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Half Life

Steven Harper

 

 

Right around lunchtime, my office door opens and a pirate walks in. Not a Captain Hook kind of pirate. This pirate is dressed in a smooth gray suit with a blood-red tie and matching pocket square. He has a beard, but it’s carefully-manicured scruff, and instead of an eyepatch, he’s tucking a pair of designer sunglasses into his jacket pocket. No pegleg. No hook.

You should know up front that this isn’t a pirate story. Or rather, it isn’t just a pirate story. It’s also a witch story and a vampire story and my own story. It’s also a story about the end of the universe.

“Larry,” I say to the pirate.

“Wanda,” he replies. “I need your help.”

I sigh. “Again?”

“Again.”

Another sigh, this time with eye roll. “How many times are you going to lose your heart before you learn your lesson?”

“I didn’t come for a lecture, Wanda,” Larry says, now with a little heat. “Are you going to help me or not?”

I grimace. The rent is due, and although my office is a tiny storefront with Ikea furniture, it doesn’t come cheap. My only indulgence is a drooping potted daffodil, my favorite flower. They die but always come back.

The sign on the glass door says, ‘Wanda Silver: For Hire.’ I’m what you might call a fixer for…specialized clientele. Supernatural clientele. I’m not a vampire or a witch or a fairy myself. I just work for them. It started a few years ago when my brother Eric was turned into a vampire—don’t worry, he’s still a nice guy—and I learned there’s a whole underground of supernatural creatures in the shadows, creatures who sometimes need a little help from someone in the mortal world. It opened up a whole new world for me—and my business.

I soften my tone. “Have a seat, Larry, and tell me what happened.” 

A smile lights his face and he drops with easy, masculine grace into the chair across from my desk. “No one does the job like you, Wanda.”

“That’s because no one else has this job. And I’m not cheap, remember. So, what beautiful woman stole your heart?”

“It’s a complicated story,” he hedges. “One better told over a drink?”

I don’t do flirting, even with handsome pirates. I fish a flask from my desk drawer. “Sure! Want some?” 

He makes a face. “Your holy water? A nun would turn that away.”

“Keeps the vampires at stake’s length.” I take a slug, even though Larry isn’t a vampire. Like I said, he’s a pirate.

See, about three hundred years ago, Cut-Throat Lawrence was an ordinary pirate captain going up against an ordinary Spanish galleon. Except the Spanish galleon turned out to be a warship in disguise. It sank Larry’s ship with a wave of its cannons, and Larry was the only survivor. He washed ashore near the Miskito Coast, alone and on the run. Then his fortunes changed. Larry met an old Mayan priest with a mad-on for Europeans. In exchange for Larry’s promise to sink as many European ships as he could get his cannonballs on, the old Mayan bent Larry over an altar, cut out his heart, and put it into a magic box. 

Yeah, ew.

The heart is still beating. It keeps Larry alive, theoretically forever, though if anyone destroys his heart, he’ll push up daffodils like the rest of us.

Cut-Throat Lawrence went back to pirating, and in no time at all, killed his way up the ladder until he was a captain again. When the Golden Age of Pirates ended, Larry discovered another form of piracy—capitalism. Piles of gold and really long investment periods do wonders for your bottom line.

I stow the flask. “Your loss. So ’fess up—what happened with your heart?” 

“You have to promise not to yell. Your voice is particularly…piercing when you yell.”

“Piercing?” I yell, and Larry winces. With a cough, I bring the volume down. “I won’t yell. I didn’t yell when you gave your heart to Sandy Wikolewski. Or to Gwen McPherson.”

This is Larry’s latest thing—dating apps. And he falls in love faster than a middle-schooler with a hot teacher. After the fourth or fifth date, he gives his latest the box with his heart. Usually, she flees screaming. But a few women stick around, and occasionally one of them uses the heart for extortion. Buy me a yacht or suffer the worst heartbreak ever, and so on. He needs to get it back, which is where I come in.

Larry still looks reluctant. He’s steepling his hands between his knees and his left leg bounces.

“Look, if you don’t tell me, I can’t help you.” 

“It’s…Henrietta Rumple.”

I recoil. “The witch?”

“Not just any witch. A witch queen.”

“Henrietta Rumple isn’t a witch queen. She’s the witch queen. Calling her a witch is like calling a thunderstorm a refreshing shower.”

“My weakness for the fairer sex is forever my undoing,” he says without a hint of regret. “And I thought a woman who was long-lived might understand—” He gestures at his own body. “—this.”

“So, you saw her a few times, decided it was true love again, and gave the witch queen your heart. What is she demanding?”

He looks away, and I narrow my eyes. “What’s going on, Larry? Why is your heart in jeopardy?”

“She’s not demanding anything. Things just aren’t…working out with us. I don’t feel it anymore.”

This is new. Larry’s never fallen out of love before. Huh. “I take it you want me to break up with your girlfriend for you and get your heart back.”

“That’s about it.”

“Why can’t you do it yourself? It’s embarrassing, but everyone goes through it.”

“Embarrassing. Right.” His face reddens. “Look, I’ve swung from a mast with a knife in my teeth. I’ve swum away from sinking ships through shark-infested waters. I’ve lain on an altar with a mad priest holding a knife over my chest. But the thought of breaking up with Henrietta Rumple terrifies me.”

I think about that. “Fair.”

“So will you do it?”

“Anything for you and your debit card, Larry.” I get to my feet. “Off we go.”

“What, right now?”

“May as well get it over with.”

Henrietta Rumple lives by the ocean in what looks like a quirky vacation cottage with a wooden deck and two beach chairs out front. A stone jetty stretches into the water and crooks to the left to make a little shelter from the roiling water. In it is a motorized inflatable dinghy. Off-shore, I can just make out what seems to be a yacht. Some rich guy deciding to slum it in a non-tropical part of the ocean. I park my little Ford while Larry eyes the cottage nervously. 

“I’ll wait in the car,” he says. Predictably. Well, this is why I get paid the big bucks. 

I trot up to the cottage door and ring the bell. A moment later, a soccer mom opens the door—streaked hair pulled back, trim-ish figure, white t-shirt, blue beach shorts. Small kitchen behind her.

“Wanda!” she says brightly. “It’s been ages. What brings you by?”

“Hi, Henrietta. Could we talk? I’ve got a case you can help with.” 

She widens the door. “You aren’t a vampire, so come on in.”

The moment she closes the door behind me, the interior of the cottage changes. Instead of a small, practical cottage kitchen, we’re standing in an airy space with a chef-level stove and an island you could beach a whale on. Henrietta leads me to a breakfast nook that would seat eight. Generous windows look out over the beach. Tea and cookies are already sitting on the table. Steam rises from the teapot as Henrietta pours. “Instant tea” means something else to a witch.

“Speaking of vampires,” Henrietta says, “how’s your brother doing? Eric, isn’t it?”

“He’s well,” I reply. “I don’t see him much these days. Lucas and being a vampire keep him pretty busy, I guess.”

She stirs sugar into her tea. “You don’t sound happy about that.”

“Well, no,” I reply with a note of melancholy. “He’s my little brother, the only family I have, and he’s basically disappeared from my life. I’m lucky to get a text a week. I miss him.”

“That’s a shame.” Henrietta sips. “It takes time for young people to learn the importance of family, and it’s painful for the rest of us in the meantime.”

She’s not wrong. Eric’s continued absence is a hole in my big-sister heart. My head knows that he’s a twenty-something adult with his own un-life, but my emotions haven’t caught up. It all happened so fast. Four years ago, a vampire named Lucas turned Eric into a vampire when Eric was seventeen and dying from leukemia. I hated Lucas for that, even though he ultimately saved Eric’s life, and Eric really was—is—in love with him. Eventually the three of us had it out in the world’s weirdest family row. But that’s a story for another time. Short version is, Lucas and I came to an understanding as reluctant in-laws, and Eric promised he’d call more often. He kept his word for less than a month.

I try the tea. Chamomile with a hint of lemon. Soothing. “Anyway, this case.”

“Of course. How can I help?”

“It’s actually a little sensitive,” I hedge. “It involves Larry.”

Her eyebrows knit together. “Larry? Are you investigating him for someone?”

“Nothing like that. But…you still have his heart, don’t you?”

Small smile, and she leans in conspiratorially. “He gave it to me last week. Isn’t that adorable?” She goes to a drawer and takes out a small wooden box. Blocky Mayan carvings crawl across the surface. “It’s right here. A pirate’s heart.”

Before I can say anything, she opens the box. Inside is a wet, bloody human heart. It’s beating, pressing a little against the sides of the box. I hear the lub-dub and smell warm, raw meat. Ew.

“A pirate and a witch,” she says, skimming a fond finger over the heart. “Who would’ve thought?”

“Yeah.” My stomach roils and I’m wishing I hadn’t had that tea. Okay, only one way forward. Band-Aid, rip. “Here’s what’s happening. Larry would like it if you returned his heart.”

Her expression goes flat and she snaps the box shut. “What?”

“He’s really sorry, but he needs to ask for it back.”

“Is he breaking up with me?” Her voice rises and now I know what Larry means by piercing.

“I’m afraid so. If it helps, he says it’s not you, it’s him.”

“And that little weasel couldn’t tell me this in person?”

My neck hair prickles and a taste of ozone tangs the air. I spread my hands with a weak smile. “You know Larry. Fearless when it comes to piracy, but a big, fat chicken when it comes to angry women.”

Henrietta’s hands clench around the box and her body quivers like a tuning fork. Thunder rumbles in the distance, and I start planning escape routes. 

And then she relaxes. Her face clears and the rumble fades. “Ugh. I should have seen it coming. That’s Larry—hot but flighty.”

“Famous for it,” I hastily agree. My own heart stops leaping around my chest. Henrietta can be a grownup after all. Good. Great. Easy rent money. “I can take that box to him, if you like. Save you both the trip.”

“No.” Her tone is hard again.

Uh-oh. “No?”

“I’m not another notch on his figurehead,” she not-quite snarls. “He gave me a gift, free and clear. I won’t give it up.”

Ah. I get it now. “What do you want for it?”

She laughs with a hint of gingerbread cackle. “What makes you think I want something?”

“Just tell me, Henrietta. I’m only mortal and my time is limited.”

“Too true. I’m in the same boat, you know.”

This surprises me. “You are?”

“I’m long-lived, thanks to a little tinkering, but one day I’ll die, just like any other woman. I might get two hundred more years, but that’s it. Even magic has its limits.”

“And the heart?”

She caresses the box like a cat licking its paw. “Larry has immortality. I want it, too.”

Oh, boy. Oh, geez. I shake my head, careful to add a dash of sympathy. “Larry’s an outlier. The only way a mortal can become immortal is by becoming a vampire. If it’s vampirism you want, I can—”

“I don’t want vampire immortality. Vampirism changes you. I want to remain myself.”

“There’s no other way to—”

“There is,” she interrupts again. “The Cup of Hebe.”

I roll my eyes. “Yeah, sure. One sip from the goblet of the goddess of youth and you’re immortal. You think you’re the first person to look for it? It doesn’t exist. Everyone knows that.”

“It does exist, and Larry knows where it is. He’s an immortal pirate who’s traveled every inch of every ocean.” She draws the box back to her. “Tell him I’ll trade his heart for that cup.”

“But—”

She’s gone, and I’m standing outside the door. I hate when people do that.

Back in the car, Larry is waiting with badly-disguised impatience. “Well?”

I tell him, ending with, “Do you really know where it is?”

Another pause. “Yeah. It’s on an island. Three days’ sailing.”

“But?” There’s always a but. It’s some kind of law.

“But no mortal is supposed to have the Cup. It grants true immortality to the first mortal who drinks from it.”

I wrinkle my nose. “True immortality? As opposed to fake immortality?”

“Immortals can die,” he clarifies. “Or rather, we can be killed. Vampires and stakes. Fairies and iron. Me and my heart. As long as I’m at least a little alive, I’ll recover from just about anything. But if you take my heart out of that box, I’m done. Hebe’s immortality keeps you coming back forever. It’s a step away from godhood. Forbidden.”

I think about that for several heartbeats. True immortality. Huh.

“How do we get to this island, then?” I ask casually.

He looks at me sidelong. “You’re staying on the case?”

“You don’t have your heart back yet. I have a rep to keep up.”

“Thank you, Wanda. I mean it.”

“Just bring your debit card.” 

He leads me down to the jetty and the dingy moored there. I didn’t realize it was his. He helps me board, starts the motor, and heads into the ocean. The water is choppy, and the dinghy skips from wave to wave. Thank all powers that I don’t get seasick, or I’d’ve heaved my guts. Wind pulls my hair, and the motor growls like a werewolf on a bender. It’s kind of fun.

“Are we taking this all the way to the island?” I shout over the noise.

Larry shakes his head and points at the distant yacht, which isn’t so distant now. It’s sleek and modern and—wavering? As we close the distance, the yacht changes before my eyes into an actual pirate ship, complete with sails and rigging, a mermaid figurehead, and a grinning Jolly Roger flapping in the breeze. Wow. I’m still staring when Larry brings the dinghy alongside and boosts me up a rope ladder. I clamber on board, smelling tar and salt breezes. The sails are down, and the ship pulls a little at its anchor. Wood creaks. Larry comes over the gunwale with ease and grace, looking out of place in his gray suit and scarlet tie.

“Is this your original ship?” I ask.

“The Gray Phantom. I’ve kept her up. A glamor keeps people from noticing she’s old-fashioned.”

I look doubtfully at the empty deck and the complicated rigging. “This is amazing, but I don’t know squat about sailing, and you’re just one pirate. How will—?”

In answer, Larry takes a silver navy whistle from his pocket, trills a few shrill notes, and shouts orders in some weird version of English that makes no sense to me. The rigging leaps to life. Ropes snake about, sails burst upward, the anchor sucks itself up to the hull. Larry takes up a position at the big, spokey helm thingie. I clap my gaping mouth shut and join him.

“How?” I ask.

“Ghosts of my original crew. Story for another time.” Then he gives me a look. “What are you thinking, Wanda? You’re wearing your thoughtful face.”

“I’m thinking that this morning I ate a greasy McMuffin at my desk in my office, and this afternoon I’m sailing on a ship manned by ghosts and looking for a cup of immortality because a pirate literally gave his heart to a witch.” I grin. “I love my life.”

His eyes narrow. “That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

Actually, that’s a lie. But I don’t tell him that.

As promised, it takes us three days. I spend it exploring The Gray Phantom and learning a tiny bit about sailing a pirate ship. Larry even lets me steer. Navigate. Whatever. I find a stash of clothes that are a little outdated but still serviceable, which I appreciate because my own clothes are getting whiffy. There’s a skirt and sweater ensemble from the fifties, a pantsuit from the seventies, and some workout gear with leg-warmers from the eighties. Probably from old girlfriends. I hold up the pantsuit. This lady is probably pushing eighty now. I wonder where she is and what she’s doing and how she’d react if Larry came back into her life, still young and dashing.

Just thought I’d say hi, Phyllis, and see how you’re doing. 

What will it be like to be eighty and plump and wrinkled? How will it feel when Eric comes to the nursing home? He’ll stride through the door, still young and agile and sharp around the edges while I slowly lose focus and fade away.

Who are you again, dear? My memory isn’t what it used to be.

I get a sick feeling that has nothing to do with the motion of the ship and take a pull of holy water to distract myself. But Eric still hovers at the back of my mind.

Meanwhile, the invisible pirate ghosts do everything for us. They sail the ship and clean up and cook some pretty good meals. At first, it’s weird having plates and food zing toward the table, but I adapt.

The fourth day dawns unusually warm and sunny and the ocean is a crystal blue. Larry points at a smudge on the horizon. “The island.”

He hands me a telescope, and I focus in. “Is that…a Greek temple?”

“Hebe is a Greek goddess and we are in the Aegean.”

“Wait—what? When did—” I stop myself. “You know, never mind. Just tell me what we do next.”

Harry hesitates, and I narrow my eyes. “What is it?”

“I can’t help you,” he says. “You’ll be on your own.”

“Meaning?”

“Immortals can’t set foot on the island or touch the goblet. Hebe’s law. And…” he hesitates again. “And you could die.”

“Die? What do you mean die?”

“There are three trials—the trial of the body, the trial of the head, and the trial of the soul. No mortal has ever gotten past them. You’re not intended to.”

“And just what do these trials involve, pray?”

“No one has ever come back to say, but I’ve heard daemons are involved.” He gives me an apprehensive look. “Look, the more I think about it, the more I think we should just turn around and figure out another way to get my heart back from Henrietta. Maybe we can steal it or trick her out of it or something. I don’t think she’d kill me, right? But even if she does…” He trails off. “Well, I’ve already lived way longer than anyone has a right to.”

“What do you do with yourself, Larry?” I ask, pointedly turning my back on Y’all-Gonna-Die Island. “It’s got to be lonely on this ship.”

He gives a humorless smile and adjusts his collar. He’s wearing a polo shirt and boat shoes. Apparently, he likes pirate ships but not pirate clothes. “Here’s where I’m supposed to say the sea is my mistress and she keeps me happy. And she usually does. I never feel more alive than when I’m sailing with a fresh wind behind me and the horizon ahead. I’ve explored every port in the world a dozen times over and I still find something new. But yeah, it does get lonely. It’s why I chase romance.”

“Maybe you should stop chasing romance and look for something else.”

“Like?”

I shrug. “Try a found family. Henrietta, for example. I think she still likes you. The romance might have died, but the relationship doesn’t have to.”

“Hm.” He coughs. “So, about the island of death—”

“I’m going.” 

He can’t hide his surprise. “You are?”

“I’m the fixer, right?”

“Oh. Well…thank you, Wanda.” He sounds sincere and looks like he’s going to lean in to kiss me. Ick. Even after my little talk, it seems to be the only way he knows how to relate to women. I step a little sideways, pretending I didn’t notice what he was up to, and he pulls up short.

To cover, I say, “So let’s go, Captain!”

Now Larry is in more of a hurry, as if he’s afraid I might change my mind. He sails us in to a couple hundred yards offshore and the ghosts drop anchor. In short order, I’m aboard the dinghy and put-put-putting toward the beach, my borrowed pantsuit fluttering in the breeze. The only thing I have with me is my water flask. Ahead of me, the beach sand is smooth and has a pink tinge that makes me think of blood spoor. Having a vampire for a brother does stuff to your world view.

I beach the dinghy and look around. Lovely vacation spot. Gentle lapping waves. Perfect sun. Grove of emerald trees that climb gentle foothills to a green mountain. Ruined Greek temple partway up.

Soda bottle near the waterline.

The hell? I pick it up. Cold. Taped to the side is a note: 

Drink it all, keep it down.

Is that a riddle? I wonder. The note changes.

No.

Okay. “Is this part of the trial?” 

Yes. Drink it all, keep it down.

I shrug, crack open the bottle, and chug. Sweet and fizzy. Perfect for the beach. Just then, a strange hissing noise starts up, and I turn uneasily back toward the beach.

Cockroaches swarm the sand. Billions of cockroaches.

It’s a good swarm. More of a horde, really. Thick carpet of carapaces and wiggling legs and waving antennae. Slithering, chittery kind of noise that slides over my skin. The horde heaves and undulates like a single, gross living thing. It covers the twenty or thirty yards between the waterline and the overly-obvious path leading into the trees. Tall and unclimbable rocks book-end the beach, so there’s no going around. Every suburban girl organ in my body is screeching from the top of a chair. The body trial. I have to get through that?

The note on the side of the bottle says Yes.

I puff out my cheeks. Fuckity snicket. Well, I didn’t get this far to only get this far, right? Cockroaches aren’t deadly. They don’t bite. They aren’t poisonous. You can do this, I tell myself. It’ll be gross, but not as gross as that time you helped Bitsy Olechowski clear poop fairies out of her basement. On three, then.

And I sprint ahead. Cockroaches crunch like kid cereal under my shoes, and right away I feel thousands of tiny bug feet skittering up the legs of my pantsuit. In no time, I’m over-swarmed with roaches. They crawl down my back, up my chest, under my arms. Feathery antennae probe my ears, nose, and lips. I’m still running hard. Crunch crunch crunch crunch. My stomach twists with nausea, and the soda roils. Keep it down. That’s the test, then—don’t barf. I clamp my mouth and imagine swallowing a cork.

I can hardly see through the cockroaches covering my face and crawling through my hair. I’m halfway across now, leaving gooey footprints behind. More than halfway. Three-quarters. Almost there.

Turns out gooshy cockroaches are slipperier than anticipated. One foot goes out from under me and I fall toward the horde with a little scream, which means my mouth pops open. I hit the ground with the biggest, wettest SMUNCH this side of a nightmare and instantly my mouth is full of squirming bugs.

I scream again, which helps me spit out most of the bugs. But not all. I can feel them writhe and wriggle on my tongue and against the inside of my cheek. The soda is coming up again. No! I taste high fructose corn syrup tanged with stomach acid. No! I blast the rest of the bugs from my mouth and clamp it shut again. I went to college—I can hold my barf. I shove myself upright. Cockroaches slide off me. I shake like a dog, and a bunch of them whirl away. I run again, the insect legs still pricking my skin in a million places. I’m almost crying now with the effort of holding everything together.

And then I’m through. It’s just sand under my shoes. I shake and brush frantically at myself, and it takes me a second to realize that the cockroaches are completely gone. Vanished. Even the squishy bits. But I can still feel them on my skin, and I know what my next nightmare will be. The soda bottle is still in my hand.

“Okay,” I pant. “Body trial: passed. Next?”

No answer. Forward, then. 

The soda bottle is empty, but I keep it anyway because you never know. I trot down the trail into the trees. They’re hung heavy with dark olives, and the grove thickens until it’s hard to see between the trees. Leaves block the sun. Ahead, the trail divides and I pause. Which way? There’s no signpost or anything. I peer down the left fork and see that a little ways ahead, the trail divides again. Same for the right fork. Now I get it—a labyrinth. The head challenge.

Good. I’m due an easy one.

I trot down the right trail, and when it forks, I take the right trail again. And then again. Labyrinths are simple. All you have to do is follow one wall. It might take a while, but you’ll eventually find the—

“Moo.”

I spin. Behind me, predictably I suppose, is a minotaur. I make a little gurgling sound. Seven feet tall. Mountainous shoulders, bulgy biceps, huge hands. Bull’s head, wicked horns. Hooves for feet. And hung like a— 

Well, you probably know.

“Moo,” the minotaur says again. He didn’t make a mooing sound. He actually said “Moo.”

I’m rooted to the spot. No way I can outrun this thing, or outfight it. I’m cold all over and my heart is a drum in my chest. What do I do?

The minotaur picks me up with both massive hands around my waist. I struggle, but it’s useless. The smell of rotting meat is on the minotaur’s breath.

“I’m gonna ask you a riddle,” he says, “and you’re gonna answer.” 

“Uh…isn’t this mixing myths?” I ask.

He shrugs like a gathering avalanche. “Gods aren’t creative. You wanna do this or not?”

“What if I don’t?” I squeak.

“Been a long time since breakfast,” he replies, and squeezes. It’s like being crushed by steel girders. I gasp, unable to budge even one of his fingers.

“Ask the fucking riddle,” I manage.

“Good. Listen up. I have no hands, yet hold you tight,” he says, singsong. “Born of shadow, shaped by night. I have no voice but make you scream. Tangible but still unseen. What am I?”

“Can’t I just negotiate the maze?” I gasp.

He squeezes and my ribs creak. “Sundial’s ticking. What’s your answer?”

I smash the bottle against the side of the minotaur’s head with all my strength. It shatters. Glass flies everywhere. The minotaur’s grip loosens a tiny bit in surprise, but not enough for me to squirm free. He blinks. There’s no sign I hurt him in the slightest.

“Really?” he says. “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised. That Theseus guy tried to cheat, too. No more tricks, now. Answer the riddle.”

Fuck. Now it’s really starting to hurt. “I might be able to figure it out if my guts weren’t being crushed by a cement mixer,” I croak.

“You’re not meant to figure it out, doofus. You’re meant to be folded into a pita for my lunch. Mortals ain’t meant to have the cup.” 

Shit, shit, shit. I try to think, but I’ve never been good at riddles, and it’s getting really hard to breathe. Sweat runs down my face. I have no voice but make you scream. What the fuck is that about? My thoughts run in circles like terrified cats. The fear is—is— 

“Fear!” I shout. “It’s fear!”

“Well, shit.” The minotaur drops me and I go to my knees, sucking air. “I spent all morning on that one.”

I pull myself to my feet. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“Meh. Or maybe ‘moo.’ Come on—I’ll show you out. This way, then left.”

I’m having a little trouble adjusting to the whiplash. One moment I’m in deadly danger, the next I’m having a polite walk-and-talk with a myth monster. I better not wake up and find this was all a dream. It’s been too much work. Suddenly I’m thirsty. I take a swig from my flask and stow it again. Holy water slakes your thirst as good as regular.

“Do you get a lot of mortals looking for the Cup?” I ask as we walk.

“Depends on what you mean by a lot.” He snorts to clear his nostrils and I try not to cringe. “Most people land on the island without knowing what the deal is. But they run like hell from the cockroaches. Maybe two or three a century are actually here for the Cup.”

“And no one’s found it yet?”

“Nope. Couple have gotten this far, but the third test’s a real killer. And don’t ask—I can’t tell.” He wipes his nose with a furry arm. “You mind a question?”

“Long as there’s no squeezing involved.”

“Why are you here?”

I look at him, genuinely puzzled. “To find the Cup of Hebe.”

“Bullshit.” He snorts again. “And I know my bullshit. This is way too much trouble for a handful of cash. So why are you really here?”

I don’t bother asking how he knows I’m being paid. Instead, I stare straight ahead. “I really, really need the money.”

“Okay, have it your way. Anyhoo, there’s the way out.” He points to another opening in the trees, then turns and heads into the labyrinth without a backward glance.

“Thank you!” I call after him.

“Moo.”

On the other side of the opening is a wide, velvety lawn that goes all the way to the side of a steep foothill, the one with the temple. The grass looks cool and inviting, and I’d give my left pinky toe to just stretch out on it for ten minutes. But in the center of the lawn maybe ten steps ahead of me is a stone altar covered in intricate carvings of people painted in lifelike colors. As I get closer, I can see they’re moving, and I recognize some of them. There’s Pegasus, the winged horse, bucking Bellerophon off his back. And there’s Otus and Ephialtes, tricked by Artemis into spearing each other when they try to take over Olympus. And there’s Icarus, a terrified look on his face as the sun melts the waxy wings off his back and he plunges toward the sea. All examples of hubris. Too much pride. Hint, hint.

On top of the altar is a plain goblet. Carved of stone, rimmed with gold, pocked and chipped. This is a goblet that’s seen a lot of wild parties.

I look around. Nobody and nothing. It can’t be this easy, can it? I reach for the goblet.

“Hey, sis.”

I spin. Eric is standing behind me in the shade. Shadows darken his red hair into a deep auburn, and his blue eyes burn in a foxy, familiar face. He’s wearing his habitual jeans and hoodie. The last time I saw him alive, he was stick-thin and wasted from the chemo. Now he’s dead and strong and healthy, if a little pale. A thrill goes through me. 

“Eric!” I wrap him in a hug. His cheek is cool against mine, and he returns the embrace perfunctorily, as if a public hug embarrasses him. Teenagers.

He shrugs and gives that half smile that makes him so adorable. He’d’ve been a real ladykiller—gentlemankiller—in a few years. Now he’s eternally stranded at seventeen, which means he’s doomed to mere cuteness for eternity.

I remember where I am. Is Eric part of the test? Snatched up and brought here to distract me? “What are you doing here?” I ask cautiously.

“One minute I’m in the crypt with Lucas, the next I’m here,” he says resignedly. “The life of a vampire, I guess. What are you doing here?”

“Taking this.” Before anything else can happen, I grab the goblet—and wait. No lightning forks the sky. No monsters appear. No Indiana Jones traps swallow me up. I look inside the Cup. A few drops of daffodil-gold liquid roll around the bottom like mercury. And they’re mine. This is the real reason I came here.

“I’m not giving this up so a witch will help a pirate,” I say savagely. “For once, I’m doing something for me.”

“But why?”

“You should know that, Eric. You should know me. But you barely do anymore.”

“I’m a different person now, sis. I’m—”

“A vampire, I know.” My voice climbs into piercing range. Why am I talking about this? I should be demanding to know who brought him and why. But my emotions barrel ahead without me, and a burst of long-held anger spills out. “Lucas saved your life, but he wrecked our family!”

“It would be even more wrecked if I had died,” he calmly points out.

Anger is in the driver’s seat and I’m shaking with it. I’m angry at Eric. I’m angry at Lucas. I’m angry at the whole fucking world. “If you had died, I could have grieved and moved on. This—” I wave the Cup at him “—this is a half life. You’re not alive, but you’re not dead. You aren’t part of my life, but you haven’t left it. Half life. How the fuck can you—can anyone—expect me to live like this?” I’m shouting now, barely aware of what I’m saying.

“You think that cup is the answer?”

“I’ll live forever, Eric.” I bring the volume down and find I’m crying. “We can be a family again.”

He grabs me in a hug, a voluntary one, but my legs have gone weak, and I drag us both to the ground. Eric doesn’t let go. Four years of tears streams out of me, wetting his hoodie. I cry until I’m hiccupping and snot runs out of my nose. Once I’m spent, we sit next to each other in sibling silence. I cradle the Cup in my lap. Gold gleams at the bottom.

At last Eric says, “I won’t live forever, you know. All vampires die eventually. Lucas says that after three, four hundred years, we get…tired. Bored. The tired ones spend one last night of debauchery before…”

I wipe my face with the back of my hand. “Before what?”

“They watch the sunrise.” He sighs. “It’ll happen to me one day. So, if you drink, you’ll outlive me. By centuries. Millenniums.”

“Millennia,” I correct absently.

“You know how the stories go,” Eric says. “Immortals watch everyone they love age and die. They disconnect and live lonely lives.”

“I’m already lonely, Eric. Half life, remember?”

“So, change. Make some friends. Take your own advice to Larry and do the found family thing. You need to know more people than just me.” Eric puts his chilly hand on my back. “And I’ll change. I promise. We’ll do a midnight snack together every week. How about that?”

I turn away. “You’ve said that before.”

“I mean it this time. You don’t want the Cup. Not really.”

At those words, a couple-three things smash through me all at once. The world flips over, but I’m still on solid ground. I get it now. I get everything. How the trial of the soul works. Why no one ever takes the Cup. Why the Cup is forbidden. I clamber to my feet, breathing clarity like cool spring water. Eric stands up, watching me with those piercing blue eyes.

“You’re right. I don’t really want it.” I carefully set the Cup back on the altar, as if moving too fast will shatter my newfound lucidity. Relief fills Eric’s eyes. “I guess when it comes down to it, I knew it was wrong to come here in the first place.”

Small smile. “You always were the smart one.”

“I need a drink.” I pull out my flask and waggle it at him. “Want some?”

“No, thanks.”

I sip thoughtfully and say, “You’re not Eric.”

He blinks and for a moment I think he’s going to deny it. But then he says, “What gave me away?”

“Eric always flinches away from my flask. You didn’t. Eric wouldn’t know about my found family advice to Larry. You did.” I take a third pull.

“Well, damn. Hebe won’t be happy. Ironic, right?” Fake Eric sighs. “Look, mortals aren’t meant to have the cup, and the test of the soul is literally impossible to complete. There’s no way to win. If you fail the test, I kill you. If you pass the test, you won’t want the cup anyway. I thought you passed it just now when you set the cup down. But you’re still planning on taking it, aren’t you?”

I nod, my lips pursed shut.

“I’m going to rip your throat out now. It’ll be quick, promise. I’ll even give you a coin for Charon so your ghost doesn’t hang around.” Fake Eric cocks his head. “Any last words?”

I shake my head. What is there to say?

“Then let’s do this.” Fake Eric’s face runs like soupy mud and reforms into bat-like features. His body expands until he’s seven feet tall and covered in brown scales. His arms become spindly, and they end in foot-long claws. Behind him, a spiny tail hisses through the air. Looks like Larry was right about daemons. Shit. As promised, it swings those claws straight at my throat.

I spray it with a spit-take of water. Holy water.

The daemon screeches and melts like ice cream in a hot car. It screams and screams. I clap my hands over my ears to stop the horrible sound. As its body dissolves, it draws back its arm lightning-quick and swings for my neck before I realize what’s happening. The claws slice through the air and I feel a prick at my neck. And then it’s gone. I’m alone in the clearing, panting and sweaty and wrung out. But it’s over, and I won. I fucking won. Feeling victorious, I pluck the Cup from the altar. The drops of nectar roll around the bottom. Eternal life is mine for the taking. I raise the Cup to the sky in a mock toast.

“To you, Hebe,” I say to the empty air, “the one who tried to kill me so I don’t live forever.”

No answer.

I bring the Cup to my lips…and pull it away.

“Kidding!” I say to the air again. “I figured it all out, and I’m not drinking. But I am taking the Cup with me. Contract, and all that. Besides, I passed the tests.”

The earth shakes. The olive trees shudder. A crack runs down the distant mountain and speeds toward me.

“Shit!” I run for the labyrinth. The ground shakes harder, and I have to work to keep my balance. I’m trying not to panic. How will I find my way back through?

Then the minotaur is there, running beside me. “What the fuck did you do?” he bellows. “The whole island is coming apart!”

In answer, I hold up the Cup, then trip. The minotaur catches me in one meaty hand. The trees are snapping and the ground is groaning.

“You got a way out of here?” he yells.

“The beach!” I yell back.

Still holding me, the minotaur charges ahead as cracks appear all around us. He whips through the twisty maze with the ease of long practice and bursts out onto the beach with the cracks following close behind. The water is choppy, but the inflatable dinghy is still there. The minotaur throws me like a basketball and I land in the bottom. A second later, the dinghy lurches as the minotaur lands next to me.

Off my startled look, he says, “Did you think I was going to sacrifice myself to save you? More bullshit. Go go go!”

The mountain is crumbling, devouring itself and the island with a dragon’s roar. Frantically I start the motor and slam it into high gear. We zip away as the island tumbles into the sea.

Larry’s a little startled when a minotaur climbs onto his ship, but he sets the ghosts to sailing us away, me with the Cup clutched in my hand and my eyes on the spot where Hebe’s island sank.

That evening, the three of us are belowdecks on The Gray Phantom, devouring a celebratory dinner of roast pork—the ghosts are smart enough not to serve beef—and I give Larry the long version while the Cup sits in the center of the table. Larry toys with his wine glass. The minotaur chugs from a beer mug the size of a small barrel. He and Larry have been getting along great over dinner, and I’m glad. I think it’s been a long time since Larry had a male friend. Also, the ghosts have scrounged up a minotaur-sized pair of pants, for which I’m grateful.

“So why didn’t you drink the nectar?” Larry asks me.

“He may have been a daemon, but that doesn’t mean he was wrong,” I say. “I think I’m better off trying to have a full, short life rather than an empty, infinite one.”

“Hear, hear!” The minotaur says, banging his mug on the table.

Larry turns to him, looking oddly hopeful. “What about you? You want me to drop you somewhere?”

“Nah.” The minotaur wipes his mouth. “I have a different idea.”

“And that is?”

“Ship’s awful empty. I think you need a first mate.”

Larry grins a pirate’s grin.

And soon enough, we’re back home. The minotaur elects to stay on the ship while Larry and I hit up Henrietta on shore. She lets us both into the kitchen and gives Larry a hard stare. Larry has the grace to look abashed. The tea things are on the table, and we sit.

“Do you have it?” she asks without preamble.

I set the Cup on the table next to my cookie plate. Henrietta stares at it like a famine victim seeing a roast chicken. Entranced, she reaches for it, but I pull it away.

“The box?” I ask.

Without taking her eyes off the Cup, Henrietta produces the box and slides it over to Larry. He snatches it up, peeks inside, and gives the world’s heaviest sigh.

“Never, ever again,” he mutters, and this time I believe him.

Henrietta, meanwhile, peers inside the Cup at the golden drops. “This will do it, then?”

“Immortality guaranteed,” I say. “No half life.”

“There are no words,” she whispers, and raises the Cup to her lips while Larry watches with an unreadable expression.

“But…” I interrupt.

She pauses to glare at me. “Why is there always a but?”

“I think it’s a law of the universe,” I say. “But…have you thought this through to its logical conclusion?”

“What conclusion might that be?”

“The conclusion that hit me after the trial of the soul. The conclusion that persuaded me not to drink the nectar myself. The Cup isn’t forbidden because the gods are control freaks. The Cup is forbidden for our own good.”

“What does that mean?”

“That nectar will make you truly immortal. Unkillable. Undying. Forever.”

“That is the point,” Henrietta says.

I lean forward, my eyes boring in on hers. “Drink, and you live a hundred years. A thousand. And then a million. More time passes. One day, the last member of the human race dies, but not you. Other life dies out, but not you. Eventually, the sun engulfs the earth, destroying what’s left, but not you. You cling to a hunk of dead rock and try to kill yourself a thousand different ways. None of them work. More and more and more time passes. The universe falls in on itself. Galaxies collide. The stars die. But not you. You’re the only thing left in a black, empty universe. That’s what forever is.” I gesture at the Cup. “If you drink.”

Henrietta goes motionless. I sip my tea. Larry hesitantly takes a cookie, then sets it down again. A thousand thoughts chase themselves across Henrietta’s face. At last, she puffs out a hard breath and shoves the Cup back at me.

“I hate you,” she says, without rancor. It doesn’t seem to be in her to hold a grudge, even if she is a witch. “Especially when you’re right.”

“Eric says the same thing.” I take the Cup back, relieved on her behalf.

“What are you going to do with it?” Larry asks. “It’s awfully dangerous to leave lying around.”

“I’ll think of something. It’s what I do.” I raise my teacup. “Now, a toast.”

They take up their own teacups. “What are we toasting to?” Larry says.

I look around the table at the pirate and the witch and out the window toward Larry’s yacht with its minotaur first mate…and smile. “To found family.”

“Hear hear,” says Henrietta with a smile of her own. “Now how about you all stay for lunch? I’m dying to meet that minotaur.”

That evening, I stop in at my office and set the Cup on my desk. Everything looks so…normal. Ordinary desk. Ordinary chairs. Ordinary daffodil drooping in its ordinary pot. I stare at the Cup for a long time as the shadows lengthen and the street lights come on. Finally, I raise the Cup in yet another toast. What would immortality taste like?

“To eternity,” I whisper. 

Nah. 

I tip the Cup over the daffodil pot. Three golden drops sink into the dirt. The pot glows for a moment, and the daffodil perks up. The flower becomes fresh and new, and the soft smell of spring daffodils wafts through the office. Delight fills me and I smile at the thought that this bit of beauty will be the final thing at the end of a dark universe.

The front door opens. Of course. Something always needs fixing, and the supernatural doesn’t keep banker’s hours. I turn.

“Hi! How can I…” 

The words fade. Eric slouches in the doorway, his red hair blazing in the hard light of the street lamp.

“Hey, sis,” he says. “Um…I saw you were gone and you didn’t answer my texts and I was worried you might be…well, anyway, I kinda missed you. You want to get a midnight snack or something?”

I give him a long, completely mortal hug.
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“The code is more what you’d call ‘guidelines’ than actual rules.”

—Hector Barbarossa

I always sleep well on a ship. The constant motion bothers some people, but to me it’s soothing, like a child being rocked. The fact that I now slept on a pirate ship didn’t change that.

The shout of “All hands, on deck!” though, definitely harshed the mood. I jumped out of my bunk, threw on my clothes, grabbed my sword (I carried a short Killmaster Drawing-Room Special for use in the close-quarters-fighting pirating often entailed), and rushed to see what was up.

My friend Jane Argo, six feet of broad-shouldered menace with a high, giggly voice, had hired me to fill in for her first mate until someone could break him out of jail. It was a simple enough gig, since Jane was definitely in command and never had to give an order twice. My job was to take those orders, break them down into manageable tasks, and distribute them among the crew. 

This lack of ultimate responsibility, along with the sea air and the fun of raiding cargo ships from Outagamo, made this almost a vacation. Our ship, the Battista, was acting as a privateer on behalf of Langlade, currently at war with Outagamo.

The crew had gathered around something at the forecastle and I saw Jane’s distinctive hair over the tops of their heads. I pushed my way through until I reached her.

“What do you make of this?” she said without preamble.

This was a dead body on the deck. I recognized him as Big Tommy Acuff, an able seaman and fair swordsman, who had given me no trouble so far. Not that he would in the future: the flesh from the entire middle of his body, from his sternum down to the tops of his hip bones, was gone. It looked for all the world like he’d been gnawed to the bone by some carnivore, except that we were in the middle of the ocean and, as far as I knew, sharks didn’t climb on deck. And our rats were nowhere near that motivated.

I knelt and looked closer. Across two deck planks was a singular track, larger than my two spread hands. It was a three-toed print, like a gigantic chicken. I glanced up, hoping to see some huge bird circling the ship. But the skies were bare of anything but clouds.

This was much closer to my usual job as a sword jockey, hiring my fighting arm and expertise out to solve crimes, find missing people, and clean up trouble. So much for my working vacation.

“Based on what we’ve got here,” I said as I stood, “it looks like some huge bird killed him. But the bird big enough to do that, and leave that print, would have a hard time doing it without attracting attention. I assume nobody saw or heard anything?”

There were general mumbles and head shakes. On another adventure, Jane and I once encountered a monstrous, many-tentacled sea creature shackled to the bottom of a derelict ship, and Jane still bore the scar on her thigh from its grasp, so I knew sea monsters existed. But this was something new in my experience. 

Or was it? Also in my experience, very human killers weren’t above disguising their work as something done by an animal, mythical or otherwise.

Then a voice said, “We all know whose fault this is.”

We all turned toward the speaker. Malachi was taller than Jane, and therefore considerably taller than me; he was long and lean with wiry brute strength. 

“And who might that be?” Jane challenged.

He nodded at her and said insolently, “I said back in port that you were bad luck. You’re not a sailor, and you’re not a pirate. You have no business commanding this ship. You’re just a sword whore.”

I didn’t have to see Jane’s face to know the way her eyes narrowed and her lips turned up; I’d seen it many times when someone challenged her. She stepped close to Malachi and said, “When you call me that, sailor…smile.”

“I didn’t vote for you.”

“And yet you signed on.”

“And I still wouldn’t vote for you.”

“Are you calling for a new vote now, then?”

Pirates were a lot of things—dishonest, disloyal, violent, dangerous, and quite often really smelly—but in one sense they were a real improvement over the many kingdoms and empires that dotted the world: they ruled by majority. The crew signed on to an agreed-upon set of rules, and a captain could be replaced any time he or she lost the confidence of the crew. Anyone could call for a vote, but if they lost, they had no protection from the captain’s wrath. Which meant they had to be pretty damn sure they had the votes.

Malachi knew he didn’t. In a low, defeated voice, he answered, “No, captain. I would not. Not today.”

“Then shut the hell up, sailor.” Jane turned to me. “Put someone in the crow’s nest full-time, Mr. LaCrosse. And post watches on deck, to watch the deck.”

“Aye, captain,” I said. 

“And when you’ve done that, come see me in my cabin.” The crew parted to clear her way toward the quarterdeck.

I turned to the second officer, a grizzled one-eyed veteran named Poe. “Mr. Poe, you go up in the crow’s nest. Yell good and loud if you see anything odd.”

“Aye, sir,” he said with a half-salute.

“You’re sending the one-eyed guy up to keep watch?” Malachi harped.

“Poe’s one eye is three times the equal of any man’s here.” I poked him in the chest. “And four times yours, Malachi.”

“Yeah, well, a bunch of us think you shouldn’t be giving us orders, lubber.”

Ah, the old insult. “Lubber” as in landlubber, as in someone who had no business on a working ship. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it, usually muttered behind my back, and ordinarily I wouldn’t have paid it any mind. But a man was dead, and it was no time to let the crew see anything that could be taken for weakness. Plus, Malachi was just a dick.

So I punched him right in the dick, as hard as I could.

He made a little squeak and doubled over. I shot an uppercut into his face and felt it through my arm all the way to my neck; throwing that kind of punch was for younger men with springier bones. He toppled backward, and the crew stepped aside to let him thud to the deck. No one moved to help him.

I kept my face neutral, even though my hand was already throbbing. “Anyone else going to question orders?” I asked calmly.

Again the chorus and headshakes of “no”s.

“Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, the captain wants me. Oh, and someone throw a bucket of something into Malachi’s face. Water, rum, piss, I don’t really care what.”

They stepped aside for me, too. I knocked on Jane’s cabin door, waited for permission, and went inside.

She sat behind her chart desk, one bare foot propped up on it. The other leg was stretched out while her cabin girl unlaced her boot. The girl was about ten and took the place of the usual cabin boy; Jane saw no reason a girl couldn’t fulfill this role and had picked her up running wild on some island before I came on board. Her name was Nell.

“Thanks, Nell,” Jane said when her second boot came off. “Now excuse us for a minute, will you?”

Nell gave a smart salute. “Aye, captain.”

“Cute kid,” I said as I sat.

“I’ve had cabin boys, but they all want to get glimpses of me undressed.”

“Do you mind?”

She giggled her distinctive, high-pitched laugh. “Ten years ago I would’ve given them a show. But I’m too old and married for that anymore.” The humor left her face. “But what the hell, Eddie? Did you see that mess?”

“Whatever did it must’ve made at least a little noise. I doubt Big Tommy just went along quietly. Why didn’t somebody hear something?”
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