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          Afterlife

        

      

    

    
      He used to be alive, of that Orion was sure. But the rest—how he’d died and the events leading up to his demise—was a confusing blur.

      The face of a young man danced in the mire of his memories. The man was handsome; his smile was wide and bright, his eyes warm and filled with … love? Could it have been love? Orion could not place the feeling. He could not place anything. He’d become unstuck from his body, his memories, and perhaps even from time itself.

      The underworld burned around him, a pit of despair and torment. He stood still, surrounded by the other spirits that were being herded across the Great Bridge of Bones.

      Dying. Being torn away from his body. It had a way of undoing him. His thoughts, his memories, and the essence of who he was had all become unravelled.

      He could remember the brush of the man’s fingertips against his skin, but without a body, he could no longer feel anything.

      He thought hard, trying to remember who the man was and how he’d come to the underworld.

      There was nothing to do but step forward. But with each step, his memories began to fall back into place, like the flotsam and jetsam of a shipwreck rising to the surface of a silty sea.

      He marched slowly forward with the rest of the souls, towards the uncertainty that would become his afterlife.
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        A Long Time Ago, In The Land Of The Dead

      

      

       

      Deep within the bowels of the earth, where sunlight had never reached, the Lord of the Dead and ruler of the underworld sat brooding on his dark throne.

      He looked up at the map of the cosmos carved into the ceiling of his throne room. Pale, glowing stars, swirling nebulas, and gently rotating planets and moons all floated around one another in a slow cosmic dance illuminated by Obsidian’s ruined heart to the left of his throne. The heart shone its blue-green light over the black and twisted scoria rock of his palace, encrusted with glittering precious gems that made up the walls, ceilings, and pillars.

      Garvock stepped forth from the shadows, its gangly body slinking towards its lord and master. The clattering of the imp’s cloven hooves echoed through the otherwise dead-silent throne room. It bowed before the god.

      “My lord,” it said, lifting its head from the ground. “What news did the Fates deliver to you?”

      Obsidian thought back to the bone-covered shores of the Isle of Tombs from which he’d just returned.

      “A prophecy, but more importantly, an opportunity,” Obsidian replied calmly before reciting the words of the Fates to his most trusted servant:

       

      When the time of the eclipse is close at hand, darkness will devour the land.

      The god who rules below the ground will free his children, chained and bound.

      The demons from the depths below shall rise to battle their heavenly foe.

      The sun god, on his throne of light, will sire a son to join the fight.

      Should the hero join the fray, the dark-hearted god will be his to slay.

      If the sun god’s child falters, the pantheon will all be slaughtered.

      The god who churns the souls below will have his vengeance from aeons ago.

      The ground will rumble, the mountain will quake, and mortal lives shall be at stake.

      Gods of the pantheon beware, the despair you sow shall be the doom you bear.

       

      “Does the sun god know of this prophecy?” Garvock asked.

      “Of course he does; the Fates do not play favourites. But it matters not. We have much to prepare if I am to enact my vengeance.”

      “How long exactly, my lord?” Garvock asked.

      “About a thousand years,” said Obsidian. “Give or take a few hundred.”

      “Forgive me, my lord,” said Garvock, looking up at the ceiling and squinting its bulbous yellow eyes, trying to see the same thing Obsidian was looking at, “but why so long?”

      Obsidian rolled his eyes, and his tone became impatient. “Ever since that sad excuse for a lamplight, Solaris, took control of the pantheon, there has been no opportunity to overthrow him. The sun god is not as strong as our brothers Lucifer or Mithras were, but he is still a formidable foe. Time will wither away the power of the rest of the pantheon, and we will strike when Solaris is at his weakest.”

      “But the sun god is as eternal as the sun itself, my lord. As long as it shines, Solaris will always be at his full power.”

      “Exactly,” Obsidian said as a cruel smile crawled across his face. He gazed up at the stars and planets on the ceiling and focused his eyes on the moon. “So we wait until the moment the sun loses its ability to shine.”

      “And what do we do until then?” Garvock asked.

      “We amass an army of monsters so dark, terrible, and full of hatred for the gods that the pantheon will have no choice but to surrender.”

      “But Solaris will surely sire the son the prophecy speaks of. What then?”

      “The solution to that problem is simple,” Obsidian replied, the flames in his black eyes burning bright with hatred. “We kill him.”
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      An explosive bang woke Orion with a start.

      “I can’t believe you are going to make us late again!” Lystra cried from the other side of Orion’s door, before banging against it with her fist a second time. “Ganymede is going to have both of us plotting star charts for weeks as punishment for being late to another lecture!”

      Orion bolted from the luxurious and soft sheets that formed the now tangled mess of his bed, scooped a crumpled tunic off the floor, and threw it over his head. His eyes scanned the ground for a moment before he found his sandals and slipped them on.

      “Almost ready!” Orion yelled as he darted over to his wash basin and splashed water across his face. He ran his damp hands through his thick mop of beach-sand-coloured hair.

      “You were supposed to be ready twenty minutes ago!” Lystra called back at him. “We can’t all rely on our fathers’ deep coin purses to keep us from getting kicked out of the Academy.”

      “That,” said Orion, out of breath as he unlocked and opened his door, “was uncalled for. My father’s purse has nothing to do with keeping me in the Academy. I get by on my good looks and charming personality.” He gave her his widest grin.

      She rolled her eyes at him. “How do you always manage to look the most put together with the least amount of effort?” Lystra asked, equal parts stunned and annoyed.

      Even when she was annoyed—which was often when it came to Orion—Lystra was beautiful. The morning sunlight set her golden, wavy hair aglow, and her cream-like skin was dotted with freckles like constellations on a freshly plotted star chart.

      “By the grace of the gods, I guess.” Orion fluttered his eyes at her.

      “Not even the grace of the gods is going to save us from Ganymede’s punishment, least of all your blonde quiff and your big, puppy-dog eyes! Let’s go!”

      Orion shut the door to his room behind him and followed Lystra as she hurried through the wide and twisting hallways of the villa.

      “I’m sorry,” said Orion. “I overslept.”

      “You should go to bed earlier then,” Lystra snapped. “Instead of wasting your time in taverns and gods know where else you go after the sun sets.”

      “And you should stay up later,” Orion teased. “You might learn something from a late-night gladiatorial battle and even make some money on bets.”

      “Drinking, gambling, and whoring are not my ideal ways to spend my nights.”

      “You wound me,” Orion said, holding his hand to his heart. “There was no whoring.”

      “Your father is said to be wealthier than King Minos himself,” said Lystra. “What need do you have for gold won betting on tavern brawls and gladiator fights?”

      “I don’t do it for the money; I do it for the thrill!”

      They passed the courtyard when something caught Orion’s eye and he froze on the spot.

      “Who is that?” Orion asked, struck to a standstill.

      The man standing in the courtyard was tall and handsome with a perfectly groomed head of thick, dark hair. He stood under the shade of bougainvillaea vines, their papery magenta petals rustling in the fresh ocean breeze. The bright summer sunlight dappled over him; his skin made Orion think of freshly turned earth, baked bronze from hours in the sun.

      “How do you not know what is going on in your own house?” Lystra said, whipping her head back at Orion. “He is clearly the replacement for your father’s last apprentice.”

      “He is—” Orion began.

      “Not going to be the reason we’ll be later than we already are!” Lystra cut him off, grabbed his wrist, and pulled him out of the trance the handsome man had put him in.

      Orion tugged back and freed himself from Lystra’s grip.

      “We don’t have time for you to swoon!” she moaned with her shoulders hunched.

      “Go on without me,” said Orion, his focus back on the mysterious man.

      “And what am I supposed to tell Ganymede when he asks where you are?”

      “Tell him I am unwell, and blame me for making you late as you stayed to make sure I was alright.”

      “He is the most revered philosopher and acclaimed astronomer in Neemias,” she responded in the sharp know-it-all tone she reserved for when she was pointing out the obvious. “What makes you think he is stupid enough to believe that?”

      “Just go!” Orion urged. “I’ll meet you later outside of the Academy and we can get shaved ice!”

      The look on her face told Orion that she was fighting the temptation to lecture him on the importance of his higher education and that he should take school more seriously. But she just didn’t have the time.

      “Fine,” she hissed before sprinting off, her golden curls bouncing wildly as she went.

      For Orion, time had ceased, so taken was he by the bold beauty of the man. He was strong and well-grounded, as if he had been placed in the courtyard like a statue by one of the gardeners. Ropes of thick muscle covered his broad frame.

      Orion picked up a tray with a water jug and goblet from a nearby table before quietly making his way to the courtyard. The man had not seen him as he was too focused on staring at his feet. Sweat collected in beads across his face and chest and had begun to seep into his ivory tunic, darkening its colour.

      “Why are you so nervous?” Orion asked, announcing his presence and offering the man the goblet from the tray.

      The man’s head shot up from his feet. His face was as bedazzling as the rest of him. His large, almond-shaped eyes were the colour of fresh molasses—deep, rich, and sweet. His strong jawline and high cheekbones framed his full, velvet-soft lips and straight, narrow nose like a painting of rare beauty.

      “Who said I’m nervous?” he asked with a smile before accepting the goblet and gulping down the water.

      Orion watched as his Adam’s apple rose and fell with each swallow.

      “He doesn’t eat men alive, you know,” Orion said. “Despite the rumours. He is a merchant, not a monster.”

      “Who?” the man asked, loose confusion washing away the nervous tension on his face.

      “The master of this house,” Orion said. “Priam.”

      “I’ve heard,” the man said in a hushed tone, “that he goes through apprentices the way sailors go through women. He has been through three this year alone, and the summer is still young.”

      The man was not wrong. Orion’s father did have trouble keeping apprentices. Priam had sent two fleeing from the villa in terror while throwing anything he could get his hands on at them. The third he’d pushed off the docks and into the water after becoming frustrated with his ineptitude.

      “He does have quite the temper on him,” Orion responded, taking the empty goblet from the man and placing it back on the tray. “I hear that is the reason his only son refuses to learn the trade from him.”

      “I’ve heard about the son too,” the man replied, his tone still hushed and his eyebrows raised.

      “Oh, really?” Orion asked, fighting against the mischievous grin that pulled at the corners of his mouth. “What have you heard?”

      The man replied in a low whisper. “That he is a spoiled, pampered brat who takes nothing seriously despite having every opportunity handed to him, and that he will amount to nothing.”

      “I’ve heard the same things.” Orion nodded in agreement. “He is awful.”

      “If I had a fraction of what he had growing up, I would get on my knees and give thanks to the gods every day, three times a day.”

      “Sounds like you haven’t had an easy life at all,” Orion said, putting the tray on the ground. “But that said, compared to a boy who grew up in all of this,” he opened his arms and gestured at the courtyard and the surrounding villa, “everyone’s life is difficult.”

      “I started working at the age of ten as a cabin boy on one of Priam’s ships and haven’t had a day’s rest since.”

      That explains all the muscles and the bronze skin … and the attitude, Orion thought to himself.

      “I’ve heard that working on one of Priam’s ships breaks weak men like rotten twigs.”

      The man nodded. “But it grows the strong ones up to be great oak trees. Priam’s fleets are the best run in all of Neemias. Probably all the Empire.”

      “Shouldn’t you be at the Academy, Orion?” Priam’s voice sounded from the balcony above the courtyard. His long, thin neck and gaunt face encrusted by a silvery white beard looked down on them in disapproval. His bald head glistened in the sun like a pink egg. “I’m ready for you, Adonis,” Priam continued. “Make your way up the stairs.”

      “O-Orion,” the man stammered as the colour drained from his face. His eyes widened and his cheeks flushed with the realisation that the person he’d been gossiping about was the same person he’d been speaking to the whole time.

      “Good luck with your interview, would-be apprentice,” Orion said, patting Adonis on his shoulder. “I know it doesn’t mean much coming from a spoiled, pampered brat who takes nothing seriously, but I think you are exactly what my father is looking for. Pompous, arrogant, and not too stupid but just smart enough to follow orders while at the same time being incapable of independent thought. You will do wonderfully. I’ll be sure to put in a good word for you.”

      Leaving Adonis in a stammering stupor, Orion turned and walked away. He waited until he was out of sight and earshot before he laughed so hard his sides ached.
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      Lystra and Orion sat on the grassy lawns outside of the Academy eating cones of shaved ice as the busy streets of Neemias bustled around them in a blur. The afternoon sun beat down relentlessly as they took refuge under the shade of an olive tree.

      “I’m telling you,” said Orion through a mouthful of melting ice and golden honey, “he was hands-down the most arrogant man I have ever met. You should have seen his face when he realised who I was! I wish you had been there. And he called me a brat!”

      “Mmm-hmm,” Lystra replied. Her head was neck deep in a star chart that she’d sprawled out on the grass in front of her. Her brows creased her forehead with concentration. She held her cone of shaved ice away from the chart so as not to ruin it with drippings.

      “And then,” Orion continued, “a chimaera burst forth from the bowels of the earth, spitting dark flames of the underworld and acid venom all over the place before it devoured the arrogant man whole! I barely got away with my life!”

      “That’s nice,” Lystra mumbled.

      “For the sake of the gods, Lystra!” Orion shouted, pulling the star chart away from her. “The lecture ended thirty minutes ago!”

      “Give that back!” she yelled, making a grab for the chart, but Orion swiped it away and held it out of her reach.

      “Your head is going to explode from all the information you are trying to stuff in there!”

      “Perhaps this Adonis person had a point,” she said, making another grab for the chart, this time getting a grip and pulling it out of Orion’s sticky fingers. “If you spent more time in lectures instead of arenas, amphitheatres, brothels, and bliss dens, then you wouldn’t have the reputation of being a brat. Which you are, by the way. Look, you’ve creased my chart!”

      “I will buy you another,” Orion said, folding his arms. “And I’ll have you know; I’ve never set foot in a brothel or a bliss den.”

      “That’s not the point!” she shouted, her porcelain face flushing red under her freckles. “You can’t fix everything by throwing your father’s gold at it, and you can’t spend your whole life in a directionless stupor stumbling around from party to party. What are you going to do when Priam isn’t here anymore? Did you never think that the reason your father is so hard on his apprentices is because he needs someone he can trust with his fleets one day? That person should be you! ”

      “My father does not have enough patience or faith in me to trust me with a toy boat in a bucket of water,” Orion said, looking away from her. “Let alone even a single one of his cargo ships.”

      “And whose fault is that?”

      “You are as insufferable as my sister. What does any of this matter anyway?” Orion snapped. “It’s my life to live as I see fit, not yours or my father’s.”

      “This,” she emphasised, spreading the star chart out in front of her once again and poking at it with her index finger. “This is what matters. Without the income from trade, the whole kingdom would suffer. Without strong ships, skilled sailors, and the details in the charts and maps scholars like Ganymede provide, all the citizens in Neemias and Hadrian would suffer. We do not have the glittering ichor of Luciferian, the endless timber from Amun-Ra, the gold mines of Memunaptra or the magic and potions of Aroastria. Since the razing of Naphtali, the Empire needs reliable shipping routes now more than ever to make sure that what little food there is can be distributed fast enough. People are starving! Empress Arsinoe has even ordered every citizen of the Empire to contribute however they can and make sure nothing goes to waste. You know all of this! You have so much potential, and yet you aspire to nothing. Do you not want to leave your home a better place than you found it?”

      “Of course I do!” Orion yelled. “But I want to do it my way! Why am I branded a brat just because I haven’t figured out exactly what my path is yet? I don’t want to spend my life charting silly little maps and looking at stars, or sailing ships, or managing fleets, or spending countless hours at a desk pouring over endless scrolls of inventory and orders. I want to live life, not become a prisoner or a slave to things I have no passion for. I don’t want to exist in my father’s shadow or live up to expectations that I never wanted to be set for me.”

      “Well, then you had better figure it out,” Lystra shot back as she pulled the star chart closer. “And stop shitting all over the people around you who do actually have plans and aspirations!  And these charts are not silly! Amazing things can be done with them, like this.” She pointed at a circle on the chart with her index finger. “Did you know we can even predict that the moon will totally eclipse the sun in roughly a year and a half from now?” Orion saw the tears of frustration welling up in her eyes, and his heart sank with regret.

      A silence fell between them as the rest of the world moved on in the crunching of chariot wheels, the clopping of horse hooves, and the hum of the people in the street. Outside the temples, bath houses, and markets, adults spoke and haggled as children laughed and played on the grass nearby.

      “You are right. I shouldn’t shit all over people with plans and aspirations just because I have none of my own,” Orion said, no longer able to bear the silence. “I apologise for vexing you.”

      “And I’m sorry for allowing you to,” she shot back as she rolled the star chart up. “Just remember that if you do not forge your own path, the Fates will forge one for you.”

      “Tell me you still love me?” Orion widened his eyes at her and stuck his bottom lip out in a pout.

      Lystra rolled her eyes. “Despite my better judgement, yes, I still love you. But if you ever crease one of my star charts again, I shall put a crease in you!” She punched him playfully on the arm before resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Do you really think I am as insufferable as Ariadne?” she asked.

      “I didn’t mean that,” Orion said sheepishly. “I was angry. I’m sorry.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      Orion opened his arms for a hug and Lystra leaned into him. He gripped her tight and kissed her on the top of her head. “You are more insufferable than Ariadne!”

      “Well, you have a face like a horse’s arse!” She laughed as she pulled away from him, dipping her fingers into her shaved ice and flicking it at him.

      Orion laughed as he wiped the cold droplets from his cheeks.

      “Come to my father’s villa for supper tonight,” he said.

      “Orion,” Lystra moaned. “I have to study!” She shook the rolled-up star chart at him.

      “Pleeaaaase,” he nagged. “If I have to sit through another meal with my father talking about how wonderful Ariadne is and Ariadne talking about how much she adores my father, I shall hang myself in the stables. Please! It will be so much better with you there. I’ll be your best friend!”

      “You are already my best friend, you fool.”

      “So does that mean you will come?” Orion asked.

      “Fine!” Lystra caved, throwing her hands in the air. “I will come, but only if you promise to actively try to find a purpose for your life!”

      “Thank you! I promise. Thank you! Thank you!”

      “But if Ariadne decides to sing for us again, I will immediately develop indigestion and leave.”

      “It’s a deal!”

      “Whoever told that girl she can sing has a special place reserved for them in the underworld. A hot, spikey, and uncomfortable place.”

      There was a short silence before they both spoke at the same time:

      “My father.”

      “Your father.”

      The two broke out in a tidal wave of laughter.

      “And the worst part,” Orion cackled, while wiping the tears from his eyes, “is that my father has paid a fortune in lessons over the years!”

      “And she still sounds like a gorgon gargling with broken glass!” Lystra howled.
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      After spending the rest of the afternoon enjoying each other’s company, Orion and Lystra made their way to the gates of Priam’s villa.

      “Mmmmh,” Lystra hummed with her eyes closed as they passed the guardian statues of the sea god, Zagreus, on either side of the gates. “I can smell the roast boar from here!”

      Orion closed his own eyes and took a deep breath. The fragrant and rich aromas of roasting meat—flavoured with the best spices and herbs imported from across the Empire by his father’s ships—filled his nose. His stomach rumbled like one of the giants said to be trapped beneath the feet of Mount Agalia. “Cora has probably outdone herself again! I could eat a whole boar on my own!”

      The warmth radiating from inside the dining room welcomed the pair like an embrace. The frescoes of ships docked at port glowed in the lamplight, the dancing flames bringing the paintings to life. Beneath the waves, Zagreus sat on his throne while nymphs frolicked around him.

      When they stepped inside, Orion froze. Priam was already seated, and to his right, in the seat Orion would normally occupy, was Adonis. The two were engrossed in conversation that came to a halt only when Orion cleared his throat to announce himself and Lystra.

      “Orion!” Priam exclaimed, looking away from Adonis. “How nice of you to grace us with your presence! Then again, I know the promise of a hot meal always brings you home.”

      Orion chose not to engage with his father’s sarcasm as both Priam and Adonis rose from their chairs and stepped closer.

      “And you have brought the enchanting Lystra with you,” Priam continued as he took Lystra’s hand and planted a quick kiss upon it. He smiled for the first time since Orion had entered the room. “Tell me, my dear, how are your parents? Has your mother recovered from her illness?”

      “She is well on her way, sir,” Lystra replied. “Thanks in no small part to the medicines your ships had delivered to us. My family is incredibly grateful. I am sure both my parents will call on you as soon as my mother has made a full recovery.”

      “Think nothing of it,” said Priam. “Where are my manners? Lystra, this is Adonis, son of Castor. And Adonis, this is Lystra⁠—”

      “Daughter of Lord Argos and Lady Asonia,” Adonis cut Priam off, then, following his lead, also took Lystra’s hand and kissed it. This action caused Lystra to blush.

      Gone was the nervous man Orion had met in the courtyard; a cool, refined, and confident one had taken his place. He didn’t blame Lystra for blushing. Despite their previous interaction, he found himself wondering if Adonis was more handsome sweating in the hot sunlight of the courtyard or glowing in the low and warm candlelight of the dining hall.

      “Adonis,” Priam said, motioning towards Orion, “you remember my son, Orion, from the courtyard this morning.”

      “I could never forget,” Adonis said, nodding at Orion, his embarrassment from earlier making a brief appearance on his face before being forced away.

      “Sorry I’m late!” Ariadne sang in a shrill tone as she floated into the dining hall, the fabric of her pink dress wafting around her like mist. “I swear my hair had a mind of its own today.”

      “I’m glad to hear that at least one thing of yours has a mind of its own,” Orion said.

      She shot a look at him that would have killed him if it were a spear.

      “In my twenty-one years of existence,” Orion had once said to Lystra. “I have never been able to get to the bottom of why everyone makes such a fucking fuss out of her.”

      Looking at his sister as she seated herself at the dinner table, Orion remained perplexed.

      “It’s because she looks just like your mother,” Lystra had replied. “Your father talks about it all the time.”

      She was right. Priam often mentioned Ariadne’s beauty and striking resemblance to their mother. Not that Orion would know, as he’d never met her.

      With her dark hair, slender neck, porcelain skin, and blue eyes, he supposed Ariadne was objectively beautiful, but Orion knew many women more beautiful than she, Lystra being one of them. He thought that Ariadne would have a pleasant face to look upon if she could stop herself from contorting it into the most obscene expressions of condescension and disgust when she gossiped, which was just about all the time.

      He broke his attention away from his sister to pull a chair out for Lystra and motioned for her to take a seat. As she lowered herself into her seat, she shot Orion an uncomfortable look.

      Orion returned her look as he sat down next to her with a reassuring wink to let her know that everything would be fine.

      It was a subtle language the two of them had developed over twenty years of friendship. Each could tell exactly what the other was thinking with the slightest smile, squint of the eyes, or twitch of the brow. It would often cause the two of them to burst into a thunderstorm of laughter, leaving the people around them confused and, because they were never in on the joke, annoyed.

      “You must be the lovely Ariadne,” said Adonis as he pulled a chair out for her. “Tales of your beauty stretch far and wide across Neemias and all the way to Hadrian, no doubt.”

      Orion made a hacking noise as he swallowed back the bile that had bubbled its way up his throat.

      Lystra kicked him under the table, hitting him in the shin and causing him to jump.

      “Adonis is to be my new apprentice,” said Priam. “He is quite accomplished, and I am sure he will not disappoint.”

      “I will tell Cora to hide the knives, pots, and pans just in case he does,” said Orion. “The last two barely got away with their lives. And as for the third, I’m just glad he knew how to swim.”

      Priam scoffed. “You could learn a lot from Adonis, Orion. He wasted no time working his way up the ranks on my ships. He is familiar with all the fleets as well as their crew, cargo, and routes. He is also an accomplished sailor.”

      “Good for him,” Orion replied, trying to sound as disingenuous as possible. “How good is he at dodging flying objects? That’s a skill that will come in handy.” He then turned to Adonis. “Don’t let his age fool you; his aim is sharp, and his arms are stronger than they appear.”

      Priam ignored Orion and instead pulled Adonis back into their conversation from earlier.

      Servants, led by Cora, brought in steaming plates of roast boar glistening with oil, platters of bread, olives, figs, chickpeas, and dishes of savoury pastries stuffed with spinach and cheese.

      “Cora!” Orion exclaimed looking at the feast that had been set before them. “This looks wonderful; you must have been cooking all day!”

      Cora’s round face blushed an even darker shade of pink than it normally was as she gave a timid smile and struggled to maintain eye contact. She was painfully shy, incredibly kind, and hands-down the best cook in all of Neemias. Orion had known her all his life and felt blessed by the gods for her.

      “You are too kind, young master,” she responded, twisting the ends of her apron in her fists before scurrying back to the kitchen as quickly as her plump frame and short legs would allow her.

      Orion knew that she did not enjoy being praised in front of others, especially strangers, but he felt it was important to publicly acknowledge her good work.

      Priam and Adonis took their seats again and continued to talk while the rest of the dinner party tucked into the meal in silence.

      “I don’t feel the empress is doing enough,” said Adonis between bites of his food.

      “What more could she be doing?” Priam replied. “She has been trying to revive the farmlands in Naphtali as best as she can, but with all the farmers dead and no one left to grow the crops, it is almost an impossible situation. Many say that even if there were farmers, the land is now cursed and nothing will grow. But there is also hope—a new cult of the goddess Hermia has taken root in Naphtali by order of the empress with a mission to revive the land.”

      “She should be banding the Empire together to find a solution,” Adonis said, “not turning to the gods for favours that will never be granted.”

      “Political tensions are high. There are rumours that the Empire is on the brink of war. There are many that would like to see the empress dethroned and claim power for themselves, especially now that the emperor is dead and there is no biological heir of Luciferian left alive to ascend the throne.”

      “War can be good for business. It drives the demand for resources up, and with them the price of the resources. There is money to be made in the shipping of weapons, too.”

      “Let’s hope things do not come to that. Too many lives have been lost already, and if matters are not handled delicately, war may be the least of our problems, with a famine already on our doorstep.”

      “I heard she murdered the emperor,” Lystra interjected.

      “Idle court gossip, I am sure,” Priam responded.

      “If she could murder and eat her own child, I am certain murdering her husband in cold blood would not be beneath her,” said Adonis.

      “Can we please discuss more pleasant things at the dinner table?” Ariadne insisted. “All this talk of bloodshed and suffering stifles my already weak appetite.”

      “My apologies, fair lady,” Adonis replied. “Beautiful women, such as yourself, should not have to be frightened by tales of barbarism.”

      For all his arrogance and false flattery towards Ariadne, Orion couldn’t help but admire Adonis’ beauty. The warm glow of the lamps and candles cast his skin in rolling hills of copper that shone as he sat back with a deep frown, listening to Priam go on about itineraries and orders. And he was really listening; his intense, dark eyes were focused on Priam as he hung onto every word that fell from the older man’s bearded mouth. He crossed his forearms, causing muscles to flex that Orion didn’t even know existed.

      Lystra kicked him under the table a second time and gave him a look that said, Stop staring!

      Orion rubbed his aching shin before raising both his eyebrows at Lystra, as if to say, Watch this.

      “Tell me, dear sister,” Orion said, “aside from having to wrestle your hair into submission, what else occupied your time today?”

      “Well,” Ariadne replied, her posture straightening as a smug look spread itself across her face like too much butter dolloped on a thin slice of bread. “If you must know, I spent the day receiving visits from potential suitors.”

      Priam broke the lecture he was giving his new apprentice and grumbled and squirmed a little in his seat. “Bunch of scavengers.”

      “Father, please!” Ariadne protested. “I have to marry someone.”

      “None of those men will do,” Priam said, frowning and shaking his head. “They are bottom feeders who are only after your dowry. A word of advice,” he turned to Adonis, “avoid having daughters at all costs. They are very, VERY expensive.”

      “For once,” Orion interjected, “I can’t help but agree with Ariadne. After all, the sooner she marries the sooner she can leave the villa and our home will once again know peace. Also, with every passing day, I see her wither a little more on the vine. It won’t be long before even the most desperate of men stop knocking on her door.”

      “Be silent, you vermin!” Ariadne hissed across the table. “This doesn’t concern you!”

      “Must you get your sister so worked up?” Priam asked, shaking his head at Orion. “You should be helping her find a good husband.”

      “He wouldn’t know what a good man looked like if one punched him in his arrogant little rat face!” Ariadne spat. “If you had not killed our mother by being born, then perhaps she would be here to help me find a suitable match!”

      And there it was, the nerve Orion knew he could hit with minimal effort but for maximum effect.

      “That’s enough!” Priam boomed, slamming both his fists into the table.

      Silence fell over the dining hall like a plague. Priam’s face was flushed crimson with rage, his grey eyes wide and his bald head covered in rivulets of angry sweat.

      “My apologies, Adonis and Lystra,” Priam said, composing himself. “I have clearly failed both of my children when it comes to basic table etiquette. I pray the gods help them see the errors of their ways and guide them to more hospitable behaviour.”

      “I must excuse myself,” Lystra said, wiping her mouth. “I still have star charts to review before my next lecture with Ganymede in the morning.”

      Priam nodded. “We shall send a servant with you to make sure you arrive safely.”

      “I should also take my leave,” said Adonis, rising from his seat.

      “Nonsense!” Priam objected. “Your lodgings are miles away. And as my new apprentice, I will need you close by at all times. A room in the villa has already been made up for you.”

      “Thank you, sir,” Adonis said, looking astounded.

      “I’ll walk Lystra to the gate,” said Orion as he stood up. He looked over to his sister who had her head bowed in shame.

      Lystra followed him out of the dining hall and through the front door in silence. The warm evening air and the light of countless stars and a full moon greeted them.

      “You have the uncanny ability to bring out the worst in her,” Lystra finally uttered.

      Orion shrugged. “It’s easy when there isn’t really that much good in her.”

      “At least dinner at your house is never boring,” Lystra said with a sigh.

      “And Ariadne didn’t grace us with her singing … if you can even call it singing. It’s more like squawking.”

      “Thank the gods for small miracles,” Lystra chuckled. “Speaking of miracles, will I see you at the Academy tomorrow? Inside the Academy, to actually learn something?”

      Orion placed his hand over his heart. “On my honour, I swear it.”

      The servant arrived to walk Lystra home, and she nodded at him.

      “Maybe find something a little more substantial to swear on and I may believe you,” Lystra teased before making her way into the shadows of the street and vanishing from sight.

      Orion took a deep breath before turning away from the gate and walking back inside the villa, where he would wait in his room for everyone else to fall asleep before his night really began.
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      The full moon was high in the sky watching over Orion as he slipped his sandals back on in the courtyard. He’d managed, once again, to get all the way downstairs without waking anyone.

      “And where are you going?” a voice asked from behind him.

      Orion cringed at the combination of being caught and who he’d been caught by. He took a deep breath and lowered his shoulders as he turned to face Adonis.

      “You are my father’s apprentice,” Orion said, “not my father. Where I’m going is of no consequence to you.”

      “It is if you are going to drag your father’s good name through the dirt,” he replied coolly.

      Is there no lighting that would betray this man’s beauty? Orion thought, looking at Adonis under the moonlight before annoyance pushed the thought from his mind.

      “I assure you, the only name I intend to drag through the dirt is my own. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” Orion turned to leave, and Adonis leapt in front of him, blocking his way on the cobblestone pathway that led to the main gate.

      “Are you serious?” Orion said, trying to go around Adonis, but he just weaved and remained in Orion’s way.

      “As a curse,” Adonis replied, puffing out his perfectly chiselled chest. “Your name is your father’s name. Maintaining a good reputation means everything. It takes a lifetime to build and only a single careless moment to destroy forever.”

      “An oar from one of my father’s ships seems to have been lodged deep up your backside. You should remove it.”

      “I will. As soon as you tell me where you are going.”

      “Nowhere that a fine, upstanding citizen of Neemias such as yourself would ever be caught dead. Now, let me pass!” Orion hissed, trying to keep his voice low.

      “Is it a brothel?” Adonis’ moody eyes were full of judgement.

      “What is wrong with everyone in this city?” Orion threw his hands up. “Why does everyone think I spend my nights in whorehouses? What is it about me that says I pay for flesh?”

      “It may have something to do with your complete aversion to even the slightest commitment and your total lack of responsibility.”

      “I would have thought that after our interaction this morning you would have learned not to make assumptions about people you don’t know.”

      “You tricked me,” Adonis said, his face perfect even when pulled into defensive disgust. “You were pretending to be a servant with the goblet and the tray.”

      “I did nothing of the sort,” Orion shot back. “You assumed I was a servant just because I came bearing a goblet of water on a tray. All I wanted was to offer you a drink to help calm your nerves.”

      “I was not nervous.”

      “Oh, please. You were sweating like a pig in line to be slaughtered!”

      “You are infuriating!”

      “And you,” Orion replied, his mouth working faster than his brain, “are even more attractive when you are angry.”

      Adonis was so surprised by Orion’s words that all the defensiveness drained from his face and posture. It was as if a cork had been loosened somewhere on his body, allowing his distaste to flow out of him.

      “Look, Muscles,” Orion continued, not giving Adonis a chance to react. “If you are going to insist on babysitting me, then by all means come along, but I have somewhere I need to be. I just hope your delicate sensibilities can handle it.”

      Orion proceeded to shove Adonis off the path, causing him to lose his balance and almost fall face-first into a flower bed. Once Adonis regained his footing, Orion turned back to see the man’s face in pale shock.

      “I knew all those wrestling lessons my father paid for would come in handy one day,” Orion said, smirking as he gently opened the gate and slipped outside.

      “Wait,” Adonis gasped, grabbing the gate as Orion was closing it. “I will come with you. To keep you out of trouble.”

      Orion sighed and opened the gate. “Better men than you have tried and failed. The gods themselves couldn’t keep me out of trouble. But if you insist …” He extended his arm to the street in invitation.

      Side by side, they made their way down the winding roads of Neemias. Embedded between the basalt paving stones, chips of white marble glowed in the moonlight and guided their way. There was an early morning chill in the salty sea air despite the summer season. Slowly the grand villas and stately homes of the port city’s most wealthy and famous gave way to sleeping temples, the Academy, bathhouses, and libraries with their ornate marble pillars decorated with twisting grape vines and waves of filigree.

      “I’ve never seen the city so …” Adonis started, breaking the long silence but unable to finish.

      “Quiet?” Orion said.

      “Beautiful,” Adonis corrected, looking up at the moonlit roof tiles, pale columns, and towering guardian statues of Zagreus and his nymphs. “It’s like a completely different place.”

      “Neemias has many faces and moods,” Orion said. “This is just one of them, but it is my favourite.”

      They ventured on and before long found themselves in the marketplace. Orion looked out at the glittering, calm Charybdian Sea where fishing boats bobbed and waded as the fishermen on board pulled in their nets and reels. Not far from where they stood, the windows of a single building were aglow with warm yellow light, which spilled out onto the dark street like a single star against an onyx sky.

      “They should be ready by now,” Orion said as he stepped forward.

      Adonis followed, confused but not asking any questions.

      As they approached the glowing window, a smell filled the air that was the smell of everything good about the world. It was the smell of warmth and comfort. It was the smell of a hug from the person you loved most. It clung to the air like a blanket on a winter night and caused Orion’s stomach to grumble with instant and undeniable hunger.

      “A bakery?” Adonis asked, his face crumpled with confusion. “Why would you come to a bakery at this hour?”

      “What?” Orion asked with a raised eyebrow. “Are you disappointed that it’s not a brothel or a bliss den?”

      “It’s just not what I was expecting. What are we do⁠—”

      Orion walked off before Adonis could finish, leaving the apprentice no choice but to follow him.

      Orion swung the door of the bakery open, and a rush of warm air fragrant with baked goods galloped over them.

      “Gods,” Adonis exclaimed.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” Orion replied. “It’s my favourite feeling in the world.”

      The bakery bustled with activity. Sticky white dough was being kneaded by thick, flour-encrusted fists; trays of it were going into the ovens as soon as other trays full of golden, dense, and steaming bread were coming out.

      Everything about the bakery was welcoming, from the enticing aromas to the dark, clay-brick interior that radiated with the heat of the ovens and the glow of lamps and candles. Orders and instructions were being shouted over the hum of chatter by a singular booming voice.

      “Get those loaves out of there before they burn!” the voice bellowed. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING? That is far too much water! Have you been working here for five minutes or five months? How do you not know the recipe by heart by now? It’s baking, not philosophy or science. It’s not that har—No, No NO! You need to make love to the dough, as if it is your wife on your wedding night! Not fuck it to death like a common whore! Move over. Let me show you! Tender, tender … yes like that. Bread is love!”

      “Hestian!” Orion called over the counter.

      “Orion!” the voice bellowed from the kitchen. “My favourite customer! You are right on time!”

      The frame of a giant appeared in the doorway of the kitchen. Everything about Hestian was large and round, as if he himself had been made from bread dough. His off-white tunic and grey apron were spattered with flour and raw dough. His dark eyebrows grew wild like two black, unkempt hedges. Wrinkles ran over his flushed face like deep rivers, filled with a mixture of flour and sweat. Under the man’s dark moustache that matched his eyebrows, a smile beamed at Orion.

      “Same as always?” Hestian asked, speaking at a normal volume for the first time since Orion and Adonis had entered the bakery.

      “Same as always,” said Orion, loosening a bag of coins from his belt before holding it up and shaking it. The coins jingled against one another like bells—the sound of money that could not be mistaken for anything else.

      “Perfect!” Hestian smacked his massive hands together, sending a cloud of flour into the air around him. He disappeared behind the door once again, only to reappear with two bulbous cotton bags in his arms filled to almost bursting with freshly baked bread. Steam was rising through the bags in cloudy ribbons.

      “It’s a good thing you decided to tag along, Muscles,” said Orion, nudging Adonis with his elbow. “Take the bread from the man so we can be on our way.”

      Adonis did as he was told while Orion dumped the contents of his coin purse onto the counter.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Hestian asked, scooping the coins into his giant palms.

      “Gods willing!” Orion smiled back at the baker before turning to leave.

      Outside the bakery, the first rays of sunlight began to kiss the horizon as Solaris woke the sun for its journey across the sky.

      “What is going on?” Adonis asked from behind the bags of bread he was cradling in his arms. “There is enough bread here to feed an army!”

      Orion laughed. “That’s nowhere near enough bread to feed an army, but it’s enough for a few small families. Follow me.”

      They made their way past the marketplace where the fishmongers and butcheries eventually began to give way to tanneries and blacksmiths on the outskirts of Neemias. The basalt paving stones morphed into worn-out roads of slippery mud and sharp gravel, and rickety hovels lined the filthy streets in uneven and broken lines. Dull light seeped through shattered windows and tatty grey curtains as smoke bellowed from crumbling chimneys, filling the air with a noxious smog.

      Adonis gagged. “It smells awful here. Are they shitting in the streets?”

      “It’s the tanneries,” said Orion. “All the leather in Neemias is produced here.”

      “It’s awful.”

      Orion walked up to a rotting door that was hanging skew on its hinges. He raised his fist and knocked gently against the decaying wood. A moment passed before the door creaked open. On the other side stood a haggard and filthy woman. Her long, dark hair was a tangled and matted nest. The bones of her face stuck out in sharp angles, and the starved and wrinkled flesh had pulled tight over her skull, making her large green eyes appear enormous. She looked Orion and Adonis over with a wide gaze that held surprise but also gratitude. She was filthy and dressed in grey tatters that looked like they were held together by nothing but cobwebs. Her thin lips twisted into a scowl as her brows came together in a frown that sheltered her massive eyes. The woman’s teeth had abandoned her mouth, making caves of her cheeks and causing her to look even more emaciated than she already was.

      “Hello, again,” Orion said to the woman with a smile. He took one of the bags from Adonis, pulled its drawstring open and removed two loaves of steaming golden bread.

      The woman remained silent. From behind her, in the gloaming light of the hovel she called home, two smaller figures appeared at her legs. Children, dressed just as poorly as the woman, and just as filthy and thin. Underneath the layers of dirt and grime, it was impossible to tell if they were boys or girls. Their greasy hair had been lopped off and stuck up in tufts that reminded Orion of mud-covered straw. They clutched at the hem of their mother’s dress and looked up at Adonis and Orion with the same large green eyes.

      “For you,” Orion said, offering her the loaves.

      One of the children made an excited squeaking sound.

      The woman accepted the bread as she sucked on her gums and nodded. She then shooed the children back and vanished inside the hovel.

      Orion and Adonis went door to door dropping off loaves of bread. There was a man who was missing both of his legs and had rolled to the door in a cart made of splintering wood. There was a woman who was covered in weeping sores that oozed stinking, greasy yellow pus through filthy bandages. There had been a blind boy, his eyes the colour of sour milk, whose nostrils flared with excitement at the smell of the bread before he reached out with grimy hands.

      Each soul they met looked more pitiful than the last, until all their features blurred together to form a single unfortunate and desperate face. It was the face of starvation and poverty so terrible that it could not be fathomed. The face belonged to women and men of all ages, and children who looked older than their years from familiarity with hunger.

      By the time the last loaf of bread had been handed out, Solaris had woken the sun. The sunlight exposed even more of the slum, and Orion watched as Adonis’ face twisted with pity and disgust. There was not a hint of cheer to be found in a place so devoid of hope and so full of starvation and sickness.

      They made their way out of the slum in silence. When they reached Hestian’s bakery again, Orion popped in to return the bags. The marketplace had begun to come to life with the slowly rising sun, as sellers of everything from grain to jewellery were setting up their storefronts and tables. The fishermen whose boats Orion had watched on the water earlier were bringing in their catch of the day by the barrel load.

      “What was that place?” Adonis finally asked, stopping to lean against the same olive tree Orion and Lystra had eaten shaved ice under the day before.

      “It was Tanners Row,” Orion replied with a deep yawn. The bright morning sun was burning at his tired eyes, and he could hear his bed calling out to him from the other side of the city.

      “I didn’t even know such a place existed, and I have lived in Neemias all my life.”

      “Where did you think the poor of the city lived?”

      “I’ve never really given it much thought. I’ve always been too preoccupied with my own survival and ensuring that I never became one of them. I was poor growing up, but never poor like that.”

      “I know it wasn’t the night of debauchery, drinking, whoring, and gambling you thought was in store for us, but I appreciate you coming along all the same.”

      “You do this every morning?”

      “Most mornings,” Orion replied, taking a seat on the grass.

      “Why?” Adonis continued to probe and looked genuinely confused.

      “Do they not deserve the taste of fresh, warm bread? The feeling of a full belly?”

      “I had always thought that if someone wanted something, then they should work for it.”

      Orion couldn’t help but let out a loud laugh. “Work? Those people? How are they to work with missing limbs, blind eyes, and oozing wounds? A lot of them do work in the tanneries. But they earn so little they cannot afford food most days. I’m disappointed in you. Up until an hour ago, you didn’t even know those people existed, and you are already judging them.”

      Adonis opened his mouth to argue but then closed it immediately. He looked down at his feet and then at Orion. “You are right. I am too quick to judge. I’m wrong about the people in Tanners Row, and I was wrong about you. I apologise for the assumptions that I made.”

      “Apology accepted.” Orion grinned. “Everyone falters; no one is perfect. But that said, I have been told I’m pretty close.”

      Adonis laughed as he took a seat next to Orion on the grass. A comfortable silence fell between them as they watched the sun climb the sky and bathe the world in its golden light.

      “Why did you let me come with you?” Adonis asked.

      “Because you wouldn’t leave me alone,” Orion said. “All that nonsense about protecting my father’s good name, remember? Just don’t tell anyone about what I get up to in the early hours of the morning.”

      “Why don’t you want people to know?” Adonis asked, frowning. “Your father would be so proud of you if he knew what you were doing.”

      “I don’t do it to make anyone proud. I do it because it’s the right thing to do. If people knew, then they would only think that I’m some pampered rich brat trying to win the favour of the public for some obtuse reason. I don’t want that. Also, if you think my father would be proud of me, then you don’t know Priam at all. As far as he is concerned, I may as well be throwing his money into the ocean. So can I count on you to keep my secret?”

      “You can,” Adonis said. “If you can keep a secret for me in return.”

      “I can.”

      “Did you mean what you said earlier?”

      “About you sweating like a pig in line to be slaughtered?”

      “No,” Adonis groaned. “The other thing.”

      “Oh, about you not being capable of independent thought?”

      “About you finding me attractive!”

      “Ah, that. What about it?”

      “I—” he hesitated and then began to stumble over his own words. “I may, I mean … I didn’t know that you also prefer the company of other men in that particular way.”

      “Also?” Orion asked, confused for a moment before realising what Adonis was trying to tell him. “Oooh,” he then hooted, not quite knowing how to respond.

      “No one knows,” said Adonis. “You are the first person like me that I’ve ever met outside some of the sailors I’ve travelled with.”

      “I haven’t met many either, despite how much time everyone seems to think I spend inside brothels and bliss dens.”

      “I don’t mean anything by it,” Adonis said. “It’s just nice to know that I’m not … alone.”

      Orion smiled and said, “I feel the same way.”

      “It can be difficult to make friends when you are different,” Adonis said, with the pale light of dawn glowing in his eyes as he looked deeply into Orion’s. “Most people don’t take kindly to men like you and me. It’s better not to discuss it and to seal that part of yourself off from them. But it gets lonely.”

      “I’d be happy to be your friend,” Orion said with a wide smile that bloomed across his face.

      The two continued to watch the sunrise over Neemias. The groggy streets and buildings slowly began to wake with people making their way to the places they needed to be. The towering limestone columns of the temples, bathhouses, and libraries were set aglow in the light while the ocean glittered in the distance. As the warm rays of the sun slowly crawled over them, Adonis’ hand found its way over to Orion’s and the two weaved their fingers together.
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      It was cold in the hovel; the small fire had burned itself out at some point the night before. Orion could feel the dampness that saturated the room slowly crawling into his bones. The cobweb-thin curtains fluttered in the broken windows while he looked out at the Hercynian Sea.

      He’d lost count of how many days had passed since sunlight had last broken through the gloomy grey clouds that covered the sky like a plague. In the distance, Mount Agalia rumbled and shook, an occurrence that had become more and more common since Orion’s arrival in Hadrian. The roar of falling rock and shifting ground could be heard from Hadrian as well as within the pockets of small villages and farms on the outskirts of the city. Orion often wondered if the sounds of the arguing gods could also be heard in Neemias, by his father and Lystra.

      The local priests assured all who asked them that the tremors coming from the mountain of the gods were nothing to be concerned about. Orion would often stop and listen to their words and advice outside of the temples and at the feet of guardian statues in the streets.

      “It is merely the rumblings of the gods who argue with one another from time to time,” one priest said to a group of concerned worshippers who had gathered at the doors of the temple, demanding answers.

      “Or perhaps they are hosting some kind of wrestling contest,” another much younger-looking priest proclaimed proudly from behind his seniors. The older priests looked at him with disapproval and shook their heads. The younger priest blushed and sheepishly retreated back inside the temple.

      The quaking of the mountain would then subside for weeks at a time, and people would return to a sense of normality before it started up again and the concerns rose once more like a tide.

      “Be devout,” the priests cautioned. “Attend to your offerings and prayers and the gods will protect us.”

      Orion longed for the sun-soaked streets and shimmering beaches of Neemias so much that he ached. Most of all he missed Lystra.  I can miss it all I want, he thought to himself as he pulled a moth-eaten blanket closer to his shivering skin, but I am never going back.

      Something then sizzled and popped from behind Orion, causing him to spin around. In the middle of the floor, at the foot of his single bed, a puddle of grey tar had appeared. The puddle boiled with large, sticky bubbles that burst with loud pops and emitted the stench of burning cypress wood.

      Orion stepped back and covered his mouth and nose with the blanket. Black smoke began to rise in stinking tendrils as the bubbles grew larger before bursting. A small horned skeleton formed from the puddle, followed by dark grey flesh until the bulbous yellow eyes of the imp were blinking at him.

      “Urgh!” Garvok hacked, clenching its sharp, crooked fangs. “Travelling up here is always a nightmare.”

      Fully formed, the imp stood just under a metre tall. Its scaly grey skin glittered as if encrusted with thousands of tiny jewels. When they first encountered each other, Orion had thought Garvock was the product of the unfortunate union between a dragon jackal and a goat. Two tarnished and cracked horns curled from its head, and from its ridged back, a forked tail grew like a dark serpent with two heads. Its hind legs ended in sharp cloven hoofs, while its forelegs ended in claw-like hands. Its ears, like bat wings on either side of its head, twitched back and forth, keeping time with its trembling, flat nose and wide, flaring nostrils. It sat hunched, like a street dog from hell, looking up at Orion with its goat eyes.

      “What do you want, imp?” Orion asked, letting the blanket fall from his face.

      “This is a far cry from your father’s villa,” Garvock said, running a claw over the dusty floor and looking up at the rotting curtains.

      “Not far enough,” Orion muttered.

      “Why did you run away? Was your father’s house getting a little crowded with all the wedding preparations?”

      “Wedding?” Orion frowned. “Whose wedding?”

      “Your sister’s, of course. The whole town is abuzz with news of the wealthy merchant’s daughter who is to be wed to some handsome and clever man she is head-over-heels in love with. I’d know, I went looking for you there first before tracking you here.”

      Something inside Orion’s chest pulled tighter than it should have and snapped. He closed his eyes against the pain as he swallowed his tears.

      “Touchy subject?” Garvock pried.

      “We are not friends, imp!” Orion spat, his heartache boiling to bitter anger. “Do what you have come to do and be gone!”

      “For all your father’s riches, one would think he could have bought you some lessons in etiquette,” Garvock said, coming out of its squatting position and rising to its full height. “And that is coming from hell spawn. But if business is all you’re interested in talking about, so be it. I have your first assignment.”

      “Assignment?” Orion scoffed. “I’m not doing anything for that sack of manure you call a master.” As soon as the words left his mouth, the normally invisible brand on the inside of his right forearm began to burn dark blue and green with the fire of the underworld. The thin, straight line of flame ran up the inside of his forearm before splitting in two. The two separate lines then curled into sharp horn-like prongs to form the bident of Obsidian. Pain tore through Orion’s body, and he fell to his knees. The curse had caught him on an exhale and he could not even breathe in to let out a scream.

      “What part of indentured servitude did you not understand, child?” Garvock asked, folding its greasy arms. “You made a deal with the master, and the time has come for you to start honouring that deal.”

      The burning subsided and the brand faded as Orion gasped for breath, his face drenched with sweat. “What does Obsidian want?”

      “He wants you to be a middleman of sorts for him. There is a certain prison guard in the foothills of Mount Agalia that he wants you to get friendly with.”

      “And why can’t he go himself?”

      “My lord can’t set foot anywhere near what Apophis guards, so he needs you to convince the guard to abandon his post. It also doesn’t hurt that Apophis has a taste for young and good-looking mortal men.”

      “So he wants me to whore myself out?” Orion asked, his nose wrinkling in disgust.

      “He wants you to offer Apophis a deal—his freedom from under the heels of the pompous pantheon and Obsidian’s favour, in exchange for abandoning his post as watchdog of the gods. How you go about getting him to listen to you is your business, but showing a little skin wouldn’t hurt you; trust me on that.”

      “Apophis is a monster!” Orion yelled. “A monster in the very literal sense! You want me to negotiate with a devourer of men, a demon from the womb of Ceto? How am I even supposed to speak with him? Monsters don’t speak any of the mortal languages. They don’t speak at all. They roar and grunt and eat people!”

      “That is the other reason the Lord of the Dead has sent me,” said Garvock. With a snap of its fingers, a plume of blue smoke bloomed from its palm. When the smoke cleared, the imp clutched a vial of bright green fluid in its claws. “This potion will give you the ability to speak the language of monsters.”

      Orion took the vial from the imp. “How do I know it’s not poison?”

      “It’s not,” said Garvock, looking bored. “But even if it were, would it really make a difference?”

      “I guess not,” Orion said as he uncorked the vial and raised the potion to his nose. The stench hit him like a punch to the gut. “It smells like death!” he hacked.

      “It’s not a meal,” said Garvock, shaking its horned head. “It’s a potion. It’s not made to smell or taste good; it’s made to do magic. Just drink it quickly.”

      “Very well,” Orion said before throwing his head back and pouring the vile liquid into his mouth. He aimed for the back of his throat, trying to miss his tongue. The little he could taste was an overwhelming bitterness that made his cheeks want to fold in on themselves. The potion tingled as it ran down his throat, coating his vocal cords before it began to burn. He clutched at his throat as he began to cough and hack. He looked at the imp through watering eyes, pleading for an explanation.

      The imp stood with its arms folded. “It will pass. That’s how you know the magic is working.”

      The burning did subside, but not before it made Orion want to claw his own throat out. “A warning would’ve been nice,” he rasped, his eyes still watering.

      “You mortals are such babies.”

      “How am I supposed to find Apophis? Am I just supposed to wander around the bottom of Mount Agalia until I bump into him?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous!” Garvock snapped, picking at something under one of its claws. “That would take forever. I will take you as close to him as I can possibly get and then point you in the right direction. That is the other reason why I’m here.”

      “Why can’t you just go talk to Apophis then?”

      “Because you made a deal with Obsidian, and he wants you to do it,” the imp growled with impatience. “And I, too, am from the underworld and therefore forbidden and unable to get too close to Apophis and what he is guarding.”

      “And what is he guarding?”

      “That is no concern of yours. Now, let’s go. Babysitting you isn’t the only task on my list today.”

      Orion looked around the dark room for something to bring along, with its crumbling mould-encrusted walls and dust-coated floor, but he realised there wasn’t a single thing he wanted to take with him. He hadn’t packed much before he left Neemias, and what he had brought with him—a few tunics and shawls—lay strewn across the unmade bed.

      Garvock’s eyes darted around the room. “You might want to clean this place up when you get back. It’s depressing, and that means a lot coming from a being of the underworld.”

      Orion ignored the imp, picked up an olive-green travelling cloak, and threw it over his shoulders. “Let’s just go.”

      With a snap of Garvock’s greasy talons, the two were enveloped in a whirlpool of the same bubbling grey tar the imp had arrived in. The hovel vanished as Orion’s vision was cast into darkness and his stomach churned.
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      The next thing Orion knew, he and Garvock were in a misty and cold marsh. Orion’s feet sunk into the shallow, greasy water polluted with rotting weeds that surrounded him as far as his eyes could see. It was a miserable place, devoid of any kind of life. The silence around them was so dead that he could almost hear the blood circulating through his veins. The sun hung distant in the sky, stained a silvery grey and unable to truly penetrate the thick clouds of mist.

      “This is as far as I can take you,” said Garvock.

      “There’s nothing here,” Orion replied, shivering and glad he’d decided to bring the cloak along. “This is the middle of nowhere.”

      “If you start walking in that direction,” said Garvock, pointing off into the swirling mist, “you should run into Apophis in no time. Good luck!”

      The imp snapped its clawed fingers and vanished, abandoning Orion in the marsh.

      “You can’t just leave me here!” Orion screamed, spinning around and looking for the imp as the foetid water sloshed and squelched under his feet. “How am I supposed to get back? GARVOCK!” There was no answer; it was really gone. “Unbelievable!”
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