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            Prologue

          

          THALIA

        

      

    

    
      I’m pretty sure I’ve died and gone to Instagram heaven.

      Heliosmari is exactly what the doctor ordered — if the doctor prescribed sun-drenched streets, the intoxicating aroma of fresh-baked spanakopita, and enough charm to make even the most jaded New Yorker (aka me) swoon. It’s only my second day here, and I’m already composing break-up texts to the Big Apple in my head.

      Sorry, New York. It’s not you, it’s... okay, it’s definitely you.

      As I stroll down the cobblestone street, I let my mind wander and think about how I ended up here. The memory of my last day at work flashes through my mind, and I cringe. Who knew that telling your boss to shove his KPIs where the sun doesn’t shine could be so cathartic? And terrifying.

      And potentially career-ending.

      “Real smooth, Thalia,” I mutter to myself. “Nothing says ‘hire me’ like a viral video of you flipping off the CEO.”

      But as I breathe in the salty sea air and feel the warm Greek sun on my face, I can’t bring myself to regret it. It was worth it. Sure, I’m unemployed and my savings account is giving me the side-eye, but I’m in freaking Greece. Sometimes you’ve got to burn a few bridges to light your way to paradise, right?

      I meander down a narrow street, letting my fingers trail along the sun-warmed stucco walls. The town is a postcard come to life. Bougainvillea spills over wrought-iron balconies, its vibrant pink blossoms a stark contrast to the whitewashed buildings. A group of old men sits outside a taverna, playing backgammon and arguing good-naturedly in rapid-fire Greek.

      To my left, a tiny bakery showcases a window full of baklava and kataifi, the phyllo pastry glistening with honey. My stomach growls in appreciation, reminding me that I skipped breakfast in my eagerness to explore. To my right, a small art gallery displays paintings of the local scenery. I make a mental note to come back later and pretend I can afford them.

      A chorus of clinking glasses and animated Greek chatter spills from a nearby café. For a moment, I consider stopping for an iced coffee, but the siren call of exploration tugs me onward.

      That’s when I see it — a tiny antique shop wedged between a souvenir stand and a gyro place. Its windows are so clouded with age, they look like they’re sporting cataracts. A hand-painted sign above the door proclaims “Γεώργιος Αντίκες” (Georgios Antikes) in faded gold letters.

      Well, hello there, mysterious portal to the past.

      I push open the creaky door.

      The musty scent of old books and polished wood envelops me as I step inside. Dim light filters through the grimy windows, illuminating dust motes that dance in the air like tiny, geriatric fairies. Every surface is crowded with relics of bygone eras — tarnished silverware, yellowed maps, and what I’m pretty sure is a mummified cat. (Note to self: Do NOT pet the kitty.)

      “Kalimera!” a voice croaks from the shadows, nearly giving me a heart attack.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Cher!” I yelp, clutching my chest. My heart is ready to up and run away. Shit, I didn’t think anyone was that close.

      An elderly man shuffles into view, his face a topographical map of wrinkles. He peers at me through thick glasses that magnify his eyes to owlish proportions.

      “Ah, Amerikanos,” he says, switching to heavily accented English. “Welcome, welcome. I am Georgios. You like my treasures, ne?”

      “They’re... something,” I manage, trying not to sneeze as I accidentally inhale a lungful of history.

      Georgios beams at me, apparently taking my diplomatic response as high praise. “You have good eye,” he says, nodding sagely. “Not like other tourists. They want plastic Parthenons and ‘This is Sparta!’ t-shirts.” He shakes his head disapprovingly.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I say, eyeing a particularly garish Medusa snow globe. “I think I could rock a ‘Gyro Hero’ tank top.”

      Georgios looks at me blankly for a moment before breaking into a wheezy laugh. “Ah, American humor! Very good, very good. Come, let me show you real treasures.”

      He leads me deeper into the shop, pointing out various items along the way. There’s a set of worry beads that supposedly belonged to a famous Greek politician (“He worry a lot, this one. Many scandals.”), a collection of ancient coins (“Not for sale. Unless you have very, very big wallet.”), and a dusty old vase that Georgios claims is from the Minoan period.

      “Wow,” I say, peering at the intricate designs. “That’s incredible. It must be worth a fortune.”

      Georgios winks at me. “Or very good replica. Who knows? Mystery is half the fun, ne?”

      I laugh, warming up to this mischievous old man. As I turn to look at a shelf of old books, my elbow knocks against something. Something metallic clatters, and I freeze, terrified I’ve just destroyed some priceless artifact.

      I look down to figure out what I’ve broken, and my gaze slips to a small brass compass nestled on a faded velvet cushion.

      “Ooooh. What’s that?” I’m drawn to it like a moth to a really old, potentially tetanus-inducing flame.

      “Oh, that old thing,” Georgios says, noticing my interest. “Beautiful, but useless. Never points north, no matter what I do.”

      I pick up the compass, surprised by its weight. The edge is covered in intricate engravings — mountains, seas, forests, and cities in miniature. But it’s the face that really catches my eye. Instead of cardinal directions, there are strange symbols. I don’t recognize any of them.

      “How much?” I ask, already mentally calculating how many souvlaki dinners I’ll have to skip to afford it.

      Georgios waves a gnarled hand. “For you? A special price. This compass, it has caused me nothing but frustration. Take it off my hands, and I will be happy.”

      “Frustration?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. “It’s a compass. How frustrating can it be?”

      Georgios launches into a dramatic tale of how he acquired the compass from a mysterious sailor who claimed it had guided him to untold wonders. “But for me?” he says, throwing his hands up in exasperation. “It only guides me to headaches. I try to fix, but nothing works. North, south, east, west — all Greek to this compass!”

      I can’t help but chuckle at his unintentional pun. “Well,” I say, turning the compass over in my hands, “maybe it’s not meant to point to cardinal directions. Maybe it points to something else.”

      Georgios eyes me curiously. “Like what?”

      I shrug, feeling a bit silly. “I don’t know. Adventure? Destiny? The best souvlaki in town?”

      He barks out a laugh. “You have imagination, I give you that. Okay, okay. Let’s make a deal.”

      We haggle for a few minutes, more out of tradition than necessity. Georgios starts with a price that would make a New York real estate agent blush, and I counter with an offer that wouldn’t cover the cost of the velvet cushion it’s sitting on. We go back and forth, each of us playing our roles with gusto.

      “You drive hard bargain,” Georgios says finally, shaking his head in mock despair. “My wife will kill me. My children will starve. But for you, I make this sacrifice.”

      In the end, I walk out with the compass for a price that would barely buy a latte back home. As I step back into the sunlight, I feel like I’ve just done something momentous. I haggled! In Greece! It’s ridiculous, of course. It’s just a broken antique, not a magic talisman or a portal to another world.

      I tuck the compass into my bag and decide that now’s the perfect time to backtrack to that café. More shopping can wait for later.

      I have relaxing to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          ASHER

        

      

    

    
      The roar of the crowd is deafening, but all I hear is white noise.

      I stand center stage, sweat glistening on my skin, heart pounding like it’s trying to break free from my chest. The last notes of my encore fade away, replaced by the thunderous applause of twenty thousand fans. They’re screaming my name — well, my stage name — like it’s a prayer.

      “Thank you, London!” I shout into the mic, mustering every ounce of enthusiasm I can fake. “You’ve been incredible!”

      As I make my exit, tossing my guitar pick into the crowd (cue the inevitable social media frenzy), I can’t help but think: Is this all there is?

      The moment I’m backstage, the facade crumbles. My shoulders slump, the manic energy that fueled my performance evaporating like cheap cologne. I trudge towards my dressing room, nodding mechanically at the congratulations from crew members and hangers-on.

      “Killer show, Ash!”

      “You killed it out there, man!”

      “Asher delivers again!”

      I manage a weak smile and a thumbs-up. Inside, I’m screaming: I have a name, damn it! But do I? Really?

      The door to my dressing room closes behind me with a soft click, shutting out the chaos. I lean against it, letting out a long, shuddering breath. The silence is deafening after the roar of the arena. My eyes scan the room, taking in the trappings of my rock star life. A rack of designer clothes worth more than some people’s yearly salary. A table laden with exotic fruits and top-shelf liquor. Stacks of fan mail and gifts piled high in the corner.

      It’s all so... empty.

      I shuffle to the vanity, dropping heavily into the chair. The face staring back at me in the mirror is a stranger — Asher Maddocks, rock god. Eyeliner smudged, hair artfully disheveled, a glint of mischief in blue eyes that have seen millennia pass.

      But underneath it all, I see Hermes, though no one else does. God of travelers, thieves, and commerce. Trickster, messenger, guide of souls. Now reduced to... this. A glorified jukebox for the masses.

      “Some fall from Olympus,” I mutter, reaching for a makeup wipe. “Bet if Zeus saw me now he’d laugh his thunderous ass off.”

      As I scrub away the stage makeup, I can almost hear the old man’s booming laughter. ‘Look at you, Hermes! Playing dress-up for the mortals. How the mighty have fallen!’

      “Shut up,” I growl at my reflection. “At least I’m not hiding in some backwater town pretending to be a tailor.”

      Great. Now I’m talking to myself. Maybe I really have lost it.

      A knock at the door interrupts my descent into madness. “Asher? The after-party is starting. Everyone’s waiting for you.”

      Ah yes, the after-party. Where I’ll be paraded around like a prized stallion, expected to charm industry bigwigs and pose for selfies with VIPs who couldn’t tell Hermes from Hermès.

      “Be right there!” I call back, the lie slipping easily from my tongue. I am the god of liars, after all.

      I turn back to the mirror, staring into my own eyes. In them, I see the weight of countless years, of civilizations risen and fallen, of loves found and lost. I see a god who’s lost his way, who’s forgotten what it means to truly live.

      And suddenly, I can’t breathe.

      The walls of the dressing room seem to close in on me. The pile of fan mail on the table — declarations of love and devotion from people who don’t even know me — mocks me with its emptiness. The rack of elaborate stage costumes looks like a collection of hollow shells.

      My gaze falls on the coffee table, littered with music magazines featuring my face on the cover. “Asher Maddocks: The Voice of a Generation,” one headline screams. Another asks, “Is Asher the New King of Rock?” I snort. If they only knew how old their “new king” really is.

      In the corner, a guitar signed by some of the biggest names in music leans against the wall. Once, I would have been thrilled by such a gift. Now, it just reminds me of how far I’ve strayed from who I really am.

      “Screw this,” I mutter, standing up so abruptly the chair topples over.

      I grab my emergency backpack from the corner, stuffed with a change of clothes, cash, a burner phone, and a few other things I need. I’ve had it packed for the last week, certain I was ready to start a new life. I rummage through I’m to he sure I have everything and come across a small, ancient coin — a drachma from my early days. I’d almost forgotten I had it.

      I take one last look around the room, at all the symbols of Asher Maddocks’ success. Gold records on the wall. A shelf full of awards. Racks of designer clothes. It’s a life most people would kill for, and I’m walking away from it all.

      Good riddance.

      As I slip out the back door, I can hear the commotion starting. My absence has been noticed. There are shouts, hurried footsteps, the beginning of a panicked search for the missing rock star.

      But I’m already gone, melting into the shadows like I’ve done countless times before. The cool night air hits my face, and for the first time in years, a spark of excitement lights me up.

      I hail a cab, sliding into the back seat before anyone can spot me.

      “Where to, mate?” the driver asks, eyeing me in the rearview mirror.

      I hesitate for a moment. Where do you go when you’ve been everywhere? What’s left to see when you’ve witnessed the rise and fall of empires?

      But... there’s one place I’ve been avoiding, one corner of the world that still holds the echoes of who I used to be.

      “Heathrow,” I say. “I need to catch the next flight to Greece.”

      The driver nods, pulling away from the curb. As the lights of London blur past the window, my shoulders lighten and the muscles relax. I’m Hermes, god of travelers. It’s time I remembered what that means.

      My phone is probably blowing up back in the dressing room. My manager will be having kittens. The record label execs will be tearing their hair out.

      Good. Let them panic. Let them wonder.

      For the first time in decades, I’m not Asher Maddocks, slave to schedules and expectations.

      I’m just... me.

      Whoever that is.

      As we speed towards the airport, I start to laugh. It bubbles up from deep inside, a sound of pure relief and joy. The cab driver gives me a concerned look in the rearview mirror.

      “You all right back there, mate?”

      “Never better,” I reply, grinning like a madman. “I’m going home.”

      Home. The word feels strange on my tongue. Is Greece still home? Can it be, after all this time?

      I guess I’m about to find out.

      The rest of the ride passes in a blur as I begin to remember all the things I loved about my home country. The warmth of the Mediterranean sun on my skin. The taste of fresh olives and feta. The sound of bouzouki music drifting from tavernas.

      But it’s not just the sensory memories that flood back. I think of the Greece I knew millennia ago, when mortals and gods walked the same paths. The majestic temples, the philosophical debates in the agora, the epic tales told around fires.

      And I think of modern Greece, a country of contrasts. Ancient ruins standing alongside bustling cafes. Traditional villages perched above beaches filled with tourists. A place where the old and new coexist, much like myself.

      Before I know it, we’re pulling up to the departures terminal. I toss some cash at the driver — probably way too much, but hey, I’m feeling generous — and step out into the cool night air.

      The airport is a hive of activity, even at this late hour. Travelers rush past, dragging suitcases and clutching passports. Families say tearful goodbyes. Businessmen power-walk towards their gates, briefcases swinging.

      I take it all in, breathing deeply. This is my element. Movement, transition, the in-between spaces. I feel more like myself than I have in years.

      At the ticket counter, I flash a charming smile at the attendant. “When’s your next flight to Athens?”

      She taps at her keyboard, frowning slightly. “I’m sorry, sir, but the next direct flight isn’t until tomorrow morning.”

      I lean in, lowering my voice conspiratorially. “Surely there must be something sooner? I’m not picky about connections.”

      Maybe it’s my natural charisma, or maybe it’s a touch of divine intervention, but her frown melts into a smile. “Well... there is a flight to Rome leaving in an hour, with a connection to Athens. But you’d have to hurry.”

      “Perfect,” I say, sliding my credit card across the counter. “Book it.”

      Thirty minutes later, I’m settled into a first-class seat, a glass of champagne in hand. As the plane takes off, I watch London disappear beneath the clouds.

      Goodbye, Asher Maddocks. Hello... well, I’m not sure yet. But I’m looking forward to finding out.

      The flight attendant stops by my seat, a puzzled look on her face. “Excuse me, sir, but... are you Asher Maddocks? The rock star?”

      I wink at her, pressing a finger to my lips. “Now that would be quite a story, wouldn’t it? But I’m afraid I’m just a regular guy on his way to a much-needed vacation.”

      She nods, not entirely convinced, but moves on. I settle back in my seat, closing my eyes.

      As I drift off to sleep, lulled by the hum of the engines, I swear I can hear the distant sound of waves crashing against ancient shores.

      Calling me home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          THALIA

        

      

    

    
      I cannot believe my luck. I’m not even sure how I found this place so quickly, but I love it here.

      The morning sun streams through the gauzy curtains of my room at Lavenda Inn, painting everything in a soft, golden glow. I stretch languidly, relishing the feeling of cool sheets against my skin. The scent of lavender wafts in from the garden below, mingling with the salty sea breeze. It’s a far cry from the car horns and garbage truck rumblings that usually wake me in Bay Ridge.

      “I could get used to this,” I murmur to myself, then immediately feel a pang of guilt. Getting used to this isn’t an option. Reality is waiting for me back home, probably tapping its foot impatiently and checking its watch. My tiny apartment with the leaky faucet and temperamental radiator. The stack of bills on my kitchen counter. The LinkedIn notifications reminding me that I’m unemployed and rapidly becoming unemployable. And let’s not forget the concerned texts from my friends, thinly veiling their worry about my suddenly jobless status.

      With a sigh, I reach for my laptop. Old habits die hard, and years of being constantly connected have left their mark. As I scroll through job listings, the anxiety I’ve been keeping at bay starts to creep in. The freedom of quitting my soul-sucking job is now tempered by the very real need to find a new one.

      “Social Media Manager needed for exciting startup,” I read aloud, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Must be passionate about disrupting the pet rock industry. Kill me now.”

      I scroll further. “Content Creator for revolutionary AI toothbrush. Experience in dental hygiene preferred but not required.” Seriously? What even is an AI toothbrush?

      “Digital Nomad Guru wanted. Must have at least 100K followers and be willing to relocate to Bali.” I snort. Yeah, because that’s totally realistic for someone who can barely afford rent in Brooklyn.

      I slam the laptop shut with more force than necessary, wincing at the sound. “Sorry, buddy,” I pat the computer apologetically. “It’s not your fault the job market is a dumpster fire.”

      Deciding that torturing myself with job listings is not the way to start my day in paradise, I drag myself out of bed. I shuffle to the bathroom, splash some water on my face, and study my reflection. My curly dark hair is a mess, as usual, but there’s a glow to my skin that wasn’t there before. Maybe it’s the Greek sun, or maybe it’s the relief of being away from the constant stress of New York. I brush my teeth, run a comb through my unruly locks, and dab on a bit of tinted moisturizer. No need for full makeup here.

      I rifle through my suitcase, pulling out a light sundress that I’d impulse-bought for this trip. It’s the kind of flowy, romantic thing I’d never wear in New York — too impractical for the subway, too pretty for spilled coffee and city grime.

      “When in Greece,” I shrug, slipping it on. It feels like wearing a cloud.

      As I’m about to leave, my eyes fall on the antique compass sitting on the nightstand. On a whim, I tuck it into my bag. “For good luck,” I tell myself, ignoring the little voice in my head that whispers, “Since when do you believe in luck?”

      The aroma of freshly baked bread and strong coffee guides me downstairs to the poolside breakfast area. The inn is a charming mix of traditional Greek architecture and modern comfort. Whitewashed walls adorned with blue shutters, terracotta roof tiles, and cascading bougainvillea create a postcard-perfect scene. The breakfast area overlooks a small but pristine pool, the water sparkling in the morning sun. My stomach growls embarrassingly loud, reminding me that I’d skipped dinner last night in favor of a pity party for one.

      “Kalimera!” a voice booms, making me jump. I turn to see Yiayia Eleni, the hotel’s matriarch, bustling towards me with a plate piled high with food. She’s a tiny woman, barely reaching my shoulders, with a face full of laugh lines and eyes that twinkle with mischief.

      “Good morning,” I manage, eyeing the mountain of pastries warily. “Um, I didn’t order...”

      “Tsk,” Eleni cuts me off, setting the plate in front of me. “You’re too skinny. Eat, eat!”

      Before I can protest, she’s piling my plate with spanakopita, fresh fruit, and something that looks suspiciously like cake. For breakfast. I think I’m in love.

      “Thank you,” I say, realizing I’m actually ravenous. “It looks amazing.”

      Eleni beams at me, patting my cheek in a grandmotherly fashion. “Eat, koritsi mou. Put some meat on those bones.”

      As I dig in (trying to maintain some semblance of dignity and not just faceplant into the spanakopita), I overhear snippets of conversation from the other guests. A British couple arguing over whether to visit the Acropolis or hit the beach. A group of Australian backpackers planning their island-hopping route. A solo traveler about my age, excitedly chattering in rapid-fire German into her phone.

      I feel a twinge of envy. They all seem so... purposeful. Like they know exactly what they’re doing and where they’re going. Meanwhile, I’m here on an impulse trip, funded by my parents’ generosity, with no real plan beyond “find myself” (whatever that means) and “maybe figure out what the hell I’m doing with my life” (ditto).

      My mind drifts back to my career, or what’s left of it. Five years of climbing the corporate ladder, of late nights and missed weekends, of crafting the perfect tweets for products I couldn’t care less about. And for what? To be treated like a disposable cog in a machine that cares more about engagement metrics than the human beings behind the screens?

      “Stop it,” I mutter to myself, stabbing a piece of fruit with unnecessary force. “You’re in freaking Greece. Enjoy it, you neurotic mess.”

      “Talking to yourself?” a voice asks, amused. I look up to see Nikos, the hotel manager, refilling my coffee cup. He’s a tall, lean man in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair and kind eyes that crinkle at the corners when he smiles.

      “Just practicing my Greek,” I lie smoothly, flashing him a smile. “Efharisto for the coffee.”

      Nikos chuckles. “Parakalo. Any plans for today?”

      I hesitate. I should probably say something cool and adventurous, like “Oh, you know, just going to scale Mount Olympus before lunch.” Instead, what comes out is: “I was thinking of heading to Athens, actually. See the sights, soak in some history. You know, typical tourist stuff.”

      Nikos nods approvingly. “Ah, Athens. Beautiful city. But be careful, especially in the crowded areas. Pickpockets love tourists.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” I say, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. I’m from New York, for crying out loud. I think I can handle a few pickpockets.

      As if reading my mind, Nikos adds, “I know, I know. You’re probably thinking ‘I’m a New Yorker, I can handle myself.’ But trust me, these thieves are professionals. Keep your belongings close.”

      I nod, properly chastised. “Will do. Thanks, Nikos.”

      After breakfast, I head back to my room to grab my day bag. I double-check that I have everything — wallet, phone, passport safely tucked away, the mysterious compass (which I’m still not sure why I’m bringing, but it feels important somehow).

      As I’m about to leave, I catch sight of myself in the mirror. The girl looking back at me is... different. Maybe it’s the dress, or the way the Greek sun has already started to kiss my skin with a light tan. Or maybe it’s the glint in my eyes, a spark of excitement that I haven’t seen in years.

      “Okay, Thalia,” I tell my reflection. “You’ve got this. Go have an adventure.”

      The bus to Athens is crowded but mercifully air-conditioned. I snag a window seat, watching the beautiful coastline roll by. The landscape is a patchwork of olive groves and vineyards, punctuated by glimpses of the sparkling Aegean Sea. Quaint villages with red-tiled roofs nestle in the hills, looking like they’ve been there since the time of the ancient gods. The guy next to me is snoring loud enough to wake the dead, but even that can’t dampen my spirits.

      I’ve dreamed of visiting Athens for years, poring over pictures in travel guides and history books. But now that I’m actually here, it feels almost overwhelming.

      What if it doesn’t live up to my expectations? What if I get lost? What if I make a fool of myself trying to order lunch in my barely existent Greek? What if I end up on one of those “Tourists Behaving Badly” lists? Or worse, what if I have an amazing time and then have to go back to reality?

      “Stop it,” I mutter, earning a confused look from the now-awake guy next to me. I flash him an apologetic smile and turn back to the window.

      As the bus pulls into the station, I take a deep breath. This is it. My big Athens adventure starts now.

      I step off the bus, the heat hitting me like an anvil. The city sprawls out before me, ancient and modern, history and progress coexisting in chaotic harmony. The Acropolis looms in the distance, a silent sentinel watching over the bustling metropolis.

      For a moment, I’m overwhelmed. But…

      A surge of excitement, of possibility.

      Yes.

      I may not know exactly what I’m doing or where I’m going, but isn’t that the point of an adventure?
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OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/ffp-logo-transparent.jpg
FUTURE FICTION PRESS






OEBPS/images/the-crossroads-compass---lg.jpg
ARGOT HOLLIS\

C
‘ 4\71






