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        The goddess of witchcraft has a secret. She can no longer do magic.

      

        

      
        Having served in her position for two hundred years, Hecate's responsibilities are piling up, and she has no way to regain control, something that hasn't gone unnoticed by Zeus' temple.

      

        

      
        As a priestess of Zeus, Ariana has been sent to convince Hecate to step down, and if she can't, she has to find a reason to fire her. But the more she sees Hecate in action, the less certain she is that it's the right path.

      

        

      
        Can the two of them find a compromise that will satisfy both Hecate and Zeus' temple?

        -

        Burden Of Hecate takes inspiration from classic Greek mythology and puts a twist on the stories about Hecate. This slow burn workplace sapphic romance can be read as a standalone and is part of the Queens of Olympus series.
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      Hecate

      

      There was nothing that pleased me more than the silent temple by night. My favourite torches were placed all around the open courtyard and the dancing flames cast long and haunting shadows over the garden. The silver moonlight revealed the hidden trapdoor to the Underworld, a journey few people came back from.

      I smiled to myself and unlocked the entrance with the heavy iron key that had been in my possession for a couple of centuries. The doors swung inward, revealing a wide staircase that disappeared into pitch-black nothing. Plenty of people would’ve been intimidated but not me.

      After all these years, I was used to the abyss staring back at me.

      With one of my torches in hand, I descended into the realm beneath, leaving the world of the living behind. My footsteps echoed into the dark, the dull sound my only anchor. The thin air smothered my torch to the smallest of flames but the light never went out.

      My only solace.

      After an infinity of steps, my feet hit softer ground and a cold breeze brushed past me. Green smoke curled up around me and the distinct smell of the Underworld penetrated my nose. There was no doubt that I’d just arrived in Hades.

      Smoke parted and a shiver ran up my spine as the large entry gate appeared out of nowhere. No matter how many times I came here, I was never able to shake the feeling of unease.

      I tightened my hand around the large key and brought it up to the lock. I made sure to check I was alone before I carefully opened the gateway and pushed the gate properly shut behind me. This was not the place to make mistakes.

      The sound of small impatient paws and soft whines alerted me to the arrival of my helpers and I waited to let them catch up to me. An endless stream of dogs surrounded me, carrying all kinds of amulets in their mouths. Every single one of them was solemn and determined. Strays and lapdogs alike knew this wasn’t the time to play around.

      The animals gathered around me and with their quiet companionship, I continued on. The farther I walked into the Underworld, the brighter it became. The green smoke relocated to the high ceiling and gave way to some of the beautiful but strange plants and trees that grew exclusively here. The magical river Styx came into view and I guided the dogs down. Large ships packed with apathetic souls ferried along the calm waters, carrying their passengers to more permanent shores.

      I sat down on the bank of the river, waving the first dog forward. The canine’s collar tinkled as he approached calmly. He dropped his wooden amulet in my hand, stepping back to give me space to perform my task.

      Careful not to drop the precious amulet or my torch, I dipped it into the magical water of the Styx, letting the protective powers soak into the wood. Once I was satisfied, I handed the trinket back to the dog and he trotted away, no doubt returning to his owner. They would wake up in the morning, newly protected against ill wishes and the misfortunes of the world.

      “Next,” I announced, accepting a bone amulet from a brown dog with floppy ears.

      There were so many dogs, I wouldn't be able to get through them all.

      I repeated the ritual until the last amulet was activated and my hands were wrinkled from the freezing water. My back twinged when I rose up and I rubbed the sore muscles, hissing at the sharp pain.

      I checked my pocket to make sure the key was still securely in my possession before returning the way I came.

      I reached the gate and a low growl vibrated through the air. The hairs on the back of my neck instantly stood up and my hand shook as I brought the torch closer to my face.

      “It’s me, Hecate,” I said as calmly as I could.

      The enormous three-headed hellhound came into view and he studied me with dark glowing eyes.

      I held my breath as the guardian deliberated if I had permission to go or if I was a soul that needed to be kept in.

      After what felt like forever, he bared his fangs, a warning, before giving the slightest of nods and disappearing back into the shadows.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as I slipped past him, back to the world of the living. I'd much preferred it when the gates were unmanned but the arrival of a new, apparently competent, Hades had put the three-headed guardian back in its place.

      My calves and thighs were burning by the time I reached the courtyard again and sweat coated my forehead. The light breeze perfumed by the flowers was a welcome change from the suffocating air in Hades and I couldn’t say I was sad to be back.

      "Hecate, a moment of your time, please?" a voice said from behind me.

      I closed the entrance to the Underworld properly before I bothered turning around. A familiar woman stepped out of the shadows, her notebook already held out.

      "Now is not a good time." I sighed, not in the mood to deal with Cassandra. After a long night in the Underworld, I wanted a hot bath and a good book. Neither of which were possible when I had a Hermes reporter on my doorstep.

      She followed me regardless. "I won't take long. I just want to know how you feel about the fact that the temple Zeus has launched an official Inquisition. Are you worried about what they'll find? Do you think you might lose your position?"

      "No comment."

      Cassandra released a long sigh. "Ah, come on. Give me something to work with here, Hecate. I was hoping to write an article about you and what this Inquisition means."

      "I don't get why, most people don't care about my position or what I do."

      "Because you don't talk about it."

      I gave her what I hoped was a withering stare. "I shouldn't have to talk about it, people know who I am, they pray and curse in my name."

      Cassandra lowered her notebook, her curious look morphing into a kind smile. "A lot of people, particularly younger people, don't know what you do, Hecate. You know your position doesn't hold the same glamour as it has done historically."

      I didn't need a reporter from Hermes to tell me that. I was well aware at how much my position had diminished compared to the past, my empty temple made that clear as day.

      Ignoring the stabbing pain in my chest, I greet the black dog waiting by one of the columns. “Hey, Mávros. Have you been a good boy guarding our home?”

      My companion barked and wagged his tail in response.

      “Are you hungry?” I asked, tickling his soft chin. He yipped and shot an inquisitive look at the priest. I smooshed his face affectionately. “Don’t pay attention to him, he’s just leaving.”

      Cassandra sighed. “Look, Hecate, if you just agreed to do regular interviews with me, I'll make sure the articles will have a good place in the Daily Lyre and on our blog. It could really help with boosting your popularity."

      "I don't think so. All this PR and social media stuff is just not my thing. I just want to do my job."

      Cassandra took a step closer. “I admire your dedication, truly. But evolving with the times is part of the job too."

      "I'm too tired for all this. Too old," I told her honestly. Maybe I was a fool for talking to a journalist but as far as reporters went, Cassandra was one of the more respectful and kind ones. And it had been a while since I'd had company. As much as I preferred being on my own, sometimes the loneliness could get overwhelming.

      She offered me another smile. "I understand. I shouldn't have come tonight, I'm sorry for bothering you, Hecate."

      I gave her a light wave of my hand. "It's fine. Just... write whatever you want in your column. The truth matters less than what people want to hear, anyway."

      "Not to me, that's why I'm here asking you about it instead of coming up with the answer in my office," Cassandra said, pulling out her notebook. "I don't need more than a line, something to quote you on."

      "Fine." I rubbed my temples. "I honestly don't care about the Inquisition. If Zeus wants to inspect my temple, that's their prerogative. They have the jurisdiction for that, I just don't think they have the qualifications to judge whether I'm still effective in my role or not. They haven't been doing this job for the last two hundred years, I have."

      Cassandra's pen squiggled so fast, I could hear it scratch into the paper.

      "Thank you. I won't twist anything you said, I promise," she said. The sincerity was clear in her voice and past precedent had proven that she was trustworthy.

      I managed a smile. "I know. Now if you don't mind, I'm really tired from being in the Underworld."

      "Right, of course." Cassandra put her notebook away and bowed ever so slightly. "Thanks again, I really appreciate it. Umm, good luck with the Inquisition. I'm just going to leave my card again, if you ever have more to say on the subject, you know how to reach me."

      Out of politeness, I accepted the business card from her. Mávros wagged his tail, thinking it was a treat or something interesting and followed me happily into the temple where the silence was overwhelmingly loud. I put the business card on the dresser with all the others and the official letter from the temple of Zeus about the Inquisition.

      Despite what I'd told the reporter, I was worried. The previous Zeuses had often threatened to send official Inquisitors to my door but most of them left office before they could ever follow up on their threat. But the current woman in the position was different. Even all the way here, whispers of a stable and competent Zeus had reached me.

      For the first time, there was a real chance I could lose my job.
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      Hecate’s temple was nothing like I expected it to be. While the building was in pristine quality like it had only been built, there was an air of ruin and desolation about the place. The surrounding area was void of life except for some stray dogs lingering by the entrance. There were no priests or priestesses to greet me, no sign of life that indicated that someone still ruled this domain.

      Unsure how to enter the temple, I waited at the front. One of the dogs barked and I waved at it. “Hello, little guy.”

      The mutt perked his ears up and cocked his head to the side, looking rather inquisitive.

      I stared back at him, a strange feeling coming over me under his scrutinising gaze. Were these Hecate’s dogs?

      “Can you take me inside to your deity?” I asked, bowing slightly to the furry creature.

      The dog continued looking at me, his tail wagging slowly.

      “Is that a yes? Sorry, I’m not very well-versed in conversing with dogs,” I admitted.

      “Are you expecting them to reply?” a voice said from behind me. “They’re just dogs.”

      I twirled around, trying to determine which of the animals had spoken. Instead, a woman in a long white dress carrying a wicker basket was addressing me. She looked at me with a mixture of bemusement and judgement.

      “Are these not Hecate’s servants?” I asked, embarrassment creeping up the back of my neck.

      The woman chuckled. “I don’t have servants.”

      “Oh.” Realisation hit me and I immediately straightened my back, correcting my posture. “I apologise, I didn’t realise who I was speaking to.”

      “No need for formalities,” Hecate announced. “I know why you’re here, priestess of Zeus.”

      “I’m Ariana,” I introduced quickly, holding out my hand.

      Hecate made a little mock bow in my direction, not accepting my hand. “Thrilled.”

      I followed her up the marble stairs, trying to remain a step behind her out of respect. She was a Goddess after all, even if my boss seemed convinced she wasn’t doing a good job. We arrived to a quiet temple, the inside as empty as the outside and the lack of people running through the halls was a stark contrast with Zeus’ bustling office.

      I took another look at the woman, marrying up her appearance with the image I had in my head. There was an air of hostility that came off the Goddess that wasn’t unexpected considering the job I came here to do, but it took me a little off guard. I wouldn’t have thought any Olympian deity lived in this kind of isolation and I couldn’t help but wonder if it was self-imposed or not.

      Hecate paused next to one of her columns. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”

      “Do you not want to freshen up?” I blurted out, gesturing to her dusty basket. It looked like she’d been roaming out in the fields or something.

      The other woman looked at me with dull eyes. “I don’t believe that’s any of your concern.”

      “I apologise. Sorry. I’m here to deliver a notice to you.” I rummaged through my bag and pulled out the sturdy envelope marked with Zeus’ lightning bolt.

      Hecate unceremoniously tore into the letter and sighed. “I see. And I assume you’re the official Inquisitor for this investigation to determine whether I’m still fit for my job as a Goddess?”

      “Yes, I am. I realise this is awkward for you to have me tag along while you perform your duties but I will try my best not to be an inconvenience,” I promised.

      The Goddess scoffed as she tossed the letter to the floor. “You will be, but it’s not like I have a say in the matter, huh?” She put her hands on her hips, staring me down. “I hope you don’t expect to stay here.”

      “Oh, umm. No, I wouldn’t want to impose. I rented a hotel room nearby.”

      “Good.” She checked the thin watch on her wrist and nodded. “Do you already have a permit for the Underworld or am I supposed to arrange that for you too?”

      I stared at her, a little taken aback. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand your question.”

      A glint of satisfaction twinkled in Hecate’s eyes. “You said you wanted to observe my duties, most of which take place in Hades. Did you not think about that?”

      Suddenly, I understood why I’d been picked for this investigation despite not being the most qualified person for the job. I couldn’t imagine plenty of Inquisitors were keen on going down into the Underworld with the wayward Goddess of Magic.

      She took my hesitation as an answer and smiled. “Well, looks like this investigation is over before it starts. Give my regards to Zeus on your way back.”

      “Hang on, who said I was going back?” I cocked my head to the side, hoping to mimic her confidence. “I take my duties as an Inquisitor very seriously.”

      Surprise flitted across Hecate’s face, her thick eyebrows raising. “I see. I’ll arrange a permit from Hades for you then. It’ll take a couple of days.”

      “Great. I look forward to it,” I lied. I handed her my contact card from my purse, determined to appear unperturbed and unwavering. “You can reach me on this number when you’re ready. Now, do you have any recommendations for good places to eat?”

      Hecate studied the card for a moment, looking lost in thought. The bark of a nearby dog snapped her attention back and she conjured a fake smile as she accepted my card. “I’ll be in touch. And I don’t have recommendations, I don’t eat out. Goodnight.” Without another word, she entered her temple and closed the doors firmly in my face.

      Well, this was going to be interesting.
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      Hecate

      

      I dried my cold hands on my dress after I finished blessing the amulets. The last dog ran off with the trinket in his mouth, no doubt returning it to the rightful owner. That would’ve usually been my job done in the Underworld but a particularly annoying investigation meant it wasn’t.

      Despondent, I commenced my walk along the winding path that would take me to Hades’ temple. It had been a while since I had to apply for a permit, not since the new Hades arrived, but I didn’t remember the process to be particularly quick.
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