective sigil.” I nod, awaiting further explanation, but it does not come.

“I see,” I say, deadpanning. She rolls her eyes.

“It’s an enchantment that will hide us from unfriendly eyes… obviously. No ill-intentions or prying spirits can find us here now. I’ve been seeing house flies around, and everyone knows flies are spies.” I nod as though that’s a fact that everyone knows, but she scoffs. “You’re so skeptical. There are things in this world that we cannot see, but that does not mean they are not there.” I hum, unconvinced, and sip my wine to avoid answering. “You can’t see oxygen, or germs, or gravity and yet you believe they exist even though you’re relying on the testimony of others for their existence. What makes spirits any different? I’ll tell you: no one in power says spirits exist, so no one believes they exist. You trust in authority. I,” she splays her fingers on her chest, “trust in my instincts and what I feel.”

“And what do you feel?” I ask, leaning back on the couch, getting comfortable.

“Recently? Like I’m being watched.” I want to protest, to say she’s being dramatic, and yet, hadn’t I felt something similar? Luckily, she changes the subject as she gets to her feet and slaps her thighs. “Well, I suppose I should clean up this salt.”

Snorting, (because I knew damn well she wouldn’t be cleaning up diddly-squat) I watch as she goes to the closet where we keep the extra linens and cleaning supplies.

“What happened to not disturbing the salt circle?” I ask, confused. She comes back with the broom. I say broom, but in truth, it’s a robot vacuum with a broom attached on the top so Kate can pretend the broom is ‘magical.’ The broom is ordinary, but the handle has something special: a printed label that says Nimbus 2024 because, in the wise words of Kate, ‘One must not do chores like a muggle.’ I found I couldn’t argue with her logic and so, the Nimbus 2024 it was.

“No, I said you shouldn’t disturb the salt circle. My intention has been set now, so I can remove the supplies. Anywho,” she says, after sending the robot broom to clean up her mess. “How was the class?” She sits down on the couch beside me, resting her head on my lap as she stretches out like a cat before watching the broom with amusement as she awaits my answer.

“It was the first meeting of my class on Ancient Greek cults, and I got my top two choices for seminar presentations. We each teach two classes to get a feel for being a professor.”

“Which presentations did you get?” she asks as she tosses out her wild, kinky dark hair over my thighs.

“Persephone and Demeter,” I say after swallowing my wine, “and the Underworld Gods.”

“They go together well." Kate rests her wine glass on her stomach and closes her eyes, relaxing.

“Dr. Whitlock seemed to think the same thing,” I say, shrugging though she could not see the response. “But… I’ve been thinking: what can I possibly add to the nearly over-saturated classics’ academic literature? Like, what can I possibly say that hasn’t been said before in every damn article ever written on the classical world?”

“Hey.” Kate shoots upright, jostling my wine glass which I fought to keep balanced.

“What?”

“None of that imposter syndrome, victim mentality, self-depreciation bullshit, Core. I don’t want to hear another word on the subject. You will find an angle—you will stumble upon something so great—have so many ideas you won’t know what to do with them all, okay? Give yourself some time and some room to breathe, alright? Follow what interests you; start broad and narrow the field. It will work out. I promise.”

“Yeah, maybe…”

With a confident grin, Kate raises her wine glass. “You need to relax and have fun,” she says. “There’s a club we haven’t been to called Wild Thing. I was thinking we could go there, but if you have a preference, I don’t care where we go—as long as you have fun.”

“Wild Thing is fine by me,” I say, fingers playing with the wine glass. “When did you want to go?”

“It opens at seven, but I think we should go a bit later. Maybe nine? In the meantime, we can slowly get ready, have dinner, and pre-game?”

I hum in agreement and fall into thought as I stare at my friend, back to relaxing like a cat with her head in my lap. Her striking, angular face is accentuated by bronzer, but subtly, and her eyes are lined in black with kohl and mascara. Kate doesn’t need any makeup, but when she wears it, she looks like an altogether different being—otherworldly almost. Her kinky, curly dark hair is gravity-defying in its volume, and her olive complexion glows in the candlelight.

“You’re stunning,” I say, staring at her with admiration.

“Oh, hush. I’ve got nothing on you with your blonde hair that glows like gold in the sun and eyes like a springtime meadow.”

I snort and sip my wine. “You totally can’t tell you’re an English major,” I quip.

She sighs dramatically. “No, not at all,” she drawls sarcastically, “but I feel like being a dark temptress tonight—like a person who would seduce a depressed, eighteenth-century romantic poet.”

“That’s oddly specific, Kate.”

“You want specific? In a past life, I definitely fucked Lord Byron.” Choking on a laugh, I shook my head.

“The worst of the ‘Romantics,’” I say. “Blake was the best.”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say William Blake was the best, and as for Lord Byron, he may not have been the best of the poets, but he was absolutely the most handsome…” She trails off and grins. “I’ve read he wore curling papers in his hair when he slept.” She snickers. “What a babe.”

“Indeed.”

“I’m thinking… my black romper with leather thigh highs.”

“That will look so good,” I agree, used to Kate’s frequent subject changes with no warning.

“What about you?” she asks, and I shrug.

“Probably something floral or pink.”

“So, something new.” She drains the glass while reclined. She burps. “You should try something different.” She hums and closes her eyes as I run my fingers through her hair, lost in thought. If I am to create an environment where something new can happen, I cannot make the same choices as always.

“I think you might be right.”







Even from outside the club, the ground shakes with the vibration of the music. There's a long line snaking around the entrance, but for some reason, Kate and I are ushered right in—somehow, she managed to get our names on the no-cover list. The night air is still warm, and the glowing red sign of the club exudes sexual energy.

“Come on! Hurry up!” Kate pulls my hand. A shiver passes over me as I do my best to balance on my black stilettos while descending into the den of sin.

Along the walls are separated booths, all full, while the dance floor takes up the floor all the way to the bar in the back, displaying row upon row of booze. The club shudders as the people dancing pound on the floor. Sweat and fragrance collide in the air. The dim red glow of the lights gives the club a distinct vibe—erotic and depraved. There are no words to the songs playing, so it doesn’t matter that I’m not familiar with them. Typically, I listen to classical or instrumental, so, though I usually don’t listen to dark electronic music, I find myself enjoying the atmosphere. My skin feels alive with electric pulses as they shoot through me. I swing my hips in a circle as I spin on my toes. I give Kate a sideways look.

“I wasn’t wrong when I said ‘Gothic club,’ you know,” I shout, trying to be heard. She grins and shrugs, her body already starting to move in time with the music. The strobe lights move along with the beat of the bass. Kate dances across from me, her cheeks flushed as she lets herself flow with the environment. I sway to the dark beat with my eyes closed. As the song ends and morphs into another, a hand pulls at my arm. Shooting to attention, I turn and breathe a sigh of relief when I see it’s only Kate.

“Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you,” Kate shouts over the music, “but you couldn’t hear me! You want to get a drink?”

I nod and Kate drags me towards the bar at the far end. She manoeuvers expertly through the throng and bypasses dancers as we approach the imposing red wall with the name of the club written at the top in bold letters. Below the logo is the menu for drinks, all of which are vulgar in title; I blush at the thought of ordering any of them from a male bartender, The Leg Spreader, being the least of them. My cheeks feel hot.

Resting my arms on the edge of the bar, I stand next to Kate as she inspects the menu very seriously. The music seems not so loud by the bar, a blessing, otherwise, I’m sure how any of the bartenders would hear the orders.

“Do you know what you want?” Kate asks, pulling her gaze away from the menu.

“A rum and coke?”

“Ugh, that’s so boring. How about Creamy Pussy? That sounds fun! Or what about Blow job shots? What do you think? I’ll pay,” she says, waiting for an answer.

The beat of the music drops and suddenly the room’s temperature plummets. I shiver, goosebumps racing along my arms and exposed back, and my oversensitive skin rubs against the thin fabric of the short, backless black velvet cocktail dress. I turn, almost expecting someone to be staring at me, wanting to see Aiden again, but I see nothing out of the ordinary.

“Corey?” I turn to see Kate frowning at me. “You okay?” she asks, and I blow out a breath.

“Yeah, I just felt like I was being watched or something. And, um, you can just choose the drinks. Also, is it just me or is it chilly in here?” No one is standing there, but Kate’s stare lingers before her brows lift.  I wrap my arms around myself to encourage warmth and circulation. At my admission, Kate looks around the club too, and her eyes stop on a spot at the edge of the dance floor.

“Definitely just you. I find it incredibly hot in here,” she says, fanning herself as she scans the menu.  “I have to go to the bathroom,” Kate declares, withdrawing her wallet from her purse after making her decision, “but can you order two Creamy Pussies? Here, take this.” Kate shoves a bunch of bills into my hands and gives me a tight smile. “I’ll be right back. Want to go to the bathroom before the drunken squad of girls takes over and a twenty second pee turns into a ten-minute declaration of love for a stranger through the stall wall.” She disappears. I watch as Kate walks in the direction of the dance floor before skirting around the edge and disappearing behind a corner. I grimace when I realize I’ll have to order the drinks.

“Fancy seeing you here, Corey.”

Looking up, I roll my eyes when I meet the eyes of Theo. He grins at me as he rubs the sticky remnants of alcohol off the counter with a rag, before standing straighter.

“You want a drink?” he asks, and my eyes fly open as I realize what I’m going to have to say. I cringe. “Is that a no?” Theo asks with a laugh. Quickly, my mind comes up with a way to avoid it.

“No, I want a drink, but I don’t want to order it. The names of your drinks are terrible, Theo. Of course Kate wants…” I peer up at the menu, “the one with Bailey’s and strawberry.”

“And you?”

“The same.”

“Two Creamy Pussies coming up.” He snickers, turning around to grab the necessary bottles. I cringe but force my expression back into a neutral state as he assembles the drinks, pouring liquid and ice into a metal shaker.

“What do I owe ya?” I ask, getting ready to pluck bills.

“On the house,” he says with a shake of his head. “You don’t pay to get drunk on my watch” he says, slamming a glass into the metal shaker to mix the drink. He resumes shaking the liquids, and shows me stupid tricks to entertain me. “Is Kate seeing anyone?" he asks, breaking the silence.

“Why? Got yourself a little crush?”

He grins as he mixes the drink. "Nothing little about it." Swinging a cloth over his shoulder, he pours the drinks into dainty little glasses before pushing them toward me. There’s a small army of glasses before me instead of the two I’d ordered.

“How did all of that fit in the shaker?” I ask, mystified. Theo looks up at me with a cheeky grin.

“What do you mean? It fits.” He shakes the shakers as though that is proof. “You know what they say about women and measuring,” he drawls in a teasing tone, and I’m about to say something smart when I feel Kate stand beside me.

“Sorry about that. Lady’s business and all that,” Kate shouts in my ear to be heard over the music. “Oh, hey Theo,” she says, noticing him standing there with two glasses in his hands.

“A toast! To friends!” Theo declares. Kate and I pick up some of the glasses in front of us, but Kate scoffs at his words.

“Bold of you to consider yourself my friend.” Theo sends no verbal response, but the look he gives her shuts her up, though the look is too complicated for me to begin to understand. Kate rolls her eyes. We, the three of us, make eye contact as we tap our glasses down on the counter before drowning them. Slamming mine down on the bar top first, I whoop in victory, barely tasting the sweet, creamy shot. Theo and Kate look at me, startled.

“Another!” I shout with glee. Theo grins and Kate’s face slowly transforms into what I call her ‘let’s do some hooligan shit’ smile.

“Aren’t you supposed to be working?” Kate asks after several rounds as though the shots don’t affect her in the slightest whereas I am finding everything highly amusing now, but Theo simply shrugs and continues drinking.

“Eh,” he says. “Boss says I can do whatever I want.”

I hiccough. “That’s nice of them,” I say, and Theo smiles broadly.

“Very. Hey, I have an idea, Corey,” Theo says, tapping his fingers on the bar top in front of me. “Since the cults of Dionysus and Demeter and Persephone are kind of similar, I thought we should do some…” he trails off, and he waves his hand in the air as if trying to come up with the right words. “Re-enacting! Yes, that’s the word! We should re-enact the cult worship to better understand the research. We wouldn’t summon a God or Goddess or anything like that, but I was talking about it with Max, and he says he’ll do it. Would you join?”

Gasping for air, I choke on a laugh and shake my head. “No fucking way! Did you ever read The Secret History? You can’t re-enact a ritual like that without consequences!” I laugh out of pure shock. “I may be drunk and impressionable, but I’m not that drunk and impressionable.”

“Oh, come on,” Kate says. “Do you think you’d really summon Dionysus or Demeter or Persephone?”

“Uh-uh. Nope,” I say, shaking my head with far more force than necessary. “It doesn’t matter. It’s no different than a horror movie: you never think reading the Latin will do a thing, and then it does!”

“You won’t be reading any Latin. Wrong civilization, beautiful. You’d be probably reading Ancient Greek,” Theo says smugly, giving Kate a high-five. “And, well, I don’t watch horror movies because I’m a sane individual who loves life, but I can’t think of any horror movie that uses Ancient Greek to summon bad shit. Can you, Kate?”

“Did ‘The Attack of the Giant Moussaka’ have any Ancient Greek inscriptions? I can’t remember. Terrible movie.”

“Excuse me, that was a cult classic spoof, not a horror,” Theo says, using his hands as he speaks. “And no, there was no ancient Greek. Just terrible modern Greek.” It’s Kate’s turn to look smug at Theo’s admission. He opens his mouth to protest but then closes it before sighing in defeat. “You’re right. It was a shit movie.”

Kate makes a startled noise and squints back up at the menu. “I think I need a victory drink—the Theo Abernathy just admitted defeat. This is a momentous occasion. I think I will have the… ‘suck my dick’ shot, please.”

“It’s the ‘cocksucker,’ actually, which has a radically different meaning, and though I don’t particularly like you, I wouldn’t wish you to have a shit drink. Might I suggest you have the ‘Dirty Whore’s Bath Water’ instead?” Kate rolls her eyes and shrugs. Theo turns his attention to me now. “Anything for you?”

“I—yes, a water, please.”

“Coming right up,” he says, slapping the bar. He grins as he shakes up Kate’s drink. Pouring it into a high-ball glass, he bows slightly.

“Dirty bath water for the witch,” he says, placing the glass in front of Kate, “and fresh spring water for the queen.” Kate glares at him, but he doesn’t seem phased. He has dimples and a cheeky grin.

Eyes darting between Theo and Kate, I slowly sip my water as I watch the tension build. Theo is definitely interested; his entire body is turned to face her, and he is not trying to hide it either. Kate, however, is far more difficult to read. She watches him with narrowed eyes, and her body language is closed off. She looks like a lion that hasn’t decided if the prey is a worthy meal or a lay...? I decide I should probably say something to break the tension before her decision is made.

“This is really good water,” I say, and I bite my lip, suppressing laughter as their heads slowly swivel toward me. Lips quirking, I giggle at the sight. “Right,” I say, slapping the counter, “I’m off now.”

“What?” Theo asks at the same time Kate asks, “Where are you going?” I take a deep breath through my nose and exhale with a loud puff.

“I, my alcoholic friends, am off to go dance and lose my fucking mind to this Gothic vampire house music.”


CHAPTER 3

INTRIGUE & INK

A beam of light pierces my eyes as I come to, enshrouding me before an annoying clicking sounds in the skylight above me, blocking the sun. A raven pecks at the glass in rapid succession. Grimacing at the feeling of my pajamas clinging to my skin, I peel the covers away and attempt to cool off. The room is stifling, and I groan, loathing the Georgian heat. In fetal position, I question my choices and come to the conclusion that I should not try to keep up with my reprehensibly degenerate friends when they drink. My stomach gurgles and moans its displeasure, and slowly, lest the stomach goblins make their escape, I begin my day.

Curled on the couch, Kate smiles down at her phone while the television hums softly in the background. “A guy,” I ask, hobbling towards the kitchen counter, “or a quality meme?” The coffee pot is still warm and rests at the half-way mark. Philosophically, regardless of whether or not one views it as half-empty or half-full, there is still enough for me to coax the raging hangover into a semblance of submission. Hopefully.

“Hamlet Meme.” She chuckles quietly to herself and continues swiping. “You’re up late.” I don’t respond as I pour my coffee with a wince and again, she chuckles. “That bad?” she asks, and I nod as I take the first sip of my bitter brew with protesting, smarting muscles everywhere from my head to my toes.

“You and Theo can drink like pirates. Don’t know how you do it,” I say, shaking my head lightly.

“So… no party tonight?” Snorting, I plop down hard at the barstool and rest my forehead on the cool countertop. “Didn’t think so. Sad. Last night was a lot of fun. I’ve never seen you dance so…” she purses her lips, “wildly? How are your ribs?”

Evaluating, I notice it does, in fact, hurt to breathe. “Tender?”

“I think you bruised them. You were out-dancing me.”

“Is that possible?”

“Anything is.”

I hum, squinting through the bright lights to peer at Kate. “Anything?”

“Anything.”

I bite my lip to contain my smile, but I know I do not succeed. “So… you and Theo?”

“Stop. Don’t you dare finish that thought.”

“But enemies to lovers is such a mood!” I gush. “And he totally likes you. A best friend knows these things. He couldn’t take his eyes off you the entire night!”

Squealing, Kate hurls a throw pillow at me. “Stop,” she whines.

“Kate and Theo sitting in a tree—”

“Nope. Don’t finish that sentence or I’ll sic some twisted spell on you.” Her hands wiggle menacingly in the air.

I grin, holding one hand out to soothe, while the other hand protects my coffee from any other stray pillows. “Fine. Forget I said anything.”

“I will.” She huffs and returns to her phone, but I notice the blush, and I grin to myself.

“Okay, well, enjoy your free time. I’m going back to my room to see if I can do any work.” Waving me off, she glares playfully at me. She mutters something I can’t quite hear, but I smile. It’s not often that I can get under her skin, so when I can, it’s delightful.

Swinging my door closed, I settle into my desk and pull out my translation work. Consulting my schedule, my finger trails down the list of tasks. The largest task by far is translating selections of the Homeric Hymns from Ancient Greek to English. Hymn 2 to Demeter is over 400 lines long, and I want to slam my head on the desk. I don’t have to translate all of it, of course, just lines 1-36, so really, it just feels more daunting than it is. In all honesty, it isn’t difficult work. I can more or less understand the words, but it’s just a lot of work to write it all out. As a hungover student, this is the last thing I want to do.

The story is familiar. The story begins with descriptions of Demeter and Persephone, the beautiful Goddess of harvest and spring. Persephone had been playing in a field of flowers with the daughters of Oceanus, when she came upon the most glorious of flowers: a Narcissus, or in modern terms, a Daffodil, designed as a lure. Upon her picking it, the earth opens up, and she is seized by Aidoneus, Hades, who takes her to the Underworld. No one hears her screams until it’s too late. From her cave, Hekate hears and informs Demeter of what has happened.

My eyes scan the page as I resist the urge to look at the sheet of paper tucked into the spine of my second-hand textbook. It’s neatly folded, with the words “open me” written on the front. I snort, feeling a mix of guilt and curiosity, and pull the page free to unfold it. As my eyes take in the words, my brows knit together in confusion.

“What the hell?” I ask rhetorically, certainly not expecting the textbook to come up with an answer for me. My homework is quickly forgotten in my attempt to read the script, but the first mystifying observation I make is, ‘What nice penmanship?’ and second, holy cow, ‘What script is this?’ It looks like a very, very old form of ancient Greek letters—so old that I can’t be certain all the letters are part of the Greek alphabet.

“Is that even Indo-European?” I ask out loud.

Pulling out my comparative linguistics textbook, a heavy tome of fourteen hundred pages, I browse the table of contents, seeking relevant terms which might point me in the right direction.

“Introduction,” I mutter, my attention sliding down the column beside my finger. Flipping pages madly, nearly slicing my finger in the process, my eyes fall upon the heading I’m looking for, and I read out loud, excited by the information coming together.

“The Italic alphabets are plainly related to the Greek, and closely. Beyond that point of agreement, it is hard to go. Even what used to be thought certain—that Italic alphabets were surely derived from Greek—has been challenged by evidence that Italic scripts might rather have the same source as the Greek.”

I skip some lines.

“The starting point of both the Greek and Italic Signaries was the Phoenician consonantal script, known from before the first millennium BC.”

Opening a new tab, I search ‘What language family is Phoenician from?’

Phoenician is a Semitic language, a Canaanite language related to Hebrew and Aramaic, while Punic, the language of Carthage, was a child language or severe break in dialect as time went on.

Falling back in my chair with my chin in my hand, I mull over the information. My eyes fall to my second-hand textbook. There is no name on the cover to indicate ownership. There’s only one word that I can discernibly read on the note: Pantographia.

Scrambling for a pen, I quickly write down my discovery. Stuffing everything I’ll need into my backpack, I quickly change into some clothes—sweatpants and a slightly stained sweater—and hurtle through the house.

“See you later! Going to the library!” I call out to Kate, who sits up from the couch, startled.

“Okay,” she calls back, but I’m already out the door.

#

“Edmund Fry,” I mutter. “Fry, Fry, wherefore art thou, Fry?” I had traced the book through the labyrinth of stacks to P211, the linguistics section.

“Looking for runaway McDonald’s?” I look up to see Theo standing there with a smirk. “You know… you’re not supposed to have food or drink on this level.” He clicks his tongue in mock admonishment.

“They’re slippery fuckers,” I say, shrugging. “They just ran off, leaving a trail of salt and sadness.” Theo chokes on a laugh, trying to stifle the sound. “Also, you know… you’re not supposed to be so loud on this level.” I smirk and resume my search. “No,” I continued. “I’m looking for a lexicon on Ancient scripts, last name, Fry. I can’t find the book. Oh, wait,” I say, plucking a book that is not where it is supposed to be from the shelf. “Found it.”

Grinning jubilantly, I dramatically move past him. He moves with me. Peering over my shoulder, he tries to see what book I have.

“Pantographia?” he asks, and I nod, holding it out for him to see better.

“Would you look at that?” I snicker. “Your eyes work. I don’t think you need to worry about glasses just yet.”

“Why are you roasting me?” he asks, placing a hand over his heart in mock horror before proceeding to grab the book to inspect it. “First Katie, and now you? Did she tell you it was national ‘give-Theo-trauma day?’ And, more importantly, did you listen to her?”

“Katie?” I arch an eyebrow at him and he shrugs, but the slightest hint of pink colours his cheeks. “I’ll wager she roasted you for calling her something so… familiar.” I frown as I think back to this morning when Kate had been smiling at her phone. Harbouring secret hopes that Kate had been texting a guy, I fish for information.

“So… Hamlet memes, am I right?” I stop walking and turn to him; he’s now looking at me with lips pursed and a rather confused expression. “What? Not a fan of Shakespeare?”

“Au contraire,” he says, shrugging. “I am an old fan of William Shakespeare, though, I must say, I am of the personal belief William Shakespeare is simply a pen name for Francis Bacon. There is much evidence for it. The only thing though,” he says conspiratorially, “is that he paid homage to Pallas Athena, spear-shaker, and not to Dionysus—the literal God of Theatre, but I digress. Yes, I’m a fan. Why?”

“Well, William Grape-Smasher doesn’t sound nearly as professional, does it?” And Theo chokes on a laugh as he stares at me incredulously, but I continue anyway. “The iconography of Athena was far wittier and sophisticated.”

“Dionysus was plenty sophisticated,” he says.

“His cult was also banned in a culture that accepted diversity because of nudity, infidelity, and orgies.”

“Eating grapes while reclined is the height of sophistication.” His tone grows loud, and I wince, pawing at my ears, right side not as effectively with a book in my grasp. He notices immediately and his volume lowers instantly.

“I take it you’re hungover?”

“Unfortunately.”

Theo is a quiet walker. He makes virtually no sound as he follows me. I am not so stealthy. I have a poor habit of not entirely picking up my feet, and I’m not sure if I should attribute it to laziness or something else, but my heels have the tendency to scuff the floor; I’m also not the most coordinated person in the world, so I have a tendency to trip over nothing, going ass over tea kettle.

As I walk, I am hyper-aware of myself and clumsy, as though every movement I make is exaggerated and warped. I hope I’m just being paranoid and that I don’t look like a funky chicken strutting across a dance floor. Plagued with the sensation of watching eyes, my eyes wander. Of course, Theo is with me, but I don’t feel his gaze.

The reading room is like entering a different world. The floors transition from marble to wooden floors decorated with rich carpets. The high walls are adorned with hardcover books of various colours from floor to ceiling, all accessible via ladders, and nests of reading chairs are clustered around coffee tables stationed like suns in galaxy clusters. I claim the left corner because it is the darkest and most secluded.

“Want to sit together?” he asks, and I nod. Grabbing my backpack, I start to move my things over, but he holds out a hand. “No need. You picked the better spot.” Feeling oddly smug about that, I settle into my chair.

Idly flipping through the pages of The Pantographia, I stop at Chaldean. The script is vaguely familiar, with characters that appear both Hellenistic and Cyrillic—notably the G.

“Is there any reason you are looking at lists of Alphabets?” The squish of leather sounds next to me, and I watch as Theo sinks back into the plush chair, messenger bag by his feet.

“I found something curious, and now I need to investigate.”

“Cryptic.”

“It is.”

“You really know how to end every sentence in a cliffhanger,” Theo says. “What is cryptic?”

“A cipher... or riddle... I’m not sure,” I say, barely paying attention to the conversation because I’m so absorbed by the various scripts,

“Really?” he asks, sounding excited.

“Possibly. I was doing my Greek Prose Survey translations, and well, look.” I open my book to the right page and pass it to him. He squints at the page for a moment before his eyes shoot wide. Head snapping up to look at me, mouth gaping, he tries for words, but nothing comes out. “So I’m right. There is something about that beyond some student writing bullshit in the margin?”

“Corey, that looks like proto-Greek. Possibly Pre-Greek Substrate. Where the Hell did you get this page? Wait.” He stops and looks at the page again. Theo's lips move as he reads the lines, his brow furrowed in concentration. Yet, the confusion etched on his face tells me he doesn’t understand what he’s reading. “It’s so strange recognizing the letters, but them being meaningless, like English letters in absolute gibberish order.”

“What does that mean? Pre-Greek what?”

“It isn’t a sure thing, of course, but it’s the language or languages that we have no record of but think existed between Proto-Indo-European and Ancient Greek and the dialects—it’s a hypothetical. What’s fascinating about that is that Minoan Greek is Linear A and Mycenaean is Linear B, and then the Bronze Age collapse caused the extinction of written language until overnight, Ancient Greek suddenly barges back onto the scene after hundreds of years of illiteracy. That looks like a possible bridge between the two. What does that book say?” he asks, gesturing back to Pantographia.

“Oh, I stopped at Chaldean because it looked cool. One second.” I flipped through. “G, G, G,” I say in a sing-song voice. “Ah, Greek. Oh, damn. Thirty-nine entries on varieties of Greek.”

“May I see that?” he asks, holding his hand out, and without a word, I pass it over. With a book open on each knee, he consults both texts. He flips some pages. “Hmm. Interesting. It says for the first couple of Greek scripts that it was Pelasgian, which has no relation to Indo-European whatsoever. That is fascinating indeed.” He scrunches his brows, and his palm rests on his chin, fingers curling over his lips as he thinks. “When you saw it, what did you think?”

“I thought Phoenician,” I say, “but… Phoenician is Semitic, and Greek is Indo-European, so I just disregarded,” I say, remembering the language trees. He pauses and continues searching through the book.

“Here, listen to this, ‘When we compare the ancient Greek with the Phenician and Samaritan alphabets, no doubt can remain of their origin; and it is probable, that the use of letters travelled, progressively, from Chaldea to Phenicia, and thence along the coast of the Mediterranean, to Crete and Ionia, whence it might readily have passed over into Greece.’ You’re right, Phoenician has no intrinsic relationship to Greek, but Corey, I think you’re right. If Pelasgian is not Greek or Indo-European, might it be Semitic?” He flips through pages as he speaks.

“Well, when I was looking through my comparative linguistics textbook, it said that the alphabets of both Latin and Greek were more than likely derived from Phoenician, but I also wondered if someone just transliterated something instead of translating. That wouldn’t be hard at all. Pick an alphabet and substitute the letters to say something witty, profound, stupid—take your pick.”

“Try Greek 4,” he says suddenly. “It says here, ‘The alphabet of Cadmus, or the Ionic, BCE 1500; formed from the Phoenician reversed; taken from the coins of Sicily, Bœotia, Attica, etc.’ There’s your Phoenician origin,” he says, teeth flashing in a brilliant grin. “That’s so old. Anyway,” he passes the books back to me, “I’ll stop hogging your research.”

“No, thank you for your help, Theo.”

He holds his phone in one hand, the screen illuminating his face as he types quickly. I've never been a fast texter; there's something about it that doesn’t appeal to me. I much prefer the feel of pen on paper. If typed documents weren’t required, I wouldn’t even own a laptop. I like to write first drafts by hand, and editing on paper has always been more natural than straining my eyes on a screen.

“Max is heading up to study, too. Do you mind if he joins us?”

“Not at all.”

Theo turns his attention to his phone and starts typing again. Skin prickling, I still feel watched even though Theo’s gaze is on his phone; he is likely coordinating with Max and relaying how to get to the fancy room. No one else is here besides us, but I still have the uncanny feeling of being watched. I twist in my chair to be sure, and lo and behold, the room is empty of people. I shiver. Kate’s words come back to mind. Flies are spies. Luckily, I see none. Of course, I don’t believe the sentiment, but why test it? I try to shrug it off, but instead, the sensation of being seen is only amplified. I squint, looking for spy flies, but I don’t find any. To be sure, the room is grand with high ceilings and plenty of hiding spaces, so really, they could be anywhere. Perhaps they watch me from behind the light fixtures on the ceiling, or as they sit upon a neglected tome. Or, maybe, they are on the walls, or by the window, perched and observant of my every move. A shiver wracks my spine once more. 

“You cold?” Theo asks, raising his head from the phone. “It is a little chilly in here,” he continues, oblivious to my shrug. I’m not cold, but instead, mildly disturbed. Once again, I see his dark eyes, and I shudder before shaking my head in response. “Alright, I’ll be right back. Max is lost.”

“Sounds good,” I say, and then I cough. “Not good that Max is lost, but rather that you’re helping.”

“Thanks, I think I’ll need it. Max said something about Chaucer.”

“Chaucer should be in 800’s section, under C, floor 4,” I add helpfully, and he nods as he leaves the room. I know the place well because Kate specializes in Medieval English Literature and frequents the section often.

The feeling of being watched lingers even after Theo leaves, intensifying to the point where my thoughts short-circuit, fixating on one recurring thought: someone is watching me. I double-check the room—I'm utterly alone—but I still feel the heavy weight of a steady gaze.

“Who’s there?” I ask into the gloom, pushing my notebook to the side before standing up. Frowning, I spin in a circle as though waiting for someone to stand up from behind an armchair. No one does.

A tingle shoots through my spine as I feel something swipe against my neck, a solitary finger tracing my hairline down to my shoulder. Whipping around, I seek the culprit, but yet again, I come face to face with nothing more than air. Clenching my eyes shut as I breathe slowly in and out, something invisible toys with me—dances in circles around me. Waves of sensations swell within me, stirring raucously where before there’d been smooth waters. Taking a small step back away, like I can outrun the intensity, I stumble into the same armchair Theo had.

“Show yourself,” I whisper, unsure if I am having a mental breakdown. Shuddering when hot breath hits my neck, I turn again, but unlike previously, I crash into something solid. Crying out, half expecting arms to catch me, I am utterly stupefied when I actually fall to the floor. Face burning, I whip around, not only verifying that no one witnessed the embarrassing incident, but also checking that no one was actually terrorizing me.

Shaking my head, I stand, and just as I do, I hear voices. Returning to my chair, I turn to face the door where Theo and Max enter the study room. Jovially, their voices banter, but they quickly become background noise as I try to understand what just occurred.

Theo takes the spot he claimed before, but Max hovers as he holds his backpack with a single strap. He smiles at me and gestures to the empty chair to my right. I must be an excellent actor because when he looks at me, it is only to ask me if he can join Theo and I, and not to ask if I had a vexing paranormal encounter that shook me to my core. It’s just as well. I don’t want to have to explain the experience and say, ‘Oh, I’m fine, I’m just hearing voices and seeing people who aren’t here.’ Historically, that admission has never led to optimal results.

“As long as you can endure him,” I say, tossing my head to the left at the guy in question, trying to relax after the moment I just experienced. My heart is slowly coming back to neutral, but still, I feel unsettled. Max shakes his head good-naturedly. The chair squeaks as Max sits down and settles in.

“So, you’re doing Dionysus,” I say, looking at Theo, “and you’re doing… Pan?” I ask Max, and they nod.

“Well, Pan and Hermes together, but yes,” Max says, tapping his knee. “I think Dr. Whitlock thought all of our choices were funny,”

“How so?” Theo asks. Max has dark curly hair that flops into his eyes, wild and untamed, though not unkempt. Somehow, it suits him. He flicks his hair out of his eyes with a jerk of his chin before responding.

Max shrugs. “He was amused at you, Theo,” he says, and Theo shrugs. “And at you, Corey, come to think of it.” Dr. Whitlock had smiled, but I’d assumed it was a result of my decisiveness. Deciding to test out a theory of connecting attributes of the chosen gods to the student in question, I turn to Theo.

“I have an experiment. Shall we try it?”

“What kind of experiment?” Max asks, and I grin.

“Do you like wine, Theo?”

“Oh, you know…”

Max coughs while saying, “Dionysus.”

“Oh, come on!” Theo cries in protest. “Who doesn’t like wine? Wine is great! What situation can’t improve with a little wine?” Max and I exchange looks, and Theo scowls.

“He’s not dramatic either,” I say dryly, and Max snickers at his friends’ expense. Theo’s scowl deepens.

“Well, Persephone. Do you like springtime and flowers?”

“Oh, you know,” I repeat, using his words again. Theo grins victoriously. I choose not to mention that my wardrobe is entirely floral or that my bedroom is overflowing with plants, spilling into the common living area. I'm just grateful that Kate tolerates them as well as she does.

“And you,” Theo says, pointing to Max. “You play the flute, and you’ve never heard of a hairbrush.” Max scoffs and looks at Theo with a blank stare.

“You can’t brush curly hair like straight hair,” Max says in an exasperated tone like they’d had this conversation before.

“I quite like his hair,” I say. Max throws me a small smile while Theo throws his hands up into the air with a grumble, though I can’t be sure what he says.

We fall silent after that. I sigh and relax into my chair, not in the mood to study actual classwork. I want answers. Pulling my books out, I start doing transliteration work as the boys quietly talk about their other classes. Referencing the book, I write out the letters on a fresh sheet, brow crinkling with effort. Slowly, the letters become familiar as I repeatedly write them out, and as I become more confident and familiar with the process, I can fill out the English form much quicker. Substituting the letters for English ones is the easiest part. The hard part is filling in the vowels. Once I’ve completed my copy, I read it over, trying to make sense of the written words without the helpful aid of vowels.

Th gds h ll pssd, nd ll bd phrwll,

prt phrm1 one wh ws bnd by crl trcks.

By dsgn ph th phts, thy wr xplld

whl thrs md wws t dy by th stycks.

Sm drnk phrm Lth t wndr th wrld,

t lv s mrtls wth n mmry.

Wth cln slt, ll thr pst r ntmbd—

blws t thr prgtry.

Wth d ph hr cmpnn, Hkt,

Prsphn nshs wtht trs.

Thgh hlng frm ws ph trnty,

bsd Hds, sh tks hr pls.

Th dy wll km fr hm t b ppsd.

Shll wndr t grdn ph phlwrs

nd hl hm ph th ldst knwn dss,

whl h wll ndw hr hlph hs pwr.

Hds shll swllw hr lst mrtl brth—

gn, sh’ll snd s th Qn ph Dth.

I blow out a breath, collapsing back onto the plushy back of the armchair. Max and Theo look up at me. Even after the first line, it is obvious this is indeed a transliteration.

“Something wrong?” Theo asks, and I just close my eyes and pass him the sheet of paper in response.

“Wow, wow, wow,” he says, but I don’t catch his expression because my eyes are so damn heavy. “Every second line seems to rhyme,” he says, offering me a short whistle.

“Does it?” I ask, my brain feeling numb.

“What’s that?” Max asks, and in response to him, I give him the original Phoenician page. His brows furrow, his eyes sliding back and forth between the lines. “This is nonsense.”

“Not nonsense,” Abernathy interjects. “A transliteration it seems,” he says, passing my English version to him to compare.

“All I have deduced thus far,” I say wearily, “is that it is not ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’ By Rick Astley.”

Theo snorts before Max hands them back. “Let me know if you want some fresh eyes,” Theo offers, and I nod, settling down again to fill in any words that might be obvious. There is a tightness in my belly at the sight of the words, and I reread it again.

Leaning back in deep thought, the vaguest sense of déjà vu overcomes me. The beginning and end are starting to make some semblance of sense to me, but the middle eludes me. The first line is nearly complete. Surely the ‘h’ is a verb—have, perhaps? That checks out since ‘ave’ is missing and they are not in the alphabet. The Gods have what? The only thing that occurs to me is ‘all,’ which leaves one word to decipher.

“I think I have the first line,” I say out loud. “The Gods have all passed and all bid farewell.”

Theo holds his hand out for the sheets of paper, and he reads over it carefully. “I think you’re spot on. The first line is ten syllables, and there are 18 lines. I think this is a sonnet. Which means…” He squints at the bottom of the page. “The second last line must be ‘Breath’ to rhyme with death as a final couplet.”

“I’m shit at poetry, so thank you,” I say, scribbling the word down when he handed them back. “I never would have clued into that.”

“If it’s all like the first line, it should be a heroic sonnet in iambic pentameter,” he says, and then, quieter, as though he can’t help himself, says, “Who knew he had it in him?”

“He? Who is he?” I ask, and I catch Max and Theo exchanging a glance. “What? What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart leaping.

“I should have said ‘they’ or ‘he or she.’ I didn’t mean to assume it was a man. Apologies,” Theo says quickly. “How accidentally sexist of me.”

“Nothing’s wrong,” Max adds, furrowing his brow, “it’s just… who wrote that? It sounds like… a prophecy. Or a romantic.”

“I don’t know. This was in a used textbook, but there’s no name in the front; I’ve checked.”

“Shame,” Max said, staring at the page. “Would have been interesting to know why they had it in there to begin with.”

Indeed.


CHAPTER 4

DARK COSMOGONY

The poem is all I can think about. Over the weekend when I’d really should have been preparing for the week, I had absorbed every source I could find on Phoenicia and its origins. Phoenicia’s history could essentially be divided into two parts: its first era in the Levant from the third millennium BCE and the second era of Carthage, where the language evolved further into Punic—the branch died at the hands of Rome.

Even now as I walk to class, my head is trapped in a world of speculation. Feeling like I’ve lived this moment before in a profound moment of déjà vu, I hurtle towards the Classics building, a sanctuary to my rattled brain. As I pass the entrance pillars, I yank the doors open faster than the automatic ones can respond and swiftly climb the steps. Just in time, I slip into the auditorium and find a vacant spot. One quick look around me tells me I'm the only Master's student in attendance. The course hadn't been offered during my undergraduate degree.

“Welcome, class, to the third lecture on Comparative Mythology. Today, we are looking at origin myths and the concept of ‘World Creation.’” The classroom chatter dwindles to silence as the PowerPoint presentation starts on the screen. “World Creation will be a two-part lecture since it is necessary to understand what the cultures started with and how they evolved from animism to anthropomorphism.” The next slide was just a large question mark.

“How did the world begin?” Dr. Hughes asks, but it’s rhetorical. “Every culture has an answer for this—even ours, though most people today would answer ‘The Big Bang.’”

She clicks to the next slide. “Some Ancient Egyptians believed the world began with Chaos in a world completely covered with water. Slowly, the earth rose from the depths, containing all procreative power. The mound of earth was central to their beliefs.” The word Chaos zooms onto the PowerPoint.

“The Mesopotamians agreed to an extent. They agreed that the earthly plain started off completely as water, both salt and fresh, but instead of the earth rising on its own, it was the mixing and churning of Salt water and Fresh water that gave rise to the earth and the air. These deities were named Tiamat and Anzu.” The words Primeval Waters join Chaos. “This will sound familiar. Anzu got a headache from the noise of his children, so, he sought to murder them. His children caught wind of his scheme and slew him, enraging Tiamat. In retribution for murdering her husband, she gave birth to monsters to wipe out her spawn—and lost. Later cultures, such as the Norse, believed there was nothing in the beginning—a void, a place called Ginnungigap. Life rose when icy regions clashed with flaming ones, and moisture was born.” Nothing. “But what about Eastern Myths? Well, in the Vedic mythology of India, for example, it’s not so much that the earth is created rather than… rearranged—putting order to the chaos of mixing elements and separating them. China’s mythology is similar.” Transmuted. “In Japan, they believed that the cosmos was spontaneously born from chaos in the form of an egg.” An Egg, is the final word to come up onto the list, and Dr. Hughes leaves the slide just like that for a moment

“It’s curious, isn’t it? How various cultures all seem to stumble on the same sorts of ideas? You might be asking yourself, ‘Dr. Hughes? Why are you talking about “outdates beliefs”concerning the beginning of the world?’ to which I’d respond, ‘Because!’ Because why? Well, if nothing else, it’s interesting.” She moves to the next slide. “But I think it’s more than that. You see, culture does not exist in a vacuum… Unless of course… you’re Japan in the Edo period or North Korea at the moment… in which case, apologies. If that applies to you, you’re either a time traveller, a refugee, or none of the above in which case, I’m concerned for your mental health, and I'd advise you seek out the wonderful, included services here on campus. Where was I going with this?”

“Unless you exist in a vacuum,” a student in the front says, and Dr. Hughes beams.

“Exactly! We don’t! So, it should follow then, that if these cultures had contact with each other—which it certainly did—then it stands to reason they’d be influenced in some fashion over time. But what about the cultures that have been proven to not have contact with each other such as Ancient Greece and Japan?

“A quick show of hands: how many of you think the Greeks thought the world started with Chaos?” I raise my hand, and about seventy percent of the class agrees. “And how many of you think the Greeks thought the world started with a mother Goddess?” It seems some people change their minds because a little less than half of the people raise their hands. “Okay, and how many of you think the Greeks thought that it was a cosmic egg that started life on earth?” Again, some people seem to be voting more than once. Dr. Hughes nods slowly, pacing from one side of the room to the other, holding the class in tension until she releases it.

“If you said A—you’d be correct. If you said B—you would also be correct. If you said C—yes, you would be right. If you raised your hand twice, you second guessed yourself. If you raised your hand three times, you’re either too smart to be in this class, or more likely, a degenerate who has no respect for Order and would probably be super chill with the Titans. I respect both. In case of the first, come see me after class; I need a TA.

“Many of you, no doubt, are familiar with the youngest generation of the Greek Gods, the Olympians, but we will be starting with the primordial deities. Based mostly on the Theogony of Hesiod, he accounts a general history of the creation myth. First, there was darkness, which is to be understood as Chaos.” She moves to the next slide.

I nod along with this and make notes on my own. Much of this class is already known to me, but because I understand the basics of it already, I can utilize the class by digging deeper and making connections. I make personal notes with a blue pen.

✧        From the ancient Greek worldview, darkness is considered the origin of creation—it holds space for new.

✧        Life does not exist without darkness: human life starts in the darkness of the womb, as a result of connotative ‘nocturnal’ activities, just as a seed germinates in the darkness of the soil.

✧        Darkness is not ‘evil’ inherently. It can be both a nurturer and a destroyer.

“Chaos was the primordial Goddess of Air. After her, came Gaia, Goddess of Earth; Tartarus, God of the Pit; Nyx, the Goddess of Night; Eros, God of Desire, and Erebus, God of Darkness. Sources disagree on whether they were Chaos’s children or just created post-Chaos, but either way, these Gods were the first of many, and all of them symbolize darkness in some way—darkness and life. Light comes into being later with the birth of Hemera, daughter of Nyx and Erebus—the Goddess of Day.” My hand cramps as I scribble my thoughts down furiously. “Of course, in the case of a Great Mother Goddess and the snake and the egg, there is an alternative myth attributed to the Pelasgians, the native Greeks. Eurynome was born from Chaos, and she separated the water from the sky. She danced on the ocean, generating wind, and the wind formed a snake called Ophion. The snake grew lustful watching her dance and impregnated her. Eurynome birthed the Cosmic Egg, and when it hatched, the earth and all of life was born from within. She ascended as the ruler of Olympus.” Dr. Hughes moves the slide to a picture of an egg with a snake wrapped around it seven times.

“Of course, the peace did not last long. Feminists will love this part. Ophion, he had some ideas brewing in his head about taking credit for the creation of the universe. Eurynome didn’t appreciate this. She kicked all his teeth out and banished him from Olympus.”

Startled laughs echo throughout the room, each of us riveted by the story.

“She then created the planetary powers: the Sun, the Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, and placed one Titan and one Titaness in power of each as a divine pair. Until she was deposed… by Rhea and Cronus, the pair of Peace; a poignant, ironic conundrum, is it not?”

I stop writing, utterly intrigued by this version of myth. I’ve never encountered it before, and somehow, it fits within the existing framework of the myth I already know.

“Of course, by the time of the Classical myth, she is barely a footnote as a passing lover of Zeus and the mother of the Muses. How far the mighty fall,” she says, sighing.

“In any event, the point I am making is the fact that both Ancient Greece and Ancient Japan believed in a cosmic egg, and yet… they did touch. Japan was perhaps on the periphery, but even China, connected by land, was something few Greeks would have even heard of.

“Anyway, what might we learn from these myths? How does this have any impact whatsoever on our day to day lives?” A moment passes and she sighs. “I’m looking for hands this time.” Hesitantly, some hands come up. “Yes, you in the polka dots and shorts.” A guy in the middle left says something too quiet for me to hear. “Correct. They tell us of universal narratives and themes. Is it a midnight soap on MTV or is it an ancient myth? Good. What else?”

“They’re entertaining?”

“Yes, they are. Very good! They make us feel something. What else?”

My hand is in the air and just as I realize where it is, Dr. Hughes calls on me. I swallow. “We can learn from the conflicts and resolutions of myths. There is social commentary that, even if not directly relatable, has a basis in human connection.”

“Excellent, Corey, yes…”

I tune out, lost in my thoughts. Something about the concept of darkness is tugging at me. I write the word DARKNESS and draw a bubble around it. Perhaps I can compare the conception and function of the modern worldview and ancient Greek worldview on darkness as my thesis. It’s an intriguing thought to me.

What is the function of darkness?

How might darkness be beneficial?

Mind mapping my thoughts, I draw a line from ‘darkness’ to three new concepts: ‘Primordial,’ ‘Titan,’ and finally to ‘Olympian.’ I fill out every God and Goddess with an association with the concept of darkness that I can think of. By the time I sit up, having put every thought on the page, I have an entire page filled to the brim with notes, text moving sideways and upside down, with arrows and lines connecting various ideas. I’m so absorbed in my thoughts that I’m startled to find everyone standing up for the end of class.

“—And I’ll see you on Wednesday for the continuation of today’s lecture. The slides will be up by the end of the day for those who want to review them. Thank you, everybody, and have a good rest of your day.”

Startled that class is over, I hurriedly shut my notebook and stuff it into my bag as everyone begins filing out of the room. I will require those slides, I think to myself as I stand and exit the room to go to my next class.







Despite having no intention of returning, I find myself back in the library after my other classes. Alone, like a ghost haunting the shelves, I wander through the stacks aimlessly, ignoring the titles as I pass. Running my fingers over the spines as I walk through row after row, I approach the last stack and stop on one book in particular which is warm to the touch. I halt, letting my finger pause on the book. Pulling it from the shelf, I skip over the title and author. Instead, I close my eyes and let pages slip between my fingers as I fan the book waiting for a page to snag. My finger catches on page 147, and out loud, I whisper the first line on the page.

“—the marks of profound melancholy, his step was slow, and his manner grave, stately, and solemn.”

Frowning at the words, I try to understand what the hell that means. He? Who is ‘he’ and why is he sad? Flipping to the front cover, I note it is The Monk, by Matthew Lewis. I blush at the front cover. A bat-vampire-demon thing is flying away with a very naked man upside down—was he the monk? What a tiny—

“Ah, bibliomancy.”

Whipping around, I gasp as I back into the bookshelf, clutching the book to my chest, my finger still wedged in place to keep my spot. Fighting for breath, I put a hand on my forehead and shake my head with a breathy laugh.

“My apologies, Corey. I did not mean to frighten you.” Aiden’s height is imposing, especially now when I am standing on the floor instead of sitting on a brick wall. Still, he keeps his distance, and when I put my hand back down by my side, his eyes capture mine. His face gives no emotion away, and yet, there is something about his posture that, despite his height, seems to hint at something heavier. He takes a step towards me before clearing his throat. “Looking for answers about something?” he asks, gesturing to the book again.

“Oh, uh.” I look down at the book and blush again. “Yeah. It was stupid. I was just wandering, and I picked it up.”

“That is not stupid,” he says, taking a slow step closer like he can’t help himself. “Well, did it give you an answer?” he asks. “Bibliomancy is an ancient old form of divination.”

“Flipping to random pages in books?” I ask incredulously, and his lips twitch.

“Indeed, although it was most often done with a bible, hence, bibliomancy.” Humming, I open the book and reread the line. My mouth drops as I look back up at him. “I take it you got an answer you don’t like.” He ventures with a chuckle that echoes in my head on repeat.

“It’s just a coincidence that you showed up.”

He raises his brow as he takes another slow step forward. “You were looking for answers… about me?”

“Uh—” I cringe and feel my face go hotter than Hephaestus’s forge. “That’s not what I meant. I mean—I didn’t ask a specific question, but the passage—and then you…” I trail off, watching his teeth snag on his lip to contain his smile. I close my mouth before looking at my feet to collect myself and stop digging a hole.

“A coincidence, you say?”

“Yes.” I chance a look at him.

“I don’t believe in coincidences,” he says, now standing only a foot away from me. I freeze and swallow before asking a question.

“What do you believe in?” I ask, clutching the book to my chest as though the book can help stop my heart from running in circles.

“I believe in the limitless extent of human denial and in patterns that have yet to be recognized—an unidentified cause that has simply not yet been paired with the observed effect.” He pauses, and his eyes meet mine. “That book, for example,” he continues as he grazes a finger against the book, still looking at me. “You have observed bibliomancy work and yet you disbelieve there was any law in the universe to allow for such a thing to occur except random happenstance.”

I clear my throat. “So there is no such thing as randomness in your books?” I ask, and a small smile twists his mouth at my play on words.

“No such thing as randomness,” he agrees. “Do you not go to books for answers? Why should you be skeptical about asking a book for an answer and receiving an answer in return? One does not have to actually read a book to find the answer. The book can present you with one in any number of curious ways. And,” he adds, “as for a law that could explain such a phenomenal occurrence… what about ‘Ask and you shall receive; seek, and ye shall find; knock, and it shall be opened unto you.’ God will give you answers in any way He can.”

I can barely breathe. “So your explanation is the Law of Attraction?” I ask, and he rolls his eyes.

“Some call it this, yes.”

“Not you?”

“When you breathe, do you call it the ‘Law of being about to suck oxygen into thy lungs?’”

I stare at him. “Regrettably, I don’t.”

“Precisely.” I frown as I sort through his logic. He reads my face, probably sees my rampant bewilderment, and continues. “Because there are things that are understood and things that are not. When something is truly understood, it stops being a law and simply is. If the words ‘Law of’ precede something, it is little more than theory. It is a placeholder for a more correct truth—an all-encompassing truth. It is not the Law of Attraction. When you look at magnets doing magnet things, do you call it the Law of Attraction or do you accept magnets are doing magnet things, acting precisely within the confines of its nature as you understand it?”

“You accept things as they are within their function,” I say, piecing together his words. He hums before taking a breath.

“We are just bigger, weaker magnets. We have polarity. You attract what you are. It’s not some New Age voodoo mysticism. Even science has gotten to that conclusion. Science is a theory, and it will never explain everything, but thankfully, one does not need to understand how something works to know that something does work. Do you know how to build a car?”

“I don’t.”

“And yet, even though you don’t know how to build a car, you can still drive it, can you not?”

“I actually can’t.”

He smirks. “You don’t have to understand Love to love, and you don’t need to understand Death to die. Understanding is irrelevant. Acceptance of what is, of the divine order of the Universe, is what matters. Life is far harder when you try to go backwards or work against the principles of what are.”

“It’s hard to fault that logic. And what is the function of a human?” I ask, tilting my head and pressing closer to him. “That is what you’re leading up to, correct?”

His mouth perks up, but it’s his eyes that light up. “Astute. Tell me, do you know what was written at the temple of Delphi?”

“Of course. Know thyself.”

“That is the only necessary goal of any sentient being.”

“How did you do that?” I ask quietly, meeting his veritable gaze, eyes with such depths I think I might free-fall and never find the ground.

“Do what?” he asks, just as quietly.

“Speak so clearly and make me agree with you.”

He snorts. “I didn’t make you do anything,” he says. “You chose.”

“Hmm,” I say, unconvinced. Glancing down, I realize my fingers are clenched around the book’s spine. “Any chance you’ve read this book?” I ask, and to my utter astonishment, he nods.

“Caused quite a stir in its day.”

“What’s it about?” I ask, and he regards the book for a long, long moment.

“It’s about a man’s fall from grace.”

His hand slowly reaches towards my face, giving me time to pull away if I so chose, but I stay still. “May I?” he whispers, hand hovering over my face. I can feel the heat emanating from his almost-touch.

Nodding, I feel like my lungs are going to burst. “Yes,” I whisper back.

I let him cradle my cheek in his palm, a rush of electric sensations coursing through me. Gasping at his touch, I close my eyes as a surge of conflicting emotions rises within me, starting in my belly—a blend of fullness and emptiness, fulfillment and longing. Opening my eyes again, I can barely comprehend the expression on his face. His eyes are clenched shut, dark eyebrows drawn, and his lips part as though he’s in excruciating pain.

“Polarity,” he whispers.

Eyes snapping open, he suddenly backs away. Where there’d once been heat, there’s now a coldness in its place. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I must go.” His eyes hold anguish, and before I can say another word, he rounds the corner and disappears. At least I assume that’s what he did because one second he is there, and the next he is not. I do not make an attempt to follow him, too rattled to do anything more than stare.

The Monk falls from my grasp and lands on the floor. With trembling hands, I pick up the book, terrified of what may appear. Page 239, the last page of the second of three volumes, speaks thus:

“—her companion from the mysterious cavern.”

I don’t want to understand the words. Scratching at the back of my mind urges me to piece everything together, but I shut it up. Stuffing the book back onto the shelf in a random spot, just as I stuff the truth into a drawer labelled ‘DO NOT OPEN,’ I hold in my tears as I rush out of the library and to my dorm to cry in peace.


CHAPTER 5

THE ORIGINAL FIGHT CLUB

Dark eyes invade my thoughts, probing me. I shiver despite the hot water of my shower. Muttering under my breath, I attempt to recollect my dream, but it’s gone. As the moments pass, the dream retreats further from view until I can barely graze the memory. By the end of my routine, only vague images remain alongside an uncomfortable sensation in my gut, the memory fleeing along with the suds going down the drain. Shaking my head, I shut the water off and go about my day. Kate is already gone, likely to the library.

Humming, I move to the mirror for subtle makeup before stepping into my business formal dress. I have a small dish for jewellery, and my eyes gravitate to a ring. It’s the silver visage of Medusa crowned with a gold shell, the snakes of her hair twisting in a loop to form the band. I slip it onto my forefinger.

Ensuring my laptop (and charger) is in my leather messenger bag, I shoulder it and proceed into the bustling street teeming with students. After pulling a gruelling all-nighter, I’d gotten to bed at three in the morning, but I finished my presentation. Dragging myself out of bed had been an effort, but I’m not about to miss my own seminar, especially after all the work I’d put into it. My PowerPoint presentation itself is, if nothing else, beautiful. I spent more time than I’d like to admit matching fonts and colours with a marble background and finding pictures of Eleusis. Including the images probably wouldn’t be worth it, especially since people would look at them for about ten seconds and move on, but it felt important for veracity’s sake.

Despite the many ways I could have chosen to present the topic, the Eleusinian mysteries seemed the best choice. It was like the O.G. fight club. As a consequence of the cult’s stringent measures to maintain secrecy, our understanding of the cult and its rituals remains limited.

Sliding into my usual spot, I dig my laptop out of my bag and pull my slides up. I’m early today, so I watch as the others trickle into the room. Mulciber sits next to me as he always does, and Theo winks at me as he always does.

“Are we about to learn things that we’d be killed for sharing in the past?” Theo asks across the horseshoe.

“Absolutely.”

“Charges?”

“Sharing state secrets and betraying wisdom to those who have not earned it,” I say mildly. Theo nods with a twisted grin.

“Cool.”

“I assume you will require the projector, Miss Morris?” Mr. Whitlock asks, and I nod.

“Yes, I will.”

Feeling anxious, I wipe my sweaty palms on my thighs as I stand behind the podium, and I plug the cord into the port on my laptop. My computer starts screen sharing, and my presentation blooms on the screen. I take a moment to breathe deeply before addressing the class, all of whom are now in attendance.

“First things first: I am doing my presentation on Demeter and Persephone’s main mystery religion, The Eleusinian Mysteries, named after the town it took place in, Eleusis. An honourable mention before we continue.”

I moved from the title slide, and it moved to a slide called ‘Thesmophoria’ with a bullet point list with images of the mother-daughter duo on the screen.

“The Thesmophoria, a three-day festival out of Athens, believed to be all-female worship by married women. Its intention was to ensure a fruitful harvest, and Demeter and Persephone, also known as Kore, were Fertility Goddesses.”

“I have only a short time frame for disseminating all I have learned on the worship of Demeter and Persephone, so I chose to prioritize one of the mysteries over the other. Since the ‘Eleusinian Mysteries’ was one of the most far-reaching and widespread of the cults in the ancient world, I focused on that one in particular, but this is not to say the Thesmophoria was less important.”

I look at Dr. Whitlock for a moment, and he nods with an encouraging smile. Heaving a dramatic sigh, I move to the next slide, and the class starts snickering. Brad Pitt’s face covers the entire screen.

“… I wish I had a better indication of what really happened in the Eleusinian Mysteries, but the first rule of the mysteries is ‘do not talk about the mysteries.’ The second rule is ‘DO NOT talk about the mysteries!’ Without further ado, let’s talk about the mysteries.”

“That’s a terrible, foolish idea,” Theo says. He rubs his hands together. “I’m ready.”

“Right,” I say, addressing the room broadly. “On the original fight club. The evolution of worship in Eleusis cannot be overstated. It is a sophisticated evolution. No different from Christianity, which has been evolving for nearly as long as the Eleusinian mysteries were practiced, what is true of the beginnings of each religion is not the same as what can be said of their ends.” I face the room, trying to make eye contact with everyone as I do so.

“To sum up Christianity in a small seminar would leave out so much. The same is true for the Eleusinian Mysteries. To be sure: far less is known about the origins of the Eleusinian cult and its earliest times. Less still is known about what actually happened within the mysteria.” I bite my lip, and I can feel sweat building under my arms. The nerves of speaking, despite my knowledge of the subject, can still be felt.

“We can speculate on the first part of the mysteries, but it is likely that the second and third parts will never be known. With that being said, I will attempt to sum up the most essential aspects moving in more or less chronological order.” I flick my slide from the title page to my overview section.

“Here,” I say, “we have a list of important definitions, locations, and roles within the worship itself, but before I get into that, I want to make a statement concerning the sources we have. First and foremost, we have the Homeric Hymn to Demeter and Hesiod’s Theogony.

“According to Francis R. Walton in his paper, ‘Athens, Eleusis, and the Homeric Hymn to Demeter’ in 1952, dated, yes, but on the money, he asserts that the hymn was not intended to be used within the worship itself. Instead, he thinks that the piece was written as Eleusinian propaganda to protect their heritage from the encroaching Athenians who were butting into their sacred religion. The piece immortalizes the myth of why Eleusis is so important. For two thousand years, and possibly more, it was the single seat of power for the rites.

“Athens, as it came into its power, and as early as 590 BCE, demanded a more active role within the Mysteries proper. They were obliged, but it is clear the Eleusinians did so only grudgingly. The Hymn explicitly does not mention Athens. It also does not name many of the roles which slowly began to creep onto the scene once Athens became involved.

“Therefore,” I say, “I don’t think the text should be approached as though it defines what went on within the mysteries. Can it inform the mysteries? Perhaps. But more accurately, I think it is a literary middle finger to the Athenians. And it works. Athens demands a seat, they demand more power, they demand titled roles, and they get it. But they never accomplish taking it entirely for themselves. It is still known as the Eleusinian Mysteries, after all, and not the Athenian Mysteries. So, with that out of the way, what can we know about the mysteries so closely guarded?

“The Thesmophoria, Demeter’s other rite, might inform this. Many scholars believe that the origins of the Eleusinian Mysteries were explicitly for women. More specifically, it is likely it was a fertility cult dedicated to young women learning from elders about womanhood, likely at first blood. The symbolism is strong for this. As the Eleusinian Mysteries gained popularity, it became increasingly inclusive, allowing women and men, the rich, and even slaves to participate.

“Its original mission morphed into something else, deviating in a way that makes the same points in a more open-ended way. Instead of the cycles of womanhood, it became about making peace with death and how we all fit into the life cycle of all since we all eventually perish.”

I move to the next slide.

“So, that’s the why and the where. It’s in Eleusis, and the purpose is to gain perspective and peace with the idea of death by using the myth of Hades and Persephone as the basis for metaphor. The who? Well, in a literal sense, anyone who shows up. There were only two rules for attending: you must be able to understand Greek, and your hands must be ‘clean.’ This is to say, not a criminal or ritually impure. If one passed these criteria, there was a small fee collected that was possible for even the slaves to pay. Assuming we’re all ritually pure, we shall continue,” I say, pointing to the next part of the screen.

“There were religious roles which were central to the rites. Again, this part is murky. What were the original roles, and what roles developed later on? We don’t have a definitive answer. So, in broad strokes, here it is in no particular order. There was the Hierophant whose role was to show the sacred objects—we’ll get to those in a moment—and to be the voice. There were priestesses too, with different ranks. There were the Hierophantides, priestess titles dedicated to either Demeter or Persephone indicated as Elder and Younger, and the Hierphantes, not to be confused with the Hierophantis who is priestess to both Goddesses.”

“Hard mistake to make,” Theo joked.

“In the time of Athens, one of the concessions made was the Procession. It was a long walk where the Priestesses carried the hiera, or sacred objects, to Athens to reside there for half of the days of the festival and then carried them back to the Telesterion, the major temple in Eleusis for the remainder.”

“It has become clear in the literature that there were divisions in how much one could know based on what was called a ‘grade.’ There were three grades involved, but it is not clear exactly what one was called. There were the Epoptai, who were considered ‘viewers,’ and there were Mystai, who were blindfolded ‘initiates.’

“Beyond the grades, there were three parts to the rites called the mysteria. There were the dromena (things done), deiknumena (things shown), and legomena (things spoken). This is where the presentation gets into a little bit of speculation. There is no way to know for certain what any of these parts entailed.

“We do know there was probably a feast, and that there was a sacred beverage called kykeon, which was a beverage of barley, water, and mint. There are theories about whether there were psychoactive ingredients, but there is no firm evidence of this. It was, in the myth, taught to the people of Eleusis by Demeter herself.

“There was food, drink, sacrifices, fire, torches, possibly an acted-out recreation of the myth, and any number of things that might not have made it onto the historical record,” I conclude.

I move to the next slide, then the next, until I reach nearly the end of my presentation, outlining the various eras and how the original rite evolved until its inevitable fall at the hands of the Christians.

“The purpose of the Eleusinian Mysteries appears to be for mortals to make peace with their mortality. The myth of Persephone is familiar to us all,” I say, “but for the sake of the presentation, I shall illustrate briefly here: a young maiden, Persephone, is playing in a field with her friends, admiring flowers. From below, Hades, God of the Dead, watches, falling in love from afar. He gives her a gift in the form of a flower, and as she touches it, the earth falls open and he seizes her for his own.

“Demeter, in her grief, threatens to allow every mortal to die of starvation, going on strike from growing food until her daughter is returned to her. A deal is struck, and possibly through agreement, and possibly through trickery, Hades agrees, but only if Persephone returns to him for half of the year. Why does this myth matter? What relevance does it have to inform us of coming to terms with death? What is death?” I ask, rhetorically. I gaze around the room and wait for a moment before answering. “I would argue there are many kinds of death. For a mother, surely death is watching her child grow up. For a child, it’s the process of growing up and becoming an adult. For the elderly, it’s saying goodbye to everything you know. Then, there’s the French little death, the process of bringing life into the world and sexuality.” I pause and look down at my computer screen.

“Persephone is taken by Hades, and Demeter experiences a death. Persephone is taken by Hades and she experiences a death; not only is she believed to have been kidnapped, but she also becomes a woman by possibly tasting… adult fruit. Hades has to give Persephone up, and he experiences a death for he is left alone. It is a myth of the life cycles of our world.

“When life dies, death is born. When life is born, death dies. Persephone returns to Demeter changed, but alive and renewed, and both are reborn and reunited. It must have been a comfort in the mysteries to believe that even death could not break bonds. It’s bittersweet, perhaps, because she must return every year, but so it goes. But I’d like to think that through that struggle, through the tension between light and dark, there is meaning.” I sigh and move to the final slide which has all my citations. “Any questions?”


CHAPTER 6




BIBLIOMANCY & SUPERNATURAL LOVERS




Apart of me, indeed, a substantial part of me, wants to recreate the Eleusinian mysteries—just for fun. There is no way we can get it right—there are special dates, special clothing, special drinks, particular states of mind brought about by a gruelling walk, sleep deprivation, fasting, and possibly even hallucinogenic use in Demeter’s sacred brew of Kykeon, not to mention the various offerings and initiates who would pass knowledge on. By comparison, a modern attempt would appear no different to children playing with sock puppets, groping around on the floor like blind worms. What could the harm be? The rational part of myself is screaming, ‘You stupid idiot. Don’t mess with that which you don’t understand.’ I nod to myself. Wise. Wise indeed. The stupid idiot inside of me, the one who would press the red button—just to see—disagrees. ‘Curiosity killed the cat, but satisfaction brought it back.’ I weigh both arguments. There is a certain draw to the latter. The former ensures I’m safe from the unknown—but isn’t it what you don’t know that kills you?

A knock at my door makes me sit up.

“Yeah?” I turn in my chair to look at the door, which remains closed. Silence ensues. Standing, I cross the floor to the door before opening it to reveal Kate, who is standing there with a bottle of wine in her left hand and two glasses in her right. She smiles hopefully.

“I think you need to relax,” she says, shaking her hands. “You’ve been on overdrive for too long.” Ever since the library encounter with Aiden several weeks ago, I had shut myself up in my room. Not only have I gotten all caught up with my readings and assignments for my classes, I am, for the first time, ahead in my classes and research.

I lean against my doorway, deliberating. I want to say no. I want to go back to my studies, but I realize, as I look at Kate, that I have not spent any time with her recently, which is so different from the usual. Standing up straighter, I nod.

“Yeah,” I say. “Okay.”

She grins and lets out a squeal, tilting her head toward the living room. “Yay! I’m so glad you said yes. Come on!”

I follow her through to the living room and notice she has a heap of blankets on the couch and quite possibly every pillow in the city. She launches into the pile, wine glasses tinkling together as she lands.

Putting the bottle of wine down from where it had been tucked under arm, she sets the glasses side by side on the coffee table before returning to the bottle. Cracking the seal, she flicks the cap off where it hurtles into the wall before it clatters onto the ground, rolling to a stop on the carpet. Pouring glasses far beyond the standard amount, she holds mine out as I approach the couch. Settling beside her, I swirl my glass, sniff, and sip.

“Spill,” she says, her eyes hard, and I freeze before carefully inspecting the couch for where I’d already messed up the cushion. Frowning when I can’t find a stain, I squint at my wine glass, seeking spillage. Her loud snort makes me stop.

“No, I mean, spill as in ‘tell me what’s going on.’”

“Oh,” I say, blushing hard. Biting my lip, I look at my lap, deciding to explain. After gulping my wine, I allow my eyes to meet hers and shrug, not knowing how to start.

“Is it a guy?” she asks, breaking the tense silence.

“Not really, no. But also yes? A bunch of things happened at once. First, there was some mysterious guy, Aiden, who keeps popping with strange knowledge. Then there was an Ancient Greek cipher poem, which I translated, and it gave me some feelings and vibes that were a bit much, and then Aiden? He showed up again but then disappeared. It doesn’t seem like much when I say it out loud, but—”

“So it is a guy!” she shouts, fist in the air. I blush and shrug.

“Kind of.”

“A situationship?”

“I don’t even know.”

“Who is it? Someone I know?”

“I don’t know that either. His name is Aiden. But… I’m not sure he’s real.”

“Because he’s so swoon worthy?”

“No… I mean—” I groan, take a large gulp of wine, and place it roughly on the coffee table. “I mean… he almost feels supernatural.” Her demeanour changes instantly.

“Okay, are we talking vampire, werewolf, fae, ogre, orc, sidhe, evil spirit, mer-man, nymph, ghost…” She runs out of fingers as she rapid-fire lists all of the supernatural creatures she can think of, and then some as she doubles back on the same fingers. “Pixies, leprechauns, shapeshifter, gargoyle, Banshee, Minotaur—”

“—Whoa!” I stop her, eyes wide. “Kate! No! Oh my God, I think I’m just crazy and hallucinating.”

“—God?” She raises her eyebrows. I say nothing. Sighing, she changes the topic. “Okay, fine. Tell me about this Aiden. What happened with him? What makes you think you’re all nuts?”

Blushing, I recall the library stacks. “The first time I met him, I bumped into him at the fountain. He wasn’t there, then he was, and then he wasn’t again. And then, most recently, I was wandering the library when I bumped into him, and we had a conversation, a really good conversation, and then he touched me, apologized and just… disappeared.”

“He touched you? What do you mean he touched you?” She spins her legs around and sits on her knees, leaning forward eagerly.

“I mean… he touched my face briefly.”

“With his lips?” She wiggles her eyebrows. The flat stare I give her makes her giggle.

“With his hand.”

She hums and takes another deep sip. “What did you talk about?”

“Well, about fate, belief, coincidence, and bibliomancy.”

“Bibliomancy?” she asks in a tone of disbelief.

“Yeah, it’s the art of divination through flipping to pages in books for answers. I was… well, holding a book, and, well, looking for answers, and he confronted my skepticism.”

“Did it work?” I don’t answer, but it is an answer enough. “It did?” she asks, aghast. “You’re a believer of the mystical now?” she asks with visible glee.

“Hold your horses—I wouldn’t go that far. I… simply contemplated the possibility.”

“So… did the bibliomancy work? I am a sucker for weird shit. Please. Tell me something spooky happened.”

Snorting, I nod. “Well, the book told me he was there before he was there, and then when he left, I asked who he was, and I quote, ‘her companion from the mysterious cavern.’”

She twirls the wine glass in her hand from the stem as though imagining herself holding a flower before gently setting the glass back down on the coffee table. “You said something about an Ancient Greek cipher poem?” she says, putting her wine down. “May I read it? You know how I love old poetry.”

Nodding, I retrieve it and pass it off. She reads it slowly, mouthing the words. Chin resting in her cupped hand, she frowns as she gets further and by the end, she looks up at me with an expression similar to Max and Theo’s. She pulls out a pen from between the cushions, the wine glass clenched between her thighs, and she scribbles on the lines, likely in the places I had not yet figured out the words and phrases. Nests of pens could be found everywhere in our apartment.

“That’s…” I trail off.

“A heroic sonnet,” she offers. Arching a brow, I revisit it, focusing on form and meter, mouthing numbers and letters.

“Well, yes, but I was going to say… strange.” I eye the poem again. “How did you feel when you read it the first time?” I ask. Taking another small sip of my wine while resting with the arm of the couch to my back, I await her answer. I curl into the side of the couch, and with my wine glass pressed against my left shoulder, I watch her as she considers the question.

“Déjà vu?”

“Same.”

Kate’s expression reveals nothing, making me feel insecure and foolish for admitting such a thing out loud. She picks up her wine glass again, allowing the paper to slip from her fingers onto the pillow between us, and looks me dead in the eye. “I think that poem was literally written for you. Where did you find the poem?”

“In my textbook for Ancient Greek translations. It was second-hand.”

“And was there anything specific about where it was written?”

Shrugging, I pursed my lips. “Not really, no. I mean, it was written on that day’s homework selection. It was the Homeric Hymn.”

“Which?”

“To Demeter.”

Raising her eyebrow, she slowly lowers her finger to the words ‘Persephone’ and ‘Hades.’

“I’m not a classics major,” she says in a melodic voice, “but I know that the Homeric Hymn to Demeter is about the theft of Persephone by Hades and Demeter’s reaction. Do you think the presence of all those characters in the poem left for you is significant?” An uncomfortable feeling climbs up the column of my spine to latch onto my throat.

“Did… did you write this?” I ask, suddenly not sure about anything anymore.

“What?” She laughs, shaking her head hard. “Of course not. I’m just pointing out the obvious.”

“Obvious?” I ask, shaking the paper. “You’re an English major who knows all about me! You know what I like, you have access to all my textbooks at all times… I’m surprised I didn’t think you the culprit sooner.” In truth, it hadn’t occurred to me once.

“I promise I did not write that poem, nor do I make a habit of sussing out your likes and dislikes to write you poetic prophecies in your stolen textbooks.”

“Well, who writes cryptic poetry in textbooks without identifying themselves?”

“Who knows?” She slaps her thighs. “It could be coincidence.” I shiver. I recall Aiden’s words about coincidences. “Let’s go to the botanical gardens. I want to see some flowers and have some sunshine.”

I watch her as she gets up, but I do not follow. Someone could have simply written a poem about Persephone and Hades and put it in the book next to the relevant Homeric Hymn. Of course that’s a possibility. Thematically, it’s where that poem belongs, after all. But it’s not just that. It’s the reactions and the circumstances surrounding it. And for Kate to suggest we go to the botanical gardens, a flower garden when the Hymn to Demeter is about a girl being stolen in a field of flowers… I’m haunted by Aiden’s words.

There is no such thing as coincidence. Just denial.


CHAPTER 7

THE DOG FROM HELL

For some reason, no one else is at the botanical gardens when we arrive. The sky is bright blue, yet we have the place to ourselves. The botanical gardens have a variety of sites, including a butterfly garden, but I have eyes only for the flowers… and for holes mysteriously appearing in the ground. Of course, no holes appear in the ground, but my paranoia has taken the wheel.

This late in the year, most flowers are no longer in full bloom; rather, they are starting to wilt. It makes me equally sad and hopeful because while they die at the end of every season, some flowers are essentially immortal, while others need to be continually reborn. I wander the paths aimlessly with no destination. The air is warm, but not stifling, and when I sniff the flowers, a rush of endorphins courses through my body.

“These flowers make me feel like the Hulk,” I say, face in a flower just like the bees.

Kate laughs from further on down the path. “You know, I have lived a long time, and I’ve never heard that combination of words before.”

“A long time.” I snort. “You’re barely five months older than me,” I say, turning in a circle, overjoyed being surrounded by nature. She doesn’t respond; instead, she just smiles and peruses. Whistling quietly, she makes music, and my step starts bobbing in time to the tune.

Barking in the distance makes halts all progress. Head jerking up, I look around for the source of the noise. “Well, it seems like we’re not alone anymore,” I say, feeling conflicted about having to share the garden. On one hand, it’s a free park and everyone has a right to walk in it, but there is something singular about being one with nature.

“Looks like the dog got loose…” Kate says, and I frown.

“Wait, are dogs allowed here? They could damage the flowers.” My concern for the garden is overwhelming and panic starts to curl in my stomach.

“That’s a massive dog,” I say, finally seeing it. It seems to be running straight for me, barking madly. It’s not very fast—because of its size—but it moves fast enough for me to know I have to move now.

“Oh, shit, is it running at me? What do I do?” I back up quickly, looking around for cover. The owner is nowhere in sight.

I can’t see Kate, but I can hear her. She is yelling at the dog—as though that will help. The path offers little cover, but the butterfly garden is an enclosure and it’s close. I turn and sprint away from the dog to the glass building. I don’t permit myself to think about the consequences if the dog breaks through the glass.

The door opens inwards, and I cross the threshold before slamming it shut. The moment it’s closed, the door shudders at the impact of the dog against the glass, but it holds. It’s so humid in the enclosure that my sweat starts clinging to me, suffocating me. The butterflies are everywhere, and in this moment, they increase my anxiety as they dart back and forth into and out of my line and vision, obscuring my ability to see the dog, possibly a mastiff, but unlike any breed I’d ever seen.

The dog stands on its hind legs, towering over me with sharp teeth gnashing at the delicate wall. I scream, straining to keep the lever taut. I clench my eyes shut, but the image of the feral beast lingers in my mind.  Its wrinkly jowls ripple with fury as it seeks me out, and I am reminded of Cujo, the feral dog of Stephen King’s imaginings. Whimpering, I try to breathe, but the muggy air smothers me in my terror, and the butterflies which are usually such calm, peaceful creatures, are as agitated as I am.

A low, menacing note escapes its throat and when I open my eyes, its golden-brown eyes are trained hard on me and he’s back on all fours. The onslaught of sensations is too much: the dread of being attacked by a rabid dog, the heat and humidity of the greenhouse enclosure—the sensation of butterflies tickling my skin, the sound of teeth on glass and the growling of an angry dog, the sweet scent of flowers which now border on nauseating—it all comes to a head as the dog howls. Foot wedged against the door as I keep my weight against it, my stomach purges itself and the wine from earlier burns my throat. I pray to any God of Glass or Architecture that they hold the building steady for me, and I pray to the God of Death to be merciful.

Once more, the dog rears up on its hind legs and leans on the glass. I see the intelligence in its eyes, and a new wave of terror pulses through me. Its paws descend on the lever. Now, all he has to do is pull the lever with its jaws and be stronger than me. A tear leaks from my eyes as I take in its size, nearing six feet tall when it stands. This is how I’m going to die—ripped to shreds by a beast of a dog in a butterfly enclosure. I push on the door with all my weight against it, and I brace my staggered feet away from the door to give me leverage. Paw pushing the door handle down, the dog gains ground on the door, an inch at a time, and I scream through clenched teeth and tears as my grip grows slick with sweat.

Kate is still outside, slowly approaching the dog, and I want to yell at her for being stupid—who approaches a stranger’s rabid dog—but the dog stops its assault on the door and turns, wagging its tail at her. He barks, but instead of the angry growling with drool dripping down his muzzle, he trots up to her and sniffs her outstretched wrist. I can’t tear my eyes away, but I also don’t want to look. Still, I maintain my position at the door, bracing for another attack.

I can see her talking to the dog, but her words are unintelligible. Eventually, the dog looks back at me once, lips curling in a snarl before it licks Kate’s hand and runs back in the direction he came.

Releasing the door handle, my heart pounding in my chest, I collapse into a child’s pose, pressing my forehead to the ground in fervent supplication to whichever God or Goddess saved me. Sweat streams down my hairline and neck, making my clothes cling uncomfortably, and my mouth has an acrid aftertaste, but that discomfort pales in comparison to the fear still trapped within my trembling body.

The greenhouse door opens, and I have no words. I simply shake as residual terror slinks through me and out. I can feel Kate stroking my back, and it helps, but not enough for me to face the world again just yet. To her credit, Kate says nothing. She doesn’t ask asinine questions like, ‘Are you alright?’ or ‘Are you okay?’ and instead, allows me the silence I require to regroup. When I’m ready, I lift my head.

“How did you do that? How did you call that dog off?”

“I’m a dog whisperer,” she says with a shrug.

“I’ll say,” I mutter.

“Not quite as relaxing as I’d hoped… The novelty of the gardens feels somewhat dampened, does it not?” she asks after several moments of silence.

“It do,” I say immediately in broken English. My brain is so scrambled, I’m speaking in broken english. “I need a beer.”

“Campus bar?” I only nod.







Happy hour is very kind to us; much kinder than the gardens had been. I sit at the bar next to Kate with a pint of house ale cradled in my hand—my third. Kate has a pint of stout, but she is still nursing her first glass. Snippets of conversation can be heard from all directions, if one was paying attention that is; I’m not. We are the only people sitting at the bar, which I appreciate, but there are others sporadically sitting at tables throughout the campus bar. The image of the dog crashing into the glass door is playing on repeat in my head. Cringing, I take another swig from the can.

“Slow down,” Kate says gently. “You’ll puke and feel worse.”

“Already done that,” I say, and then burp. “I just can’t relax. What would have happened if I hadn’t gotten in the building?” I ask, shuddering at the thought. “I’d probably be dead right now. Like… that was a near-death experience, I think.”

“Well, you did get into the building.”

Her hand rubs slow circles on my back. Sighing, I cover my face with my hand and just focus on the basic art of breathing; the thought makes me think of what Aiden had said: ‘the law of sucking in oxygen into thy lungs.’

“Don’t worry about what didn’t happen, focus on what did.” She stops and starts laughing. “I saved your ass. You’re so fucking lucky I speak dog.”

I snort unattractively. My emotions are all over the place, and even though it isn’t all that funny, I start laughing too.

“Did you bark at it?” I ask, turning to look at her with my face cradled on my arm on the bar top. “I couldn’t hear what you were saying in the greenhouse.”

“I did bark.” Kate puts her beer back on the table with more force than necessary, beer spilling onto the counter. “I said—” she mimicked a dog barking, surprisingly well, in fact, “which, in dog, means, ‘oi—you stop right there, mister, or I will call your daddy!’”

Tears tickle my cheeks as I cackle alongside Kate as the reality of my day hit me in full, and then… then I am no longer laughing, but crying.

“Oh, Core.” She hugs me.

“I don’t want to die.”

“No.”

“I could have died today, and all I can think about is the fact that I don’t really… I don’t live to the extent that I probably should,” I say, interrupting myself with a hiccough. “I want to live.”

“That is the human condition. Although I must say, I cannot imagine there’s anything quite like walking the precipice of death to feel alive.”

“Precipice of death? Who almost died?”

Jumping, I turn to see Theo, Max, and Frederick pulling up stools by my side, though Theo chooses to sit next to Kate. Hiding my grim expression, I wipe my tears away and raise my drink. Finishing off the beer, I clank the empty can on the counter and burp then sniffle.

“Me. Nearly attacked by a bear-sized dog in the gardens.”

“Holy shit,” Theo breathes, and Kate nods. “Like… nearly attacked from excitement, or—”

“No. The dog went straight for me, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen a dog get so angry. I was so scared it was going to break the glass.” Shuddering, I look up at the bartender who is taking the guys’ orders.

“So… how did it happen?” Max asks after ordering, and I bite my lip, trying not to recall the event too vividly.

“I was admiring the flower gardens—oh, and we were all alone—and then this dog just starts howling, owner nowhere in sight, and I see that it’s charging directly at me. I get into the butterfly enclosure, and it slammed into the glass; when it stood, it was at least six feet tall! It was like no dog I’ve ever seen. And then Kate, who was entirely unaffected by this, yells at it, they become best buddies and it trots off like nothing happened. Now, I am here drinking.”

“Don’t blame ya,” Theo says, taking a shot of Jäger. I grimace at the sight of it.

“You don’t need a reason to drink,” Max says, who has a pint of some kind of ale. Frederick got the same.

“True,” Theo replies, “but even more reason when there is a reason.”

“Right.” Max rolls his eyes with a little shake of his head.

“What were you guys doing at the botanical gardens?” Frederick asks, and I let out a huff.

“Trying to relax, which did not go to plan. Why?” I ask, leaning forward to peer at him. He blushes.

“Oh, I just… well, your presentation on Persephone and Demeter was yesterday, and I just wondered if you were… method acting… your research... for your final paper?”

Kate chortles but catches the solemn shake of my head and coughs before taking a sip of her beer.

“Is that Guinness?” Theo asks her with a sneer on his face. She doesn’t respond. “It’s a little dark for my tastes.”

“Oh, you think Guinness is too dark? I find it’s not dark enough.” I don’t have to look at her to know her eyes are sparkling. When she gets heated, her eyes seem to catch the light, and she can be terrifying when irritated.

“Oh, well, I mean, actually,” he starts backtracking, but she flicks her hand.

“Oh, hush, Hercules.”

“Why Hercules?”

“Because he too was inarticulate when talking to women.”

I cover my mouth with my hand, trying not to laugh and turn to look at Frederick and Max who are both grinning broadly. Theo squawks.

“I am not inarticulate around women, and Heracles, not Hercules, was a stud muffin with absolute game. I’ll have you know that plenty of women have enjoyed my fa—” He pauses, remembering he has an audience. His eyes flick to me, then to Max and Frederick, and then he swears under his breath. Shaking his head, he continues mumbling to himself, only pausing his ramblings to take a shot.

“Anyway,” Kate says, rolling her eyes and looking at me. “Nothing like a hangover to make you regret not dying.”

“I’m not going to be hungover,” I say, tilting my chin up and rolling my shoulders back.

“Famous last words,” Theo says, snickering into his shots.

“Oh! Hey, Theo!” I just remembered my decision from earlier, and given that I almost died with the realization that I don’t live enough, I am going to go through with it.

“Yes?”

“Remember that night at the club and you asked me if I wanted to be a part of the… re-creation?”

“Yes?” He perks up at that, so hopefully that means they’re still doing it.

“Are you still wanting to do that?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm.”

“Are you wanting to do that now?” he asks.

“No.”

“Wait, what? Then why the fuck would you ask about it?”

“Why would I want to do that now when we’re in a bar?”

“That’s not what I—how many drinks have you had? Obviously, I don’t mean now-now; I meant you want to do it now? Like, now compared to how you didn’t want to do it earlier?”

“What the fuck are you guys talking about?” Frederick asks, watching us converse with wide eyes.

“Oh, we’re going to recreate the Eleusinian Mysteries for fun, and now, Corey has just agreed to do it.”

“Wait, seriously?” Kate shoots up, nearly losing her chair.

“You’re recreating the Mystery religion?” Frederick asks with even higher eyebrows. “Have you read The Secret History, man? Bad shit happens when you screw with ancient Gods.”

“Which is why we’ll intentionally not do things properly, but just… in spirit,” Theo says proudly. “Since Corey is our in-house expert on the Mysteries, she can advise on what to do… not to do. Say, what made you change your mind?”

"Nothing like a near-death experience to make you want to live, am I right?" I say, unable to loosen my death grip on the cold glass of beer. "In retrospect, when I think of my life, I really haven't done much. Like mentally, I've got some accomplishments, but I don't have many stories to tell, and I don't like that." My foot bounces on the footrest as I think about it. “When’s the next break?” I ask.

“Two weeks from now. It’s a full reading week,” Max says. “I’m counting down the days.”

“Me too,” Frederick says. “I’m in my Latin teaching seminar, and it’s driving me nuts. My students are not grasping ablative.”

“Discipuli non sunt supra grammaticos,” Theo says, hoisting his drink into the air. Kate rolls her eyes.

“Well,” I say, “we can plan for a semi-festival during the break. Who all wants to do it?” Everyone raises their hands. Letting out a long breath, I nod and lean back.

“Can I ask anyone else or is this exclusive to those that are seated here,” Freddy asks.

Theo shrugs. “I have no objection to others from cult class joining our cult. Does anyone want this to be a private event?” No one says anything. “Go ahead, then, Frederick. Just… be tactful about how your phrase it. Don’t want our event being cancelled or spreading.”

The energy is electric in the room, and as I finish my last beer, I feel lighter, like somehow, chains have been lifted. I feel like I’m with family. I’ve never been close to my own family growing up. Dad left when I was young, and my mother is distant. Before, I’d had to be utterly self-reliant, but this camaraderie? It feels like home.


INTERLUDE II ~ Katabachioomai




καταβακχιόομαι ● katabakchióomai[vb.]

to be full of Bacchic frenzy


PERSEPHONE II




The Underworld is a domain of underground islands. Protected by a moat of three rivers, Lethe, Acheron, and Styx, which branch off into the rivers Cocytus and Phlegethon, the mainland is impossible to reach without payment to Charon… or, at the very least, incredibly difficult as my consort had proven long ago. Beyond the ring, numerous islands of varying sizes exist, dispersed evenly across the realm. These islands are demarcated by a network of intricate waterways which serve as a highly effective barrier against any unsanctioned trespassers.

I stand at the northernmost bank of the river Lethe where its gentle waters burrow into the depths of the world. Beyond, the Tree of False Dreams—a misnomer. It is not a tree that lies to you; rather, it shows us the lies we tell ourselves. In my case, it showed me that I am not as impervious to corruption as I would like to believe. A world of ruin is what I will bring if I continue on the path I had set myself upon, and all roads but one will ensure the demise of our worlds both mortal and divine.

My path continues through my lands. The shore shifts as the river Styx feeds into Lethe beside the orchards, a gift from my beloved many hundreds of years before. As I walk through it, soft plunking sounds around me, and I do not have to look to know that all the fruit falling to the ground are in varying degrees of decay.

The lush greenery that once adorned the landscape now succumbs to the inevitability of death as the trees and vines shed their fruit and leaves. The sickeningly sweet scent of rot clings to me as I continue on my solo journey towards the far-off cliffside. Heart heavier with each step taken, I climb the steep path and peer over the edge overlooking the river Styx.

I hear him before I see him. Tremors shake the ground underfoot as he charges up the hill, panting, and when I turn around, Cerberus stands tall, each gaping mouth stuffed with a toy. The left head holds a skull like a ball, while the right chomps on a femur. The middle head drops a stick onto the ground and together wags his tail.Approaching my hound of death, I scratch Burr's head between the ears, and he leans into my touch. Sir and Rus lean in too, and I alternate giving them my affection until Cerberus drops to all fours and rolls over, insisting upon belly rubs. His tail thwacks the stone. I oblige, my job momentarily forgotten. Sighing, I stand, and I ignore how his collective whimper sears my insides.

Facing the cliffside, I hold out my hands, imagining a stream expanding into a torrent of torment from my fingertips. The water rushes and rages, burrowing a hole through solid stone. I can feel the path of the water, feel it forging a waterfall to pits yet discovered, even by me. With it, the cargo would follow.

“May you bring your victim to that dreadful cave where he slumbers so you may shed your woes and die in peace.”

Sighing, I stoop to pick up the slobbery stick, to toss it to the Stygian marshes, a deadened confluence of all rivers and bodies of water. There, the boatman, Charon, can be found depositing souls onto the banks to await judgement, and it is where Cerberus usually stands guard to intimidate would-be escapees.

Throwing the stick towards the docks, Cerberus bounds after it, and I follow resolutely. Charon stands at the stern, withered hands holding onto the oar, and his gaunt face is illuminated by a single flickering candle on a post beside him.

“My Queen,” he says, bowing, and I dip my chin in acknowledgement.

“My dear Charon,” I say. “Would you do me the honour of escorting me to my sacred grove?” I could have appeared where I wish, but I want one last true tour.

He bows again. “Of course, my Queen.”

I stand at the edge of the water but halt. Cerberus whines, and I clench my eyes shut. I turn to face him. From the pocket of Hades’ robe, I withdraw three large dog cookies. Advancing slowly, I approach each head in turn, giving each mouth a cookie and a hug.

Cerberus is an Ancient Molossus, a dog of truly massive proportions, and I can barely reach around each brawny neck. Scratching each head behind the ears, I make childish noises as his tail thumps the dock, causing the distressed water to splash against Charon’s boat.

“Who’s a good boy?” I ask, and all three dog heads fight to prove they are the best boy. They bark in unison and nudge their toys toward me. Smiling sadly, I pick each toy up. With my powers, I send them to the other end of the mainland and watch as Cerberus tears after them, six eyes trailing the course of the projectiles. It will be over before he comes back.


CHAPTER 8

DIVIDE & CONQUER

The cults seminar group has taken over the Classics study lounge. Corduroy couches and leather armchairs line the room while overflowing bookshelves and various busts decorate the room. Tables intended for study have been cleared to make way for coffees, papers, relevant textbooks, and snacks as we plan our cult worship, though a great deal more work could have been transpiring. As it is, Theo is getting high off the grape marker while Kate watches him with a wrinkled nose. Cynthia and Frederick are bickering quietly, and Mulciber is fiddling with a puzzle. In truth, only Grace and Max are on topic; she is reading the article in front of her seated on her own armchair while Max on the floor next to me, helping me sort through my long list of sources which are sorted into piles based on whether they focus on timelines, sacred objects, geography, or historical changes.

“Okay,” I say, breaking the relative silence. “With Max’s help, these are now properly sorted.” I point to the meticulous stacks now situated on the coffee table. I pick up my mug and take a long, deep drink from it before continuing.

“The first thing is to plot exactly what we know about the entire timeline of the mysteries, and then from there, we can adjust our own and adopt it in whatever way makes sense for us.”

Theo is trying to pay attention, I think, but he’s still stuck on the marker, and now, there’s a large, purple splotch on his nose and upper lip where the marker touched his skin. No one mentions it. He had been on flip chart duty, but I think we all realized rather quickly he was ill-suited to the job.

“Theo!” I say, fighting not to be amused. “Shall I write the timeline?”

“Oh, shit, right,” he says, flipping the page to a fresh sheet before grinning at me. “You can do it only if I can keep the grape marker.”

“Knock yourself out.”

He shrugs before plopping down next to Kate who stares blankly at me. Max laughs and Kate’s stare transforms into a glare—I can feel it.

Rolling my eyes, I make quick work of dividing the page into a table with roles and tasks across the top and the names of participants going down the left-hand side of the page. I visually delegate tasks so we can effectively organize all the aspects.

“Alright, now is the fun part,” I say. “We figure out our parts.”

“Oh, yeah; you’re way better on marker detail,” Theo says, squinting at my chart. “Looks legit. So, how does this work?”

“Let’s start with dividing initiates from viewers—half and half. Who thinks they know things? Hands up.” Kate, Theo, Max, and Mulciber all raise their hands. I snicker. “Alright. You’re all viewers.” I mark that off. “Which leaves me, Grace, Cynthia, and Frederick as the initiates.”

“Oh, that was sneaky,” Theo says. “You get all the know-it-alls to single-handedly remove themselves from the initiation. Well played.”

“Yes. Now, who wants to be the Hierophant?”

“Me,” Frederick says.

“Demeter?”

“I’ll do that,” Kate says.

“Persephone?” Silence. “Really? No takers? Don’t mind if I do,” I say.

“Iacchus?”

“He’s the one that just screams and dances, right?” Theo asks, finishing his coffee which I suspect isn’t just coffee.

“The very same.”

“Yeah, I’ll be him.”

“Shocker,” Kate mutters loud enough for all to hear, and he nudges her.

“Okay, so then for roles, all that’s left is the Eleusinian family in the re-enactment of the myth, which leaves Mulciber, Max, Cynthia, and Grace.”

“I call being the baby in the fireplace,” Max says. Mulciber snickers.

“What an odd request,” Grace says, quirking her brow. “For the tasks, can I be costume designer and aesthetic details extraordinaire?”

“Me too!” Cynthia says, waving her hand enthusiastically.

“Awesome, a pair on each task seems adequate, and it works out with our numbers. Okay, who would like to figure out the location?” I ask.

“I’ll do location,” Mulciber says, squinting at the board.

“Props,” Max says.

“And add drink preparation to that. Max and I will do two since we are doing one less acting role than everyone else.” Max shrugs, and I mark them down for props and drinks.

“Frederick? You want to help Mulciber with location?” Mulciber and Frederick nod.

Grinning at Kate, who is already looking at me with excitement, I nod. “That leaves food and offerings to us, Kate. Thank goodness you can cook. Alright, so everyone knows the gist of what they need to figure out and or bring?”

“Good. So, I think now what we need to figure out is how to apply the nine days and condense it into one or two. There is technically supposed to be a special initiation seven months in advance for ritual purity—no sex, no murdering, no not understanding ancient Greek.”

“Um… can I skip that day?” Theo says. “I find it hard to curb my murdering tendencies this close to Mercury retrograde.”

“Oh, shut up,” Kate whines. “Mercury retrograde has nothing to do with your instability, and it’s next week, D. Possibly, it has something to do with your word vomit and communication issues, though.” Theo just smiles into his empty coffee cup.

“What’s ‘D’ short for?” I ask, and Theo looks like he’s going to respond, but Kate gets there first.

“Dick head.” Theo just rolls his eyes.

“What is the preparation for the ritual purity?” Grace asks, and I point my marker in her direction, seizing the moment away from Kate and Theo.

“Very, very good question. I believe it had something to do with bathing in a river.”

“Redneck beach?” Cynthia asks, but Frederick shakes his head.

“No, it was closed off a while back. Too many drownings and drunken incidents.”

“Ah,” Theo says. “Too bad. Redneck Beach was awesome last time I went there.” The room falls into a moment of silence.

“I know a place,” Mulciber says. He is mostly reserved and quiet, which I like. “Not sure if y’all’d be up for it, but an hour up north, there’s a national forest with a bunch of sweet camping sites and freshwater sites that aren’t polluted. We could take a nice drive up there, connect with nature for a day as they would have done back in the day,” he says with a thumb over his shoulder as though the people from the ancient world are just behind him, “and do the mysteries there? Some things might be closed, but there should still be enough open; that sounds like a solution if we need a pure water source. Obviously there are closer places, but…” he trails off, looking optimistic.

“Is it just camping sites, or are there cabins too? I don’t think we’ll have enough equipment for all of us,” Max observes.

“Oh, yeah, they got big cabins for groups. It’d be perfect.” Mulciber smiles. “Who has a car, just so we can see if this is even possible?” Four people raise their hands. Grace, Mulciber, Frederick, and Max have their hands up. “Who would be willing to drive?” Everyone keeps their hands up.

“Okay then,” Frederick says. “Who has the best off-road vehicles with space for people and supplies?”

“I got a four-seater pick-up truck with a decent bed and cover,” Mulciber says.

“Jeep,” Max says. “Six-seater.”

“Civic,” Frederick says sheepishly.

“Yeah, um,” Grace says, with a laugh. “I think Mulciber and Max should drive, then.”

“Agreed,” Frederick says.

“Great,” Theo says. “Mystery solved.”

“So logistics are mostly sorted then. Moving on to ‘When?’ We have what is essentially a nine-day break. The last day of classes is October 8th, and we don’t have class again until October 17th if we factor in the weekends.”

“On the Friday after class, we drive to the cabin for the mysteries. We could take a week there,” Grace says, and everyone agrees.

“How long of a drive is it, and are there cabins available? Mulciber? Can you look that up, and we can all chip in?”

“It’s a little longer than an hour to get to the forest, and then maybe another half hour or so depending on the site we choose. While you guys continue with this,” he waves at the board, “I will come up with some contenders.” I smile.

“Great! Thank you, Mulciber. That’s very helpful.” He nods and looks down at his phone.

“So, a recap of the nine days: day 1 and 2, the procession from Eleusis to Athens, which possibly was an overnight trip, particularly given the distance, and we have the mysterious boxes. Day 3 is a bunch of speeches and formalities. Day 4 is another ritual purity day; we can improvise this one with a pitcher of water or something or a lake day if weather and location permits—and the sacrifice of a pig for every initiate. Stuffed animals, pictures of pigs—”

“Fred Ferkels?” Cynthia asks, practically bouncing on her chair. “They’re a vegetarian candy in the shape of pig faces. Great candy.”

“Excellent idea! But,” I say with an apologetic smile, “unfortunately, the pigs are not eaten, so if you want to eat them, that would be sacrilegious and offensive to eat the offerings to the Gods… and you could be punished brutally…” I trail off, trying to hold in my laugh.

“Oh shit,” Cynthia says, clapping a hand over her mouth. “Right. I’ll eat them after then, or before.”

“Wise choice. All through this, as well, there is supposed to be fasting. Day 5 is the first day where there are conflicting stories. Some say it was state sacrifices in Athens, and then a day to Asklepios, and others say that day 5 was a procession back to Eleusis. I think we can cut straight to the procession. Thoughts?”

“Skip to the procession,” everyone says at once.

“Great,” I say, nodding. “This procession has the myrtle garland headbands, possibly led back by Iacchus. Once back in ‘Eleusis’ Iacchus starts us off with dancing and ritual shouts leading us to frenzy, and the offering of seed and grain goes to the Goddesses. Then, on day 6, we wander in the dark, confused, scared, and disoriented, like Demeter after Persephone goes missing. Then, there’s the temple and what happens inside, which is guesswork. There is cake and the sacred drink, the performance with the priestesses, torches and possibly a light show associated with the torch-bearers, and possibly more dancing. Then there was some kind of revelation.

“There were a lot of feelings that were supposedly brought up, and people were changed forever after what they experienced, like a spiritual awakening. The long walk, no food, and drugs are likely culprits I would venture, but in the event there really is something there, we will not be doing the long walk, fasting, or drug-doing. Snacks and rests required, alcohol… fine. Just don’t get stupid.”

“So, how are we symbolically doing the nine days? Nine hours?” Frederick asked. I shrugged, raising my brows at the group for ideas.

“It’s whatever we think is best. Nine hours, a full 24 hours to symbolize the full cycle or multiple days? Vote?”

“All in favour of nine hours?” I ask, and not one hand goes up.

“Nine hours doesn’t seem like enough given all this preparation,” Max says.

“If it’s over multiple days, what would that look like?” Grace asks, and I look down at the sheet in my hands.

“Well, we can make it as strict or relaxed as we want. There doesn’t have to be such set rules if we don’t want them. It could go either way, though. I think it would be really fun to just go by how we feel. We’ll be there for a week or so, and if nothing else, we can let loose, and if you have school work you have to do, you can do that during the day.”

“All in favour of a go-with-the-flow week, say ‘Aye!’” Theo shouts, and there is a chorus of “Aye’s” all around, Grace included.

“Spreading it out over a week makes the preparation seem more worth it even if the symbolism of 9 is somewhat lost.”

“I agree,” I say, “and honestly, even though the symbolism of 9 is important, we’re skipping two of the festival days anyway, so technically it’s the right amount.”

“That should give us the emulated version of what nine days of this would do to a person,” Theo says, and I nod. The cumulative effects of sleep deprivation and fasting combined with the long, gruelling walk would be enough to put anyone into a state. This is, of course, not even counting the additional layer of Kykeon, the possibly psychoactive drink. While our mock attempt will not include many of these things, an emerging sensation in my gut tells me some unthinkable shift will occur, one that will change our lives forever.


CHAPTER 9

DARKNESS ROMANTICIZED

“Were you in the military or something, Max?” Frederick asks, hauling a bag into the back of the pick-up truck. Cynthia and Grace stand to the side, huddled over their phones as they speak in hushed voices.

“Nah,” Max says, patting his Jeep affectionately. “I just like the outdoors.”

“Very thorough,” I say, smiling. “Master of the wild.” Max looks like he’s grinning to himself, while Theo coughs, and Kate looks at me curiously. “What?” I ask, looking between the three of them. “Did I say something funny?”

“No,” Max says, visibly biting back a grin. “Just amusingly accurate.”

“Who’s driving with who?” Theo asks, and we look at the trucks.

“I can take three others,” Mulciber says, looking around, “and the rest can go with Max.”

“Cynthia and I will go with you,” Grace says to Mulciber, and he nods.

“I’ll go too,” Frederick says.

“So that means you’re coming with me,” Theo says to Kate, looking smug. She rolls her eyes and hooks her arm with mine, demonstrably not standing by his side.

“This trip is about removing impurities, Theo,” she says, wrinkling her nose at him. “Not defiling myself with obscene presences.” I snicker at the interaction and make my way to the car, backpack still on my shoulder and a book in my hand.

“Oh no,” Theo says, swiping my book. “The point of this trip is to have fun, not waste away in a book while we’re with friends.”

“Um,” I say, snatching the book back, “rude. Also, reading is fun, you degenerate.” I smack his arm gently with the book. “Reading in the car is exactly what I’m going to do. I’m taking a break from our assigned school readings to do some fun reading.”

“What are you reading that is more fun than my presence,” he asks, trying to look at the book cover. “I refuse to believe such a book exists.”

“I hate to break it to you, D,” Kate says, “but pretty much all books are more fun than your presence.” Theo scoffs and rolls his eyes. Book forgotten, he leaves me to go pester Kate. “You’re more tolerable than Mrs. Dalloway, though. Hate that book,” Kate mutters under her breath so only I can hear.

“I can take your bag and put it in the back,” Max says, approaching me as the other two bicker.

“Yeah, sure,” I say, sliding the strap off my shoulder. “Thanks, Max.” He nods with a small smile and leaves to go put my bag away. Settling into the Jeep, I open the book.

“Madeline Miller,” Theo says victoriously, head suddenly appearing between the seats. “A Song of Achilles,” he reads out loud. “Pretty sure that will make you cry,” he adds before shooting Kate a small smile as she gets in beside me on the right-hand side. “It makes all the girls cry,” he says very seriously.

“I bet you cried,” I say, narrowing my eyes on him. Kate snickers and Theo suddenly blushes.

“Pssh,” he says, defiantly. “I did not. I haven’t even read that book, so ha!”

“How old are you,” Kate mutters rhetorically.

“Eh,” he says, waving a hand around. “Like… three thousand years old, give or take a hundred or so. Older than you, in any case.” Kate rolls her eyes. “Anyways, want some grapes?” he asks suddenly, pulling out a container of grapes, cheese, and crackers.

“Why do you think I’ll cry?” I ask, using my thumb as a page marker when I close the book to inspect the blue and gold cover.

“Because it’s about Patroclus and Achilles,” he says, in a tone that states it’s obvious. “It’s from Patroclus’s point of view, and their story is tragic.” Max opens the driver’s door and closes it behind him.

“Why haven’t you read it?” I ask, and when Theo looks at me, it’s like an aura of sadness clings to him.

“Life has enough sadness without reading about it for fun. I’d rather focus on finding the good,” he says after a moment. A little stunned by his answer, I look at the book for a moment as I think about it.

“I see what you mean, but…” I say after a moment, but as much as I can see his point of view, I do not share it.

“Why are you going to read it knowing it’s sad and tragic?” he asks, nearly turned in his seat, cheek pressed against the leather headrest.

“Because life isn’t just about good times. If you remove the darkness of life, it may make life easier, yes, but is easier better? Isn’t the inclusion of darkness what makes the light so valuable? It adds perspective. Wouldn’t everything going ‘right’ all the time get old?”

Theo laughs a little. “When have you ever experienced things going only right? Has that ever happened? To anyone?” I make a face.

“Okay, exaggeration, I take your point, but at the same time, isn’t that vilifying ‘darkness?’ Darkness isn’t inherently evil. It certainly can be, but I think sometimes, it’s necessary.”

“Ah, I see, so you romanticize darkness. That makes so much sense,” he says, smiling in a way that makes me feel like he knows something I don’t.

“How am I romanticizing darkness?” He just shakes his head, but I continue, “Look, I’m not trying to change your mind on your conception of darkness, I’m just saying, there is a function to it even if it doesn’t always feel good. Sometimes, what is good for us feels terrible.”

“And sometimes what is bad for us feels terrible, too,” he says quietly.

“You’re right,” I agree. “Getting stabbed in a bar fight is probably not what is best for someone. That is dark, and probably even hurts,” I say, and Theo snorts, “but that’s not the type of darkness I am talking about.”

“Then what kind of darkness are you talking about?” he asks, and I notice that the car is dead silent as Max and Kate just look at each other in the rear-view mirror with grim expressions. “I’ve experienced darkness, and to me, darkness is rock bottom. It’s a loss. It’s grief. It’s death.” I am silent as I carefully word my response in my head.

“Perhaps loss tells you what matters. Perhaps it’s a tool. Perhaps it’s what happens when you live like Epimetheus instead of like Prometheus—living with the pain of hindsight instead of having foresight. But, in my experience, and I can’t say I’ve had a hard life because I haven’t, but I imagine that rock bottom is an opportunity for heights not possible otherwise.”

“And that is why I think you romanticize darkness. You have just admitted you haven’t truly experienced it. Nothing is redeeming about true darkness,” he says quietly. “It is an inescapable void, impenetrable to any amount of light. You are fascinated by the concept of it, the idea of it, but in practice, it’s nothing, or rather, everything—and bleak.”

“I can’t argue—and I’m not arguing. I don’t think you’re wrong, but I also don’t think darkness is one thing. I think it’s a lot of things with a great number of possible responses to it. Maybe my answer will change after having read this book, but I have a question for you, Theo.”

“What?”

“Does that mean that you shouldn’t love? Love necessarily ends in darkness because nothing is eternal except for darkness. The more you love, the more it hurts when it ends. Does that mean you should avoid love? Call me naïve, but darkness has its purpose, whether you like it or not. I would choose to face eternal darkness over and over again if it meant I could experience even fleeting moments of light. Without love, there’s no light—just eternal darkness, which might be bearable in its ignorance. But is that truly worth it? Isn’t that wilful ignorance? The question then becomes: is love worth unbearable darkness? I would experience the darkest of dark to experience the lightest of lights. I would live a life of extremes to avoid a life of minimal experience and feeling.

“Maybe I’m a fool. I can’t even disagree with you if you think me a hopeless sucker who romanticizes the darkness,” I say slowly, “but the only true way to avoid eternal darkness is to always have an open heart regardless of how it may be wielded against you. It’s not ignorance if done willingly,” I add, “but strength. Most people experience pain and shut down saying, ‘Never again,’ but isn’t that just succumbing to the darkness instead of learning from it? You’re not meant to stay in the darkness, and too many people do.”

He doesn’t answer right away. He chews on his cheek. I see Max giving him a small smile, and I feel Kate place her hand on my arm, subtly. I smile and place my hand over hers. Finally, Theo looks up at me. “I don’t think you’re a fool,” he says as a small begrudging smile lifts his mouth. “I have never thought you were a fool, Per—” He coughs. “Perhaps, unconventional, but not a fool.” He goes silent again, but he doesn’t turn back around—just continues to stare at me, and I start to fidget with the book.

“Well?” I ask, and he blinks. “Are you going to answer my question?” A slow smile spreads across his face.

“I think,” he says, “you’re quite right in your line of questioning. You can’t have the best of both worlds: love and a life without pain. So… is love worth it, whether it be a person or something else? Yes… yes, I suppose it is.”

“Well… isn’t that the tragedy of Achilles and Patroclus? They let what didn’t matter get in the way. It’s a lesson, isn’t it? You read the pain of others to avoid that circumstance yourself.”

“Well shit,” he says, with a short, staccato laugh. “Did you just convince me to read that damn book?”

A long honk breaks the silence, and I look up to see heads poking out of the pickup truck ahead of us. “What are you guys lolly-gagging for?” Frederick shouts. Theo lowers his window and sticks his head out too.

“Sorry!” Theo screams, head hanging out the window. “We got philosophical about the nature of darkness. It will probably happen again. We’re following you now!”

Max mutters something under his breath but follows behind Mulciber who looks like he’s just itching to get moving because his car is lurching forward. Opening my book, I start reading, but I can’t get into it.

Theo’s words are tugging at me. Some cavernous part of me understands what he’s saying—understands the grief, but this makes zero sense because the hardest part of my life is handing in papers on time. That is not a hardship. Most people struggle with school to an extent, but that’s not a dark or difficult life in traditional terms. It’s seen as an achievement. There is no gold star for most things which are truly difficult. Dealing with a dead parent didn’t get you a grade; there is never acknowledgement for truly difficult circumstances and getting through them in a systemic sense.

“Having a main character moment, are we?” Theo asks, and Max smacks him as he drives with his left hand.

“Leave her alone.”

“Hmm,” Theo says. “But why?”

“Because it’s courteous.”

“But I’m not courteous.”

“No guff,” Kate mutters. “You’re insufferable.”

“I don’t think you could handle my thoughts, Theo,” I say, still looking out at the homes in the street as we head North.

“Will you tell me about these thoughts?” he asks, rubbing his hands together like he is readying himself for a delightful surprise.

“No.”

“Aw, come on! A hint?”

“Just solving the world’s problems.”

“How?”

“If everyone dealt with their own shit, and if everyone was just a smidgen kinder, the world would be golden.” There is silence in the car.

“You’re right,” Theo says, blowing out a breath. “I can’t handle your thoughts.”

“Why?” Kate asks. “Too much truth to look at?”

“Kate.” Theo looks at her in the rear-view mirror. “Don’t be mean to me. You should be kinder,” he says, referencing my words.

Kate is silent for a moment. “Sorry.”

I smile a little to myself. Perhaps I can change the world.







Despite Kate’s apology to Theo, they keep bickering back and forth, and Max and I are left rolling our eyes at their antics. Tuning out, my attention turns to the Northern forests of Georgia as it whizzes by through the window. The trees are beautiful, and I think Max is able to relax more as ‘civilization’ is left behind. There is a tranquility in nature that, though cliché, is available only when we vacate the brick and concrete jungles we have built in Nature’s stead.

Though the history books assure us we have moved exponentially forward, I don’t think it’s true. The distant past is far more complex and more real than anything we could think to manufacture and reconstruct now based on fragmentary evidence.

A large part of me does not believe we are at the height of civilization now but in the slump of the iron age. This is no golden age, the twenty-first century; it is a graveyard where culture, knowledge, and faith came to die. With that grim thought, I try to look for something more uplifting.

The car stops, and I break out of my thoughts. The driveway is gravel but has room for many vehicles. The log cabin is charming, and Max’s smile at the sight is unmistakable. Everyone piles out, stretching and breathing in the forest air as their arms reach for the sky. A path leads around the side of the wraparound porch, and without my stuff, I start walking around to see what is in the immediate vicinity. Subtle undergrowth blocks the path, but I walk through it as the leaves and branches brush my ankles. As I emerge around the back of the house, I whistle. There is a private dock to a lake behind the cabin, and there isn’t another cabin in sight.

“Whoa,” a voice says behind me, and I notice Max has followed me around the house. “What a view!” His eyes are fixed on the water gently lapping the shore and the slight slope of the tree line upward. “This was a great idea,” he says, gaze still firmly on the scenery. I nod and hum in response.

Slowly, others follow the path, and we are all looking at the dock. The wraparound porch is 360 degrees around the house, which is sweet, and Muskoka chairs line the back facing the lake. A decent-sized fire pit sits at the centre between the cabin and the lake, and just to the left of the path sits a shabby shack.

“Oh, that’ll be where the firewood is.”

“You sure that’s not an outhouse, Max?” Frederick asks, and Grace wrinkles her nose. Max chuckles but shakes his head.

“That’s no outhouse. Not to worry.” He stalks towards it and opens the door revealing firewood.

“See?” He catches my eye. “I’m the master of the wild.” Theo wheezes as Max laughs.

“Hush, now, Theo,” I say, shooting him a look. “He is.” Theo makes a sound of derision but stops ripping on me and Max when we both give him a withering stare. Huffing loudly, he turns, presumably to find Kate to annoy her instead.

“Master of the wild,” he mutters smarmily as he passes me. “I need a drink.”

“Okay, Dionysus.”

“Yes, please call me Dionysus from now on.” Rolling my eyes but smiling nonetheless, I bow ironically.

“Yes, Dionysus, Lord of Constant Inebriation.” He pats my shoulder, nodding.

“And don’t you forget it!” he shouts as he walks away.

Staring after him with pinched brows, I jump when Max comes up to my side. “Come on. Let’s all get our stuff inside,” he declares to the remainder of us milling about.

Together, we unload the vehicles and explore inside our cabin. There are four rooms, so we all have to pair up. Kate and I snag the largest of the rooms with grinning faces, dumping our stuff childishly onto the beds to claim them. Theo groans dramatically before Max hauls him off to the next room. Cynthia and Grace get the third room, and Frederick and Mulciber get the last.

Once all settled in, we return to the spacious living room, where homey leather couches fill the space. In the centre of the far wall is a massive wood-burning fireplace begging to be lit. Where firewood should be stacked, only a few straggling, sad branches remain.

“Ooh, does this mean we get to watch you boys chop wood?” Cynthia asks, standing with one hand on her popped-out hip, eyeing the vacant column.

“Perhaps our very own master of the wild would give a demonstration,” Theo quips at Max.

“Yeah.” Max returns, nodding slowly. “Probably safer than a demonstration from the Lord of constant inebriation,” Max retorts as the hiss of Theo’s beer opening echoes through the room. Laughter ensues, and Theo shrugs good-naturedly.

“Outside is nice right now,” Grace says. “I think we should have the fire outside.”

“I agree,” Mulciber says, nodding. “I checked, and there’s no fire ban in effect right now.”

“Swimming? Or do you think it’s too late?”

“Probably too late. It’s almost seven, and I could have dinner,” Frederick says. “We should roast some hot dogs and take it from there.”

Kate and I hook arms as we leave through the back door to sit on the chairs around the fire pit. The boys whoop as they bring a cooler outside, and Theo flips the lid grandiosely. “Behold,” he says, whipping his hand to point at the now open cooler, “an assortment of refreshments for your enjoyment.”

Peeking inside, I snatch a can of Hard iced tea. Hands plunge into the ice, and soon, there is the sound of cans popping all around. Max, who casually has an axe hefted over his shoulder, is talking animatedly to Mulciber, gesturing to a big stump that is presumably the base for chopping the wood. As they lug several things over, Mulciber gets to work gathering kindling. Conversations float around the circle, and I feel myself disassociate as I observe the surroundings.

The loud crack of wood splitting makes everyone turn and look. Max is not overly large or bulky, but he wields the axe like he was a Viking in a past life. His aim is spot on as he moves quickly—setting pieces of wood down, lifting the axe, aiming, striking, and letting the wood fall to the grass as it splits perfectly down the centre each time.

Letting out a whistle, Cynthia claps. “Impressive!” she shouts. “You could be Instagram famous if you keep up with that and film it. All the ladies would watch.”

“No way that works,” Theo says, but then he takes in the girl half of the group, Kate included, who are all blatantly staring. Rolling his eyes, he sets his drink down and stalks over to Max. “Lord of constant inebriation would like a go!”

“Uh huh,” Max says, twirling the axe before offering Theo the handle. “She’s all yours.” Mulciber and Frederick stand, leaving their drinks forgotten as they all demand a turn. Theo is not nearly as smooth as Max is, but Kate doesn’t seem to mind. Smiling to myself, I watch the guys take turns chopping wood.

“Is this happening?” Kate asks, laughing as she looks at me. “Are they having a pissing contest over who looks the hottest chopping wood?” She shakes her head. “Some things never change.” She sighs.

“What never changes?” I ask in a hushed voice, and Kate chuckles.

“The universal stupidity of men in a group.”

“Amen to that,” Grace says, snickering.







The sun vacates the sky, but it’s still light. Eventually, the guys get tired of their bush craft when they don’t have attention anymore, and they carry stacks of chopped wood over to the pit even though there is a full stack of pre-chopped wood in the little shack just beyond. Mulciber and Max light the fire in no time, and I sit back, enjoying the moment. The fire crackles with radiant warmth, embracing us as we sit in a circle around the fire. The smoke chases Theo, who keeps moving; Grace and Cynthia cough when the smoke goes in their direction, Kate closes her eyes, and Frederick stares through it while Max and Mulciber, like freaks, inhale. I lean back slightly.

Standing up, I head over to the cooler and notice the roasting sticks leaning against it. I grab them and pass them out while bringing along the various packages of hot dogs, smokies, and condiments as I sit back down. “This is awesome, and I think this weekend is just what I needed.” General gratitude whips around the circle then, and an intense lightness floods me.

Leaning back in my Muskoka chair, a drink in one hand and a stick with a hot dog hovering over embers in the other, I turn my head back to look up at the stars starting to become visible. The point of the trip is purification and relaxation—emphasis on relaxation. Despite the stresses of school and the excitement of the research, this moment by the cabin by the lake seems like a core memory, and I’ll be damned if I don’t appreciate it while I have it. As the fire warms my bones, I fall into a slumber and dream of dead trees.


CHAPTER 10

NERO WAS A POSER

“When do you guys think we should do everything?” Kate asks over the sound of crackling bacon at breakfast the next morning. In the large cast iron skillet, sausages and bacon were sizzling in the pan, while in the pan beside, the eggs were going. Kate plates the bacon and distresses the eggs in the other pan on the stove; she is multitasking like the legend that she is, while I am nearly overwhelmed by making the damn toast. It’s a four-slot toaster, so it isn’t too slow going, but for eight people is still four rounds of bread. I jump every time it pops. A couple of French presses are scattered along the counter as everyone mills about as a carton of cream is passed along. The toaster pops. I jump and swap them for more bread before buttering the slices and assembling them on the plates filled with bacon and sausages.

“How about we do a pairs hike to explore later?” Mulciber suggests, and there are shrugs from everyone.

“After swimming though, right?” Kate asks, snatching a piece of bacon off the frying pan she is working over and munching on it between gasps of air as she tries to chew past the heat.

“After swimming,” I say, nodding vigorously, “and then we can go for a hike while it’s still light out so it’s safer, and then we can have a fire.”

Abernathy tosses a grape in the air, arcing high, and catches it with his mouth, then says out of nowhere, “Nero was such a copycat.”

“What?” Frederick asks, tilting his head. Taking a sip of his coffee, he awaits an explanation.

“I think his brain connected ‘fire’ with ‘great fire of Rome’ and then to ‘Nero,’” Max says to Frederick, and Frederick nods, his mouth opening in an ‘ah’ sort of fashion.

“What what?” Theo says, savagely. “Nero was a fucking poser. He lounged on that damn lounger like Dionysus—Bacchus, whatever—with grapes, and a wreath on his head like—” He cut himself off and huffs while Frederick holds his hands up in defeat as he gasps with laughter.

“Tell us how you really feel,” Max says in a sarcastic, sing-song voice.

“Okay,” Theo says, either misunderstanding or likelier, ignoring the jab. “He was a weak-chinned motherfucker with the tolerance of a chronically misbehaved child.” He sniffs and looks up at the ceiling in disgust. “Do you know how many people died because he couldn’t hold his liquor? Disgrace.” Everyone is staring in silence as he continues to rant.

“‘What an artist dies with me,’” he mocks, impersonating Nero by giving himself a double chin. “Oh, yes, what an artist indeed, you second-rate, finger painter of drool!” Wide-eyed, I stare at him with poorly concealed humour.

“Are you done?” Max asks, but Theo shakes his head.

“My left nut has more artistic talent than that fucking zero, Nero.”

Mulciber chokes on his coffee and guffaws. Frederick sniggers after asking about the artistic talent of his right nut; Grace and Cynthia wrinkle their noses while Kate just tilts her head as though concerned about why she finds Theo attractive—she denies this of course, but a best friend knows these things.

“He’s still on about this?” Kate asks Max with eyebrows raised, and Max just solemnly nods. I wonder how many times Max has heard this rant.

“This has happened before?” I ask, and Max nods again, face moving from sombre to grim.

“Oh, yes. Mm hmm.” I make a face, and Max nods and closes his eyes as he goes to his happy place.

“—Like, he took the coolest God in the pantheon and tried to replicate him—me, Dionysus—and he became a raging drunk that destroyed culture. The drinking wasn’t even in good taste—wasn’t restrained, wasn’t responsible—wasn’t used as an opportunity for connection with divinity, but as an excuse to allow his bastard, hot-pocket-of-a-brain self to terrorize the people of Rome. Do you think he watered his wine down as was customary? No. When did emperors stoop to the drunken standard of the common plebeians? His ‘art,’” he finger-quoted art, “was burning people alive. That’s not even macabre—just stupid, vicious, and cruel; all he did was wave a flag saying, ‘I’m mentally unstable, and you should kill me as fast as you can!’ Except! Except nobody did, those cooped up, cock-less roosters. So,” he sighs, “I was fully justified in killing him.”

Kate’s lips twist into something almost like a smile; Max shakes his head and sips his coffee. The rest of us are doing calculations in our heads, trying to figure out if he is possibly the mentally unstable one.

“Was that a confession to a crime from the ancient world?” Cynthia asks in confusion.

“Um,” I say, raising my hand as though I’m informing the teacher I have something to say. “Are you trying to say that you killed Nero? Didn’t he, well, pardon the disbelief, but didn’t he commit suicide? And didn’t that happen like… two thousand years ago? Or are you just role-playing Dionysus? Which,” I raise my hands, “no judgement here! I’m just so confused.”

“He role-played me! Who impersonates a powerful God and thinks there won’t be retribution? He stole my style, made a mockery of my hobbies and powers, adulterated the sanctity of drinking rites, butchered acting and the sacredness of theatre, and looked terrible while doing all of it. Of course, I did something about it! I have many powers, including driving people fucking balls-to-the-wall bonkers. Like Nero needed help there, though. Just needed a little push… and a knife.” He shrugs, guzzles his cup of coffee, and looks out the window. “Okay, yes, now I’m done. I feel better now. Remembering he’s dead really helps.”

“Holy shit,” Max whispers. There is silence, because… well, what can you say to something like that? The last of the toast pops out of the toaster, and I aggressively butter the last four pieces of toast. Finished with the plating, I look around.

“So… breakfast and then the lake?” Grace asks, and we all nod. I begin passing out plates. Sitting down at one of the stools—there are ten to choose from—I sit down next to Kate, kitchen side. Conversation ceases as everyone eats their fill. We make quick work of breakfast and tidying up since we are all eager to start the day. Swimsuits on, we all pile out, but collectively we halt, staring with varying degrees of shock and confusion.

“Was that there yesterday?”

“No.”

“How—um, what… why?” Frederick starts and stops before falling into silence when he can’t find the words. Where before there had been an unobstructed view of the lake and the fire pit, now a tree is blocking its way. It is a short, stocky, deciduous tree with a narrow, winding trunk. Its foliage is dense, dark green, and flowering.

“Is that…?” Max starts, and Kate nods.

“Yes,” Kate says. “That’s a pomegranate tree.”

Stepping closer with my hand outstretched, I brush against the leaves and exhale quickly. They feel cool and smooth to the touch, almost waxy. I pull a branch slightly nearer for a better look, frowning at the swirling designs on the underside. Unsure if those patterns are typical, I lean in closer for inspection.

“I wouldn’t get too close to it…” Kate says, trailing off.

“Why?” I ask, and Kate shrugs.

“Well, we are about to celebrate the mystery cult of Persephone, and one of her trees just appeared in front of us.”

I let go of the branch. “You know, you make a good point.” I eye some of the pomegranates, some of which looked close to bursting. My mouth waters at the thought of eating one despite the fact that I literally just ate breakfast. “And you should probably remind me why it would be a bad thing to eat one,” I say jokingly because the fruit looks perfectly ripe.

“Because it trapped even a Goddess in a location she didn’t always want to be?” Kate says dryly. “How would you feel if you ate that and couldn’t leave here until Winter was over? Seeing as we still have no idea how that tree got there…”

“You’re full of wisdom today, Kate,” I say, backing away from the tree slowly but still utterly transfixed by it. Movement in the side of my eye catches my attention, and I turn to see Kate wiggling her fingers at the tree. When she sees me looking at her fingers, she coughs.

“I was testing my magic powers.” Snickering, I link my arm with hers and turn to the group, who all look bewilderingly unfazed.

“So… swimming?” Grace asks, bored with the novelty of the tree.

“So no one cares that this tree mysteriously appeared?” I ask, but the group shrugs. Cynthia and Grace link arms and wander towards the water while Frederick and Mulicber simply look confused.

“Did someone plant that last night?” Frederick asks at last as he regards it. “For the event I mean?”

“I bet Kate did it,” Theo says, ambling towards Kate like he wants to pinch her cheeks. She swats him away before he has the chance and he pouts.

“I’m not the one with the green thumb,” she says pointedly, looking in my direction, and suddenly, I have five sets of eyes on me with an array of expressions. It is true that I have been known to dabble with plants and flowers, but to accuse me of planting a pomegranate tree here, in the middle of a National Park no less, is absurd. First of all, where would I have found it? I carried no tree with me on the drive here, and Max himself loaded the truck. Secondly… well, really, I have no other alibi other than the fact that I’ve been around the others, constantly, and when I wasn’t with them all, I was with Kate… who just threw me under the bus.

Scoffing, I cross my arms. “No, I didn’t,” I say, but no one seems to believe me. In fact, as they all call over to Grace and Cynthia that they’re joining them at the dock, I am left with the distinct impression they would find it easier to believe that I have a sleep-walking-midnight-planting problem than believe that this tree magically appeared here. Casting the tree one last lingering glance, I swear I see movement behind the tree, but when I squint to see better, I sigh when I realize it is just the shadow of the branch moving gently in the breeze.

The dock underfoot is not very wide, so we walk up to the edge in pairs. Holding Kate’s hand, I plug my nose with the other hand and jump. The water is startlingly cold. Hand breaking free from Kate’s grip, I claw to the surface and gasp.

“Good God,” I yelp, arms flailing as I attempt to control my movements. Kate appears beside me, nonplussed.

“Is it cold?” Theo asks, and I nod frantically while Kate dead-pans.

“Not at all,” she drawls, hands moving slightly in figure-eight motions as she floats effortlessly. His gaze slides to my shuddering form, and he quirks an eyebrow. Kate follows his gaze to me, and she rolls her eyes. “She’s a Spring baby.”

Theo shrugs and looks at Max, who is standing beside him. They nod at each other in that secret language of friends, and they flip side by side, Theo doing a front flip while Max does a back flip. Right behind them, Frederick cannon-balls, and Mulciber dives perfectly, and when they all break to the surface, they collectively whoop.

“You lied, Kate!” Theo says, voice shrill. “Why the hell is this water so cold?”

Grace and Cynthia look at each other and start backing up on the dock, but Mulciber and Frederick are up and out of the water before they realize what is about to happen. Mulciber grabs Grace and Frederick grabs Cynthia; with matching grins, the boys launch themselves off the dock with the girls in tow, and then we are all in the water, ‘ritually pure.’

When Cynthia emerges, her teeth chatter, but Grace rolls her eyes. “This ain’t cold. Clearly, you’ve never gone swimming in glacial lakes and rivers in Canada. I was expecting much worse.” She starts floating on her back at peace.

“Now what?” I ask, clutching my arms around my body as I kick to keep warm.

“Moving might help,” Mulciber says. If Theo had said it, I would have taken it as a sarcastic quip, but from Mulciber, it genuinely feels like it’s intended as helpful advice. Nodding, I start paddling in a small circle, cheeks puffing as I blow out air.

“Let’s play a game,” says Theo. “Who knows some fun water games?”

“Marco Polo?” Frederick asks.

“Last to touch the dock is it!” Max shouts, and he swishes by me, hand smacking the wood by my head before I can turn around. Kate’s hand shoots out, and she grins wickedly as she sticks her feet out to block Theo.

Grace and Cynthia have already touched the dock, and Frederick and Mulciber are not obstructed by a wild Kate in their path, so they easily make it to the dock. Theo chuckles, but it isn’t all that friendly of a laugh; it promises foul play.

“Oh, Kate. You’re asking for it,” he says, and she smiles innocently.

“Whatever do you mean?” she asks, foot on his chest. His hand wraps around her ankle, and he takes a deep breath before plunging below the surface. Kate clutches the deck and laughs as she’s yanked, chin falling below the water.

Grinning through the effort of staying afloat, she curls her fingers around the edge of the left side of the dock and stretches her other arm to the right. Theo realizes he’s getting nowhere by dragging her down, so he starts swimming away from the dock. Her arms flop into the water, and with one last audible gasp, she disappears below the surface. Staring at the ripples in the water left by the disappearance of our friends, we all patiently wait for them to come up. It doesn’t take long for them to emerge. Theo comes up first, bursting from the water with a splash as he gulps in the air. Grinning from ear to ear as he recovers, he casually slaps the dock.

“Not it.”

As Kate emerges from the water, her eyes blaze as she seeks out Theo who laughs outright.

“You look like a croc,” he says, and she remains in the water, her face still mostly concealed by the lake apart from her eyes. She doesn’t speak but doesn’t need to; her eyes speak volumes.

“Oh, shit,” Theo says as he chuckles nervously. Slowly, she cuts through the water, rising until her mouth is visible.

“Marco,” she says, eyes wide open as she goes straight for Theo. Theo says nothing, and instead swims backwards as she goes directly for him. Freddy and Grace inch away from the dock to the right while Mulciber, Max, and I veer off to the right leaving Theo to his fate. “You’re supposed to say ‘Polo,’ Theo. Those are the rules,” Kate says, arms by her sides, not even attempting to reach out and tag him.

“And your eyes are supposed to be closed. Looks like we’re both cheating,” he responds while the rest of us just watch as we tread water, laughing. Max watches them both with a wide grin, and he looks at me from the corner of his eye.

“Ten bucks says Kate gets pulled under again.”

“I ain’t betting shit,” I say, laughing. “She’s definitely getting pulled under!”

Kate takes in a deep breath and submerges. Freddy and Mulciber taunt Theo as he treads water, spinning in circles trying to find her, paddling frantically to get away.

“She’s below me! I know she is!”

“You did pull her under,” Grace says, “so, really, it’s fair.”

“At least I got to—” He’s dragged under, and Max roars with laughter.

“Shoulda taken my bet, Corey. You’d have won.”

The water ripples where Theo disappeared, but unlike before, they do not emerge immediately.

“Agreed,” I say. Rolling my eyes, I turn to the group. “Okay, while Theo and Kate misbehave, let’s play without them for now.”

“I’ll be it first,” Cynthia says, closing her eyes. She gives everyone a ten-second head start until she begins. “Marco,” she says, eyes sealed and hair tucked behind her ears to hear properly. Her fingers trace the outline of the surface of the water as though through her skin, she can absorb the ripples like physical echolocation.

“Polo,” we call back, swimming with quiet strokes and cupped, sculling hands.

Biting my lips to keep myself quiet, I suppress a nervous laugh as she moves in my direction. Shifting to the side, I swim out of her path and backward and cut behind her.

“Marco.”

“Polo.”

She whirls around and swims gracefully through the water in the direction of Freddy who lets out a muffled (but not muffled enough) curse, and though I can’t see Cynthia’s face, I can imagine the grin.

“Gotcha!” she cries, victorious.

“You cheated!” he yells back.

“Don’t cry about sucking at this game, Bro,” Freddy grumbles as Cynthia swims away.

“Bro?” I ask, tilting my head, and Freddy and Cynthia look at each other.

“We’re twins.”

“What!?” As a group, our gaze moves between the supposed twins, and now that it was said out loud, it’s obvious. While they have different colour hair, Freddy with light, golden blond, and Cynthia with dark brown hair, everything else is complimentary. They have the exact same eyes in both colour and shape, and their mouths have the same resting smile, though while Freddy’s seems more charming and friendly, Cynthia manages to make the same expression sardonic.

“You didn’t know?” Cynthia asks, quirking an eyebrow at all of us.

“No!” Grace exclaims, eyes wide as she looks between them. “You guys seemed… close, but now I know why. In groups, you tend to stick together, so I assumed…” she blushed. “But this makes a lot of sense.”

Cynthia and Freddy recoiled, eyes flitting towards each other and them grimacing. “Ew, that troll?” he says, pointing at her. “Gross, that idiot?” I snort. True siblings.

“But… you have different last names,” I recall and it’s Cynthia’s turn to snort.

“Like I’d ever take my father’s name.”

Ah.

Closing his eyes, Freddy counts to ten. Just as he finishes, Kate and Theo emerge from the water right in his path, and his hands land on both their faces. Kate grimaces and pulls away, but Theo looks at Freddy with curiosity, his hand still resting on his face. “You’re it,” Freddy says, patting his cheek with a grin.

“But you touched Kate’s face too,” Theo protests, his finger prodding at Freddy’s hand which is still on his face. “Also,” he clicks his tongue, “why?”

Freddy snatches his hand back. “Well, she was smarter and swam away. You’re soaking in the ‘it’ factor, so you’re more it.”

“The It-Factor?” Theo scoffs and rolls his eyes. “Fine. Prepare yourselves for the best seeker in the world.”

“Pssh, you’ve got nothing on Harry Potter,” Kate taunts, and Theo whips around.

“Harry Potter isn’t real.” Kate gasps in utter offence.

“Oh, he didn’t,” I say in a hushed voice. Kate says nothing, just nods silently. I can hear her thoughts. She’s thinking of all the spells she could cast to exact revenge.

“Theo,” Max starts, but Grace, who is always a quiet, gentle spirit, cuts him off.

“Everyone, get along!” she shouts. “Theo? You’re it. Close your eyes and stop being a poor sport. Kate? Ignore his taunting. He’s just trying to rile you up. Count to ten, Theo.” Everyone looks at Grace, and her eyes dart around the group. “What?” she asks, her face turning red with the attention. Mulciber is the only one who doesn’t have shock on his face but a warm smile. There is utter silence until Theo actually follows the instructions.

“Ten, nine, eight…”

We all disperse, and Theo swims through the water. The game gradually shifts up the shore, beyond the dock, to a narrow strip of sand, where we start playing regular tag on the beach. “Let’s play chicken,” Kate says, and everyone agrees. I pair up with Max, and Kate moves to stand next to Theo, while Grace moves to Mulciber and Cynthia glares at Freddy who glares right back.

“I’m not pairing with you,” Cynthia says, tossing her hair back. “Last time, you threw me off because Amelia tickled you.”

“Who’s Amelia?” Theo asks while Kate looks up at Theo and says, “Let’s tickle him.” They share a grin before Kate realizes she’s smiling and she goes back to scowling at him. Theo rolls his eyes, and I hide a secret grin as I watch them.

“Okay,” Max says. “Who’s first?”

Grace and Cynthia raise their hands and Freddy and Mulciber nod at each other. Grabbing my towel from the dock, I spread it out on the shore to sit down and warm up as I wait for the chicken fight to start. As the boys duck in the water and the girls climb on, we all cheer from the shore and watch as Freddy and Mulciber circle one another. It’s not nearly as apparent on land, but Mulciber is much bigger than Freddy, though Freddy is slightly taller. Mulciber is ripped while Freddy is more athletic looking. Grace and Cynthia interlock hands and they exchange in a dance of pushing and pulling. The teams are evenly matched as each team managed to knock the other off-balance before recovering. Cynthia and Freddy are a little more sly with their approach while Grace and Mulciber are playing fairly. Cynthia nearly gets her hands on Grace’s hair, but Grace is quick enough in snatching Cynthia’s wrist out of the air and twisting it.

“Mulciber! Tickle Freddy!”

“No!” Freddy shouts, but Mulciber smiles a little as he plays into more of his strength. Invading their space, Mulciber says something to Grace, and she nods before Freddy starts to scream-laugh.

“Stopppp!” he shouts, wiggling in the water, his hands flying loose from Cynthia’s thighs.

“Freddy! Stop horsing around and let’s win!”

“Mulciber’s tickling me with his feet!” he shrieks, backing up to get into deeper water.

“Grace! Pull her off!” Kate shouts across the water, cupping her hands to amplify her voice. Grace nods, but Cynthia is squeezing her thighs tightly around Freddy’s neck, refusing to move. Grace’s feet join in the fray as her feet tickle Freddy’s chest, and he pushes Cynthia off to swim away from the tickle assault.

“Freddy!” she shrieks, slapping his back in a fit. Freddy is still laughing as he emerges from the water, desperately swimming for shore.

“My kryptonite was discovered, and that was your fault.”

Cynthia pauses as she thinks about it. “Eh, maybe,” she said, “but you threw the match!”

“Oh piss off, Cyn,” he says, gripping her wrists to stop her attack.

Kate and Theo aggressively shout, “Okay! Our turn!” as Freddy and Cynthia stalk to opposite sides while Mulciber and Grace smile and fist-bump.

“Okay then,” Max says before looking at me. “We’ll go then?” I nod and jump up and down a couple of times.

“Let’s get ‘em.” Max grins widely and takes my hand to lead me to the water. “Any strategies, Lord of the Wild?”

“Blind them with the sun, and then go in for the kill while they can’t see. I’ll try and trip Theo so he drops Kate. Theo is not ticklish, unfortunately, but we’ve got this in the bag. I won’t let you fall.”

Grinning, I nod, and as we get about hip deep, Max lowers himself below the gently lapping waves and ducks his head forward so I can climb aboard. Once seated, his hands wrap around the outside of my thighs to keep me steady.

“This shit is too easy,” Kate says, standing up straight on Theo’s shoulders. Theo smirks as he looks up.

“Oi, Theo. Quit being a pig,” Cynthia calls from shore while Freddy and Theo laugh. Kate looks down to see what Theo is doing, and she rolls her eyes before using her left foot to direct his head back down, balancing on just her right foot.

“Eyes on the competition, D.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Kate smirks and looks at me, waiting to see if I’ll answer the challenge, and I just stare open-mouthed at the absolute display of agility before me. Harrumphing, I look down at Max’s mop of curly hair. His head is tilted back to see my face.

“This is not going to be graceful,” I warn, and he just laughs and slowly releases his hold on my thighs.

“Grab my hands, and I’ll help you up,” he says, lifting his arms above his head, palms up. Tentatively, I interlock our fingers and extricate my right leg from the loop on his arm to place my shin on his shoulder. Repeating the process with my other leg, I replace my shins with my feet while his hands hold me steady. Max must be very strong to be able to hold me so steadily without a single waver. “I’m going to let go of your hands to hold your ankles, okay?” he says, and I nod even though he can’t see it. I’m not feeling as secure as I’d like, but slowly, I allow my instincts to take over. I can feel the muscles in my feet engaging as they tense and release on his shoulders, but just as he held me steady by holding my hands, he keeps me steady now too.

The shore is in hushed silence as they watch with rapt attention. Smoothly, Max glides forward through the water without dislodging me. He circles Theo by taking the lower ground. Max is shorter than Theo, but he takes the lower ground to place Kate’s eyes directly in line with the direct sunlight. She squints and curses.

“Fucking sun,” she says, using one hand to shield her eyes. I don’t need to see Max’s face to know he’s grinning with a feral smile. Approaching Theo and Kate slowly and steadily, Kate’s hands and mine intertwine as we test each other’s balance. Kate’s eyes are running from having too much exposure to the sun, and I laugh.

“Are you crying, Kate?” I ask, and she tugs on my arm hard, but I just let her, pushing my weight into her chest. Her eyes widen for a second, and I shout at Max, “Now!” and Max must swipe Theo’s feet out from under him because Kate’s arms start flailing. Her hands shoot out and she grabs my hand. As she falls into the water, she takes me down with her.







As a group, we decided to split up and explore the area to find a place to host our festivities. Walking with Kate up the centre prong of a fork in the path while Max and Theo take left and the twins the right, Mulciber and Grace are left to wander the trail around the lake.

Together, we navigate the various switchbacks until the path flattens and the trees grow dense as we wind up around a bend at the top of the hill. Sending the rock flying with the front of my boot, I stop short when the rock disappears over an unseen edge. Frowning, I approach the drop-off slowly—of course, not slowly enough.

The ground beneath my feet trembles, and I bite back a scream as the loose soil gives way, taking me with it. Sliding, I turn so my belly faces the earth, and my feet dig into the ground relentlessly, fingers slicing on sharp shards of bedrock as I try to gain purchase.

“Corey!” Kate yells, as she carefully approaches the edge,  something I should have done.

Exposed roots catch me, halting my fall as I grip them tightly. Adrenaline surges through my body, making it impossible to determine if I’m injured. Looking up at her, I begin to ascend the open face of the steep hill using the roots as handholds.

“Hold on!” Kate shouts, and I watch as she unbuckles her belt. It isn’t very long, but if I can get just a couple of feet higher, it might be enough. Looping the belt through the buckle to create a handhold, she lowers herself to her stomach, feeding me the loose end.

With gritted teeth, I pull myself higher, but the loose dirt gives way below my feet. Clenching my eyes shut, I pray the roots will hold as I try a different approach. Yanking myself up with upper body strength alone, I wrap my feet around the tail of the root to lift myself higher. Grasping the belt, I blow out a breath and climb. With our combined strength, I reach the safety of the bank. Collapsing beside her, I cough out the dust from my fall, and with raspy breaths, lay on my back with one arm over my face.

“Holy shit.” Kate gasps, grasping my hand still. “How did I not see that?”

“I didn’t either,” I say. Embracing each other, we catch our breath. Her hand rubs large circles on my back, and I clutch her close. This is my second brush with death this month. I’ve always been unobservant and clumsy, but this is something altogether different, and it scares me.

“Stay right here,” Kate says quietly. “I’ll be right back.” Nodding, I watch her descend the hill in the opposite direction from the cliff, probably to go to the bathroom to avoid pissing herself.

Sitting down on an outcropping of rock, I put my head in my hands. My body is quivering. The thought of dying makes me realize I really, really want to live. My fingers thread through the tall, hardy grass creeping up between rocks, and I try to think calming thoughts—try to ground myself and feel safe again. Closing my eyes, and breathing as deeply as I can, I try to visualize a safe space. Attention firmly on my breathing, I allow everything to fall away.

One moment, I am sitting on the ground alone. The next, I can smell him. I can hear the way he breathes. My mind is pulling up to the last moment I felt protected, and I am fully immersed in the experience.

“Are you alright?” he asks, approaching slowly. He crouches before me and gently lifts my chin, awaiting an answer.

“Yes.” Slowly, as I hold my breath, his hand entwines with mine. Fingers interlacing, he pulls me into his arms, cradling my body against his chest, bracing me, as my breathing shallows. His hard, sculpted body melds into my soft one, and his presence is so strong I have to close my eyes.

“Look at me,” he whispers, and I obey, eyes fluttering open to see his gaze already fixed on mine. He withdraws one of his hands to caress my cheek, and I lean into his touch. “Breathe.” For a few minutes, his hand brushes softly over my head in soothing strokes, but all too soon, the sensation disappears, and when I look up, squinting through the sun to see, I’m startled to see Kate in Aiden’s place.

“Corey? Are you okay?”

Peering around, I see I’m lying on the ground in the fetal position. With an effort and an unladylike grunt, I get to my feet, wiping the stray strands of dead grass and dried needles from my leggings.

“Fine,” I say, horrified by how winded I sound. “Just need a moment.” Kate does not comment on it, but she does give me a lingering look. Slowly, she nods and looks away.

“Okay. Well, this trail ends here, so I think we should head back when you’re ready and wait for the others to see how their walks went. Hopefully, theirs are safer and we can do some of those closer to nighttime. We definitely won’t be coming back this way.” Nodding, I join her on the trail head.

The walk down is faster than the half-hour walk up, but perhaps it’s because, for the majority of it, I am lost in my head. The memory of falling off the cliff is haunting me, and I can’t get the image out of my head. When we reach the cabin again, no one is back yet. Settling on the couch, I barely hear Kate ask me if I want lunch before I pass out.







My back aches from how I fell asleep on the couch, but I don’t get up right away. I keep my eyes closed and attempt to re-enter the lands of dreams, but it seems Hypnos has other designs for me. It is as though I am on a no-entry list for sleep. Still, I don’t get up yet, even though sleep is evading me.

Hushed voices surround me, and I nearly smile at how courteous they are of my sleeping.

“Is everything ready?” a voice asks, Theo, though I can’t be sure because, for once, he isn’t speaking loudly, and his tone is dead serious.

“I have the target here, and the bar is set up. We just need to move the couches, but we’ll keep that one the way it is.”

“Good,” Max says quietly. “I have the mead.”

There is silence for a moment, and then I hear muffled words. I can’t make them out, but I am sure I identify Max, Theo, and Kate speaking. Straining to hear them by allowing everything else to fall away, I frown when suddenly, I hear them clear as day.

“You’re sure it was him?” Theo asks.

“Yes, I’m sure,” Kate bit back, and although I can’t see her face, I know she rolls her eyes. “I was with him, and then he was pulled away.”

“Does she know…?” Max asks, but he doesn’t finish his sentence. Confused by the conversation, I try to put my questions to rest and instead observe the conversation without analyzing it.

“No.” Kate sighs. “The skepticism of this age is almost impressive, but if this doesn’t happen soon, I think he’s desperate enough to kill her to get her back.”

“No…” Theo says, drawing out the word in disbelief. “I think she’s literally just disaster-prone.”

Kate snorts in agreement. “She’s always been.” There’s a long silence, and I yawn, quickly silencing the conversation. Sitting up, I rub the sleep from my eyes and look around, bleary-eyed.

“Oh, damn,” I say, noting it seems darker outside. “How long did I sleep?” My body aches, and various parts of my body sting.

“A while,” Kate says, shrugging. “You needed it.”

“How do you feel?” Theo asks, plopping onto the couch beside me.

“Like I fell hard.”

“Yeah,” Kate says, “because you did.”

“Are you still up for tonight?” Max asks, and all three of them stare at me with varying expressions.

“Yes!” I exclaim. “A little tumble down a cliff won’t stop Aragorn, and it won’t stop me either.” I cross my arms over my chest waiting for one of them to tell me I shouldn’t do it, but surprisingly, they all look relieved.

“Good!” Kate says, patting my knee.

“We’ve got almost everything set up for the symposium, but if you’d like to change, you can do that now. Were you injured? Kate checked you for major damage, but you just have some scrapes and bruises,” Theo says, eyeing my knees.

Standing, I stretch and groan instantly. “My shoulders,” I moan, and Kate hums.

“They must be sore from when you caught yourself on the roots. Let’s get you to the bathroom to check properly,” she says, and I nod, following her up the stairs.

Flipping the toilet lid down, she sits and gestures to my clothes. Carefully, I lift my shirt off and slide my shorts off, letting her check me over.

“You’ve got a couple of bruises which will likely be purple tomorrow, and some scrapes—wait, turn around? Ooh, you got your elbows good. Did you want to have a shower?”

I nod and Kate rummages through a bag under the sink where there is a first aid kit. “Have a shower then, not too hot, and then when you’re dry, I’ll patch you up. I’m pretty sure Grace has the sheets for the togas, so I’ll go get ours ready. I’ll be right back.”

She leaves, and I take a very quick shower to scrub the lake and dirt off me using my meagre toiletries. By the time Kate comes back, I’m already wrapped in a towel, securing my hair into a twist with a claw clip. Hanging the sheets on the back of the door, she gestures for me to follow her as she sits down on the lid of the toilet seat with her supplies within arm’s reach. Allowing her to take care of me, I observe myself in the tiny frame of the window. She washes her hands.

Angry blotches dot my arm and before Kate bandages my elbows, I lift my forearms in front of me to take in the damage. The movement stretches my skin and I suck in a breath through gritted teeth.

“Be still for a moment,” Kate says, pulling my arms back down with the first aid kit in front of her. “Relax your arm with the natural bend? Yeah, just like that,” she says, swiping the torn flesh with an antiseptic wipe that stings before dabbing ointment onto my elbows before securing bandages on them.

“There,” she says, patting my arm. “Now! Toga party and food!”

Together, we help pin the togas in place, but Kate is much better at it than I am. “How are you so good at tying togas?” I ask as she secures the golden rope around my waist to secure the fabric.

“Lots and lots of toga parties,” she says, eyes focused on pinning the shoulder in place with a white safety pin. “There! All set. Let me just quickly do your hair and we’ll be off.” Sitting on the toilet, lid down, I turned so my back was facing her as she tucked my hair around a golden headband with golden leaves. “Perfect!” she says, standing in front of me with a calculating eye. Linking her fingers with mine, she leads me out to the hall and down the stairs where faint, ambient music is playing from someone’s speakers.

The room is not distinctly correct since it’s an American log cabin and not an Andron, the room for the men, but honestly, in spirit, the log cabin is a man-cave. Chairs, couches, and poofy sitting things line the living room in a circle around the central coffee table of food and bottles of wine and mead are spaced equally across the centre of the table. On platters is the food Kate and I had planned with all sorts of Mediterranean goodies including dolmathes, spanakopita, and moussaka which Kate had slaved over in preparation for this event with lamb from the butcher.

My stomach growls loudly and everyone seems to hear it if the smirks and smiles are anything to go by. All of us are in tacky togas and barefoot, but with giddy excitement, we all fill the seating areas and stare at the food. Dried fruit, cheeses, crackers are on one platter while dips, breads, and meats are arranged artfully around nuts and seeds on another like a halo of gluttony. Kate and I had made and frozen all the meals last week in preparation for the event.

“You outdid yourselves,” Freddy says, blue eyes wide as he takes in the abundance of food.

“Truly,” Grace says, eyes wide as her fingers climb to her throat while she eats the sight in.

Theo swaggers over, nodding at the spread with delight. “Oh, yes, this is perfect,” he says, cracking the seal on a bottle. He makes rounds around the table, filling glasses as he goes, going through two bottles between the eight of us. “As was customary in the ancient world for civilized beings, the wine is already watered down. Still, don’t drink stupidly. There’s also water in the pitcher there,” Theo adds, pointing to the side table between Mulciber and Freddy. “There’s plenty of food here, so start with that probably. Thank you, Kate and Corey, for prepping this exquisite meal. This is really so much more than expected.”

Everyone grabs a paper plate and starts digging in. Kate, Max, and I go straight for the moussaka while Theo goes for the grapes and figs on the charcuterie board. Mulciber takes a slice of Spanakopita while Grace and Cynthia start with pâté.

“Oh, Kate,” I moan, “the bechamel sauce.”

“I know,” she says in a similar tone.

There’s a curious warmth at my back, and when I turn to check, I see the fireplace lit, casting a powerful glow. The flickering flames dance across my face, and as I turn back to the group, my silhouette is reflected on the far wall.

As I sip my wine, I watch my friends, not really hearing anything, but seeing everything. Grace and Mulciber talk quietly, and she leans into him as she speaks. He smiles and his arm twitches as though he wants to hold her—but he doesn’t. Freddy and Cynthia are bickering (about what, I can’t be certain) and Kate and Theo are having a stare-off as they polish off dolmathes in what seems to be an aggressive, informal speed-eating contest. Max sighs and slips from the couch to sit on the floor with his back against the couch. He quietly observes the space too, though he doesn’t quite smile. He appears calm and relaxed, but not quite happy.

“Open your mouth! Come on! Get it all in there!” Kate shouts, and my head snaps forwards again where Kate is now standing up and leaning over the table. Theo is struggling with his last piece of food. Theo is shaking his head, placing the remnants of the food back down on his plate.

“Can’t,” he says, sounding out of breath.

“I win,” Kate says, shrugging, sitting back down on the floor beside me on our furry white poofs.

“How many did you eat?” Cynthia asks, watching Kate in fascination.

“Like… 12? There are more, so I didn’t hog them all. Promise.”

“If your coolers were anything to go by, we’ll be eating like the Gods for the rest of the week,” Mulciber says once he’s done chewing the last of his spinach pastry. The faint drums of the background music rises, and I tilt my head to the side as I listen.

“That was and is the plan,” Kate replies.

“So, the symposium,” Freddy drawls, “are we just… eating, drinking, and shooting the shit?”

“Basically,” Theo says, shrugging. “It was a congregation for entertainment. It usually started with food and drink, but there were any number of activities. Dancing, singing, games, conversation, and philosophical discussions in particular were popular.”

“So, we just socialize til we fall asleep here?” Kate nods as she stands up to bring her place to the trash, and together we stand up to clear the tables and put the leftovers away.

“Until we fall asleep,” Theo agrees. “Who’s up for a game of Uno?”


CHAPTER 11

THE PROCESSION

I’m awoken by a mysterious ticking noise. Pawing at my ears, I whimper and bury my head under the blanket, but the sound is too loud to drown out. Above the ticking noise is a plastic clicking.

“Hurry! You’re going to lose!”

“I got it, I got it.”

“That’s the wrong shape, dipshit.”

“Buzz off, numb nuts. This is hard! Stop distracting me.”

“Ten seconds left!”

POW!

Jerking upright, heart racing, I whirl around to see the boys crowded around the coffee table playing Perfection.

“Oh, hello there,” Theo says innocently. “Did you have a good sleep?”

“Was that meant to be an alarm?”

“No, but it did do that too, didn’t it, Munchkin,” he says, directing that last part to Kate behind me who is staring daggers at him.

“And you think I’m making you breakfast now, sweetie-pie?” she returns in a sickly-sweet tone.

Theo either does not take this threat seriously, or doesn’t care because the next words out of his mouth are, “You remind me of the sand lion cave from Aladdin. You know, when he says, ‘Who disturbs my slumber?’ with that really deep, scary voice and angry glowing eyes?” He looks around the group looking for concurrence—which he does not receive. Kate lurches to her feet and leans over the table to get into Theo’s face. His eyes are comically wide.

“Is this before or after the Cave of Wonders kills the intruder?”

“Oh, um…” Theo bites his lip. “Before?”

“Run.”

Theo needs no encouragement as he scrambles to the side of the couch and launches himself over it, darting out the back door. Kate is hot on his heels, and since the windows all around the first floor are open, we all watch them run laps around the wraparound porch. Their voices are clear as day.

“I’m going to kill you.” Kate seethes, and Theo laughs wildly.

“Catch me, witch,” he says, taunting her. As she chases him, she starts dragging chairs into the path behind her so that he will be slowed down when he makes the loop back around. Everyone, myself included, watches them with laughter or with smiles, and we all turn in place as we follow them around the house from inside.

“Oh, fuck,” Theo says, and I laugh as he slows down to avoid the land mines of chairs.

“Get him, Kate!” I shout, and Theo screams before jumping over the banister to the backyard. We follow them out of the house to see how this ends. Theo trips beside the pomegranate tree, and Kate catches up to him. Coming to a stop, she stands above him, but Theo smirks. His leg shoots out, swiping her to the ground, and they roll. He sits on her, and she rages as she slaps his arms.

“Get off me, you fat ass!” she shouts, and Theo just laughs.

“This here,” he says, patting his stomach, “is pure muscle, baby.” She says something quieter which none of us can hear, and suddenly he’s off her in an instant. “You’re not serious! No! Don’t! Give it back! Katie!?”

The way Kate laughs sends a chill through me, making the hair on my arms and the back of my neck stand up. She gasps between fits of laughter, tears streaming down her cheeks. Snorting as she tries to catch her breath, her cackling only grows louder. She curls in on herself, her body shaking with uncontrollable mirth. Sitting up, she shakes her head and whenever she looks at him, whatever she did sets her off again.

“I’m serious, Kate!” he says in a whiny tone.

“Make me breakfast and then I’ll think about it.”

“Fine,” he says, stomping back to the house with his arms crossed. He gives Max a look, but Max looks like he’s on Kate’s side as if to say, ‘What did you expect by comparing her to a scary, magical cave lion?’ Max chuckles under his breath, and slowly everyone filters back into the cabin for breakfast. I make my way to Kate whose body is still shuddering with residual giggles.

“What did you do?”

She looks up at me with smudged eye makeup that she’d not taken off the night before. She chuckled again before sighing. “I threatened him a little. It worked.” Holding my hand out for her to take, I help her stand and we make our way back to the cabin too.

After breakfast, decidedly not as good as Kate’s but still edible, we tidy the kitchen area and plan out the rest of the day on the couches. It is decided we should get into costume for the procession which will start in the afternoon, and then we will go to the cave where it’s dark for the mysteries. Initially, we were going to do it at night, but with the tumble I took, it’s decided we shouldn’t do anything outside at night.

Grace plops down next to me, beaming. My eyebrows shoot up for a moment before I return the smile. “I have your costume ready, and I have the headdresses ready for us priestesses.” She turns to look at Frederick. “Freddy! You’ll look fabulous in the flower crown!” she calls over her shoulder, but then she turns back to me and takes my hands in hers. “And your Persephone costume is stunning. Come on. Let’s get dressed. Yours is the most complicated.” She stands, as I do. “That goes for all of you! Get your ceremonial togas on!”

Grace drags me up the stairs to her room, and I follow. From her closet, she pulls out a golden, silk bed sheet. Slowly nodding, I look at her, waiting for her to leave or turn around for me to change. She stares back at me. There is a tense moment of silence as I try to figure out what she wants me to do when she rolls her eyes again. “What are you waiting for? Strip,” she says, and I make a little sound like, ‘ope’ and then with a blush, stand.

“Wait,” I say, as I pull my shirt off. “I thought the priestesses were wearing white togas?” Grace nods.

“Yes,” she says, turning back to the closet where more bed sheets are stacked. “But you have two costumes. You’ll wear the gold one underneath the white one. When the performance starts, you’ll just take the white one off and you’ll be all ready instead of having to change into a different one. I made sure that your white toga is light, so you don’t get too hot on the walk.”

My throat acts up, I swallow over a lump and smile. “That’s very thoughtful of you. Thank you for all the effort you put into this. It means a lot,” I say, and she smiles brightly.

“You’re welcome. Now. Let’s fix that bedhead.”

When Grace is done with me, I can hardly believe what she’s done with my makeup and hair. It is ethereal and otherworldly. She hasn’t let me see the golden toga she made from the bed sheet. She pinned it in place with golden safety pins, an invention I would never have thought of ever using, and then immediately covers it with the white one. Rubbing the white material between my fingers, I am shocked by how light it is, the material translucent enough that it hints at the gold of the gown underneath. The slippers she gives me are gladiator style with wrap-around laces to secure them to my feet. They too, are gold.

“You went all out, hey?” I say, and she nods vigorously.

“Oh, yes. It’s amazing what a can of gold spray paint can do. Now. Look.”

She moves out of the way and points to the attached bathroom which is fashioned with a mirror. On my head is a fantastic headdress of gold, adorned with gold spray-painted flowers of various sorts. She picked out the ones I’d suggested, and it makes me smile. My eyes are lined with brown, and my eyelashes are curled and have mascara, but no false lashes; I appreciate this. My entire eyelid is painted gold, and my skin has a faint golden sheen. My lips have a gold-tinted gloss, but it’s subtle and not overbearing. My usually curly, frizzy hair now flows in honey-blonde waves down my back. In essence, I am still soft, but now chiselled in some fashion—and glowing. The effect of such a look makes me appear more than human. I can hardly believe I am staring at myself in the mirror.

“You’re amazing,” I say, turning slowly to look at the back. The cloth drapes around my body, accentuating the curves that I have while revealing my shoulders and the slightest hint of cleavage in a V-neck. A gold rope holds the waist in.

“I know,” she says, and I snort and hug her. She smells of flowers and citrus; it clings to her skin, and I resist the urge to sniff her.

“You smell really good,” I whisper, and she laughs.

“I know that too,” she says, shimmying.

I bound down the stairs ahead of Grace. White toga-clad people mill about, each either holding an Amazon box or a big flashlight duct taped to the end of a stick as a ‘torch.’ Trying to hold in a laugh at the sight, I make it to the landing. The floor creaks under my feet and everyone stops to look at me. Kate is grinning, while Mulciber and Frederick look a little dumbfounded. Max and Theo smile at me with a nod, and Cynthia gives me an approving look.

“Priestesses! I have your crowns here,” Grace calls, holding out various wreaths that aren’t as elaborate as mine, but still absolutely gorgeous. Frederick and Cynthia move forward to grab the wreaths, and Grace helps each of them arrange the wreaths properly. When we are sorted, Theo raises his hands.

“Okay! Now that we’re settled, we will have a toast with some mead, have some little snacks, and then we will go for a walk.” Technically, if this were being traditional, we would fast and eat nothing before the 12 mile walk before drinking the Kykeon, but because we’re not aiming to actually recreate the mysteries to the T, we are snacking and being responsible. “Max and I found the perfect spot for the re-enactment,” Theo continues. “There is a walk up around the cabin which should take about two hours which leads to a shallow cave and there are a couple of boulders. Everything is set up. Seriously, guys—this is going to be so fun. We will walk with one torch-bearer in front and one in the back, and then two in the middle to ensure no one gets lost and so that there’s plenty of light. Any questions?”

I raise my hand.

"Yes, Corey?"

"It's daytime."

"Yes."

"Who's going to get lost and need flashlights in the daytime?"

"We're pretending it's night, Corey," Theo says in a stage whisper. My mouth opens in realization, and I nod quickly, putting my thumbs up. He returns the gesture and continues on with his spiel. Whistling to himself, he pulls out an antique-looking bottle and pops the cork.

“This, my friends,” he says, sniffing the now-open bottle, “is an oak-aged mead. This is very special indeed; in fact, I dare say it’s the best mead you’ll ever have in your life. In honour of the mead’s classical symbolism as the ‘nectar of the Gods,’ we shall drink this in honour of Demeter and Persephone in place of not having the Kykeon. Demeter’s sacred beverage,” Theo continues, “is believed to be made of water, barley, and mint. There is speculation if there was a psychoactive ingredient included in making it a hallucinogenic, but if so, there is no existing evidence as Corey mentioned in her seminar.”

He already has glasses lined up on the coffee table in the living room. Everyone takes a seat on one of the sofas and we all lean in as Theo stands in the centre, bottle in hand. Expertly, he pours each glass equally, and how he can divide them so well, I’ll never know. If that job had been assigned to me, I would’ve had to pour in between glasses about five times to get it even. Theo needs no such parameters. Holding the stem of the glass carefully, I sniff, and a complex aroma swirls in the air. I detect sweetness and a twinge of something spicy.

“Cheers,” Theo says, toasting. Together, we clink our glasses and drink. Theo is right. It is the best mead I’ve ever tasted—saccharine, complex, and indulgent. I do not swallow immediately and instead keep it on my tongue to try and guess all the flavours. Is that pomegranate? I smile at the thought. Theo sits down on my left between Kate and me, and with a tiny smirk, I scooch over to give him more room. He pats my knee in thanks. My stomach rumbles loudly, and everyone stops.

“Was that you?” Max asks, and I smile shyly.

“Yep.”

I look at the coffee table where the leftovers from the previous night are set up. Ensuring I eat over a little side plate, I devour the food. Everyone is picking at it, but they seem mostly uninterested since we’d had breakfast just under two hours ago. Theo and I eat the most from the board, and truly, if anyone should be accused of hogging it’s him, because he eats all the grapes and more than half of the figs.

“Figs are delicious,” he says. “I never think to get figs, but they might just be my favourite fruit.” Kate raises her eyebrow at him as I stuff a slice of spanakopita into my mouth. “Well,” he sighs, “you’re right. Not more than grapes, but it’s a close second.”

Slumping against the chair, doing my best rendition of a bloated Persephone—this Persephone is smarter because if I don’t go into the ‘Underworld’ hungry, I won’t be tempted to eat anything, and I won’t have to stay—I pat my belly and finish off the mead. Closing my eyes, I realize I am starting to feel the effects of the mead already. I can feel movement where I know there is none, and my arms and legs feel disconnected from me—weightless. My mind is silent, and there is a bubbly happiness blooming in my chest—until disrupted by the announcement that it’s time to go. Groaning, because the couch feels so nice, I get up and am shocked to find a box being held out to me. It is my very own Amazon Prime box.

There is graffiti all over it with sayings like, ‘Top Secret Shit,’ ‘Sacred Things Inside,’ ‘No Peek-a-boos,’ and ‘May Attract Zeus So Don’t Be A Beautiful Swan’.

Laughing, I grip the sides and lift it above my head. The crown will be damaged if I don’t hold it high enough, so I straighten my arms. “I’m ready. This Kistai needs some gold spray paint, though.”

“Oh shoot!” Grace says. “You’re right. But we don’t have time anymore.” Mulciber pats her shoulder.

“Imagine if it was made of solid gold,” Freddy asks, assuming a position similar to mine.

“That would be very heavy,” I note, looking up at the cardboard box in my hands. “What’s in here?”

I expected it to be heavier. It really could be anything because the Hiera are never described. We have no idea what they may have been. So, we wildly guessed, and I know for a fact that the sacred objects we chose are incorrect. To be sure, I did not peek, but I know there’s no way we got them right.

“You’ll see,” Theo says with a laugh, “when you are initiated, young Padawan.” Nodding, I look around to see the procession starting.

The initiates all have their boxes, and the viewers are already holding their ‘torches.’ Flashlights turned on, they raise them into the air, and Theo leads the procession. Theo stuffs something in his pockets, and Max has a speaker hanging around his neck attached to a length of rope.

“To Athens!” Theo cries, and we all follow him into the wilderness beyond.

The wind feels refreshing against my drunken, toga-clad skin. The gold silk sheet traps the heat, and before I know it, I'm sweating, even though it’s just a short walk. Yet, in my inebriated state, my mind conjures all sorts of wild adventures along the way. When I look at the ground, I don’t see dirt—I see kaleidoscope colour patterns, shifting faster than I can understand or interpret them, and when I look at the trees, I see no mere trees. As though transported into the land of Tolkien, I see unique beings that have lived eons longer than I will. They breathe as we breathe, and gently, the trees dance and sway, the ultimate observers of life.

Someone is playing some music track that tickles my brain. For some reason, I know it, but I’m unable to figure it out, and I dare not break the silence of the walk with unimportant questions. The sound is beyond description.

When I look at my friends, Theo and Max sandwiching Frederick and me, I see beings of light. When Theo went on his Nero rant, he had said alcohol’s purpose was divine and that we’d strayed from its intended use with binge drinking and making it strong. The Romans, and probably people before, used to water down their wine. Even children were able to drink alcohol as a replacement for the water which was generally too polluted to drink from.

But anyway—drinking and divinity; I feel pretty divine. I can see everyone’s auras, and I can see the colours of their souls.

Theo’s aura is burgundy colour flecked with gold and purple. Turning to look at the procession behind me, I see pure sunshine. Behind it, are delightful forest green shades streaks of brown, dancing flames, and a starry night sky. Even further back is vacation ocean blue and royal purple. These colours all emanate proudly from each of my friends, and when I squint at the trees, I notice the trees have auras too which are silvery blue.

With the box above my head, my arms burn with an aching fire, and I’m so glad we don’t have heavier objects inside. In the ancient world, this would have been an agonizing, gruelling walk ripe with sleep deprivation, starvation, and religious dogma. We have full bellies, a mild walk, and an almost empty cardboard box, and I’m already struggling. I can only imagine what it would have been like back then.

“You don’t have to imagine what it was like,” I hear a voice whisper, and I whip my head around to locate the voice, but there’s no one there. “You need only open your eyes.” Frowning, I look around. Suddenly, the ‘torch-bearers’ are no longer holding flashlights, but torches lit with actual fire. Gasping, my eyes remain transfixed on the flames as they sway and leap and dance.

What once was a simple path is now a grid of intertwining strings of light. I can see waves in the air, the course it takes through trees with breathing bark that ripples and shifts. I watch as the light interacts with the leaves, Kate’s hair, and Theo’s toga, ruffling feathers and morphing fabric to its gentle whims. I witness the rays of sun as they hit the trees, grass, and soil. The music hitches a ride in the wind, winding around me, seducing me with dramatic, deep drumming in a style I can only vaguely describe as Shamanic.

The box in my hand is no longer an Amazon box either. It’s an elaborately carved wooden box with gold inlay. It is substantially heavier than the box, and I feel almost as though something moves within, weight shifting this way and that.

The cave that Theo talked about comes into view, and four unlit torches are all set up in the ground around the entrance; a boulder sits by the entrance of the cave—the perfect place for Demeter to sit in her mourning while Persephone is swallowed up by the earth. Though unrehearsed, we—the initiates—all heft the boxes an inch higher above our heads, stopping in a straight line facing the cave, while the viewers move forward to light additional torches. From left to right, Theo, Max, Mulciber, and Kate set the cones aflame. Slowly, they circle the torches before them until their backs are to the cave.

“One by one, you will enter the cave with your Kistai above your heads,” Theo says, voice loud and clear. “You will find a bench inside to place them until the rites begin. Starting with Corey, you will all follow the torch-bearer in front of you inside. Once inside, you will kneel before the altar and close your thinking mind to open up to deeper states. You will see ‘the things’ and forever be changed. After the light show concludes, the mystery boxes will be opened, and the sacrifices will be made. We will then commence the re-enactment of the myth of Persephone.”

Everyone nods slowly. Theo pulls a couple of packages out of his pockets and distributes them to the others. Ripping the plastic open, Theo pulls the colourful rods free, and snapping them, they burst into light.

“Glow sticks!” I croon, and Theo smirks.

“Hold out your hands,” he says, and though the instruction was directed at me, the initiates all follow the instruction. He places two bracelets on my wrist and places a necklace over my head. He turns without looking to see if I am following.

Lucidly, my mind detaches from my body, rendering me unable to think—or perhaps unwilling to. Sensations and insights wash over me, and I lose awareness of my physical form. It’s not quite an out-of-body experience; instead, I suddenly realize that I am much more than just a body. My feet move forward as if in slow motion. Theo disappears into the cave, and without hesitation, I follow him.

Upon entering the cave, Theo slowly makes rounds as he lights up torches around the perimeter of the stone walls. Setting my box on the bench indicated, I get to my knees on the IKEA fur rugs on the cave floor and tuck my chin, eyes downcast. My glow-in-the-dark wrists are pink and the necklace matches.

Music is playing in the caves, but over this music, something else. The high-pitched shrieks of bats circling above, disturbed by the sudden light, echoes in conjunction with the swishing of wings in the air. Tilting my head back in observation, a shiver rolls through my body, and it is as though each bat looks at me before they all vacate the cave. The music still plays, but the cave seems far quieter in the bats’ absence. Warily, my eyes scan the walls to make sure there are no scorpions or centipedes. Thankfully, there aren’t. The only things in the cave now are us initiates.

The torches on the wall flicker, and I can barely remember to blink as images pass in shadow. Was Plato’s ‘Allegory of the Cave’ part of ‘the things’ seen? Being shown one level of truth, and incrementally being shown things more and more real until one confronts the capital T ‘Truth?’ There are many truths, but is there a pinnacle? Can we, pitiful humans, ever see it? Understand it?

The viewers circle us slowly, moving in coordinated choreography. They approach us with strips of cloth, and soon, I cannot see anything with my eyes. Despite this, I sense so much more. The music in the background matches perfectly with each step they take, and as the tempo increases, so does their speed, discernable by the sound of their footsteps and synchronized stomping. The drums seem to pull my heartbeat with it too. When the song ends, the viewers, whose identities no longer matter, put out their torches, and the sound of sputtering of flames reaches me. My blindfold is snatched away, and blinking, I try to make sense of what I see before me.

Setting a box in front of each of us initiates, the viewers take our blindfolds one by one. It was so short lived, but I can hardly question it before the boxes are placed back in front of us. Rising to our feet with the boxes once again in tow, we stand in a circle as instructed, alternating between viewer and initiate. A new song begins to play, and we follow the wild beat of the drum. It is a song I imagine playing at a Bacchanal, with lyres and drums and wild voices urging us on. Theo and Kate withdraw from the circle, gesturing for us to continue the circle. Kate spreads her arms wide and begins to sing along with the song, and to my surprise, Theo joins in, their voices oddly suited to one another. Theo’s singing voice is deeper than I expect, but so is Kate’s. I wonder if they are lip-syncing, but then I remind myself it doesn’t matter. The song stops, and so do we. Theo and Kate each pull out a pair of box cutters and hold them out with straight arms. Slowly, I grab one of them from Theo. Slicing the duct tape, I open the box with bated breath.

If I had been in my right mind, I’d have died from laughter, but as it so happens, I am not in my right mind. The sacred objects truly are sacred, and I behold them with reverence. Nestled inside a burlap sack is a large cornucopia made of chicken wire and padded with paper towels. Within this rustic package, I find a dollar store pig figurine, a black-and-white photo of Demeter and Persephone printed from the student lounge, a single slice of bread, a handful of animal crackers, a red rock, a black rock, and a pomegranate tea bag.

Eyes shining, I feel tears trickle down my face—whether from humour or some deep-rooted feeling of grief that I’m unaware of, I can’t be sure. When was the last time this ritual took place? Centuries I imagine. It makes me wonder—wonder if these feelings are not just mine, but the residual emotional sludge of centuries coming out of a long-neglected faucet to be purged and cleansed—wonder if these are mortal feelings or Godly ones—wonder if, after feeling this much, I will ever be the same again? There’s pleasure and pain mixed with anguish and ecstasy, and as I look at my friends, I know they must feel this, too. The sensations buffeting my body as I stand here, in this place, refuse adequate description. I couldn’t betray the secrets of the Mystery if I tried—it is so wholly beyond human language. It is a feeling—that is all.

“Stand, Corey,” Kate’s voice rings out, and I do. “Come here.” Following her directions, I approach the four viewers who are huddled around something. It is a giant stockpot. “Place your offerings into the sacred pit,” she commands, and I lower the cornucopia with all the sacred objects inside the pot. “Return to your place,” she says once I’ve done it. I return to the place I’ve been kneeling, and in succession, the rest of the initiates do the same thing. When all of us have placed our offerings into the stock pot, Kate replaces the lid, concealing the contents from view.

“Stand, all.”

As though I am a battery and the stone floor is a charger, currents ripple through my body. Nothing exists outside of this moment, and everything stops mattering. My skin prickles and tingles. Kate and Theo stand silently at the front. Behind them is a pitcher stolen from the campus bar filled with some unknown beverage. Without realizing it, I step forward. My mind fled long ago, and instead, I run on instinct alone. Kate slowly meets my gaze. Her hands reach out, and I realize she is about to remove the white fabric to display the gold for my transition from Initiate to Persephone. The gold toga seems to glow in the cave, and the music diminishes.

“Persephone.” Her voice is silk. “Are you ready to leave the land of the living?”

I nod, and she turns to Theo who stands with the pitcher at the ready. Kate holds out a red solo cup, and Theo dramatically pours the pitcher from a stupid height, not missing a drop. Kate’s mouth twitches, and Theo winks at her. Taking the red solo cup from Kate when she offers it, I take a sniff, and the pungent scent of barley and mint meets my nose.

“The sacred offering of Demeter,” Kate says, head still lowered in a deep bow. I bring the cup to my lips and drink deeply. The world changes, and in an instant, everything is brighter, louder, and more sensational—as though that is possible. The cave is no longer dark, but instead, so bright that I have to squint to adjust my eyes. My toga has changed, and I am now wearing a dress of translucent gold, barely thicker than a single layer of tulle. Raising my hands, my fingers appear to be dipped into liquid gold, and a gentle breeze from the opening of the cave ruffles the carefully draped cloth over my front sending goosebumps all up my exposed sides and thighs. No words are spoken, but Theo starts calling out things in Ancient Greek, and I don’t need to ‘understand’ it to understand it. Max joins in, somehow knowing the chant.

My limbs shoot out with feverish movements, as though I am no longer in control of my body, but the voices are. As we move around the circle, the cave falls away, and instead of darkness we are enveloped by light.

The fire rises in the air and becomes the sun, and the stalagmites shrink and wither into strands of golden wheat. The obsidian ceiling morphs into sparkling azure blue. Flowers spring up around our feet and in the centre, the most glorious specimen sprouts from the ground. The flames rise until it’s an inferno that licks the ceiling. A furious crack sounds, and the pot filled with the sacred items of Demeter falls into the chasm. If there had been real piglets inside the pot, they’d have squealed. Everyone remains calm as the clambering of falling rock settles in the pits of the earth.

A beat, and I find myself crouching, reaching for that one flower. Fingers stroking the delicate petals, the beauty withers, petals blackening upon my touch. Crying out, I jump back, looking on in horror at the death of a most beautiful creation.

From the chasm, a form emerges.

Lips parting, I shake my head with my eyes firmly upon the emerging form shrouded in darkness. “No,” I whisper, and then more loudly, “No!”

Backing up, I turn to look at my friends. Kate looks grim, and Theo appears conflicted. Freddy, Cynthia, Grace, and Mulciber are still raging around the fire, unaware that anything amiss has occurred. Max, however, appears calm as he stares at me. He simply nods, and I can feel my heartbeat settle.

Looking back to the chasm, looking at the man who has haunted both my waking and sleeping hours. From the crevice in the cavern floor, he emerges until his massive, hulking form stands on solid ground before the flames. He stares at me from above the flames, and my gaze widens. His head nearly brushes the ceiling, and I estimate him to be nearly seven feet tall. His arm, shielded by dark cloth, is wrapped loosely over the helmet, and I see the ‘strange hat’ in a new, dark light.

“The helm of Hades.” I breathe, taking in this information. Training my gaze on his, I glare at him. “You lied to me,” I snarl, but he does not react to my outburst. Instead, his lips twist into a smile. White-hot anger floods me at the gall. “You said your name was Aiden,” I bite out.

“I did not lie.” His voice rumbles and seems to ricochet off the walls. “My name is Aiden in its shortened form. Hades is my realm, not my name. Come,” he says, gesturing to the place beside him.

“How dare you order me around!” I seethe, but instead of backing away, I am inching toward him. His cheekbones are suddenly more defined as though he is sucking his cheeks in, biting on them to avoid laughing at my declaration.

“Forgive me,” he says, not seeming sorry in the slightest. He looks amused like a parent watching an unruly toddler have a tantrum. The thought makes spots appear in my vision. “Forgive me, Corey. I meant it only as an invitation.”

“So, if I don’t want to come, I can walk right out of here?” I ask, chin tilting ever higher as I meet his gaze head on with fury in my blood.

“Well, no,” he says, tilting his head as he considers. “But making it appear like a choice seemed more polite.”

“How dare you threaten me by presenting my freedom as a matter beyond my grasp! You can’t just swoop in here and take me. I don’t care who the fuck you are; I will not leave this cave with you!”

“My,” he breathes as gasps echo around us, probably because I am back-talking the Lord of the Underworld. “What a mouth you’ve developed.” My veins are pumping, but instead of it being as a result of enlightenment or spiritual connection, this time, it is because, in my veins, there is a coursing fire. Madness like nothing I’ve ever felt roars in my ears. “In any case,” he continues, “you did consent as you played the role of Persephone in the Eleusinian Mysteries… the cult dedicated to the return of Persephone. You agreed to this. Whether or not you understood the terms is irrelevant. The terms are binding.”

“It’s dedicated to the return of Persephone to the earth,” I snap.

“Hmm,” he says noncommittally. “What gave you that impression? Modern scholars who were not there? Who is foolish enough to participate in a cult ritual and believe there is nothing to it—a cult that was worshiped for thousands of years, no less? A mystery religion would not last long if nothing was gained from it. You’re very quick to assume you have the answers,” he says, stepping closer to me, inching forward as he had in the library. “And you’re very quick to insult those who know better than you, fallen blossom. She comes to the Underworld when nothing grows and harvest is over, and the growing season is over in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Closing my eyes, I reach deep within for restraint. My anger turns cool, and suddenly, I am no longer wearing gold but black and red. My hands, still held out in front of my face, are no longer dipped into sunlight, but instead appear as though they’d been smeared in the remnants of a fire, sooty and blackened. I do not need a mirror to know that what Claudia had done to my face has changed too.

“But I am not Persephone,” I say, and he regards me coldly.

“No,” he agrees. “You are not. Just a spoiled, modern child who knows nothing. Though, some would say your name is fortuitous in nature… Corey.”

Slowly, I walk towards the man in black, noting the way his lips part as I walk towards him now—see his eyes trailing over my exposed sides from waist to thigh—see him swallow. A dark smile twists my mouth as I stoop in front of him. He blinks. As I touch the ground, every other flower in the cave wilts and dies. The fields of grain revert to rock, and the blue, sunny sky vanishes, leaving stalactites and obsidian in its wake.

Standing tall, I look him in the eye. “I will go nowhere with you.” Stepping forward, he holds my hand.

“There are some,” he says slowly, thumb brushing my skin, “who say the Underworld is the destination of nowhere.” A gust of air sweeps past me. Pulling my hand from his, I turn my back on him. My friends are gone. Spinning around to face him again, he looks nearly apologetic. Nearly. Obviously not apologetic enough to return me to where I belong.

“Where did my friends go?” I ask very quietly.

“Your friends are still in the cave.” I stare at him in silence.

“What do you mean my friends are still in the cave? Where did you take me?” I ask, voice turning shrill as my composure disintegrates.

He sighs and gestures to the darkness enveloping us. Behind him, a black, Grecian palace looms in the distance, a building of preposterous grandeur and scale rising from the rocky landscape to dwarf everything else in this place. As my eyes slowly adjust, I note that despite the pervasive dimness, this is not a place of true darkness. A reservoir of burning sulfur casts a blue glow on the surrounding area, illuminating the dark stone with an eerie light. To the left, acid green, and to the far right, fire, but as the colours clash in the centre, a rusty brown serves as the backdrop to the palace.

The Parthenon was a crown jewel to the world of architecture, but compared to the hall of absolute splendour before me, the Parthenon is nothing more than scrap marble. The palace of Hades is at least ten times the size of the Parthenon, and instead of the Doric columns, which were far more simplistic in design, these are Corinthian order pillars with fluted shafts. It is visible to the eye even from where I stand, half a world away, and the acanthus leaves which sprout from the capital, are of solid gold. The design is younger than both the Doric and Ionic styles, and absurdly, I find myself wondering if Hades and Persephone also had a habit of redecorating when their surroundings became too familiar. Mad laughter rises in my throat, but I manage to swallow it down.

Rivers and tunnels carve through the face of the earth in dizzying, serpentine loops around the palace like a collection of deadly moats, and I grow faint at the sight. There are miles and miles of this landscape, stretching far beyond my sight. Crumbling bridges connecting floating aisles show me once I’m on the mainland where the palace resides, there will be no leaving this place. Swaying lightly, I taste bile as my vision weakens. Inhaling sharply, I stumble, and when Hades takes my arm to steady me, I wrench it away. Turning in a slow circle, I survey this strange land I now find myself in, and when again I face Hades, he speaks what I already know to be true.

“Welcome, Corey, to the Underworld.”


VOLUME II

THE RETURN OF KORE


INTERLUDE III ~ Katachthonios




καταχθόνιος ● katachthonios[adj.]

under the earth, subterranean; refers to those who dwell in the world below, departed souls; the abode of the dead: Hades, Gehenna, Tartaros, etc.


PERSEPHONE III




Ensuring I’d thrown Cerberus’s toys far enough away that he’d be preoccupied for some time, I now turn back to Charon, and he holds out a hand to help me onto the boat. I’m grateful he does not comment on the interaction. I might not have been able to follow through with my intentions if he’d commented, burdened with the knowledge that I’d hurt everyone left. Clambering into the boat, I sit down on the little bench and watch the sights like a tourist exploring the canals of Venice. The Gate of the Shades is on the far bank, and I notice many restless souls congregate on the black, sandy shores.

“So many without payment?” I ask as the boat drifts past them and up the western canal towards Hekate’s Island and the island of the Restless Dead.

“Yes,” replies Charon, his voice rough and deep from disuse. “The world above is hopeless and faithless. They do not come prepared. They are bereft of knowledge.”

I will not say goodbye to Hekate; I can’t. Hekate would turn me into some plant as I had turned Minthe into the mint plant once upon a time, and I’d deserve it. A part of me longed to know what it would be like to be a plant. Many cultures think becoming a plant would be a regression of the soul, a punishment, and I know this to be true from first-hand testimony.

It is something I have not experienced, but a part of me knows I’d retain consciousness within the confines of the plant structure and that my state would be the same but for a lack of mobility, which would be a far worse fate. I cannot think of a worse fate than having knowledge and no agency. It would be the curse of Cassandra, to know the future and never be believed. No action or word could prevent her prophecies from coming to pass. To be a God stuck in a plant—trapped? No. I cannot say farewell. Instead, I send a silent prayer to Hekate, a sentiment to engulf my friend where I cannot.

Visions of gray litter the island we pass—those who lived frigid, passionless lives, forming a tragic congregation. Plagued by indecision and wanderlust, they always knew they wanted something but could never grasp what it was. They refused to understand themselves or their place in the world, becoming weapons against themselves and everyone around them. They belonged nowhere… just like me.

I had created the island to give the homeless a home, and they spent their days wandering in aimless circles, pretending they had a destination in mind. Hekate had claimed these souls and placed her sanctuary on the island as the Goddess of the Crossroads; if one did not choose a path, one became one of these souls. If I were not a Goddess, surely my place would be amongst them—the Goddess of Driftwood.

The boat stops at the shore, and Charon holds out a hand to aid me out of the boat. Though I do not require such help, I am grateful, nonetheless. The gesture is a kind one, and I grasp his bone-dry hand as I set foot on the landmass once more. Charon bows, and the boat silently drifts back to the lake.

My sacred grove contains all vestiges of my power; my iconography collects on the island. Every prayer from a mortal, every offering and gift, appears in my sacred place. The Eleusinian rites have not been performed in centuries, and nothing new has appeared in over four hundred years. Beautiful weaving lines of black poplars and willows create pathways for my perusal, intermingled with grape vines and pomegranate trees all ripe with fruit. I close my eyes as my despair seeps out, shrivelling my grove to become a desiccated necropolis. Like before in the orchard, fruit plunks uselessly to the ground, black and rotten. The cloying, morbidly sweet scent washes over me, and for a moment, it’s as though my spirit is rejuvenated by the power of taking a life.

I’d lived so long that I barely remembered all the power I used to possess. I used to be called upon to bestow a painless death. I could banish ghosts and spirits and could bring back mortals from the brink if the Fates had not decided upon the mortals’ fate. I could also end a Life with a single touch. At the height of my power, I reversed death and challenged the fates. Their retribution was to split my power in half by making me share my power with a consort, though one was far superior to the other.

No one worshipped the Goddess of Spring and Death anymore. If my existence and power was incumbent upon being doted upon, I’d have withered away many years before. I suppose, in a sense, I had. I had hoped that with the death of my symbolic power, my divinity would lessen, but as I continue to move forward, I find my abilities unchanged. It’s a thought that has plagued me in recent years: is our power innate, or do we possess it solely because we are worshipped?  Does our power come from within, or is it bestowed upon us from without? If the latter were the case, I’d have died when the others had perished. My mother had kept me cloistered for my early years, all as a result of what my mother had been told about my fate.

“Bringer of Death,” they’d said. “Harbinger of Destruction.”

I had never understood why I’d been called that. I am an advocate for souls, not someone with vindictive malice. It is a moniker wholly unearned… until now.


CHAPTER 12

THE BLACK BRICK ROAD

Lavender and something else permeates from the linens, something familiar and yet, I can’t put my finger on it. Enveloped by the darkness, my senses slowly come to life to compensate for my lack of sight. Cradled by soft, luxurious sheets, my neck is supported by a perfectly punched pillow. Despite this, I have a splitting headache.

My sluggish mind refuses to listen to my body; my limbs are heavier than sandbags, and my head is a worksite with drills and hammers hard at work. Dragging myself into a sitting position against the headboard, I feel my stomach roil in protest. With a cringe, I realize the mead is not agreeing with me.

“Kate?” I ask the darkness, but there is no response. Kate is the lightest of sleepers. Patting the bed with an open palm, I search for her body in the bed, but she’s not there. Inching up off the bed, I seek the light switch by the front door to our room in the cabin, but instead, I stumble into something, hitting my shin and stubbing my toe at the same time. Hopping, I curse under my breath and cradle my left foot in my hand. Eyes slowly adjusting to the dark, I frown at the walls. Since when were they fashioned from stone?

A sinking feeling clutches at my stomach, and I wonder, briefly, if it isn’t the mead, but something else causing a roiling, toiling storm in my belly. There is no light switch, but instead, a flame flickers to life as a result of my proximity to it, held up by an ornate iron sconce fixed to the stone wall.

“Neat trick,” I say, stepping forward and back to turn the fire off and on and off again.  I do not permit myself to question how or why the torches are capable of lighting themselves; instead, I move on and inspect the space I’m in. In short, it is not the cabin. In truth, it’s obvious where I am. But I can’t bear it—can’t accept that I am… what?

Ritualistically Persephone reborn?

Am I being forced to live her life?

Where is Persephone anyway?

If the gods are real…?

Now that the room is more illuminated, I can see the chamber is both vast and claustrophobic… somehow. The bed dominates the living space, and there is a canopy above it which allows for curtains to be drawn around the entirety of the frame. Black vines creep up the four black, wooden posters, curling across the ceiling and seemingly through it. The stone floor is covered by a woven wool rug of varying shades of dark fabric, which is welcome to my cold, bare feet. A mirror is fastened to the wall beside a small doorway. Approaching it, a stone wall acts as a partition to an entirely different space: a bathroom and closet area.

As in the case of the previous sconce, flames dance to life. Immediately to the left is a bronze clawfoot tub. My muscles shiver at the thought of how wonderful a bath would be. To my right is a vanity and yet another doorway. The labyrinthine floor plan of the room is dizzying to behold. Seeing my reflection in the doorway, I note that I am still wearing the gold toga of Claudia’s making. All traces of that final transformation were gone, and I am not altogether sure it had happened at all. The cavern had become an expanse of grasslands with a red sun and blue sky, which is obviously not possible. I wonder exactly how much of last night was real and how much was inspired by my imagination. My hair is mussed and unkempt and my skin feels distinctly unclean. My muscles ache, my mouth is parched, and there’s a funny taste on my tongue.

“She’s up,” someone whispers. “I told you we should have checked in on Her Majesty earlier!”

“I forgot!” another voice says.

“It’s the first day, and we’re already doing a bad job,” another wails.

“Oh hush, Puddles.”

Tiptoeing to peak around the corner, my eyes fly wide. In my room are five… dripping women. Each is a different colour, and their hair matches their skin. They fall silent when they see me, and all stand at attention.

“Um… hi there,” I say, waving with every morsel of awkwardness I possess.

“Your Majesty,” they say, curtsying.

“Oh,” I say, “no. I’m not actually Persephone.” They ignore me and watch me with a range of expressions. I’m about to ask who they are and why they have come into my chambers when the one with the vacant stare breaks the silence first.

“Why are we here again?” she asks, giving life to the question which had been poised on my own lips. She seems to be made of little more than grey mist, non-corporeal like a ghost, like if I waved at her she would disperse into a faint cloud and disappear.

“We’re Lady Corey’s handmaidens, Ledora,” says another who stands taller than the rest. I note that she does not call me ‘Your Majesty’ again which I appreciate. Her hair is as white as bone, and her eyes are cloudy to the point I wonder if she has cataracts. Long-limbed and slim with grey skin, she has a black cloth pinned over her shoulders concealing her body from the neck down to her feet.

“Oh, right,” Ledora says. I think she must be a river nymph of Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. “I think we’re forgetting something…” she says, and she grows pensive as she stares at the floor as though all the answers are there for her to read.

The one next to Ledora rolls her eyes. This nymph is passion personified. Her hair is crackling fire, the hallmark of Phlegethon, that dreaded river of fire. Her eyes are embers with shifting irises from yellow to orange while her scleras are black like extinguished coals. Her weeping hair falls to the floor in a puddle of flame, but it doesn’t burn anything. Her clothing is minimal while the others wear classical togas. I wonder if she burns clothing away or if she gets too hot.

“Yes. Introductions, Dora.” The fiery one steps forward with a curtsy. “I am Kindra of Phlegethon.”

Ledora steps forward. “Before I forget, I am Ledora of Lethe.”

The tall one with milky eyes steps forward. “I am Maligna of Styx.”

The next one sniffles. Everything about her is blue. “I am Flo, but everyone calls me Puddles because I cry a lot. I am from the river Cocytus.”

From behind her, out steps a child. She is slight and stands on her tiptoes as though trying to appear taller. As she walks, her weight is all forward like a bird about to take flight. Her hair and skin are ashen, as are the pale of her eyes, but her pupils are emerald, resplendent and unblinking.

“I am Gloom from the river Acheron. Would you like some food, Your Majesty?”

My throat catches, and I shake my head. “No, please,” I say, vehemently. I can’t eat down here if I want to escape.

“My lady,” Maligna cuts in, “you must eat and drink some water. You cannot sustain in this way.”

I close my eyes. “I want to go home,” I whisper, eyes still closed. “Help me get home.”

Someone carefully draws my hair away from my face, and a small hand touches my cheek. When I open my eyes, Gloom is kneeling at my side.

“We cannot, and we will not,” Maligna says, her imposing figure looming by the end of the bed. “This behaviour is unbecoming. You will eat, or I will call up the lord to inform him of your upsetting stupidity.” I don’t answer—I can’t. Maligna huffs and claps her hands once. “Very well. We’ll leave you to wallow alone then. Everyone out.”

“Maligna!” Puddles cries, and I can feel her tears on my hands and wrists. “We can’t leave her like this.”

“Sure we can. She’s being a moron,” Kindra says loudly.

“Don’t say that about Our Lady,” Gloom says, her voice cutting through the din. Her hand is still on my cheek, but it slowly ventures to caress my hair, and I shiver at the gesture. “Can’t you see she’s upset?”

“Then you and Puddles can stay. Where did Ledora go?” Maligna asks.

“Did someone say my name?” someone asks, and I recognize Ledora’s papery thin voice.

“Yes. Come along,” Maligna says.

“Is Persephone back?” Ledora asks, and my ears perk up.

“No. Persephone is not back.”

“I miss her,” Ledora says with a sniffle.

Maligna is quiet for a moment before saying, “We all do.” The gentle padding sound of feet on stone is the only thing to be heard until the door swings closed.

“Don’t worry about them,” Puddles says. “They’re just…”

“In pain,” Gloom finishes for her.

Huddled on either side of me, they run comforting hands over my arms and hair. “So Persephone isn’t dead?” I ask quietly.

“No, she’s not dead,” Gloom says after a moment.

“Then why am I in her place?” I ask, and for a moment, I don’t think she’s going to answer. Both stop touching me for a moment, and I know they’re deliberating between themselves about whether or not to answer me. With bated breath, I await, and Puddles sighs.

“Persephone is lost,” Gloom says carefully. “But we have no doubts that she’ll be back soon.”

“Can someone tell me why I’m here?”

“It is not for us to say,” Puddles says at last. “Lord Hades shall explain your situation to you, I’m sure.” Puddles guides me to the bathroom. “Perhaps Her Majesty would like a bath?”

The child, Gloom, perks up. “A bath! How about bubbles? Or salts. Or scented oils? We could use colours too! I could put green dye and you could look like me! Or maybe you’d prefer milk? Spices? Flowers!”

“You’re named… Gloom?” I ask, slowly lowering myself to her level. “But you’re delightful.” She flashes me a smile with tiny baby teeth, one front tooth missing, and darts behind Puddles’s skirts.

“Are you sure you will not eat, Your Majesty? You were asleep for two mortal days,” Puddles presses.

I swallow hard. “I’m sure.”

Her mouth pinches with sadness, but she nods, accepting my answer. “What kind of bath would you prefer, Your Majesty?” she asks.

“Um… I trust you to prepare it.”

“Very well,” Puddles says, stooping low before jerking her head. The door opens again, and with it, a burst of warmth. Kindra bows to me before flashing me a grin.

“Maligna and Ledora have found other duties to attend to, but they’re boring. At least you’re interesting.” I don’t reply, unsure of how to take in her words, especially when she just said I was being a moron. I was, probably in fact, being a moron, but I know too much about the myth to take that chance… at least right now.

The nymphs work seamlessly together, and while Puddles is on water duty, Gloom is selecting fragrances, following her cute little nose to find the best scents, and Kindra is lighting candles with her fingertips. Puddles sits on the ledge of the tub, crying. Her tears fall into the tub, and she smiles through her tears.

“Your bath will have Natural Spring salts, my Lady,” she says, and resumes her tears. Kindra finishes lighting the last of the candles, and she rises to join Puddles at the edge of the tub. Her fingers slide under the steady stream of water, and she makes a noise of derision.

“Bah, that’s not nearly hot enough.”

“You’re a fire spirit,” Puddles says. “Of course it’s cold to you. Let me check.” She stands from her perch and runs her hand below it. “It’s perfect, Kindra. Keep lighting candles.”

Kindra glares playfully at Puddles. “I did light all the candles.”

“Then incense.” Kindra shrugs and does as she is bid. The bath is nearing full and Puddles turns the tap off. The room has suddenly transformed into a haven. Gloom comes up behind me holding a basket filled with jars, tinctures, and dried flowers. I watch, utterly transfixed as she tilts a vial of this and a vial of that into the tub. She sprinkles in white powder which dissolves immediately, and then with a gleeful little cry, throws all the petals in at once. The desiccated forms bloom in the water, suddenly rehydrated.

“Well, are you just going to stand there?” Kindra rests her hand on her hip as she lights the stick with the tip of her finger where a slightly sweet and musky aroma curls in a long tendril towards me.

“Oh,” I say, crossing my arms sheepishly. “With you all here?”

“We’re your handmaidens, my Lady,” Puddles says.

“We are here to help you in any way you need,” she says gently. “If privacy is what you want, you need only ask.”

“Privacy, yes,” I say. “Thank you.” Puddles nods and smiles. “Come along, Gloom.” Gloom skips to the closet alongside Puddles and Kindra drifts along with them. Waiting until they are all in the through the doorway, I slip the golden bed sheet from my shoulder and allow it to pool by my feet. Pulling the pins from my hair, I unbraid it and step into the tub. I submerge into the salty, milky water. I can’t identify a single scent used, but Gloom chose well. For a moment, the water scalds me, but after letting out a breath, it quickly soothes my aching muscles and weeping brain. The curve of the back of the tub is perfectly sculpted, cradling my head in a natural position, and I imagine all my worries going down the drain. Slowly, ever so slowly, my muscles unfurl, and my breathing steadies. In a bath, it is hard for me not to relax. Whatever Gloom had put in the tub is quite possibly magical, because my body feels rejuvenated in a way I haven’t felt since the beginning of the academic semester, and as the minutes—or hours—pass, my problems seem to evaporate at the same rate as the heat leaching from the tub. Even the thought of missing school is not haunting me at the moment. Something tickles the back of my mind, something to do with my dissertation, but I can’t quite touch the thought.

I sit up in the tub as the nymphs file out of the closet. Silently, Kindra hangs up a dress on the back of the closet door, before leaving the room. Puddles follows, but Gloom lingers. She touches the skirt of the dress with tiny, gentle fingers. The dress is a flowing pale green dress with veins of turquoise and flecks of gold leaf—eerily, it matches my eyes. Backless, it offers very little in the way of support, but it looks comfortable enough.

“Would you like any help dressing, Your Majesty?”

“I’m okay, Gloom. Thank you for the bath. You chose the best scent.” She inclines her head, hiding a smile, before leaving with the other nymphs.

When again the room is silent, the flickering candles my only company, I descend into my mind. Since I was a child, I’d had maladaptive daydreams. Often, I’d be transported to another world in my mind, and I could see it before me, more real than the world I’d left behind. Like Alice in Wonderland, I would vacate the world of normalcy to find another world of inverted sense. The daydreams were recurring, and it looked a lot like this place. A sense of déjà vu sinks in as I lay in the tub, cocooned in warmth, and I’m struck by the sudden sense that I’ve been here before. As a child, I had seen this room and walked the halls. Somehow, I know the halls will have the same lighting as the ones in here, and that to navigate, one must have their destination in mind to get there. If one has an idle mind, they shall never find their way out of the twisting bowels of the palace. You would be slowly digested, but never spat back out. It reminds me of Daedulus’s labyrinth; when he’d created it, had he intended to imbue sentience into it? Or had he simply descended so far into the earth that his creation dipped into the underworld and consequently operated off of its rules?

The milky water conceals my body, and as I raise my hand to watch the water drip from my fingertips, I watch the ripple as it lands. The patterns collide as the drops break the surface. It is much like the situation I have found myself in. I am a drop. Hades is another. My friends are the rest. Our lives have collided with one another, and they will never be the same again. My eyes prickle at the thought of my friends. Sitting up, water splashing about, I watch the flickering of Kindra’s flames. The water has cooled, and the thought of leaving my little alcove sanctuary fills me with dread, and yet, I am called to do it. There is something I must see. I remember, in my dreams, a tree—a great tree which would show you truth. Reaching the tree would give me answers.

Pulling the plug from the drain, I stand. Carefully exiting the tub, I pluck a towel from a shelf below the vanity and wrap it around myself as I inspect the clothing set out for me. Trying to be confident in my decision, I move to the dressing room to put on the green dress since there aren’t any cozy sweatpants or sweaters in the closet. The dress hugs my figure perfectly, and although the Underworld is, well, underground, the air is not chilly. In fact, the stones below my feet exude a comforting warmth that I had not expected. Holding myself with a confidence I do not internally share, I weave through the doorways and to my bedroom door. Stealing myself, I open the door.

The hallways are built in the same fashion as the bedroom. This is to say, everything down here is designed to confuse the senses and ensnare the victim. It is as though a snake was given the contract to build the place, slithering around in whatever direction it felt like going, twisting and turning, leaving dead-end branches where you have to circle back. I know I’m going in circles when I come across torches that are already lit.

To discover new places… I have to follow the dark—the unlit path. Had I just discovered my yellow brick road? Follow the pitch-black hallway to the end to be illuminated incrementally as my journey unfolds? I groan at the meta symbolism turning my life upside down.

“Lost?”

Whirling around, my breath catches in my throat when Aiden—Hades—whoever he is, stands silent and imposing in the hallway, blocking the path.

“No,” I say, tilting my chin up in a stubborn set. “I’m exploring.”

“Indeed. Your sounds of dramatic suffering are for some other reason then.”

Huffing indignantly, my veins rushing, I narrow my eyes at him. There isn’t a smile on his face, nor anything resembling humour in his expression, and yet I can tell he is darkly amused. Perhaps it is something in his eyes, raw and unveiled.

“If you must know,” I sniff, “I was suddenly aware of some dramatic irony in my life, and I vocalized it.”

“I see.” My stomach growls, and his eyes shift slowly from my face, down the valley between my breasts, and finally to my stomach where the offender made a monstrous noise. “You are hungry. Did your Lampades not provide you with food?”

“I don’t want food.”

The myth of Persephone is not unknown to me. I’m confident that I know the Myth well—multiple versions even. Persephone became trapped here from eating the pomegranate while in the Underworld. The moral of the story? Do not eat anything while in the Underworld. The Fae had a similar rule: don’t eat anything a Faerie gives you. You could find yourself dancing until you died—or worse, compelled to do anything a Faerie told you to do. Basically… don’t eat or drink anything not of this world.

“I won’t eat anything,” I affirm, not moving, suddenly not hungry anymore.

“Then it will be a long six months for you, Mortal.” Raising my eyebrows at his new nickname for me, my mouth twists into a humourless grin.

“Longer in your company, to be sure.” He is silent a moment, dark eyes sparkling, and again, I am struck by the thought that he is amused, but I don’t know how I know that given that his face is as stony as ever. Another detail manages to wiggle its way to the forefront of my mind, and I gape. “Hold up, six months? It was supposed to be a season, or in some versions, one-third! That’s what the Homeric Hymn to Demeter claimed.”

“Didn’t you already figure out that it was a propaganda piece? It was an invented poetry fragment intended only to immortalize Eleusis. As for how long… well, not all seasons in all places are the same, are they, Corey? What if I wanted to live in Canada this time of year? The snow there doesn’t melt until April—sometimes May depending on where you are. If you’re going to be down here, best we tug the arrow out, yes? All the myths revolved around Persephone, not the other way around. However long Persephone was down here was how long the season of death lasted, and I’m feeling particularly greedy this year.”

“But I just don’t understand! I’m not Persephone!” He says nothing to that, his eyes fixed on the dress. His gaze roves over the folds of fabric, tapered at the waist, and then meanders up to my chest.

“Well, ‘not Persephone.’ You sure look like her.”

That shuts me up instantly, draining all fight from my body. The moisture in my mouth evaporates, and my tongue feels like sandpaper. So, the nymphs had raided Persephone’s wardrobe.

Oh, god. I’m going to die right here and now, aren’t I?

My mouth bobs open and closed as indecision clutches my tongue, and consequently, nothing comes out until I force it. “Was I not supposed to—” I start, but he shakes his head, waving me off.

“If you were not permitted to wear the clothes, you would not have had access to them. Much as you think yourself a prisoner here,” he says, and then pauses as if swallowing heavily, “you are not. Far from it,” he finishes quietly. The torches flicker, and Hades turns to look down the hall. He straightens and nods at me.

“So you refuse to eat?”

“I’d rather die.”

“Then I have some good news for you.” He snorts. “Corey.” He bows his head in parting. “I have some things to attend to. If you do choose to eat, someone shall guide you there. Otherwise,” he turns to leave but looks at me over his shoulder, “have fun exploring and starving to death. Either way, you’ll find your way back to me, I’m sure.” He walks away, and the sound of distant barking sends my spine shooting straight.

Cerberus. Is that the same dog that tried to attack me in the garden?

The more I think about it, the more certain I am. “Um, Hades,” I call with uncertainty. He seems to sense my fear because he comes back to stand in front of me.

“You may still call me Aiden.” Looking up into his face, I can’t dismiss or hide my fear. His expression changes, and concern blooms across his face. His hand twitches as though he wants to touch me and comfort me, but restraint holds him back. “What is it?” he asks in a far gentler tone than he’d used with me since bringing me here.

“Is Cerberus… always down here?” His brows furrow.

“Yes, he guards the shades. He’s not trapped down here; he can leave, but he doesn’t really. Why? What is the matter?”

“Nothing,” I say, smoothing down my perfectly smooth dress. “Probably nothing.” He stares at me, hard, and I blush under his gaze. “Hopefully nothing?” I say in a question, and his brows slowly travel north on his face.

“Tell me.”

“I think Cerberus tried to attack me.” His mouth pinches.

“Is that so…” His eyes roam over my face before flying off to look into the distance.

“You don’t believe me,” I whisper. Suddenly desperate for his understanding, I blurt everything out. “I was in the botanical gardens with my friend, Kate, and then this dog, a massive species of dog I’ve never seen before, charged me, and if I hadn’t made it into the building, I’m not sure I’d still be here… Kate was able to calm it—him down, but I’m… pretty sure…” I don’t finish. In any case, Hades—Aiden, isn’t looking at me.

“Oh, I believe you,” he says lowly. “I guess we’ll test your words now. You’d rather die? Perhaps I ought to let Cerberus make good on it.”

“You need me alive.” I hedge.

He turns to me with a glint in his eye. “Do I now? Perhaps someone wants to live after all…?” Cerberus’s barks halt any retort I may have had. The familiar light-headed sensation of anxiety pulls at my mind and body. I don’t need to see Hades to know he is rolling his eyes. “He won’t hurt you,” is all he says. Somehow, I believe him. I can hear the paws on the ground before I can see him, and the sound of nails scratching stone makes me wince. The ground trembles with the canine’s approach. Moving to stand behind Hades, I find myself cowering into his back. Cerberus in the land above appeared to have only one head, but now, the same dog—I am sure of it—has three massive heads, all snarling, barking, and drooling.

“Κέρβερος. Àναπαύω.”

To my utter astonishment, two things happen at once. First, the massive, ancient dog comes to a stop, its howling faces now looking up at Aiden, tongues lolling, as whines escape their throats. Second, Aiden speaking Ancient Greek is... having an effect on me. Cerberus’s middle head lets out a piteous bark, and Aiden frowns.

“What—oh.” Aiden coughs and turns to look at me. “I believe there are dog treats in your pocket.”

“I don’t have pockets,” I say, patting my sides, but then I discover that I do have pockets. “This dress has pockets?” I exclaim, shoving my hands inside; they are deep pockets. “Ooh, I like this dress even more.”

“I don’t mean to be impatient, but Cerberus wants his treats, and he is not happy with you.”

“Okay, okay,” I snap, withdrawing the cookies. “Should I toss them?”

“If you value your hands and fingers, perhaps you ought to throw them, yes.” Each set of jaws snaps eagerly at the treats and after they each munch down, they growl at me again. Squeaking, I grab Aiden’s hand and hide behind him.

“Can you understand him?” I ask, and Hades nods.

“Cerberus is a sentient creature, yes.”

“Can you ask him why is he angry at me? I’ve done nothing to him to warrant such a reaction.” Peering up at Aiden, I note how he bites on his lip.

“Sometimes it takes him a while to warm up to people,” he says finally. “We are, after all, in the Underworld where we do not receive many visitors of the living sort.” Nodding, I let go of the back of his black robe and clear my throat. My stomach gurgles in anguish, and Aiden eyes me once more.

“Are you certain you will not eat?” he asks, and I nod vehemently. He doesn’t meet my eye as he opens his mouth.

“You realize not eating will kill you, yes?” I open my mouth to say obviously, but I honestly hadn’t thought that far ahead. Of course, I’d said I’d rather die than eat the fruit, but it was hyperbole. I close my mouth and look up at him sheepishly. “Is it really so bad here that you’d rather die than stay with me?” he continues. “And, in any event, dying would mean you’d still stay here with me… in a fashion.” I inhale before I speak, but when I turn to give him my answer, he is gone.







There is not much to do in the Underworld. The maze has me feeling like Ariadne with the thread, but instead of the thread, I have motion-activated torches to guide the way, which feels disturbingly modern down here, although I suspect magic is involved instead of ‘science.’ It’s a strange feeling to be so utterly disconnected from the world above. My phone was left in the cabin along with many of my belongings—never mind the stuff I hadn’t even brought on the camping trip.

Most importantly, however, I miss my friends. I don’t need to go to Tartarus to live in torture; I am plenty capable of mentally torturing myself. The ache of my losses are visceral. Kate and I were always attached at the hip, no matter what, and her absence feels like a phantom limb, and my stomach is no happier than when Aiden had left me in the hallway earlier in the day. When Aiden had said that there would be a guide to the food, I assumed he meant there would be people around, but thus far, I haven’t encountered a single soul. The torches continue to direct me to places I haven’t been recently, but the floor plan is beyond my comprehension.

For the past half hour, I’ve been walking, keeping my left hand on the wall to try and find an exit, somewhere I haven’t yet been, and eventually, I do. With the thought of escape clear in my mind, I turn right instead, taking my hand off the left wall, and there, at the end of the corridor, is a doorway out of the castle.

Approaching it cautiously, I pass through the high arch frame and out into the night. I’m not sure it’s actually night; the Underworld is in a perpetual darkness since it’s under the ground, though it’s not pitch black. The darkness possessed variation, differences in hues, and in some spots in the distance, there did appear to be fluorescence.

A switchback staircase leads out from the castle, and I hustle down the steps, wishing I’d brought a cloak because goose flesh spreads over my arms. Shivering slightly, I move quicker to generate more heat. Reaching the end of the staircase, the carved stone path turns to jagged rock fixtures. Wincing as sharp rock stabs me through my shoes, I move slower, leaning back and turning my toes outward as I walk to keep my balance with my arms outstretched. As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I realize the stones and rocks I had taken to be black were actually many shades and not the same kind. Clusters of crystal and mineral deposits twinkle in the dim light, and hints of dark green, black, and gold crystals wink at me.

Turning to look the way I came, I’m reminded of Orpheus, that poor wretch who was told to look forward and who threw everything away because of fear and uncertainty. I do not look back in uncertainty. Where Orpheus desired to be followed, I wish to remain unnoticed, to slip out of the Underworld with no one the wiser. The decorative frieze has carved women, possibly the Muses, or the nymph daughters of Oceanus, and each seemed to be staring hard at me in divine judgement.

Hiding from their scathing eyes behind a large shard of black stone, I survey the land stretching out before me. I squint, but truth be told, I can’t see a great deal. From my vantage, I can tell I’m at a height, which leads me to believe the Palace of Hades is on a mountain or hill of some kind, elevated above everything else in his realm, which makes a great deal of symbolic sense. If there were light, I’m sure I’d see much more, but I can’t see much from where I stand. There is a faint glow in the distance, possibly the river of fire, but I can’t be sure. The slope begins to even out somewhat, and as I continue towards a dirt path, another palatial building, less ornate, stands tall and proud. It is a Greek temple with Ionic order, but instead of the classic white marble, it is fashioned with black stone. Precious metal embellishments mark the top of each column, a testament to the abundance of wealth within the Underworld.

As I skirt along the side of the temple, I conclude that this must be where the judges sit. Ahead, I see a scorched earth, and I realize I can’t keep going straight. To my left is where the orange glow is growing stronger, and I don’t want to fall into Phlegethon. Another body of water twists before it gets closer to me, but I have no idea what it might be. The only ones I can identify are Cocytus and Phlegethon, from the cries of the former and the glow of the latter. The rest, Styx, Acheron, and Lethe will be lethal. If I were able to pull an Achilles, I might come out of Styx impervious but for one part of my body, but the likelihood of it going terribly, terribly wrong is too high to chance. Meanwhile, Acheron is, in essence, depression while the river Lethe causes amnesia. In this instance, neither can help me. The rivers seem to feed into one another in a perpetual loop around the island.

Beyond what I now call the Hall of Judgement, there is a smattering of buildings in a vast expanse of land. As I continue walking, I decide it must be Asphodel. It’s not what I expected. My feet ache before I even enter the gates. For some reason, I had expected a field of wandering ghosts, but really, it’s a full-on city. Tents and buildings from every culture are set in place, and people mill about seemingly without a care in the world. Some notice me, but most don’t. Instead, they carry on as they likely had in life. Fashion from all across space and time decorate the lively streets carved through the stone, and awnings conceal doorways and streets from a sun that never says hello. Children run and play, dodging carts and adults, and the grown ups seem intent upon letting them do so. The longer I walk through it, the more I’m convinced I’m not truly moving at all. Unease creeps up my throat, and there’s a steadily growing lump in my throat.

How can I ever escape the Underworld?

How had Heracles done it?

As I wrack my mind, dread falls hard and fast. Hades had given Heracles permission to try and steal Cerberus with brute strength, and if Cerberus did not kill him, he could leave with his beloved dog. Every myth seems to rely on a deal with Hades or Persephone, but Hades won’t help, and Persephone is… not here? Is she… dead?

A strong gust of wind blows from behind me, and as I move through the town, I begin to encounter different people. They aren’t ghosts because that would imply translucent, which they aren’t, but they are almost… faded. I understand the ‘shade’ descriptor. Most of them ignore me, but others stop and stare. I stop my procession and look behind me to see a crowd beginning to form around me.

“Hello,” I venture, trying not to feel intimidated by the sudden mob.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” I turn to see who spoke, and an old woman with a crochet needle makes a scarf as she stares me down.

“In Asphodel?” I ask, and she shakes her head.

“In the land of the Dead.”

“I know,” I stammer. “I need to find the tree.”

The old woman points a shaking, knobby finger in the direction of the wind. “The tree is that way, girl, but beware the beast.”

Nodding, I follow her directions and imagine myself at the end of Asphodel. I walk for only a couple of minutes before the seemingly never-ending land of Asphodel falls away, revealing what I can only describe as a black, dead, swamp, and I cringe, imagining Calibos from Clash of the Titans to come baring his teeth at me. Another strong torrent of wind pushes me forward, and I can almost imagine the wind gods pushing me towards the exit as a sign. A bony, black body emerges from the water, at least thirty feet long, and I gasp, flying back up the bank. A reptile of truly ancient origins blinks at me with slitted pupils, daring me to come just a little bit closer.

“I think not,” I whisper, still backing up. The crocodile sinks back below the waters, taunting me. As I scramble back up the rest of the bank, I realize I would have to go the long way around.

Peering around, I try to make out exactly where I am, but I do not recognize the area. Closing my eyes, I visualize the tree in my mind, and when I open them again, I know it to be behind the palace in the other direction. I am about to decide which direction to go, left or right, but before I can decide, the choice is made for me.

Cerberus’s piercing howl splits the sky in two—literally. Crying out, I turn around and attempt to make it back into Asphodel, but I can already feel the ground shaking as Cerberus pounds on the ground toward me. His snarling heads come into view, and I start full out sprinting as fast as I can. I feel him before I see him.

He leaps over my head and turns to face me, drool dripping from his snarling jowls. In moments, I go from dreaming of escape to being chased and reliving one of the scariest moments of my life. Where the sky had seemed to split above us, a gate revealing the purest of black opens and expands, and through it, Hades emerges, walking slowly. His gait is slow, but he reaches me far too quickly. His brows are furrowed, and his dark eyes fly across my dress before his gaze meets mine.

“How did you escape so quickly?” he asks, and I can’t tell how he feels. His tone is infuriatingly blank. He doesn’t look surprised by my attempt, but I suppose I wasn’t all that secretive about my intentions. I shrug and don’t answer. “You can’t escape. Even if you somehow managed to dupe Cerberus, you can’t leave.”

“I could if I had your permission. That’s how it goes in the myth.”

“I could,” he agrees, “but I won’t. That’s how it goes for everyone who comes down here who has not already made a bargain,” he corrects. “You have.”

“But I’m not the only one who participated! Why am I being singled out?”

“You played the part of Persephone; she is the one who comes to the Underworld.”

“But it was by chance!”

“No such thing. Don’t you recall?”

“I don’t buy your bullshit! You’re a liar and a thief.”

Hades clicks his tongue, and Cerberus leaps over the marsh in an impressive display, landing cleanly on the other side of the bank. Each head faces in another direction and his tail wags playfully. “Think whatever you want, Corey. It doesn’t make you right. You’re just making this harder on yourself.”

“So I should just accept this, then?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe you’d take it for one damn second if you were taken against your will. You’d fight, and you’d win.”

Hades tilts his head at that. “I would,” he agrees. “But you won’t win in this. There are things you simply can’t understand, and it is my will that binds you here. Enough of this. Come,” he says, holding out his hand.

“So, you can make it appear like my choice so taking my free will away is more palatable for you? No, thank you. You can take me kicking and screaming. I will not make my kidnapping easier for you.”

He sighs. “Very well.” In a blink, he is beside me, and in a single move, throws me over his shoulder.

“Put me down!” I shriek directly into his ear. He winces but simply secured my legs with one arm, while the other holds me firmly by the back. I pound my fists into his back, but I stop because I know for a fact it hurts my hands far more than it hurts him. In a fury so strong I’m silent, I stare daggers at the swamp and at Cerberus, who has since turned around to watch our retreating figures move back up to the palace.

What had taken me hours takes Hades minutes, and as we enter through a different door than I’d left, we are greeted by a great throne room. The ceiling looms so high and dark that it might as well be invisible to my eyes. He gently sets me on the ground, cradling me in his arms to prevent me from falling, ensuring my feet touch down before stepping away.

“Stay here. I’ll be right back, and I’ll find you either way. I’ll know if you run, and if I have to keep you in a cage, I will, Corey. For your own sake, follow my instructions. You do, of course, have free will, and if you insist on running and making this way harder on yourself, you are free to do so. That’s a fun door,” he says, pointing at a doorway between the two massive thrones at the front of the room. He smirks, and it’s as though he’s daring me to try it. I stay silent, giving him the silent treatment, and he shrugs before leaving the throne room. I cross my arms and sulk.




Sitting on the floor, criss-cross-applesauce style, I take in all the details of the luxurious room. The throne room is so vast and grand, the floor and columns, made of black marble with gold embellishments, make me feel small and insignificant indeed. At the front of the room, two thrones sit beside one another, and it’s not obvious which is Hades’s and which had been Persephone’s. I am called to the one on the left-hand side of the room. Standing, I wipe my hands on my dress, and peer around quickly, ensuring I’m alone, before approaching the room Hades had said was ‘fun’ which stands tall and foreboding behind the thrones.

“Bold of you to approach the seat of a God,” a voice says from above me. Spinning on the spot, I gasp as a man reveals himself from the shadows. He has short, curly blond hair, and although he is dressed in modern fashion, he feels ancient. He is also suspended in mid-air but descends to meet me on the floor.

“Oh, I wasn’t,” I stammer, “I mean, I wouldn’t have… um, I was just looking and appreciating. Hermes,” I say finally, curtsying. His laugh echoes around the grandiose room, stifling me.

“What gave it away?” he asks, approaching me slowly, playfully. “Was it the shoes?” he asks, pointing his foot forward and twisting it to truly show off his hideous shoes. His calf muscles are incredible, and I find myself jealous of the sculpted legs, but well, he’s a God, and I don’t go to the gym. The colour painted on his shoes, however, are not worthy of jealousy. The wings on the sides of his shoes are a disgusting chartreuse colour. I wrinkle my nose.

“No, funnily enough,” I say, gathering myself. “It was the fact that you’re in the throne room at all. Who else could you be but the famous, Grecian psychopomp?”

“That is true,” he says, standing beside me as we both look on through the throne room. “I am truly one of a kind. In fact, I’m even willing to share with you; want a granola bar?” he asks, reaching into his pocket. I pause and don’t reach out to take it. My silence speaks for me.

“This isn’t Underworld food,” he says, taking a big bite out of the one he offered to me. “See? I’d be stuck here too if I ate Underworld food,” he says, speaking through the food. “It’d be funny if this had pomegranate in it, though. It doesn’t.” He sighs. “Sadly, it’s just dried cranberry. I’ve just been informed that dried cranberries are actually called craisins. Did you know this?”

I crack a smile and slowly, I take the granola bar from his outstretched hand. “You know, I did.” I take a bite of the granola bar, and the second I eat it, I realize just how hungry I truly am.

“So,” he says, “you come here often?” he asks with a smirk, and I shrug.

“No, but you can take me somewhere? Like… literally anywhere else?” I say, batting my eyelashes and clasping my hands in front of me.

“Hermes,” a deep voice says from the shadows of the room.

The high ceilings make me feel small, but his voice makes me feel smaller. I didn’t realize he was even standing there, observing from afar because he blends in so well with the surroundings. Plus, Hades has the helm of invisibility, which, I imagine, really helps in the invisibility department.

“You’re late,” Hermes says, not giving Hades the same grin he’d given me.

“I had business to take care of.” Hades moves with silent grace to the centre of the room.

“I’ll, uh,” I say, backing away, “continue exploring then.”

“No,” Hades says, looking directly at me. “Stay.”

Hermes rolls his eyes, but he nods, nonetheless. “Always so dramatic, Hades.”

“So,” Hades says, sitting on the throne on the right. I stand with my arms at my sides, and my fingers and hands start twitching. An unbelievably uncomfortably sensation crawls out of my gut and into my throat, and my body begins to shiver. “What news do you bring from the upper worlds?”

Hermes sighs and gives me a sidelong glance before he speaks. “Which would you like to hear first? The—”

“Bad news first,” Hades says, cutting in. Hermes blows out a breath of air making his cheeks puff out, and he looks to the ceiling, as if for strength, before looking at me.

“Thousands of years of this crap, can you believe it? I can’t. I am shocked each and every damn time he opens his mouth. How do you stand it—”

“Bold of you to assume I do,” I quip, interrupting, and he laughs.

“Hermes.” The tone is lethal and intimidating, but again, Hermes seems altogether unaffected by it.

“Right. Well, I could not find Athena. Athena has not been seen in… well shit, I dunno, a long time. A couple of hundred years at least. Our best guess is that she’s being a hermit on Olympus.”

“That’s not a long time,” Hades says dryly, and Hermes gives him a scathing look. It’s Hades’s turn to look up at the ceiling. “Okay, what’s the good news then?” Hades asks, but Hermes shakes his head.

“Oh, no, I’m not done just yet, shadow boy.”

Hermes starts pacing, his eyes seeing something I clearly can’t as he stares into space.

“So, where even to begin? The death of Asklepios is pretty bad. The medicine world is just,” he shakes his head and continues, “fucked, I think is how the humans say now. I mean, things were bad when the originals died, but even the effect of some of the minor gods and their deaths is severely impacting the world.”

Hades grimaces but nods tersely, just once. “What else?” he probes.

“With Persephone, um,” he tilts his head at Hades, who just clenches his jaw and fists, “not doing her thing, shall we say,” he says quickly, probably not wanting the wrath of Hades directed at him, regardless of the fact that he is immortal, “the seasons are not doing what they’re supposed to. The humans are calling it ‘global warming,’” he says in air quotes, and he rolls his eyes.

“I mean, I suppose it is in a sense, but every time there has been a change in the order of the gods, there have been extreme weather changes; this is different. There’s snow where there really shouldn’t be,” he says, still pacing, but now just in a circle, “and flooding from cold climates where glaciers are melting from the prolonged presence of, well, yes.” Hades nods like he understands these confusing words. Personally speaking, I’m lost.

“Is that all?” Hades asks, and Hermes holds up a hand. Hades rolls his eyes and puts his face in his braced hand against the armchair of his throne.

“No. It’s not. Ares is out of fucking control. Aphrodite is out of fucking control. I am going insane from all the ways humans communicate now.”

“And Ares?” Hades asks, and Hermes throws his arms in the air.

“No, of course, don’t ask about my well-being!” Hermes scowls and stops pacing. He levels Hades with a stare and then continues pacing. “Asshole,” he mutters under his breath before resuming his previous volume. Hades doesn’t even blink at the insult.

“Ares has always been a problem, even in the old days,” Hermes begins, and Hades nods. “But now, where the populations have boomed, more people are living in close proximity, and with Hera and Hestia gone, well,” Hermes trails off and Hades sighs heavily.

“Well?”

“Well, it ain’t good, all right? I mean, it’s at the point where everyone is just fighting all the time, and I don’t mean like how it was before, because I know you’re going to say it—” Hades had been in the process of opening his mouth, but he shuts his mouth as Hermes continues.

“Before, the people had to actually be around one another to pick fights.”

“What?” Hades asks blandly, and I can sense his confusion rolling off him in waves. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, phones. Internet. Dark web. Shit on the sly. I mean, you can’t even watch a fucking music video without people fighting across the globe in the fucking chat! Ares is causing all of it! There is so much stupid shit—and because we don’t have Hestia and Hera anymore, marriage means nothing, and family means nothing to these people. Can you imagine! Even family members now! Abuse is chronic, and that’s just Ares! Aphrodite is a whole other matter.”

Yes. Because the Greek Pantheon was the picture of a functional family, I think.

The irony of Hermes’s words strike me hard and fast and a chuckle escapes me before I cover it with a poorly timed cough. Both Hades and Hermes turn to look at me, but I pretend not to notice, and instead frown at the ceiling, trying to figure out if there even is a ceiling, or if it’s the exposed night sky.

Hades closes his eyes as Hermes vents into the cavern.

“Aphrodite is fucking everyone and everything, and not in a fun way. Historically, sex used to lead to children, right? Right. Fewer and fewer people want children because Hera is gone. Family units are being destroyed by meaningless sex, is basically what I’m saying.”

Hades is silent as he absorbs this information.

“Did you have good news?” he asks mildly, lounging on the armrest.

Hermes stands straight. “No. But I can come up with something on the fly if you’d like, but I’m also not done.”

“Okay. What else?”

“I cannot find Mnemosyne either. Did you want that manufactured positive news now?” Hades waves him off, but Hermes does not seem to take this into account. “You have a companion?” Hermes states this as a rhetorical question. “That’s good, right?”

Briefly, his eyes flick to me, and Hades shrugs and grunts in response.

“Hermes, this is Corey. Corey… Hermes.”

“Corey,” Hermes says, fingers on his smooth chin.

“Yes,” I say, standing uncomfortably between the two gods.

“Well, Corey,” he says, humming. “Funny you should end up here, falling through a hole in the ground, when your name means ‘from the hollow’… which means hole.”

“Hermes,” Hades warns, but Hermes grins.

“Little Alice in Wonderland took a wee tumble into the dark…”

“Find Athena and Mnemosyne,” Hades says suddenly, in a frosty tone, “and don’t come back until you do.” Hades stands and turns his back to Hermes. “Also, if you try to aid Corey’s escape, I will personally send you to Tartarus and devise a punishment so terrible that a new conceptual deity will be born. Forget Hate and Pain. I will invent something so horrific you will beg for the final Death.”

“Yeah, sorry, Corey. You’re stuck here.”

“Dismissed.”

Hermes rolls his eyes, and the wings on his shoes—which I had first taken to be artistic design—flutter out. Saluting me, Hermes shoots up and out of the room through the ceiling, leaving me alone with the Lord of the Underworld. I follow the path Hermes takes until I can’t see him anymore and come to the conclusion that either he can go through solid marble, or there isn’t in fact a ceiling at all.

“Corey. If you would, follow me.”

Hades strides away, disappearing between the thrones and into the hallway behind the palatial hall—the room he called interesting. With Hermes gone, the silence becomes almost absolute, prompting me to break the monotony with questions.

“Who is… Nemsine?” I attempt.

“Mnemosyne,” he corrects, “and she is a Goddess of Memory.”

“Why do you need to find Mnemosyne?” I ask, struggling to keep up with his long stride.

“To restore someone’s memory.”

“Whose?” I ask, and he stops to look at me. His expression is blank, and he rubs his face with his hand, obscuring his mouth and chin as he does so. If I didn’t know any better, I would think he was hiding a grin.

“You’re rather inquisitive.” Hands back at his sides, he draws himself to his full height and turns to walk again. I struggle to keep up once more, not taking in the details of our course.

“And you didn’t answer my question.”

“Nor will I. In any case, I am not at liberty to speak upon the subject at present, particularly with you.” It’s my turn to halt.

“What’s wrong with me?” I ask, frowning. He, noticing that I’ve stopped, also freezes in place. He pinches the bridge of his nose, and it’s such a human gesture, I nearly forget I am in the presence of a god.

“Why do mortals use semantics in such a way as to take the meaning as offensively as possible? That is not at all what I meant, and I would like to think you knew that. I cannot discuss these matters with you because…” But he trails off as he stares at me.

“… because?” I venture, and he swallows. I step closer to him. His eyes close and when his eyes open again, there is a fierce flash in his gaze that reminds me who exactly I am speaking to.

“Take your pick: because I am the Lord of the Underworld; because I am King; because I manage my own affairs; because you could not possibly understand—”

I cut him off. “Sorry that my little, mortal, pea-brain slows you down from your oh-so-important, Kingly affairs.” I bow sarcastically, stooping low with my arms raised to the side like a bird about to take flight and my head lowered. “It’s not at all like I’m here against my will or anything,” I snap, lifting my eyes to his along with my chin as I jut it forward in my false curtsy. “I suppose you’re right; as a prisoner, I should expect to simply be confined and ornamental to you until you decide to send me back to my life!”

I stoop lower with as much disdain as I can manage. He inhales sharply, and when I rise again, a hint of colour stains his cheeks, oh-so-obvious in his sculpted, ivory visage—even in the dim light of the passage. At first, I think I am about to die by the wrath of Hades, face igniting in fury, but then I follow his gaze to my chest and a flush spreads from my face and down my neck in kind. The dress is gauzy, flowing, and revealing when I lean forward. He swallows and averts his eyes as he speaks to me, quietly.

“Some knowledge unburdens the soul; others chain it. I owe you no answers, and what I share will be of my own volition should I deem it either vital or courteous. You are a guest here whether you can perceive it or not, and you extend precariously beyond your boundary. I like you, mortal, but you go too far to presume you may speak to me in such a manner.”

His tone is gentle and quiet, but firm. It’s more eerie coming from him in this way than if he’d yelled or screamed it. Swallowing over the sudden lump in my throat, I nod slowly and try to ignore the wave of shame that passes over me. He nods in acknowledgment and continues walking, gesturing for me to follow. I allow him to lead me through the labyrinthine maze of the cavernous underbelly of the world. His footsteps are silent, even with the acoustics of the cave, but mine are not. The slippers I wear, while light, patter on the stone underfoot, and the ghosts of my steps haunt us as we continue through, destination unknown.

“Tell me about yourself,” I say, breaking the verbal silence. The ghost of a smile twists his mouth, and he looks down at me.

“I thought you were an expert on all things in the classical and archaic worlds?” he asks mildly.

“I know the myths inside out, and I have a good understanding of historical facts, but the myth is just a game of cultural telephone. You are a primary resource.”

“… game of telephone?” he asks, and I explain the game in brief. Hades chuckles. “I see where the confusion would arise,” he says sagely. “Humans are terrible at listening.” I laugh, and his posture stiffens. The weight of his gaze probing the side of my face is immense, and slowly, my laugh dwindles until it is silent once more. He clears his throat. “And,” he continues after a moment, “there are always those individuals that use boredom as an excuse to become an agent of chaos. In every group of mortals, there is always at least one who can’t help but create mischief. But what exactly did you mean by myth being cultural telephone exactly?”

“Well, there are similarities between myths of course, but there is always some distance between myths that are shared by different cultures. So, Hades, what do the myths get wrong about you?” I ask, our pace slowing to near stillness outside a doorway. “What does the world get wrong about you?”

He sighs and looks up at the gilded fresco ceiling depicting various scenes and images.

“Almost everything.”

“Well… you are a God in the Underworld. That seems to be true.”

“That’s about it.”

The dangling of a primary resource is a lure no scholar can refuse. Questions throttle my brain, an utter torment of tumbling, disjointed thoughts clambering for purchase. “Tell me.”

He is silent for so long that I give up and turn away. “I am powerful,” he says at last, “but I still have limits, boundaries within which my powers exist.”

“What are your powers?”

His throat bobs, and he stops outside of a doorway. The door is solid rock, and I know I wouldn’t be able to move it even if I slammed my body into it. He hesitates with his hand on the metal rung on the left-hand side to pull it open.

“Trying to figure out what powers you’re up against?” he asks blandly, and I swallow at his words, the double entendre of them. The image of him pressed up against me is an image I cannot banish. The sensation of his touch is a nearly tangible thing of my imagination. He is several paces from me, and yet, it’s as though there is no distance between us at all. His eyes pin me down with chilling awareness.

“That’s not fair,” I whisper, chest tightening with the tension of our silent conflict.

“No?” he asks, stepping forward. I do not retreat as he invades my space. I set my jaw and look up at him in defiance. His eyes drink me in as we stare at one another. “You know what’s not fair?” He steps closer again, and this time, I do move back, only for my back to hit the wall behind me. My heart is a frenzy as his hands brush the wall, caging me in, and my breath wholly disappears.

“Being left with this duty.” He gestures to the walls around us. “To rule alone. This is a necessary evil. There is so much more at stake than you realize.”

I stand on my tip toes. In his grand reveal as Hades, he’d been unfathomably tall, but now, he’s back to the height he’d been while posing as Aiden. “There’s an easy solution to that, Hades. Share the burden of knowledge. I’m sure I will understand.” His eyes shutter, and he releases his grip on the wall, receding.

“Corey.” His tone is stern. “You have no idea what you’re asking. You live in a blissful bubble of ignorance. Let me shelter you from the knowledge a while longer.”

“Shatter it now.”

His face, ageless as it is, grows tired. “Fine.” He says nothing more, and I’m aware of his breath, the thrum of his heart, and the heat of his body. His deep breath makes my palms sweaty, and when he meets my eyes, I wonder if I truly can handle whatever truth he is about to impart upon me.

At last, he says, “The rest of the original Olympians are dead. Zeus, Poseidon, Hera, Demeter, and Hestia. They’re all gone now.” My mouth opens in shock, but I say nothing at his admission. He continues, “Many others are gone too and are living lives without memories of their immortality.”

“Persephone?” I venture, and he swallows.

“Among the mortals.”

“Why am I here? Why me?” His eyes seek mine, darting back and forth, and he must find what he’s looking for because he nods slowly.

“You are here because important goddesses are missing. Goddesses that could prevent a war before it starts. Cronus is stirring. This cannot happen again.” I gape at him.

“And what exactly do you think I can do about this?”

“You’re already doing it.”

“What?”

“Existing.”

“Existing,” I repeat, not liking the sound of that at all.

“Yes. Your presence is changing things already, and I know it’s hard to understand, but give me time to slowly share the information with you. You are helping me a great deal already.”

My stomach chooses this moment to let out a piteous moan. It reminds me of the fact that I have not eaten for days now; it reminds me that I can’t eat while I’m down here which makes me desire it all the more. I can sense the Moussaka as though it’s in front of me, the scent of nutmeg, lamb, and eggplant a visceral thing taunting me. As my stomach protests loudly, the full weight of everything I’ve lost hits me.

“When can I go home?” I whisper, and he steps back from me, eyes shuttering on me.

“I’ll make you a deal which I denied you earlier. Eat. Eat, and help me find Athena and Mnemosyne, and you will never have to return to this place again.”

“And if I can’t find them within the six months?” I ask.

“We can make a new deal if it comes to that—a fair deal,” he adds, seeing my suspicion. “Even if it comes at great personal cost to me.”

Silently, I put my hand out, and he takes it. “The deal is struck then. Eat, and then I will teach you what you need to know.”

I nod, and when he lets go, he disappears leaving me with only the flickering torch as company.

The realization is delayed. I’ve just made a deal with the God of the Underworld—with Hades. Sucking in a sharp breath, tears well up in my eyes distorting my vision of the cavern. I wander aimlessly, trying to find my way back to my rooms.

The hallways echo with silence, amplifying the vast nothingness around me. Unable to see beyond my tears, I sink to the floor and let myself fall apart.

Tears long since dried, my cheeks are itchy with salt, and I sit, curled up on myself on the frigid floor. I sit so still the motion activated torches have long since gone out, and so I stare at nothing in darkness, wondering how in the hell my life has veered so far from my quiet life in Georgia.

It strikes me as ironic, and a mirthless chuckle escapes me as I am left with only the vaguest sense of humour at my misfortune. Everything about Hades has drawn me in. When he had appeared as Aiden, he had played me, lured me in with pretending to know just a little bit of Ancient Greek and popped up at my most vulnerable times. What was it about Classics that had drawn me in so completely? What were the odds that I’d end up in a town named after the Ancient Greek city of Athens? What were the chances that there, I’d find a Greek God and then somehow agree to participate in a cult as a joke and be taken in the same fashion as Persephone before me?

I can hear footsteps in the distance and the curious sound of dripping water followed by sniffles. A sudden flare of light makes me wince and shield my eyes with my arms, but when I lower them, I see a pair of bare feet in front of me. Looking up, I see Puddles holding her arms around her chest.

“Are you lost, my Lady?” Puddles asks softly, and I snort.

“Yes.”

“I can take you back to your chambers if you’d like?” she suggests, and her toes wiggle.

“Not that kind of lost,” I mutter, staring at the floor.

“What kind of lost are you?” she asks, sitting on the floor facing me with her back on the opposing wall.

“The kind where I am in a strange place with people I don’t know, and with no way to get home.” A shudder passes through me, and in defeat, I slump. “I’ll go to my room now,” I say, dejected. My stomach is so hollow, and the beginning of a headache is flaring up at my temples and the base of my neck. The echo of the deal reminds me I am to eat, and I wonder, belatedly, if there was some sort of magic to amplify my hunger until I fulfilled my end. I am reminded that the punishment of Tantalus was the work of Hades.

Shakily getting to my feet, I use the wall to support myself and realize my throat is sore and my lips are chapped. I’ve been on a food strike, but I also haven’t had water. It’s been more than two days since I’ve been here, probably closer to four, so I should really be dead by now. Either they were lying about how long I’ve been here, or, more likely, they’d forced me to drink something when I’d been asleep.

“Follow me,” she says, her voice barely a whisper.

I don’t speak as I follow Puddles through the hallways, and I barely look where we’re going. Operating on autopilot, I just mindlessly trail after her never-ending river of tears on the floor, which glisten in the torchlight. She suddenly stops, and I barely prevent myself from crashing into her. My bedroom door looks the same as every other door, so I am grateful to Puddles for leading me back because I never would have found it on my own.

“Thank you, Puddles,” I say, passing her and moving straight to the bed. I slip off my sandals and crawl below the covers with my back to the door.

“You’re still in your dress,” Puddles says, drawing closer to the bed. “Surely you’d be more comfortable without the dress, or with some sleeping clothes instead?”

I can’t even form a response. My body is a burden too heavy to bear and just shaking my head takes everything I have left. My hair drags across the pillow and into my face, but I don’t even care that it’s itchy on my skin.

“Will you eat before you sleep?” Puddles asks, and I nod. She whispers a prayer and forces a warm cup into my hand.

"Broth, my Lady. Something more substantial when you rise again, yes?” I barely nod, endeavoring instead to drain the mug. It is a soothing warm, a most welcome sensation as I consider my lot as of late. “Rest, my Lady,” Puddles says. “You’ve had a trying day.” I fall into a deep sleep, and for the first time in what seems like months, I am not plagued with nightmares.


CHAPTER 13

THE PROPOSITION

Upon waking, my first instinct is to reach across the vast expanse of the silk sheets to touch something—someone, but no one is there. The bed is too soft, too luxurious, to sleep in it alone. No clock ticks ominously, so I have no way of knowing how much time has lapsed since there is no sun to alert me of the passing hours, though I find myself grateful for its absence. The constant tick tick tick would drive me insane.

I wonder if living in perpetual darkness is why Hades seems to have such large pupils. They are not so large as to look wrong, but they are a notable feature to be sure. Creatures who live in darkness for extended periods begin to change—humans not excluded. I am reminded of the Morlocks from The Time Machine, that underground race that had diverged so wholly from their surface-level relatives.

“Good morning, my Lady Corey,” Gloom says brightly, and I jump, pulling the covers to my chin. She inclines her head at me from across the room.  “It’s just Puddles and I this morning. We need to get you ready now.”

“Ready for what?”

“You’re to see Lord Hades,” Puddles says, giggling as she sweeps the draping canopy surrounding my bed. “He has requested a meeting with you.”

“Do I have to?”

Puddles cocks her head at me and sniffs. “Yes,” she declares. “He has a proposition for you.”

“A proposition?”

“It means he wants to make a deal with you,” Gloom says helpfully, and despite my shit mood, I find myself smiling in spite of myself at the child. A deal means there’s something in it for me, and we both know there’s only one thing I want.

“Thank you, Gloom.” She grins in response. “I only meant… I already made a deal with him. What else can he want from me?”

“That’s between you and Lord Hades,” Gloom says evasively, hiding her grin.

Swinging my legs to the side of the bed closest to me, I brace myself for the cold as I tentatively put my feet on the stone floor, but my eyebrows fly up in surprise when the soles of my feet come into contact with warmth and not freezing stone. Leading me to the bathroom, they sit me down at the vanity.

“Gloom? Why don’t you pick out something for Our Lady to wear while I do this?” Puddles suggests, and Gloom nods vigorously. Gloom skips away and disappears into the closet while Puddles grabs sticks and a basket.

“What’s the stick for?” I ask, and Puddles smiles.

“To twist your hair.”

“And what’s in the basket?”

“Hairnets in the style of Ancient Greece.”

As she separates my hair, I watch in fascination as her skilled fingers divide it into eight sections with a tool which resembles a chopstick. Starting at the top of my head and moving down towards my ears, she wraps each section around the stick to create volume at the roots before securing them.

“What colour is the dress, Gloom?” Puddles calls, and Gloom enters the room with a wild grin, her arms up high to keep the dress from touching the floor.

“Black,” says Gloom, but I can’t move my head to look.

“Very good,” Puddles says, snatching a matching hairnet from the woven basket before her.

Puddles gathers each coil along my head and wraps it into a careful bun. My head bounces a little as she stuffs the gathered bun into the ornate, black woven hairnet. From the counter, she grabs a needle and golden thread.

“What are you doing with that?” I ask, feeling mild concern at her approaching me with a needle.

“Securing the hair net and bun so it doesn’t come loose. The golden thread matches your hair so you can’t see it when it's up. It’s less likely to damage your hair like your modern contraptions,” she says, snapping the hair tie at my wrist. “It’s not permanent. This is how it was done many years ago. It’s better.”

Easily, she slips the needle through one side and out through the other. When she’s done, she places the needle and excess thread back on the counter. She fluffs the remaining hair which drapes down my back.

“Done!” she says, and tears fall down her cheeks. “You’re so beautiful.” My cheeks ignite, and she gushes, cupping my face.

“Thank you,” I murmur, embarrassed. “You’re too kind.”

Gloom watches the exchange while the dress in her hands is draped over her arms. I bite my lip slowly when I take in the silky black dress. It looks like something Kate might wear to a formal dance or dinner. It’s a stunning dress, one that will cling to my curves and plunge to display cleavage. The bodice has small fabric flowers which look suspiciously like black narcissus.

“Let’s get you out of that dress and into your new one,” Puddles says, but I hesitate in standing up.

“What’s the matter?” Gloom asks, watching me curiously.

“Um… I’m just… I’m not used to undressing in front of people like this.” Puddles and Gloom look equally intrigued and confused.

“But… how do you put on your clothing without help?”

“Modern clothes are very easy to put on by yourself and everything is very private.”

“I see,” Puddles says. “We were wondering why you refused our help.” Gloom nods.

“We promise not to stare,” Puddles says, gently.

I nod, and I find myself standing up. Puddles unties my green dress, and I slip the straps off my shoulders, allowing it to pool around my feet. Stepping out of it, my hands immediately fly to cover myself as Gloom helps me into a slip. Puddles loosens the back of the new dress and holds the top open low for me to step into, helping me to pull the smooth, satiny material up high.

“This isn’t an Ancient Greek style,” I say, and Puddles giggles.

“No. Persephone made this back in the day,” Gloom says, and I find myself looking at Gloom. “This was all the rage about four hundred years ago.”

“How old are you, Gloom?” Puddles laughs and Gloom smiles.

“Nine hundred ninety-two.” My mouth falls open wide. “I’m the oldest of the Lampades in your service.”

“But you look so much younger!” I exclaim, whirling around to look at them as they tighten the strings of the corset.

“We all stop aging at different times depending on which river we’re from and who our second parent is,” Puddles explains. I want to say more, but Gloom and Puddles yank hard on the strings and my breath is stolen. “Sorry,” Puddles says, as she easily but slowly tightens the bodice up. My breasts jostle, and suddenly I have cleavage… highly visible cleavage. With my head hanging low, I have a front-row seat to my breasts being lifted and my mouth parts in shock. Sporting a modest B cup, it is shocking to see the swells of flesh flood the garment—so much so that I’m nearly concerned my nipples will pop out. Another item is on the hanger too; meant for around the neck, it’s an ornamental collar piece from which a gauzy cape drapes over the shoulders to fall down the back.

A sharp, staccato knock echoes three times at my bedroom door, sending a wave of panic through me. “Corey?” Hades’s voice comes through the door, and I wince.

“Um, yeah?” I call out, as Puddles and Gloom finish off tying the corset, and they simper at my response; I can see it in the mirror.

There is a pregnant pause before his voice sounds once more. “Are you alright? You sound… out of breath.”

“Oh,” I say, trying to get my breathing under control, which has absolutely nothing to do with the corset. “Yes, I’m fine.”

“May I come in?”

“No!”

“What’s wrong?” he asks, concern bleeding into his tone. How mortifying.

“It’s not a big deal, but I just need a moment.”

“We mustn’t keep Lord Hades waiting,” Puddles chides, and together, Gloom and Puddles finish off styling the dress before gently pulling me towards a mirror to inspect their handiwork. Intricate details of black leaves and flower petal textures wind around my waist like dead vines before dissolving into the bodice. The skirt of the dress is full, made of tulle, and the bodice is satin soft with a heart shape. My figure is not severely altered, but certainly my shape is more pronounced. My eyes linger on the chest area.

Gloom presents me with sandals and holds out a hand to help me balance as I step into them while Puddles ties them for me. They’re a perfect fit. Gloom leaves, presumably to let Hades in. I hear the door open, and a cold draft from the hallway spills inside. I sense his presence behind me, and when our gazes connect, he halts, but I quickly look away. He steps forward slowly, and I fight the urge to flee like a frightened rabbit. Standing directly behind me, he towers over me, his eyes focused on my reflection.

Each breath I take makes my breasts heave while the skirt tickles my shins. I swallow and steady my breath before meeting his gaze, and when I do, my attention zones in on the flush on his cheekbones. For some reason, it calms me to see the great Lord of the Underworld with heat rising to his face too. My eyes dart away from his.

Puddles and Gloom leave me alone with him and they giggle and whisper conspiratorially as they shut the door behind them as they go. Heart attempting to murder me, it squeezes painfully.

“You wanted to see me?” I say, not able to meet his eyes with the tension building around us.

“Yes,” he says quietly. His hands lightly brace my waist, and he gently spins me around so I am facing him. My senses go berserk. He smells of sandalwood, cypress and… nutmeg? Feeling desperately hot and overwhelmed, I press my legs together. Distantly, I’m aware he’s speaking, but for the life of me, I can’t discern the meaning; the only thing I can understand is how much I enjoy the sound of his voice.

“Tell me,” he whispers. “Please.” His hand grazes mine, and I shiver. His skin is warm. For some reason, I imagined his touch would be cold, but it’s far from it.

“Tell you what?” I ask, trying to focus, but it’s so damn hard.

“Why do you refuse my gaze?”

Swallowing, I look at my hands. My mouth goes dry as I study the deep lines in my hands as though they might hold the answers to my unspoken questions. “Because,” I say, searching for the words. “I don’t want you to see.”

“You don’t want me to see what?” he asks, his hands twitching at his sides.

“My fear.”

His fingers spasm before he steps back. His voice is gruff when he speaks. “I see.” He swallows before adding another step between us.

“I don’t mean I’m scared of you,” I say, taking a step forward, seeking his eyes, but now he avoids mine. I catch his arm and watch in silent fascination as his jaw seems to ripple with movement as he clenches and unclenches his jaw. “Hades. I only meant… I don’t understand anything around me, and you seem to be at the centre of it.” He takes a breath before meeting my gaze. I can feel the distance, the small space between us like a chasm of miles.

“I came to see if you would discuss some terms with me, but if you would prefer solitude—”

“—yes, I’d like that,” I say. Nothing about his stance changes, but he doesn’t seem so tall anymore. His brows pinch, his lips thin, and he turns away with a curt nod. Frowning at his reaction, I add, “A discussion, that is.” He halts. His hands twitch at his sides, and he turns to look at me over his shoulder.

Nodding once, he chews on his lip and inclines his head towards the door. “Very well,” he says. “Follow me.”

The walk to the Throne Room is silent but for my sandals. It gives me a lot of time to actually appreciate my surroundings. Every time I’d travelled through the hallways, their beauty and grandeur was lost on me since I’d been preoccupied with only escape. While the temples of Ancient Greece and depictions of Olympus were fashioned of white marble, everything here was the inverse. The hallways were carved from black marble and polished so that the veins of gray and white stand out.

“Why are the floors so warm?” I ask, remembering how I expected everything to be cold.

“The palace is built over a hot spring,” he says with a wry look in my direction. “This way,” he says, leading me to the room he’d hinted at the day before. The artwork which decorates the way are not exclusively ancient Greek. All cultures appear to be represented without bias to time period or subject. There are carvings, frescoes, paintings on silk, and all manner of impressive pieces.

“How did you get this art? I’ve never seen any of them?”

Hades pauses and turns to face me. “Persephone and I commissioned them.”

“Commissioned them from whom?”

The beginning of a smile transforms his face. “From the dead artists of the world. They get bored down here, so we used to…” he gestured at the wall, “offer them something to do. This was Michaelangelo’s.”

Mouth dropping, I study the painting in more detail. The subject is so very unlike Michaelangelo, and yet, somehow, it is. The entire wall is taken up by the image of a king riding a chariot with a Goddess in tow. The Goddess is smiling.

“Is that…?”

“Yes. Come, we have much to do today.”

“Where are we going?”

He sighs. “My personal study,” he says, giving me a look, and I blush. Hoping he doesn’t notice it, I look at my feet and fall in step behind him as he turns right, then left, and then halts. I nearly bump into him but manage to stop myself in time. The door has the sun carved into it with the dense rays radiating out from the centre.

Flicking his hand, the door opens, and I register books lining the entire expanse of the walls from floor to ceiling. To the right, a stone fireplace, and before it, a pair of comfortable-looking chairs set side-by-side. Taking my hand in his, he leads me to my seat on the right. His hand lingers on mine as I sit down, and I shiver. Noticing everything, he waves a hand lazily behind him and flames roar to life.

“I will make you a deal,” he says, his hand letting go of mine as he takes the remaining chair, leaning back with a sigh.

“What kind of deal?”

“A deal that saves your life it would seem. Your Lampades have seen fit to tell me you still refuse to eat.” I clench my jaw, but don’t respond. “They were very upset.” He rests his elbows on his knees as he leans forward to look me in the eye.

“So, your deal?” I ask.

“If you eat, I will answer your questions. Not all of them. There are questions that must remain unanswered for now, but I promise to be more forthcoming with you about that which I am at leisure to disclose.”

“But if I eat, I will be stuck here for six months.”

“And if you don’t eat, you will be here for much longer, I assure you. This is the realm of death, after all.”

Any arguments I might have retorted with die on my lips as this information sinks in. “Ah.”

“Ah,” Hades repeats, chuckling. “I believe that is called a Mate Check.”

“Checkmate,” I correct, “but close.”

“So, you agree?” he asks, and reluctantly, I agree. My stomach gives a far firmer answer as it growls viciously.

I nod slowly, and the smile he sends me is dazzling. His hand shoots out and a tray full of food appears in front of me alongside a copper pitcher of cold water that immediately steals my attention; streams of condensation trickle down the side of the metal, collecting in a tiny puddle on the table that appeared alongside the feast. A goblet appears beside the pitcher, and with a wave of his hand, the pitcher pours itself into the cup. Hiding my shock, I bite my lip and pick up the filled glass. Trying to be mindful not to gulp it down, I take a few cautious sips. But as the cool water touches my lips, restraint slips away, and I swallow greedily, convinced I’ve never tasted water so sweet and clean.

“So, as a student, you must be a fan of research, yes?” he asks, and I put the goblet down.

“Yes.”

“Then I take it you’d be interested in an ancient primary resource.”

“Yes.”

“Eat and I will tell you my story.”

I turn to my plate, taking in the delicious sight. The wooden platter is so gigantic, it could likely feed me for a week. There are dips and spreads, piles of fruits and vegetables, (which cover the majority of the surface) and cheeses, meats, nuts, and fresh herbs with honey drizzled over grilled halloumi. In the centre of the platter is a sliced apple sprinkled with cinnamon.

“Where… how did you get all of this down here?” I ask, and his lips twitch.

“Hermes and some others helped bring food down, but I can acquire anything you desire.”

Taking a slice of the apple, I hold it up to my mouth. “Let’s start with my question from yesterday about what the world gets wrong about you.” He contemplates my question with his fingertips pressed together.

“For one,” he starts, staring into the fire, “I never stole Persephone. She was Queen here before me. Her origins are so ancient, there are no more sources that exist about that time. I am several millennia younger, coming from the Bronze Age.”

Freezing in place, mouth falling open, I gape at him, and the hint of a smile graces his face. “What do you mean? You are mentioned in only a few sources, and all of them agree you stole her in a chariot.” He bites his lip and shakes his head once.

“I did not steal her,” he corrects. “It was customary for the groom to drive the bride in a chariot to her new home. Of course, since she had the home and I was moving in with her, she really came to collect me. We went above ground for the ceremony, and I drove her back down to the Underworld where she had already been Queen and where I took my place at her side as her consort. Stolen,” he scoffs. “As though I could ever make her do something she did not wish to do. We went above ground because I was the one leaving my home to join her. It was scandalous for the man to move to the woman, but I would have done anything for her.”

“What else?” I ask, unable to help myself.

“I am the original Heracles, though that was never my name,” he says, shrugging. “My myth was a victim of your telephone, though it is not the only case, and the story is not originally Greek or Roman.” My mind goes utterly blank, gobsmacked by everything he is saying.

“Original Heracles? What was your original name?” I prompt, and he rubs his mouth again. Squinting at his hand, I become convinced he’s hiding a smile from me.

“Haduwas. My name, once in the Hellenic world, changed into Aidoneus—hence the modern, Aiden. Hades was used if people ever had to use my name, fearful that speaking my name would bring them quicker to death.”

“Haduwas,” I repeat, trying it out—familiarizing myself with it. “The full version suits you more,” I say. “Why didn’t you give me your full name to begin with?”

The look he gives me sends blood gushing to the surface of my face in embarrassment. “I was told that Aiden is a common name. To introduce myself as Aidoneus in this time, in America, would just invite questions, never mind Haduwas.” He then frowns and opens his hand where a perfect, crystal glass filled with wine suddenly lands. He continues as though that was perfectly ordinary behaviour. “What do you know of the myth of Heracles?” he asks as he sets the glass back down.

“Well, the twelve labours, obviously,” I say. Hades nods at me, encouraging me to go on.

“Very good. What about outside of the labours?” he asks.

“Well, there was a tale of his madness where he kills his wife and children, various stories of him seeking vengeance upon multitudes, and in death, that he becomes—oh… immortal. I mean, he marries Hebe, though.”

“Does he?” Aiden murmurs with a raised brow. “You are correct in the widespread conception of the myth, but that is not the truth of it. Immortality is a tricky concept at the best of times, but as you say, reconciling the different versions is nigh impossible… unless you were the original, in which case, you’d be in the only position to know the whole truth.”

“So, what’s the whole truth of it then?” He bites back a smile. Leaning back like a warrior on the eve of battle, settling in around a campfire for a long story, he stretches his legs out and crosses his ankles with his hands folded on his lap.

“Persephone had many names, and her territory fluctuated. Her realm could expand and contract, and her various names in the many cultures were epithets for all intents and purposes—trait specific if you will. She answered to the Greek Kore, in matters of spring, but also Persephone in matters of death and afterlife; all of these aspects existed at once within her very being. This is also true of her older forms in Ancient Mesopotamia as Ereshkigal and so on and so forth with every culture that has worshipped a deity of death, and make no mistake, there were many.”

“So… what you mean to say is all the concepts of Death Gods were just human ideas of the same goddess and that the difference was only in interpretation? Ideas, that no matter how conflicting, are all reconciled via the true goddess and that no interpretation is fact, but a version?”

“Just so.”

“So how do you fit in?”

“In my culture, she was called Lelwani. In the early times, it was thought that Lelwani was a male, but it had no impact on the fact that she was always female; eventually, she was recognized as the Goddess. My father was one of the first Kings of the empire, but he is not on the record, nor am I. We are forgotten.

“In any case, before I was to be a king, to rule Kuššara, I was to complete a quest. In my youth, I was a hunter, and stories remained about all my kills and captures. My people were nomadic, with caravans, horses, and chariots, so I explored many lands—met many people. The ‘Herculean’ stories travelled all across Anatolia, spreading far and wide both East and West.

“My father was not a good man,” he continues. “He lied to me about the rule of succession and the process of ascension. He told me that to become king, I had to prove myself by going into the Underworld.” The flames roared with his story.

“And you believed him?”

He smirks. “I was a young, foolish boy. To be fair, at that time the king was said to be derived from a god, linked and chosen. The king was supposed to be the gods’ chosen, moral and righteous. My father was a vile serpent, and I did not understand until far too late the extent of his venom or the poison that was spoken into his ears.”

He takes a sip of wine. “During my time in the Underworld, I swam through a certain river and my skin became impervious. It was on this journey into the Underworld that I met Lelwani, or Persephone. She warned me of my father’s plots, but I did not believe her. I called her a liar to her face.” My breath hitches at the audacity of such a thing, and he smirks. “She did not care. She simply shrugged and sent me back home to discover for myself. I killed no family. That was another hero’s tacked-on tragedy.

“Cerberus was my war dog; I stole him from an enemy, earned his trust and made him loyal to me and then brought him down here when I assumed my place by Persephone’s side. I stole Cerberus and gave him to the Underworld.”

“And the apples?” I ask.

A wry smile twists his mouth. “How do you think I became a God?” My mouth drops open in shock, and he chuckles. “And,” he adds, “technically  it was not an apple. The pomegranate myth was never Persephone’s story. It was mine, and also… not a pomegranate.”

“It wasn’t a pomegranate?” I ask, and he smiles in answer.

“In mythology and fairy tales, the word “apple” was a placeholder for any foreign fruit. In all the stories, it’s seldom an actual apple that people would identify them as today, and Golden Apples are actually oranges.” He sips his wine and stares into the fire.

“How do you figure?”

“Well. They are. I’ve seen, stolen, and tasted them. It’s an orange.”

“Hmm,” I say. “So where did Pomegranate come from?” He shrugs in answer.

“Your cultural telephone.” I continue eating the rest of the platter as he  continues.

“Will you give me a tour of the realm?” I ask when he finishes speaking.

“Looking to scout your escape?” he asks, lifting an eyebrow. Blanching, my face screws up, but he ignores it and stands. “Very well. I shall show you around in the morning, Corey. Sleep well.”

His dismissal is clear.


CHAPTER 14

CHARON’S BOATHOUSE

As promised, the next day, Hades takes my arm and leads me back through the hallways. In this part of the palace, the walls are exquisitely carved with figures holding up the ceiling. Women with curvaceous bodies and draped cloth hold up the earth with their thin, sculpted arms like a thousand mothers, daughters, and sisters afflicted with the curse of Atlas, taking up his abandoned post.

“Are the myths about Atlas true?” I ask, eyeing the fantastic columns.

“You’ll have to be more specific than that.”

“Did he hold up the earth?”

“Yes.”

“If… if you were the original Heracles…”

“Yes,” he sighed gruffly, “but I did not trick Atlas. And I felt so poorly about his fate that I freed him by later making the pillars of Heracles to uphold my end of the bargain. I, in a fashion, hold up the earth.”

“If the pillars of Heracles hold up the earth… why are these statues here?” I asked.

“They’re not statues, Corey.” Stifling my surprise, I stop moving as I gaze up at them. His hand descends on my lower back, but he doesn’t press to propel me forward; instead, I think it is intended as a comfort.

“A punishment?” I ask in a hushed voice, but when I look up at his face for my answer, he shakes his head.

“Not a punishment. They volunteered. They are not in pain here. They were the Hesperides. They wanted to aid their father in the weight of his objective, so they chose to pass on—to turn to stone with age. They sacrificed their immortality.” Mouth wide, I nod slowly, eyes roving over their perfection.

“Come,” Hades says. “I have much to show you.”

Slowly, the various hallways begin to make sense to me. “The throne room is just up ahead, right?” I ask, and he takes an audible breath slowly through his nose. “It’s starting to become familiar I think,” I mutter, and a reluctant smile takes hold of his face.

“It took me forty-two years to figure out how to get from one place to another confidently,” he says, shaking his head. I snort.

“Slow learner,” I say in jest. “How long have I been down here,” I ask mildly, and he shrugs.

“A week or two in human terms, but in our terms, 5 days. You’re on a 48-hour schedule. You sleep for about 12 hours, and you’re awake for about 36 with no sun to regulate you.”

“Do you sleep?” I ask, cocking my head in curiosity.

“Not really. It’s not strictly necessary for me. I sleep only in certain circumstances.”

“Do you miss it?”

“No.”

“What about food? Do you eat or drink?”

“I can eat and drink in the mortal sense, but I don’t have to. I don’t get many direct offerings as the Lord of the Underworld. I get my sustenance when funerary rites are observed though, and people are always dying, just as they are always being born.”

“What was your favourite food?” I ask, unable to help my onslaught of questions. To his credit, he answers my questions thoroughly and without reluctance or complaint.

“The food of my culture was very advanced for its time,” he says. “We had different breads, meats, fruit spreads, sandwiches…” he trails off, retreating into his mind as he thinks. “There was a sweet bread, braided, called ninda-ku. I was quite partial to that. I used to hunt for the honey. There was also a dish which consisted of meat, olive oil, and honey that I loved — happena.”

“So you have a sweet tooth?” I ask, slowly lacing my fingers with his instead of just linking arms. He stills as our fingers weave together, and after a moment, his hand tightens around mine before we continue walking.

“I suppose so,” he says slowly as though the thought had never occurred to him. “I never thought about the fact that all my favourite foods had honey in them, but you’re correct.”

“So… if honey was your favourite food, why do all the Hades rituals say to use fava beans?” I ask, tilting my head. Laughing lowly, he shakes his head and looks down at me with a mixed expression.

“How did you know that? I thought that knowledge was finally lost…”

“Nope,” I say jovially. “Pliny wrote about it, but I found his explanation severely lacking.”

He rolls his eyes. “They believed that fava beans held the souls of the dead because there was black on the flowers.”

“Is that all?” I ask, laughing a little.

“No,” he sighs, and with his free hand, he rubs his lower face, palm and fingers covering his lips and chin to the cheek. “Aristotle contributed, Pythagoras and his followers, Pliny the elder, Porphyry, the Romans in general…” he trailed off for a moment, the hint of a smile emerging from behind his hand.

“Contributed what?”

“That they were shaped like testicles when split in half. Apparently, this was enough to think they were made in the image of the gates of hell.” He rolled his eyes again.

“But why?” I asked, snickering at the idea that the gates of hell were shaped like a nut-sack.

“The plant is different in its design, so because it was an outlier… it was assigned to me.”

“So… technically,” I begin, but my words die in my throat when I catch the look he is giving me.

“Why do I feel like I know what you’re about to say?” he mutters to himself. Raising my eyebrows, I finish my thought.

“Technically, balls are a part of your iconography.” I grin, and he clenches his eyes shut as though he is in physical pain at the idea.

“Not just testicles. And with Pythagoras, there was a whole thing about it looking like a vulva. The shape in every respect is suggestive. But that was a symbol of Persephone, not of mine.”

Never did I think I would ever have a conversation with the Lord of the Underworld about balls and vulvas. The mere idea of it is simply ludicrous, yet here we are, walking hand in hand, doing just that. There is nothing left to do but laugh.

“Your modern age has such sophomoric humour,” he says, shaking his head. “You always had a dark wit, so this is new.” A shiver runs over my body at his words.

“What?” I ask, too startled by the end of his statement to ask what the hell ‘sophomoric’ means. “How do you know what my humour was like?” He quirks an eyebrow at me.

“I am the Lord of the Dead and of the Underworld,” he says slowly. “I know every soul in existence. Did you think this was your first life?”

“Oh, wow,” I breathe out. “That’s hard to wrap my mind around.” We enter the throne room, but this time, there is no Hermes.

“What was I like in my previous lives?” I ask suddenly, the thought jumping at me. “Was I similar? Have I ever lived a life as a man? Did you like me? Have I ever lived an evil life? Was I someone famous?”

“Somewhat; no; yes; no; yes.” I barely take this information in before a new set of questions plagues me.

“Who was I?” I ask, and Hades shakes his head.

“I cannot tell you.”

“Why not?”

“You’re an old soul. I will leave it at that.”

“If I guess correctly, will you tell me?”

“No.” I harrumph, settling into the silence as my head spins faster than Arachne’s thread. “Do not be disgruntled,” he says gently. “You will find out eventually. When souls return here, all memories can be obtained again. When souls are reborn, they must let go of all memories to start afresh.”

“Does this have something to do with Mnemosyne?” I ask, and this time his face splits into a grin.

“I do believe you’ve asked me more questions in the past two weeks than in the entirety of the remainder of my lifetime—which spans thousands of years. I’m nearly impressed. If I didn’t know better, I’d be certain that you were Socrates in another life,” he says, jokingly, but I grimace. Flinching, I lower my head, trying to suppress the flood of questions about his world. His fingers curl under my chin, lifting my face to meet his gaze.

“I do not mind your inquisitiveness. It was an observation, Corey; that is all. I did not, nor do I, pass judgement on you. You may ask me anything, and though I cannot promise to answer all questions, I do not wish to dampen your curiosity.”

Nodding, I jerk my chin back out of his hold and hold onto my tongue. He sighs, and we proceed. “To answer your question, yes. It does have something to do with Mnemosyne. I shall leave it there for now. Now,” he says, holding his hand out beyond the palace.

Large Doric pillars, like the Parthenon, hold up the roof to the front of his palace and beyond is a perfect view of his realm. It is strange to leave a building and still feel ‘inside’—like Russian nesting dolls of rooms and buildings all housed underground. There is no sun or discernible sky; just endless darkness above, and strange lights beyond, as though light sources emanate from the various rivers in unnatural, neon colours.

“Where would you like to start?” he asks, gesturing vaguely to the vast landscape.

“How far does it go?” I breathe out in fascination, wondering if his realm is as vast as the world above.

“Not quite as wide as what is above, but the depths are endless.”

“What am I looking at?” I ask, trying to orient myself.

Hades hums as he starts pointing out landmarks. “There,” he says, leaning down slightly to point at my height so I can follow, “is the lake of the dead where Charon ferries the souls.”

“It looks like an ocean,” I say, eyes wide. “You swam across that?” I ask suddenly, rounding on him. “How did you not drown?”

He smiles. “I nearly did. Cerberus saved my life—dragged me out and to the bank just there.” He points at a muddy bank seemingly in the middle of nowhere. “I did not realize that the river Styx fed into the lake at the neck, so I was rendered immortal after crossing. I even swallowed the water, so truly, I was impervious to everything, though at the time, I still would have aged. I would have died if not for my hound.” Shaking my head slowly in awe, I squint to see if I can make out the dock and the iconic ferryman; I can’t.

Hades continues his explanation of the layout. “The river Styx is just there,” he says, pointing to the mouth of the river, which curls up around the palace to our right, “and it slowly turns into the river Lethe back behind the palace,” he says, jabbing his thumb backwards.

“To the left are the rivers Cocytus, Phlegethon, and Acheron. Behind the palace used to be the sacred grove, but…”

“But?”

“It was destroyed. There’s nothing there anymore but a constant smoking ruin,” he says quietly. His tone makes me hesitate to ask any more questions. He retreats into his thoughts, clearly caught up in unpleasant memories.

“What’s Elysium like?” I ask, trying to make out any changes in the scenery, but there aren’t many.

“Boring,” he says honestly, snapping out of whatever memory had plagued him.

“Boring?”

“Boring. At least… I thought so. Persephone too, I think, although she never said it out loud.”

There is silence for a moment before I let slip a question I hadn’t intended to ask. “What…” I swallow over the sudden lump in my throat. “What happened to Persephone?” I ask, and he sighs as though he expected me to ask the question.

“She could not handle the idea of forever any longer.”

“I would not want to live forever either,” I say, and he inhales sharply.

“What makes you say that?” he asks, and I note an urgency to his tone that I do not understand.

“Well, I’m mortal… twenty-three years old, and even I understand that immortality is not all it’s cracked up to be,” I say, shrugging.

“Why not?” he asks, head tilted to the side as he stares at me hard. It is not anger that propels his line of questioning, but a sort of manic desperation to understand.

“Well… you were mortal once. Don’t you miss it? How long can you live before everything gets tedious?”

“I don’t miss being human, actually. I never stop learning, and I have never, not once, believed that I know everything there is to know… for a start. Do I get bored? Absolutely. But humans get bored, too. That’s not unique to those with long life spans. Boredom is where creation occurs. The earth was born in a moment of boredom. Chaos was first—a void—a black hole. What is boredom if not a void? A space of nothingness—specifically intended for creation—meant to be filled. The female womb is a metaphor for just that concept. I don’t fantasize about death; I fantasize about life.”

His words are living things—curling tendrils of vibration soothing my exhausted soul. They settle on my skin and sink through like sunlight in the darkness, breathing the remaining contents of Pandora’s box into the fabric of my being. In answer, a shiver crawls up my spine, perching on my heart where a feeling takes root, as though my heart had never beat before this moment, his words squeeze my heart into submission.

“Nihilism is not a solution,” he says, continuing. “It’s a symptom of living life wrong. It’s a medal that says you’ve accomplished only failure. It’s giving up.”

“Is that what you would have said to Persephone?” I ask quietly, and slowly, I look up at him. His eyes seem to glow despite them being the colour of perfectly brewed coffee.

“No. I’d tell her to remember.”







Feeling subdued after his confession, I am rather quiet as Hades leads me elsewhere. When prompted about where I would like to go and what I’d like to see first, I remarked, ‘Your most favourite place.’

So, now in mutual silence, we walk towards the lake of the dead where the ferryman sits in wait. I refrain from asking about his past, my past, or our destination, instead pondering the profound impact of his words on me. As we approach the dock, I halt; Cerberus is standing in silent vigil at the bank where he’d saved his master so many years before, and he is looking directly at me as though I am the threat here.

“He will not harm you; I swear.”

Approaching far more quickly than I’d like, I hold my breath in fear as the dog sniffs at me. I hold out the back of my hand for him to inspect, and after a terrifying moment, he simply licks the back of my hand and shoves his face into my legs.

“He’s after the cookie in your pockets,” Hades says, and my hands shoot to my sides in pursuit.

“Persephone was a smart lady. Our modern clothes, for women that is, have pockets that are barely knuckle-deep,” I complain, padding my sides to find the hidden lining. My futile attempt lasts only a moment as Cerberus drools on my foot, and I make a face.

“Allow me,” Hades says, a hint of a smile twisting his mouth. I hold my arms out to the side to give him access to the dress. He draws in closer, and again his scent invades my senses.

Swallowing, I take a deep breath as his hands descend onto my hips before sliding down the side of my thighs to reach into the hidden seam. He finds the pocket quickly, and after retrieving the cookie, he chucks it off into the distance where Cerberus tears after it, barking madly.

“Thank you,” I say, letting out all the breath I’d accumulated in my fear.

“You’re welcome,” he says. We stand in a moment of silence before he holds out his hand in the direction of the dock. “This way.”

Hades walks first down the wooden dock, and at the end, in a voice no louder than if he was speaking to me, he says, “Charon, I require your services.” A few moments pass in silence before a boat comes towards us, cutting through the water like it is gliding in the air rather than floating in the water.

At the stern of an ornate, black skiff, Charon stands tall and lean, draped in a dark cloak with a thin white paddle in his hands, possibly made of carved bone. A lantern illuminates his gaunt and withered face, wizened as he slowly fossilizes in place. His head bows low, his stoop impressive before he straightens again to regard Hades.

“My Lord,” he says, his voice far more gentle than I’d have expected and not nearly so raspy as I would have expected from his appearance. It is a soothing and quiet voice, like a friendly whisper. I decide instantly that I like him.

“Charon,” Hades says in greeting with a nod. “I’d like to introduce you to Corey. She is staying with us for now.”

Charon’s eyes sweep from Hades to me, and when he looks at me, I cannot tell the colour of his eyes; they are simultaneously all colours and yet, none at all. He peers at me as though he knows me, which I suppose he does, but his expression gives me nothing of his thoughts on the matter.

“It’s wonderful to meet you,” I say, bowing slightly at the waist.

“There’s no need for that, child,” Charon says mildly, an easy smile coming to his face. “You always were a gracious soul.”

Hades presses a coin into Charon’s waiting hand. Swallowing as I accustom myself to this new reality, I nod and look to Hades for directions because I have no idea what I am supposed to do. Hades, thankfully, steps onto the boat first, his movements flawless. Turning around once on board, he extends his hand for me to take, and with a big step, I’m on board.

“Where to?” Charon asks, pushing easily off from shore.

“Corey would like to see the realm. She wants to see my favourite place.”

“Do you have a favourite place, Charon?” I ask, and Hades can’t restrain his chuckle.

“I see what you mean, my Lord, by inquisitive,” Charon says conspiratorially, casting Hades a look that seems oddly youthful on his old face. I frown up at Hades when I consider that Hades must have talked about me, but before I can venture down that line of questioning, Charon answers me. “I do, yes. Would you like to see it?” he asks, his voice echoing along the water lightly.

“If it’s not too personal,” I say, a blush spreading across my face.

“I would be delighted to share it with you two,” he says, swerving the boat a little more quickly, his arms moving faster as though he is excited to share something.

“You know, Corey,” Charon says, as his thin arms strain with his paddling revealing taut, corded muscles. “I’ve lived here a long, long time, and no one has ever asked me a question like that simply out of curiosity.”

Hades’s hand lands on my lower back. His smile transforms his face. His usually stern visage is made visibly brighter; the crease between his brow disappears. He is always stunning, but when he smiles, he is beauty personified. The thought of saying that Hades is hotter than Aphrodite makes me very glad of the fact that Aphrodite cannot hear my thoughts, so at least I won’t be responsible for starting a Trojan War 2.0.

“Hades?” I whisper, and he looks down at me.

“Yes?” he whispers back.

“I wasn’t Paris in a previous life, was I?” I ask very seriously, since he had done that, and he snorts so loudly that Charon looks up from his hard paddling.

“Absolutely not,” Hades says, residual chuckles escaping him as he regards me. “Why?”

“Oh, no reason, I was just wondering,” I stammer quickly, not wanting to divulge where my head had just gone. I don’t want to have to confront the truth out loud.

“Mm-hmm.” He hums in thorough disbelief.

I tear my eyes away from Hades and stare out decidedly at my surroundings. After all, it is not every day that you find yourself on a guided tour of the Underworld with two gods about to show you their special spots. I feel like a lucky tourist being shown the insider view of the local’s spots of Venice, but the feeling is incongruous with the reality of my situation.

The water, now revealed to be the river Styx, is black and completely still. No currents ripple from the boat; the stillness is unnatural, and if my eyes were closed, I’d swear I was standing on concrete. I can’t see very far, but the palace, which stands proud to our right, from far away, seems even more impressive than up close. While ornate and intricate, the scale is utterly lost when immediately beside it. The details are, of course, exquisite, but the sheer size of it seizes my breath.

“It’s so big,” I say in a hushed tone.

“That’s what she said,” Hades whispers in my ear, and a startled laugh escapes me.

“I thought you didn’t do… soph… sophomorphic?”

“The word you are looking for is ‘sophomoric.’ It means juvenile or immature, and while I am not partial to it, I am not above any kind of humour—especially not if it can make you laugh.” He speaks in such a sophisticated manner, and I’m certain it’s beginning to rub off on me, my vernacular changing the longer I am in his presence.

“Sophomoric,” I say, testing out the word and committing it to memory while I watch him from the corner of my eye as I face his retreating palace. His hands rest on my waist, chest resting against my back as he keeps me steady on the boat even though there is no real reason to do so.

The island coming up on our left is vacant. Nothing stirs, not even a flickering flame. “What is that place?” I ask, nodding my head in the island’s direction. As we drift by it, I can make out what looks to be some temple structure, but there is no sign of life or worship from within.

“That is where Hekate usually resides when she’s in the Underworld. She’ll be back there soon, I would imagine.” I nod as I take in my surroundings. Now that my eyes have adjusted to the dim light (the origin of which is still unknown to me) I can see that what I had at first taken to be a barren landscape is actually a microcosm of life… well, death, but life.

At the riverbank, a stone dock stands in silent ruin; above, an outcropping of a crumbling cliff threatens, with every moment, to disintegrate into nothing, taking anyone under it with it. Vines crawl this way and that, slow in their insubordinate aim of conquering everything. Silver flashes beneath the surface of the water, catching the minimal light, and I squint, trying to determine what they are.

“They’re not fish,” he says, following my eyes. “They’re shades— souls that did not have payment and attempted to cross before they paid the price of time.”

“Souls?” I ask, transfixed by their dazzling forms. Whether or not one agrees we have souls or not, everyone agrees they are invisible and formless. “Souls have a physical form?”

“Yes. They will drag you down if you let them, and you would join their dread ranks.”

“But they are not visible above.”

“No.”

“Why here?”

He chuckles lightly. “This is the realm of the dead. It is a congregation upon another plane of existence where other forms may be seen.” My gaze returns to the deadly waters.

“That could have been you.” I breathe, catching sight of a hand here and a face there. The thought of Aiden being among them below the surface causes my heart to clench in anguish. They do not breach the surface, nor do they interrupt the glassy appearance of the water with their movements. I imagine that even if they burst through the water, they would not disturb the river with their substance-less bodies. Craning my neck, my breath catches when I realize he is already looking at me. His dark eyes pin me in place, so dark as to appear limitless in their depths—rabbit holes that I could free-fall into for all eternity and never discover the bottom to.

“Yes,” he replies. “Luckily, that was not what was in store for me by the fates.”

Nodding slowly, I resume my perusal of the river. We seem to be heading upstream, though there is nothing to indicate the truth of it. Hades’s grip on my waist incites a slow boil in my blood, all from a searing look that I’m not sure he even realizes he’s giving. Everything about him from his face and voice to his mind is designed with a perfection that seems impossible.

I break the silence again.

“How long is the wait if they don’t have coins?”

“It depends on the soul. It’s not as though there is a timer for each of them. Rather, they know it’s time because of an internal drive. When the soul is ready to face judgement, they may get on the boat.”

“So what’s the point of the coins?” I ask, and he shrugs.

“Charon likes them.” Turning to face Charon, a little smile transforms his gaunt face.

Up ahead, a forest of death creates a tunnel around us as we pass below it. The trunks are thick and blackened with soot while the naked branches reach across the water to connect with other branches creating a canopy of interlocked dead limbs. Had there been foliage and fruit, it would have been a truly beautiful sight—without it, it is haunting.

“What happened here?” I ask, feeling a blanket of sadness descend onto the boat.

“This was—is Persephone’s sacred grove. I’m not certain what happened, but it was like this when she left. I’m assuming she was responsible.”

“She must have been in a lot of pain,” I say, observing the destruction. Scorch marks brand the tree—permanent reminders set like carvings into its flesh. The sweet stench of rot permeates the air, and I wrinkle my nose at the smell. The trees I notice are a mixture of fruit-bearing varieties including citrus and pomegranate. The rotting smell must be the result of unharvested fruit in a permanent state of decay. Hades says nothing to this.

The boat continues past the scene swiftly, and I have a feeling Charon sped up the boat to ease Hades’s obvious suffering at the sight of the annihilation. I imagine it is a symbol of everything he’s lost. Looking upon such grief could not have been pleasant for him, but I can’t help my morbid fascination—which grips me as I take a closer look at the last drooping branch in the path. Leaning forward, my hand outstretched, I nearly grasp the withered fruit when Hades’s hand curls around my chest, bringing me right back into his hard chest.

“Corey, no!”

Hades picks me up and spins me around, his hand immediately going to my chin to force me to look at him as he cradles me to him. “Please be careful,” he rasps. “We are on the river Lethe. If you touch this water, you will restart your life from scratch. You cannot put yourself at risk. Do you hear me?”

“Yes.” I gasp, feet still dangling as he grips me tight. “I understand. I’m sorry,” I say, hands clutching his arms. Ever so slowly, he lowers me back so I stand back on the baseboards of the boat, still flush against him, hands cupping both of my cheeks. This close, I am struck by how much taller he is than me. He towers over me, and even on my tip toes, I barely reach his chest. Still, his hands clutch my face, thumbs stroking my cheekbones while his eyes rove over me as though reassuring himself I am still here. After a moment, he clears his throat roughly and lets go of me. A coldness seeps into my bones.

“Stay in the boat, and don’t move. We’ll be at our destination soon.”

Nodding, I refrain from touching anything or leaning out of the boat for the remainder of the ride. The silence echoes, stretching as our boat continues through the winding path of intertwining rivers until snorting and grunting drowns it out. Ruins and crumbling bridges are the only spectacles to see, silent and forgotten as they are. Eventually, the ruins too disappear, and strange noise surfs towards us over the water. At the far-right bank, a giant herd of cows, grazing and mooing congregate.

“My sacred herd,” Hades says before I can ask the question. The herd is solid black in colour.

“Are they… alive?”

“Yes. The grass is edible to them, but they are also immortal. The Underworld is a kingdom where the dead dwell, not a place devoid of life. It’s better to think of it as the place where life begins. Everything starts in darkness. Everything. Darkness is not evil—it just is.”

We pass the cattle, and for the first time on the journey, I finally see light. On the left-hand side, there is a great white palace, and my head tilts to the side as I analyze it. “Elysium?” I ask, and Hades nods. I am not too interested in Elysium—because I trust Hades’s judgement, though I can’t say I understand why Elysium is boring to him.

“Why is Elysium boring to you?” I ask, and Charon cackles outright at my question, the sound sudden and contagious. Hades coughs, and despite his exasperated tone, he sounds amused and slightly embarrassed.

“I think if you were there for any amount of time, you’d understand my assessment. We can visit if you like, but perhaps we should do that another time. The places we’ll show you are far more entertaining.” I nod, and as we turn around another river bend, the sky shifts from pewter to charcoal grey.

“This is where my mother, Nyx, sleeps,” Charon says, his voice rattling. “The skies are darker here in the halls of night. It’s where my many brothers and sisters live—those who are still among us that is.”

A fork in the river opens up wide, and Charon steers the boat to the left again. The word ‘bayou’ comes to mind, and I can’t quite discern the colour of the water because it’s too dark to see, but I would guess green. As we fully turn the corner, the water changes, seemingly shallower here, and suddenly the grey landscape explodes with vibrance.

Gnarled tree trunks curl up from the depths of the bioluminescent waters, and I realize it isn’t that the water itself is green but the presence of algae and phytoplankton in the shallows. The organisms dance, creating elaborate patterns as they converge in circles and break away into shimmering lines. Moss climbs up the roots and trunks of the low-hanging trees, and a water snake slithers past our boat. The eyes of a crocodile blink at us, its snout and tail just visible below the surface of the water.

Up ahead, a boathouse rises out from the mist, seeming simultaneously perfectly placed and horrendously out of place. Charon slowly manoeuvres the boat into the awaiting stall and jumps out with dexterity despite his knobbly knees. Hades exits the boat after Charon, but to my surprise, instead of taking my hand to help me off, he pulls me out by grabbing me by the waist with ease. Feet landing on the solid boardwalk of Charon’s boathouse, I study the black marble columns and the intricate tile frescoes depicting various mythological scenes. Looking up at Charon, he claps his hands together, looking at me with unbridled excitement.

“My Lady,” he says, his tone downright giddy as he holds an outstretched hand to the doorway leading into his home. “If you’ll follow me right this way.” He jumps a little in his step as he hobbles to the doorway. “I’ve never shown anyone this before—not even Hades. Tell me, Corey. How do you like coins?”

“Coins?” I ask, not entirely sure I’ve heard correctly. “Like… money?”

“Precisely.”

“I suppose I like money,” I say, but my mind is whirling. “Hold on… you don’t mean to tell me…” I trail off, and Charon, the ferryman of death, the man who carries souls to be judged chortles. He nods vigorously as though he can read my mind, although, truth be told, I imagine my mind at the moment is on the transparent side of things.

“Yes,” he says. “You didn’t think I just threw them out when people kindly gave me the coins to cross the river, did you?”

“I… I never actually gave much thought to what happened after you collected them.”

“Ah, well,” he says, leading us through the forum and to a descending, spiral staircase. The air is chilly and somewhat dry, a marked difference from the muggy, warm air of the surrounding bayou conditions. “You won’t have to imagine it either; I’ll show you.” He babbles on about how he sorts them, and I find I can barely keep up. His infectious passion makes me wish he'd never stop talking; it’s evident he rarely has an audience willing to listen.

“At first, I kept every single coin that came into my possession,” Charon says, barely checking to see if Hades and I are following behind him. “But very quickly, I realized I could not possibly keep them all, so unfortunately, I had to start being picky. So, what you are about to see is the single most prestigious and comprehensive coin collection in the world. I’ve kept the rarest coins, the oldest coins, and the prettiest coins. There are a few odds and ends that transcend categorization, but we’ll get to those. I shall try to show you only my absolute favourites unless you have specific coins you’d be interested in?” Before I can even think to reply, he is already moving on.

“I would think you’d like to see the Ancient Greek collection, but perhaps you’d be more interested in coins from ancient Anatolia instead? Most people think that the oldest coins are from Lydia from the 7th century BCE, but that’s not true. That’s just the first case of a coin being ‘minted’ in modern history.” His eyes twinkle as he peers up at me from over his shoulder, and I barely conceive that he called the Bronze Age ‘Modern History’ before he continues. “I’ve just kept the oldest coins here. They have no record of them because I have not bequeathed them. When I do let go of coins, they slowly make their way to the surface and are later dug up by fascinated humans.”

“How old is the oldest coin then?”

“Ah, a complicated question. What is a coin?”

My mind races as I think back to my undergraduate degree where I’d taken a class in economics. It was a failed endeavour. I’d tried to branch out for my required diversity credits, but I was piss pour at macroeconomics. I didn’t hate microeconomics, but it didn’t come naturally to me by any means. I try to remember the functional definition of money.

“Um, a store of value…?”

“Well, then if a coin is simply a store of value, coins have existed nearly as long as humans have been able to assign worth. In that case, shells, rocks, and teeth could be considered coins too.”

“Ah,” I say, understanding the problem. “I feel much more comfortable with a conversation about the philosophical nature of a coin than a practical one. Please, tell me, what are your classification requirements?” I ask, giving him my undivided attention.

“First and foremost, to me, a coin is a coin if it is given to me as payment. Sometimes, it is a precious metal, and sometimes it is stone, but it has to be of value to the person. Secondly, some attempt at manufacturing has to be present; it’s what separates a naturally occurring diamond or a gold nugget from a coin. Usually, there are pictures, but not always. With the oldest stuff, sometimes it is difficult to tell if it’s intended as art. Some of it is… quite abstract shall we say.”

The staircase opens up to reveal a grand set of doors. Charon pushes them open, and as he does, Hades slips his hand into mine. A rush of wind sweeps over me, and I close my eyes for a moment. When I open them again, the room is bright, and my jaw drops at the sight before me. Aisles stretch out in every direction, and at the entrance where we stand, a raised platform offers a sweeping view of the sprawling stone trenches below.

“Hephaestus helped me with the layout,” Charon says, “and with hand carving each stone tray with coin inlays so they can be easily viewed without having to constantly handle them. A layer of glass covers each tray. Chiselling igneous rock is very difficult, but with some godly help, I got the hang of it quite quickly. Hephaestus made me a tool set.” Charon beams. “I have been building this collection for over four thousand years.”

“When did Hephaestus do this?” Hades asks, a look of shock on his face.

“Quite some time ago, my Lord—before you became the consort, and while he was still called Yahweh in the Canaanite culture. But my tools still look brand-spanking new.”

“Wait,” I say, looking between the two. “Hephaestus is older than you?”

“Most gods are older than me,” Hades explains. “I am quite late into the Pantheon, and even then, I entered in the third millennia. I’m older than Athena, who was born at the collapse, but everyone else is much older than I am. Some of them took over after the previous gods wanted to pass on, so in some cases, comparative mythology would be wrong because it wouldn’t be the same god, but the same position. This is also why sometimes there are major differences from culture to culture.” I nod slowly.

“I have the coins all divided first by culture, then, if necessary, by city or state, and finally, divided by period. Let us start here,” Charon says, making a beeline for a cabinet that is at least twenty feet tall. Like Belle’s library, rolling ladders span at incremental lengths of each row. “Special cabinets have glass doors, and within each are custom, hand-carved carved holders, each dedicated to its own coin.

“This cabinet is not categorized in the way I just described. This cabinet is special.” He pulled open the doors and pulled a tray out for us to inspect. “This here,” he says, pulling it out where it rests face up in his palm, “the Shekel, based entirely on weight and not on the material. It’s over five thousand years old. The shape did not matter. This one just happened to be circular since it is likely hacked off a log. It’s rather lumpy, but it is worth quite a bit, though it depended on which culture had it.”

Leaning forward, I inspect it closely, and I wish, desperately, that I had my glasses to see better so I didn’t need to be so close to everything. It appears to be made of silver, and there’s an image of a boat, like a canoe, with little stick figures on it. I pass it on to Hades.

“Is that…?” Hades asks, and Charon smirks.

“It is. I thought you’d be interested.”

“What?” I ask, and I watch as Hades bounces the piece in his outstretched palm.

“This was a Hittite silver piece.”

“How can you tell?” I ask, struggling to figure out any distinguishing features.

“The weight,” Hades says. “The Hittites used the heaviest shekels. There were 40 shekels to one Mina and 60 Mina’s to one talent. Sometimes, the form of the silver was in the shape of an animal, but other times, when it needed to be broken down for smaller purchases, you’d get lumps like this.” A mesmerized expression spreads across his face.

“Animals like this,” Charon says, turning back to his cabinet. He pulls out a small, silver ram, and Hades shakes his head in bewilderment. There’s a slight tremor in his hand as Charon places the new piece in his outstretched palm.

“Why do you have this?” Charon shrugs.

“Because I have never read an inscription quite like it before or ever since.”

Cuneiform text is visible across the underbelly of the ram and Hades holds it out to me as if he can’t wait to get rid of it. The text is perfectly preserved, but I can’t decipher it.

“What does it say?” I ask slowly, wishing I could read the original language. There is silence as Charon looks to Hades, clearly leaving it up to Hades if he wants to share. Hades looks at the ram in my hand in the same way that I would look at someone speaks with their mouths open. After a moment, Hades sighs and explains, his eyes trained on the floor.

“It means, ‘Karuwas, our King, first of his name: a bad man and a terrible father, hereafter known to be the disgraced snake.’ I wrote this the day my father tried to kill me, and I buried him with it. He didn’t want to be overthrown the way he’d overthrown his father, so he tried to kill me, his eldest son.”

My grip tightening on the silver animal, I feel a rush of hatred for the man, Karuwas, father and namesake of Haduwas—Hades. Hand outstretched with the ram in my grasp, I give Charon the little animal back, not wanting to hold it any longer. Looking up at Hades, whose gaze is still trained on the floor, I allow my hand to graze his back.

“That’s certainly the most badass inscription I’ve ever heard,” I say, looking at Hades.

“Wait, you could see the inscription?” he asks me suddenly, looking between me and Charon. “How is that inscription still visible?” Hades asks, pointing at the ram, which is being safely tucked away. “I thought all the writing was gone?”

“Most of it is gone,” Charon agrees, “but these are all connected to my own memories and all have remained in my possession, and therefore, not lost. Everything you know is still here. Only that which you never did is gone.”

Hades seems to mull this over, but, I for one, do not understand a word of what was said. “What else do you have in this cabinet of curiosities?” I ask, trying to lighten the sudden sombre tone in the room. Charon hums as he looks over his collection.

“These,” he says, pulling some coins out, “were the coins that Achilles and Patroclus gave to me.”

“No way!” I exclaim, rushing forward with excitement. “In my world, most people don’t believe the Trojan War even happened. And they think coins weren’t invented until well after the bronze age collapse.” He lowers the coins so I can see. The inscription is no longer legible, but the image of a bee is clearly visible.

“Coins did disappear for a time as the humans went into a dark age when the Bronze Age collapsed, but the novelty of coins was soon rediscovered.” Charon pauses before continuing. “That which has been forgotten or lost has a nasty habit of returning and being remembered.” Hades glares at the ground again, likely with the reminder of what his father had done. Charon moves on, either blissfully unaware or courteously changing the subject.

“Bees were often on the earliest of coins, and the gods were usually depicted on the reverse. Waves were also heavily featured, representing the many great floods. Eventually, heroes and men became the faces of the coins as more gods retreated from the human world to drift away. On these,” he lifts his left hand, “we have Artemis coins from Achilles,” and then he lifts his right hand, “and from Patroclus, coins featuring Ares.”

“I would have imagined the opposite,” I say, looking at the relics in wonder. “Since Achilles was the warrior and Patroclus was the healer.”

“And yet armoured Achilles was felled by that cursed arrow courtesy of the Twin, and peaceful Patroclus fell in battle. No matter, it made no difference which god was on which coin. They shared a soul—one cleaved apart long ago.”

He puts the coins back where they’d been retrieved from. “One last thing to show you,” Charon says finally, turning his back as he rummages through drawers. When at last he turns, a single gold coin lays on  his palm.

“This was a coin of Persephone’s. The very first coin depicting her.” He holds it out for me to take, and I do, carefully pinching it vertically between my thumb and forefinger to get a good look at it. The depiction of Persephone, while simple in design, displays a beautiful woman in profile with curls escaping from an up-do; she holds a torch, and her name is written on the bottom edge of the coin while the word ‘Attica’ is curled over the top. It is quite heavy for its size. The flip side has the design of what I think is a pomegranate, but it looks more like grapes.

“It’s beautiful,” I murmur, gazing at the goddess. “Was this coin from Eleusis?” I ask, and Charon nods, brows raised.

“Indeed. The torch was symbolic of the mysteries.”

“Corey is well versed in the Eleusinian Mysteries,” Hades says, mirth lacing his tone. “It’s why she’s down here at present. She thought it was wise to participate in the ritual as Persephone.”

“Really,” Charon says, in shock. He turns to me. “Isn’t that funny,” he says without a lick of humour on his face. I make a guilty face.

“Funny as in ha-ha or funny as in strange?”

“Both, I suppose.”

“Why would it be strange?” I ask, and Charon hums.

“I couldn’t say. Either way, I think that does it for today. I can sense a soul calling for the boat. It was a delight to show this place to someone after so many years,” he says, holding his hand out for the coin still in my hand. I quickly give it back, and he hobbles to the cabinet to put it back. With the cabinet doors closed, he smiles at us both before ushering us out.

In silence, we make it back to the boat. Hades steps aboard first as Charon unties the rope from the dock. He offers me his hand, and I take it, stepping into the skiff. Feeling a wave of exhaustion, I glance around, searching for a place to sit.

“May I sit down?” I ask, timidly, and Hades immediately sits down on the little bench behind him before pulling me onto his lap. Breathing in sharply at the move, I try to settle in his grip, but my limbs resist.

“Relax,” he whispers into my ear, and I still. Braced sideways on his lap with my legs perched between his, I fight to keep my breath steady as the skiff leaves the colourful green waters, moving back the way we’d come. My skin is hot where I touch him, but I try not  to acknowledge it—I can’t acknowledge it.

“Where am I taking you, my Lord?” Charon asks once we’ve reached the fork again. Hades adjusts me in his lap, and it takes everything in me to remember how to breathe. My breath hitches as one of his arms wraps around my middle while the other hand descends onto my thigh. It’s possessive. My heart thuds, then races as my hands become clammy with sweat from the tension suffocating me.

“The North gate if you’d please. We’re going to see the tree. I will bring her back to the palace when we’re done.” Hades gently squeezes my thigh, though I’m not entirely certain he realizes he’s doing it. Chancing a glance up at him, my eyes dart away when I find him already staring at me.

Charon’s titters bounce jovially on the water as he paddles on.


CHAPTER 15

THE GATES OF HORN & IVORY

As Charon sails away, Hades stands silently, looking over into the river Lethe, its black waters still and quiet. Beyond the bank is another mass of murdered trees. I don’t bother asking who had done such a thing. Instead, I focus on maintaining my composure around him.

“Come,” Hades says at last. “Try not to get lost. We’re on the island of dreams now.”

We make steady progress across the darkened land, obscured by fog concealing all features of the landscape. Hades does not attempt to change the pace, his gait is shortened and much slowed to accommodate me. The dense cloud formations curl around my legs, cool on my skin, stopping at hip height. On Hades, the opaque clouds climb only to his knees and thighs. This region of the Underworld is considerably darker, and I find I need to squint to make out shapes in front of me.

“Is that a tree?” I ask, and Hades grabs my hand, gently pulling me closer to his side.

The fog hides its shape, but I am suddenly reminded of my childhood dreams. If this is the tree, and presuming it works the same as before, I should be able to simply look at it and be given a dream of pure truth.

“Yes. Try not to look at it, though. I understand that humans often have a natural tendency to do the opposite of what they are told, but it is important to avoid pursuing false dreams. It can plague you when you sleep if you have unmet desires. Based on my experience, while it can be a helpful tree, the dreams it produces often result in more harm than good.”

At his words, I tear my eyes off of the tree in question. “I thought it was the tree of truth?” I ask, and he halts.

“Where did you hear that?” he asks, and I shrug.

“I didn’t. I’ve seen this tree before.”

“And how, pray tell, is that possible?” he asks, turning to face me slowly.

“When I was a child, I had vivid daydreams, and this tree featured in a lot of them. It always seemed wise to me.” He considers my words.

“And you believe this to be the same one?” I nod. He wraps a protective arm around my waist as he leads me away from the tree’s sight. “Precisely as I say. The Tree of False Dreams.”

For the most part, I keep my attention off of it. As we leisurely walk along the path flanked by towering trees, time seems to cease its march. However, the moment we finally depart from the canopy’s grasp, a palpable shift in the ambience ensues. The atmosphere lightens, lifting its oppressive weight, and I finally feel like I can breathe freely as the fog begins to dissipate.

My dress drags across the ground, and I let go of Hades’s hand to gather my skirts so they don’t touch the ground, but before I can take even two steps, Hades makes a noise, and simply plucks me from the ground to carry me in his arms.

“The tree can play tricks on your mind even in your waking hours. I will not lose you here,” he says gruffly, and huffing, I go limp in his arms. Leaning my head on his chest, I shake my head in disbelief.

I want to complain about being in his arms, but I can’t, for the life of me, figure out why. It probably starts with ‘feminism,’ but I decide I no longer care, so it ends there too. I am still getting my tour, my dress is not ruined by the ground, and I can’t get lost now, so I’m truly better off where I am.

“Not going to fight me this time?” he asks, and I can tell by his voice without looking that he is wearing an arrogant and triumphant grin.

“I could fight you,” I say, starting to squirm. “Would you prefer that?”

His response is immediate; arms tightening to prevent my body from slipping away, he clutches me close. “No,” he breathes, “I would not. I would have you agreeable and peaceful.” All fight flees me, and I choose peace too. Hesitantly, my hand slides up his chest where his heart thumps furiously; he inhales sharply but makes no complaint nor does he attempt to stop me, so I allow my head to follow, ever so slowly. Shifting me in his arms so I am cradled like a bride being carried over a threshold, he sets off at a much faster pace than when he’d walked side by side with me. The silence with him is a moment of bliss. Conversations with him are wonderful, but being able to share silence with someone is another matter entirely, and one I prefer.

His body radiates warmth, and as my eyes flutter shut, the gentle rocking lulls me into a state of complete relaxation. “Falling asleep?” he asks, his chest rumbling below my fingers as he speaks. I scarcely have the energy to reply, but I manage a small nod. “Rather brave of you to fall asleep while physically in the land of the dreams. Do you still want to see what I have to show you, or would you rather sleep?” he asks quietly.

“Show me,” I mutter before letting out a yawn. He chuckles and squeezes me tighter.

“Very well. We’re almost there. We must pass through the Gates of Horn and Ivory to reach the isle of twilight at the edge of the world.”

The last vestiges of alertness flee, and as I close my eyes, weightlessness seizes me that I have neither the wish nor the capability to overcome.




A warm, soothing sensation envelops me, and yet, somehow, it’s heavy upon me. As I attempt to flex my fingers or wave my arms, they meet a queer resistance. Eyelids heavy, I am unseeing, but I sense vast eternity around me. From head to toe, my body seems to ripple, a force of nature inherent, and my forehead and chest tingle with peculiar warmth.

Peering through the darkness, I spot a faint light ahead. I kick harder, pushing myself upward until I finally break the surface. The air is thick and muggy, and as I gasp for breath, water gushes from my mouth as my lungs expel what’s left inside. A woman’s face hovers over mine as she draws the water from my lungs with a swish of her hand, and I gasp in pain once the water is out of my body. Throat rubbed raw, I gag one last time as the last of the river dribbles from my lips.

“I was wondering when you would pay me a visit,” she murmurs, fingers gently stroking hair out of my eyes. When I try to remember her, I find her voice unremarkable and difficult to recall, and I cannot visualize her appearance when I close my eyes.

“Who are you?” I ask, throat protesting as I speak. My voice sounds raspy to my ears, an instrument out of tune. She giggles, the sound like trickling water.

“I am Lethe, silly girl.”

Frowning at this information, I notice she is naked, swimming aimlessly in circles around me. I suppose a river goddess does not require clothes. Instead, glowing silver hair coils around her body, flowing freely as it undulates around her curves. Her eyes are solid white. A cursory glance at my own body tells me that I too am naked.

“How am I here?”

“You are dreaming, sweet girl.”

“Dreaming?” She doesn't reply, but I don’t require a response. “Is this because I looked at the Tree of False Dreams?” I ask, trying to understand, but everything is floating. My mind, my body, and my soul.

“The Tree of False Dreams does not do what you think it does. It does not seek to deceive you. It shows you what you are deeply afraid of. It’s a tree of nightmares; it seeks to show you what is not in your truth so you may purge it. The best way to deal with fear is to free fall into it willingly. Your vision of the tree is a memory.”

“But I thought Memory was gone?” I say, trying to remember.

“Just suppressed—with time, you’ll understand. You are on the correct path. Everything that has happened, is happening, and ever will happen is correct. The Fates are never wrong. Everything has a purpose even if you do not yet comprehend it.”

“Are you trying to help me?” I ask, not able to absorb the importance of what she is saying. Even now, the words float away, and the effort of maintaining my mental faculties is too great.

“Just making idle conversation. I don’t get many visitors, you see.”

My limbs are too heavy to tread water. I stop trying to move, and the water seems to cradle me, holding me up.

“That’s it,” she says, nodding her head. “Relax and let my waters soothe your soul.” I do as she bids; it is easier than breathing. The water is a cocoon of warmth, and I feel surrounded by love.

“What is this place?” I ask, looking around, but it’s futile. Other than the goddess, I see nothing.

“Haven’t you guessed?” she asks, caressing my cheek with the backs of curled fingers. “You’re about to be born again.”

I don’t have time to ask her what she means by born again before the image swiftly changes. 

The cavern is dark and damp, and the sound of dripping water and light snoring echoes with absurd clarity.

“Come again?” Whirling around, I see an old man sleeping in a chair. His eyes are closed, and yet, I know his voice is the one I heard.

“Who are you?” I ask, and he chuckles.

“You know who I am.”

And I do.

“Cronus.” He chuckles again. “What do you want?” I demand, and though the old man is still sleeping in his chair, the energy around him crackles with power.

“I want to live again, little mortal. I want to feel the wind upon my withered face, and the heat of the sun, and the cool of the sweet waters. You have subjugated me to eternal slumber when I did nothing wrong. And now,” he pauses as if weighing his words, “there’s a vacuum.”

His words puzzle me, and frowning, I take the bait. “A vacuum where?”

“Olympus, of course. No one sits upon my throne, and the greater the unrest grows within the mortal realm, the more power I gain. You know, I did not originally have dominion over time?” Still his body does not move. “I acquired it from the defeat of my father, Ouranos, for I took over his dominion of the sky. I divided it and time was born when days were marked by the sun, months by the moon, and years by the stars. Now, I feel the press of the ever-spinning wheel too keenly. All of my children are gone.”

“Do you actually care about your children?” I ask, and in fear, I see his eye twitch. “You ate them to prevent them overthrowing you like you did your own father.”

His booming laughter seems to shake the cavern. “What foolishness do you speak of, child? Ate my children?”

I swallow. “In myth, it says you ate your children as they were born, and then your wife, Rhea, tricked you at the final child and you swallowed a stone instead, and Zeus grew up safe and eventually overthrew you by making you regurgitate your five children and then they defeated you in a brutal war.”

His amusement grows until he wheezes. His mouth twitches. “Do you think me blind, child? Swallowed my children? Tricked by a rock? No, that did not happen. Time consumes all. Eventually, everything dies. This you should know well. You’ve been here enough times.”

“What do you mean I’ve been here before?”

“Did you think this was the first lifetime you’ve tried to stop me? You have been scheming for centuries to stop my rise to glory, and yet, here we are again, Kore.” His eyes open, and in them, I don’t see what I expect. I don’t see hate. I don’t see anger. I see pity. “This is your last chance.”




“We’re here.” Pulled from the land of dreams, away from that strange and uncanny place, I open my eyes and recoil, blinking the last dregs of sleep from my eyes. The sun. Despite my eyelids being shut tightly, I am still able to perceive the brightness emanating from the sun. Its brilliant, vivid shade of orange demands my undivided focus, emitting a luminous radiance that is simply impossible to disregard.

“How?” I ask, voice aghast, easing my eyes open incrementally to avoid the pain of light after so long in darkness. “How are we seeing this?”

“That’s a difficult question,” he says quietly. “We are simultaneously at the edge and at its centre.”

“Of what?”

“The world.”

“There isn’t an edge,” I say, looking up at him through squinted eyes. He does not respond to that—just stares at me. His eyes, in the light, are not truly black. Just very, very dark. He is still holding me aloft, and we come upon a glorious tree, one that I can barely comprehend the size of. “This tree has many names, but it’s most commonly recognized as ‘Yggdrasil.’”

“This is Yggdrasil?” I ask, yelping as I turn in his grip to look at it.

“The world tree. It connects all realms. The tree of knowledge, the tree with the immortal fruit, the tree of wisdom, the tree of good and evil… it’s all the same thing. Some titles refer to different parts of the tree, reached from different realms. It was severed, and now, in your world, to your eyes, is a mountain.”

“But I thought just the roots were in the Underworld,” I say, craning my head to see it properly.

“They are woven into everything in the Underworld. The bedposts in your bedroom? They’re tree roots.” As I stew with this information, we fall silent as the sun makes its descent. He walks a short distance and we approach the tree.

When we arrive at the great tree trunk, he slides down and adjusts me in his lap so we can both stare out at the setting sun. It is easy to see why this is his favourite place. After so long in the dark, seeing the light again feels like an incredible gift. Hades belongs to the Underworld, while I’ve only just arrived, and I can't quite express how deeply I crave the warmth and brightness of the sun.

“I never get used to the sun,” Hades says quietly, his eyes not quite on the light, but on the sparkling teal waters before it. “I lived a human life, but when you live as I do… the novelty of it doesn’t get old. This place is my favourite because it’s where I fell in love with life. It’s where I fell in love with… Persephone,” he says after a pause.

“This is where my life started,” he continues. “Where this version of self was born. I tolerate the darkness of the Underworld because I have known true darkness. The physical embodiment is nothing when compared to living in true darkness. It’s like… the difference between being alone and feeling lonely. Irrespective of how many accomplishments you attain or how high you ascend the rungs of triumph, your shadow will always be there; best make peace with it.”

I’m reminded of what Theo had said in the car on the way to the cabin trip. It felt like a lifetime ago that I was planning a camping trip with my friends to make questionable decisions. Another image slips into my mind, one of a boy flying too high.

Seeing the sun again is an experience like no other. The only light source I’ve had access to is the torches, and while it’s a source of light, it is such a pale comparison. “So, Icarus had the worst fate?” I ask, looking up at him.

His Adam’s apple dips as he hums in thought. “I have never thought of it that way, but yes. In a metaphorical sense, you are correct; the reality of it was that Icarus simply suffered naivety, but it’s like… if one is cold, chasing the sun will only make you more so. It is not in chasing things that we achieve them, but by allowing them to come to us. We absorb in stillness.” We fall silent, and Hades slumps against the tree.

Sighing, I snuggle into him as the sun dies for the day. It occurs to me this must be where Odysseus entered the Underworld. It was said he had to go to the edge of Oceanus, and as I stare at the expanse of Ocean, I know it to be true. A chill sets in, and as I shiver, he remains still. Gently, he runs his hands up and down my arms a few times before wrapping me in his embrace.

“I just had a dream,” I say, breaking the silence, and I feel a sudden tension in his body.

“Did you dream of the tree?” he asks, looking down at me very seriously, but I shake my head.

“No,” I say at last. I recount the dream with Lethe, and then how it shifted to Cronus. “He said it was my last chance. What does that mean?” I ask. “Have I been here before?”

“It means…” he sighs, and nods. “You’ve been here before, yes. This is not your first attempt at this job.” He swallows hard, and his Adam’s apple bobs. “You really spoke with him?” I nod.

“He opened his eyes. He said…”  I trail off trying to remember the details he’d given me. “He said he senses a vacuum of power. That no one is in Olympus? He wants the job back—wants to bring about a new golden age?”

“I seriously doubt it,” he says, coldly. “What else did he say?”

“Not much. Just that he grieves for his dead children, and he never ate his children when I accused him of infanticide.” The wild look he gives me makes me instantly defensive. “What?” I exclaim, hands rising with my speech. “You can’t tell me ‘Saturn Devouring His Son’ didn’t leave an impression on you too.” He rolls his eyes and squeezes me close, hands interlocking around my belly.

“Anything else?” he asks.

“Not that I can remember.” He sighs and buries his face in my hair. My heart squeezes painfully at the action, and I try to remember to breathe as I squirm. His hand moves from my belly to swipe hair away from my ear.

“Stop moving,” he whispers, lips brushing my ear. “Just… be still.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m terrified.” I turn in his lap to look at him, and I feel a slight tremble where his hand still rests on my stomach.

“Why?”

“He said this is your last attempt. He knows that if you fail, he will rise again.”

“I’ve died down here before?” The thought hadn’t truly stuck with me, but as he nods, my own fear trickles through me. “How?”

“You sure you want to know?”

“Is it bad?” I ask.

“Some of them weren’t… ideal,” he admits, gruffly. “Of course, you once died shaking a vending machine before you even got here, but you’ve drowned in Lethe before, and you’ve gotten lost in the woods looking for the tree of false dreams. There was also that time you choked to death when you finally succumbed to your hunger here because you were so hungry you literally inhaled soup. You’ve fallen down stairs, been bitten by a snake… mostly, you’ve died in the cave of Cronus. I can’t follow you into that place. Only you can go. I don’t know how you met your end there… only that you always have. This time… must be different—will be different.”

“I died from eating soup?” I ask, face burning in embarrassment.

He ignores my question, lost in his own memories. “Do you know what it’s like to govern death and not be able to prevent it? To exert your will and not be able to help those you love? What is the point of power if you cannot wield it when necessary?”

I don’t have an answer for him; instead, we watch the course of the sun as it begins to disappear.

“Power is just better odds,” I say finally. “Better odds if wielded correctly. Worse odds if not.” He hums thoughtfully, and this time, when he wraps his arms around me, I let him. Slowly, ever so slowly, I relax, feeling like this is exactly where I belong.

“The only time I can see the sun, other than coming here, is in the theatre.”

“The Underworld has a theatre?” I ask, and he nods.

Hades is silent for a long moment, but he takes in a breath before patting my leg gently. “Come on.”

Nodding, I stand up, and when he gets to his feet, I take his outstretched hand. With both my hands in his, he kisses the backs of my hands.

“Λατρεία μου,” he murmurs, his lips brushing my temple. I freeze, but I don’t think he notices. If he does, he doesn’t comment. Heart racing, I absorb his words in that stillness he was talking about.

The world around us disappears in wisps of shadow. They are cool to the touch, and they caress my skin, my hair, and my clothes. They wrap around me, and when they retreat, I am no longer standing by a tree overlooking Oceanus, but standing in front of my bedroom door.

Looking up into his unreadable face, I give him a small smile. “Thank you for the tour and for showing me the sun. That was… very special to me, Hades.”

“Please… don’t call me Hades.”

“What should I call you?”

“Aiden.”

“...Aiden.”

He steps back with a nod. “Goodnight, Corey.”

“Can you show me your second favourite place?” I ask, yawning.

“You’re falling asleep where you stand,” he says, shaking his head. “Perhaps tomorrow?”

“Tonight,” I insist, forcing myself not to yawn.

Chuckling, he relents. “Fine. Quickly.”

Aiden leads me to the palace and through a doorway which leads us back outside.

“There is an exit in the Throne Room?” I ask, and he nods.

“Is this not where you escaped from?” he asks, and I shake my head.

“Nope. This would have been much easier than what I did.”

“And what did you do?” he asks, watching me with a sidelong glance.

I recounted how I had been pretty much delirious, but that I had succeeded eventually by following twists and turns to a random long hallway. “There were stairs that were so steep I nearly sat down and slid.”

“The stairs you speak of,” he continues, “you must have escaped at the Eastern entrance then,” he informs me, nodding. “This exit is easier. But escape is futile. You cannot touch any of the waters, and the palace is located on an island, surrounded by it.”

“I’m not going to try to escape again,” I say, and the look he gives me tells me he does not believe me for a second. The walk is short and on a nicely decorated pathway. I scowl at it because it is indeed easier. He guides us to the black marble temple with the statue of Athena and the scales that I’d seen earlier in my escape attempt.

“The court?” I ask, and he nods. At the top, he leads me inside past the pillars, through the stoa and into a cut in the floor where a staircase descends even further into the earth.

“Careful,” Aiden warns. “It’s dark, so please hold onto the railing.”

“Is this the staircase I died on?” I ask, and he nods.

“One of them.”

My hands immediately seek the railings out, and I find one on either side of me. “Thank you,” I say, a little startled by the courtesy. He hums in response.

“Two more steps,” he says, and I wonder if he can see in the dark. It would make sense that as God of the underworld, he’d have the ability.

On the landing, the torches blaze, illuminating the largest courtroom I’ve ever seen. Three men sit on a raised bench, looking bored and disinterested, hardly noticing as we approach.  Upon closer inspection, two of them appear to be asleep.

The entire thing is like an amphitheater, where the spectators and judges sit high above the accused. The accused would be forced to look up from the bottom of the pit while ghosts and shades sat in the endless spiral of seating above and while three judges deliberated on where he or she should be sent to spend the rest of his or her afterlife.

“Are those… the original judges?” I ask, and Aiden nods as he leads us to the steps to descend to the pit.

“Rhadamanthys, Minos, and Aeacus.”

“Aren’t they bored, though?”

Aiden nods. “Quite. They have no new material to review at the moment and no souls to judge. Souls only cross the river when they are ready to face judgement. For some, it’s the instant they die, while for others… well, they take their time.”

“That doesn’t seem very efficient,” I say, and Aiden snorts.

“For the most part though, souls judge themselves, so Rhadamanthys, Minos, and Aeacus only judge when there is contention on where a soul should go. Even then, Minos hardly ever has anything to do because he only votes if there needs to be a tie-breaker.”

“And… this is your favourite place?” I ask, following him down the final steps and onto the lowered dais in the centre.

“No. The Evidence room is my favourite.”

Aiden turns his attention up to the bench where Minos snores on his crossed arms and Aeacus looks about ten minutes behind him. Only Rhadamanthys seems aware. His eyes dance between the two of us before settling on Aiden.

“I would like access to the viewing room, please,” Aiden declares.

Rhadamanthys perks up. “You mean I actually get to push the button?”

“Yes,” Aiden says with a smile. “You get to push the button. Also, you realize you needn’t stay here when there are no souls to judge? Surely your own beds are more comfortable…?” Aiden inquires, but Rhadamanthys petulantly flaps his hand up and down.

“Bah,” he remarks loudly. “Elysium is boring. At least here, I get peace and quiet,” he says, though a particularly loud snore from Minos beside him makes him raise an eyebrow. “Usually,” he remarks. “When my little, baby brother isn’t being an oaf. Anyway,” he says, rolling his eyes, “if I were at Elysium, I’d have to listen to everyone’s partying, uninspired poetry, and vapid kidology. It’s a very hard place to sleep, you know. Pushing the button here is far more interesting.”

Watching the exchange with something like awe, I subtly glance up at Aiden and then back at the ‘little, baby brother’ in question who was pretty old looking. Of course, not as old as Rhadamanthys who had white hairs sprouting from his nose and ears, which, I suspected, was to be attributed to the volume at which he spoke.

Bouncing in his seat, Rhadamanthys subtly cut his companions a look before slamming his hand down on the button as loudly as possible. I jump, but Minos and Aeacus jump higher, coming to life with shouts and swears and flailing arms. Rhadamanthys cackles, and I barely even notice that the floor that Aiden and I stand on is descending even further into the earth. I only notice because suddenly I have to squint to see the bench and because my neck hurts due to the fact that my chin is pointing at the ceiling.

“Woah,” I say, head turning left and right to watch the walls moving. “Is the floor an elevator?”

“Of a kind,” he says, his lips quirking at my apparent fascination.

“It’s surprisingly modern,” I remark, and Hades nods, though his expression fades a little.

“Persephone, when she’d go up into the world, would bring ideas back with her, and we’d spend that time together making improvements around the realm. This one was my favourite. It had started off as a library, which we still have, but this I prefer. She was destroyed by the fires in Alexandria. We have a hall here dedicated to burned and desecrated books.”

“A library of death,” I quip. “I like it.”

He snorts. “Of course you do.”

Intrigued, I follow him through a set of doors and step onto a balcony overlooking a grand theater. Below, a white curtain conceals the stage. Instead of the blood-red seats I expected, they are black velvet with armrests carved from dark stone. At the end of each armrest is a gemstone the size of my palm. The gemstones seem to be different for each row.

“It seems a shame that this isn’t used often,” I say, and Aiden nods.

“It was for a long time.”

“So why did it stop?”

“Because Mnemosyne is behind it, and with her gone…”

My mouth parts in understanding.

“This is where any who wish to view the lives of others may watch. There have not been any showings in some time, but I have special privileges. I can watch whenever I want, but only ones I’ve seen before. Mnemosyne being gone means most here are blank.”

“A movie theatre that shows… what? Entire lives? How long are these movies?”

“Well, they’re condensed. Not every moment is here, just big moments.”

“But how long are they?”

“Usually, about a week. Depending on the life, they can be longer or shorter. A child who dies won’t have a long film at all, but children almost always end up in Elysium for being pure still.”

My eyes snap wide. “Can we watch something?” I ask, but he shakes his head.

“Another time, perhaps. You need to sleep.”

“I’m not tired,” I protest, but then I check in and realize I’m about to drop just like Aeacus before Rhadamanthys had attacked the button. Aiden chuckles and steps closer to me before grabbing my hand and sandwiching it between both of his.

“Yes, you are.” One moment, we’re overlooking a Gothic opera scene, and the next, I’m back in front of my bedroom door. “Thank you, Corey, for today. I am very thankful you ate yesterday, and that you allowed me the privilege of showing you a little bit of my world.”

I nod and find myself shifting back and forth a little. My hand, still in his, feels hot. “And thank you for showing me stuff and answering at least some of my questions.”

He raises the back of my hand to his mouth to kiss the back of it. Breath ceasing altogether and cheeks inflamed, his lips part from my skin, and he takes a step back. And then another. And then all I can see is his retreating back down the hallway. Rooted to the spot, I watch after him long after he has disappeared. My mind is a war zone and thoughts trample one another faster than I can grip them and identify them. I feel exhilarated, confused, guilty, and hopeful, all in one messy ball of contradictory feelings. Exhilarated because… Aiden is very attractive and is giving me attention, but guilty because… well, Persephone wasn’t dead, and the last time Hades had something on the side, Minthe had been turned into the mint plant. What was I going to be turned into? Even if I didn’t return the affection, goddesses were known to punish the woman and not the god responsible.

“Oh, fuck,” I whine, head falling back against the door. Horror strikes me. If Persephone ever finds out… finds out what? Nothing happened. Hand kissing is just a gesture. It doesn’t mean anything, right? But why does it feel like it mattered?

Entering my bedroom with a hazy head, I am barely aware of the presence of my Lampades. I even allow them to undress and redress me into night clothes without a word of protest. As I am tucked into bed, which was a heart-warming gesture, I turn to my side in fetal position, and wonder how the hell my feelings about Aiden and being in the Underworld had so quickly changed.


CHAPTER 16

KNOWLEDGE TASTED

The library is something from my dreams. Floating through aisles and aisles of beautiful books, I admire the old tomes—each are a work of art in their own right. Colourful leather spines with gilded letters and stunning, foiled edges line shelf after shelf, each entitled with a name. Some sections have more than one volume attributed to a single name. Down the hall, the entire wall had one name, repeatedly, an echo out of time, decorated with dust and webs. One name and thousands of volumes. Reaching out, hands braced to grab the closest volume, I snap awake to the sensation of falling.

Because I am falling.

Jerked from the dream, I tumble through the bed and floor into the chamber below, landing in a heap on the stone floor. Moaning in pain, I gasp for breath before releasing it. Slowly easing myself upright, I take stock of my new surroundings, which include yet more books and hallways.

Breathing out in wonder, pain wholly forgotten in the presence of such a room, I get up. Stepping closer, I’m unable to help myself as I drag my fingers over the numerous titles, all in various languages, some of which I have never even heard of. A book that seems to be bound with skin, human skin, decorated with a bejewelled centrepiece, stands upright on a display. Wrinkling my nose at the book, I hurriedly pass over it. Nearby, there is a book that lays open. Picking it up, I turn to the front page and carefully flip through its weathered pages. Walking backwards out of the aisle, I investigate the next one. Approaching a desk where an unlit beeswax candle and an inkwell sit with a feather quill beside it, I peer at the book between the objects. The text is open, but no ink marks the pages. Frowning at the book, I turn to the cover and it says it is The World Encyclopedia of Ancient Deities. Surely such a book should have content?

“Is it blank for you, too?”

Whirling around, I hold my chest as I gasp. Aiden steps forward, silently emerging from the shadows.

“How long have you been here?”

“Longer than you. How did you get in here?” he asks, cocking his head at me.

“I fell through my floor.”

His eyebrows slowly rise on his face until they are seated at his hairline. “You fell through the floor,” he repeats quietly, casually glancing up at the ceiling as if half expecting there to be a Corey-sized hole. “Hmm.” His eyes trail from the ceiling to my face without moving his head. A small smile twists his mouth as he resumes his approach. “Any guesses on how you achieved such a feat?” he asks, and I shrug, backing away. A week or so had passed since he’d shown me around; I’d been avoiding him, and for the most part, he’d allowed me space. He did not allow it now as he pressed forward.

“Wishful thinking?” I ask.

The deep chuckle from his chest seems to echo around the cavern walls. He stands half a breath away as he looks down at me, fingers gently directing my chin higher. “That’s probably not far from the truth.” His hand slides across the planes of my face to cradle my cheek, dark eyes filled with mischief and mirth. His hand spreads warmth to my cheeks.

Neither of us says anything, and the charged moment expands, his gaze pilfering my lungs of air. With increasingly shallow breaths, I bite my lip as I cope with the waves of emotion buffeting me. He traces the movement, eyes dipping to my mouth before retraining his attention on mine. The look of mirth dissipates, but the mischief is still present. I release my lip, and I find myself backing up so his hand falls away; he follows, pressing me into the table with the mysteriously blank encyclopedia.

Planting his palms on the table on either side of me, he dips his head, and I realize, in horror, I am still in the lacy, black nightgown that my Lampades had insisted upon, and he is feasting on the sight. He does not touch me, however much he looks like he wants to, and instead settles for invading my space. The edge of the wooden table digs into my backside as I lean against it, and the floor beneath my feet feels like it’s heated by a volcanic source, radiating warmth from my soles to my face. A pulsing sound fills my ears, drowning out all thoughts. When our gazes meet again, his mouth parts, and I can’t help but wonder what he sees on my face.

His mouth draws closer, but he doesn’t join our lips. Instead, his lips brush the shell of my ear, and my whole body shudders. “May I?” he whispers before resting his forehead on mine despite the incredible height difference as he awaits my answer.

“Yes.” I breathe, unsure I even know what I am saying yes to, but I want whatever he is giving.

His breath hitches, and before I can do anything—like blink or ask a question—his mouth descends, one arm reaching around my back to pull me in, the other bracing the back of my head, fingers threading through my unruly morning curls. When our lips meet, my mind is blissfully silenced, and I make a sound of surprise which he quickly swallows. He sighs in what can only be described as relief when he deepens the kiss, tilting his head to the side. Wanting to touch him, I let my hands move to his chest where I can feel his heart hammering furiously.

His scent wraps around me like his arms do, and I am overwhelmed by his attention. His hands forge a path down my arms, my waist, my hips, and to my thighs like he’s committing me to memory before wrapping them behind my legs to pick me up. Depositing me onto the table, he pushes the book and the supplies out of the way with barely a flick of his hand; the book crashes to the floor and the inkwell shatters as his mouth returns to my neck where he worships the skin there like a starved man. A tortured groan escapes me and he goes rigid at the noise before he sucks my neck hard.

“That’s a very old book, you know.”

Aiden and I freeze, his hand stopping on my rib cage before it can reach my breast. His fingers dig in, not to the point of pain, but to the extent that I can feel his frustration. He doesn’t turn to look at the intruder, and he speaks to whoever interrupted us with his mouth still against mine.

“You’re early.”

“I’m not, actually.”

“You’re early if I say you are,” Aiden says with a tad more sharpness in his tone than I’m accustomed to. Panic races through me.

Is that Persephone?

Oh shit, I’m going to die.

Stupid.

Stupid, stupid, stupid Corey.

I kept my distance for a week so I wasn’t tempted, but the second I saw him, all semblance of sense left me. He just had to be here of all places, and look at me like that and hold me and kiss me—Persephone is going to turn me into something awful… like a cactus or something. Or she’ll invent something new and there will be a Corey plant that has some kind of new ability like making all who sniffed it instantly stupider like it’s namesake when she made out with Hades—

Aiden squeezes my waist slightly, and I am brought back. His chest is rising and falling quicker than normal, and I can see his eyes are closed.

“Whatever, Hades. Let’s get this over with.”

Aiden blocks my view of the intruder, but I recognize the voice. I hear it in my dreams, and I hear it when I close my eyes. I know that voice. I poke my head around his body, unable to help myself. The woman standing there is not Persephone—can’t be Persephone.

“Kate?”


INTERLUDE IV ~ Katabasis




κατάβασις ● katabasis[n., fem.]

A descent into the underworld; a literary account of a journey to the land of the dead, constituting a temporary visit followed by an anabasis (ascent).


PERSEPHONE IV




There is no obliteration like the path of self-destruction. I am not different from poor Oedipus—we both doomed ourselves to a self-fulfilling prophecy, and we both ran to fate with open arms; where Oedipus attempted to thwart, I had remained resigned. My mistake was in thinking that my path would hurt less due to the choice of not fighting it.

I extend my fist, and with a cry, I uproot my trees. They shoot into the air, splintering and sending shards flying in every direction. I can't feel loss or devastation—only a sweet sense of relief. The ground smolders, smoke rising as I scorch the earth, leaving only phantom outlines of what once stood there.  If anyone else had desecrated my land in such a way, I do not think the punishment yet exists. Letting out a shaky sob as I leave my once beloved sanctuary, there is nothing left of it but a desolate, devastated ruin.

In the early days, we Gods came to realize that we have an inherent immunity to the very powers we possessed, rendering us impervious to our own abilities and thus invulnerable to death by our own hand. And yet, each of us has experienced our powers becoming our bane. How does a Goddess of Death live?

Walking through Elysium, the sacred abode of the blessed, I’ve never felt more alone. They had no idea who walks among them, what damage I could choose to inflict. They are clueless. How can they live so joyously without purpose and challenges? Every comfort is provided to them leaving only infinite time. How do you spend your time if you have nothing left to purchase? I do not linger.

I make for the junction ahead where the river Lethe overcame the river Acheron. Could a river of madness afflict those already mad? Am I mad or just far too self-aware to live comfortably? Is there even a difference? My destination is clear in my mind.

Cerberus barks at me from the other side of the riverbank as I cross in front of the cave of Cronus. I shiver and keep away from the cave opening. Though Cronus is dormant, I know because I can feel it, I want nothing to do with his crystal cave.

Cerberus trots back and forth as though trying to find a way to cross. The sound of his distress is amplified by the water, and when I disrobe and approach Lethe’s black shore, toes curling into the rough sand, Cerberus howls; it is the howl reserved for those attempting to escape, a sound of dissonance as each head howls a different note. It makes me shiver in horror as I realize my time is up. Never before has Cerberus made that sound towards me.

A dark, shifting veil emerges beside Cerberus, and I know I have only seconds before he stops me. I dive, but not before hearing the strangled, anguished cry of Hades as I submerge; intentionally, I breathe in the frigid water, and I feel everything fall silent.


CHAPTER 17

THE GODDESS OF B&E

Stomach roiling as I take in the goddess before me, connections build in my mind, and such a wide variety of emotions claim me that I cannot settle on one as all fight for dominance. Betrayal spars with joy and fury with confusion. As I stare at this stranger with my best friend’s face, I struggle to accept what my eyes clearly see. Kate, my best friend Kate, is a Goddess. Perhaps she is Medusa because everything in me is turning to stone. Looking down at my skin, I confirm that I am not truly turning into what it is that I feel. No gray climbs up my arms, but a visible flush to my skin can be clearly discerned as my rage and confusion builds.

“What is the meaning of this?” I demand. Numbness spreads through my body as I stare at her.

“Haven’t figured it out yet?” Her tone is cool, and my eyebrows fly up.

“Figured out what?” She eyes me for a moment before her silky voice responds.

“I am Hekate, the Goddess of Witchcraft and Crossroads.”

It is an obvious thing in hindsight. Struck dumb like Epimetheus, the brother of Prometheus, I can see how Kate comes from Hekate like Aiden had come from Aidoneus and Hades from Haduwas.

Still seated on the desk, I slowly slide off the edge, but all I can do is stare at her. Heat pulses through my body in waves and my hands tremble as I try to keep my cool. Her stoic disposition feeds the furies fluttering inside me. She makes no face of recognition, nor does she have the grace to look embarrassed, apologetic, concerned, or, God forbid—pleased to see me. Instead, she stares at me as though I am no one. All she does is hold out her hand to restore the book to its rightful place, and I watch, mouth dropping in shock as the book lifts before lightly landing precisely where Aiden had swiped it away.

For years, she had been my best friend. We grew up together and knew everything about the other—at least, it was supposed to have been that way. Now, every shared memory has been tarnished and mutilated by her deceit. How long had she led me along to this exact scene? She had clearly orchestrated everything to ensure I was taken here, to the Underworld. Every decision, every comment had been a ploy, and when I look at her, I no longer see a friend or a sister, but a stranger.

“Corey?” he asks, and I shoot him a look.

“Yes?”

“I must speak with Hekate.”

I open my mouth to protest, but Kate, no, Hekate, snorts. “No need for her to leave. She knows now.”

“She’s not ready,” Aiden protests, but Hekate looks directly at me.

“You’re babying her.”

“She can speak for herself,” I snap, tired of them talking about me like I’m not standing right here with them. “What is this about?” I ask, unable to meet Hekate in the eye. Instead, I direct the question at Aiden who seems to be having trouble looking me in the eye now.

“It’s about why all the books are blank. It’s about the loss of human memory and the disappearance of Athena and Mnemosyne. It’s the only part I haven’t told you.”

“What do I have to do with it?” I ask, trying not to show just how unnerved I am by the topic. Nausea climbs up my throat at the look Hekate gives me. It’s not a friendly look, and it’s certainly not like how my best friend used to look at me.

“Everything, Corey. Everything,” Hekate says.

On that uncomfortable note, I look back to Aiden to see what his reaction would be to the statement, but he does not disagree with her. Instead, he just stares at the floor with an expression that I can only guess at, and I decide not to attempt it in case I hurt my own feelings.

“Want to unpack that statement for me?” I ask, fingers clutching the wood of the desk behind me.

“Well, sure. Put mildly, it’s your fault.”

“Hekate,” Aiden says in a deadly serious tone.

“What?” she asks, feigning ignorance.

“That’s enough. That’s neither productive nor true. It’s far more complicated than that.”

“But is it? Is it any coincidence that all three went missing at the same time? You don’t think it was all part of her plan? I was guided in the mortal realm as she was,” she says, pointing at me, “but upon my return to the Underworld, I regained my memory from my deal with Styx and Lethe. This is her fault.”

Aiden only has eyes for me as he responds to Hekate. “No. But, even if it was, I’m sure there is a nuance to it that does not make it as clear-cut as you seem to want to believe.”

“Destruction. That’s what was prophesied. Is that not what we are facing?”

“Indeed, it was. Perhaps the ages have worn away at your memory, but it has not addled mine. You know as well as I what is born of destruction.”

“Was it all a lie?” I ask, interrupting their conversation, and Hekate tilts her head at me.

“Was what all a lie?” she asks, and I scoff.

“Our friendship! Everyone has been lying to me about everything it seems! I can’t get a single straight answer out of anyone who I thought were my closest friends. I might expect that of Aiden, who I’ve known for all of a couple months, but you? You’re my best friend! Or… maybe not since you are clearly not who I thought you were.”

“Corey,” Aiden starts, but Hekate holds up her hand.

“No no, let’s hear this. Let’s feed her more rope to hang herself with. Tell me how you really feel, Corey.”

Anger makes my veins like ice, and as I stare at Hekate, my heart cracks. “I feel like you’re a fraud. I feel led on and manipulated. I feel betrayed.”

“Okay,” Aiden says gently. “Let’s put all animosity aside for the moment and talk.”

Aiden meets my gaze, but the heat and passion I felt moments ago have vanished. He breaks eye contact to give Hekate a hard look. She remains silent, her expression impassive, but after a long moment, she nods. The intensity of the room has me holding my breath, but the tension breaks when Aiden gestures to the back of the room where a large, circular table sits.

Hekate turns on her heel, giving me her back, and I can only stare at her with hurt and disbelief at her coldness. She must have known I’d be taken. Was her friendship with me a calculated ruse? A lie woven for years to garner trust for this exact thing? My stomach roils, and I feel like puking. I remember the look she’d given me in that cavern, remembered the look Theo and Max had given me too. I place a hand on my forehead as though I can stop these agonizing realizations by touch alone.

Aiden’s hand grazes my shoulder, and I recoil. My eyes follow Hekate to the table where she sits down gracefully. The last time I’d seen her, she’d been wearing a toga and holding a torch while sacrificing animal crackers for our cult worship.

“Do not take it personally,” Aiden says quietly. “I’ll answer your questions after the meeting. I give you my word. Pandora’s box has been opened again it would seem.”

Nodding slowly, I move in the direction of the table once more. As we all sit down equidistant among the nine chairs, there is only a short silence before Hekate dives into the conversation, clearly pretending I’m not there. As much as I try to not let it affect me, it does. I don’t catch every word spoken, lost, in equal measure, between thought and reminiscence, but I can’t help when she catches my interest.

“After my return, when you summoned me, some things came back. I can only guess that memory return was a part of my deal. In any case, I remember only the Tree of False Dreams and the Key of Olympus; it’s missing. I had a dream, through the gates of horn, that Mnemosyne would die and return, but I did not see how it happened—just that it would.”

I frown, something tickling the back of my mind, a dream I’d had on the tour before Aiden and I crossed to see the edge of the earth, but it is slick and slips through my fingers as I seek it out. I frown hard at the table, my nail digging into a splinter in the edge before me.

“What are you thinking?” Aiden asks, breaking the silence. I look up slowly only to realize he is speaking to me. My face heats up, and I straighten before shrugging. Aiden looks as though he wants to ask something, but he shakes his head slightly as though forcing himself to bite his tongue. “If you have any dreams, dreams that you can remember in any capacity, you must tell me,” he says after a moment of biting his cheek. I nod in agreement before Hades returns his attention to Hekate. “Do you have any news of Olympus?”

“Wasn’t that Hermes’s job?” she asks, crossing her arms.

“It was,” Aiden says, “but then I told him not to return until he found out something about Mnemosyne.” Hekate rolled her eyes.

“Did you tell him to disobey if he found anything outside of that task?”

“No.”

“Idiot. Guess I still have to do all the heavy lifting,” she says, and my eyebrows fly up at her words to the Lord of the Underworld.

“I can summon him this very second,” he says with an easy smile, not at all perturbed by her attitude, “but I was under the impression you were avoiding your consort.”

Hermes was her consort? I couldn’t see it.

She narrows her eyes and opens her mouth as though about to say something mouthy, but nothing comes out and Aiden simply smiles. He opens his mouth to call upon Hermes, and just as he is about to speak, she stands.

“If you call him here, I will leave.”

Aiden leans back in his chair, triumphant, and nods once. “Very well. Have you heard anything about the state of Olympus?”

“No.”

“Can you?”

“I could.”

“Will you?”

“Fine,” she growls, and Aiden nods, a brilliant smile emerging on his face.

“Excellent.”

I sit at the table, slouching hard in my chair, waiting for the moment I would understand what the hell is happening. “Question?” I ask, after a painful moment of silence as Hekate glares at the table. “When you say check Olympus… is Olympus… empty? Truly? There is no one left to rule there?”

Hekate opens her mouth, but Aiden answers first, “I have tried to enter, but something is preventing my entrance. I’ve been to Olympus only twice, neither in ideal terms, so it is possible, but I haven’t been able to gain admittance. For all we know, Athena is there, but since we have no way of knowing…” he trails off, and my mouth opens in an ‘ah’ sort of way.

“And you haven’t asked… Aphrodite or Ares about it? Aren’t they still… well, alive?”

Aiden’s mouth tightens. “They’ve been impressively unhelpful.”

“And there are no others left?” I ask, still trying to wrap my mind around the concept of immortality ending, rendering the term itself null and void.

“They’re… incapacitated. They’re not gone, but they are not in their right minds,” Aiden says carefully. I nod as if it makes perfect sense. Hekate rolls her eyes, and when I finally muster the courage to meet her gaze, I catch a hint of a smirk on her lips.

“Do you not remember, Corey?” she asks, cocking her head to the side.

“Remember what?”

“The poem?” she asks, interlacing her fingers on the table. “No?”  But I do remember.

“You lied to me.” I find my stomach roiling at the absolute betrayal I feel from Kate. “You did write it, Kate.” Blind fury seizes me and for a moment, my vision disappears, and I can feel a tremor in my fists as the currents of unbridled passion pulse through me. It is a tipping point. The last straw.

“No, I did,” Aiden says quickly. “I wrote it in an ancient script because if it was English, I was made to understand you probably wouldn’t have even noticed it. Instead, by making it an old language that you couldn’t read, I piqued your curiosity.” He’s right. I probably wouldn’t have given it a second look. He recited it:




“The gods have all passed and all bid farewell,

apart from one who was bound by cruel tricks.

By design of the fates they were expelled,

and others made vows to die by the Styx.

Some drank from Lethe to wander the world,

to live as humans with mortal memory.

With a clean slate, their pasts are interred—

oblivious to their purgatory.

With aid of her companion, Hekate,

Persephone vanishes without trace.

Though healing from woes of eternity,

beside Hades she must take her place.

The day will come for him to be appeased.

She’ll wander to a garden of flowers…

and heal him of the oldest known disease,

while he will endow her half his power.

He shall swallow her last mortal breath—

again, she’ll ascend as the Queen of Death.”




The words, when I’d read them the first time, had meant nothing. Reclining and allowing my head to fall back and rest on the back of the chair, I stare at the flickering candles of the wrought-iron chandelier as I stew on the information.

“What’s the world’s oldest known disease? Epilepsy?”

Kate snorts, shaking her head. “No. A broken heart.”

Back when I’d transliterated the random inscription, I’d been with Max and Theo. Come to think of it, they’d reacted very strangely to the words. All the strange instances swarm my mind, and I realize I am Epimetheus, the God of Hindsight.

Theo, in the club, had made extra drinks just appear, making a joke about women and estimating sizes; he must have somehow expanded the drink volume. Then, there was the reaction to the poem, and his encouragement to do the Eleusinian Mysteries; Dionysus was the God of cult worship. There was also that whole thing with him bitching about Nero because he was debasing ‘Dionysus’ and how he demanded to be called ‘the god of constant inebriation,’ never mind the fact that he always seemed to have a beverage in his hand.

“Is… Theo Dionysus? When we were at the campsite and he went on about Nero… that actually happened, didn’t it?”

“It did,” Hekate says, nodding with a roll of her eyes, “and yes, he is ‘actually’ Dionysus. Any guesses about who Max is?” she asks, tilting her head.

I fall into silence as I evaluate what I know of Max and recall what lectures he’d chosen in class. There is also what Theo had said about him playing the pipes and the comments about his wild hair. “Pan.” I breathe. “But I thought Pan was dead.” Aiden nods, and there is an expression on his face that I can’t place.

“Well, that’s certainly progress,” Hekate says, and I scowl at her. She laughs derisively at me, and her palms lay flat on the table as she stands and leans over towards me, dark eyes glinting.

“And who are you?”

Gaping at her, my eyes shoot to Aiden, but to my prolific discomfort, he seems as interested as Hekate in my answer. Swallowing, I allow everything to add up in my mind. Apparently, my hesitation is too great for Hekate because she assaults me with a vicious tongue.

“What’s your favourite fruit?” she explodes. “What’s your favourite season? What pattern is always on your clothes? What kind of Buzzfeed witch are you? Why do you think you are a Classics major in a town called Athens?” With every question she asks, my blood pressure rises. “Why did you choose the cult of Demeter and Persephone? What is your favourite smoothie flavour? Where is your favourite place to visit in summer? Who acted as Persephone in the ritual? Come on. You’re not that dense.”

“My favourite fruit is a pomegranate, Kate,” I say, standing up to match her tone, stance, and volume. “My favourite season is Fall, and I always wear flowers,” I return with a low voice. “I don’t remember your other questions, but they were all obvious in how they were leading me: you want me to say I’m Persephone, but I don’t feel like Persephone. I am just a normal woman in university who has an obsession with Ancient Greece. All of this is just absurd!”

Breathing hard, I keep my eyes steadily on Kate, who leans back slowly, still meeting my gaze. “Your denial runs deep,” she says finally, crossing her arms.

“This shit doesn’t happen in real life.”

“It does in ours,” Hekate quips before extricating herself from the table. Turning her attention back to Aiden, she nods.

“Anything else?”

“Yes,” Aiden says, sending me a look. “Cronus contacted Corey directly when I took her through the gate of horn and ivory. He told her this is her last attempt, and that he is rising because he can sense there is a place needing filling for the throne. He is rising because there is no hierarchy of power anymore. I’ve had a report from Hypnos as well. He grows weary, and he can’t keep Cronus under for much longer. Cronus is getting too strong.”

“Why don’t you sit on the throne?” I ask, and Aiden visibly recoils.

“Why would I?”

“Because you’re clearly the most responsible? Isn’t it the person who does not seek power that should have it?” I ask, but Aiden is shaking his head with a vehemence that is both startling and impressive.

“No. Before my brother died, Zeus decreed that Dionysus should succeed him.”

“And then Hera paid the Titans off to murder him,” Hekate notes, looking at her nails. “Or did we forget that part?” Aiden looks at her with a coldness I’m unaccustomed to seeing on him.

“How could I?”

Properly chastened, she straightens in her chair with a look of apology. “Sorry. I just mean… that isn’t clear anymore. Ares will put up a fight, and Aphrodite with him. Those two together will be a headache with this succession.”

“If Dionysus is supposed to be there, why isn’t he?” I ask, looking between the two of them. “If that’s what stops Cronus from rising again, everything should be put into putting him there to stop the unrest.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” Aiden says mildly. “First, there is the issue that no one can actually enter Olympus, which brings us to the second issue. The Key of Olympus is missing.”

“There’s a key?”

“There is. And, no one remembers where it is.”

“Ah,” I say. “So that’s the other reason Mnemosyne is required.” Aiden and Hekate nod in agreement.

“The third reason is that Dionysus does not currently have his full powers. He made a deal to find Pan. I don’t know the exact terms, however.”

“Well, wait, how do you expect to get into Olympus without the key?” I ask, and Hekate looks me dead in the eye.

“Doubt me?”

“No,” I say quickly as I remember who exactly I’m talking to. “Of course, as the Goddess of Crossroads, Thresholds, and Magic, surely this is precisely within your expertise: the Goddess of B&E so to speak.” She smirks at my assessment, and some of the chill in her dissipates.

“I’ll break into Olympus,” she says. Before Aiden or I can say a word, she vanishes. One second she is there, the next she is gone, and while there is conceiving of such acts, actually seeing it is another matter entirely. It was in front of me all along. All the times Aiden disappeared, he was doing the same thing, accessing the same ancient power. Aiden heaves out a breath, and the sound draws my attention.

I allow myself to briefly entertain the notion, and I am immediately struck dumb. If I am Persephone… “If I’m Persephone, that would make you my… husband.” Aiden just stares at me with what appears to be the slightest of smiles, like this isn’t news to him. I supposed it isn’t.

The tension in the room is thick, but it’s a different kind of tension than when Hekate had been present. That was an angry tension. This one is more consuming, heightened and sexual. His eyes glitter, and I remember I’m wearing nothing but a gauzy, thin black nightgown. A flush spreads across my body at the memory of his lips on mine and on my skin. Judging by his expression, I can only assume he’s thinking the same thing. He rises and steps closer to me.

“I am,” he says with a lowered voice. “And you’re my wife,” he says slowly, as though his delivery can lessen the impact of such a statement. Breath coming in short pants, my body ignites. Aiden slowly grabs my clenched hand from the tabletop and smooths it out before cupping my hands in his. Something clicks, and despite how insane, how utterly nonsensical the situation is, his avoidance of the truth makes much more sense. It would have been too much to admit.

Lifting my eyes from our linked hands to meet his gaze, I say, “This is insane.”

He nods. “So are we.”

Stooping, he picks up my chair. Yelping, I grip his forearms to stabilize myself, and he shoots me a smile that reminds me of a wolf. He walks backwards to his chair and sets me down on the ground. Seating himself, he reaches between my legs to pull the chair in close. Hand lingering, he brushes the side of my knee with his knuckles before sitting back in his seat.

“What…” I trail off, not sure how to continue or how to ask what I want to know, struggling to put the sentiment into words. Aiden waits patiently for me to collect my thoughts as I descend into my mind, staring vacantly at the table. After a couple of moments, I continue after swallowing hard. “What happened? I mean, how did I become… like I am now?”

Aiden lets out a long, slow breath before answering.

“You dove into the river Lethe. You left our bed, orbited the realm and then asked Charon to take you to your sacred grove.” Up until this point, he’d been making eye contact with me, but at that admission, he gulps, pushing back mountains of emotion as he stares at the table.

“Nobody saw how you did it, but when you were gone, all that was thriving was dead: the groves, the cattle… me. Cerberus, he knew what you were about to do, and he warned me, and I arrived just in time to see you dive. I have spent the last four hundred and twenty-five years waiting for you, watching you grow up as a ‘mortal’ from afar. When you met me for the first time in this life, when you ran into me in the blended drink establishment, I was wearing my helm of invisibility. You shouldn’t have been able to see me at all, but the fact that you could, meant you were gaining your powers back. Divinity can only be suppressed for so long.”

As he speaks, my heart hammers away so aggressively that I’m concerned it will pump right through my chest. My throat tightens like a snake constricting around my neck, suffocating me. Emotion lodges inside, rendering me unable to swallow or speak. Trapped in oblivion, I can’t ask questions or apologize for the pain I've caused, whether intentionally or not. I settle for a slight shake of my head.

“How can you even look at me?” I whisper hoarsely. “No wonder Kate was so mad at me. I deserve it. I hurt you.”

“Perhaps,” he says, shrugging. “My wroth at first was so extraordinary that the natural disasters I caused killed thousands. I cannot cause such disasters like Zeus could with storms or Poseidon’s control over the oceans, but I can rupture the earth; I can cleave it apart with half a thought and swallow the surface whole. Earthquakes are my rage and grief personified.”

He falls silent as his head lowers as though in shame. Without thinking, I raise one hand to cup his cheek and use the other to smooth his furrowed brow with my thumb. His head jerks up at the contact, and I drop my hands into my lap, but he grabs one of my wrists to put it back on his cheek.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, unsure if I am apologizing for being the reason he had felt that way, because of his admission, or for touching him, but I suppose it doesn’t matter.

“No,” he murmurs, “don’t stop,” he says, pulling my hand back.

Closing his eyes, he leans his forehead against mine, and as my eyes flutter shut, we breathe in each other’s presence. A calm like no other settles inside me, and my fingers, with minds of their own, thread through his hair. His fingers do the same, and my spine quivers in delight as his fingers graze my scalp. I’d had boyfriends before, but I’d never felt anything like this. When they spoke to me, it never made me want to do anything to keep them talking. When they held me, they did not make me feel like they’d burn the world to the ground to keep me there. In silence, they did not make me feel peace; they never understood me, and they never made me feel like I couldn’t breathe unless they were by my side.

When Aiden leaves me, I ache for his companionship, and I’ll be damned if I am the first to pull away from this moment. It seems like he has the same idea because he isn’t in any particular hurry to end the moment either. His scent envelopes me, and I can’t get close enough. Hands sliding from my hair to my shoulders and then waist, he hoists me up easily and settles me on his lap so I straddle him.

“I know this is all very new to you,” he whispers, lazily tracing a path down my back before settling on my hips, “so while I can’t forget our history together, I will give you time and space to sort through everything you must be feeling. That’s something we have an abundance of as immortals.”

Nodding, I rest my palm on his chest as I allow him to hold me. Cradled in his arms, I drift to sleep.







Chest rising and falling deeply, Aiden is asleep underneath me. Ear placed directly over his beating heart, I listen to the steady thrum and relish in the feel. I have never been a spiritual or religious person, but I am starting to see that there is so much about the world that I don’t understand. I thought I knew how the world worked, but with recent events, it’s evident I am one of the souls chained to Plato’s cave wall, looking at the shadows, thinking I know up from down. With the altercation earlier, my metamorphosis has begun, though I’m not even close to exiting the cave and emerging into the sun—into enlightenment.

As I wake up more fully, I become aware of a subtle gurgling sound, but I can’t figure out what it is… perhaps water. Inhaling his scent deeply, I involuntarily snuggle in tighter, and his arms tighten around me. Below my fingertips, I can’t help but notice how nice his muscles feel.

The flickering of a nearby torch is enough to see his face, and in his unconscious state, he truly is a beautiful being. With eyelashes long enough to cast a shadow, and a strong brow framing his face alongside carved cheekbones, the sum of his features makes for an intimidating and sculpted image. His lips are full and soft, and the memory of his kiss makes a flash of heat shoot through me.

“You’re so soft,” he murmurs into my hair, and I jump a little, not expecting him to be awake. Blinking sleep from his eyes, he then meets my gaze and squeezes me again. “And you always smell like Spring.”

My legs are on either side of him, and I am suddenly aware of his expression. Breath catching in the back of my throat, I drink in his brief moment of full disclosure. He truly loves me, and it is written on his face as clearly as if he’d spoken the words aloud. I know he won’t say the words until he knows I’ll be more receptive to it, but it is evident. His eyes, usually guarded, are open gates.

“What does Spring smell like?” I ask, and he frowns playfully.

“Hmm,” he says, lifting his head from the pillow to breathe into my neck. He inhales deeply and groans lightly. “Like rain,” he says, before sniffing again, “and bergamot,” sniff, “ylang ylang,” sniff, “and a touch of cardamom.” He kisses my throat before laying back on the pillow again.

I lean in closer to him and inhale, digging my face into the crook of his neck, nose grazing the shell of his ear. “You smell like… Winter.”

“What does Winter smell like?” he asks in a low voice, and I smile into his skin.

“Like cypress trees,” I say, “smoked wood, and cinnamon.” He smells intoxicating, and I nuzzle my face into his neck. “Like vetiver.”

Humming, he tucks an errant curl behind my ear before sitting up on one forearm. The muscles in his load-bearing arm bulge. A flutter in my belly emerges at the sight, and he seems to be holding a smile back at the fact that my eyes are glued to his arms. It is then that I realize his ever-present black cloak is nowhere to be seen, and I am laying on his bare torso. Eyes snapping wide, I stop stroking his chest and sit up.

“Where’d your clothes go?”

“It was hot,” he says, shrugging. “My pants are still on.” Face blooming with heat, I nod, and propping myself up on my forearms, trying to avoid digging my elbows into him, I stare at his peaceful face. The light in the room is minimal, but my eyes have adjusted well to darkness in the time that I’ve been in the Underworld. Long, stuffed benches and chaises dot the room, and a decorative room divider with classical Greek designs conceals the rest of the room from sight.

“Where are we?” I ask, taking in the warm marble floor with a frown. I had fallen asleep in the library room. Presumably, he’d moved me to a more comfortable place, but he hadn’t left me, choosing instead to keep me company.

“Our room. One of them, anyway.”

Our room. It was going to take some adjusting to get used to this new reality. I’m silent as I take in the room. It’s not as grand as I thought it would be. The ceilings are not so high, and there are no ostentatious displays of wealth. It’s truly, rather modest with a recessed sitting area, sunken into the floor with overstuffed pillows and blankets that appear extra fluffy. Truly, for the bedroom of a God, the God of Wealth and Death no less, it is modest. Still, that trickling sound teases my ear, demanding my attention until I can focus on nothing else.

“What’s that noise? Is there a fountain here?”

He points to the decorative room divider. “The adjoining bathhouse.”

“A bathhouse?”

“Through the archway, yes,” he says, watching me with a glint in his eye as he sits up.

Padding across the floor and around the Grecian divider, my mouth drops open at the sight of the bath. To begin, there is a beautiful and intricate mosaic tile floor surrounding the bath and Corinthian-style pillars around a circular, step-in hot pool.

The gurgling sound I’d heard earlier now makes sense as I take in the jets pushing water around and the cascading waterfall feeding the pool with fresh, steaming water constantly. A great dome covers the expanse of the tub, and a small set of marble steps lead up to the bath.

“Do you want to get in?” Aiden asks from behind me, and as his hand grazes my shoulder, I hesitate. The thought of being naked in front of him makes my palms sweat, and I subconsciously wipe my hands on my nightdress.

Nodding slowly, I turn to look at him and frown. “Look away.”

Looking like he wants to laugh, he nods very seriously and makes a point to cover his eyes with his hands. Pursing my lips at him, I wave my hand in front of his face and to his credit, he does seem to be concealing his vision.

Slipping the straps from my shoulders, I allow the silky material to pool around my feet. Quickly folding it and draping it on a small hook on the closest column, I ascend the stairs. The first step into the pool makes me sigh, and when I sit down on the bench a low groan claws out of my throat. Bubbles conceal my breasts and obstruct the view down lower.

Clearing my throat, I look up at Aiden who still has his eyes covered. “Okay, I’m in the tub.” Unhurriedly, Aiden removes his hands, and he doesn’t make a big show of it which I appreciate. He grins at me playfully.

“Okay. Now you close your eyes.”

Eyebrows quirking, I lift my arms from the warmth of the tub, my back and shoulders kneaded by the jet, and I return Aiden’s gesture. With my eyesight gone, I can smell the subtle aroma of roses from the oils in the tub more intensely and hear the sound of clothing dropping to the floor in a heap. Splashing water alerts me to him entering the tub, and after a moment, he settles in.

“You can open your eyes now.”

Removing my hands, I do as he instructs, and I suck in a breath. He’s not hidden by the tub; instead, he stands there, chuckling as I shriek and quickly cover my eyes with my hands.

“Why?” I yelp, and I shake my head, burying my palms into my eye sockets.

“Because it was funny. Did you get a good look?” he asks innocently as he sits down in the water across from me, finally decent. Clenching my eyes shut, I can’t get rid of the image. If there was any doubt that he was a Greek God, it’d been dispelled.

“Um,” I say, and I sink in the water. His laughter reverberates around the tub and up into the domed ceiling above us as I avoid answering the question. A silence descends on us, and I allow my head to fall back over the lip of the tub. Dark artwork embellishes the domed ceiling. Shifting positions so I can look at him, I find him already scrutinizing me. Nothing needs to be said, but I feel the need to gain answers.

“What name do you want me to use for you? You have so many.” He tilts his head to the side as he ponders. “Aiden, Aidoneus, Hades, Haduwas, Pluto… probably more.”

“Not Hades or Pluto. That’s how the world addresses me. I don’t want you to see me as the rest do. I want you to see the real me.”

“Not Hades or Pluto then,” I agree. “What did I call you before?” I ask.

His already wavy dark hair curls in the humidity, and he lists his head into the water before swiping his hair back as he rights himself. “It changes every couple of hundred years for both of us. In Ancient Mesopotamian times, it was Duwa, then Neus in Ancient Greece, so I see no reason for it not to be English now. You can call me whatever you want.”

Nodding, I bring my feet onto the bench and cross my arms over my knees before resting my chin on my arms. The heat is delightful on my muscles, and I could have fallen asleep if he wasn’t here.

“So, Aiden,” I say, emphasizing my choice of name for him. “You said after the meeting with Hekate you’d tell me anything I want to know.”

He nods seriously.

“Anything.”

“Are you trying to find Mnemosyne to restore my memory?”

Aiden plunges into silence at the question, extending his arms to rest on the border of the pool. “That’s partially why,” he says after a beat, “but if we found Mnemosyne and you did not want your memory restored, then nothing would be done. I would never betray you.”

“What’s the other reason?”

“The ramifications of history being lost, of human memory being robbed, is that the identity of humanity is gone. The identity crisis is a result of humanity’s past being forgotten. If the origin is lost from the equation, how can the trajectory ever be comprehended? How can humans ever tread new ground if they don’t know where they’ve been or what they’ve already accomplished? If Mnemosyne is found, she will restore consciousness.”

His fingers play with the surface of the water as he speaks.

“She is also… the other possibility after death,” he continues. “Souls, the majority of the time, drink from Lethe and return to the earth, reincarnated with no knowledge of previous lives. However, there is another option, though it has become less frequent over the years as people have forgotten it’s an option. They can instead drink from The Well of Mnemosyne and obtain their ‘divine spark,’” he says with finger quotes. “That’s why they’re supposed to have two coins and not just one for Charon. Both eyes were covered because there was a need for two coins. That’s where the myth of the wishing well came from and why the coins were required before. With most not choosing Mnemosyne, Charon has gotten rather used to receiving coins.”

“So, when you said balance before,” I say hesitantly, “how am I connected to that?”

“Well… you are a seasonal goddess,” he says. My eyes fly open as I realize why that matters.

“Spring and Summer never end if I don’t go down for half the year, and the earth would heat up,” I say in realization. “So when Hermes was being all cryptic because Persephone wasn’t doing her thing, he was talking about me coming to the Underworld.”

“Yes, but since you were in mortal form, it was more like the seasons were left to their own devices. It was passively neglected instead of actively in overdrive.”

My spine shudders as his explanation sinks in, divesting me of the warmth from the bath. I stew in the information and ask my final question, which has plagued me. Looking him dead in the eye, I stun myself with the firmness of my voice.

“Last question: do you know why I did that?”

His head moves athwart. “No,” he says, “but I have guesses. I think the concept of eternity got to you, and you… shattered.” His throat bobs. “I think you wanted to die.”


CHAPTER 18

CRACK IN THE COSMIC EGG

Even by the next day, his words haunt me. I think you wanted to die. I think you wanted to die. I think you wanted to die. Shortly after he’d given me that honesty, we’d gotten out of the tub in silence, and in turn, we dressed, but not before reassuring him of my will to liv.

Seated in my room, many days later, a spread of food on my bed laying mostly untouched, I stare at the canopy as I attempt to work through my thoughts and feelings, but they seem insistent upon fleeing from me. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I crouch on the floor, disregarding the desk in the corner.

Aiden had been cryptic about what he was doing, but it was evident he was following more leads on the missing Goddesses, leaving me to spend my time as I desire.

“I need paper, a pen, and an inkwell.”

A flush of embarrassment sweeps through me at the thought that I am speaking out loud to the room, but the feeling quickly passes when a stack of warm, cream-coloured paper with slight marks of age, an exquisite feather quill, and an ornate, golden inkwell with black ink sits on the warm stone floor before me.

Clothed only in a black, floor-length nightgown, I crouch on the floor to write in the fashion of the ancient scribes. I do not think. My aim is not to create something spectacular; I strive for a state like flowing water, and the words gush out of me like a waterfall crashing back to earth. I’d read about scribes at various times throughout my studies, but the most fascinating facts I’d found were not about the big stuff. I hadn’t cared about the big flashy books or about collecting titles because others thought they were valuable; it was popular, and therefore, ordinary. I was drawn far more to the mundane things that connected us all rather than the big things that set us all apart.

It’s like a trip to Paris: who cares about the big tourist hot spots when you can find some abandoned, hole-in-the-wall café that serves the best coffee and croissants without a line-up? Who cares about following the path to sights everyone has already seen when you can take an interesting detour and find something special that’s all yours?

I don’t care about the composition of different inks or the fact that purple was the most expensive colour because it was least naturally occurring in nature and thus the most expensive collectible; instead, I want to know about the lives of the scribes and how the scribes’ hands cramped around a hand-carved reed pen, and how their backs must have ached as each scribe, remembered or forgotten, skilled or adequate, sat on the floor with one leg beneath them for a seat and the other perched in a deep squat before the western world thought to add a desk to the equation.

Tell me how they got distracted and accidentally made a mistake in copying the same sentence twice as their eyes swam with tired tears. Tell me what they inscribed in the margin when they thought no one would notice—how they were hungover and questioning their life choices that morning, or how they liked cats and wished they could bring it to work, but how they couldn’t because it was against medieval church policy or how they needed to go to the washroom but ‘just one more sentence.’

“Okay,” I mutter.

Taking up my position on the floor, sitting on my right ankle and balancing a book on my left knee in front of me as I pull a page from the stack, I dip the pen into the inkwell, and let the excess drip back over the waiting lip.

Pen descending onto the page, a patch of ink blooms, blotting the page, and my brow crinkles as I try again. My mind sighs in relief as I let everything out, purging the pain and confusion with my written words. The writing is poor, and the technique is worse, with ink smearing, blotching, and running out frequently, but with every new dip of the pen, my hand grows steadier.

I write about everything: I write about how I miss my friends, and how I miss the campus library. From there, somehow my thoughts branch off, and I find myself speaking about Aiden, and my curiosity about the world from which he came; how, despite appearances, he helped me answer questions that I hadn’t even realized I’d had. I think about his friendship, aid, and companionship and about how his lips felt on mine. When I finally pull back to look at what I’ve done, pages upon pages litter my bedroom floor. Picking up a page, I squint at the words before reading statements that call out to me out loud.

“Tell me something human. Tell me something neat.”

I put that page down, trading it for another.

“I need to know: how did you rebel today? If you didn’t, how could you have possibly done something that feeds the soul—anything of worth?”

I have no recollection of penning the words, as though I was temporarily suspended from myself to write down wisdom that was not my own. Frowning, I look around my bed chambers, seeking inspiration. With bleary eyes, I rub my forehead and shake my head before allowing my eyes to shut, not finding what I require in my surroundings.

What can I do that goes against the rules? What are the rules? Better yet, what are ‘rules?’

I seized yet another page, smudging ink that had not fully dried. “Find the crack in the shell and pursue it. Emerge, reborn,” I read. And then. “What am I writing?”

Just to be sure it wasn’t meant literally, I sit up on my knees and stretch my body to the fullest extent to peer over the mattress to where my breakfast lay in wait on my bed. There are eggs there, but they are boiled, and sadly, already peeled, so it can’t be my breakfast that I have to figure out, admittedly an easier problem to solve.

Groaning, I clamber to my feet, a sound that shouldn't escape a twenty-five-year-old. I lean against the nearest post, crossing one leg over the other and balancing on my toes as I absently bite into a boiled egg. Looking down at it, I contemplate the shape as I chew. From the first bite, I only manage to get egg whites, but the next, I get the yolk. I stop chewing.

Not yolk, but yoke.

The yolk is a metaphorical yoke—bondage, and the egg white the soft, cushioned prison of a safe reality—a padded room where dreamers are left to die. Beyond the egg is freedom. The question is: if I am the yolk, what is the egg white? The physical world? My role? My beliefs? The possibilities of the nature of my prison are endless in application both literally and metaphorically. How does one become utterly free in a world so utterly controlled? How do you rebel against existence itself? Succumbing to death? I don’t think that is right. Choice? But how does free will fit in with fate? Can they impede on one another, or are there non-negotiable boundaries between the two?

Stuffing the last of the egg in my mouth, blackened with ink from my fingers, I belatedly hope there is nothing toxic in the ink I’d just accidentally consumed on my breakfast, but then I remember I’m supposedly a Goddess of death.

I lie back on the ground in the field of papers as I contemplate something meaningful I can do differently. I need to rebel against both convention and logic; both are prisons, but paradoxically, so too can freedom become a prison. How can a thing unto itself become an enemy? When is freedom not freedom?

My head swims. Groaning, I lift my arm into the air at random, wishing for a cup of coffee. Into my outstretched hand, the mug lands, and I blink at it.

“That’s nifty.”

Sitting in silence, my mind now thoroughly emptied, I find everything is still and tranquil. My breath falls to my belly, and a quivering begins in my spine as I breathe. Colours begin to dance behind my eyelids and purples and pinks form geometric shapes that morph the longer I cling to the image. A shot of pleasure shoots through me and when I open my eyes, there’s a knock on the door.

“Yeah?” I call, and the door opens while I set the mug back down on the ground on top of the papers.

“What are you doing?” His voice is a balm. I wish I had an answer for him.

Instead, I say, “Eh,” and raise my palms from the floor in a shrugging sort of way. It meant: ‘important things.’ He does not speak further as he makes his way towards me, slowly. He always moves slowly. I’ve never seen him rush to do a single thing, not even when he kisses me—

“Have you been writing?” he asks, stooping to peer at the halo of papers strewn around my body like it is a crime scene and I’m a felled angel.

“Mm-hmm,” I say, rolling onto my side to look at him crouching around the evidence of my mind at work. Leisurely, his eyes meander across the length of my body, and I am vaguely aware of how sensual I probably look, sprawled on the floor with little more than lingerie and mussed hair. He stares at me hard. Or maybe I look terrible. That is also possible and much more on-brand for me.

“You have ink on your forehead,” he says with a smile that sets fire to my lungs and makes my face burst into flames. Stroking the place with his thumb, his expression is uncharacteristically sweet. Raising my palm to him, he exhales hard out of his nose in exasperation at the sight of my stained hands, though not hard enough to become a snort.

“I have ink all over the place.”

“Indeed.” He breathes.

After a moment of brief silence, he looks down at the leaves of paper and plucks one from the spread with a little flourish of his hand as he straightens the page out in the air. His brows furrow, likely as a result of trying to read my pitiful penmanship, but his eyes traverse the page nonetheless. When he reaches the end of the page, his eyes slide up to mine, but he does not speak.

“Where’s the next page?” he asks, and I shrug.

“No idea. I wasn’t concerned with writing neatly or putting the pages in order…”

“That’s evident.”

Playfully glaring at him, I continue, “I was more concerned with getting everything out of my head.”

“Did you?”

“Mostly, yes. I think so.”

“So, what didn’t you write down.”

“Something to do with an egg and prisons, but I have yet to figure out what I’m trying to say on that front.”

“Hmm.”

His eyes flutter shut as he puts his hand over the papers, and they arrange themselves in a single stack of pages. When he opens his eyes again, he grins wickedly and clears his throat before flipping through them. Faced with how much I’d done, I wondered how long I’d been sitting here writing.

“You’ve been in this room for three days,” he says like he’d read my mind as he seeks the page he is looking for, his long fingers saving spots as he tucks them between the sheets. “You’ve been very productive,” he says, eyes gleaming.

With a gentleness I am surprised by, he turns the first half of the stack face down on the floor and the back half face up beside it on the right as he continues reading in the place he’d left off. Leaning on my outstretched arm with my cheek in my resting hand, I watch him read. The moment is a gift, and my heart is painfully full. It is both erotic and intimate, but also comfortable and peaceful, to see him reading my thoughts so hungrily, so voraciously. With anyone else, I’d be mortified for them to read like this. Clearing his throat, he peers at me through the gloom and lowers the page signalling he is done.

“The way you write is fascinating.”

“I don’t remember most of what I just wrote.”

“No?” he asks. “What about this? ‘Armed with a candle, I seek myself—my past, my truth, my soul. Vague inklings caress my mind, but coy are they as they vanish before I can identify the messages they bring. Tiny heralds charged with sending me nuggets of information; they don’t complete their jobs, and I have half a mind to follow them back to their employer to let them know their employees are slacking. When they come, I do not gain their intel, and instead, I pursue them like a screaming child running after the ice cream truck down the street, tears and snot streaming down their face as they realize they won’t be getting their treat, but I am chasing something more important and more intrinsic than ice-cold sugary sweets—I am seeking shards of my tattered self, hidden in the very fabric of the pits of night and darkness.’ You don’t remember that?”

“Not in the slightest.”

With interlocked fingers, he rests his hands against his mouth as he observes me carefully. “Were you Scrying? Or Channelling?”

“What… I don’t know what either of those are.”

“Scrying is the art of seeing important messages in objects. It could have been anything, mind you, while Channelling is receiving messages that aren’t your own. You mentioned ‘tiny heralds,’ so I just wondered…”

“Oh, well, I definitely did both,” I say, sitting up.

“How?”

“Well, remember I said something about eggs?”

“… yes.”

“Well, I saw layers of truth within the egg. Does that count?”

“Show me exactly what you did.” His voice is hushed, restrained, but excited. There is a liveliness to the God of the Dead’s eyes that stirs me into action. Standing up slowly, I retrace my steps.

“Can you help me find a page? It was something about a shell or a crack in the shell.”

He looks up sharply, his sharp chin jutting forward as he leaned towards me. “The crack in the cosmic egg?”

“No, but it was similar. Why? Is that important?”

He is silent as he focuses on finding the right page, and through the darkness of the room, a single line on a page in the middle of the pile glows, rendering the rest of the work translucent. Withdrawing it from the pile, Hades reads the line and passes it over to me.

“Find the crack in the shell and pursue it. Emerge, reborn,” I repeat.

“We need to get you a book about the Orphic Mysteries. This is leading you towards a Katabasis.”

“What is that again?”

“A journey to the depths to kill off a version of yourself to be reborn as something stronger, smarter, and more divine… provided you are successful.”

“What’s deeper than the Underworld?” I ask, my breath catching as I come to one conclusion. “I don’t have to go into Tartarus… right?”

His jaw tightens, his facial muscles rippling as he does so, and his eyes clench tight as though blocking me from seeing into his inner world. I wonder what I would see there: rage or terror? When again he opens his eyes, his expression has been wiped clean, and I can glean nothing from his stoic disposition. “You said ‘eggs and prison?’” I nod, apprehension seizing my body making my muscles coil from toe toes to jaw. He falls silent at this confirmation of information and swallows. “I don’t like this,” he murmurs, gazing everywhere but at me.

“I don’t have to go into Tartarus though, right?” I repeat.

He shakes his head, but for the first time since I’ve met him, I don’t believe him. “Worse.”

“What can possibly be worse than Tartarus?” I ask, not really sure I want the answer to my question. Hades winces.

“I will intervene as much as I can, but I have a feeling the Fates will orchestrate it so no one may interfere.”

“Aiden,” I say, scared to finish my question. “What place is worse than Tartarus?” He takes a deep breath.

“The Prison of Cronus.”


CHAPTER 19

OLYMPUS LOST

Pouring over the final pages of the book I am reading, I slump in my chair. I haven’t moved in quite some time. Since learning that I don’t need to sleep or eat as a goddess, and that my hunger only exists because I assume it should, I’ve taken to studying in the chair alarmingly well.

With Aiden, we gathered all the books we could find that mention anything related to our questions in one great big pile. The only movement I’ve engaged in is page flipping and book swapping as I whiz through the material at an incredible pace, absorbing everything the first time with utmost clarity.

“Are you finished with those?” Hades asks, looking up from where he sits across from me, doing his own research. Together, we’ve managed to go through the entirety of the library concerning topics related to Dionysus, the Underworld, the landmarks, the residents, and the Katabasis.

“Yes, but there wasn’t anything immediately helpful to us.”

He nods. “I’ve come to the same conclusion. There are only a couple of things left to us resource-wise.”

“Like?”

“Hermes bringing materials from the world above with the help of Dionysus.”

“You’re bringing Hermes back?”

“Yes,” a new voice says, and I whip around in my chair to see Hermes leaning against the nearest bookshelf with an apple in his mouth. He crunches it loudly. “But I don’t think Dionysus will help.”

“Why not?” I ask with a furrowed brow.

“Three reasons,” Hermes says after swallowing his apple. “Firstly, the Katabasis? It’s a solo journey; secondly, he hates the Underworld. Third, we have what you modern humans call ‘beef’.”

“Beef?” I ask, confused. Even though Aiden’s expression doesn’t change, somehow, I can read his expression, which I translate to ‘Yikes, don’t go there.’

Hermes’s expression darkens to such an extent, I immediately decide to avoid the conversation, but he continues. “He is after my wife-consort.” Dread coils in my stomach. His consort is Hekate, and now that I think about it, I had felt something brewing there between her and Theo.

“But he should help me since it’s on my behalf, right?” I say, avoiding the topic as much as I can, and he lets out a breath.

Aiden cut in. “He will help, even if it’s not in the way we want. I know he will not want to return to the Underworld. However, he can help point us in the right direction with what is going on with you,” he says, looking at me. “This also helps us keep tabs on Aphrodite and Ares, who have been suspiciously quiet of late.”

Hermes grumbles something, his hand in his blond curls as he shrugs. “I hope you’re right.”

Aiden nods. “Good. Hermes—you will go to Dionysus and see how he can aid us. If he can come down here and speak with us in person, that would be the best, but failing that, instructions or resources since we’ve exhausted all remaining books here,” he says, his hand gesturing to the pile of books we’ve just gone through. “Whatever way he can help in the matter of Athena, Mnemosyne, and Persephone, would be greatly appreciated.”

Hermes nods, the wings on his shoes fluttering as though they can sense his approaching departure, and before I can ask if the wings are independently sentient or a part of him, Hermes flies from the room and out into the hall, leaving us in tense silence.

“So what do we do now?” I ask, and Aiden shrugs.

“We wait.”

And do what?

His lips twitch, and I wonder if he is thinking about filling our time the same way I am. Sadly, he seems to have other plans.

“Two simultaneous crossroads are approaching: one fork is the information Hekate comes back with, and the other, Hermes; best case scenario, they come back with Athena and Dionysus in tow to figure this out. Worst case scenario, neither approach and we have to solve this with the information we have. I think it prudent to approach this as though the worst-case scenario occurs.”

“I agree,” I say, nodding. He says nothing more, and instead, simply drinks me in. “Why are you staring at me?” I ask, blushing. His eyes fly over my face, and his fingers rhythmically tap on the desk before him.

“Come here.”

Spine stiffening in my seat, I swallow and cock my head curiously at him before standing, slowly. Rounding the table, fingers grazing the cold stone surface, I stand before him, and he pulls out the chair beside him, motioning for me to sit. Once in the chair, he pulls the chair closer to him and places his hand on my thigh. Heart fluttering with excitement, I fight to keep my composure.

Seeming pleased by my new-found proximity, he gently squeezes my thigh as he launches into his thoughts. His words liquefy in the air, and I can’t pay attention. I have half a mind to ask if there is lava under the floor making the room so hot, but I can’t think. Closing my eyes, I bite my lip to try and refocus on the task at hand, i.e., restoring human memory, but I am suddenly far more concerned with making new ones.

“… Corey?”

Eyes flying open, I can feel the moment he stops touching me, and disappointment crashes over me. In a horrifyingly breathless voice, I reply. “Yes?”

“Are you alright?”

“Mm-hmm,” I say, clenching my legs together as I try to quell the rising tides of lust within me. The movement doesn’t escape his notice, and a mischievous smirk replaces his concern.

“Very well,” he says nodding, and he resumes his ministrations on my skin. “As I was saying, in the worst-case scenario, we would have no further help than what we currently have now.”

His fingers dance higher, and I inhale sharply. “You are cruel,” I say, my fingers wrapping around the ends of the padded wooden armrests.

He feigns innocence. “I thought you said you were alright…?” he says, a teasing smile, his fingers now brushing the crease between thigh and hip. The material of my dress is so thin, I can feel the heat of his skin as though we touch without a barrier.

“That doesn’t mean I can’t be better,” I snap, pushing my chair out of his reach. He raises his eyebrows and clicks his tongue.

“Well, Corey. In that case, you ought to know, I am blessed with many gifts. Unfortunately, I do not possess the gift of mind-reading. I am a provider and a protector. I shelter all souls and provide all the wealth in the world. I am a place of refuge, and through my abilities, divine justice is dispensed.”

He stands up, and I have to tilt my head to meet his eye. He takes a step forward, and that sinful smirk returns full force. “Are you bragging?” I ask, tilting my head. “Or trying to impress me?”

“Neither,” he says, chuckling. “I am alluding to a truth I already shared with you. Tell me: do you remember what I told you when we were discussing The Monk at the library of your educational institution?”

“You said quite a bit as I recall. You’ll have to be more specific,” I say, staring up at him in defiance.

“As you wish,” he says, covering my hands with his as he leans down. “‘Ask and you shall receive.’ If you want something, I will provide it…” he says, pausing dramatically, “but you have to ask for it. I won’t do guesswork, Corey.”

Swallowing hard, I nod. “Okay.”

He waits for me to say more. His eyes linger on the dip in my dress hinting at cleavage as though envisioning me begging him to have his way with me. From his vantage point, he is, in truth, probably getting an eyeful as it is.

In all the sources relating to Hades, they all warn not to make eye contact with the Lord of the Underworld. The instructions, though few and far between, are clear: avert your eyes. It is obvious why. He’ll steal your breath and capture your heart with a single look. Your soul will no longer be yours. He’ll coax it from you as easily as breathing in, and with his gentle hands, stow it away like the most precious of artefacts.

All the Chthonic deities have something in common beyond the realm in which they lived. In one of the sources of my research, it was argued all the Chthonic gods and goddesses possessed wrath that exceeded their Olympian counterparts, but this seems insufficient to me, and untrue. Athena, the Goddess of Wisdom and Justice, was brutal in many myths as was Aphrodite, Zeus, Poseidon, and Apollo. No, the differential aspect is that all Gods of the Underground have collections.

Charon collects coins; Thanatos collects the dead; Hermes collects the Shades, and Hades… he collects all—from wealth and souls to the stories they told in life. Even if by the time he hears it, it is old news, it is only a matter of time before all land here—in the realm of death.

“You’ve been struck by an important thought,” Aiden says.

“We’re all collectors down here.” His hands withdraw from mine as he straightens, putting a distance between us. “Do you have a list of everyone down here?” I ask.

“Everyone?” he asks, eyes going wide. “Define everyone.”

“Not the dead, but the immortals.”

Relaxing at the far more manageable number, he frowns and shakes his head. “No, I don’t have a list, but we can make one. Is there any reason in particular that I’m making this list?”

“I’m curious,” I say, and Aiden chuckles with a subtle shake in his shoulders.

Sitting back down in his chair, he glances at mine, now positioned farther away. He pulls it closer again, but true to his word, he refrains from touching me. Still, his fidgeting hands betray his desire to do so. Snapping his fingers, all the books fly back to where they are meant to be, and in front of him, a pen and paper arrive neatly placed.

“That is so cool.” I breathe. “I don’t think I will ever get used to that.”

“Mm.” Aiden hums. “You will.”

Sighing, he dips the pen. I can’t see what he is writing, so I stand up to get a better look over his shoulder. Resting a hand on his shoulder as he writes, he pauses for a moment to look at where we touch before he smiles and continues writing.

With a skill I am equally jealous of as impressed by, he writes names in a descending column on the left-hand side of the page like roll call, and soon, it fills up, leaving notes beside each name in the margin within parenthesis. I snort at some of the descriptions, notably Nyx, Tartarus, Echidna, and the Hecatoncheires.

“Are the Hundred-Handed Ones truly trying to come up with a handshake?” I ask in shock, and Aiden laughs.

“Yes. They’ve been practicing for thirty years now. I asked how it was coming along about a decade ago, and poor Cottus got so excited he messed up and cried while Gyges got angry because they had to start over. I have avoided disturbing them since. When they’re done, I’m sure they’ll want to show off and that I’ll be the first to know about it.”

His hand slowly ventures up to meet mine, fingers threading, and we remain in pleasant silence as we pour over the page in front of us. He breaks the silence. “This is a useful list, but was there something specific you wanted to know?”

I chew on my lip as I try to explain my thoughts. “I am Persephone.”

“You are,” he confirms.

“These are my subjects. Many are… family, are they not?”

“They are.”

“Well, since I have no recollection of them, I figured it would be helpful information for me to know who is here, what skills and people we have at our disposal to work together to fix this…?” Hades is silent as he absorbs this information. His hand finds mine, and he doesn’t say anything, but a lot is communicated through the soft gesture.

“Is there a map?” I ask, and Aiden nods, looking around.

“There should be, yes.” A moment later, a scroll comes flying from behind Aiden, and he snatches it out of the air without looking. Mouth dropping, I can’t help but be impressed. He grins before unravelling the ribbon to unfurl the parchment. Placing his goblet of wine on the far edge of the paper to keep it flat, he gestures to it with an upturned palm indicating I should peruse it.

“Where are we now?” I ask, trying to situate myself. Aiden points to the dead centre of the map. The icon of a palace is clear in the centre, and I nod. Below the palace is the courtroom, and above are symbols indicating orchards, groves, and stables. Around it, circling like planets and stars, are a vast array of islands. “Where is Cronus’s cave?” I ask, expecting it to be on the Eastern side closer to Tartarus. Aiden points to the Northwest which surprises me. “And how is he secured if that’s indeed where I have to go?” I ask, swallowing hard.

“Hypnos, God of Sleep, has him in eternal sleep, and the Oneiroi, dream spirits, they help him.” He stands and leans one fist on the table as he points with his other hand. “Hekate’s island is down here,” he says, pointing to the western-most island, “and Hypnos is here in the Isle of Dreams,” he adds, pointing to the North. “We walked through his realm when I showed you through the Gate of Horn and Ivory. They have both placed protective enchantments and other helpful magic around the cave.”

“What kind of magic?”

Aiden freezes and purses his lips. “It’s sealed. No one can get in or out, and I don’t think anyone would try. The place feels repulsive to anyone with a shred of survival instincts.”

“How do I get in then?”

He purses his lips. “You’re the only one who can. You’re the only one who has been able to these past years.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re the one who sealed it.” Now why the hell had I done that? I fall silent, but it doesn’t last long as another question occurs to me.

“Why does everyone believe that Cronus is in Tartarus?”

“The majority of the Titans are gone. One of the ways for us to pass on so to speak is to gift our immortality to someone else. Only a couple of the Titans were even punished by being placed in Tartarus. There are only three still here, but none of them are in Tartarus anymore.”

“Wait, hold up. Who is then?”

“Only the worst souls who have done truly horrific things and who cannot be permitted to be reborn. Cronus, as I said, is in his cave which no one can enter. He is committed to the Hermit life,” he says, rolling his eyes. “There is Epimetheus, brother of Prometheus, and God of Hindsight, and he is not helpful in the slightest, and finally, Menoetius, who while known for his hubris and violent rage, has calmed down in the last thousand years with therapy.”

“Therapy?”

“He herded my sacred Cattle. Animals seem to be the only refuge he has. Other sentient life forms seem to make him incendiary. He often plays with Cerberus.”

“What happened to him?” He snorts.

“He’s, as they say, grounded. He had a hissy fit.”

“About what?” I ask, sitting on the table to face him.

“One of the cows was walking too slow for his taste, and he smashed the stables.” He shook his head, a rueful smile gracing his face. “You saved him once,” he says, looking at me with a grin that transformed his face. “From me.”

“Wait!” I say, trying to sort through the facts. “The titan of hubris is the same as your herdsman? I thought they were different beings, though.” He shakes his head.

“No, same person, but the spelling changed, especially by Latin writers who eventually took up the material.” Nodding at this new-found information, I tilt my head at him.

“You say there are only three Titans left. What happened to the rest?”

“Well, I am not sure what happened to Prometheus. He disappeared just like Pan did, but I’m sure he’ll come back at some point down the line like Pan has. Hopefully, with Pan’s return, some of the wilderness can be recovered. As for the rest, they all passed on.”

“Yes, but who took over after them?” I ask, trying to reconcile what I know of the Titans and the ramifications of powers being passed on. Truth be told, I know far more about the Olympians than the Titans or even the Primordials.

“I took over the faculties of Atlas and Iapetus, both as a mercy since both wanted to pass.” Leaning forward, I grip every word. “Iapetus gave me power over mortal lifespans and violent death.”

“So, Gods can have overlapping abilities then? That sounds like what the Fates and the Furies can do.”

“Yes, there is some overlap, but there is a hierarchy. I am not at the top where that is concerned. I much prefer the abilities Atlas gave me in any case. He gave me endurance and powers of astronomy, which suit me almost too well. I think those gifts are what enabled me to be so steady when you… took a swim. He gave me navigation, so I can never be truly lost. I was able to face the loss while I waited for you to come back.”

My heart clenches. Reaching out, I grab his hand and slowly place it on my knee. Placing my hand over his, I try to convey all that I feel through the touch. His squeeze tells me he understands.

“I don’t blame you, you know,” he says, quietly. “You are much older than I am, and I had perspective in a way you never had. I lived a life as a human, and I chose you. You… well, you never had a choice as a goddess born, and I think over the years, you lost your way, and it’s a journey that others can only aid externally. It must be completed by you, and I know you will get exactly where you’re meant to be. Time is inconsequential.”

Time. Everything seems to go back to Cronous, but I hold my tongue for the time being. I want more information.

“What happened to the rest of them?”

“Hyperion, the Titan of Light, was absorbed by Apollo and Artemis got Lelantos which gave her powers of stealth and stalking prey.” I shiver at that information but listen attentively to the rest. “Pallas was taken by force, and I’m sure you can guess by who.”

I nod. “Athena.”

“As far as I know, that’s the only one Athena got, although I haven’t heard about Nemesis or Aidos either for quite some time. If Athena went missing alongside those three… there was a prophecy concerning Nemesis and Aidos that I don’t want to contemplate.”

“What is that one?”

“‘And then Aidos and Nemesis, with their sweet forms wrapped in white robes, will go from the wide-pathed earth and forsake mankind to join the company of the deathless gods: and bitter sorrows will be left for mortal men, and there will be no help against evil.’ That’s from ‘The Ages of Man’ at the end of the fifth age.”

“Did I help any Titans pass?” I ask, and he smiles.

“I have theories on that.”

“Care to elaborate?”

“Well, previous Death Goddesses possibly, but in terms of Titans, there’s one that I think is very likely.”

“Who?” I press eagerly, and he snickers, his face shining with mirth.

“The Titan Coeus.”

“What was his power?” I ask, squeezing his hand. He squeezes back.

“Would you believe me if I told you his ability was asking questions? His realm was curiosity.”

I pause as I let that information sink in. “You know, that checks out.”

He laughs outright. “It does,” he agrees. “Hermes now has Iris’s powers which supplements his innate abilities quite nicely, communication, and Hephaestus took the powers of his old mentor, Kedalion. Pan, I have been told, now has power over much of the sea, particularly the deep, unexplored parts since the drowning of Poseidon. Ares and Aphrodite have also taken powers, and it’s part of the reason they are so out of control. They have not settled into them just yet. Aphrodite has always been… well, Aphrodite, but with Cupid and Eros’s powers now too, you can see why that’s an issue. The sexual side is in hyper-drive. As for Ares, well… he may need to be imprisoned if it continues much longer.”

“Why? Who did he get powers from?” I ask, and then I blush as I become aware of how many questions I’m asking.

“Ares… he started with Nike, Goddess of Victory. You can see the appeal there. However, the second goddess… Eris, the Goddess of Strife… Ares was already unstable as it was. Now, he’s a God of War that seeks victory above all else and who thrives on creating fights.”

“Oh no,” I say with a hushed breath.

“Aphrodite, if she were able to stabilize herself, could be the only hope for getting him back on track… if he ever was. If she can’t… well, we may need to lock him away until such time we can find a balance there.” Pieces of the puzzle are coming into place in my mind, and the struggles of the mortal realm become more clear than ever.

“So… if I’m able to restore Mnemosyne…”

“Then we probably won’t go into another dark age.”

“Probably?” I ask, and he shrugs.

“If it’s intended to come to pass, it will. No action of ours will prevent it—just delay it.”

“So now what?” I ask. “Do we just… wait?”

Aiden hums, his thumbs brushing his lips as he stares at nothing in particular. When he meets my gaze, his eyes are sparkling.

“I have some ideas,” he says. “How do you feel about learning to hone your powers?”




Once dressed into some more comfortable clothing, I meet Aiden in the Throne Room.

“Is this where I’m going to learn?” I ask, and he shakes his head.

“No. We’ll be training closer to the Stygian marshes just in case you lose control. It’s far enough away from everyone that no one can get hurt.”

“What are the odds of me losing control?” I ask warily, and he shrugs, taking my hand in his. He brings us to the edge of the Swamp that I’d discovered when I’d attempted my escape. Aiden removes his hand from mine to gesture at the marshes.

“Likely. I did when you taught me to temper mine,” he says, “and that’s how these marshes came to be. It seems fitting that I return the favour.” He grins and claps his hands once. “Right. First.” He leans in close and kisses the tip of my nose. “You must relax.”

“I am,” I say, truthfully.

“Good.”

He takes some steps away from me and stands with his feet shoulder width apart. “A brief lesson first, I should think,” he says, more to himself than to me. “You are a Goddess of Death, which also makes you a Goddess of Life.” I nod. “You can make things grow, and you can also make things die. But you have also gained more abilities. I believe, if your powers work similarly to Coeus, you should be able to get to the root of anything if you ask questions. You seem to rely on that gift naturally.”

“Okay,” I say slowly, unsure of how to start. “What do I do?”

Aiden clicks his tongue. “I’m getting there.” He sits down on the navy-blue grass, his back pin straight as he crosses his legs and rests his hands, palms up, on his knees. “Sit like this.” Following his instructions, I comply, though I struggle to sit as perfectly as he does. “Good,” he says. “Now, I want you to close your eyes and breathe deeply.” I find myself smiling at the instruction.

Was I about to get a guided meditation from the Lord of the Underworld?

“Allow yourself to feel the ground you sit upon. Let your awareness expand—how does the air smell?—what sounds can you hear?—and feel yourself as an equal within this world.” My smile falls away as I feel the blades of grass below me. The air is still, and my expectation that the grass would waver in the breeze does not come to pass. The temperature is comfortable, so exactly matching my own body that it is a cocoon. Geosmin and petrichor comes to mind as I focus on the scents around me, but there is something more. Slightly muggy, likely due to our proximity to the swamp, there is a hint of something sweet.

A sudden buzzing in my ear makes me inhale sharply, and I find my ear tuning in to the strange, wavering high-pitched note. It doesn’t just come from one direction, but all around me, and the croaking of frogs dances alongside the frequency in perfect harmony.

Softly, Aiden continues, “Continue breathing deeply, but allow your attention to fall away from your breath and instead, turn your attention to the base of your spine.” The base of my spine tingles. “Breathe through your spine.”

“You want me to do what now?” I ask, and though my eyes are still closed, I know he smiles.

“Imagine your spine as a hollow tube. Imagine you draw in your air, not through your nose, but from your tailbone, and allow your pelvic floor to rise with your breath.”

A powerful energy builds in my core, and I exhale slowly, captivated by the sensation. “What was that?”

“Your magic. Again, but this time, breathe in deeper, and move that power from your base to your lower abdomen. Let it climb up your spinal column, and with every breath, raise it higher until it’s at the top of your head.”

Again and again, I breathe in deeper and deeper until my body is so filled with sensation, I am twitching with it. My body is vibrating, and I feel a curling sensation deep within me. My body shivers, though I’m not cold, and my hands drop from my knees to the grass. Geometric shapes and bright vivid colours form and morph like a kaleidoscope and as I stare at the space behind my forehead, the skin prickles and gets hot.

“Now, I want you to open your eyes,” Aiden says, breaking the silence, “and I want you to envision the grass by your hands growing taller.”

Opening my eyes, the colours that had exploded in my mind are no longer there, but somehow, my vision is heightened. Allowing the tips of the blue grass to brush my palms, I watch, waiting for the grass to grow, but it doesn’t so much as twitch.

“It’s not working,” I say, irritation creeping into my tone.

“It’s alright,” Aiden says. “Let’s regroup. Close your eyes again.” Allowing my eyes to close, it takes a few moments for the crease between my eyebrows to disappear, but when it does, I allow my shoulders to drop and the tension building in my body to release. “Who are you?”

“Corey.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No. The problem is that you’re not tapping into your power when you think you’re Corey.”

“Persephone, then,” I say.

“No.”

I open my eyes. “Then I don’t know.”

“You’re more.”

“More how?” I ask, not understanding where he’s trying to lead me.

“Think less specific. The more detached you see yourself, the more connected you’ll be.”

“… a Goddess?”

“Yes. And what are Goddesses?”

“Female divinity.”

“Good. What is the difference then between masculine and feminine divinity.”

“Um…” I flush red. “Body parts?”

Aiden snorts, and a light chuckle escapes him. “Yes, there are physical differences, but what else? We’re talking magic and energy.”

“I don’t know,” I say, shrugging.

“Masculine gives, and feminine receives.”

“Okay,” I say, drawing the word out.

“Take the metaphor of pregnancy. Masculine magic is in giving the seed, and feminine magic is in receiving, and doing something with it. Masculine magic is active and forceful while feminine magic is passive and gentle. Don’t force anything. You must be in alignment with your power and believe that you can do it. If you don’t believe you can, the grass will remain just so.”

“So… creation power and sexual power are the same?”

“They are,” Aiden says, nodding.

“So… when people say to get their creative juices flowing…” I start, and Aiden bursts into laughter.

“Yes,” he says. “That is exactly what is meant, even if they don’t understand the implication.”

“So it’s normal for me to feel… uh,” I trail off as I try and find the right words, “hot?”

“Yes,” Aiden says, swallowing. “That’s normal.”

Nodding, I close my eyes again and focus on my breathing, but my body instead tunes into the man beside me, and for the life of me, I cannot tear my attention away. I open my eyes only to find his gaze already on me. “I think I need a break,” I say, trying to calm myself. He nods, but reluctantly.

“Just a short break,” he agrees.

“Is there a particular rush?” I ask, and he doesn’t answer right away. He sighs, and his gaze travels around the land behind me.

“There is, but not in the way you might be thinking. Do you know what the date is?”

“No clue.”

“We’re already at the end of December,” he says, and my eyes fly open wide.

“No, we can’t be! I’ve only been here for… at most, a month.”

“It certainly feels that way,” he agrees, his mouth pinched. “But time works differently when you’re away from the sun. The six months is actually better understood as 3 months since each day down here is on a 48-hour schedule.”

“So I’ve been here for over two months?” I ask, beside myself. He nods again.

“Time is running out. If Mnemosyne is not found within your time here, it will be delayed for another year, and if that’s the case…” He doesn’t finish, but instead, shudders. “You having your powers isn’t a necessity, but it would be better if you were in control of them.” Before I can say more on the matter, however, a voice interrupts my thought process.

“I bring news.” Turning around to face the newcomer, I wince at Hekate’s expression.

“Did you get into Olympus?” Aiden asks, and Hekate nods.

“Athena is gone.”

“Meet us at the Nyx table,” Aiden says to Hekate, and Hekate nods once before disappearing.

Grasping my hand, Aiden pulls me gently to his side and within moments, we rejoin Hekate back in the Library room where she had interrupted our kiss.

“Start from the beginning,” Aiden says, rounding the table and gesturing for Hekate to take a seat. She quickly sits before launching into her explanation. I sit in the chair next to Aiden, and his lips quirk briefly at the action before he returns his attention to Hekate with a serious face.

“The conventional way of getting in, you know, climbing up the mountain and getting judged by the Horae?” she asks, and Aiden nods before scowling.

“Yes.”

“Well, the Horae are gone too, and before you say anything,” Hekate says, holding her hand up to Aiden who is, indeed, in the process of opening his mouth, “I don’t know whether they passed or if they’re in hiding. All I know is they were not guarding the entrance as they should have been.”

“Who are the Horae?” I ask.

“The Goddesses of the Seasons. They would judge a person attempting to get into Olympus, and only if they thought a person was worthy did they allow the golden gates to open and admit the individual in question,” Aiden explains since Hekate doesn’t seem to be in any particular rush to explain my question.

“I thought I was a Seasonal Goddess.”

“You are,” Aiden says patiently, “but remember what I say about the hierarchy? You were born outside of Greece. You’re much older. You started as a Goddess of Death, and then the myth evolved and connected you with Demeter’s daughter, Kore. You’re a Goddess of Death before you’re a Goddess of Renewed Life. It’s the hierarchy thing again, but the Hora of spring, Thallo, was your friend, and used to join you in your journey.”

Hekate continues, “Since they were not there, the doors had to be opened differently. I had to—”

“She needed help,” comes another voice from behind me, “but was too stubborn to ask for it.” Hekate’s face turns scarlet with suppressed rage, but amazingly she contains it. Hermes waltzes towards the table, a stack of books in his hand.

“I must say,” Hermes continues, “her magic is impressive, but it requires personal effects from others to be successful in matters of transformation.”

“I would have had it covered without you,” Hekate hisses at Hermes, who drops the books down in front of me with a piece of mail on the top. The envelope is maroon and sealed with golden wax. There’s a big ‘D’ in the centre of the seal which makes me snort, and when I flip it, it has my name on the front in golden calligraphy.

“I know, but there’s nothing wrong with some help when time is of the essence.” Hermes sits between Hekate and me, and I busy myself with opening the envelope as an excuse to escape the tension roiling between the estranged couple.

“I could have summoned any of Aphrodite’s belongings from inside Olympus.”

“So why didn’t you?” Hermes asks, casually leaning back on his chair.

“I was getting there,” Hekate snaps. Her body is facing Aiden, and she refuses to look in my or Hermes’ direction at all. Her balled-up fists shake from her ever-increasing wroth, and I wonder if Hermes is looking to die.

“Long story short, Hades, we got in. Athena must have done something to secure Olympus from outsiders before she left. Everything looks perfectly ordinary, you know, apart from being a ghost town in its essence.”

“So, when you got in, what did you learn?” Aiden asks, and Hekate is quick to answer, seemingly because she wants to leave as soon as possible to get away from Hermes. She shrugs.

“As a first-timer, I wasn’t all that impressed. Too much gold for my taste.”

“Hekate,” Aiden warns, not sidetracked by her blatant flattery towards him and his realm, and she sighs.

“It felt dead. More dead than here. There was no spirit left. When and if the others come back again, they’ll have their work cut out for them in bringing it back to life. Athena’s quarters, which were locked by the way, were difficult to break into, but I did it. Inside, everything was as I would imagine: stupid little puzzles everywhere, ships in bottles, an overflowing desk, and her shield on the wall.”

“Aegis was still there?” Aiden asks in shock, and Hekate nods, brandishing the shield. Everyone winces, turning their eyes away from Medusa’s visage except for me. Eyeing it curiously, I stand. Rounding the table, I lean in.

“May I see that?”

Hekate shrugs before pressing it into my hands, seeming eager to get rid of it. Turning it around, I inspect the back of the shield. There are straps of adjustable leather to brace it against one’s arm, and as I slide my arm into the loops, it shifts around my forearm, melding into shape.

“That’s terrifying,” Hermes says after a moment of stunned silence. “Put it away, please.”

Withdrawing my arm from the shield, I go to give it to Hekate, but she shakes her head. “No, you take it.” Shrugging, I take it back to my seat and prop it on the leg of my chair as I sit back down. Idle chatter resumes as I pick up the envelope and continue my process of opening it. I had opened the envelope, but not gotten around to taking it out. Everyone quiets down as they wait for me to share what is written. Eyes darting left to right as I take in his words, I frown when I get to the bottom.

“Well? What did Di say?” Hekate asks while Hermes glares at her.

“Di?” Hermes snarks. “Wish he’d die.”

“Hermes,” Aiden says in a dark tone, and Hermes gives Aiden and me an alarmed look before quieting down and apologizing. Aiden just closed his eyes for a moment before looking at me. “Anything helpful to share, or is it only information for you?”

Clearing my throat, I look at the stack of books. “It’s mostly for me, about coming to terms with the rebirth process, but what he says about Athena and Mnemosyne is that they’re probably together.”

Aiden nods. “Yes, I think so too. Does he say where he thinks that might be?”

“Just that he does not believe them to be in the human realm. If they’re not in Olympus, then it seems to me they must be in the Underworld somewhere unless that process you were talking about of someone else getting their powers…” Aiden looks at me in a vaguely distant manner, and his thumbnail traces his lip as he descends into thought.

“I don’t think so, but if you absorbed either of their powers, your next move would have been incredibly ironic if that was the case.”

“I’m not following,” I say, and Hekate snorts.

“Typical. He’s saying it would be ironic if you took the powers of memory and jumped into the river of amnesia.”

“What is your problem with me?” I ask her, fed up with her derision towards me. Hermes and Aiden both look at each other with their eyebrows raised, but neither says a word.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Hekate says, in a tone that suggests otherwise. “It’s just, your cluelessness has no bounds. For thousands of years I was your handmaiden. We were friends, yes, but I was always subject to you and Hades. I’ve done everything that was ever asked of me, and I’ve been loyal. Then, one day, you’re just suddenly gone, and I hear it’s because you just quit. You’re so selfish and you don’t even realize it.

“I have never had the freedom you’ve had and look what you did with it! We were once equals! Over the years, though, I was denigrated to your handmaiden. I was told to serve you, and I did. I was told to become Hermes’s consort, so I did. Everything I’ve done has been for you, and how do you repay me? By offing yourself without saying goodbye, and with no care for who you hurt. You think you’re the only one trapped?” Hekate is breathing hard by the time she’s finished, and my heart is pounding and my palms are sweating.

“I’m sorry if I hurt any of you,” I say slowly, gathering my thoughts. “That was never my intention, and I don’t need my memory to know that much. I’m sorry if you felt like you were taken for granted or underappreciated, but you don’t get to blame me for feeling trapped. If I made my choices, so did you. If you wanted something different… why didn’t you do something about it? I can’t imagine that if you’d asked me to leave that I’d have said no. You suffered in silence and expected us to know about it? I’m sorry if I left without a goodbye, but I’m back! It wasn’t goodbye, Kate. If you want to part ways, you don’t need my permission. The door is right there,” I say, pointing behind me.

My throat was sore from the sheer amount of emotion running through me. Hekate’s eyes blaze with fire, but slowly the fire dies and she nods. “After we find Athena and Mnemosyne, I will take my leave.”

Standing up, I grab the shield and hold it to myself like it can comfort me. “My apologies, but I must go. It appears I need some rest. I will find Mnemosyne tomorrow.” Not waiting for permission, I spin on my heel, fleeing from the room.

The passages cooperate with me, and the walk, which during my first couple of weeks here had taken days to navigate, now only takes a few moments, a focused mind and a clear intention. It doesn’t matter that I can’t see through my tears. Before, I had no idea where I wanted to go or what I wanted to see, which kept me trapped in a never-ending hall. Now, with a clear intention, I expect to see my bedroom door—and there it is. Bedroom door swinging open, I throw Aegis onto my bed and crawl in after it. In my clenched fist is Dionysus’s letter, still in my possession despite the tumultuous meeting in the general library. Unfolding it and smoothing it out with a sweaty hand, the ink miraculously stays put.

Corey,

Your journey will be a difficult one. Facing your truth, your darkest depths, is something most people die attempting. Most stay chained to the wall and never emerge into the light. That’s not encouraging, sorry. All I can say is this: you would not have attempted this journey in your right mind if you were not positive it was both necessary and possible for you to do so. Most play at being philosophers, saints, gurus, or enlightened beings. Only a few are the real deal.

I cannot aid your journey in any way because if you don’t do the work, you won’t reap the reward. I know you’ll succeed, and when you do, you won’t need help, and, even though you’ll be in a place to help lead, all you will be able to do is guide. The wisdom you gain can’t be applied directly—it’s a curse of knowledge.

The end of the Katabasis journey isn’t Mnemosyne. You must drink from her waters, yes, and if you do not find it, you will never get your memory back, but more, you will never complete the Katabasis journey. As an eternal being, that is not ideal since you have a whole lot of life before you. Remember: life is the Katabasis. It’s never done. Learn and live and love until you die, and don’t stop until your final breath. Never take it for granted for even a second.

Best of luck to you,

Your Friend,

The Lord of Constant Inebriation,

Theo

P.S. You are missed at school, but your attendance (or lack thereof) has been taken care of.

No matter how many times I read it, I can’t seem to absorb the information. It’s like the words I am reading with my eyes are falling out of my ears or something. I understand the essence of what he is saying, at least in as much as my solo journey can’t have tag-a-longs.

Hekate’s words repeat in my mind, and once again, I am reminded that I’ve hurt everyone with my weakness. I don’t remember it, but that doesn’t seem to matter to Kate. The fact that I have no memory of it seems to piss her off even more. According to Aiden, he thought I wanted to die. Dionysus seemed to be pointing out the fact that I’d lost my way.

One of the symbols of Persephone is a torch, a goddess who guides others into the light after extended periods in darkness. Perhaps this is my journey: discovering the point of life, and never forgetting it—falling so in love with life again that I have renewed purpose and a replenished sense of self. But what happens when the guide gets lost? Who helps the lost guide?

I suppose the answer is simple: I have to find my own way back.


CHAPTER 20

THE SHIELD’S WHISPER

A knock on my door breaks me from my troubled sleep. A gentle caress on the top of my head makes me open my eyes. Puddles and Gloom peer at me and I blink and stretch with my arms thrown high.

“Lord Hades is asking for you,” Puddles says, coercing me from beneath the covers with a steaming mug of coffee. She had noticed how much I love it and now prepares it better than I do. Maligna had come back into my service after she had decided I was no longer trying to escape, and with her, Ledora and Kindra had joined. Together, they stood at the door and bowed when they let Hades inside. His eyes instantly find mine, and he stands there, looking concerned and slightly grim.

“Good morning,” I say, and his brows furrowed further.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes.” Hades nods and his hand bunches at his side.

“If you are quite sure you’ve recovered sufficiently, we have a plan. The shield is Athena’s, so, if she isn’t already dead, it should lead us to her. If she is dead… well… no tracking spell will work in that case, and we’ll have to try and track by other means. Cerberus has tried, but he didn’t have the scent to go by. The shield still smells of Athena, so hopefully that can help.”

I retrieve the shield and follow Hades through the hallways until we’re back in the same room as the night before. Hermes and Hekate sit in stony silence at the table, looking in opposite directions, both of them sitting with their arms crossed as they wait for us. I have no doubt they were fighting about what Hekate had said about what was essentially a ‘forced marriage’.

When Hades and I reappear, both Hermes and Hekate shoot to their feet, desperate for something to do so they can avoid stewing in whatever argument they’d been having. Hekate clears her throat. “Right. Shield, please. We need to track Athena as quickly as possible.”

Pulling my eyes away from Aiden, I hand her the shield. On the round table, Hekate has assembled various items, and I watch in avid fascination as she places the shield in the centre of the arrangement of owl feathers, olive branches, and various gemstones ranging from translucent to an opaque, milky white. With the shield in the centre, it is obvious the items were all symbolic of the person we were trying to find.

“So… how does this work?” I ask.

“I will put the shield on, and if she’s alive, it will tell me what direction to go to bring the item back to its owner,” she says as she prepares the incantation.

“How will it do that?” I inquire as the tip of her index finger catches flame. Mouth dropping at the sight, I quickly shut up as she sets the shield on fire. The fire doesn’t do anything visible to the bronze shield, but it is a shocking thing to see nonetheless.

“It will get hot as we approach in the correct direction,” she says, “and remain room temperature if we are not.”

“Neat-o.”

Hekate cracks a small smile at that, but it is gone almost as soon as it comes. “Here,” she says, passing it over to me. Slowly, I brace my arm within the constraints and nod to myself. Together, we all leave the room, and with Aiden in the lead, he leads us right into the throne room with just a couple of turns. A slight tingle of heat courses over my forearm indicating that we’re headed in the correct direction.

A distant howling alerts all that Cerberus is incoming. With furious barking and exuberant tail wagging, Cerberus bounds towards us with such speed, I trail behind everyone else with a twinge of fear, but in any case, he goes for Hades and Hekate without once looking in my direction; I can’t help the immensity of my relief. I love dogs, but something about Cerberus, even now knowing that he is technically half my dog, puts me on edge. Perhaps it is precisely because he’d been my dog that he is so frosty to me. His loyalty has to be re-earned.

Padding my sides and butt in search of pockets, I glare at the air when my hands come out short of treats. Closing my eyes, I visualize my hands filling up with his dog biscuits, feel the weight of them, and when I open them again, my hands are all but overflowing. Cerberus’s heads all snap in my direction and drool quickly drips from each mouth. With far more gentleness than I expect, he calmly comes to me and sits down, each head sniffing expectantly. Shuffling all the cookies to my left hand, I expose my right wrist. Each head in turn sniffs and licks my hands and up my arm, and surprisingly, allows me to pet him. Now that I am close enough and not so concerned with getting eaten alive, I let out a breath of surprise when I make eye contact with each set of eyes: all of them are different jewel-toned colours, and each is extraordinary in its own right.

The drool reminds me I have a job to do though, and I offer the treats liberally. Seemingly forgiven, at least to the extent that he is no longer actively pissed off at me, he seems content to be given some treats and affection and accepts my peace offering.

Sensing another set of eyes watching me, I raise my attention from Cerberus to look at its owner, who is looking on in approval. Hekate also seems pleased with the interaction, particularly since she’d seen my first one in the botanical gardens. Hermes looks on with a dazed look, like he isn’t really here.

When the group continues moving, Cerberus trotting along by my side, Hermes moves, but with a stiffness which I’m not accustomed to seeing in him. Hekate strides toward me to follow, and Aiden is right behind her, allowing me to lead since I’m the navigator. With Cerberus trotting by my side, my hand nestled his fur, I lead the way.

Heading north, our group crosses the scorched earth of the sacred grove, and I can’t contain my anguish at the ruin. I take in every smoking tendril on the ground and every piece of rotten fruit on the blackened earth. The scraggly branches look like something out of Sleepy Hollow, and it is haunting to behold. I can’t do anything about it at the moment, but I promise myself I’ll do something about it the moment I figure out how.

A faint trail cuts through the death and decay of the orchard, and we follow it, Cerberus whining faintly as his nose drops to the ground. It does not take long to move beyond the scene, and the scent of rot dissipates until only the faint scent of Oceanus can be discerned. In a line, we all stand at the shore of Lethe where the water is gently lapping at the black sands of the beach.

“It seems to be coming from there,” I murmur, pointing to a spot in the distance and based on his grimace, it is not a good thing. Aiden nods before taking my hand. Towards the Stygian Marshes, I lead the group towards a broken-down well.

“What is this place?” I ask, and Aiden rests his hand protectively on my lower back.

“The Well of Mnemosyne.”

“Do we need to go inside?” Hermes asks, and I walk around the well experimentally. I test walking away from it, and the shield cools off instantly.

“I think so,” I say, peering carefully over the broken stone ledge.

“Yes,” Aiden says. “Allow me.” With a squeak of surprise, he sweeps me off of my feet, and I clutch at his shoulders as he jumps up onto the ledge; without warning, he steps off to plummet down the well shaft with me in his arms. A sense of déjà vu hits me. The sensation of falling seems to go on forever. Aiden lands hard on the ground, displacing water, but rises gently with me in his arms. I squirm in his arms, but he holds me tighter.

“There’s water on the ground.”

“So?” I ask as Hermes flies down and Hekate lands beside us, splashing water with her landing.

“Let me hold you,” he says, and when I look at him, I see his fear. It wasn’t about the water getting my feet wet. Not resisting anymore, I dip my chin and he relaxes slightly. The shield is quite warm now, and I frown as I look at our surroundings.

“Did this use to be all water?” I ask, and Aiden shakes his head.

“No, not all water, but it was a considerably higher level before.”

“Where are all the coins?” Hermes asks, peering at the ground. For a moment, we all turn our attention to the ground. Where there should be a river of coins is a small, trickling stream cutting through rock.

“Follow the stream,” I say, and Aiden does. The tunnel has a slight downward slope, and the deeper we get, the less air there seems to be. I groan from the queasy sensation assaulting my stomach. Hand resting over my belly, massaging it as though the action will alleviate the nausea, I turn around to see Hekate and Hermes looking sickened too.

“It’s the cave,” Aiden says when he catches both my stare and evident discomfort.

“What about the cave?” I ask, noticing the dark mouth carved in stone, extending like a long throat going into the core of the earth. A loud bark echoes through the cavern, and I realize we’ve left Cerberus behind.

“Cerberus can’t fit through the well,” Aiden says, seeming to read my thoughts. “He’s standing guard for us because this is the entrance to the cave of Cronus.”

Eyes flying wide, I inspect the cave mouth once more. There is nothing special about the sight, but its very existence makes my skin crawl.

“No wonder you didn’t check the cave,” I say, resting a hand upon my roiling belly. “The energy here is revolting.”

“I did warn you of that,” Aiden says. “No one can enter it. If Cronus has Athena and Mnemosyne… well, I don’t think I need to explain how bad that would be. There would not be another war; it would simply be an instant takeover, and we would all be subjugated to his whim, with memory or not. We’d truly be back to the dark ages.

“If the Titan of Time got the gifts of human memory and wisdom, he could mould the world into one where we all live with amnesia, trapped in one endless day to his benefit. The situation we are in… we are potentially in another repeat of the Bronze Age collapse, but on a scale never before seen.”

“So, no pressure,” I murmur, a hint of sarcasm leaking into my tone.

“None at all,” Aiden returns, holding my hand. Hekate and Hermes are bickering amongst themselves, and they both seem unable to get a handle on their roiling bellies. Mine, after some deep breaths, is under control once more, and I can stand the proximity.

“Let me down?” I say to Aiden, and he does, grudgingly.

The shield is tangibly warm, and I grip the leather cuff in my hand tighter as I follow it. Breaking free from the group, I step forward with an outstretched hand, and I’m curiously warm as I enter the deeper cave mouth.

“Corey!” Aiden calls abruptly, and I jump at the tone since he is usually so soft-spoken. Turning, I watch as he seemingly collides with air, a barrier preventing his entrance. Hermes and Hekate watch with identical horror-stricken faces, and they stalk forward despite the nausea and try to pass, but they too are prevented from entering.

A shiver passes through my spine as I reach out to touch Aiden’s hand, but a thin layer of air prevents me from exiting the cave. I can feel the heat of his palm, but I also see his hand turning white with the force with which he pressed into the barrier.

“What is happening?” I ask, and he shakes his head; whether from bewilderment or denial, I can’t be certain.

“I cannot pass,” he says, his splayed-out palm clenching into a fist. “It’s your Katabasis.”

“How is it that I can pass but none of you can?” I ask incredulously, terror clawing up the tower of my spine. Trickles of water splash on my shoulders; tilting my head to the ceiling, great stalactites reached towards the ground, reaching for their brothers and sisters growing up from the floor. The dripping splashes of water are so very loud to my heightened senses.

“I don’t know,” Aiden says, his face a vision of dread.

“Maybe it’s because all of your names start with H and mine doesn’t.”

Hekate snorts; Aiden’s head turns, comically slow towards her, and she coughs. He turns back to me before continuing. “Either you made the boundary and can therefore pass, or the boundary was made by someone else after you passed thinking they wouldn’t need to bar entry against you specifically.”

“Follow the shield,” Hekate says. Nodding, I tighten the shield on my arm and look upon my companions. Aiden wears grief, Hermes appears fearful, but Hekate’s face holds hope. Nodding to myself as I gather all the courage I have left, I take a deep breath.

“Any last advice?” I ask, and although I ask the question in a general sense, I only have eyes for Hades.

“Always turn to the right when faced with forks in the road, and turn left on your way up. Don’t rely on your magic to escape, and keep your mind sharp. Come back to me, Corey. Come back.” His eyes burn, and I wish I could have kissed him one last time before I was forced into this journey, but I can’t, so I turn on my heel and descend into the bowels of the earth.


CHAPTER 21

THE SERPENT’S PATH

In total darkness, I shuffle forwards, my arm outstretched to the wall on my right to follow Hades’s instructions. Living in the Underworld, I’ve become accustomed to the dark and slightly damp feeling, but this cave is something else entirely; it permeates through everything. Wrinkling my nose, I can also discern the slightest hint of sulfur. Anything that may be making noise is drowned out by my own rapidly beating heart and ragged breaths. Aside from the occasional, illusory flash of light and spots of vivid colour in the distance, it’s too gloomy to make out much of the cavern.

Something crunches under my foot, and I look down. Shrieking, I back up, hitting the wall. As I cover my mouth with shaking hands, I kneel to get a closer look. A skeleton lays in front of me, and remembering what Hades had said, I know it to be a remnant of a past self.

These bones had been my own. A surreal feeling washes over me as I stare at my own dead body, and air whooshes out of me as reality hits me.

I cannot fail. Unlike every other try, this one must be different.

Standing slowly, I avoid disturbing the bones further and try not to think about how I may have met my end there. Ahead, a subtle splashing turns into a cacophony, a chasm of water slipping through rocks into the depths of the earth to form a reservoir somewhere deep below. A dusting of mist blows in my direction. The force of the water rushing lifts my hair from my shoulders, and the coolness makes me shudder. Hand pressed more firmly to the right-hand side, I can see a great, jagged pit in the floor where the water falls through, but behind it, a small tunnel continues through the rock face with only a narrow ledge walkway to reach it.

Acid climbs up my throat, and I swallow hard to prevent spilling my guts on the floor. Keeping the wall to my right, I crouch down, my knees sinking into the rough, wet stone. I reach out, feeling for the ledge and estimating there’s barely two feet of space. I can only hope it doesn’t get too narrow up ahead, and I try not to think about how many of my corpses might be at the bottom of the cavern floor hundreds of feet below.

Standing up carefully, I hoist Aegis above my head with my right arm to prevent myself from getting drenched in the waters and press my back to the wall. Shuffling along sideways, I allow the rock to dig into my back, scraping my skin as I go. Slanting Aegis forward so the spray will be directed back at the chasm, I press my hips and shoulder blades back, setting my feet apart with bent knees and step into the spray.

Arm burning at the immense weight, it’s all I can do to avoid hitting myself in the face with the shield. Tilting it even more severely, bracing the top of the shield upon the rock, I allow the water to press me backwards. Minding my feet and the possibility of slippery ledges, I allow one foot to step in front of the other.

The water, so close to me, seems to murmur, and rivulets of water trail down the underside of the shield, forging new rivers upon my skin as it saturates my clothing, drenching me to the bone. Shivers erupt and soon, I am shaking uncontrollably, my arm burning from exhaustion. Shoulder weeping in protest, my body grows heavy and tired, and my mind yearns to follow suit, but I know that if I allow that to become a possibility, I will fall into the depths of Lethe where it drained into Gods-knew-where. If that happened, it could be the end of the world as we knew it. I would not allow the fate of all to fall into the hands of Cronus.

Leaning into the burning sensation, I push past it, forcing myself forward. Step after step, I don’t allow myself to look up to see how far I have to go: it does not matter how long it takes. If I rush, I will slip and fall, and it will all have been for nothing. The only thing that existed is the next step. Time disappears and all my thoughts are drowned out by the need for survival. It is as though everything is washed away by Lethe—everything that doesn’t matter is gone.

The waterfall pummels the shield one last time before the pressure is abruptly gone. My body, braced for the impact, goes abruptly off-kilter, and with my next step, my foot slips. With a shrill cry which disappears into the moaning cavern, I catch my balance just as my other foot gives way. My heart hammers in my throat as I strike the ledge hard, landing on my tailbone. Instinct has me leaning back, but I fight it, remaining as upright as possible.

Breathing hard through my nose, I scooch back as far as I can. Not prepared to move yet, silent tears of primal fear slide down my cheeks as my hands curl desperately around the edge of the outcropping of stone. Sniffing in an attempt to take control of myself, I wipe my face with my sleeve.

Swallowing the lump in my throat, I look up, and with a cry of relief, notice the tunnel behind the falls is less than five feet away. Pulling my arm from the bracing of the shield, I throw it to the entrance like a discus.

Just four feet left.

Three feet left.

Two feet.

One.

The ledge ends. I have no idea how far it is to the other side of the chasm. I jump.

Memories flash through me, and I see years of friendship with Kate. I see her with her first pimple, smack dab in the centre of her chin. Next, we’re getting ready for a school dance and her nanny is screaming at her for straightening her curly hair only to crimp it. Next, her dazzling, straight smile when the braces came off. I see the bottle of Amaretto, which to this day I can’t drink, and Kate across from me, laughing on her bed. The scene shifts, and suddenly, I’m fourteen years old doing long jump at school for track and field. I placed second because I fell backwards instead of forward—something I mustn’t repeat now. I see us graduating and wearing our dresses at McDonald’s as we skipped the party.

Bending my knees and pushing my weight as forward as I dare, I land on my toes, pitching forward to scrape my knees and hands on the jagged ledge of the abyss. Splaying back upon the solid ground, I gather my knees to my chest in a vain attempt at self-comfort as tears stream down my face and cries rip through my throat.

Retrieving Aegis and pulling it to my chest, I take comfort in the shield’s increasing warmth before inching to the wall to press my back into the safety of solid walls and ground. Straightening, I push myself forward even though I desperately wish to go to bed. The tunnel starts wide enough, but as I move forward, it begins to noticeably tighten. The shape of the tunnel is exactly like a snake burrowing through the wall.

Stooping my head to avoid hitting it on the ceiling, I slow down and inspect the long hallway. It shifts underfoot, dipping slightly as the ceiling seems to move lower. Bending down, I walk until even that is insufficient. Crawling on hands and knees, I creep forward, praying this will be over soon. Still, the cave grows ever tighter, and the shield is too wide to move forward, and the smell of death hangs low in the air.

The shield starts getting hot, my sweat a second skin that I wish I could shed while my clothes cling uncomfortably. Struggling to pull the shield loose where it is caught on the edge of the stone, in a fit of frustration, I yank my hand out of the shield. Swallowing my panic, I leave the shield where it is and climb through.

Inching forward in a plank position, I have enough room—until I don’t. Breathing hard and fast, I clench my eyes shut and breathe in deeply as the rock digs into my body from all sides. Bones scrape below me as I move along, possibly mine, and something tickles the back of my neck—another crawls over my hands: a centipede. Frozen in fear, I feel as it crawls up my neck, along the shell of my ear, to my shoulder, and then off again. Insides erupting with heat, I feel a manic sort of desperation that pushes me forward frantically. A skeleton no longer held together with cartilage is strewn across the floor, and the bones move along with me. Sliding one arm forward against the wall, fingers tracing grooves into the wall, I reach above my head where the wall blissfully ends.

Crying out in relief, I press both arms in front of my body and tuck my shoulders in as though I am about to dive. My fingertips dig for even the smallest purchase around the ledge. Expelling the air from my lungs, I make my body as small as possible so I can drag myself forward. Inch by inch, like a worm, I extricate myself from the cocoon of stone—like a caterpillar into a butterfly. My pants, soggy and heavy from the cascading falls, start slipping off as my hips clear the exit. Whimpering as both stone and bone cuts open the exposed flesh, I wrench myself free with a scream that I suppress behind clenched teeth.

Collapsing onto the stone below, a pinprick of flickering orange light dances in the distance. I squint, trying to see them as they leave my sightline. Hauling myself onto my feet, pressing one hand against my hip, my wound throbs as I straighten and stalk forward, determined to continue.

I will not die here.

Trailing my right hand along the wall, the stone cool and dry to the touch, I keep my eyes firmly on what I assume is a torch. The sound of the downpour has all but disappeared, leaving behind a sound resembling static with the volume on low. In its place, another sound emerges. The torch comes into view, and a great bronze door gleams in the firelight, but the way is blocked. Hanging from the light fixture is a long, scaly body, dark as pitch. Its eyes, like glowing rubies, blink at me, and its forked tongue darts out of its mouth.

My breath catches in my throat. I stand frozen as the snake unravels itself from the ledge above the door, its head extending toward me, licking at the air. Coil after coil of its body follows its head to the floor until it forms a massive heap on the ground, which, if stretched out, would probably be at least thirty feet long. A scream builds in my throat, but I hold it in. If it so desired, the snake could easily swallow me whole. It wouldn’t even be a stretch.

“How did you get so big down here?” I ask out loud, and I slowly close my eyes at the stupid question. It does not respond, but instead, I sense it slowly slinking towards me, circling me as though it is sizing me up. Lifting with what I can only assume is an incredible effort, it coils and climbs my body, and I let out a groan as the weight accumulates on my exhausted body. Its head nestles into my side where the wound is, and I close my eyes, unable to control my trembling body.

The snake makes no sound, not a hiss, nor does it move quickly as though it is going to strike. Instead, it simply searches my pockets, finding the remnants of Cerberus’s honey meal biscuits. Its nose nudges inside and then very carefully withdraws, but not before acquiring the treats. Letting out a shaking breath, I allow it to explore, and I have the vague sense that I know this snake, a fact that I believe is saving my life at the moment. I do not doubt if the snake wanted me dead that I would be.

Its body keeps coiling around mine, and as its face pulls up in front of mine, I can feel a textured spot on its body where it meets my hand—a wound of its own. It has no breath, and I realize who this snake must have been: Ophion—the consort of Eurynome, the one cast down by Cronus and Rhea. Eerily, as though the snake can read my thoughts, it nods, like it is confirming its identity. The snake is dead, but whole in the Underworld, so it does not seem to require sustenance. It occurs to me that Ophion’s presence is no coincidence. If I were cast down as brutally as him, I too would guard the cause of my destruction, even in death. He is here to ensure Cronus does not escape.

As it hovers in front of me, I let my eyelids flutter shut so I don’t have to witness my impending death. I’m unsure whether I can die, but if Ophion opens his mouth to eat my face, I don’t want to see it. Instead of eating my face, however, it boops my forehead. Opening up a single eye, the other still firmly shut, I peek up and see he has simply pressed the entirety of his head upon my forehead. Adrenaline dropping alongside my fear, I realize it feels like the snake is giving me nothing more than an affectionate squeeze. Mildly alarmed by this revelation, I hold stock still as his tongue flicks out and touches my forehead, right between my eyes. When his tongue pulls away, the sensation is like a slightly damp paintbrush brush stroke, and my forehead prickles with aftershocks.

“Can you open the door?” I ask, unsure if he can understand me, but he can as his body starts coiling higher, pulling ropes of its body to lay across my shoulders. Ophion extends his body back towards the ledge he was previously lounging on, and I move forward, closer to the doorway so he doesn’t have to reach so far. Coiling his neck around a lever in the wall, he pulls it towards me with a rippling power I can feel all through my body as he squeezes, and I am grateful he hadn’t wrapped himself around my neck or I’d have suffocated to death right then and there.

The door groans, and I wonder how long it has been since it had last been used. With an ever-stiffening neck as he withdraws from the wall to come back to me, his head nuzzles against me in what I can only describe as ‘affectionately’ before extricating himself from me to go back to his perch. Pulling away from me, I watch him go and he turns to look at me as though asking, ‘What are you waiting for?’

Breathing out a tortured sigh of relief at the fact that I am not suffocating in the gullet of a giant snake, I take a step in the direction of the door but pause to look back at Ophion.

“Thank you for opening the door. I will bring you back more treats.” The snake blinks at me, and I choose to interpret that as a yes.

Smiling to myself at the thought, I proceed through the bronze doors, and when I clear the doorway, they slam shut behind me, missing me by a hair’s breadth. Turning to face forward, right hand still firmly placed on the wall, I proceed cautiously. It takes me all of ten seconds to realize where I must be: the labyrinth.


CHAPTER 22

THROUGH LIGHT & THORN

Vines climb the wall alongside my bloodied palm, torn from snags in the rock and wayward thorns that pierce my skin. Despite the pain, I keep my hand firmly in place so I don’t lose my way. Most of the ancient labyrinths are simple, designed with sharp switchbacks and a never-ending loop to the centre, but there are more complicated ones which have dead ends and breaks in the walls, which get confusing if you turn at random because you can’t verify if you’ve been there already without the thread of Ariadne. Bones decorate the floor, leaving a chilling reminder of what my failure would entail.

Swallowing, despite my parched, sandpapery throat, gritty from dehydration, I sigh in relief when the brambles abruptly vanish from the wall. Thorny vines turn to leaf clusters, the tops silky soft. The further I walk, the more I recognize the pattern of switchbacks, but the path seems to never end. Sweat lines my temples, and when I stop, doubling over to catch my breath after what seems like hours of navigating, the sensation in my hands makes me gasp. The itch developing on my palms is a ferocious beast. As inclined as I am to scratch, I know I must resist the urge. From the texture, and my reaction, I surmise the foliage and tendrils are likely to be poison ivy or another type of noxious plant variety.

Forging ahead, I disregard all pain and discomfort that plagues me, and continue, ensuring the wall always remains on my right side. At a steady walk, with my left hand in front of me and the right trailing the wall, I use every advantage I have at my disposal. When I hit a dead end, I stop and turn, still following the right wall. I hear heavy steps followed by a scraping noise inciting an instant sense of dread.

Is the Minotaur in here?

I move faster, adrenaline forcing me to move despite my hunger and thirst. Deep, uneven breaths followed by grunts continue to trail me, and I begin to run. Every part of my mind and body weeps in agony, but I do not allow myself to dwell on the nearly overwhelming itching burn of the skin on my right arm, or the scraping of my dry throat as I heave for breath. The soles of my feet ache, cramping and seizing, begging me to slow, but I do not—I cannot.

After what could have equally been hours as days, the wall ends again. My left hand, still propped out in front of me and burning from exertion, meets a hard surface, unlike the texture of the stone, which had long since worn a layer of skin away from my fingers. Navigating the dead end, I turn around again, but I halt. Somehow, I can see in the dark—not much, but enough. Indeed, I see far more than I care to.

Asterion, the Minotaur of Crete, blocks the way. His grotesque body with bulging muscles covered in dark hair heaves with rancid breath. His horns swoop up above his head, snout glistening in the dim, and his fatal attention is locked on me.

“Let me pass,” I say in a tremulous voice.

His head tilts ominously, and he takes a step forward. He bellows and spittle flies from his mouth as he drags his hooves noisily against the ground. He charges, and instinctively, I throw my hands in front of me, (as though I can push such a beast away).

I wait for impact, but it doesn’t come. I lift my head, and with awe, I watch as the Minotaur is snatched by the ivy vines and brambles from the walls. The Minotaur roars with wroth, attempting to free itself from the clutches of the plants, but the vines and barbs dig into its skin, pulling it to the wall. I wait for several moments to ensure the creature is secured before I sidestep through the narrow alley and when I do, I let out a breath which had been collecting in my burning lungs for some time. I don’t relax, but I allow myself to slow down, for there might still be other creatures in the maze.

Careful to still follow the right-hand side, I run into another wall, but as my fingers drag against the deep grooves, I can tell it’s different from the rest of the structure. My fingers dig into the deep ridges and grooves of the hard surface—a tree. It is dry and of such a width that even if I spread both arms across, I have no hope of breaching the gap between the passage walls.

Squinting does not help in seeing what I am doing, but I find when I close my eyes, everything is easier. Crouching, I run my hands from right to left as I seek a peculiarity in the bark, anything that stands out. Sliding along on the floor, I sweep my hands from right to left, up, left to right, up, right to left, leaving no bark untouched until I stand on my tiptoes to reach as high as I can. There is something there, just the hint of a swell discovered by the tip of my finger.

Squaring my feet off, I step back from the bark to accommodate a jump. Bending my knees, bringing my arms behind me as I wind up, I snap straight up. I surge forward, blindly trying to touch the oddity on the wall—one that could have been easily reached by a god in true form. Alas, at my modest mortal height, reaching anything is usually a challenge. If Hades were here, he could probably touch it with his nose. I fell back to the ground.

Gritting my teeth, I try again, swinging my arms harder in an attempt to propel myself upward, and this time, I sense I am much closer. The third time’s the charm.

My hand makes firm contact with the knot in the trunk, and the trunk opens before me, blinding me as I hit the ground, hard. Clenching my eyes shut and using my hands as shields, stars and colourful shapes dance behind my eyelids. It’s like staring into the sun, and with how used to the darkness my eyes are, it’s unbearable. My vision, even as I turn my head away to ease my eyes open, is kaleidoscopic, and my sight is blurred by swimming tears. Whimpering into the stone, I rock side to side as I cup my eyes, urging them to get used to the light. Slowly, the light burns less and less, and as I open my eyes for what feels like the first time in days, I am struck by the vibrancy of the colours around me.

The stone walls of the maze are burnt orange, and inside the trunk, a spiral staircase of solid light descends into the earth, reflecting rainbow rays against the interior walls. Urging myself to get up, I stumble to my feet, and using the walls for support, I make my way closer to the Cave of Cronus.

The light, still sharp, ebbs into a warm glow, easier on the eyes as I descend. The tree smells like leaves in the wind and sounds of gently gurgling streams. I can imagine what the wind would feel like on my face and the spray of the sea. I can smell salt and sunshine, but also flowers and rot. The tall grass tickles my hands, a sensation as real as the fabric against my skin. This place is unlike any other—timeless and serene. It feels as if every moment in existence converges here, a single pinprick where past, present, and future harmonize before drifting off into discord.

The stairs go on, and my thighs quake at the effort of remaining standing. The light beams appear eager to put on a show, and everywhere I look, I see vignettes of humanity: a woman running through the woods with a grin on her face, a man in wedding attire in a cab with tear-streaked cheeks, and a figure getting swallowed by the sea.

Still, the stairs descend. My feet are dead limbs, every step I take heavier, every step down an age. The light dims, and soon, there are only sharp lines of white and silver in a sea of darkness. Frowning, I look down at my feet to see gleaming threads, refracting on the walls in faint, shimmering patterns. Lifting my foot, the clumps cling to my feet, and with rising horror, I realize what it is.

Forcing myself forward, the threads increase dramatically in number and design, morphing from mindless tangles to extraordinary tunnels of webbing. The eerie silence grows, and slight vibrations start on threads by my face even though I am not touching them. Soon, they are bouncing in earnest, and despite the lack of noise, I know I have drawn the attention of the being through the tunnel. Breathing hard through my nose, I keep my hands and face steady as the bulging body looms before me, fangs dancing menacingly.

“Arachne.”


CHAPTER 23

THE QUEEN’S BARGAIN

“Mortal,” Arachne responds with glittering eyes. “Come again so soon?” she asks, her voice soft like her gossamer, thin and breathy. “Eager to give Arachne another snack?”

“I have come to save Mnemosyne and Athena,” I say, not allowing myself to move a muscle. The fact that Arachne recognizes me does little to quell my nerves and fear; I have no recollection of any history with Arachne, but I’m doubtful any of it is good based on her reaction to me. Arachne’s many legs adjust as she comes closer, inch my spindly inch. I try not to think about the snack part.

“Why should Arachne let you pass, daughter of death? Why should she let you get in the way of her vengeance?” I do not have an answer for her, but she doesn’t seem to be waiting for an answer. Instead, she continues, “Arachne was punished for excelling in her craft. Arachne was punished for weaving better than Athena, the great Goddess and master of the loom—jealous of the skill of her fingers—jealous that Arachne could weave threads like the fates themselves. She turned Arachne into this—an infernal metamorphosis: a beauty turned beast. Athena always liked punishing women with ugly forms. Medusa and Meropis understand Arachne’s plight, for they share it. It was not Arachne who had hubris: it was Athena who could not handle being bested. Arachne proved herself and Athena was always a poor loser. How is it that the Goddess of Justice,” she sneers at the word, “could be the most unjust of them all?”

“It was not right,” I agree, and Arachne’s legs twitch. Her surprise and agitation are clear. I can’t imagine she’d had many allies in her long life. Silence spreads between us. The angle of Arachne’s head shifts to the side, not so much as a human can, but with the aid of her legs, her entire body shifts to one side.

“They tell Arachne you befriended Lethe,” Arachne says after a moment.

“I did. How did you know?”

“Arachne hears many whispers through her web. Why did you do it, Persephone?”

I shift on my feet as I try to figure out how to answer. I am compelled to answer honestly, but I’m not even sure without my memories. Instead of guessing, I again state my purpose.

“I seek Mnemosyne.”

“You seek Athena.” Arachne hisses.

“In part,” I say, nodding. “I require my memories back. I cannot rule this place without my memory. I cannot move forward with no idea where I have been.” The statement reminds me of a question that has plagued me since I’d realized it was her. “How did you get in here? That tunnel behind me before the maze was too tight for you to get in, wasn’t it?”

“There is more than one way to get what you want,” she says. “Arachne could smell Athena’s presence in the Underworld, yes she could, and when she discovered where Athena was being held, she was able to climb into the cave of Cronus by way of Tartarus.”

Nodding slowly at her explanation, I shudder at the thought of being buried even lower in the Underworld than this.

“So, you have Athena trapped then?” I ask, trying to gain as much information as I can while Arachne seems willing to answer.

“She is so delicious looking when she’s caught in Arachne’s web, overwhelmed with what Mnemosyne shows her.”

“What is she showing Athena?” I ask, confused. Arachne does not answer directly.

“Arachne is cursed with memory,” Arachne says after a pregnant pause, “and now the mother of wisdom shares that plight too. You’re better off without the lingering suffering of time.”

“You envy my state?”

“Arachne does indeed,” she says, her voice still paper thin, like I am hearing it through a barrier. Her voice is uncanny, and I can’t put my finger on why it is so unsettling—besides the fact that she’s a giant spider of course. “You are free from the curse of knowledge.”

“And instead, cursed with ignorance.”

Arachne does not blink, but I imagine she does. Arachne steps closer, and one of her hairy front appendages lifts toward my face. I suppress a shudder as Arachne makes contact with my skin, brushing me from temple to chin.

“Such beauty,” she says in an even more hushed voice than she’d previously spoken with. I begin to weave a plan in my mind, like the trap I am currently in, the threads slowly disentangling as I navigate with empathy instead of loathing, dread, and fear.

“Is that what you’d like, Arachne? To live again as a mortal?” Arachne says nothing, but I can feel her interest and desperation. “If you help me through, and if you aid me in retrieving Athena, who I know has wronged you, I swear upon my own life, a precious thing to me now, as the Goddess of Death, Life, Rebirth, and Transformation, you may be reborn as a mortal to live life as you should have with no interference from the godly realms.”

Arachne is silent, mulling over my words. The coarse hairs on her legs and abdomen are twitching. Her front two feelers bob like she is having a conversation with herself.

“Styx,” she rasps, and I realize why her voice sounds so strange, so off-putting: her voice gives the impressions of layers, an echo that comes from every direction. It’s like her voice is caught by her web and flung back to confuse the trapped prey. “Swear this by the Styx, and Arachne will help you.”

Nodding, I make eye contact with the mass of eyes on the top of her head. “Of course. You have no reason to fear my intentions, you have my word. I, Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, promise to aid Arachne in attaining a mortal life: to do as she pleases and live the life that was stolen from her—whether she chooses a life from the waters of Lethe or Mnemosyne—without interference from the remaining Gods and Goddesses. In exchange, Arachne will aid me in the retrieval of Athena and Mnemosyne from the cave of Cronus. This, I swear by the river Styx.”

“This Arachne swears,” Arachne repeats, still speaking in the third person. “Persephone will follow Arachne through the cave. Arachne will trust Persephone will follow through with her word and aid Persephone in her retrieval of Athena. Arachne promises not to harm Persephone or Athena. This, Arachne swears by the River Styx.”

Orbs of light engulf us as the oath is accepted, and Arachne shuffles closer.

“Persephone is stuck,” Arachne says. “Arachne will free you.” The approach is slow, nearly timid, and her feelers start drawing the silk closer, along with my hand. A scream lodges in my throat as Arachne rears up on her back legs, revealing fangs the size of my forearms, framing a mouth that looks like a downward pointing arrow. Venom glistens on the fangs.

“Arachne is not going to eat you, silly Goddess,” Arachne says, giggling. “Arachne is recycling her web and setting you free,” she says, but knowing Arachne’s intentions does little to quell my terror. Using her front feelers, Arachne slowly unwraps threads of silk and begins to reel the coils into her awaiting mouth until my arm is no longer encased.

“Careful,” I say, realizing my arm isn’t safe. “I got poison ivy on my arms.” Arachne pauses her movements, and her eyes bore into mine.

“Arachne’s silk heals wounds and infection, and Arachne is impervious to such things, Persephone, but she thanks you for the warning.” She resumes unravelling the strands, and when my arm is free, there is no sign of the harsh rashes or burning itch whatsoever.

“It healed,” I say, astonished. “Thank you.” Arachne dips her body to the ground instead of answering.

“Can you move?” Arachne asks, and I test the question. I approach her, and though the threads catch on my feet, the remaining threads do not hinder my progress forward.

“Yes.”

“Very good,” she says. “Follow Arachne. She will take you to the crystal cave.”

Arachne lifts her feet in order as she spins in place to turn around. Following behind her, I am pleased to have light in the cavern because if I’d have had to rely on sound, I would have been lost immediately because Arachne does not make a sound as she navigates the twisting and turning cavern with ease. The light in the cavern increases and gradually, the presence of the silk threads disappears in place of hard crystalline structures. Formations of crystal quartz create a rippling light display when some source of light, yet unknown, hit the prisms.

“This way,” Arachne urges. “Follow the light. That’s where she is.”

“Athena or Mnemosyne?”

“Yes.” Frowning at that vague and unhelpful answer, I follow. “There,” Arachne says, lifting a leg to point to a great lake that has formed over the crystal bottom. Walking around Arachne, who has stopped, I stand beside her.

Tentatively, I raise my hand to lay it on her side. She sees it coming but does nothing to move away. My hand rests on her abdomen, and the feeling is strange. She is neither warm nor cool to the touch, despite her fuzzy and hairy appearance. Her body twitches at the motion, but she does not make any attempt to move.

“Thank you, Arachne,” I say, and I feel her gratitude.

“You are welcome.”

Hand falling from her body, I approach the edge of the water. At the far end of the lake, there is a great wooden chair, and an old man snores, propped on the armrest as he sleeps. His beard is long, coiling in his lap, and he wears a brown robe. Tearing my eyes from Cronus, who is sound asleep at least for the moment, I allow my eye to wander, to take in the cave, so bright with crystals it looks like a cave of ice.

The form of a woman is floating, face down in the water, her white robe translucent. Beside her, another woman is strung up by the wrists with invisible strings, light pouring out of her eyes as she soaks in the water, her mouth open in a silent scream. The water reaches her waist and I realize, with a start, it is Athena. Her eyes are no longer the silver of the myth, but golden. My eyes fall upon the lifeless body floating face down in the water. Slowly sinking to my knees, which are immediately pierced by sharp points of crystal, I press my hands on the ground.

“Mnemosyne,” I say in a choked whisper. “Mnemosyne is dead.”

There is no absolute silence in the cave. Upon closer inspection of Athena, she is muttering to herself, though it is mostly nonsensical. Straining my hearing, I inch as close to the water as I dare.

“Mnemosyne is dead, I am Athena, Goddess of Wisdom, Goddess of Memory, Goddess of Justice, Goddess of Balance, Goddess of Sight, Goddess of Intellect, Goddess of Law, Goddess of Order. Mnemosyne is dead, I am Athena…”

“You must go in the water to retrieve your memories,” Arachne says from behind me, pulling me away from the repetitive mumbling of the goddess driven to madness from too much power and knowledge.

“What do I do? Just… swim?” I ask, and Arachne titters.

“You must intend to retrieve your memories… or you will be lost like dear Athena here,” Arachne says. “Only you will be able to free Athena from there.”

“How will I cut her free?”

“When you have your memories, you will have your godly strength. It will be enough.”

Nodding, I take a deep breath, urging myself forward into the water despite every single inch of me resisting. “I am in the seat of power,” I say, “and my body obeys my mind. My mind rules and my body will follow.”

Standing, I take a step into the water, and the floodgates of my mind are blown open, bleeding from over-saturation. Crying out as I fall, I inhale deeply before my head descends below the surface.


INTERLUDE V ~ Katapausis




κατάπαυσις ● katapausis[n., fem.]

a putting to rest; calming of the winds. (metaphorical) the heavenly realm promised to believers after the toils and trials of life on earth are ended.


PERSEPHONE V




The well of Mnemosyne is an overlooked feature of the Underworld. Since the fall of the Roman Empire and the conversion to Christianity, much knowledge has been lost. The burning of the Library of Alexandria in particular was a devastation for the collective of humanity. Inside it, there laid answers to every possible question one could think to ask and more besides. Nothing replaced it, and millenniums of human progress burned to ash in a blink. I, with an idle mind and a restless body, peruse my collection of books, scrolls, and precious manuscripts from over the years. If my plan worked, all of them would become blank, though only temporarily. Fingers trailing along the spines and scroll caps, I say goodbye to each title.

Gathering up the courage to follow through with the yearning of my soul, I materialize in front of the dwelling of Mnemosyne. The waters shimmer with the light, illuminating my skin. “Mnemosyne,” I say, refraining from touching the water until permission is granted. “May we speak?”

From the depths of the well, a figure slowly emerges. You may enter, a voice says in my mind, and I allow my hand to disappear into the water. There is no sensation to the liquid light or temperature. The waters swallow me whole, and my body descends slowly to meet Mnemosyne, who reaches up to me. Hands meeting, Mnemosyne drags me to the bottom of the well.

I’ve been expecting you for some time, Mnemosyne says, and I nod. We do not require words to speak—just thoughts.

I am to drink from Lethe, but I must ensure everything is in place or everything will be lost. It is my responsibility to make arrangements.

Indeed. So why are you in the waters of memory if you want them gone?

It is not my intention to permanently pass. I want to fall in love with life again. I fear my soul will wither and die if I do not do this; I have seen my future, and I will become what my mother feared if I continue on this trajectory. Persephone: harbinger of death, destruction, and ruin.

You want a mortal life.

Yes.

Mnemosyne nods before speaking, In the time you live as a mortal, I will require the time to allow my heir to ascend. My power is not an easy one to cope with. It could take decades upon decades—perhaps centuries. If she is rushed, her mind will be destroyed, and the world will lose all memory and wisdom. She must slowly submerge in my waters over years—if it is all at once, humanity will have to start over. If you interfere too quickly, all will be lost. I’ve made a deal with the Fates. Your mortal self will always fail until the perfect moment. The fates have seen to it. A word of caution: Hades shall suffer greatly. You will die over and over and over before him.

My eyes prickle with unshed tears. I have to accept that I will be causing my other half the greatest amount of pain to prevent an unspeakable end. I change the subject.

You’ve decided on an heir.

Athena. She is the only choice left, and I am quite ready to die.

I will summon Athena. No one can know what we do: they may attempt to stop us; they won’t understand. I will bring Athena in secrecy. If you remain here, they will know what is happening. They could sabotage in ignorance.

The risk of disagreement, of friction in such a fragile time, cannot be permitted; the disappearance of the Goddesses of Wisdom and Justice, of Memory, and of Life and Death all at the same time will leave the world in a desperately fragile state, but the consequences of any of the remaining gods postponing this process would mean something worse—much worse.

Mnemosyne considers for a moment. The Cave of Cronus. No one would look for me there.

Persephone shudders at the thought. Agreed. Hypnos will ensure Cronus is deep in slumber for this time. Cronus cannot be allowed to wield your collective powers.




Smuggling Athena past Hermes, Cerberus, Hades, and Hekate proves a little too easy for my liking, although, far-be-it for me to complain about my plan going smoothly. As Queen and one of the oldest beings left alive, I have far more knowledge than my consort, who is thousands of years younger. I can travel in shadow, and I do not require a helm to do it. In no time at all, we all face each other at the bottom of the well.

Did you lock Olympus up so the Chthonic Gods may not enter? I ask Athena, and she nods.

The Horae are in hiding, Athena intones, and they carry the key. Only one who is worthy will be able to find it.

A moment of hopeful silence falls upon the group until Mnemosyne holds out her hands to Athena and I. Floating in the waters of memory, we make our vows.

I, the Titaness Mnemosyne, swear by the Styx to bestow my power to the Goddess Athena the Olympian, for her to wield it with wisdom and justice and intelligence. Golden light beams out of her eyes, becoming solid as it curls around the group. I swear to keep her safe from harm and to bestow my powers outside the space of time so Athena does not feel the ongoing suffering and agony of memory all at once. When I pass, she shall bear the great burden alone. This, I do swear.

I, the Goddess Athena, swear by the Styx to uphold Mnemosyne’s intention for this power. From Athena, a brilliant silver light burns her eyes before melding with the swirling vow encircling them. I promise to be worthy of such a gift, and that should ever my power become too much, I will pass it on to only someone worthy. I will keep my oath to spread knowledge to humanity, to bring about a golden age and to save the world from the spreading darkness of ignorance and corruption in a way which is fair, just, and right. This, I do swear.

I, Persephone, the Goddess of Death, Life, Knowledge, and Rebirth, and Queen of the Underworld do swear by the Styx to aid in the accomplishment of Mnemosyne and Athena’s designs. My eyes do not burn with light. Pure blackness seeps from my eyes, tarnishing the brilliant light sweeping around us. I will transport you both and then seal the chamber of time to prevent the tampering of our plans, and to release Athena from the Cave of Cronus when my mortal self descends into the Underworld, unshackled and free. I swear to take back my memories and to rule in the way of the highest good for humanity. This, I do swear.

In a brilliant light show, the three intentions, living serpents now, coil and spring, their colouring a blend of gold, silver, and black. Their long bodies stretch to the surface of the well and disappear over the edge of broken stone to report to Styx with our oaths.

Go now, Mnemosyne says to me, taking Athena’s hands. We await your signal.

Emerging from the wishing well, having made my final wish, I stop at my sacred grove where my flowers and trees bloom. The magic of creation in the Underworld will be lost until my return, and with my absence, the magic to track me would be extremely unlikely to wield, but in the off-chance Hades or Hekate can remember such things, I’d have to destroy my grove. Personal possessions have a way of leaving trails and clues, and I cannot permit anything to alter the course of events. Everything must happen this way, or the world will be destroyed—by Cronus and I. Cities would be razed, and time would swallow all; the Queen of Death would be raised above the ground, and the earth itself would become the realm of the dead. No longer would souls descend below the crust for they would not have to. Those still living would live in primal fear and darkness—not the necessary darkness of delving deep within to incubate and birth your highest self, but the cosmic cradle of monsters and demons. It would be the living that delved into the underbelly to evade capture and death. I cannot allow this future to come to pass.

There is no wind in the Underworld, but still, the brilliant poppies bob and sway. Gathering a handful, I cradle them to my chest and think of the isle of dreams. With no more than a thought, I stand in the realm of Hypnos. Regarding the Tree of False Dreams, I lay the poppies at the trunk.

“Hypnos, I come with a dream of peace.”

Weary eyes blink at me slowly from within the tree trunk. Emerging from bark, the willowy form of a sleepy man materializes with a yawn.

“Ooh, poppies,” he says, stooping to pick them up. Burying his face in the petals, he inhales hard before exhaling with a sigh. “You’ve always been a thoughtful visitor. What can I do for you, child?”

“I am ten thousand years old,” I say, snorting.

Smiling, Hypnos nods his head. “Indeed. Alas, I am more than thirty times older, which, yes, makes you a child in my eyes.”

“Okay, old man,” I say with a laugh. “I dreamed a dream, and I am doing something about it. Will you help me?”

“Of course, dear cousin. What do you require?” he asks, leaning against the tree.

“I will be meeting with Lethe tomorrow. I will be gone for a little while, and when I come back, it will be without my memories.” He stares at me without any emotion on his face, not because he does not care, but because likely, he already knows.  “I will need guidance, and in the form of dreams, they could aid me in doing what needs to be done without being explicitly told. I must complete a Katabasis as my son did.”

“I will do this for you. Anything else?”

“If you could make sure Cronus is extra secure and that Athena does not suffer, I would be most grateful to you.”

“It shall be done.”

“Thank you. And one more thing.” Hypnos’s mouth twitches.

“Yes?”

“Sleep well. I’ll be back before you know it. I hope to ensure the world is more at peace when I return.”

He smiles and inhales the poppies in his hand. “That is a nice dream.” No more words are spoken as he withdraws back into the Tree of False Dreams. Nodding to myself, I have one last stop before I can go back to my husband.

Standing before the Cave of Cronus, I place my hand on the rock of the entrance, weaving intricate magic with my intention. Weaving and coiling layers of spells, I forge a transparent wall that repels all but myself in the most intense of ways and does not allow anyone but me, Athena, and Mnemosyne to cross. If I, for some reason, never understand what I am to do, Athena may never escape and she could be trapped in the cave of Cronus with only a sleeping grandfather for company—one that, if he woke up, could kill everything in existence. My work done, all that is left is to be reborn as a mortal for countless lifetimes and to dive into Lethe.

I won’t be spending the night in my chambers. Instead, I choose to appear in my husband’s bedroom. There, Hades sits in bed with his back against the headboard as he reads a book, a candle flickering at his bedside casting a flickering shadow on his bare chest. Looking up from his book, he smiles at me, placing the book face down on the bed beside him. Slipping my gown from my shoulders, the material pools around my feet. Stepping out from the cloth, I approach the bed, and his gentle smile transforms into a salacious grin.

Tomorrow, I would remember nothing as I drowned in Lethe, but for now, I would feel everything. I will drink in the pleasure of my husband and drown in the comfort of his arms. Captured in his embrace, his lips on my throat and jaw, I fight the guilt rising inside me as he speaks of forever.


VOLUME III

THE BEQUEATHAL OF KORE


CHAPTER 24

THE GATHERED THREADS

They say drowning is a peaceful affair. Once the pain of the water filling your lungs passes, you supposedly enter a lucid, dreamlike state—feel utterly at peace as you simply drift off into death. Taking in Mnemosyne’s waters is not like that—not like that at all.

My muscles and throat burn while my heart pounds fast and hard. Every thought I’ve ever had, every sensation I’ve ever felt, every experience I’ve ever lived through, all come flooding in, forced through my temple and into my blood and bones. The excruciating sensation of being forced back together, of each memory being sewn back into place as the needle pulls thread too thick through my skin, takes me one step closer to madness; every scar and blemish forged and burned back into my immortal flesh brings me one step closer to life, and it kills while doing so.

Snippets of memories, of remembered sounds, of phantom fingers on my body dashed through my head, battering me from the inside out. A pair of dark eyes, a crown, the rustling of leaves in the wind, a haunting scream fuelled by devastating loss, a smoking orchard, my mother’s laugh, a hand holding out a golden apple…

The sensations stop alongside the memories, and my eyes snap open. My veins thrum with power, and I stand, no longer on the quaking legs of a newborn fawn but on legs with strength like Heracles. The thought makes my lips quirk—strong like my husband. Athena lets out a piteous moan before blinking at me. “Persephone?” she asks, lifting her head from where it had bowed between her bound arms—she looks like a bird about to take flight.

“I’m here, Athena. I’ll get you down.” She nods weakly, and her eyes flicker, dancing between gold and her iconic silver.

“I will need to submerge fully to complete it,” she murmurs, her eyes sliding over the very still form of Mnemosyne. I nod in understanding. Wading through the still water towards her, I take slow, deep breaths as memories continue to resurface, though not nearly as forcibly. Where before they’d trampled me, demanding to be seen, now, it is like the caress of a gentle lover fondly asking if I remember ‘that time when…’ It is no longer an assault, but a cuddle session with pillow talk—a welcome change.

Reaching high, I grasp Athena’s wrist to stabilize her before yanking on the threads. Her arm comes loose and her body collapses to the side, but I catch her before all the weight can fall on her remaining wrist. Her arm wraps around my shoulder and her water-soaked dress sends a shiver over my body as she rests her forehead on my neck in exhaustion. Patting her shoulder lightly with the tips of my fingers I reach up again, still holding our combined weight and pull her other arm free. She lets out a sigh of relief as she shivers against me, her body still trembling with the aftershocks. For a short while, we simply stand there, but soon, she is breaking free and plunging below the surface of the water. Emerging, her eyes blaze gold one last final time before settling into her usual silver-eyed stare.

“It is done. You must now go below the surface to claim the last of your memories,” she says, and I nod. Inhaling and holding my breath, I bend my knees and submerge fully. When the water covers my head, there is only one memory left, and it is arguably the most important memory.

Breaching the surface, I gasp aloud. I had three children with Hades: Zagreus, Makaria, and Melinoë. Zagreus had died over two and a half thousand years ago, but he’d undergone the first Katabasis. When he’d emerged, he had taken a different form and cut all ties with the Underworld, refusing to ever set foot again. It had broken Hades’s heart, and they hadn’t seen each other, to my knowledge, in centuries.

Makaria and Melinoë are alive and well as far as I know, with Makaria on the Isle of the Blessed, and Melinoë roaming around above the earth.

“What did you see?” she asks, and I swallow hard.

“My children.”

Athena nods and unwraps the spider silk that remains on her skin. She turns around to gaze at sleeping Cronus and Mnemosyne. “We should bring her body for rites,” Athena says quietly, and I nod.

“I will take her. Can you walk on your own now?” I ask, and she nods in response too. “Very well. You should also know… Arachne—”

“—is waiting for me, yes, I know. Thank you.”

Helping Athena to the bank first, I ensure she’s safely upon the shore before retrieving Mnemosyne’s body. She’d come to me in dreams, golden hair floating aimlessly in the water, warning me and guiding me in dreams. Hypnos must have helped her reach me. The dream I’d had when I’d passed the Gates of Horn and Ivory had been a recurring dream; Lethe first visited me in the womb when I’d been reborn as a mortal, keeping me company as my mind and body formed. Subsequently, they had taken turns visiting me in my dreams… the ones I could never remember upon waking because of Lethe’s presence.

Mnemosyne is so small in my arms, and she appears peaceful in her death. I hope her passing had been painless and that she is experiencing the relief she’d hoped for. Still, my heart is paved with sorrow. The Titaness had lived a long, full life, but still—I grieve for my friend. Placing her body on the sand, I watch with weariness as Arachne approaches Athena with cold eyes. Athena, though trying to relax, shudders at Arachne’s approach.

“Athena,” Arachne hisses, breaking the tense silence.

“Arachne,” Athena returns, though in a far kinder tone. “I stole something precious from you in my jealousy, pride, and wroth. I am sorry. It was a heinous act, unbecoming of me.” Athena makes direct eye contact and does not allow her eyes to waver. “In apology, I offer this to you: your life as it should have been. Will you have it from Lethe or my waters?”

Arachne falls silent, her chin dipping in acknowledgment. With her eyes downcast, she mutters quietly to herself before suddenly snapping her attention to me. “Daughter of death: you’ve experienced both now. Which would you choose?”

“What would I choose?” I repeat, looking between the both of them. I look at the pool of water behind me, the remnants of the water still coursing through my veins and dripping down my body from my soaked clothing. With a heaving sigh, I turn my chin back to face both women.

“With the knowledge I have gained, I would not have become as I am now without the process of forgetting and recalling. It gave me perspective and showed me where I had gone wrong. If I did not do as I did, the future held only ruination. I had lived so long, my eyes had glazed over and could no longer take anything in. I was stuck and in pain. It was excruciating. Living a life as a mortal with no memory allowed me respite, like the delay between contractions of a hard birth. It was but a moment of relief, but the healing was extraordinary. I would choose both, for both are necessary processes. Light and dark exist only with each other. Remove one, and you remove the other.”

“Is drinking from Lethe not simply an escape?” Athena asks, frowning. “Avoidance of the highest order to run from things that are hard?”

I shrug. “It can be.” I turn to Arachne. “In your case, are you running from, or toward?”

“I am running toward,” Arachne says, using first person for the first time I can recall.

“Will you live a life without strings attached?” Athena asks, and Arachne hisses. Athena laughs, it’s a soft tinkling melody. “Or will you live with all memory intact?”

“I will drink from your waters, Athena. Do you know of the deal?” she asks, and Athena nods.

“I do. You do not need to fear my interference. I will gladly watch all that you weave. All are made with machines now. Weaving is a lost art. I hope you bring it back to its former glory. Shall your creations make me proud,” Athena declares.

Arachne’s legs twitch in shock at her words before she stoops low with her legs, like a bow. “I shall.” Athena holds her hand out in the direction of the water, and Arachne starts towards it, but she pauses at the edge. “Will it hurt?” she asks, and Athena shakes her head.

“You will drown, but you will feel at peace. When again you awake, you shall have a human form, one by my design, and you will retain all your knowledge, skills, and memories.”

Arachne does not respond in words. Instead, she ambles towards the water, and without hesitation, sinks to the bottom. The water is still, and slowly, bubbles rise to the surface as Arachne’s air is expunged. The bubbles soon stop, and Athena inhales sharply.

“It is done.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and stoop to pick up Mnemosyne. “Then let us depart.”




With my strength restored, Mnemosyne is no more difficult to carry than a small child. With my abilities as Queen of the Underworld at an all-time high, sweeping up the loose threads floating in the waters of Mnemosyne is as easy as breathing. Athena’s eyes glimmer with tears. Patting her softly on the shoulder, I lift Mnemosyne and cradle her in my arms.

“Touch my shoulder,” I advise, and as soon as I feel Athena’s hand, I close my eyes. When again they open, no longer are we in the brilliantly sparkling cave outside of time. Instead, we are greeted with solemn silence and darkness.

“Collect all of Arachne’s threads. You shall require it to make the shroud.”

Wordlessly, Athena allows a large spool with handles to appear, and with slow precision, orders the threads into submission as she winds the spool, collecting all of Arachne’s work over the years. The spider silk is finer than hair and superior in every other sense, from strength to durability. Moreover, it is softer and more brilliant when light hits it directly. It offers a delicate sheen that thread could never hope to accomplish.

“Put your left arm out,” I tell her, and as Athena does as I ask, I make her shield materialize in its rightful place. It could not remain in that wretched tunnel.

Outside the cave mouth, Aiden, Hekate, and Hermes are all sprawled out on the ground—a dismal little display. Hermes and Hekate are seated on either side of Hades, each more than six feet apart, and all are facing the cave, but it is clear they’ve all given up watching the cave mouth since all are staring blankly at the ground with varying degrees of interest. A great deal of time must have passed. Aiden is the first to notice our approach.

With a flick of my wrist, I remove the barrier. Jumping to his feet, he strides towards me with his eyes trained on Mnemosyne in my arms. Placing his hands on my shoulders, his thumbs sweep side to side in gentle, comforting caresses. Hekate and Hermes join us, both wearing grave expressions at the dead Titaness in my arms.

“What happened?” Aiden asks gently.

“She gave her powers to Athena to prevent it from being lost or taken by force.”

His eyes wander to Athena who stands beside me looking haggard and incredibly sleep-deprived despite gods not requiring sleep. “You’re in control of it?” he asks in the softest voice I’ve ever heard him speak.

“I am. I couldn’t risk being disturbed, and the nature of Mnemosyne’s power meant I needed the process to take as long as possible to absorb it fully and safely. If I’d been disturbed, my mind could have been lost. I don’t need to explain to you the devastating ramifications of wisdom, justice, and human memory all being lost in a single stroke.”

Aiden nods, and hesitantly, his eyes meet mine, the question so obvious in his visage—so hopeful. It is all I can do to nod. His hand squeezes mine as he exhales in a way that suggests relief. “Everything?” he asks.

“Everything.”

The group descends into silence until Hekate clears her throat. “Well, if that’s everything, I will be going now.”

“Hekate—” Hermes starts, but I cut in.

“You can go,” I say. “You require no permission. I release you from all duties in the Underworld. You are free.”

Hekate’s jaw clenches, and again, Hermes opens his mouth as though to speak, but I give him a single look, and all he had been preparing to say dies in his throat at once. I do not look at him as the mortal, Corey, but as the Queen of the Dead. I am by far one of the eldest left, and one of the most powerful, and Hermes knows it. Scowling, he stares hard at the stone ground.

“Do you have something to say to me, Hekate, now that you wouldn’t be taking it out on my ‘ignorant, weak, selfish’ mortal self?”

Hekate’s grinding of her teeth is audible. “No.”

“Very well. I have something to say to you, then. What I did ensured that life as we knew it was safe. If I had not taken a mortal life, I would have been too weak, and Cronus would have overtaken Mnemosyne’s power. If he’d have succeeded, he’d have escaped the cave, waking from slumber due to the nature of the power, and he’d have picked off each and every one of you to prevent opposition, leaving me to be a puppet Queen of the Dead, the Queen of rot and ruin—exactly what you and my mother feared.

“The Underworld would have been overrun, souls bleeding into the world above until only ghosts prevailed. I prevented that by arranging for Athena to acquire the powers instead. By removing myself from the equation, I also prevented myself from snapping, so, if you think me weak, so be it. Did I give up four and a half centuries to avoid a reckoning? Yes. It was the easiest decision of my life. I needed to remember what I had to lose before it was lost.”

Hekate’s eyes are wide. “Persephone—”

“—do not speak,” I say, cutting her off sharply. She clenches her eyes shut. “Walk with me,” I say, not wanting an audience. I start to walk away, but remember I am still holding a corpse. “Athena. Will you do the honours of weaving the stroma, endyma, and epiblema?”

“Of course,” she says. “I’ll do that immediately.” Nodding at her, I make eye contact with Aiden who tentatively steps forward to take the body from my hands. “I’ll start the preparations,” he says. Traditionally, it was the women who took care of the dead, but given Hades’s role, it was still appropriate.

Nodding gratefully, I look to Hekate who hangs her head and follows me as I walk towards my desecrated grove. Once we are a fair distance away, I begin.

“I do not blame you for your hostility. I recognize your loyalty and your dedicated work. If you feel I’ve betrayed you, I apologize. I hope you understand my actions now and why I did not share the problem. It had to be this way. In the futures I saw, in every one where I disclosed my plan, we failed. Now, I am stronger than ever, so if you feel you can no longer call it home, it saddens me, but I understand, and I do not begrudge you. I encourage you to find your purpose if it may not be found here. I have never seen you as subordinate to me. Truly, I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

Chastened, Hekate steps forward. “I apologize for being so quick to judge. I felt—I thought you’d just… left because life had gotten ‘too hard’ for you, and it felt very hypocritical.” She meets my eye directly. “After what happened, when Zag followed—” She cuts herself off and glances behind us to see how far away the group is. We are a fair distance now, and the group is dispersing for the various preparations required. “You stopped me from doing the same thing you did. When I found out what you’d done, I was so angry at you. You never asked for help, never said you were struggling—I couldn’t understand. So, I made a deal with Styx to be a guide for you in the mortal realm and to grow up with you again. One last time. I didn’t realize how long it would take, though,” she said, giving me a side eye.

“So,” I say, slowing to a standstill, “kitchen witch. Are you going to give ‘D for dick head’ a chance?” She stops and levels me with a hard look. Scoffing, she shakes her head, but her blush betrays her.

“No. He’s infuriating.”

I bite back a grin. Resting my hand on her shoulder, we resume walking. “You know, if you and my son had children, it would be very hard to plot on the family tree.”

Hekate’s face goes scarlet. “Fuck off, Core.” Laughing, I pull her in for a hug, and she returns it immediately. For a few long moments, we stand in amicable silence until I stifle a sigh. “What?” she asks, warily.

“We must inform Charon.” Together, we walk to the edge of Lethe, and quietly, I speak his name. In moments, his boat approaches.

“Corey?” Charon asks kindly, and I shake my head with a small smile.

“Not quite. I’m back.”

Charon returns the smile. “I’m so very glad to hear it. What can I do for you, Your Majesty?”

My face sobers and I lower my gaze. “Mnemosyne has passed, Charon. I’m very sorry.”

Charon’s eyes slide shut, and his grief at this news is palpable. “Another one,” he murmurs sadly. “You’ll be needing coins,” he says. “I’ll go collect some of my favourites. I’ll find my two oldest to remind her of the earliest times. She’d like that.” Nodding his head at me, he departs, sailing away in silence, his sorrow rippling and amplified by the water.

Blowing out a breath, I turn to Hekate. “Will you be staying for the ceremony?” I ask, and she nods.

“Yes, of course. I’ll do the lamentation and guide her soul in my capacity as Goddess of Crossroads. May she pick the right road.”

“Then let’s prepare.” Together, we walk back to the palace to arrange for the funeral procession.


CHAPTER 25

A CLOTH OF AGES

Mnemosyne’s body, lying prostrate on the funeral bed, is draped in the most exquisite of clothes. Athena had never accomplished such a feat before. Athena, with her newly acquired powers, had woven the story of Mnemosyne’s life. Using Arachne’s thread as the warp, Athena wove intricate images, symbols, and words even older than my memory with gold as the weft. It is a cloth of every humanity—belonging to all people of the world. Every culture is represented, every story told, shimmering in gold as homage paid to Mnemosyne’s memory.

Athena watched as I prepared the body for funeral rites. In the ancient world, it was the lady of the house who handled all dead family members. As reigning Queen, the responsibility fell to me. I’d washed the body and placed her in a dress that matched the exact shade of gold of her spectacular eyes, now forever closed.

Her feet are in little golden slippers, and her body, no longer stiff with rigor mortis, appears peaceful in death with her face slack and her arms by her side. Although I would have usually clothed the dead in black, I feel gold more appropriate for Mnemosyne, being the personification of memory and hope and light; black is too dreary a colour for such a vibrant soul. Three additional cloths are necessary: the cloth to go under the body, the cloth to tightly wrap around the body, and the cloth to drape over the body. Athena helps me lift the body, once wrapped, onto the bier bed, and together, we drape the final piece over her. Stepping away from the corpse, together we thread the golden poles through the rings at each corner for the men to carry the body to the pyre site.

The procession is not long from the room in the palace. Our footsteps echo in the throne room as we march across it, and when we exit the palace and descend the front steps to go to the well of Mnemosyne, a smile lifts my stiff mouth when I see the vastness of attendance. Hekate starts singing as soon as we are spotted, and drums play a slow beat that matches the rhythm of our walk. The song is not with words but raw with vocals of grief.

Athena makes her way into the crowd, but I stand at the front of the procession, guiding the pallbearers to the pyre. Dense rows of river nymphs from each of the Underworld’s rivers slither up onto the shore to pay their respects, and the moment of solidarity within the Underworld fills my heart nearly to bursting. The Underworld is not a warm place. It isn’t necessarily cold either, but it is a place that operates like a void where souls find their place and stay there. It is not often that we can all be found in the same place at once, and I find I rather enjoy it.

Charon, armed with his coins, places them over Mnemosyne’s cloth-covered eyes. With an outstretched hand, they sink below the cloth, and he withdraws. We all stand equidistant around the flames with Hekate and I standing North and South while the men take up East and West. We are the torchbearers. As one, we ignite our torches and approach to deposit the fire into the slot below the dead-bed. The fire catches quickly, and before the silk is aflame, it catches the light, a spectacle to behold.

A figure, late to the procession, approaches slowly, coming up from the West behind Hades. The heads of Cerberus are a familiar and heart-wrenching sight to me, but it is the person who walks beside Cerberus that catches my attention. Makaria. My daughter, and Goddess of the Blessed Death, the Final Death. Rarely does she leave the Isle of the Blessed. I’ve never been able to pluck up the courage to ask what comes after death, and I’m not even sure if she knows.

“She has passed,” Makaria says, “avoiding the soul trap of the light set by false friends. She continues to be a creator as she was an ascended master of this world.” She looks just like Hades in all but the eyes, with my spring-green irises. Her dark curly hair falls to her waist, and her eyes connect with mine.

A sharp gasp escapes my lips, and her eyes widen slightly, as if she’s either surprised by my presence or didn’t expect me to remember. My eyes swim with tears as I see my daughter for the first time in this lifetime. Cerberus trots to my side, and my hand descends into his fur as I try to get through this moment for appearance’s sake.

The golden cloth captures the light of the flame, and as it catches, before the smoke tendrils rise like serpents into the air, one symbol, in particular, catches my eye: a golden apple. Memories of how I met my husband floods my mind, and as I stare across the rising fire, I meet his eye. His eyes blaze more ferociously than the funeral pyre.

Blinking fast, eyes blurring, my cheeks are wet with silent tears. Mnemosyne’s body is soon gone, turned to ash and bone, and as the fire dwindles to only embers and soot, Hekate stands with the ceremonial container to place Mnemosyne’s bones inside.

The fire had been built on a stone slab, so with steady hands, Thanatos, the God of Death, and Hypnos, the God of Sleep (as her closest living relatives present) sweep the ashes into a pile together to be placed in the container which Hekate places before them. Together, they direct the ash inside. Once completed, they gently place the remaining charred bones into the box and shut the lid. The brothers grip the handles of the box and march to the already dug-out hole in the ground. The silence is visceral as the box lands in the pocket of the earth with a thud, the only thing audible.

An arm descends across my back, latching onto my arm, and I recognize it instantly as Hades. Leaning into him, I brace my hand against his chest where my cheek lays. Softly, he kisses the top of my head and wraps me into his arms. My arms curl around his waist, and as the attendees depart while the brothers, Death and Sleep, cover the grave, I weep. I do not attempt to dampen my response. Anguish rolls through me, and I ride the feeling, allowing it to touch every part of me before it leaves. When the feelings are purged, I am left only with aching tiredness that seeps into the fabric of my being.

Slumping and heaving a weary sigh, I can feel the approach of my daughter. Wiping my eyes, I look up at her and smile. Her face is a perfect blend of Hades and I. Hades releases me for a moment to embrace our daughter, and the sight makes my heart clench with overwhelming feelings of love. I join in the embrace, and like that, we stay until Makaria releases us.

“I’ve missed you,” I say, and her mouth quirks just the same way that Hades does.

“I’m a hop, skip, and a jump away,” she says, gesturing vaguely to the Isle of the Blessed where true heroes and heroines reside. I fall silent as I contemplate the question I had never dared ask.

“What happens after?” I ask. As a Goddess of Death, even I do not know what happens after. Makaria doesn’t answer right away, and instead, she observes me. Hades raises his palms.

“I don’t want to know,” Hades says, stepping away. “I’ll go see Thanatos, Charon, and Hypnos. I’ll let you two catch up.” He kisses us both on the top of our heads and departs. Makaria does not answer my question and instead presses her own line of questioning.

“What was your life like as a mortal?”

I pause as I reflect on the short hiatus. Considering the span of my immortal life, my mortal lives were mere commercials, but they were commercials that were possibly so well done, they changed the course of history.

I lick my lips before saying, “Informative. Illuminating. Desperately necessary.”

“What did you learn in retrospect?” she asks, a small smirk at her mouth. I understand exactly what she’s doing.

“Inflexibility is death. Being static is death. Not creating is death. We all choose how we die, and death is a choice that too many make prematurely.”

Makaria nods, looking into the distance where dawn would be showing up soon.  “I’m not sure death is too dissimilar to life,” she says, still not looking at me but off into the distance. “One might think it’s the opposite, but I don’t think that’s the case. Paradoxically, I believe both life and death are places of creation. I believe that if one achieves the final death, graduates from the greater mysteries, that they get more power and become creators at the next level since they have shown the capability to use that power wisely.”

“So… they become another Source?” I ask, and Makaria nods.

“I have no proof, but it’s the best guess I have.”


CHAPTER 26

BEYOND THE CAVE

The days following the funeral are sluggish. Not feeling quite right, I wander the halls, while my new and old memories simultaneously create a third method of viewing both. Everything changed when I chose to dip back into the waters of memory. The promise I’d made to myself about restoring the places I’d destroyed in my grief is at the front of my mind.

My magic is stronger than ever, and I don’t know if it’s because I went back to the basics as a mortal, or if the break simply reminded me of who I am, but I am brimming with it. The excess nervous energy I’d possessed as Corey, in my mortal shell, was my magic trying to emerge from a vessel not yet ready to acknowledge Truth.

Navigating the twisting, turning halls easily now, I walk straight into the throne room where Hades sits, arm leaning on the rest of the chair. It appears as though he is doing his best to melt into the chair, his body a veritable liquid.

“Comfy?” I ask, and his lips quirk up. Straightening in his chair, he arches a brow.

“There are circumstances I would consider… comfier.”

“Such as?” I ask as I approach. My throne, beside his, has no dust despite the many, many years that had passed. Hades assures me he kept it nice for me, and I can see the truth of it.

“For example,” he pats his thigh, “being used as a chair.”

I gasp. “Your Highness.”

“What?” he asks, grinning, patting his leg again.

“What’s the point of having my own chair when you insist on me sitting on you anyway?”

“I like you on top,” he says with a chuckle, and I lightly smack his chest. Sitting sideways on his lap, my legs draped over one arm, I wrap my arms around his shoulders and nestle in to find a comfortable position. We both sigh as we take solace in each other’s hold, and one of his arms loops around my back for support while the other rests on my thigh. Breathing each other in, I suddenly feel him tense.

“What is it?”

He breaks the silence. “The first day of Spring is a week from today.”

Eyes splitting open wide at this information, I am silent as I contemplate my response to him. For the first time in a long time, I don’t want to leave the Underworld at all.

“Then we ought to make the most of it.” I playfully squeeze his leg, and his hand stops stroking my back while his breath hitches.

“I agree,” he says, and I swallow my laugh. Tilting my head up to look at him, I smirk. My hand moves down his leg and then trails back up the inside of his thigh where his mouth opens slightly.

“There are some books that require our attention. Perhaps they’re no longer blank?” The way his face falls is beyond comical.

“Books,” he says in an angry huff. His head lolls back revealing his pronounced Adam’s apple, and I watch it bob as he swallows.

“Yes, my love, books. What was that one…?”

“The missing Fragments of Sappho?” he offers, and I shake my head.

“No… no that wasn’t it. Hold on… a… b… c…?” I continue with the alphabet, leaning back in my chair as I playfully made my way to K. “Kuma Satra?” His eyes fly open, and it takes everything in me to not laugh at the change in his body language.

“Close, you’ve almost got it,” he says, hand going back to playing with the soft, sensitive skin of my thigh.

“So you are interested in books?” I ask, eyes shining in adoration for this man.

“Book—singular. The Kama Sutra does have… entertaining material.”

“Hmm, I thought you might be interested,” I say, humming. “Do you remember when it first came out?”

“Yes,” he grumbles. “Aphrodite wouldn’t shut up about it.”

“Yes, well, we got an original manuscript out of it, didn’t we, my love?”

“Say no more,” he whispers against my temple, bringing us into the bedroom.

The week passes by too quickly, and my heart aches as we approach the first day of Spring when I will leave the Underworld once again. More than anything, I’d like to pass those particular gifts on to someone else, or else… try for a child of spring—one who’d naturally gravitate to the powers. My days of living above ground are numbered. It is all I want: to stay with my husband in my original role as gatekeeper of Death.

Hades is out, snoring softly beside me—under me—and I laugh lightly at the sight of his beautiful face at utter peace. His curly hair is especially coiled around his ears and at the nape of his neck, the ringlets frizzy and tangled from my fingers. As I play with his hair, he stirs and drags my leg over his hip to bring me closer.

“I have to start getting ready,” I murmur, and he frowns, his eyes still closed.

“No.”

“I have to, or I will be brought back naked.”

Peeling one eye open, with what looks to be a remarkable effort, he gazes at me, and his other arm slithers around me. With a single heave, he rolls us over so he is on top of me. His mouth trails kisses up and down the column of my throat, across my jaw, past my ears, and to my forehead where he remains. Closing my eyes, I revel in the sensation of his intimacy. A tear slips from my eye, and he kisses that away too.

“Don’t cry,” he says, and I sniffle before nodding. Sitting up, he brings my body with him as he hugs me close, and I return the gesture, not wanting to ever let go.

“I hate leaving you right now. I just got you back.”

“I know.”

“What would happen if I did not leave this year?”

“Well, not much, I suppose since your mother…” he trails off, and I stiffen.

“… is gone,” I finish for him.

“It was her threat that bound you to the upper world. However, the responsible thing, I think, is to remain consistent. As much as I want you here,” he says, his nose dropping to the junction between ear and neck, “and I desperately do, your duty is to the seasons. Perhaps you can give your power to the Horae if you want to get rid of it? Until then, it’s a necessity.”

“Ever the responsible King,” I say, patting his cheek. He squeezes my breast in response.

“Indeed. I am diligent with all my duties as King and husband.”

Laughing at his actions through my tears, I shake my head and embrace him again. He returns it before sitting down on the bed, making me wrap my legs around his back as we sit in silence, both simultaneously dreading what is to come.

“Let us get you ready,” he says after a long moment, and I nod. He dresses in a black robe but without his tunic as per usual, so a delightful amount of skin is on display. Once he is dressed, he grins as he takes my naked body in his arms and brings us to my bedroom where my outfit from the original ceremony with my classmates is laid out on the bed.

“I want to dress you,” he says before I have the chance to do anything about it. Nodding slowly, I watch as he approaches the bed where the golden bed sheet lays, neatly folded. The wreath and ankle-wrap sandals are placed beside it with great care.

Shaking out the sheet, he stands behind me as he holds it out hot-dog style. Holding the right corner by my right shoulder, he wraps the length around my body, tying the left corner with the right leaving my left breast obscenely on display. Flicking my exposed nipple with a boyish chuckle, he takes the excess fabric from my left side and ties the front and back over my left shoulder. Gathering the golden robe to secure the fabric to my waist, he ties a quick bow with the golden rope.

Sitting down on the bed, he gestures for me to put my foot on his waiting thigh. Slowly, he wraps the laces around my ankle and up my calf before tying the laces. Gently, he places my foot back on the ground and pats his thigh for my other foot to repeat the process. When done, I straddle him, wrapping my legs around his back as I squeeze him. He gently crowns me in the wreath.

“Kiss me until I’m gone,” I whisper, and without words, his lips descend on mine, soft and slow.

His hands move up to my face where he cradles my cheeks. The kiss grows softer until I bite his lip, pulling on it as I withdraw quickly before letting his lip go. Hands clutching my bottom, he stirs the embers as he deepens the kiss, tilting his head to the side for better access. I kiss him hard, lips bruising, until slowly, he begins to fade as I am pulled away from the Underworld.

“I love you,” I say, opening my eyes to memorize his face.

“I love you,” he responds, his face a vision of inconsolable desolation.

Clenching my eyes shut, I ride the wave of emotions surging through me and when again they open, it is a different kind of dark. It is an absolute darkness, void of warmth—the kind Theo had described in the car. Before me, Dionysus stands beside Pan and Hekate, each holding a torch in the cavern where it all began.

“Welcome back to the land of the living,” they say, and yet… I’ve never felt a more lifeless land.

The cavern is as I remember. With high ceilings, and a shallow mouth, a stone room with no doors or deeper tunnels, I ascend into a blazing fire but remain untouched by the flame. Stepping out of the fire, I turn in a circle to see all my classmates in the same positions as when I had left for the Underworld the first time.

Surrounding the fire, my classmates don togas, wielding flashlights, sticks, and Amazon boxes lifted high as they laugh and dance to the intense drumming music echoing from a hidden speaker, creating a lively illusion. Where before the experience had felt mystical and fun, it now feels hollow and pointless, and yet, it is strong enough to bring me back from the Underworld—not that I want to come back to the land of the living, of course.

Mulciber and Grace are dancing as one pair, and Frederick and Cynthia dance as another pair. To keep up the pretense, I begin to dance with my friends, but my heart has fled, descending into the depths to remain with my beloved.

Gripping Mulciber’s hand to my left and Frederick’s to the right, I begin the dance around the fire, but as I do so, Mulciber’s eyes flare, and his hand burns to the touch. From Mulciber’s other side, Grace cries out, whether from pain or shock, I can’t be sure. She pulls her hand away, breaking the circle, and she stumbles out of the way. The dance speeds up, and in the centre, the fire bursts into a column, licking the ceiling. Mulciber’s head is thrown back, eyes glowing as he maintains eye contact with his explosive powers.

The moment is over as soon as it begins. Though Mulciber’s skin remains warm, the searing heat has ebbed, and his eyes, which had burned with Godly rage, have returned to their amber hue. The dance breaks off naturally, and while Frederick and Cynthia seem to be unaffected, Grace and Mulciber venture off separately, one looking afraid and the other troubled.

Tugging the suddenly tight and itchy toga away from my skin, I venture towards my awakened friends. Kate keeps her distance from Theo, who scowls into the air, but when he meets my eye, he smiles briefly. Max too smiles at me, and I nod at him in return.

My eyes prickle, but I refuse to cry. Theo seems to understand my state of mind because he drops the torch with little care and hugs me tightly. “I know how overwhelming this is,” he says, and he pats my arm after breaking away. I shake my head and look down.

“The memories are all back, and I never want to leave the Underworld again,” I say, and his smile freezes, but he recovers quickly.

“I personally don’t understand your love for that place,” he says, shuddering, but then he grows serious. “Except, maybe I do,” he says, his eyes following Kate where she spins in a circle while eating an animal cracker, taking its head off first with her teeth while the other hand holds an open bottle of wine. He snorts at the sight.

“I’m sure it will work out,” I say, cupping his cheek with my palm. Shaking his head, his eyes fall to the stone floor. I imagine he is looking for Hades through the ground.

“You’ll be back before you know it,” he says. “In the meantime, your absence has been explained away with Godly manipulation on your behalf. Guess who your thesis advisor is?”

I think back, trying to recall my various teachers until I stop on my Ancient Greek Cults professor: Dr. Henry Whitlock.

“Surely not…” I say, mouth dropping in realization.

“And yet, he is,” Theo agrees, nodding sagely. “Chiron was reborn. He doesn’t know either, but his soul is unmistakable. Quite fitting he should end up in a Classics classroom as a professor.”

At his words, our attention falls back to our drunk and possibly high family members who are still victims of memory loss via Styx, though my eyes linger on Mulciber, who I’m almost positive took Lethe’s waters. Theo shakes his head.

“With Mnemosyne’s power restored, I’m not sure how that will affect them as Gods…” he trails off, eyeing Mulciber too. Watching my family, whether they know they are family or not, I dig deep to feel peace. A storm of complicated, disarrayed feelings churn within me. On the one hand, I’m reunited with my family, but it’s bittersweet because they have no idea they’re my blood kin. And on the other, I’ve just so recently been reunited with Hades only to be taken away again far too soon.

From below, I can imagine Hades’s eyes on me, and the knowledge that I will be back in six months helps me let loose the breath building and accept the situation for what it is: a temporary absence. I had succeeded. I had restored my memory, I had come back to the Upper world, and yet, now that I have it, I realize it’s not what I want. I have averted calamity in the form of Cronus remaining in his slumber. I have aided Mnemosyne pass and completed her funerary rites. I have restored human memory and wisdom. So why do I feel empty?

“Because you’ve ended a chapter,” Max says, and I realize I must have spoken out loud.

“You need to find something new,” Theo adds. “What haven’t you done before?” he asks, tilting his head.

“You’ve never completed a Master’s degree,” Kate says, and I nod slowly. “That’s a small step for now. Complete your thesis. Relax. Enjoy the company of those who love you.”

“Start small,” Theo agrees, his hand landing on my shoulder in a comforting gesture. I pat his hand as I stare at my friends.

The cave is just as I remember, but this time, I see it for what it is. The physicality of the cave has not changed, but my entire perception of it has. I see beyond the puppets on the wall; I spot the hidden speakers, and the fabricated sound effects. It’s my turn to break from the chains and emerge, reborn, into the Sun. Nodding slowly, I lead everyone back out of the cave and into the light.


CHAPTER 27

THE WILD & THE WISTFUL

If you give me a minute, I bet I can make this worse.” Snorting, I flip the page of my book. I never had gotten around to reading The Song of Achilles. Curled on the end of the study lounge with Theo, Max, and Kate on the other couches and chairs, I am attempting to cross off some pleasure reading from my list, but it’s not going well. Theo made a bet with himself that he could invent a new animal. That’s not going very well either.

“Your existence gives me a headache,” Kate snaps at Theo. “Go stand in the corner or something.” Before us, a blob of stripes, dots, and wonky limbs stares glumly up at its creator with luminous green eyes, stumpy tail swishing in agitation. Theo frowns and regards it. He points at its limbs and suddenly, oversized paws erupt from skinny legs.

“I am under no obligation to make sense to your tiny, puny, infantile witchy brain,” Theo says offhandedly, trying to locate the error in his creation, and Kate’s gaze snaps to him with dark magic in her eyes. She snaps her fingers and the point of her index finger erupts into a spontaneous purple flame.

Theo just rolls his eyes before locking the lounge door and pulling down the visor from the comfort of the couch with a careless flick of his hand to prevent mortals from witnessing his ‘Godly’ work.

The beast’s eyes turn pink, and then red as it watches Kate. Its tail then disappears, and as a result, the creature falls to the floor, no longer able to balance on its uneven legs.

“Shit,” Theo said, restoring the tail. The creature screamed, and Theo winced before the creature’s vocal cords disappeared.

“What’s wrong with its legs?” Kate asks.

“Its legs?” Max asks, hands clasped over his ears. “What about that voice?”

“Just some minor tweaks,” Theo says, “and it shall be ready to meet the world.” Kate and Max look unconvinced. However, as I watch it, I observe a keen intelligence in the creature. Tentatively holding out my hand to it, it watches me pitifully from the floor. Its eyes turn black, but approaches with a cute sniff. Its eyes flash blue before settling on charcoal grey.

“Fascinating,” I say, gently resting my hand on its fluffy head. “Its eyes tell much.”

“Someone finally understands my genius,” Theo says, hands in the air.

“It doesn’t count when your mom says it,” Kate quips.

“Stop being mean, or I’ll sic this emoticat at you.”

“Emoticat? Sounds like a robot cat breed.”

“Here we go,” Max mutters under his breath, sending me a bored look, and I snicker.

“Your child is misbehaving,” Kate says to me, pointing her fiery digit in Theo’s direction.

“I’m sure you have a spell for that,” I say casually, diving back into my book, but I’m not reading a word. Theo scoffs and casually rests his middle finger on his chin towards Kate.

“I bet you I can invent a new animal,” she says, pointing at him, and Theo quickly starts protesting, but his words turn into high-pitched squeaks and clacking. His skin quickly turns grey, and his eyes retreat while his nose disappears entirely into a snout while his mouth juts a foot forward. Max roars with laughter, and I stare at Theo in horror.

“I present… the Land-Dolphin in honour of all of those poor mortal souls you turned into dolphins, dickhead.”

He squeaks and his flippers wave uselessly through the air. The usual facial cues that one can find in a human are not present in his face, and it’s very difficult to take him seriously.

“I’ve seen many things, Kate,” Max starts, “and created many wild beasts, but I have never seen anything so cursed.”

“Witch!” Theo exclaims, his voice so high-pitched that even I find myself giggling.

“Why can’t you two just get along?” Max asks, and both Theo and Kate erupt.

“She’s so difficult!” Theo shouts at a pitch so high it hurts my ears at the same time Kate says, “He just… rubs me the wrong way.”

Theo slowly turns to her. “What if I rubbed you the right way?” he asks, tilting his head, waving his flipper suggestively, and when he attempts a smile, we discover he still has his human teeth.

Kate throws a ball of purple fire at him, and his eyes widen before he slips from the couch to roll on the floor. He changes himself back into a human and quickly extinguishes the fire on the couch with a torrent of wine from his palm.

“You almost burned me!” he shouts.

“Eh,” she says, shrugging, looking pleased with herself. “Almost doesn’t count.”

Max stands up and looks at me. “You want to leave these two meatheads to it?”

“If you’re leaving, I sure as shit ain’t staying,” I say, standing up with him. Stuffing my book back into my bag, I salute Kate and Theo who take a break at glaring at each other to look at us. The emoticat whines as it tries to follow me, but it stops and slumps to the ground, looking back at Theo.

“You’re leaving?” Kate asks, and I nod.

“Yup,” Max and I say at the same time. I wave as we exit the study lounge and enter the hallway. Some straggling students are in the hallways, and a couple of professors are standing around talking as they stretch their legs.

“Where do you want to go?” Max asks, and I shrug.

“I want a coffee,” I say, making a beeline for the exit and Max follows. Together, we cross the square, head up the stairs, and enter the library where there is a coffee shop on the first floor. Max is often my companion these days. It had been a tough transition back to the modern world. The first couple of months back were dreary and filled with either sleep or dedicated work. I was using my studies as a method of escapism, but I’m slowly leaving that methodology behind.

Theo and Kate always seem to be together (to the surprise of no one) but neither will admit their feelings for one another. There is the additional layer that Theo is my son, and Kate is keeping her distance from me. We’re civil of course, but there’s a slight strain where there didn’t use to be. And, of course, Freddy, Mulciber, and Cynthia are my family too, but they’re still unaware of their identities which leaves me to socialize with Max mostly—not to say that he's a last resort. His company is engaging and always has something absurd to say. Grace has been very withdrawn from the group, but I get the sense her hermit mode shall end soon.

I too have thrown myself into my studies, and my thesis is almost finished. I have a couple more meetings with Dr. Whitlock, A.K.A. Chiron the not-so-Centaur, before I’ll be ready to submit the paper.

After ordering my coffee, I sit down in a window seat, and Max sits across from me with his own drink. We share a moment of silence, taking in the tranquil campus. It’s mostly quiet, with only a few summer students—mostly grads—around, a stark contrast to the bustling months ahead. Max eventually breaks the stillness.

“How long do you think it’s going to take for Kate and Theo to quit fooling themselves?” he asks, spinning his cup absentmindedly.

“Knowing Kate and Theo?” I ask, and I blow out a long breath, watching the flight of a bird in the distance. It is flitting back and forth between two branches. Squinting at it, I purse my lips. “Well,” I drawl, and then clear my throat. “I’m not excellent at Auspicy, but according to the Magpie yonder, it’s going to be a lot of back and forth.” I pause and look at the window again. “The bird just took a shit and flew away. Not looking good.”

Max snorts and turns to watch the bird in its path. “It’s coming back.”

We watch for a few moments, and I shrug. “I have no idea. I’m going to let them figure it out, and in the meantime just… keep occupied.” Max nods, remaining silent as I digest what I’m feeling. “I guess I just feel like I’m going through the motions.”

“Nothing wrong with that,” he says, sipping his coffee. “I know the feeling. As the world became more known and populated, I couldn’t handle it. My space was being invaded and my place in the world was disappearing. I felt more and more irrelevant with every building and town that popped up.”

“What made you come back?” I ask, leaning my cheek into my palm as I listen to his story. My palm is nice and toasty from holding my coffee cup.

“Theo. He came looking for me when you disappeared. It hit him hard, you know.” I swallow and nod. “He made a deal with Styx to find me.”

“Where were you?” I ask, and he smiles into his coffee cup.

“Beyond.”

“Cryptic.”

“Yes, well, I was in the next ring over if you must know. Theo had one hell of a time crossing the ice. Anyway, he found me and convinced me to come back, and, well, here I am.”

“What was it like?” I ask. “Living in the Wild.”

Max leans back in his chair, and his head moves side to side as he contemplates how to answer my question. “It was freedom. And then it was a cage.”

Seized by understanding, I sip my coffee, turning his words over in my mind.

“It’s so odd,” I begin, but I falter as I try to put into words the concepts erupting in my mind. “There is a tendency to look at things on a spectrum, but I don’t think lines exist at all. It’s not the correct model to plot concepts. Everything is a circle. If you connect that line, the two extremes meet and become the same thing.”

“That’s a fascinating way to think about it,” Max says, his eyebrows raising as his head bobs. “Those opposing extremes become a merged extreme and the opposite to anything plotted that way is moderation.”

“So everything in moderation. Freedom in moderation and oppression in moderation? That’s the best we can hope for?” I ask, slumping in my chair and horridly dissatisfied with my conclusion.

“Everything in moderation… including moderation,” Max muses. “But isn’t that exactly right? They say that if everyone is equally dissatisfied, that’s the most equality we can hope for.”

“Who’s they?”

“Dunno.”

“Surely as Gods we can do better,” I say, but Max just shakes his head.

“I haven’t. Have you?”

“No.”

We sit in silence, stewing on the revelation until he breaks the silence. “Your thesis is almost done, right? On the katabasis?” I nod. “What is your next goal after that?” he asks carefully, slowly, and I nod my head. I had wondered when the question would come up. I sip my coffee as I formulate my response.

“My next goal is to stop being a chicken.”

“Is that an egg joke?”

A small smile tugs at my lip. “Unintentionally, I suppose. I am… terrified of the next thing I must do.”

“Back to your cryptic self as usual,” Max observes.

Rolling my eyes, my fingers play with the sleeve on the coffee as I speak my vision into reality. “This time last year, I was a mortal with only one goal: get through school. Get my thesis done, and then proceed to my PhD to do research as a career. I had no idea what was just around the corner for me. Now… the scope of my life has shifted so drastically. There are still days when I find myself back in the dark… the lonely dark.” Eyes stinging, a single tear falls down my cheek, but I don’t react to it. I let it follow its course down my face.

Max’s face is wistful. “I’ve never had a love like that,” he says at last, and I reach across the table to hold his hand. “I’ve never had a consort.”

I recognize the haunted look in his eyes. His myths always revolved around him chasing nymphs, who always ran away, but I see it for what it is: a desperate desire to be loved.

“You’ll meet your match soon,” I say, and Max scoffs, his head falling to the side as he gives me a look. I shake my head. “No, I mean it. I’m sure you know by now I have the power of Coeus.”

“… yes?”

“He is not the only one who came to me.” Max is silent for a moment, but a bewildered look blooms in his eyes as what I’m saying sinks in.

“Who else?”

“Max, how do you think I knew what would have happened if I hadn’t taken a mortal life?”

“Oh my god, Corey. How many powers have you acquired now?”

I chew on my lip before squaring my shoulders. “I am Persephone, Goddess of the Underworld and the Dead, of Curiosity and Knowledge, of the Graces, of Prophecy, and of Spring.”

“Phoebe,” he says quietly. “So, when she gave you her powers, you found out Cronus would rise again if you didn’t remove yourself?”

“Yes.”

“So, you’re saying soon I’ll…” I watch the hope bloom in his face, and I nod.

“The Great God Pan, Master of the Wild, will finally find his second half.” He tries to hide it, but a broad grin fights its way onto his face. He grins into his coffee cup and takes a couple of large gulps.

“But, hold on,” he says, his coffee cup hitting the table a little harder than I’m sure he intended. “I thought you wanted to stay in the Underworld to be with Hades? Having the temperate seasons means you will always have to return here… unless you give them to someone…” He trails off. “But who will you give them to?”

I sip my coffee with a small smile.


CHAPTER 28

FROM MORTAL TO DIVINE

Summer passes quickly, and without Hades around, I bury myself in thesis work. Working with Chiron as a thesis advisor is both eerie and totally on brand. He helps to bridge the gap between ‘citing my sources’ and my own experience. With my memories back, it is very easy to write exactly what I mean. After all, historically, I’ve lived through so much. Unfortunately, ‘my brain’ and ‘my past’ are not sufficient sources even though it doesn’t get much more ‘primary’ than being a Goddess of Death talking about her role as Goddess of Death, but I digress.

My thesis started as an open-ended question about the nature of darkness and how it might compare culturally and historically, but it became clear quickly that I needed to make that far more specific and far more relevant to the Classics department. So, my thesis is about the katabasis. The Hero’s Journey into the Depths of Self—the famous words written at the Temple of Delphi were very helpful as a starting point.

My thesis defence is coming up shortly, and though my paper is now done, the actual interview portion is a bit laughable. It is rather pointless in a sense for me to be still pursuing the degree, but Kate thought it was important for me to accomplish the goal. After all, despite my thousands of years of existence, I’ve never actually completed any schooling.

I didn’t attend my classes solely for the classes, rather, I stayed because it was where my family was. Hephaestus (Mulciber), Artemis (Cynthia), and Apollo (Frederick) are my classmates, though Grace is really just a mortal completing her degree. Hephaestus seems to be quite fond of her.

“It’s funny,” Dr. Whitlock says, his purple pen resting on his upper lip as he stares down at a final draft of my thesis.

“What is?” I ask, pretending not to know. He lowers his reading glasses to the tip of his nose and stares at me over the rims, a knowing smile twitching his mouth.

“How you loudly declare your thesis to the garden of the Muses, and suddenly all the sources you need appear in the literature.”

Trying not to snicker, I shrug. “I put it out into the universe. Ask and you shall receive.”

He chortles, examining my chapter on sources. “If only all sources were so easily found,” he murmurs.

I can’t tamper down my mirth any longer and a laugh spills out into the office. “Indeed.” Of course, Dr. Whitlock had no clue I asked for divine help in… unearthing certain sources.

When I’d presented my thesis topic to the statues of the Muses in the courtyard, the daughters of Mnemosyne, I had been speaking to Hades who was always listening. In my mind, I see the scene again.

“I, Corey, your humble servant, come before you, spirit of the Muses, to ask your favour,” I’d said, slowly getting to my knees. As per the instructions of contacting the Lord of the Underworld, I thought of him, for he was my muse and with open palms, slammed my hands down on the brick covered ground.

“I need to find primary sources since apparently being a ten-thousand-year-old Goddess isn’t enough evidence to convince a bunch of old, baby males of my wisdom. I am also not allowed to cite myself for evidence which is stupid.

“My experience as a Goddess far outweighs that of scholarly speculation and peer reviewed nonsense: peer-reviewed just means that everyone agrees—not that they’re right!” I laid my forehead down on the ground as I went through my memory bank. “It would be wonderful if the truth of the Katabasis and the greatest mysteries in the form of ancient tablets could make their way into scholarly hands so that I can cite evidence for that which I already know,” I said, my attitude starting to really show, “even though I was there when it was written practically advising them to write what they wrote?!

“I would also be much obliged if some personal journals of preserved papyrus from…” I pause, thinking. “Hmm, Plato would be good as well as anything left from Aeschylus, and the Roman sources by Hadrian and Marcus Aurelius. Not Commodus. Let him remain forgotten. Marcus was always a diligent note taker. He surely made some notes in his lifetime. If they could be spontaneously found and published, that would be,”  I clicked my tongue, “fantastic.”

“Anything else, my Queen?”

Head still resting on the ground, I nodded. “Yes. More Diogenes. I don’t need his work for my thesis, but he’s entertaining as fuck.”

“Language.”

Head bolting up, I looked up to see Hades leaning on the statue of Kleio.

“Aiden?” I gasped. Shooting upright, I launched myself at him, and he caught me with a delighted laugh, twirling me around below the gazebo awning covering the Muses. My arms thread around his neck, and I bury my face into his shoulder as I wrap my legs around his waist. “I’ve missed you so much,” I said, my voice muffled into his skin, but he hears and squeezes me tighter.

“And I you,” he replied, softly.

I pulled my head up from his shoulder and glared at him. He raised his eyebrows, but said nothing, waiting for me to speak. “You’ve been sending me dreams,” I accused, and his expression relaxes and a smirk twists his mouth.

“I have been. Enjoying them?”

“No,” I said firmly. “They’re distracting and torturous. You must visit me more.”

“Your wish is my command,” he said, kissing my forehead.

Later that week, it had been announced that new archaeological evidence had surfaced about mystery cults across the Mediterranean. Shrines to Persephone had been found as well as temples to Dionysus across the middle east and even into India. Within the week, the media was buzzing with the discovery and within the month, dozens of new publications were available for me to ‘cite.’

My heart soars at the thought of Hades. Somehow, my love for him deepens. With Charon's help, he unearthed buried truths to aid me in my paper, but it was more than just a paper; it was a journey of discovery.  It was me acting in my capacity as a guide. It would be read as a scholarly paper of course, but those who were intended to understand would read deeper into the paper and be guided to Truth. I’m reminded of the quote, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.” It is the reality of knowledge. You can show evidence, but you can’t make others understand. This paper is just one way I’m going about it.

In the ancient world, they accepted that there was divinity because we walked among the mortals. Soon, however, the novelty of the mortal realm ebbed, and as we retreated to our holy places, we became myth and legend. A consequence of our negligence was to become inconsequential to the humans. We cannot just walk freely among them in our truth anymore. Even if we did, they would choose not to see. So, I must reach out in other ways to reach those that want to be reached.

My laughter subsides, and as I look up at Dr. Whitlock, I watch as he reads the same portion of the paper over.

“I love this part,” Dr. Whitlock mutters, circling a portion of a larger paragraph in my conclusion.

“The goal of the mystery religions was to avert the fear of death—to gain an understanding of that which comes after and to be at peace with it. The goal was not simply enlightenment. Achieving enlightenment for the sake of enlightenment is shallow; it was a tool to do great and wonderful things for the self and for others. It was a triumph over fear and control which enabled individuals to become ascended masters.

“There was a reason the mysteries were not closed to women or the poor. It was not about status or exclusivity in the sense of an arbitrary human hierarchy. It was about elevating the world and giving those who wanted to walk the path to their highest self the opportunity and means to do so.

“That we all, no matter how big or small, can become master creators. Of art, of music, of beauty, of thinking, and the only way to do that is to be in union with one’s soul. We must stop running from our shadows—our darkness. They will follow no matter where one goes.”

He puts the paper down and recaps his purple pen. He leans back in his chair, and with interlocked fingers, stares at me. “Very well,” he says, sliding the thick stack of paper over to me. “You’ll find my revision notes in purple. I find red rather aggressive and alarming, don’t you? Purple is fun. I’ve been thinking about getting a green pen, to point out things I really like.” I nod. “Other than completing the final edit sweep based on my remarks, I’d say you’re ready to submit. Wonderful job,” he says, his eyes sparkling. “You are scheduled to complete your defence in just over a week’s time. We can schedule a meeting on Monday to go over defence prep. You can hand in your final thesis then.”

“Perfect,” I say, bowing my head in gratitude. “Thank you very much for your help.” My eyes scan the titles in his bookshelf as I leave, and a volume in particular catches my eyes, but the title is cut off. It simply reads Incoming G—

Leaving his office, I feel lighter than I can ever remember. For the first time in as long as I can remember, I’ve accomplished something I’m proud of. In fact, I could have been convinced I could attempt flying and be successful if a body hadn’t come hurtling into me. In hindsight, I should have guessed. Minuscule glimpses into the future have been haunting me since I had emerged onto the earthly plain from the Underworld. Usually, I disregard them because nine times out of ten, nothing seems to come of them, but this tenth?

“Corey,” Grace says, hands gripping my wrist tightly. If I had been a mortal, I’m sure it would have hurt the way she clung to me. “I need to talk to you.”

“Um,” I say, lightly shaking my arm, indicating her white gloved hands, “ow?”

Immediately, her grip loosens, and startled, she pulls away, face sheepish. “Sorry about that.”

“Are you alright?” I had been waiting for Grace to seek me out for some time, in fact. Dreams had alluded me to the suffering she bears in silence, and the feverish research she had delved into. Her path can only go one of two ways now, and I can only hope she chooses the one in alignment with my own goals or I would be stuck here, in my predicament, a Goddess pulled in too many directions… The Goddess of Driftwood I had called myself.

“I swear I am,” she says a little too fast. “I think everyone else is bonkers.”

“Ah.”

“You saw it too,” she says, her voice dropping in volume as though she didn’t want the empty hallways to hear her. “I know you did.”

“You’ll have to be more specific.” I must be careful not to reveal more than she knows.

Exasperated, she rolls her eyes. “Maybe this is a bad idea…” Her eyes shutter, and she starts to pull away, but I gently hold her wrist.

“Tell me.”

Her eyes turn shifty. “Not here,” she says at last. “Can we talk somewhere… private? I feel like I’m being watched. Always watched.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” And I do. Had I not felt the exact same way before I had been snatched away from my perfect, little understandable life? “My house is a safe space for anything and everything you could have to say. Kate is in the library and will be for the rest of the day, so it will just be us two.”

She nods, breath releasing, and her shoulders slump in visible relief. The silence builds into something slightly awkward as we walk out of the Classics building and into the abominably hot summer air. My sandals are loud on the sidewalk. It is really the only sound to be heard, and a year ago, I would have tried to walk more quietly, but now, the potential for being watched no longer bothers me as it once had. Still, I can physically feel the unease coming from Grace as her anxiety crests.

The air-conditioning in the apartment seems to settle Grace somewhat, the wave of her emotions mounting until she’s squirming, dying to get the words out, to find answers.

“Would you like a drink?” I ask, gesturing to the couch for her to sit.

“You were gone,” she blurts. I stop and turn to look at her, and her expression says that’s not what she meant to say at all. She swallows, and I watch as she decides to roll with it now that it’s out there. “Everyone said you had a study exchange in Greece, but that’s not where you were… right?”

“You’re right.” Her mouth opens as though to argue, but when the words register, her shock makes her pause, and I laugh at the expression. “Not what you were expecting to hear?” I ask.

“Cynthia and Frederick think I’m psycho for suggesting less than that. They think the mysteries changed me, and now they make bird noises at me. I’m not sure if it’s meant to be a duck or a cuckoo, but they think I’m crazy. And Mulciber…”

“Didn’t they change you, though?” I challenge, ignoring the comments about the birds and Mulicber for the moment.

“I think,” she starts, squinting at me, “I think I’ll take that drink.”

Smiling slowly, I fetch her a glass of wine, pour one for myself, and situate myself across from her on the couch. I take a small sip and wait for her to begin, not initiating anything.

“Where did you go?” she asks at last, chewing on her lip as she awaits my answer. Quirking a brow, I swallow my wine before responding.

“Where do you think I went?”

“Stop that,” she complains, and I laugh outright. Setting my wine glass down on the coffee table, I take her free hand in mine.

“What do you suspect? I will not supply answers for you, but if you happen to guess, I can agree or disagree.” Gaze boring into hers, I pray she understands what I tell her. She must because she steels herself.

“Did you go into the Underworld? In the Eleusinian Mysteries… you were taken by Hades.”

“I was.”

Her breath hitches at the confirmation. “This may be a stupid question, but… are you… human?”

“I’m not.”

“Are you… a Goddess?”

“Yes.”

“Persephone?”

I simply nod in response.

“Holy shit.” She breathes. She takes a rather large gulp of the wine before placing her now empty glass next to mine. Cradling her face in her hands, she nods to herself. “And… when you returned, you saw. You saw Muliciber change, too?”

“I did.”

“His eyes… they were molten.”

The delicate white gloves on her hands call to me, and she catches my stare. Slowly, she sighs and pinches the fingertips of the right glove to pull it off revealing an angry scar on her forearm and wrist in the shape of a large hand.

“Do you know what Mulciber means?” she asks quietly, examining her scarred flesh. I don’t answer her, but I don’t have to. “It means Vulcan. Hephaestus. Blacksmith God.” She cradles her hands on her lap, right hand gripping the errant glove tightly. “Vandenburg means ‘from the mountain.’” Cautiously, like she’s waiting for me to laugh at her, she peeks up to gauge my expression. When I neither ridicule nor rebuke her, she launches into further evidence.

“His leg, he said he injured it in childhood too. When I confronted him about it, he told me to stop forcing the puzzle pieces to fit. He quoted Dr. Whitlock’s opening speech to me about handling evidence. But this is clear as day to me! He’s so clearly Hephaestus, and he’s in denial.”

“And he will be for some time.”

“What happened?”

Leaning back, I relax into the sofa cushion. “Many of us could not handle the time passing. All but Hades from the original six are gone. I cannot give you the reasons that others decided to forget, but I can explain mine. I saw my future, and I had to change it.”

“And Mulciber?”

I eye her. “I suspect he was avoiding pain, and not of the physical.”

Growing pensive, she stares off into space. Something must occur to her because at long last, she looks up at me. “If all of this is real… Hephaestus… he has a wife.”

“He does.”

“One that is incredibly vengeful.”

“She is.”

“I can never be with him then,” she says, drooping at the realization. To this, I say nothing, which she notices at once. “Right? Corey?”

“There is a way, but it is dangerous, and there are no guarantees in this life.”

“What is it?” she asks, and to her credit, she looks wary.

“I can grant you immortality and certain powers.”

Dubiously, she cocks her head to the side. “Would I have to go to the Underworld?”

“No. I can give you power of the seasons and of the graces. You were fortuitously named.”

She pauses, thinking about it. “What do you get out of this? If you’re just granting me something as important as this, what do you want in return.”

“Oh, Grace,” I say, feeling every bit my age. “I want to not be ripped apart from my husband and home every six months.” Her mouth opens in realization, but I continue, pressing on. “Feel no obligation to alleviate this pain of mine. I offer it as a solution to you and to me in a mutually beneficial arrangement. Immortality would prevent your untimely death, either naturally or by the hands of another, jealous Goddess, hitherto unnamed. You would also gain abilities that can nourish your divinity should you use them wisely. But it puts you in the line of fire if you present yourself in opposition to Mucliber’s consort. Your abilities may help you on this front. If you choose not to take this gift, just know that your closeness to Mulciber will end sooner than either of you wishes.”

She does not decide immediately. Instead, she toys with the hem of her shorts, though not consciously. “Is there a ritual?” she asks, and I shake my head.

“Nothing so special. No virgins need be tossed into volcanos and no animals sacrificed. Just my intention and your will.”

I smile. “He deserves someone who chooses him.” To this, she nods sadly.

“You said something about the others,” she says, and I nod, waiting for a question. “Cynthia and Frederick are Artemis and Apollo, right?”

“Yes.”

“Why aren’t they showing signs of their Godhood?”

I toss my head side to side, debating on whether or not to answer, but at last, I decide to speak. “In the Underworld, there are rivers of power. Two of these rivers can alleviate immortality. An immortal can swear by the Styx and break the vow which earns a punishment of living a mortal life. One can also make an agreement with the Styx to have conditions to living a mortal life such as not wanting memories.”

“Or?”

“Or, one can drink from the waters of Lethe and forget everything and be reborn as a true mortal. This is what I did, and I suspect Mulciber drank from Lethe while the others made specific vows by the Styx. They will not awaken until the terms of the agreement are fulfilled.”

“Why is he waking up?”

“Because the sister body of water, Mnemosyne, was restored. She is the water of memory. When I returned, I touched Mulciber’s hand, and there was fire around us. I would wager the proximity caused him to have an awakening moment within his element. He should gradually remember since he has not drunk from the waters of memory.”

“I’ll do it,” she says, face full of hope. “I’ll take the power.”


Epilogue




Wandering the halls in search of my husband, I run my hands over the stone walls. I realize that the only thing my heart truly desires is to stay by Hades's side. Yet, the instant I come to this understanding, I'm torn away from it. There’s a cruel irony in fate and the design of life: how desperately my mortal self clung to what was familiar and how fiercely I fought to hold onto what was never meant for me. And oh, how late I had realized it. It seems that happiness is only possible if one chooses to want what they have. I knock on the door of Aiden’s chambers.

“Come in,” Aiden says, and as I enter, I spot his Potamoi, male river nymphs, clothing him. After the whole Minthe thing, the nymph from Cocytus, we both agreed to not have servants of the opposite sex, so I got the Lampades and he the Potamoi. In retrospect, my hatred of mint as a mortal is comical to me. I watch as his broad shoulders are covered with black cloth.

“If I may,” I begin, “I have something I’d like to show you.”

Whirling around, Hades turns to face me. A mixture of expressions races across his face. Longing. Desire. Fear. Fear?

“You shouldn’t be down here, my love.”

Pausing at the threshold, I arch an eyebrow at him. “No? Should I await you in my chambers then?” I ask, suggestively. Somehow, he flushes.

“I mean in the Underworld. Your powers—”

“—are gone.”

“… oh?”

“I found a feasible way to rid myself of the excess powers, and now, I am back for good.”

“You mean… you never have to return to the upper world?”

“I can at will, now. I am no longer bound by the seasons.”

“I must say, that is excellent news.”

“So excellent you’re still standing over there? Leaving me here? Neglected? Untouched?”

In a blink, he’s across the room, and I’m hurled over his shoulder. “Rectified.”

“If you recall, I wanted to show you something.”

He puts me back on the ground, and then looks around the room as though forgetting we have an audience. Aiden tilts his head at me, and nods, dismissing his river nymphs. “Very well.” He crosses the floor to take my hands in his. “Is it a surprise?”

“Yes,” I decide, nodding curtly.

“Okay,” he says, smiling. “Fine. Keep your secrets. I have a secret too.”

Intrigue blooms, and I bite on the question forming because I know he will not answer me. He chuckles, knowing how much I’m struggling not to give into my inquiry. I’d been busy in the months since I’d regained my memory. Much of that time was spent with Max and Dr. Whitlock, but when I was alone, I was plotting and planning.

Bringing Aiden with me to my destroyed, sacred grove, he sucks in a breath and turns hesitantly to watch what I am going to do. He does not fill the silence, and that is the first thing I’d fallen in love with about him. He doesn’t feel the need to fill the void. He allows it to exist—allows me to exist.

Taking in a deep breath, I allow myself to acknowledge every withered and dead thing in my grove. The limbs are twisted and gnarled, as though they’d died trying to fight my magic. I start with the grass. Closing my eyes, I envision the grass being swallowed up by the scorched soil, and as I reach my hands forward, I twist my wrists, emulating the churning of the soil. I allow the Death to bury itself and allow the renewed soil to rise. A creeping layer of green, starting at my bare feet, spreads out, and the moss takes over the ground. The soft and squishy texture below my feet is a balm as it spreads out towards the trees. With a splayed palm, I send water into the soil from below, allowing the desiccated roots to soak up their fill, all while coaxing the branches to unfurl and relax with the other hand. On extended limbs, leaves sprout and grow while fruits and flowers blossom on the branches and throughout the foliage.

Even as everything is restored, it still feels too gloomy. Giving the flowers fluorescent properties, I watch with a smile as one by one the flowers come to life with brilliant colours. Fireflies from all over the realm begin to investigate the bright colours, and the sounds of the nearby river slowly come to life too. Crickets chirp, and a frog leaps towards us, wide black eyes adorable as he lets out a long croak.

“It’s beautiful,” Aiden murmurs, his eyes surveying the land, his hand venturing to my lower back.

“I’m not done,” I say, and he lifts a brow at me. Threading my fingers through his, I bring him to his favourite place at the edge of the world. Shielding our eyes for a moment from the brilliant light, we watch the endless water lap gently upon the shore.

“I’ve never tried this before,” I inform Aiden, and he stands back. “Theo kept asking me, ‘what haven’t you done before?’ and this is what I came up with… for starters.”

I feel into the water from the shore, connecting with it as I dive deeper and deeper into the depths of Oceanus; I pull it up. An island emerges from the water, and I hear his intake of breath as he watches me make an island at the edge of the world. The island of stone drips water which falls back to the sea, and starfish and other creatures begin to dry in the exposed air. Colourful coral decorates the sides of the exposed rock.

“This is for you,” I say, voice straining as I build him a temple at the top, his very own shrine. Historically, we never really had worshippers as most are afraid of Death. Even if I had to be his sole follower, I would be devout and thorough. I carve through the pale stone a modest building, and in the centre, I scratch away at a pillar to make a statue in his image. Turning to look at him, I immortalize his expression. Within the stone, I set precious stones and gems as a tribute to one of his titles as the God of Wealth. Black narcissus blooms at Aiden’s feet, and in the centre of each is a gleaming black diamond. I pluck one and pass it to him.

“This is for you,” I repeat, and wordlessly, he picks me up and simply holds me close, fingers white around the stem of the flower. I can feel his heart pounding.

“You honour me,” he says against my neck, and I nod.

“You’re more than worthy.” Aiden swallows and pulls away briefly to look at the island. Still holding me, he materializes on the island, and he inspects the shrine. “Do you like it?” I ask, a single tendril of anxiety creeping into my belly.

“Like it?” Aiden asks, shaking his head. “I’ve never had something like this before. I—” he cuts off, and a choked laugh escapes him. “It’s perfect,” he breathes.

My belly settles, and I peer over his shoulder to get a glimpse at everything. “How are you going to decorate?” I ask, and he shrugs.

“Don’t know. I have to think about it.”

He doesn’t think very long before a bright yellow sofa appears facing the sea. He sits down and drapes my body across his.

“That didn’t take very long,” I say, looking up at him. His dark curls fall into his eyes as he peers down at me. My fingers dance along his jaw as I swipe the loose curls behind his ear.

“I want to watch the sunset with you,” he says very seriously. “We’re going to be very late, but this must be done.”

My brow furrows. “Late for what?” I ask, and he grins, leaning down for a kiss.

“The Hundred Handed Ones are done with their handshake. They are waiting to perform for us.”

A bubble of laughter bursts from me. “It only took… what? Thirty years?”

“About,” Aiden agrees with a grin. Soon, however, his expression sobers as the sun overhead peeks out from behind a cloud. “I said I only had one thing to show you,” he says, “but I’ve changed my mind. I need to show you two things.”

“What else?” I ask, my head braced on his thigh as I stare into his painfully handsome face.

“After the handshake… In the movie theatre… I want to show you our story from my point of view.” Nodding slowly, I sigh as our foreheads meet as the sun strikes our faces.

The echoes of my journey swirl around me. I feel the weight of the cosmos on my shoulders, yet a profound peace settles over me. The darkness that once threatened to consume me now feels like a silent companion, whispering of the balance I have restored. The path ahead is shrouded in mystery, but I face it with unyielding resolve, for I am both the wanderer and the guide, carving my destiny in the heart of eternity. The problems remain unresolved. The throne is still empty, and Cronus can awaken at any moment. The key to Olympus remains unfound, but now there is hope.

Long ago, it was prophesied that I would be the harbinger of destruction and death. While that holds some truth, death also paves the way for rebirth. Ushering in a new, golden age of life, I curl into my husband, and together, we watch the sun’s slow descent in hushed, companionable silence, entangled in one another on the yellow couch overlooking the sea.

To be continued…
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Persephone, once bound to the throne of the Underworld, yearns to control her own fate. With Hekate by her side, a goddess who has lived too long in the shadow of others, they set out to defy the destinies that have been written for them. Their paths, intertwined with the mortal lives of Corey and Kate, reflect a timeless struggle for self-determination in the face of forces that seek to control them.
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In the heart of academia, Corey, an ambitious master’s student, yearns for a life beyond the confines of dusty books and lectures. After making a fateful wish, Corey becomes a key player in a cosmic drama that unfolds following a re-enactment of an Ancient Greek mystery cult dedicated to Demeter and Persephone.

Whisked away to the shadowy depths of the Underworld, Corey discovers a world teetering on the brink of chaos. Dark forces stir, with ancient gods either missing or perishing. To restore balance, Corey must brave the labyrinthine passages of the Underworld, confront mythical beasts, and uncover long-buried truths to revive the goddesses of justice, memory, and spring—before true darkness takes hold.

The Resurrection of Hekate [BOOK 2]

[COMING 2026]

cover.jpeg
THE FRUIT OR \LIFE AND/DEATH

il

AMANDA L. RAUTIO

W





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc4X1.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc4X0.jpg
PUBLISHING





