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      When I sleep, I dream. Within those dreams, I am escorted into another realm. I transcend reality and enter a world that is unknown to mankind, existing behind the barrier. When I was young, it used to terrify me. I was unclear as to which was true reality, and which was my dream. In my teen years, I discovered the truth: my dreams were not truly dreams, but rather visions of a dimension that humanity was not prepared for, nor could they understand. I was seeing visions of another world, existing alongside our own.

      

      One night, while channeling in this distant, neighboring realm, the great sun god, Ra, came to me. He told me that there were things that he needed me to see. Taking hold of my shoulder, he flew with me over plains and waters, revealing to me things that I could have never imagined. He showed me that the gods of myth were not only real, but existing with us, gently guiding and controlling cultures. As he revealed these things to me, I was astonished by what I saw. The great gods of old, ruthless and savage, governed humanity. Their influence was in everything, from Parliament to Saturday morning cartoons. They stayed behind their curtain, awaiting the time when they could reveal themselves and bring about the destruction of the human age, guiding us into a new age of mythology. Ra revealed to me that it was my destiny to prepare humanity for this time. I was chosen as the scribe of the gods, and it was up to me to document their tales.

      

      As we flew over the Lilliputian colonies (Jonathan Swift was a god-scribe, too) in the waters of the Atlantic, Ra sensed a great force beneath us. He tried to protect us by detouring, but it was too late. The goddess Hecate attacked us with her dark magic, striking Ra. Ra fought back with his sun-god powers, but he had been struck too harshly. He fell toward the waters. As we fell, Hecate took hold of me. She warned me that it would be detrimental to reveal these things to humanity. They were not ready to see the truth. I would be no scribe, but rather a harbinger of doom. Humanity could not know the secret workings of the gods. I had not been given a gift, but rather a curse, to see these things. She released me then, to plummet to my death in the bowels of the Krakan who had suddenly appeared beneath us, its savage jaws awaiting our imminent doom.

      

      I awoke screaming. Scarlet Johansson told me to shut up and go back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Obviously, that’s complete horse crap. “Mythos” was originally inspired by a thirty-second scene in a bad ’90s movie.

      

      Just to be clear, I don’t actually believe in or worship these gods. If someone else wants to start a religion based on my books, I would be okay with that. Please don’t expect me to be at your meetings.

      
        
        —Jonny Capps

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dedicated to the cat burglar who sits outside my window.
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      Passage through the Mists of Time is not as difficult as one would think. Really, if one simply focuses on their destination, it is easy to navigate. That is, of course, as long as the destination contains no distractions. Inevitably, distractions will crop up. Then, the journey becomes more complex, dangerous, even. Still, that is not Time’s fault. The travelers are the ones who decide to stray from the straightforward road in search of adventure, thrills, or opportunity. Most are still able to navigate their path to some certainty, and most reach their destination, more or less, in one piece. It is, after all, human nature to survive.

      In a frozen corner of Time, three sisters sit. They have sat there since the Beginning, and they will continue to sit there until they are done with their task. The first is a beautiful young blond with eyes as blue as the sky and lips as full and red as fresh strawberries, but surely tasting twice as sweet. She begins the task by pulling the Thread. Supporting it, she passes the Thread to her sister. This woman is middle-aged and plump, but with eyes that shine with matronly love. She accepts the Thread and studies it. She continues to pull it away from the first sister until she has found an exact spot on the string. She then points to the area and passes the Thread to the third sister. This woman, old, wrinkled, and crone-like, takes no pleasure in her task. Her vacant eyes hold no emotion at all as she brings the macabre razor in her hand to the area and severs the Thread.

      Once the Thread has been cut, the process begins again.
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      I

      Thick cloud cover, heralding an approaching storm, obscured the sun. The ear-piercing screech of a carrion bird tore through the air. Any who heard it would know that it signaled a recent or approaching death, as if the bird were saying a blessing over its meal before it dined. Neither man nor beast mattered to the fowl; it only knew that the natural order was soon to provide a meal.

      The residents of the coastal city, Aigio, knew the sound well. Aigio was a coastal town on the Gulf of Corinth. It relied on exporting fish as well as fruits grown in the hills clustered around the city. Like many cities, Aigio had its athletes, its smiths and carpenters, but its main claim to notoriety was the luscious fruit. Without the export of fruit, the town’s economy would collapse. This made the arrival of a particularly bloodthirsty beast even more troubling. The beast, a chimera, had situated itself between the town and its crop. A few men from the town risked the beast for the sake of the harvest. Their blood stained the ground. Aigio’s desperate mayor chose to outsource the task of dealing with the beast, rather than risk losing more of his residents. Were the heroes successful in their venture, a few coins would be an acceptable sacrifice to be rid of the nuisance. If (or, more likely, when) the beast killed them, the town would preserve its numbers. Perhaps the beast would even consume enough to be satisfied for a time, allowing the town to harvest its fruit for a brief time.

      Although, should they witness the chimera devouring the champions, the mayor doubted Aigio held men brave enough to attempt it.

      The beast was huge. With the body of a gigantic lion, it stood nearly ten feet from the ground. Its tail was a python that wrapped and swirled its way around any nearby attackers. Should there be none close, it would spew fire from its mouth to incinerate assailants at range. Atop the lion’s head, emerging from beneath the mane and behind the ears, ram’s horns sprouted, threatening those who thought to avoid the tail by approaching the beast from the front. Those who were not swayed by the horns would certainly be made more than a bit weary by the jagged line of razors which lined the inside of the monster’s mouth, dripping with acidic saliva. Upon each of the monster’s feet were five long and sharp talons, capable of shredding a man beyond repair with a mere twitch. The beast roared, and those who heard saw the gates of the Underworld opening to welcome them. None with a shred of sanity would dare to approach this monster.

      Sanity, of course, has no place in heroism.

      “Pollux!” screamed a youthful man of sturdy build with long, blond hair, wielding a long sword. “Go for the belly! Slice the beast open!”

      “You go for the belly, Castor,” a nearly identical (disregarding his dark, braided hair and choice of weapon, his being a flail, rather than a sword) man screamed back. “I’m not getting anywhere near those claws!”

      “You’ve gone soft,” Castor ridiculed his brother. “There was a time when you would have raced me for the glory!”

      With a quick jump to the side, Castor was able to block a tail strike with the broad side of his sword.

      “Oh, I’ll still race you,” Pollux countered as he leaped out of the way of an attacking paw. “You’ll just win this time!”

      “I’d win anyway,” Castor hollered back.

      “Σκατά!” He dove toward the ground, avoiding the attacking jaws.

      “Will you two shut up? Focus!” a dark, ruggedly handsome man reprimanded them. He was clothed with a breastplate, greaves, and a golden tunic, which hung across his torso.

      He lunged for the creature’s side with his own sword, only to be blocked by an intimidating talon. “Orpheus, any chance we’ll get some music to soothe this thing soon?”

      “I’m trying, Jason!” Orpheus, a thin and good-looking man with tawny hair and a soft face, answered. “This αηδιαστική σωρό από κοπριά broke the strings on my lyre! Give me a moment to fix them.”

      “Hurry it up!” Jason cried in desperation as he narrowly evaded a striking paw’s talons.

      The final member of the quintet, the largest and gruffest of the bunch, lunged with a grunt for the beast’s tail. The serpent wriggled and lashed with rage as the hero seized it behind the head with his massive hand, paralyzing it momentarily. With his free hand, the hero crushed the serpent’s head with a large rock. A small victory, only short-lived. The creature’s back paw connected with the hero’s torso, hurling him backward. Recovering, the hero sat up from the ground and groaned. The serpent was repairing itself and, within seconds, bellowed a wave of flame in the direction of the attacker. All the hero could do was drop to the ground and roll out of the way, the flames barely burning his back hair.

      The beast rose to its back legs and let forth a monstrous roar, heard for many leagues. The heroes took this opportunity, whilst the beast was distracted, to regroup.

      “Bravo, Hercules,” Pollux chided the fifth hero. “You knew the tail would heal itself: It’s a chimera! All you did was make it angry.”

      “You fared no better!” Hercules snapped back. “I have taught it the meaning of pain!”

      “It doesn’t seem to be taking the discovery very well,” Orpheus muttered as he desperately tried to restring his lyre.

      The beast returned to the ground and targeted the group of heroes. It lowered its horns as it prepared to charge.

      “I have a plan!” Jason blurted out. He turned to Hercules. “Toss me onto the monster,” he cried.

      Hercules had no time to think with the beast thundering down upon them. As the group separated, diving out of the way of the beast’s charge, Hercules took hold of Jason’s tunic and tossed him into the air, toward the beast.

      Jason’s chest collided with the monster’s shoulder, his breastplate protecting him from the majority of the impact. He gripped the chimera’s mane and hung on as the monster thrashed and bucked, attempting to throw him loose. Quickly, Jason pulled himself up the chimera’s back.

      “Castor,” Pollux cried, realizing Jason’s plan, “the tail!”

      Castor hefted his sword above his head and threw it with accuracy toward the tail, just as it began to rise toward Jason. The point of the blade pierced the serpent’s neck, obstructing airflow.

      Pollux, who had been charging the beast with his own weapon, froze. The serpent writhed about, attempting and failing to dislodge the sword. Turning, Pollux scowled at his brother. Castor’s attack had effectively incapacitated the tail.

      “I have your thanks.” Castor smirked back at him. “And the glory.”

      “I should have sliced its belly open,” Pollux muttered, frustrated.

      Castor’s quick action had allowed Jason time to get situated directly behind the creature’s head. Once there, his mission was easy. Pulling the sword from his hip, Jason drove the weapon deep into the chimera’s neck.

      The beast paused for a moment as if unsure of what had just happened. It then wasted one of its last remaining breaths in an indignant roar as it threw its head back wrathfully. Jason used all of his might to hold on as the monster thrashed about, as if to avoid the obvious eventuality. As the monster raged, Jason withdrew his weapon, and plunged it into another area of the creature’s exposed throat, just as deeply. The creature’s blood ran thickly down his thighs and legs, splattering onto his chest and face as he withdrew the sword and repeated the strike in a third location.

      With a final seizure, the beast whimpered. It then collapsed to its knees, and finally to the ground.

      Jason slid down the beast’s now-motionless back, dragging his weapon behind him. Landing upon the ground, he wiped his sword clean in the grass and retrieved Castor’s blade from the now-motionless tail.

      “We are victorious!” Hercules cheered as he ran to Jason. “Well done, brother!”

      Jason barely had time to brace himself for Hercules’ emphatic pat on the back. He stood again and smiled widely at his excited comrade.

      “Argonauts forever!” Castor shouted with joy, his left fist in the air.

      “Until the end!” Pollux continued the cheer, copying Castor’s movement with his right fist.

      The twins looked at each other and beat their testosterone-filled chests triumphantly.

      “We are still Argonauts, are we?” Jason laughed. “Even without our ship?”

      Orpheus looked away from his lyre momentarily. “People still tell our tales, and in those tales, we are the Argonauts,” he said, smiling along with his comrades. “We’ve done great deeds, not soon to be forgotten. Besides, have we not just proven that we are still champions? I agree with Castor: Argonauts forever.”

      “To the end!” Castor and Pollux completed the cheer in unison, thrusting their opposing fists into the air once more.

      Orpheus chuckled. “My point is made.”

      Jason laughed as he examined the group: Castor and Pollux, the Gemini twins, always opposing each other, while at the same time, complementing the other’s talents with their own; Orpheus, the master musician, playing music on his lyre that could calm any beast; Hercules, the son of Zeus, mightiest of mortals and a god amongst heroes. Compared to his company, Jason felt almost inadequate. Still, wrapped around his breast was his own prize, the legendary Golden Fleece. The five of them were all that was left of the original Argonauts. Once their number had stood at nearly fifty. Time and war had worked their will, slowly eroding the group, chipping away at their numbers. Now, they were a mere shadow of the original cast. Still, as Jason looked at the small group, he felt a deep satisfaction. Perhaps they truly would be Argonauts forever.

      II

      He had been known as the man with one sandal.

      It was not an impressive-sounding title (and a bit inaccurate, since most of the time, he wore two), but those who knew what it meant both respected and revered it.

      Jason was the heir to the throne of Iolkos, placed in exile for his own safety when his cousin Pelias murdered his father, King Aeson, thus stealing the throne. During his ill-gotten reign, an Oracle warned Pelias that he would be murdered by a kinsman. The Oracle had also mentioned that he should be wary of anyone that he saw wearing only one sandal. From that day on, Pelias watched people’s footwear very closely.

      Jason spent the first twenty years of his life under the training of Chiron, the famous centaur who had also trained Hercules, in the mountains of Pelion. This was far enough away from Iolkos to avoid detection from Pelias, who surely would have killed Jason if he had known where Jason was. During this time, Jason had learned how to fight with as many weapons as Chiron knew of (including unarmed combat), how to survive in the wild, and how to ride and groom horses. Once he had reached the age of manhood Jason had set out to confront his cousin.

      Just outside of Iolkos, there was a river. As Jason approached it, he saw an elderly woman sitting, looking forlorn. He asked her why she was so downcast. She informed Jason that she needed to cross the river, but there was no bridge for nearly a mile, and the water was moving too quickly for an old woman to wade across. She would surely drown. Jason volunteered to carry her across the river, and the woman accepted his help.

      The river was indeed flowing quickly, and the bottom of the river was treacherous and dense with mud. Jason hefted the woman onto his back, secured her, and began to cross. About halfway through their journey, Jason’s left foot snagged on something, and he kicked violently to get himself loose. He achieved his goal, and soon, both he and the woman were safely across.

      Once on the other side, the old woman smiled and revealed herself to be the goddess Hera. She thanked Jason for his heroism and chivalry, promising to watch over him during his quest. Jason thanked the goddess and continued on his trek to Iolkos.

      Upon reaching the town, Jason requested an audience with King Pelias. Perhaps his request came with great authority and confidence, or maybe Hera’s blessing granted him favor that was evident to all, but he was uncharacteristically escorted directly into the throne room. There, he confronted the king without hesitation. Those within the throne room were amazed at the strange man’s ferocity, his courage, and the learned way with which he spoke. Others were simply captivated by Jason’s rippling musculature, his finely bronzed skin, and the golden curls that spun from his head to his shoulders.

      King Pelias noticed none of this.

      He was too distracted by Jason’s barren left foot.

      III

      After the battle, the heroes separated, each going about their own life. Orpheus announced he was playing a show at a nearby tavern and, should any of them wish to join him, he could supply drinks at a discounted rate. While this tempted the Gemini brothers, they said that they also had a commitment back in Sparta with their wives, Phoebe and Hilaeira. Hercules was headed back to Olympus (plus, Orpheus’ music always put him to sleep), so he could not make it. Jason honestly stated that he probably could have come, but he wanted instead to get home to his wife, Medea. She was surely waiting for him with a large meal. Thus, the company split, promising to meet again soon to see what adventures the world would hold.

      Since Jason and Hercules both had destinations in the same direction, they walked together for a bit. Jason was still feeling pretty elated about the achievement, but Hercules seemed to walk with a cloud over his shoulders. They walked mostly in silence, occasionally engaging in petty small talk about the weather and local politics, topics that interested neither of them. The tension was too heavy.

      “Hercules,” Jason confronted him finally, “is something wrong?”

      “No, no.” Hercules shook his head unconvincingly. “It’s nothing. Simply my own thoughts.”

      Jason shrugged and continued to walk beside his comrade.

      Within a few steps, Hercules sighed.

      “One chimera!” he blurted. “There was only one chimera, and it nearly bested us!”

      Jason shook his head and chuckled, rolling his eyes at Hercules’ unbridled ambition. “To be fair,” he replied, “it was a rather large chimera.”

      “The size should not matter,” Hercules grumbled. “We are the Argonauts. There should be no challenge too large for us. We should be defeating entire armies, not being paralyzed by a single beast. Remember the island of Lemnos?”

      As Jason thought about the island, populated entirely by beautiful women, he smiled widely. “Of course I do.” He laughed. “Although, I fail to see how eating good food, drinking the best wine, and receiving fine clothing could constitute a challenge.”

      “Those women had killed every other man that they had met,” Hercules defended his assertion. “Yet, they did not kill the Argonauts.”

      “They did not even try!” Jason said, still happy with the memory. “I believe that they were simply overjoyed to see men once more. And if I might remind you,” he continued, looking at Hercules with raised eyebrows, “I believe you abandoned us shortly after that when your armor bearer became drawn to that water nymph.”

      “Well, yes.” Hercules dropped his gaze to the road sheepishly. “But, I came back, did I not? I am still an Argonaut, and that is my point. If we are Argonauts forever, then we should proclaim that.”

      Jason sighed as he considered reality. While his makeshift army of adventurers had at one time been a force to be reckoned with, it now seemed as if they were merely a dwindling cabal. There were those who still told of their adventures around campfires and sang of their journeys in taverns. They likely always would. However, the likelihood of new adventures seemed to be grow dimmer each day. The heroes left to find work elsewhere, or to live their quiet lives, free of adventure.

      “Both of the Boreads are dead,” Jason said, his face falling to his chest.

      “I know,” Hercules replied. “I was saddened when I learned of this. They were great warriors. That happens to adventurers sometimes. The risk of death comes with the territory.”

      “It does,” Jason agreed, raising his head again to look Hercules in the eye. “Think, though: We are family men now, each with a wife to defend and care for. If I were to die on an adventure, who would care for Medea? I know that was Nestor’s reason for leaving. He wanted to start a family, and he could not do that if his life were constantly in danger, as it was during his time with the Argonauts.”

      Hercules cocked an eyebrow. “Was that Euphemus’ reasoning as well?”

      Jason shook his head. “Euphemus chose to leave because politics offers a more stable salary than freelance adventuring. While you and I have our resources, not everyone else is so blessed. Some would find a steady pay more appealing, as Euphemus proved.”

      “He was weak.” Hercules scowled. “Money is no substitute for adventure.”

      “Oh,” Jason chuckled. “Should I tell Aigio’s mayor to keep our fee?”

      Hercules swatted Jason on the back of the head. “That is not the point. We are adventurers, we are champions, and above all, we are Argonauts. Argonauts forever!”

      With his fist thrust into the air, Hercules looked expectantly toward Jason for the completed cheer. Jason looked back at him with regretful eyes.

      “There are but five of us now.” Jason sighed.

      “So, maybe we should recruit more members.”

      “Maybe we should let go of the dream.”

      Hercules stopped walking abruptly. Jason walked two steps more, then turned to see his comrade glaring down at him darkly.

      “I only stated what needed to be said,” Jason defended himself.

      Hercules’ scowl deepened. Jason imagined he might see steam escaping from his ears and fire about to launch from his eyes.

      “You still wear that Fleece,” Hercules growled.

      Jason paused and ran his fingers through the golden fibers that composed his makeshift tunic. He understood Hercules’ accusation. While Jason was suggesting that perhaps they stop attempting to be heroes, his legacy was still wrapped around his chest, rather than hanging on a wall in his chamber or on display in a trophy case at his dwelling. While the thought of peace and tranquility appealed to him, the thought of taking off the Fleece nearly caused him physical pain. There was still adventure left in Jason and, until that spirit was quieted, he would not be able to simply let the Argonauts pass away.

      “All right.” Jason stepped back to where Hercules was standing. “I’m in. What are you proposing?”

      Hercules smiled, victorious once again. “Well, like you said, five champions are not enough. We should recruit others. I think that we should form a list of possible candidates and proceed with that accordingly. There are plenty of eligible heroes who would be overjoyed to join our ranks.”

      “I agree.” Jason smiled, becoming more excited about the prospect as they continued the discussion. “Shall we go to the tavern where Orpheus is playing in order to discuss this further?”

      “No.” Hercules shook his head. “I wouldn’t be able to pay attention, what with the falling to sleep and all. Let us go to Oblivion.”

      “Oh!” Jason’s grin widened, excitedly. “I’ve heard of Oblivion! That’s definitely where we should go.”

      “Argonauts forever!” Hercules repeated his unanswered cheer with his fist in the air once more.

      “To the end!” Jason replied this time, punching the air as was the accepted custom.

      The champions left the road on which they had been traveling and proceeded instead down a detoured path, toward the future.

      IV

      Hercules made his way back to the table where Jason was seated, carrying two large glass goblets filled to the brim with a dark beverage, topped with a thick head of foam. The tavern was dimly lit with a soft light provided by candles situated strategically around the room and by lanterns hung on the walls. Creatures and deities from all different regions sat basking in the ambiance of the tavern and enjoying their drinks.

      On one end of the room, there was a long bar, where two attractive women served drinks to patrons perched on stools. Opposite the bar, there was a small stage where an acting troupe was preparing for the evening show. At one table, the god Anubis could be seen discussing the afterlife with Nanna, the Norse goddess of grief. Elsewhere, Jason spotted Narcissus, sitting proudly with a wide smile and a beautiful water nymph on his arm. Drinking alone in a corner sat the tentacled Cthulhu, a god whom none of the others really understood. For his part, it did not seem he desired to be understood. He was satisfied sitting alone, drinking his beer, and dreaming of worlds to devour.

      The bartending god Dionysus walked through the tavern, moving from table to table, making small talk with the patrons. He laughed at jokes, whether funny or not, and refilled drinks from the pitcher he carried with him. This was his tavern, and all were welcome, providing that they did not make too much of a scene. If they did make a scene, it had better be an entertaining one, otherwise they would be thrown out. The occasional fight could not be avoided, but if it was a foolish quarrel or a one-sided combat, the value was seriously diminished.

      Hercules sat down in his seat, considered the drinks closely for a moment, and then passed the one with a thicker head to Jason. Jason accepted it and drank deeply. He made a face as he swallowed the fluid.

      “Ugh,” he complained. “This is not wine.”

      “It’s beer,” Hercules explained. “It’s a drink that we got from Egypt, Mesopotamia, or some other culture we conquered.” Hercules lifted his own goblet to his lips and drank.

      He belched.

      “It’s good,” the demigod continued. “It probably cures some disease or something, but even if it doesn’t, I like it. I think it’s kind of like what the Egyptians used to give the slaves when they were working.”

      “Was it a punishment?” Jason stared into his cup. “Because, I have to say, it tastes like punishment.”

      “You have to get used to it.” Hercules took another draw. “Once you are, you’ll love it. I can’t get enough of this stuff now.”

      Jason took another sip of his beer and cringed as he swallowed. “So, explain to me how time works here again?” he inquired. “It stops, right?”

      Hercules nodded his head and lowered his mug. “I guess so,” he said. “Time stops while you’re here. It’s a separate reality. Dionysus promised Dad that he would provide the best wine to Olympus if Dad were able to get him a bar where the patrons would never have to leave. It doesn’t work right, though, because time keeps moving in the world outside. So, you could be here for what feels like an hour, step back into the world, and find out that you’ve been gone for a couple days.”

      “Is that not somewhat dangerous?” Jason frowned. “I mean, how can you tell if you’ve been gone too long?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Hercules dismissed the concern with a wave. “The most that I have ever been here was a week. What is the worst that could happen? Are you afraid that your wife is going to leave you?”

      Jason shook his head. “No,” he said. “Medea and I are very committed to each other.”

      “Then don’t worry about it.” Hercules took another large swallow from his drink and rendered another large burp. “Just drink your beer.”

      Jason took another sip, a bit larger than the last. “So, while you’re here at the bar,” Jason swallowed with a cringe, “would you age?”

      “No.” Hercules shook his head. “That was the whole point. Oblivion is an escape from everything, even time.”

      “That is nice.” Jason smiled widely.

      Hercules spread his arms wide, indicating the entire room. “Why do you think it’s so popular?” he asked, beaming.

      “Well, it’s certainly not because of beer.” Jason took another drink. “Now, let’s get down to business. Who is the first hero that you’d want as an Argonaut?”

      “Odysseus,” Hercules stated. “He’s strong, courageous, and plus, he knows how to captain a ship. If we were to revive the Argos, he would be a perfect crew member.”

      Jason shook his head. “I agree that he would be perfect,” he said. “In fact, I agree so much that I asked him to join the Argonauts after Troy fell. He told me on no uncertain terms that he was not interested. All he wanted to do was get home to his wife in Ithaca.”

      “Troy fell a long time ago, Jason.” Hercules raised his eyebrows. “Maybe his desire has changed.”

      “Perhaps.” Jason shrugged. “Still, I don’t think we should count on him joining. What of Achilles? He was a great warrior, and instrumental in the Trojan war.”

      Hercules rolled his eyes. “The man all but died,” he exclaimed, “just from being stabbed in the heel!”

      “Yet, that is his only vulnerable spot,” Jason insisted. “If it becomes an issue, we could simply get him better sandals!”

      “Everyone knows of the spot now, though,” Hercules continued his critique. “That makes him a liability. I certainly would not be comfortable with him having my back. Now, Perseus, that would be someone I could get behind.”

      “Oh, Perseus would be great,” Jason agreed. “Plus, he rides Pegasus, and that would be an added resource. Do you know where he is now?”

      “Absolutely.” Hercules nodded, eagerly. “He’s the founder and ruler of Mycenae, so that’s probably where he is.”

      “He’s a politician?” Jason grimaced.

      “Oh.” Hercules’ glee dropped with his gaze. “Right. Well, we can still ask.”

      “What about Atalanta?” Jason asked.

      “No!” Hercules declared emphatically. “No women!”

      “She is a good fighter,” Jason insisted. “She bested Peleus in the funeral games back when my cousin was ruling my country. Plus, who can forget the Calydonian boar hunt? She was great as an Argonaut. I do not see a reason why she would not join us again.”

      “Perhaps,” Hercules relented. “I still do not like it, though. In my experience, women warriors always seem to cause strife. Besides, none of them seem to like me.”

      “Did you not get beaten up by the Amazons a couple times?” Jason chuckled.

      “Maybe.” Hercules shifted his eyes. “But that was different. There were … a lot of them.”

      “Well, I suppose that would be a good excuse,” Jason laughed loudly, “for anyone but you.”

      Hercules paused and took another long drink from his goblet. He looked to Jason, seriously. “This is going to take a bit of time, isn’t it?”

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” came a cheerful voice. Looking up, Jason saw the welcoming face of their host as he approached them with a pitcher full of beer. He wore his usual casual smile, his dark hair combed back, away from his forehead. His eyes sparkled with life as he stopped at their table.

      “How are things going tonight?” he asked, the smile never flickering.

      “Hail, Dionysus,” Jason returned the greeting with a smile of his own. “The place looks terrific.”

      “Thank you, Jason.” Dionysus laughed. “It’s not much, but I do what I can. What are you boys doing this evening?”

      “We’re recruiting more Argonauts,” Hercules informed him. “Well, technically, we’re just finding candidates, but after that, we’re going to start recruiting.”

      “So, the Argonauts are returning.” Dionysus raised his eyebrows as he tipped his pitcher in order to refill Hercules’ glass. “I’m looking forward to hearing of your new ventures. Once you’ve formed this new crew, won’t you bring them here so I may meet them? The first round is on me.”

      “We never went away, Dionysus,” Hercules insisted. “In fact, we just finished slaying a chimera. You should have seen this thing, Dion! It was huge, like, twenty feet long. It breathed fire from its tail, and its teeth were like swords. We barely survived!”

      “Wow.” Dionysus took a step backward, looking impressed. “That does sound like a story. I cannot wait to hear it. Sadly, I must be getting back to my duties now.” Dionysus put a melodramatic hand to his forehead. “Oh, so much work, it never stops, never stops.” He sighed with exaggerated exhaustion.

      Jason and Hercules both laughed at the act.

      “It was good to see you boys.” Dionysus smiled authentically. He then motioned to the stage. “I hope your work does not prevent you from enjoying the show.”

      “There’s a show tonight?” Hercules turned toward the stage, where a satyr sat prepping himself next to a wood nymph. Across the stage, a man was fitting himself into a gorgon outfit.

      “Oh wow!” Hercules exclaimed. “Is that really Pan?”

      Dionysus chuckled and winked at Hercules. “It is indeed, brother. Enjoy the show.”

      Turning his back to the table, Dionysus walked back to the bar, stopping to wipe off an empty table en route.

      “Check it out, Jason!” Hercules pointed excitedly to the stage. “It’s Pan!”

      “I see that.” Jason smiled. “But now, I think we should really get back to the project at hand.”

      “Yeah, yeah, we will.” Hercules’ eyes never deviated from the stage. “We’ll do that right after the show.”

      “If we are wanting to become a presence again, I think⁠—”

      “Shush.” Hercules turned to Jason, holding his finger to his lips. “It’s starting.”

      Jason started to become concerned. “Hercules,” he said, “I really should not be gone that long.”

      Hercules did not respond, but four or five neighboring tables shushed Jason for him. As the lights in the tavern dimmed and music began to play, Jason sighed and shook his head. It seemed that he had lost this battle, but it was only one show. It was Pan, after all. What harm could one show do? Jason sat back and lifted the beer to his lips again.

      The stuff really was not all that bad, once you got used to it.

      Dionysus looked back to where the two were seated and smiled slyly to himself. It was rare that he found two such popular heroes in his bar together, especially ones with virtually endless resources. Even if they could not afford their tab at the end of their stay, Dionysus knew that Zeus, Hercules’ father, would never allow his favorite son to be indebted to the establishment.

      At that moment, Dionysus began to contrive a plan to keep them at Oblivion for as long as he could.

      V

      Hera had never liked Hercules.

      Hercules was the son of Zeus and Alcmene, a mortal woman. While this was not the first of Zeus’ affairs, Alcmene was beneath the standards that Hera had set, even for Zeus’ extramarital conquests. Gods, after all, are almost expected to sleep around. Hera herself, the goddess of marriage, had gotten into her own share of affairs. Alcmene, however, was unworthy. Her illegitimate child was therefore unworthy as well.

      When Hercules was still a supposedly defenseless infant, Hera made an attempt to eliminate him. She set two venomous serpents loose in his crib. To this end, Hercules first showed his inhuman strength. Taking a serpent in each hand, he strangled them both. Whether this was intentional or simply an infant’s attempt at exercising newly found muscles is not known. Later, when his nurse came in to check on him, she found Hercules playing with the two dead snakes as if they were toys.

      Through his youth, Hercules had little influence from the gods. He grew to be a healthy young man, having the strength of ten others. Alcmene’s human husband, Amphitryon, adopted and raised Hercules as if he were his own. He received no special treatment, either positive or negative, through his youth. Amphitryon was a farmer, and one day he sent Hercules to tend to the cattle. Hercules herded the cattle onto the side of a mountain nearby his home. As the cattle grazed, young Hercules noticed two beautiful women approaching him. These women were actually nymphs. They introduced themselves to Hercules as Pleasure and Virtue, informing him that they each had an offer for him. With her long, blond hair flowing behind her, Pleasure grew close to Hercules, running her nimble fingers through his hair and down his back. Rubbing her perfect body against his own, Pleasure kissed him gently on his neck, again on his cheek, and again behind his ear, nibbling gently upon his earlobe. Her breath smelled of sweet honey as she made her offer: a pleasant and easy life, but without adventure and satisfaction.

      The second nymph, Virtue, made no attempt to seduce Hercules. Whilst Pleasure continued to lavish herself on the young man, Virtue, with her strong body and auburn hair, stood her ground. She simply smiled at Hercules and offered a severe but glorious life. It would be more difficult than he could ever anticipate, but he would be remembered for decades, even centuries, afterward. He would work for every glory he achieved, but because of this, each glory would truly be his own.

      Hercules considered the choice that was presented to him. The offer of a pleasant and easy life was tempting, surely. It was also difficult to think of anything else, with the Pleasure nymph enrapturing him with her stimulation. Still, his earthly father had taught him the value of hard work. He had taught Hercules that hard work was its own reward, and that it would bring forth profit. A man who achieves a world of riches through the sweat of another is not a man at all. To truly know the value of something, one must first earn it.

      With Pleasure’s arms still strung about his neck, Hercules locked eyes with Virtue and accepted her offer. Repulsed, Pleasure abandoned Hercules immediately, while Virtue stepped up to replace her. She smiled at the young man lovingly, and pulled his body close to her own in a tight embrace. Bringing her lips to his, she kissed him deeply. Hercules closed his eyes as her tongue filled his mouth. She did not taste or smell as sweetly as Pleasure had, but she was real and authentic. His saliva mixed with hers, and Hercules knew that he would never regret the choice he made. The kiss lasted for what felt like hours, and after it was through, Hercules opened his eyes to find that he was alone with the cattle once more. He could still feel Virtue’s breath inside of him.

      Throughout this entirety, Hera watched him and waited for her moment.

      

      Meanwhile, at Oblivion…

      

      Over the years, Dionysus had watched Cupid evolve from Aphrodite’s upstart, practically useless, son to the fashionable, worldly character that he was now. Over the years, very few had lost as much as he. Now, as he approached the bartender with a cigar in one hand and a glass of wine in the other, he looked confident and secure. Dionysus was almost proud of him! He had never seen one recover from their woes so elegantly as he had.

      From the look in his eyes right now, though, Dionysus knew what was coming. It was not as though he hadn’t dealt with the problem many times before over the past hundred years or so.

      “Hello Eros.” He smiled, using Cupid’s original name, hoping to take him off guard. “How are you? How’s the drink treating you tonight?”

      Cupid didn’t skip a beat. Instead, he pointed at a table in the center of the room.

      “Is that,” he began haltingly, “both Jason and Hercules over there, drinking beer as if they haven’t a care in the world?”

      “Why, yes, I believe it is,” Dionysus confirmed, his smile never flickering. “I hadn’t noticed! I wonder how long they’ve been here.”

      Cupid’s jaw dropped. “How long they’ve—” he began to stammer in exasperation. “Zeus has been searching for— They have been— The war⁠—!”

      “Hmm.” Dionysus nodded, furrowing his brow with false concern. “Yes, I suppose they would have been useful in the war. It’s a shame that they were not here during that time; I would have alerted them, regarding the conflict, for sure. Ah, well; one cannot change the past. Isn’t it funny that, with as many powers as we Olympians have, changing the past is not amongst them? Maybe we should look into that one.”

      Cupid’s eyes bulged with rage. “My mother died!” he blurted out angrily.

      “Keep your voice down,” Dionysus said, frowning at him. “This is a place of relaxation. I can’t have you disturbing that.”

      Cupid shook his head vigorously, attempting to organize his thoughts. “I have to tell Zeus,” he muttered, turning away from Dionysus, toward the exit.

      “I agree,” Dionysus said. “Just pay your tab, and you can be on your way.”

      “Oh.” Cupid turned back. “Right, my tab. Can you ring me out, please?”

      Dionysus signaled a maenad on the other end of the bar and pointed to Cupid. “Right then, we’ll have that right up for you,” he said, returning his attention to Cupid. “While you wait, let me freshen your drink, on the house.”

      “O…kay…” Cupid frowned at Dionysus’ uncharacteristic generosity, but handed him the glass, just the same. “Yeah, that sounds nice. I guess one last drink can’t hurt.”

      “Not at all,” Dionysus said, his smile returning. “I just got something special in that I think you’ll like. It’s a wonderful blend; you’ll forget all of your troubles.”

      He smiled as he filled Cupid’s glass again, complete with his own “special ingredient.” He was not worried about the threatened report to Zeus. He had, after all, been doing this for a very long time. Well, perhaps it would be considered a long time, in any place but Oblivion.

      VI

      It was a beautiful day, just as it was every day. The sun shone brightly in the pure blue sky where big, puffy, white clouds hung like decorations. The air was clean, and the temperature was comfortably warm. The morning frost that had nourished the ground was quickly drying on the grass of the field, just between Oblivion and the dimensional nexus, which lead back to Earth. The Field of Sobriety, Dionysus called it. It stretched for nearly a mile. No animals made a habitat there. There were no trees or foliage of any kind. No birds sang in the sky, and no wind rustled the grass. It was simply a field for the guests of Oblivion to walk through, while preparing themselves to enter the world again. What occurs at Oblivion stays at Oblivion, including the drunkenness.

      If one were to listen to the field, they would hear singing. Not birdsong of any sort, since there are no birds within the field, but singing still. The song was not pleasant to listen to, nor did it make any sort of sense in classic music theory. Still, it was music, in a sense. It was the type of music that one can only hear when two drunken men attempt to sing a song, when they can neither remember the words nor the tune.

      After three attempts, the song was abandoned, concluded with an encore of laughter.

      One of the men tripped over a root that was not there, and the other attempted to bend over, in order to help him up again. Both actions were failures, and both men wound up on the ground, laughing.

      “My,” Jason declared as he rose unsteadily to his feet. “Oh my! That bar, you know, that bar was great!”

      “Oblivion,” Hercules declared with as proper a voice as he could manage in his current state of inebriation. He crawled to his feet before continuing his advertisement. “The time where bar stops. Time stops, yeah, time stops. Where it’s always happy hour, but the drinks are never half off.”

      “Unless you’re the bartender’s nephew.” Jason laughed loudly.

      “No, no.” Hercules threw a wavering finger in Jason’s face. “Dionysus, he’s not my uncle. He’s, I think he’s my stepbrother. Yeah, step-brother, twice removed, or something… I dunno…”

      “Women sleep with your dad a lot,” Jason said. “And they’re always different women. I think your dad’s easy.”

      “You take that back,” Hercules commanded Jason with the same unsteady finger, stepping a bit closer to get in Jason’s face. “My father, he is not easy. Girls just… I mean, women just… he’s just popular, okay? You wish that you could have as much sex as he does.”

      “All of Sparta combined wishes they could have as much sex as he does,” Jason replied, not backing down. “Your dad, he has a lot of sex. And it’s always with different women!”

      “Oh, yeah?” Hercules bent his face into Jason’s own. “Is that what you think? Well… well, you stink! You couldn’t have sex with anything right now, you stink so bad. That fleece that you wear, the golden one? It stinks.”

      “Is that so?” Jason sneered. “Well… you need to wash your hair! You need to wash your hair because your hair is gross.”

      “No!” Hercules threw his head back triumphantly. “For the gods have decreed that I shall lose my strength if I wash my hair. I must never wash my hair!”

      “What?” Jason looked at Hercules suspiciously. “When did this happen?”

      “While you were in the washroom a little bit ago,” Hercules answered.

      The two of them locked eyes and stared each other down for a moment. Jason broke first with a snort, then Hercules with a barely concealed laugh. Soon, they were both laughing hard enough to hurt their sides.

      “All right,” Jason struggled to say. “All right, we’ve been walking for a long time now. When do you think that we’ll⁠—”

      “Γαμώτο!” Jason suddenly screamed and stop dead in his tracks.

      Hercules, walking a few paces behind him, stopped as well. He looked at Jason, drunkenly. “What are you screaming for? You were just walking, then you stopped and screamed.”

      Jason paused for a moment. He stood up straight and looked down at his hands. They were still there, as were his feet and torso. Jason ran his ten fingers through his hair (which was still there, apparently) and turned to Hercules in shock and horror.

      “Hercules,” he said, fearfully. “I’m sober.”

      “Oh,” Hercules sighed, sympathetically. “I’m sorry, brother.”

      “Hours, maybe days of drinking, and now I’m completely sober!”

      “Yeah.” Hercules stumbled forward until he was standing next to Jason. At that point, his demeanor completely changed. He stood up straight, dusted himself off, and looked at Jason through a completely sober pair of eyes.

      “That happens at Oblivion,” he explained. “Dionysus thought it would be easier to explain long absences, sometimes days or even weeks, if the explainer was not drunk. Plus, he didn’t want them to go accidentally blurting out details about Oblivion to common men. It’s still a fairly elite club, after all. So, Dionysus set the Field of Sobriety right outside. No matter how drunk you are when you enter the field, you are always sober when you reach the other side.”

      Jason looked back at the field with dismay. “Couldn’t we have stayed in the field a little while longer?”

      Hercules laughed and patted Jason on the shoulder. “Nah,” he said. “We’ve probably been gone too long already. I don’t even remember why we came here in the first place, now!”

      “We were drafting more Argonauts,” Jason reminded him. “We didn’t actually get it done, though.”

      “That’s all right.” Hercules chuckled. “There’ll be plenty of time for that in the future.”

      He reached out his hand and felt for the barrier between worlds. The air around his hand shimmered and crinkled like transparent foil. Hercules smiled at Jason.

      “Are you ready to get back to the real world?” he asked.

      Jason shrugged. “I suppose I must be,” he said reluctantly. “How long do you think we were actually out of commission?”

      Hercules shook his head and laughed. “Probably too long,” he said. “A few months, perhaps. Maybe even a year.”

      “Medea’s not going to be happy with me.” Jason laughed.

      “No, she’s not,” Hercules agreed, jokingly. “It’s okay, though. We’re legends, we can find new women.”

      “You, maybe. I happen to love my wife.” Jason motioned toward the portal. “Shall we?”

      “After you.” Hercules graciously stepped aside, waving for Jason to proceed. “I wonder how the world has changed since we’ve been gone.”

      Jason wondered this as well as the two of them stepped across the barrier.

      VII

      As the legends emerged on the other side of the nexus, they stepped into an alien world. Hercules froze as he looked around. Monstrous edifices, taller than any that he had ever imagined, reached into the sky, covered with what appeared to be eyes. Horrid monsters raced past him, growling loudly, with their eyes blazing. Within the body of each beast, Hercules could see the humans each had devoured, still alive and most looking quite unhappy to be so. To Hercules’ right, there was a strange building, beside which there was a long line of monstrosities. One after the other, they would bring themselves up to a projection. The projection would open, and a human holding a bag or a tray would partially emerge, handing the objects to the monsters, or rather to the humans that the monsters had consumed. Hercules watched in shock as he saw one of the humans begin to consume what had been handed to them. This must be how the beasts kept their human slaves alive.

      Jason witnessed the horror as well. Humans dressed in strange, tight, and restricting clothing walked past him, some looking his direction as if he were the freak. Some of these humans seemed to be speaking into strange looking shells, holding one end to their ear, and the other to their mouth. A few yards in front of them was a strange, square building, surrounded by several boxes from which hoses spewed. Jason watched in horror as the beasts would stop next to these boxes, and regurgitate their human victims. The humans would then take hold of the hose and place it within the beast’s body. They then waited until the beast had taken its fill, then replaced the hose and allowed the beast to consume them once again.

      The odors in this place were disgusting and offensive. Hercules could not identify even one of them, but none of them were pleasant. Even the humans who walked past them smelled grotesque. Should the odor they emitted not be as foul, they smelled as if they were trying to cover their stench with less offensive scents. However, the scents that they chose were almost as offensive as the humans themselves. This was nothing, however, compared to the stomach-churning clouds that were emitted from the beasts. As they roared back and forth, a cloud of unearthly stench followed them, polluting the air; Hercules’ stomach churned.

      One of the humans took notice of Jason. He stopped talking into his shell and smiled, babbling something in a language that neither Jason nor Hercules understood.1

      Jason stared back at him, mystified.

      The stranger’s smile faded. He continued babbling, this time slower and louder.2

      Jason shrugged, having no idea how to answer the stranger.

      The man uttered a final frustrated phrase before returning to his shell.3

      Jason watched as he walked off. There was nothing he could have done. He remembered how the Romans would take those who spewed such nonsense and throw them to the lions.

      Distracted by the sensations, Hercules absentmindedly stepped into the path of one of the beasts. The beast screamed as it stopped directly in front of him and began to roar its challenge at him. Hercules was never one to back down from a fight. Turning to the beast, he raised his fists to his shoulders and smashed them both into the front of the monster. To his surprise, it crumbled with ease, displaying the creature’s interior. The human prisoner freed himself and ran from the scene, screaming. Hercules assumed that he was screaming with joy, but the human never stopped to thank him or offer him his daughter as payment for his heroism. Perhaps he were so overjoyed to finally be free of the beast that he merely forgot. Hercules proceeded to destroy the beast’s inner organs, becoming covered in the creature’s foul black blood.

      “Hercules!” Jason screamed after watching the champion in battle. “What is this place?”

      “Come, Jason!” Hercules turned to his comrade. “Let us free the humans from these monsters! Argonauts forever!”

      “To the end!” Jason answered.

      Thus, the two of them ran out into battle to destroy as many of the beasts as they could.
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      I

      Zeus loved mornings. Each day presented new opportunities and another chance to resurrect the glory that had been stripped from him more than two thousand years ago.

      The transition from the Greek Empire to the Roman Empire had not been difficult. When the Romans had come into dominion, replacing the Greeks, they had accepted the Greek pantheon as their own. They had given most of the gods new names, but had essentially left the stories and legacies alone. Historians had theorized that Rome had done this simply because their own gods were silly or incompetent. Zeus knew better. Rome had no gods. No gods had sought their worship. The Romans had been a war-driven, savage, and unimaginative people.

      This was one of the main reasons that Zeus had never fully implemented Jupiter, the name Rome had given him, as his own.

      When Rome replaced Greece as the dominant powerhouse in the world, transference of the pantheon made sense. After all, gods needed to go to where the power was. Most of the Olympians, and the others associated with them, continued to use their Greek names. They accepted that they could be worshiped under both. Eros was really the only one that dismissed his Greek name almost completely. Zeus felt that the name Cupid didn’t have the same dignity, but it hadn’t been his choice to make.

      The world moved away from Rome. The power shifted, and problems arose. The world expanded, and as it did, different cultures began to interact. These groups of people had their own gods. The Greeks had always gotten along with, or at least tolerated, other pantheons before, such as Egyptian and Babylonian. These new gods did not seem willing to simply co-exist. Many of them wanted sole dominion over certain territories. Some even argued that there should be no other pantheons, save their own. A great war began, which made Ares happy, but it made everyone else concerned, or worse, endangered. The outcome of the war did not turn in the Olympians’ favor. Zeus and the others saw their time in Earth’s reality had ended. Through the aid of a portal Hephaestus had built, Zeus and the others moved all of Olympus (plus a few other significant sites of power) into another dimension, existing parallel to Earth, with the same parameters and physical laws. This is where they had existed since that time, with the exception of Aphrodite. Her fate was much more tragic.

      From his dimension, Zeus was able to watch the Earth and study the events that occurred there. As he watched, he noticed the other pantheons growing weaker, some all but disappearing completely, while his own was remembered and often studied. This brought him hope that one day, the Greek/Roman pantheon would be able to return to the Earth, reasserting their power and their strength. This hope dwindled as time passed. Now it was nearly dead. Zeus wondered if he even wanted to return to Earth. He was beginning to wonder if he even wanted to be a god any longer.

      Humans no longer seemed to worship gods. They seemed to worship other things, such as money, technology, entertainment, and youth. Returning to Earth might be a fruitless venture. Still, Zeus watched Earth closely, even walking it now and then in the guise of a human. There must be something that he was missing.

      The morning routine had always irritated him. One would think that a god could simply say, “Be clean and refreshed.” and *POOF* they would be. This was not the case.

      Each day, Zeus had to get up, shower, shave, put on deodorant, trim his fingernails, blow his nose, and all those other human things. It was one of the parameters of this new dimension that Hephaestus had found for them, and it was obnoxious. It was, however, what needed to happen. He had tried not doing it for a time. That lasted about a week. Hera complained about the smell after the second day. She was always complaining about something or other, so Zeus had not paid as much attention. By day five, the other gods began to display adverse reactions, coughing to suppress a gag or turning away from him. By the end of the week, even Zeus was disgusted by his own smell. Hera was extremely appreciative when he emerged, smelling like the king of gods again.

      He had shaved his beard some time ago. When he had done it, he had justified it as a simple need for change. He had worn the beard for a very long time, after all. Zeus had intended to grow it back. Looking at himself in the mirror, he found he looked much younger, and this pleased him. Hera was equally as pleased, and she seemed to enjoy kissing his bare face more than she ever had with the beard. Thus, shaving was added to the daily bath chamber dance.

      As Zeus ran the razor down his chin, removing the stubble, he considered relegating the task to every-other-day.

      A hurried knocking on the chamber door made him jump, and as a small spot of blood appeared from where he had nicked himself, Zeus finalized the decision.

      Picking up a washrag and wiping away the spot, he answered the knocking. “I’ll just be a moment,” he called to the knocker.

      “Zeus,” came the frantic voice of Hermes. “Something has just happened that… well, it’s something that you might…”

      From the other side of the door, Zeus could hear Hermes taking a breath and settling himself. “Sir,” he said in a much calmer voice. “I think that we might have a problem.”

      “I’ll be out in a moment, Hermes,” Zeus answered, not moved by Hermes’ panic at all. “I’m shaving.”

      “Sir, this is something that you’re going to want to see immediately.”

      Zeus sighed heavily and pulled his bathrobe tightly around himself. He opened the door and smiled as broadly and sarcastically as he could.

      “Good morning, Hermes,” he said with false and exaggerated cheer to the thin, dark-haired man that stood on the other side. “How are you today?”

      “This really isn’t the time for…” Hermes stopped himself. “Good morning, Zeus,” he started again, attempting to remain calm. “I’m fine, thank you. How are you?”

      “I’m not doing too well right now.” Zeus frowned and pointed to where the speck of blood had reemerged. “I cut myself shaving.”

      “I see that, sir,” Hermes continued. Standing there next to Zeus in a bathrobe, he looked very out of place in his dark suit and designer shoes. Hermes had never truly learned how to relax. “I’m afraid that my news probably isn’t going to improve your morning much.”

      Zeus rolled his eyes. “What’s going on?” he asked. Hermes always seemed on the verge of a nervous breakdown, so Zeus was not very impressed by this display.

      “Well,” Hermes began, choosing his words very carefully. “I suppose that the upside is that we’ve found Hercules.”

      “What?” Zeus’ face exploded with glee. He had been searching for his son for over two thousand years. Zeus could think of no better news.

      “That is great news!” he cheered, placing enthusiastic hands on Hermes’ shoulders. “How can you say that this is anything but…”

      The instant ecstasy that he had felt at the announcement began to fade. The world had changed a lot in two thousand years.

      Zeus leveled a very sober look into Hermes. “What did he do?”

      

      This is James Novus, coming to you with a breaking news story. Chaos has ensued on Prospect Avenue, close to downtown Cleveland today. Two men, dressed as gladiators, appeared suddenly in the streets and began to attack commuters. Actually, they don’t seem to be attacking the people, so much as the people’s cars. The police have arrived on the scene, and have taken control of the situation. We take you now to reporter Candace Amentia, live at the scene. What can you tell us about the situation, Candace?

      Well, James, saying that the police have control of the situation is a bit of an overstatement. It’s true that they have the two men at gunpoint right now, but they do not appear to be giving up quite yet. The larger of the two is holding a door from one of the destroyed cars, and he seems to be treating it as if it were a shield. The police continue to attempt communication with these savages, but they don’t appear to speak English, and communicate only with each other, using an unknown language. The police have not opened fire yet, but if communication continues to be impossible, it may become necessary. The men destroyed three cars, two SUVs, and a truck before the police arrived. As you can see behind me, the men do not seem to be exhausted at all. This could be evidence that the men are on a performance-enhancing drug.

      Thank you for the update, Candace. We’ll continue to keep you posted as the situation unfolds. In another story, a local celebrity turns thirty-five today, but with the amount of plastic surgery that she’s had, she thinks she should only be considered thirty-two. As strange as that may sound to us, this celebrity is pursuing a court order to have her birth certificate reprinted…

      II

      Zeus watched the scene in horror. There stood his son, dirty and filthy, as if he had not bathed in centuries, wielding a car door as if it were a trophy. The human enforcements had their modern weapons pointed at him, prepared to terminate his life if he refused to cooperate soon. Standing behind Hercules was another man, appearing only slightly more confused than he.

      “Who is that?” Zeus pointed to the man.

      “That’s Jason of Iolkos,” Hera answered, also viewing the scene. “He was the one that retrieved the Golden Fleece, remember?”

      “Yes,” Zeus confirmed. “I see it tied across his chest.”

      “He was no doubt caught up in one of your son’s idiotic schemes,” Hera sneered.

      Zeus was about to contradict her, but from the looks of what was happening, she could be correct.

      “What are they doing?” roared a large man. He had the physique of a bodybuilder, wore a chest plate, bracers, greaves, and a large helmet. “They appeared out of nowhere, completely demolished six motor vehicles, and now they’re standing off against those silly humans and their guns! What were they thinking? And, why did I not do that years ago?”

      “Because we are not at war with the mortals, Ares,” a beautiful woman informed him. She had white hair and dressed in a flowing silver dress, with a beautiful crescent moon pendant around her neck.

      “That’s not my fault!” Ares returned.

      Hera let her head sink into her hands. “I always knew that something like this would happen,” she muttered. “I told you that this would happen, didn’t I?” she asked, looking up at Zeus.

      “Really, love?” Zeus glared back at her, keeping his rage at bay. “You really told me that Hercules would suddenly appear in the middle of modern humanity and disrupt society like this? You told me that? Because that’s a conversation I think I’d remember!”

      “What I have said is that he’s irresponsible,” Hera huffed. “He’s unpredictable and irrational, as demonstrated by this fiasco. He always has been, and⁠—”

      “—and you let him marry your daughter!” Zeus lashed back, feeling the anger in his throat.

      “Do you really want to bring that up?” Hera moved her queen into checkmate position. “My daughter is dead because of him!”

      Had they been playing chess, Zeus would have just watched Hera, placing his king in checkmate. The two simply glared at each other for a moment until the moon goddess broke the silence.

      “Oh look,” Artemis pointed to the scene. “Bullets can’t hurt him.”

      The police had given up trying to negotiate, and had opened fire. The door repelled most of the bullets, but the ones that did connect with Hercules’ chest simply left large red welts.

      “Of course they don’t hurt him,” Ares sneered. “He’s a god, after all.”

      “He’s only half god, Ares dear,” Hera corrected him. “Don’t forget that his mother was that human slut, Alcmene.”

      “Oh, give me break!” Zeus threw his hands up into the air. “I sleep around with a mortal woman, and now I have to hear about it forever? It was only one time!”

      Four heads turned to him suspiciously. Artemis actually laughed.

      “Well,” Zeus shuffled his feet, “it was only one time with her. And it’s not like all of you haven’t had affairs!”

      “What part of ‘virgin goddess’ do you not understand?” Artemis asked.

      “Virgin,” Ares scoffed. “I heard about you and that Orion guy.”

      Artemis punched Ares in the jaw. “We were just friends!” she cried. “We both liked hunting, and that was all! Can’t a woman have male friends without getting accused of sleeping with them?”

      “I don’t know,” Hera replied. “Ask you father.”

      Zeus squared his jaw and turned to his wife. He would have had a biting response (really; he was just about to think of it) but Hermes’ hand on his shoulder stopped him.

      Hermes motioned toward the scene where things were rapidly escalating. “You should probably do something about this, big guy,” he told Zeus.

      Zeus swallowed his pride and sighed. “You’re right,” he nodded. “I’ll be back.”

      With a sigh, Zeus began to walk toward the portal between realities.

      III

      The pebbles that these men were launching at him felt like massive bee strings. Hercules protected Jason, whose skin was much more vulnerable, by placing himself between the attackers and Jason.

      They had destroyed six of the monsters, rescuing the devoured humans, before the first of the counterattacks. At first, it was difficult to determine that it was an attack, since it just appeared to be a group of angry humans pointing metallic sticks at them and shouting in that strange tongue the humans of this place used. Then, the sticks produced a loud banging noise and launched tiny pebbles at them with great speed. Each one that hit his chest burned for a moment before dropping to the ground, leaving behind a stinging red welt. These were minor injuries that did not bother Hercules all that much. They were, however, still irritating. He was becoming annoyed.

      “These people don’t seem appreciate our help,” Hercules said to Jason.

      “Well, I certainly appreciate you right now,” Jason replied from where he stood, behind Hercules’ back. “As for the people, I have no idea what is going on.”

      “Do you think they’re servants to the beasts? If so, maybe we should vanquish them as well.”

      “That would seem to be the obvious answer.”

      “Good.” Hercules flexed his chest. “These pebbles are becoming annoying.”

      Bracing himself, he prepared to strike at the force.

      Just as he did so, a clash of thunder filled the area around him. All of his attackers screamed, almost in unison, and it seemed as if one or two of them passed out. Suddenly standing beside Hercules was a clean-shaven man with a thick mane of gray hair, wearing a bathrobe.

      “Dad!” Hercules cried in joy. “You’re just in time to help us vanquish these slaves! Hey,” Hercules frowned as he studied his father’s face, “when did you shave?”

      “Hercules!” Zeus nearly exploded with rage at the sight of his son. “Where have you been?”

      “What?” Hercules shrugged. “I’ve just been hanging out with⁠—”

      “What are you doing?” Zeus interrupted him, staring at the horrified officers, most of whom huddled on the ground in fear.

      Hercules began to become defensive. “I was freeing people from—” he began.

      “Do you realize what you have done?” Zeus roared at him once more. “This was a gentle balance, but we’ve been able to maintain it up and until now! You may have ruined everything!”

      “Dad.” Hercules tried to look into his father’s eyes. “What’s going on?”

      One of the benefits of having an alternate dimension all to themselves was that there were no more humans trying to reach them. The humans no longer believed in them. To most, the Olympians were only myths and bedtime stories for children. Initially, this had offended Zeus, but after a time, he had come to accept it. Eventually, he had realized it was likely better for both parties. If the humans didn’t believe the gods were real, the gods could do what they needed to without the humans getting in the way. No more explanation was needed for great cosmological displays of power, since that was all explained by science now. Great signs and wonders simply ceased to be. When people stopped needing divine explanations for everything, deciding instead there was a scientific reason for all of it, they stopped needing deities. Zeus was all right with that. Science was not really a rival, after all; it was a conduit. He could use science to achieve his goals.

      This incident with Hercules, however, threatened everything. They would start looking again. Plus, with scientific technology at the state it was now, they might actually find the pocket dimension.

      That would not be pleasant.

      “Not now.” Zeus glared at Hercules. “We have to get back to Olympus. Come on.”

      “But Dad,” Hercules resisted. “I have to defend the⁠—”

      With the same clap of thunder, both Zeus and Hercules vanished.

      The police officers pulled themselves off of the ground slowly, carefully examining the frightful scene. Where there had, just moments before, been two crazed madmen, the destroyers of six automobiles with their bare fists, there now remained only one man. This man looked saner than any of the officers felt at the moment.

      “Γεια σας.” The man waved to them timidly.

      A few of the other officers waved back, confused.

      “Erm…” The man began to look around, nervously. “Πω πω, ότι ο τύπος ήταν τρελός, έτσι?”4

      The man chuckled nervously, and a few of the officers joined him, having no idea what this bastard was saying. One of the officers began to raise his pistol again, but another officer stayed his hand. They were not going to fire on an unarmed civilian, especially not one so fascinating.

      The thunder filled the area again, and the angry old man from earlier reappeared.

      “Έλα Jason,”5 he growled angrily, taking hold of the man.

      “Σας ευχαριστώ!”6 the man cried, seeming extremely grateful to have not been forgotten.

      Both men vanished.

      The police force stared at the now-empty scene in disbelief.

      “Um, I think that guy,” one of the officers stammered, “just said thank you… in Greek?”

      “No,” the officer next him denied it. “That guy was too… he was too drunk to be speaking Greek.”

      “Right,” said another one. “And on steroids… steroids make you act like that, right?”

      “They do,” said a fourth. “And, guys, we have to start cracking down on the drug that makes you disappear in a flash, cuz, I mean, that’s dangerous, right?”

      None of the officers ever forgot what they saw that day.

      They don’t like to talk about it much.

      The news, of course, did not feel the same way.

      IV

      Hercules was always Zeus’ favorite son. That may have been one of the reasons that Hera hated him so much.

      Before Hercules was born, Zeus made the proclamation that the next one of his children to be born would one day rule Olympus. Hera noticed that Alcmene was about to give birth with Hercules, so she had to intervene. She went to Lucina, the goddess of childbirth, and told her to hold Alcmene’s labor until she could think of something more permanent. Lucina was reluctant at first, but she agreed to do this for Hera.

      For a week, Alcmene remained in labor, trying to birth Hercules. Unbeknownst to her, Lucina had placed her otherworldly hands over Alcmene’s womb, preventing the child’s emergence. During this time, Alcmene screamed in pain, cursing the heavens. Hera looked upon the scene with satisfaction, seeing that Alcmene was very close to death. She deduced that, should Alcmene die, the child in her womb would die as well.

      Galanthis, Alcmene’s handmaiden, stood by her mistress throughout this entire ordeal. Upon seeing her in such pain, Galanthis sought out the cause. Finding that Lucina was holding her mistress’s womb closed, she began to search for ways to loose the bond.

      Her opportunity came a few hours later. Lucina had become tired, being forced to hold the child back for so long. She began to fall to sleep, and as she did, Galanthis cried out in glee.

      “Look!” she cheered. “The woman has given birth!”

      This startled Lucina so much that she jerked back to awareness, accidentally loosening her hold upon Alcmene’s womb for a moment.

      In that moment, Hercules was born.

      When she found out about the deception, Hera turned Galanthis into a weasel.

      That may have been a little over-the-top, but the point was made: You shouldn’t make Hera angry.

      V

      Zeus was not happy.

      One would imagine that, after searching for him for the better part of three centuries, a father would be elated to see his son once more. Given the circumstances, however, one can understand his dismay. His world was burning down. Everything was happening so quickly he did not even have time to think. After so long of relatively low activity, having so much of it thrust at him all at once was nerve-racking. He had no idea what Hercules had been doing over the centuries, but at the moment, it did not matter.

      As soon as the three of them had successfully navigated the nexus back to Olympus, Zeus turned to his son. Hercules was bent over, coughing from the unexpected shock of being dragged through a portal. For a moment, Zeus’ anger was stilled as he moved to where his son was hunched over, and patted him on the back.

      “You’ll be all right son,” Zeus said. “Instant portals are harder to handle than gradual nexuses. You’ll get used to it.”

      “Kind of like I had to get used to beer,” Jason suggested. “After a while, I’m sure that you’ll actually prefer it.”

      “Oh, I hate beer.” Zeus crinkled his nose as he looked at Jason. “Wine is so much better for you!”

      “I agree,” Jason replied. “But beer is less expensive, and easier to drink, you know?”

      Zeus nodded. “I suppose,” he answered. “Still, the benefits of wine are… wait…”

      Zeus removed his hand from Hercules’ shoulder, and darkness crept across his face. “Where have you two been for the past—” he roared, stopping himself short and shaking his head in anger. “We have to get back to Olympus. I’m sure my wife, your reluctant stepmother, is going to want to hear this.”

      Hercules straightened himself up slowly. “Hera. How angry is she?”

      Zeus’ darkening scowl was all the answer Hercules needed.

      “Come on!” Zeus commanded, seizing Hercules on the shoulder and dragging him along.

      Mount Olympus had not changed all that much. It still had the towering columns, holding up the sky in regal form, and the marble walkways that paved the way through it. As Jason followed Zeus and Hercules, he was amazed by the elegance around him. He had never come to the gods’ residence before, and the view was breathtaking. Beautiful statues, carved out of stone, dotted the landscape. There stood in one place a tribute to the titan Atlas with the world atop his shoulders. Elsewhere, the goddess Aphrodite stood with a pale reflection of all of her beauty etched into alabaster.

      Exotic plants, no doubt gifts from the goddess Demeter, appeared here and there. Jason was not sure of the origin for most of them, but they were beautiful. One stood roughly five feet from the base of the pot that held it. It was covered in beautiful leaves and flowers, reaching its apex in the form of a macabre mouth. Jason watched in awed horror as the mouth opened and devoured an insect that had dared to fly too closely. What world was this, where even the plants now had their defenses? Jason began to regret coming back from Oblivion or, more appropriately, ever going to Oblivion in the first place.

      More sights welcomed him. As they walked, Jason looked to his right and saw some of the Olympus residents lounging on oddly shaped furniture, wearing clothing that was similar to what he had seen on the humans they had encountered when first emerging from the nexus. Up the pathway a bit, the god Eros (or Cupid, as he had begun calling himself) was walking toward them with a cylindrical leaf that appeared to be fire hanging out of his mouth and speaking into one of the shells Jason had seen the humans in the world using. As they passed, Cupid stopped frozen and stared at them with an open jaw. Jason smiled at him sheepishly.

      He felt as if he were a foreigner, rather than an exalted hero.

      What had become of his world?

      Hercules didn’t notice these things. He was too distracted by the memory of what befell individuals had angered his dad.
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        * * *

      

      Cupid had been smoking since the Earth year of 3 AD. That was when he and Apollo had gone over to the yet-undiscovered land of what is now known to be South America. Apollo had claimed that there were some warring tribes that needed to be pacified or some such nonsense, but Cupid now suspected that Apollo had just wanted to branch out and see the world beyond the borders of Rome and Greece. Cupid had needed a distraction.

      While he was there, Cupid observed smoking through the rituals of the native shamans. They would take the rolled up tobacco leaf, light it on fire, and smoke it. Fascinated, Cupid was loath to experiment at first, but after watching for long enough, he couldn’t resist. He inhaled. The smell was horrid and the taste was not anything that one would necessarily desire to have in one’s mouth. The rising smoke that filled his nostrils made him nauseous and he began to gag, his eyes filling with tears. It was disgusting.

      Cupid took another puff. Yes, it was still disgusting.

      Cigars had certainly evolved over the centuries. There were better ways to refine tobacco, better humidors for aging and preserving the texture, flavors and botanicals enhancing the natural ecstasy, and different techniques for wrapping and packing the tobacco that made each cigar distinct. South America still made the best cigars. Nicaragua was Cupid’s favorite location. Cubans were all right, but when one was not hindered by the legal and social stipulation that some mortals put on them, they really lost a good bit of their appeal. Nicaraguan cigars were almost certainly his favorite.

      Olympus was not a non-smoking atmosphere, mainly because only he and a few others even took part in the activity. Chiron smoked cigarettes, which Cupid had never found appealing. The Oracle of Delphi smoked, but it was not tobacco. Apollo would occasionally join him in a smoke, and hookahs were very popular on the Mount, but Cupid was really the only one who took part in the ritual of cigar smoking regularly. He did not mind smoking alone so much. He just enjoyed his cigars.

      Another thing that had never become very popular on the Mount was the cellular phone. A few of the deities had them, and most of them were sponsors or shareholders with their individual carriers. For a time, Cupid had attempted to talk Zeus into carrying their own service, exclusive to the Mount and its residents, but Zeus was still having trouble understanding the advantage of rotary phones, let alone mobile ones. If he wanted to be left alone, he would say, why would he want a buzzing device that connected him to people that he didn’t want to talk to anyway? After a while, Cupid had given up.

      Cupid casually walked down the marble pathway, toward the gates out of Olympus. He had an Oliva Seria V cigar in his one hand, smoking it slowly, and his cell phone in the other.

      “No,” he said to the person on the other end, “I don’t have any plans tonight. I mean, I might head down to Earth. There’s this place in Cleveland that I’ve been hearing about and I’d like see what the locals are doing, but besides that…”

      “Cupid,” the chastising voice of Nemesis rang into his ear, “leave the locals alone. I’m familiar with the place in Cleveland; you should come out with me.”

      Cupid chuckled. Although she would never admit it, Nemesis was always looking for an excuse to cut loose. While a club was not the most rebellious of activities, it still counted in her book. Cupid figured that she would justify the occasion by saying that she was trying to keep him out of trouble. Cupid was convinced that she was really just using that as an excuse to get out and get a little crazy. Ever since her role as Vengeance Avatar had been virtually usurped by mortal enforcements, she had begun to feel a little unappreciated. She was probably making up for that by playing morality police to the gods.

      “How do you know I was going to do something filthy?” Cupid laughed. “Maybe the place the locals were talking about was a coffee shop. Did you ever think of that?”

      “First off, I know you were doing something filthy because you’re Cupid.” Nemesis’ moral superiority rang through. “Second, it’s downtown Cleveland, and there’s only one place that you would go out of your way to appear there. I think that you’d be better off coming out with me.”

      “Why can’t you just say that you’re lonely, and you want some company?” Cupid teased her. “Not everything has to be an excuse to⁠—”

      Cupid stopped short and stared, unashamedly, at what was approaching him. Zeus stormed toward him, with an individual in tow and a second following closely behind him. The two individuals looked disgusting, as if they had not bathed or changed their clothing (or fashion sense) in centuries. His jaw hit the marble walkway as they passed him. The second man saw him watching, and gave him a hesitant smile, followed by a half-wave. Cupid dazedly waved back.

      “Cupid,” Nemesis’ voice prodded him. “You stopped talking. Is something the matter?”

      Cupid paused for a moment longer, slowly considering what could be happening.

      “I’m going to have to call you back,” he said, hanging up the phone before he heard the response.

      He had always just assumed that both Hercules and Jason had died. Granted, it was likely they would have heard about it if a son of Zeus had died, but with the transition through dimensions, it was possible the news could have gotten lost. It had been two and a half centuries. Even Zeus had given up searching for the most part. Hercules was, at one point, Zeus’ favorite son. He had searched for centuries, wandering the human dimension, looking under every stone and twig, only to come back with nothing. No one had any idea where Hercules was.

      This being the case, one can imagine Cupid’s disbelief at seeing the fallen hero, risen from the grave. Very few had actually accomplished that.

      “Hey,” Cupid signaled to Morpheus, the god of dreams, who was standing across the courtyard, “was that who I think it was?”

      Morpheus’ shaggy, silver-maned head turned to Cupid with a frown. He had been considering if, one day, he would be able to transmit dreams into a computer’s sleep mode. It did not seem likely, since artificial intelligence would likely have artificial dreams. Upon further consideration of the process, Morpheus had determined a computer’s stages of sleep. First stage would likely be the screen saver, where a simple keystroke or twitch of the mouse would rouse it once more. A computer’s sleep mode resembled the fourth stage, or deep sleep. Waking it from this took a bit more effort. If a computer had an REM function, it would occur during this stage. If Morpheus were ever able to implant dreams into a computer’s “mind” (functional hard drive), it would be most plausible during this stage. He had been considering a technique to do just that when Cupid interrupted his thought process.

      “What are you talking about, Cupid?” Morpheus asked, annoyed at being disturbed. “Was who what?”

      “That guy.” Cupid pointed in the direction that Zeus and his captives had disappeared. “He looked just like Hercules… and the guy behind him looked like Jason! The guy with the Fleece, remember?”

      “Of course I remember.” Morpheus nodded, walking toward Cupid, and reluctantly gazing in the direction that Cupid indicated. “I also remember they’re dead. They’ve been dead for centuries.”

      “That was never proven,” Cupid insisted, continuing to stare after Zeus. “We just assumed.”

      “I would have thought two millennia would be proof enough.” Morpheus sighed. “Also, Jason is still human; he was never granted immortality. There’s no way that he could have survived this long, especially not in a mobile and recognizable state.”

      Cupid rolled his eyes. “You know,” he said, “for being the god of dreams, you don’t really have much of an imagination.”

      “When you live in a world of dreams,” Morpheus answered the rebuke, looking down at Cupid from the four or five inches that he stood over him with a sly grin, “you find reality anywhere that you can.”

      “Go to hell,” Cupid sneered.

      “There is no hell,” Morpheus said, condescendingly. “Only Tartarus.”

      “Whatever.” Cupid turned away, giving up the argument. “It’s just an expression. I know what I saw, and I saw Hercules.”

      “You’re dreaming,” Morpheus teased.

      As Cupid walked away, he saluted Morpheus, using another fairly modern technique, which required only one finger. Morpheus shook his head and stared in the direction that Cupid had been looking. Perhaps he was being too unimaginative. Still, it was impossible to think that, after so long, Hercules and Jason had returned. It simply did not make sense.

      VI

      The great hall of Olympus, where the gods would sit and hold their council, had not changed all that much. There were still twelve thrones positioned in a semi-circle, one for each of the Olympians. It was rare now, however, that any of them were occupied, save for Zeus’ and Hera’s, which sat side-by-side, a bit higher than the rest. Some scholars had speculated that Eros (or Cupid) might have been included in this circle, alongside his mother, Aphrodite, but this assessment was inaccurate. Cupid had never wanted the responsibility of being included with the Olympians. Since the gods’ departure from the Earthly plane, Aphrodite’s seat had remained vacant.

      Hera sat on her throne in the great hall, alone. In spite of herself, she wore a little smile upon her thin lips. Seeing Hercules create so much chaos in the world had made her feel practically giddy. Yes, it threatened everything that they had established over the centuries, but that was beside the point. It had provided entertainment, it had proven Hercules’ incompetence, and it had inadvertently made Zeus look like an ass. There was almost no downside.

      For the moment, Hera was alone. Zeus would be back with his son soon, and he would not be happy. Hera wanted to witness the scene.

      The door to the great hall shuddered as it slammed open with a loud bang. Zeus stormed in with a protesting Hercules in tow. Jason followed a few feet behind, looking sheepishly from side-to-side.

      “Do you have any idea of the responsibilities that you’ve abandoned?” Zeus roared at his son as he charged toward his throne. He dropped Hercules off directly in front of his throne, and sat down next to Hera, whose smile widened slightly. Possibly, this was because of Hercules getting yelled at, or perhaps it was the sight of Jason. She’d always been particularly fond of him. Hera could not decide which pleased her more!

      “Dad,” Hercules defended himself. “I do not see what the problem is here. I was gone for a little while, sure, and maybe a little longer than I should have been. Come on, though, I came back, and look: I just saved six humans from these monsters!”

      “They’re called cars,” Zeus informed him, feeling his face growing red.

      “Fine.” Hercules threw up his confused hands. “I just saved six humans from these cars! I don’t see what the⁠—”

      “They’re not monsters!” Zeus roared. “They’re vehicles!”

      The pride of his victory drained from Hercules’ face as reality found a place in his head. Had he charged in half-cocked? Perhaps he should have analyzed the situation a bit more before he had simply attacked the things that he had assumed to be beasts. He was a hero, was he not? It was his duty to save the oppressed. The people had appeared to be oppressed! It was a logical step to think that these monsters/cars were the creatures doing the oppression. Still, considering the alien world which they had stepped into, perhaps he should have taken a moment to calculate the situation.

      “Oh,” was the final summation of his thoughts as his eyes fell from his father’s angry glare. “There is no way that I could have known that,” he continued, attempting to return his eyes to their former location.

      “That does explain the reaction, though,” Jason said from where he stood beside Hercules.

      “Hello, Jason,” Hera greeted the hero. Her smile widened a bit more. “How are you?”

      “Oh, hello, Hera.” Jason flashed his shining white smile at her. “My, you look well. Have you discovered the fountain of youth?”

      Jason winked at her flirtatiously, and Hera giggled girlishly.

      “Yes I have,” she answered. “It’s called Clinique.”

      “Hey.” Hercules swatted the back of Jason’s head. “Stop flirting with my stepmom!”

      “I’m not!” Jason defended himself, recovering from the undeserved blow. “I was giving her a compliment! Hercules, you know that I am a happily married man!”

      At the mention of marriage, Jason’s mind went quickly to his wife Medea. Given how much the world had changed, would she still be alive? Would she still be his? In order for the world to have changed so much, they must have been gone for a long time, much longer than anticipated. How old was she now? Would she even recognize him? Jason assumed that he would be sleeping on the cot for at least a month.

      Still, he longed to see her once more.

      “Silence!” Zeus’ voice thundered through the room, directing all attention to himself once more.

      “I am going to ask you a series of questions,” Zeus continued, lowering a chilling and frustrated scowl upon his son. “I want you to answer them as directly and as simply as possible. You will not speak between questions, you will answer only the questions that I ask, and you will ask no questions of your own. Are we understood?”

      “Yes, sir.” Hercules fought to sound humble. His foul must have been larger than he had at first assumed.

      Jason fell to silence by his side, feeling anxious.

      Zeus posed his first question: “Where have you been?”

      “The Oblivion Tavern, sir.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jason caught a glimpse of Hera. The satisfied smile that had graced her lips when they had first entered disappeared, replaced by a wrathful fire that nearly burned from within her eyes. In that instant, Jason realized one thing: they had done something incredibly wrong.

      “What were you doing at the tavern?”

      Jason did not feel as if this question truly needed to be asked, but he wisely kept his mouth shut.

      “We were drinking… sir?”

      “Do you have any idea how long you have been there?”

      Hercules chose his answer carefully. It was fairly obvious to him now that they had been gone longer than he had expected to be gone. He selected an answer that he thought to be exaggerated.

      “One year, sir.”

      If possible, Zeus’ scowl darkened. He repeated the question: “Any idea how long you have been there?”

      Breathing deep, Hercules chose an answer that seemed more impossible. “A decade, sir.”

      Zeus leaned forward in his throne. “Any idea?” he roared.

      Hercules began to grow afraid. He began to tremble despite himself. He had never seen his father this angry, especially not at him. Still, a response had been demanded. Hercules answered as he likely should have answered at the start.

      “Too long, sir.”

      “Two thousand years!” Zeus answered his own question.

      Jason physically felt the blood in his veins drop down to his feet as he became pale as a sheet, and his life began to flash before his eyes. “Two thousand…” he stammered. “Where is my wife?”

      “Medea was human, Jason,” Hera answered, the adoration which she had felt before now gone from her voice. “After two thousand years, where do you expect that she is?”

      “No!” Jason cried in agony. “That cannot be! This is a game, is it not? This is one of those games that you play with mortals sometimes! You arranged for Morpheus to provide a waking dream, so that we could be taught a lesson. Once we leave, we will find the world as we left it.” Jason laughed desperately. “It was a good joke, father Zeus.” He shuddered, not believing it himself. “Consider the lesson learned. Yes, ha ha, a good joke indeed. Now, where is Medea?”

      “Ask any of the Olympians,” Zeus answered, turning his stare to Jason. “They will take you to where she rests.”

      Jason raced from the great hall without another word.

      “It is nice to see one so concerned for his neglected wife,” Hera remarked, after watching Jason’s dramatic exit.

      “Two thousand years?” Hercules exclaimed in shock. “That is… that is longer than the rule of Greece! How could we have been gone for so long? Why did you not come to get me?”

      Zeus shook his head. “I looked for you everywhere, son,” he said, sorrowfully. “I could find you nowhere.”

      “Did you search for me at Oblivion?”

      “Of course I searched for you at…” Zeus paused in his rebuke. He did not care for Oblivion much, mainly because no one cared to have him there. He was a famous killjoy, and many of those who frequented Oblivion avoided him. It was possible he had neglected Oblivion in his search.

      “Did you see how Jason ran off to find his wife?” Hera interrupted Zeus. “He is certainly devoted to his relationship and willing to take responsibility for what he has done. It’s nice to see a man who cares so much for his marital responsibilities.”

      “Yes.” Hercules turned to Hera, frowning sarcastically. “It’s nice to see how quickly he abandoned me, when we were both responsible for this. It is good to have a brother who cares so much for⁠—”

      “Wait,” he slowly picked up what Hera was inferring. “Where is my wife? Where is Hebe?”

      Before Hera could answer, Zeus rose from his throne and advanced to where Hercules was standing. “That is not your concern right now,” he said. “You, Hercules, have abandoned your responsibilities. You have left this world for centuries to pursue your own selfish, hedonistic desires. You told no one where you were going, and you thought nothing of those who would be concerned by your absence. I scoured the globe, asking all that could be found of news of you, and no information could be provided. The world has moved on countless times since you’ve been gone, and yet here you stand, as if nothing has happened.”

      Reaching out for his prodigal son, Zeus pulled Hercules into his arms.

      “Welcome home, son,” he said as he embraced Hercules, holding him tightly against his chest.

      “Thanks, Dad,” Hercules said, as he returned the embrace.

      “What?” Hera screeched as she flew from her throne. “His absence could be the reason we’re in the state we’re in right now! If he had been present during the war of the gods, the result may have been swayed in our favor! You know that! Where is your wrath, husband? There must be retribution!”

      Ending the hug, Zeus turned to his angry wife. “He is my son, Hera,” he replied firmly. “Be assured that consequences will come in their time. For now, allow me to simply be glad that he has returned.”

      “Thank you, Father.” Hercules smiled from ear to ear. Somewhere, in the back of his head, he had heard Hera say something about a war he could have helped with, but he paid very little attention to it.

      “Wait…” Hercules considered what he had just heard. “Consequences?”

      Hera sighed with exasperation. “You make me sick,” she growled at Zeus as she collapsed back into her throne.

      “I know,” Zeus affirmed.

      “So, Dad.” Hercules tapped Zeus’ shoulder nervously. “It’s great to be back, let me tell you. My, how I have missed this place! Did you say something about consequences?”

      “They will come in time, be sure of it,” Zeus said, turning back to Hercules. “For now, just be glad to be home. I have to spend some time with my wife now. Why do you not go and explore the mountain? Much has changed while you have been away. I’m sure that your friends will be happy to see you.”

      Hercules opened his mouth as if to pursue the subject, but the look in his father’s eyes convinced him this would be a bad idea. He turned to leave the hall.

      “Hercules,” Hera called as he was about to exit.

      He turned to her reluctantly.

      “Stay out of the wine closet,” she sneered. “People have been known to get lost in there.”

      Without a word, Hercules turned and walked out of the throne room.

      After he was gone, Zeus turned to his wife. “That was not necessary,” he informed her.

      “Oh, I know.” Hera smirked. “It was still fun. Besides, he earned it. I know you’re just going to let him off with a stern scolding, if that. It’s likely the consequence I have to look forward to.”

      “I allowed him to go through twelve labors for something that was less than thirty-percent his fault,” Zeus replied coldly. “Do you really think I’m going to let him off easy?”

      “Yes,” Hera said, turning her cold glare on her husband. “That’s your pattern, isn’t it? Besides that, this changes our plans completely, doesn’t it? There’s no way we could go through with it now.”

      “I don’t see why not.” Zeus shrugged. “I mean, he never factored into the plans before. Why should this alter our lives?”

      “He’s your favorite son!”

      “Maybe it’s time to cut the leash. After all, has he not proven that he can survive in the world by himself? Maybe I’ll just send him back to Oblivion.”

      Hera smiled wickedly. “Oh,” she said, “that’s cold.”

      Zeus interlocked his fingers and cracked his knuckles. “I have my times,” he said, smiling slyly.

      Most of the time, Hera could not stand her husband. He could be such an idiot! There were times, however, when she remembered why she loved him.

      VII

      A long, long time ago…

      

      Zeus took another step up the hill. It was a long and tedious trek, but it was one he felt necessary. Generally, he did not like consulting the Oracle of Delphi, mostly because she spoke in riddles, very rarely telling him anything. Right now, though, he was out of options.

      The day was not a bad day. The sky was blue, birds were singing, and the ground beneath his feet was clothed in green foliage, welcoming his every footstep. The Oracle had made it a point to have her patio built atop a particularly steep hill. To this end, no one could reach her but those who were dedicated to their journey. If she had made the location more accessible, she never would have been left alone. Everyone would have come to her to seek their future, and she would have had no time to herself. This way, only those who truly desired her guidance would come. The hill was particularly steep, and Zeus did not enjoy making the effort. As the leader of the gods, he should not have to. He should be able to simply will himself to the location he desired, and * POOF * he would appear there. However, the Oracle had been very precise about such efforts, especially in regards to gods and such doing exactly that. Zeus believed she mostly wanted to be left alone.

      Coming to the apex of the mountain, where the Oracle’s plateau was situated, Zeus laid the laurel branch by the entrance. This was her usual accepted payment. It had to be a true laurel branch as well, so Zeus could not simply take an oak branch and convert it to laurel, as he likely would have done. It was not that the laurel tree was so difficult to find, it was just so much easier to use something close at hand. To find a laurel branch, one first had to locate a laurel tree. When you’re a god, it’s much easier to simply use what’s at hand. That was probably why the Oracle demanded a true laurel branch. There seemed to be a lot of stipulations regarding this consultation, and it hardly seemed worth the effort. Still, this is what was ordered.

      Zeus could see the Oracle from where he stood. She was as beautiful as ever, with her soft brown hair tossing in the wind, and her white gown wrapped tightly around her flawless figure. She was kneeling at an altar, built above a chasm in the ground, from which spewed the steams providing her insights. Zeus could see her breathing deeply as he approached. She knew he was there. There was a good chance she had known even before he had made the decision to come. Still, she did not a acknowledge him. It was all part of the game.

      When he was within a few feet from her, Zeus chose to break the silence. “Hello, Pythia,” he greeted her.

      The Oracle raised her head from the mists and smiled her lackadaisical smile, revealing a small dimple on each cheek. The Oracle never seemed to age. Perhaps it was the mists that kept her so young and beautiful. Upon seeing Zeus, she rose gracefully to her feet and approached him.

      “Zeus,” she greeted him in her musical voice. “Leader of the gods. You honor both myself and Delphi by coming again so soon.”

      The riddles had begun already. Zeus frowned at The Oracle. “I have not been here in decades.”

      “Oh.” The Oracle’s smile faltered for a moment, but then returned in full force. “Perhaps that is true. I have not been paying much attention.”

      Pythia continued to approach Zeus until she was close enough to embrace him, kissing him gently through the beard on his cheek. After this show of affection, she turned and began to walk back to her altar.

      “It is hard to keep track when time is so non-sequential,” she continued her explanation. “Or perhaps we are simply not meant to be chronological.”

      Zeus followed her toward the altar, watching as she knelt over the chasm once more and inhaled. After the inhalation, she returned her attention to him.

      “I assume that there is a reason for your journey?” she prodded him. “Very few make the passage to simply be in my company.”

      “I cannot imagine they do.” Zeus looked back at the hill with a sigh. “It seems like you’ve taken great efforts to discourage people from doing exactly that.”

      “I do like my time to not be wasted,” the Oracle said, smiling. “And, to that end…”

      “Ah, yes.” Zeus proceeded to approach the altar. He had always wondered about the mists. If he were to inhale them, would he see the future as well?

      “I have scoured the Earth,” he continued with his reason for coming. “I have searched everywhere for my son⁠—”

      “Hercules,” the Oracle interrupted, revealing the son’s identity.

      “Yes, Hercules,” Zeus confirmed. “There is no corner in which I have not searched. Still, my son remains lost.”

      “Hercules is not lost,” the Oracle informed Zeus, diverting herself to the mists once more and breathing in deeply. “You assume that, simply because you are unable to locate him, he is lost. He is not. Hercules knows exactly where he is.”

      “Oh!” Zeus raised his eyebrows in surprise. He had all but assumed his son was dead. It seemed the only logical option, since there was no evidence of him anywhere to be found on Earth. “Do you know where he is?”

      As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Zeus regretted saying them.

      The Oracle looked up from her fumes with a cynical and insultingly furrowed brow.

      Zeus dropped his gaze. “I did not need to ask you that,” he muttered, “did I?”

      “Did you need to ask The Oracle of Delphi whether she knew about that of which you came to inquire?” The Oracle turned her offended head back to the mists. “No, you did not need to ask that. If I wish to know something, that something is what I know. You are aware of this. It does not matter, though; you have your answer.”

      “I have nothing,” Zeus disagreed with her, beginning to become frustrated. “I need to know where my son is! You have just told me you know!”

      The Oracle nodded. “I do.”

      “Then tell me,” Zeus insisted.

      The Oracle shook her head. “I already have,” she insisted, looking at Zeus once more. “Your son is not lost, nor is he hiding. He simply does not wish to be disturbed. He is not doing anything that you would call important, yet he wishes to continue doing it for a time. That is all I will tell you for now.”

      “You have told me nothing.” Zeus did his best to remain calm. It did very little good to become angry with the Oracle.

      “You have asked me for the location of your son,” The Oracle reiterated, inhaling the fumes once more. “I provided you with the state of his mind. His mind is located at a very safe place right now. If you had wanted his physical location, perhaps you ought to have been more specific in your question.”

      “I need his physical location to be here.”

      “You will always have desires,” the Oracle said with a laugh. “Some things are simply more important than those. Your son is safe, I can assure you of that.”

      Zeus sighed again, turning from the altar. “Hera told me that this would be a waste of time,” he grumbled, taking a step toward the hill, preparing to make the descent.

      “The assurance of your son’s safety does not make this visit worthwhile?” the Oracle asked.

      Zeus paused and turned back to look into her stunning eyes once more. One had an iris of gold, revealing the past, and the other of silver, a reflection of the future. Peering into them, Zeus wished he could see the answers locked within. They remained a mystery, only eyes.

      “I was simply hoping for something more,” he concluded his session, turning around again and continuing his passage down the hill. The knowledge of Hercules’ safety did comfort him a bit, but not as much as it should have.

      To be honest, although he was pleased that Hercules was safe, it hardly seemed to matter. He only knew that Hercules was not there. He wanted his son back.
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        * * *

      

      Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, I’m James Novus. Tonight, we have an update on the “Gladiator” incident from a couple days ago. For those of you who missed it, the story involved a slew of destroyed cars, members of the 5th precinct police force, and a couple of oddly dressed men, apparently playing Gladiator, with the automobiles as their lions. The two spoke in an unidentifiable language and our reporter on scene, Candace Amentia, had translated this as drunken or drugged blathering. Now, it seems that diagnosis may have been a bit hasty. I’m here with local college professor, Dr. Robert Sanus, who has a different interpretation of the events. What do you make of it, doctor?

      Thank you for having me on your show this evening, James. After studying the video, I feel confident in saying that the gladiators, as you call them, are not speaking gibberish. In fact, they seem to be communicating with each other in a form of ancient Greek. As you can see here, the larger of the two is asking his partner why the police are attacking them. If you can go back a bit… right there! Yes, the smaller man seems to be expecting praise from the drivers, as if he had done them a favor in destroying their vehicles. Unfortunately, the driver probably did not have “Destroyed by crazed warriors” in their insurance policies (ha ha). On more than one occasion during the combat, the larger of the two referred to the other as “Jason,” while Jason called him “Hercules,” perhaps referring to the son of Zeus. It seems obvious to me that these two are⁠—

      Thank you, Dr. Sanus, for your astute analysis. Unfortunately, we have to go to a commercial break. When we return, a large drug company claims to have cured obesity. Their new pill not only destroys the fat, it prevents the accumulation of any extra fat at all without diet or exercise. Find out how to get lean with no more effort, while sitting in front of your television. We’ll return with the secret in a moment.
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      I

      Medea was the daughter of King Aeetes, ruler of the island kingdom of Colchis. Her story really begins when Jason, along with the Argonauts, came to Colchis.

      Upon the island of Colchis was a sacred item: The Golden Fleece. The Fleece had been worn by a winged ram. It was said that this ram had rescued Phrixus and Helle, the two children of King Athamas of Halos, from their tyrannical stepmother and flown them to safety on the island. After this event, the ram, who was created by Poseidon, the great god of the sea, was shaved. His fleece was then placed in a grove, and a dragon was stationed outside of the grove to protect it. In all of the kingdom, there was nothing that King Aeetes treasured more than this Fleece.

      After Jason had presented himself to the reigning king of Iolkos, along with announcing that he desired his father’s kingdom, Pelias had demanded that, should Jason be sincere, he retrieve the Golden Fleece from Colchis. Pelias may have believed that the mission was too impossible, Jason would not be able to complete it, or he may have simply wanted the treasure for himself. Whatever Pelias’ motive, Jason had his quest. He set off upon it with no doubt he would complete it fully.

      Upon arriving at Colchis, Jason approached King Aeetes with his request to retrieve the Fleece, and present it to King Pelias. Medea was present in the throne room during this meeting, and the sight of such a handsome man left her speechless. As he addressed her father, Medea felt herself filled with desire for the brave rogue.

      King Aeetes felt insulted by Jason’s very presence, let alone his request to remove such a valued treasure. In mockery, he made three impossible demands: First, he had to sow a field with fire-breathing oxen (which he had to yoke by himself). Second, he had to plant the teeth of a dragon into the freshly sown field (which would not seem so bad, except that the teeth grew into an entire army, which Jason then had to figure out how to defeat). Finally, he had to get past the dragon, which never slept, that guarded the Fleece. Medea’s heart sank when she saw the look upon Jason’s downcast face. As her father sat back on his throne, satisfied that the Fleece would remain in his possession, Jason left the throne room. As he walked out, Medea felt as if her heart were leaving with him.

      That night, after her father had fallen to sleep, Medea crept to the Argonauts’ camp. There, she saw them preparing, but not to leave, as Medea had first suspected. They were attempting to formulate an idea on how to yoke the oxen without becoming fried. Medea approached Jason directly. Jason recognized her immediately as the king’s daughter. He was about to throw her from the camp so she could not hear their plans, thus betraying them to her father. Before he could do that, however, Medea presented her offer: she would provide ways to complete each of the quests if, in return, she was permitted to leave Colchis on The Argos once they were completed.

      Jason agreed to her offer. After all, who would refuse such a beautiful young lady?

      II

      The night was cold. In the sky, a thin layer of clouds accented the full moon. A light sprinkle fell to the ground, dampening the soft grass beneath Jason’s feet. A cool breeze blew through the air, ruffling his filthy and disheveled hair.

      Jason felt nothing.

      After leaving the throne room, he had approached Artemis, the huntress and goddess of the moon. She had regarded at him with pity-filled eyes and a sorrowful frown. At first, she would not answer him, but Jason pressed her for an answer, becoming more and more concerned as he continued. Finally, Artemis gave him the location.

      Now, he stood at that place, looking with a mixture of sorrow, shame, loss, and utter loneliness at his wife’s headstone.

      
        
        Here Lies Medea

        Forsaken love will not be forgotten again

        May she Rest in Peace

      

      

      After revealing Medea’s final resting place, Artemis had told Jason the story of her demise. Medea had not given up hope her husband would return to her until she was on her deathbed, at the age of forty-two, more than ten years after Jason had left her. Only then did she finally abandoned her dream of a joyful reunion. As she lay there, with the disease now known to be breast cancer ravaging her body, she cursed him and the day she had met him. It broke Jason’s heart to learn that Medea thought he had abandoned her. It broke his heart even more to think she was technically right. As he stood in the soft rain in the cold graveyard, staring at the frozen headstone, another type of moisture began to cover his face. He had destroyed that which was most important to him, his companion, and now he was alone. There was nothing he could do. He continued to stand, tears streaming from his reddened eyes. There was nowhere else for him to be.

      “I’m sorry,” he sobbed, as if the words would somehow mean something. “I never left you. I love you, Medea. I’m sorry.”

      Choking on tears and rain, Jason sat down upon the gravestone.

      An unearthly chill crept through the air, filling the graveyard. It was not the wind, nor a drop in temperature. Those who could feel it would say that the chill came from inside of them, as if their body were fighting the urge to simply give up and stop working. A new figure, hardly a stranger to the graveyard, had entered. The girl stood a mere four feet from the ground, with golden curls bouncing from her head and silver sparkling eyes. She was dressed in a wide blue and white dress, as if on her way to church on a Sunday morning, or a tea party with her friends. Her skin was pale, as was her frozen smile. As Jason saw the figure approaching, his heart was filled with rage. This was Thanatos, the specter of death.

      “She cannot hear you, Jason,” the musically childish voice told him. “She’s gone now.”

      Thanatos stopped in her advance to pick up a flower from a grave. With a smile, she gazed at it as the flower began to drain of life. When it was fully dead, Thanatos set the stem back where she had first gotten it.

      “I like flowers,” she said, returning her gaze to Jason. “But they do not seem to like me so much. Do you know why that is?”

      “Why did you do it, Thanatos?” Jason roared angrily, as he jumped from the headstone.

      “I told you.” Thanatos shrugged. “I like flowers.”

      “Why did you take her?” Jason continued his rage, oblivious to Thanatos’ comment. “She did not have to go that way, as if she were abandoned. She deserved better!”

      “I agree.” Thanatos nodded. “Medea was a beautiful person, and I took no pleasure in taking her. However, her body was tired of living, and thus, she required my services.”

      Jason stood over the little girl, as menacingly as possible. “You could have refused her,” he growled.

      Thanatos giggled impishly, clearly unmoved by the display of testosterone. “I could have, yes,” she said, “but I chose not to. I often choose not to, as the occupants of this graveyard would tell you, had they still lips to speak.”

      Jason turned away, frustrated with his inability to intimidate. “You could have made an exception,” he continued, irrationally. “She was your friend.”

      The guise of the innocent girl faded slightly as her sweet silver eyes melted away, replaced by ink-black orbs. Jason turned back to face Thanatos, and the chill returned to rattle his bones.

      “You are my friend, Jason,” the figure informed him, voice drained of glee. “I only call you this because you do not fear me as others do. Do not confuse my relationship with you as a bond with your wife. I do not honor marriage, nor any earthly union. Medea meant nothing to me.

      “You are my friend, it is true, but even you will one day have need of me, and I shall not refuse you either. On that day, you will walk with me, and your body will decay, turning to dust, as bodies do. You will die, and perhaps then, you will be reunited with your forsaken bride.”

      In a sudden flood of emotion, Jason fell to his knees before Thanatos. “Take me now,” he demanded, offering himself to her.

      The silver returned to her eyes as Thanatos playfully raised her index finger to his face. If Jason felt fear, it was eclipsed by his desire to see his Medea once more. This was not how he had expected to die, but it was the only way now. This alien world was not his own, and he wanted nothing to do with it. As he felt Death’s finger tracing his face, his body pulsed viciously, resisting the pull. Jason closed his eyes, wanting Death’s release.

      Thanatos’ finger pressed itself into his nose, and she emitted a “BOOP” sound. At the sound, the chills vanished. Jason opened his surprised eyes to see Thanatos’ broadly smiling face, shaking her head at him.

      “No,” she said. “Your mouth desires me, but your mind does not. There is still much for you to do here. You do not truly want me, you tease.”

      Tossing her head with playful indignation, Thanatos turned and began to walk away.

      Jason reached out for her. “There is nothing left for me here!” he cried out, desperately.

      “Perhaps there is.” Thanatos looked back at him without stopping her exit. “Perhaps there is not. It changes nothing, teaser. Goodbye.”

      Thanatos abandoned the distraught hero kneeling in the fresh mud, covered in tears and rain. Jason watched her leave, unsure of how to proceed. Getting to his feet, he turned to Medea’s grave once more. He stretched himself out before the headstone, separated from his bride by six feet of dirt. There he lay, crying into the ground, as if his tears could somehow revive his love.

      III

      Hercules stepped from the bathing chamber, feeling great and smelling much better than he had when he entered. The modern accommodations had not been difficult to translate. Soap was still soap, after all. The cloth to rub it on, dispensing it then onto one’s body, was a logical additive. Shampoo was new, at least in the format that it was presented, as was conditioner. Still, these items had held very little challenge, since the instructions were fairly clear as to how to use them: scrub them into one’s hair. Hercules performed this ritual twice, enjoying the smells.

      Stepping from the shower, Hercules was then met with a challenge: the three-bladed razor. Seeing himself in the mirror had been a shock at first, since he had been used to reflections in more primitive glass fragments, or in pools of water. He was amazed at how handsome he was. Of course, that was a regular occurrence, even in less adequate reflective devices. After the shower, he wrapped a towel about his torso, as his father had shown him how to do, and moved to the water dispensary Zeus had referred to as the sink. The mirror hung above and behind the sink. Hercules gazed at his reflection as he picked up the razor that had been provided. Bringing it to his face, he ran it along his left jawline. To his amazement, the hair that had been there before disappeared. Turning to the razor, he discovered the hair, trapped between the three parallel blades. He had shaved in the old world, of course, but never with such a device as this. It had always been with a single razor blade, and it had hardly been this comfortable.

      Hercules proceeded with the shaving ritual, completing it by splashing the after-shave fluid on his face, as his father had shown him. It burned at first, but cooled a moment later. After recovering from the burn, Hercules picked up the tube that contained the white paste. Turning to the brush that lay beside the water dispenser, Hercules smeared the paste on it, just as Zeus had shown him. The paste smelled exotic and tempting. Unable to resist the temptation, Hercules squeezed a small amount of the paste into his mouth. Swishing it around, he found that the taste was not bad either. He swallowed a fair amount of the paste before proceeding with the scrubbing of his teeth, as he had been shown.

      The clothing that had been provided for him seemed strange. Hercules could not imagine why someone would want their legs in such restrictive garments. With his tunic, he had much better range of motion, and it made much more sense. He felt imprisoned, wearing these clothes, which his father had called “jeans.” Now, the boxers that Zeus had told him to wear underneath the jeans were much more realistic. Perhaps he would just wear them from now on, and forget the jeans completely.

      Shoes looked as though they were going to be complicated. Hercules opted to wear the sandals that Zeus had provided as an alternative.

      Walking from the room that he had been given to prepare himself in, Hercules was immediately aware of the stares and whispered comments that seemed to follow him. After discovering how long he had been gone, he was not surprised. Zeus said he had been looking for him all over the Earth, which would have been known all around the Mount. As he was walking, he did feel a little bit guilty. He did have responsibilities he had neglected, and that was disappointing. He could not wait to see Hebe again. She at least would be happy to see him. Of course, she was Hera’s daughter. Perhaps she would be bothered that he had not told her where he was going? Either way, Hercules was confident that he would be happy to see her.

      Zeus and Hera had suggested Medea, Jason’s wife, had died. Medea had been mortal, so it was reasonable. Hebe was Hera’s daughter, which made her half-god, at very least. Surely, she would not be dead. It was nearly impossible to kill a god, and only half as difficult to kill one of their offspring. Hercules had no idea who Hebe’s father was, but given Hera’s taste in men, he was likely not just some average human. She was doing fine, wherever she was, he was certain of it. He was certain of it.

      Walking through the Mount, he heard a sound he was familiar with. It was music, the beautiful sound of an expertly played instrument (lyre? harp? no, something else…) coming from around the corner, accompanied by a baritone voice. As Hercules recognized the voice, a smile crept across his lips. He stepped a bit quicker as he searched for the voice’s owner.

      Around the next corner, he spotted the vocalist: Apollo, sitting on a stool, strumming a stringed instrument that he recognized from Oblivion’s stage, which was seated on his knee. He believed he remembered Dionysus referring to it as a guitar. Hercules approached Apollo, who looked up at him and smiled. Hercules recognized the song and joined in. As the two of them sang, the air filled with the voices of Muses and instrumentation beyond what they were supplying. When the god of music played a song, the air supplied the music that was absent from the tune.

      
        
        
        Are you going to Scarborough fair?

        Sing parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme

        Remember me to the one who lives there

        For she was once the true love of mine

      

      

      

      Hercules followed Apollo’s song as best he could, although anything beyond the first verse was a bit foreign to him. They had played it several times at Oblivion, but Hercules had not paid as close of attention to anything beyond verse one.

      
        
        
        Tell her to buy me an acre of land

        Sing parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme

        Between the salt water and the sea strands

        Then she shall be the true love of mine

      

      

      

      Apollo looked at him with a snicker as Hercules fumbled over the lyrics. For a verse, he stopped singing and joined in only in harmony, as if to tease Hercules for not knowing the song better. As if complementing their efforts, the faint whispers of Muses echoed the words that Hercules fumbled over.

      
        
        
        Tell her to bind it in a sickle of leather (War billows, blazing in scarlet battalions)

        Sing parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme (Generals order their soldiers to kill)

        And gather it all in a bunch of heather (A soldier cleans and polishes a gun)

        Then she shall be the true love of mine

      

      

      

      For the final chorus, they simply repeated the first stanza. Hercules was confident in that, and the two of them sang, joined by the orchestra of the air.

      After completing the song, Apollo set his guitar aside, stood up, and embraced his long lost brother. “Hercules!” he exclaimed. “Wow, it’s good to see you! It’s been centuries! You still cannot sing, though.”

      Hercules laughed. “Well, coming from the God of Music, I guess that’s not much of an insult.”

      After the embrace, Apollo stepped back to examine his prodigal brother. “Where is your shirt, man?” he asked cynically. “You’re really not that good-looking.”

      “Yes I am,” Hercules countered, flexing his right bicep jokingly. “And… well, I could not really figure out how to wear the top garment. I am sure there will be plenty of time to figure it out later.”

      “I don’t know, man,” Apollo scoffed, returning to his seat and picking up his guitar again. “Shirts are some of the most complex developments of the modern age. If you can figure out shirts, quantum-physics and astronomical parallax will be a breeze.”

      Hercules did not understand even half of the words Apollo had just used, but he was growing accustomed to that, so he did not say anything.

      “So,” Apollo continued, strumming random chord sequences on his guitar, “Scarborough Fair is a fairly modern song, relatively speaking. I mean, last time I saw you, the songs from that Jewish King were still pretty popular. How did you learn it?”

      “Oblivion,” Hercules answered.

      “The bar?” Apollo laughed, pausing his strumming to look with disbelief into Hercules’ honest eyes. “Is that where you were? Oh my god, that’s… that’s so wrong! Dad searched the entire globe at least three times, and a million different other places! He couldn’t find anything!”

      Hercules frowned. “Oblivion is a pretty popular place,” he said. “You would have thought he’d have looked there.”

      “Most of the Olympians don’t like Oblivion too much,” Apollo reasoned. “Dad went there for a while, but nobody would talk to him. Plus, Mom would give him a hard time whenever he came home, either about hitting on the nymphs or neglecting his duties. Finally, he gave up and stopped going. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Dionysus happier, honestly. Dad’s apparently a famous killjoy. I do believe Dad sent an envoy there to look for you, though.”

      Hercules thought back over his time in Oblivion. He could have sworn that he saw Ares there, and Artemis had come with Orion as well. Maybe the Field of Sobriety had caused them to forget seeing him there, or perhaps they had simply not noticed him. If Zeus had been as concerned as Apollo claimed he was, would he not be something people would have noticed and remembered? The world had changed so much in his absence. Was it his fault?

      “What happened to the world, Apollo?” Hercules asked the musician. “I do not even recognize it any longer. It is as if my world were destroyed, and replaced by this new chaos.”

      Apollo nodded. “It was,” he admitted. “And then, it was built again, and destroyed countless more times. You’ve been gone for quite a while, brother. Time passes and things change.”

      “But how?” Hercules persisted. “Things could not have gone so wrong!”

      “Well, the war of the gods changed a lot of things.”

      Apollo motioned for Hercules to sit once more. “If you’d like, I can tell you a little about it.”

      Hercules returned to where he was sitting, and the two began to speak of what had transpired.

      IV

      A long, long time ago…

      

      Zeus entered the room. Within the room, there was a table. Around the table sat five individuals, only one of which he recognized.

      At the head of the table sat a hefty, bearded man, wearing a horned helmet and holding a scepter. Directly to his right sat a boy, not yet in his teens from his appearance, who wore a strange pointed hat and dressed in a long robe. On the boy’s right was what looked like a cross between a bush and a man. Zeus had trouble even distinguishing a face.

      On the bearded man’s left sat a tall and strong-looking man with very dark skin. This man did not look very happy to be there. On that man’s left sat the only person Zeus knew: Ra, the sun god of the Egyptians. He looked up as Zeus entered. From behind the hawk-eyed face, Zeus thought he saw some recognition. Considering how Alexander of Macedonia had treated Egypt, Zeus could not imagine it was good cheer.

      As he approached the table, a strange chirping and clicking sound emerged from the man-bush. The Dark Man turned to Zeus, cocking one eyebrow.

      “The Green Man says that you are late,” he interpreted coldly.

      “Yes,” Zeus replied, taking the last remaining seat at the foot of the table. “I suppose I am. I was never told there was a gathering here at all, and I only just found out about it a short time ago.”

      The Bearded Man laughed loudly. “Do not think twice of it, newcomer. We have only just begun, after all.”

      “Wench,” The Bearded Man snapped his fingers, and a beautiful blonde woman, with her breasts covered in metallic armaments and a pleated dress tied about her waist, rushed to his seat.

      “Bring our brother something to drink,” he commanded her. “He is no doubt thirsty after his journey from⁠—”

      He looked at Zeus expectantly.

      “Oh!” Zeus realized the Bearded Man had about as much of an idea of Zeus’ identity as Zeus had of his. “Greece. Well, Rome… or Mount Olympus, if you’d like to get specific.”

      “Zeus,” The Dark Man sneered, identifying him.

      “Yes, I am Zeus,” he confirmed. Turning to his left, he greeted his hawk-headed neighbor. “How are you, Ra?”

      “I am fine,” Ra answered coldly. “Only a little insulted by the calling of this meeting. How are you?”

      “I’m well.” Zeus smiled as convincingly as possible. “A little confused, perhaps. What exactly is this?”

      “This is a meeting of gods,” the Bearded Man answered. “Since there are so many of us now, coming from every corner of the world, we thought it would be best to gather together and assess our dominions. I am Odin, of the Norse people. It seems you have already met Ra, the sun⁠—”

      “I can speak for myself, thank you,” Ra interrupted Odin. Assuming a proud posture, he announced: “I am Ra, The Great Sun-God of Egypt.”

      “Should we all be impressed now?” The Dark Man mocked Ra’s assertion. “Maybe sacrifice some goats, or do you prefer virgins?”

      “Who are you to speak to me as such?” Ra cried insultingly at the Dark Man. “I demand respect! I am The Great Sun-God of Egypt!”

      “You know, hearing it a second time does make it sound more awe-inspiring.” The Dark Man turned to Zeus. “I am Ngai, god of⁠—”

      “You dare to insult me?” Ra pushed his seat back from the table and stood, placing his palms on the table surface. “You would insult Ra, The Great Sun-God of Egypt?”

      “We know who you are, Ra,” Odin boomed. “You do not need to keep reminding us! Now, please, be seated.”

      Ra reluctantly returned his chair to its position around the table.

      “As I was saying,” Odin resumed his role-call, pointing to the man-bush, “this gentleman does not truly have a name. He’s only referred to as The Green Man.”

      “And this little guy next to me,” Odin playfully patted the boy’s head, squishing the hat a bit, “goes by the name of Merlin.”

      “I’m young, not little,” Merlin protested, straightening the hat, only to have it flop down again. “Do not call me little.”

      “You are lucky to be called at all,” Ngai muttered.

      “I don’t like this table, either,” Merlin continued, ignoring the critique. “It should be round. That would more symbolize equality, wouldn’t it?”

      The Green Man chittered.

      “The Green Man is wondering why you are even here!” Ngai translated.

      “Right,” Ra agreed. “You’re not even a god!”

      Zeus watched this interaction with some slight interest. He was still not entirely sure what was happening at this meeting. Chiron had only informed him about it this morning. He had thought it might be good to attend, since a lot of the other gods were going to be there as well. He had been expecting more Persian and Babylonian attenders, gods he was already familiar with. These gods were new. They represented peoples he had only begun to hear about recently. He was beginning to understand the world was becoming a larger place. With more cultures, there would, naturally, be more gods. Zeus knew even then it had been facetious, but he had assumed more people interacting meant he would be getting more worshipers. It only seemed natural.

      “I will have you know,” Merlin’s pre-adolescent voice interrupted, “the day is coming when I will raise and tutor the great once and future king!”

      “I should think not!” Ngai argued back.

      “If there is going to be a once and future king, he’s going to be from Egypt.” Ra insisted.

      “You don’t even have kings,” Ngai argued in frustration. “You have Pharaohs!”
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