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        Bored of her duties as the current Dionysus, Calliope is ready to retire and do something new in life. A chance meeting with a local winemaker changes her whole perspective on what it means to be the Goddess Of Wine.

      

        

      
        Selena loves life on the vineyard but isn’t enamoured with the ruling deities. When she meets a charming woman who claims to be Dionysus, will she change her mind?

        ****

        Harvest Of Dionysus is a fantasy twist on the classic Greek mythology about Dionysus with an f/f romance. It's a standalone in the Queens of Olympus series following various heroines in classic Greek God and Goddess retellings.
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      Callie

      

      At some point in time, someone rewrote the definition of Dionysus from God of wine, parties, and having a good time to spreadsheets, venues, and permits. And nobody had bothered to tell me.

      If I’d known I’d never have agreed to take the position.

      Familiar clicks of hard heels announced my assistant’s presence who no doubt had come with more tasks and obligations. “Good morning, Calliope. You look already tired,” Bastian remarked cheerily.

      I straightened up so I could glare at him. “Aren’t you charming.”

      “My husband certainly thinks so,” he quipped back without missing a beat.

      “What rotten tasks have you brought me this time?”

      “Not too many. You’re wanted for two vineyard blessings, the new temple is almost finished, and of course, the daily orders. I also had a call from one of Hera’s assistants, they’re planning a party this Thursday to spite Zeus’ office and have placed a large order of wine.”

      “Stoooooop,” I groaned, rubbing my temples. “You’re giving me a headache already and it’s not even ten.”

      My assistant ignored my complaining. “Would you like to discuss dates or shall I just plan it in for you?”

      “Just tell me where to go and I’ll go.” I tipped my chair back and stared up at the marble statues decorating the high ceiling. “Why do I have to do everything around here?”

      “You know Dionysus’ equipment only works for you,” Bastian responded, unfazed by my foul mood after all the years we worked together.

      “Why did I ever take this job? Curse Sonya, curse the past Dionysuses, curse the stupid student cult. How long until my term is over and I can appoint a successor?”

      “One year, three months⁠—.”

      “And twelve days. Yes, yes, I’m aware, thank you. Agh, I can’t believe it’s that long. I need a holiday. Somewhere far away from parties and wine and parties. Someplace quiet. Screw the vineyards and fields.”

      “I’m not sure Demeter’s Temple would appreciate your absence,” Bastian responded seriously.

      “Demeter, Demeter, curse them too. They should make their own wine. Corn wine, isn’t that a thing? Or grain wine or whatever.” With a groan, I rose from my seat and joined my assistant on the other side of the desk. “Let’s get this over with quickly. I don’t want to work late again.”

      “I agree. Stephan and I have dinner plans. A small restaurant with fresh fish,” he said as we left the office.

      “I envy you, Bastian. Why can’t I ever do anything small anymore?” I lamented as we made our way through the wide halls to the heart of the temple. The sweet smell of grape juice was noticeable from afar and the shine of the large golden vat in the enclosed garden almost blinded me.

      Shielding my eyes with one hand, I approached the workers waiting by the large basin and took my usual position next to the small stone altar with Bastian standing right behind me. Now that I was in place, two priests approached in robes dragging along the stone floor, each carrying half of a burgundy pillow with Dionysus’ sacred kantharos on top.

      Using both hands, I carefully lifted the golden jug by the high ears and brought it to the gold basin. The clear water reflected the sun with a beautiful shimmer and my reflection stared back at me for a split second before I dunked the kantharos in it. The moment the water filled the goblet, it turned into a deep red wine with a strong, fruity aroma. I splashed the contents of the kantharos back out into the basin where it swirled with the clear water and turned it all into wine.

      A true miracle and gift from the original Dionysus. And after all these years of seeing it and doing it myself, nothing more than a party trick. With a bored sigh, I put the jug back on the ceremonious pillow and grabbed a smaller goblet so I could taste the product.

      The wine’s sweet and tangy flavour filled my mouth, coating my tongue ever so slightly. It was perfect, complex, everything a wine should be. A true nectar for the Gods, a delight for every tongue. And completely identical to the last batch, and the one before that, and the one before that, all the way back to the first Dionysus’ brew.

      “Yup, that’s the taste,” I remarked dryly, not even bothering to finish my sample. If someone told me before I became Dionysus that I’d ever pass up on free wine, I’d have never believed them. Oh, my poor dumb enviable younger self. If I’d only known what a monotonous and stressful life I was signing up for.

      “Calliope?” Bastian voiced softly.

      I snapped out of my thoughts and slightly dazed, stepped away so the workers could get started on transferring the wine into casks.

      It took me a moment to push the morose feeling to the back of my mind and recentre myself. I had a lot more to do today, I couldn’t afford to get lost in nostalgia. With a deep breath, I turned to my assistant. “What else?”

      “The vineyard blessings,” he read from his tablet as we made our way out of the courtyard. “We’ve got two scheduled for today, Rastus from Kallis Wines⁠—”

      “Him again? Didn’t I renew his permit and blessings last year? How much better does he want his harvest to be?”

      Bastian ignored my comment as we made it to the front of the temple. “And someone from a winery down south. The owner passed away two years ago but his wife and kids have continued running the vineyard. They’re due a permit review.”

      “How bothersome. Why can’t they just file online? That’s what most wineries do nowadays.”

      “You don’t have to personally listen to their prayers if you don’t want to, they don’t expect you to be present. I can arrange for a priest to pick up their offerings.”

      I yawned. "No, no, it’s part of my duty.”

      My assistant looked pleased with my answer. “Excellent. You’ll have to excuse me, I have to arrange your visit to the temple so I’ll have the driver pull the Pantera around after your blessings.”

      He flitted away, leaving me to deal with the vineyard owners by myself. With the sun on my back, I exited the temple and followed the stone path down the hill to the public altar. Unsurprisingly, Rastus was already standing near the large statue of the original Dionysus with his hands raised up to the sky.

      I conjured a polite smile before I approached him. “Good morning.”

      Rastus’ eyes widened as he saw me and a large, nervous smile broke through on his leathery face. “O Dionysus. I hadn’t expected to meet you in person.”

      “What can I do for you today?”

      He rummaged through his hip satchel and distributed his offerings on the stone slab meant for worshipping and donations. As per tradition, he brought a small container with dried grapes, a glass bottle of honeyed milk, and a small sapling from his vineyard. Great gifts that the original Dionysus would’ve been very pleased with but they didn’t mean much to me.

      He placed them down with the utmost reverence, his hands shaking in excitement. “I brought donations, I hope they’ll convince you I’m making good use of my vineyard permit.”

      As bothersome as it was to deal with this in person, it was hard not to admire his dedication to his vineyard and his loyalty. Not many people cared this much about their craft anymore and the imported mass-produced liquor from all around the world was an insult I tried not to take personally. Some of the wine deities from other regions had definitely lost a lot of influence, something I wasn’t going to let happen no matter how tedious the job.

      A more genuine smile raised my lips as I nodded. “I hear your prayer.”

      “Thank you. I will now return home and leave you in peace.” He stepped back from the altar and strolled down the hill, his satyr tail flicking happily behind him.

      That was one satisfied customer down, one more to go.
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      Callie

      

      My next appointment was late. Not just a little late, almost half an hour had passed. Surprising. Most people didn’t usually keep the Gods waiting. It was a miracle that Bastian hadn’t collected me yet for the next task of the day. Although it would’ve been favourable. The rising sun was quickly heating everything up and I could just imagine the honeyed milk spoiling. It would be a shame to let Rastus’ offering go to waste but I didn’t see any priests or priestesses to bring them inside.

      Considering the next person was late anyway, I decided to take it in myself. I collected the little burlap sack with raisins and picked up the small sapling carefully so I didn’t stab myself in the eye with one of the twigs. Balancing the two on my right arm, I grabbed the glass bottle of milk with my left. The neck was surprisingly slick and it almost slipped through my fingers. A twang of panic flitted through me but I managed to catch it before it crashed on the ground. Only a glug of milk splashed over the stone altar, leaving a small puddle.

      “Oops.” I quickly put the sapling back down and stared at the puddle, unsure what to do. Some of it was dripping on the floor and seeping into the earth. “Sorry, Hades, this offering isn’t for you,” I said, grabbing a rag from behind the altar and mopping up the spill. And this was why the priests and priestesses brought offerings inside.

      “Hello?” a voice said from behind. A woman with dark curly hair paused a couple of steps away from the altar, entirely out of breath.

      “Hi,” I said. “Do you have an appointment?”

      The woman gasped for air and almost choked on her apology. “Yes, I’m Selena from the Dryad Dew Vineyard. I’m so, so sorry. I got lost and accidentally ended up at Demeter’s temple.”

      “Ah, you’re not the first. Lots of people go to the left at the foot of the hill,” I remarked. I should get maintenance down there to put up clearer signs.

      “Well, I’ve made it. Thank you so much for waiting.” She fanned her slim face, a drop of sweat pearling on her sharp nose. “It’s my first time here, my father usually filed our permits online so I’ve never been. How does this work?”

      “You’ve never made a donation before?” I inquired curiously. It was hard to imagine that anyone in the realm didn’t know how to pray.

      “No, I’ve prayed lots at home but never officially at Dionysus’ temple.” She glanced past me to the large building and sighed. “Wow, it’s so much bigger than I thought. What’s it like on the inside? Sorry, I probably shouldn’t ask that. I’ve just always been curious.”

      “It’s alright,” I answered, finding myself surprisingly bemused by the scattered chaotic woman. She had a freshness to her that was rare to see.

      She smiled brightly. “I’ll bet it’s better than alright. It must be so nice to be able to serve Dionysus every day. What’s the current Goddess like? No, that’s definitely inappropriate to ask.”

      Now things became clear. She didn’t realise who I was. How odd. I’d never had that happen before, certainly not at my own temple. Then again, I wasn’t wearing anything ceremonious at the moment and I was holding a dirty rag. How could she know?

      I thought about informing her of the truth but something inside me held me back. It was refreshing not to be worshipped or asked for favours, even if that was part of the job. I kind of liked it, it made me feel like I was more than the deity I represented.

      “So what brings you to the temple? Are you here about your permit?” I asked, cleverly choosing my wording as not to reveal it was my temple. I didn’t often get to converse casually with the people anymore and disguises had fallen out of fashion a while ago after a particular Zeus abused his privileges a few times too many. But this was a rare opportunity to get some real insight into how my followers were truly feeling.

      Selena’s smile evaporated and made way for a solemn look. “Yes, sort of. I do need a permit but my main reason was to come to ask Dionysus for forgiveness.”

      Forgiveness? That was unusual.

      I remained still, not sure what to respond. Bastian hadn’t said any of this and my curiosity was piqued.

      Quietly, the woman unpacked a small bottle of wine and set it on the stone altar with reverence. “O Dionysus, God of Freedom and Wine, hear my prayers. Please forgive me and my family for not making the most of the bountiful harvest you blessed us with last year. We beg you not to withhold your favour. We never meant to let your gift go to waste and if you deem us worthy again, I vow to honour you and my father’s teachings to the best of my abilities.”

      Her traditional prayer took me aback and reduced me to silence. Most people nowadays came to me for purely administrative reasons. Getting permits to start a vineyard or liquor licences for their establishments. Most of them didn’t even bother coming down to the temple and just filed their requests online, which suited me just fine. Less hassle for me. But very rarely did someone come up here with spiritual motives. Certainly not someone as young as Selena. She looked around my age, somewhere in her late twenties perhaps, although looks could be deceiving for demi-gods. Not that it mattered, it was just interesting to have someone here who still believed.

      Touched by her prayer, I felt compelled to console her, but I stayed silent. Even if she was technically addressing me, I had a feeling that this wasn’t about me. Not me personally, at least.

      I waited for her to finish, my thoughts going a mile a minute. “Do you think Dionysus is the kind of god that would smite people for wasting their gift?” I inquired curiously.

      Selena stared up at the marble statue, a pensive look crossing her dark eyes. “I’m not sure. I think it makes good sense to assume any God or Goddess is capable of it. Whether Dionysus is…” She repositioned her offering on the altar, her slender fingers slightly shaking. “I hope not.”

      I gestured to the small bottle of black wine she brought. “Is that from your vineyard?”

      “Yes, it’s from two years ago. It was my father’s last harvest before he passed. I thought he’d love knowing some of his wine made it to Dionysus temple, even if she won’t drink it personally. He taught me that anything in life can go wrong. When it doesn’t, it’s due to the Gods. Every time we had a bountiful harvest and wonderful wine, it was Dionysus blessing us. I’m sorry, I’m rambling again. I’m rambling and unloading to a stranger. I shouldn’t be taking up your time,” she said, the catch in her voice lingering.

      “That’s a nice way of looking at it.” It felt cruel to point out that I didn’t personally bestow favours or approved permits but rather, it was a nationwide task my priests and priestesses took upon them.

      “I suppose so.” The woman stared up at the marble statue, a pensive look crossing her eyes. “I’m not sure I believe all of it but I thought it would be nice to come here in his memory. Sorry, I’m rambling again. Anyway, thank you for assisting me. I hope Dionysus accepts my offering and hears my prayer.”

      “I’m sure she will,” I remarked. It was starting to feel a little deceitful not to reveal my true identity but at this point, I was in too deep. We exchanged a smile and with a last look at the Dionysus statue, she took her leave.

      I watched her on her way down the hill, the grass under her feet giving way as she followed the path. A faint prickle of magic reverberated through the ground, a familiar feeling but one I didn’t sense often anymore. Dryads.

      With a slight smile, I picked up the bottle she brought and studied the rustic label. Elegant vines were curled around the name and the green borders were a nice touch. “Dryad Dew Vineyard,” I read slowly. It didn’t ring a bell, despite being fairly local. It even had the Dionysus Approved Seal on the label and yet, I didn’t recognise the name.

      Strange. I’d drank countless wines when I was still part of the student club and yet, now as the Goddess of Wine, this vineyard was unknown to me.

      A shiver ran up my spine as I retreated back to the temple. I knew I’d fallen out of touch, with my passions, with the job, the people around me, but I hadn’t realised just how much until this moment. What else was I missing?
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      Happy Dash was the first to greet me when I arrived back home, his tail repeatedly hitting my shins as he rolled on my feet, begging for scratches. I tickled the adorable mutt’s belly, earning a playful growl.

      “I see someone missed me,” I coed, crouching down so I could ruffle his fluffy fur with both hands. “I missed you too. Yes, I did. Yes, I did.”

      “I didn’t miss you,” a dry voice remarked from the shed as my teenage brother walked out with his typical grin.

      “Yeah? I didn’t miss you either,” I countered affectionately, rising up so I could match Ajax’s pace. I poked his arm, hoping it would annoy him. “Where’s Ma?”

      He shoved me in response. “Inside, doing the dishes.”

      “Why didn’t you load the dishwasher?”

      “Don’t you think I tried?” Ajax returned, sounding exasperated. “She snatched the plate out of my hands and sent me out to fertilise the grapevines.”

      “Oh, so that’s why you smell like that,” I joked.

      He pulled a taunting face. “I think that’s your own breath.”

      Bickering like when we were children, we entered the house where Mother was getting rid of the soapy water. I joined her by the sink and kissed her cheek. “How many times have I told you to use the dishwasher?"

      “I don’t trust that awful machine.” She dried her hands on a chequered towel and gestured to the large oak dining table. “Sit, my daughter. Tell me about your journey. Did you see Dionysus?”

      I laughed. “Of course not, don’t be silly. I prayed to Dionysus’ statue.”

      She put a glass of water in front of me. “Did you offer our wine?”

      “Yes, Ma.”

      “Good.” She nodded contently. “I’m sure that’ll please your father.”

      A brief silence hung between us as we all stared at the empty head of the table. His memory added a slight sadness to the air and Mother quickly conjured a broad smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “You must be hungry, Lena. Let me make you something.”

      “No, no, no, no, I ate on my way here,” I quickly interjected, rushing to the cupboard before she lifted the heavy pan out. “I’m good, I promise.”

      “You don’t want me to make you Grandma’s meatballs?” Mother pouted, pushing past me and grabbing the large casserole anyway.

      “I do love Grandma’s meatballs,” I mused, rubbing my belly to get a feel for my hunger levels. My stomach rumbled softly and I hummed. “Hmm, maybe I could eat after all.”

      Ajax scoffed dramatically as he leaned against the counter. “Hey, you said no when I asked for meatballs.”

      “That’s because it’s a lot of work rolling them and I help out,” I quipped.

      “I help out!” he protested. “It’s not my fault they always come out square,” he added softly, making all of us laugh. He tossed a loose bulb of garlic my way, missing by a mile. “I wish I was the favourite child.”

      Mother shooed me out of the way to the stove and reached up to pat Ajax’s cheek. “Don’t say that, you’re both my favourite.”

      “I don’t hear you asking Selena to fertilise the grapes,” he complained, grabbing a packet of cherry tomatoes from the fridge to snack on.

      “I have plenty of fertilising years in my resume,” I countered, stealing a tomato.

      “And you’re on spray duty,” Mother commented happily as she started mixing the minced meat with her signature spice blend.

      “Ha-haaa,” Ajax laughed, sticking his tongue out. “You’re stuck with spray duty.”

      His teasing didn’t bother me in the slightest. With a shrug, I made my way to the back door. “I don’t mind spray duty but you hate fertilising so ha-haaa right back.” Before he could throw a tomato at my head, I jumped in my boots and raced out there. True to his name, Dash charged after me and barked happily, joining me on the way to the vineyard.

      The sight of the familiar trellis and large green vines always brought joy to my heart. I brushed my hands through the thick leaves, picking out the ones that were blocking the grapes so they could get better exposure to the sun.

      Walking through the rows, a calm settled over me. There truly was nowhere like home. Every inch of the property held dear memories and I couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. The smell of the warm earth, the shrill songs of the chirping cicadas up in the hills, the large mountain that could be seen from anywhere in the village. Many people looked down on a simple life like this and plenty of my friends had relocated to busier cities, but there was nothing like it for me. I loved it here.

      As always, I picked a couple of green grapes from the vines and popped them in my mouth. The sourness stung slightly but it wasn’t unpleasant and left the promise of sweetness on my tongue. From the taste, I could tell they were still a good couple of months away from being ripe but it looked like it was going to be a good harvest.

      I paused on the slightly elevated terrain and glimpsed down at the large vineyard. Regardless of my beliefs in Dionysus and the other gods, Father had been right about one thing. We were truly blessed.

      Dash barked for attention and I leaned down to scratch him between his ears. No vineyard was complete without a happy dog running around it and ours was no different.

      I finished picking leaves from the first rows of vines and returned to the house, stopping by the little shrine dedicated to Dad. Overlooking the grapevines, this was where he’d have wanted to spend his eternity. This was his Elysium.

      “I visited Dionysus’ temple today,” I told him, taking a moment to catch him up. “I know you don’t believe in bothering the Gods, but Ma thought it was important to ask for forgiveness. But wow, you’d have loved Mount Olympus. It was stunning. Really gorgeous.”

      I stood with the silence for a moment before Dash begged me for attention. I chased the little doggy back to the house, ready to put my feet up and have a rest. Life on a vineyard was hard but I loved it and I wouldn’t give it up for anything in the world.
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      The conversation with Selena milled through my head for the rest of the week as I muddled through my duties as Goddess. That included making the daily wine, signing all kinds of papers, and getting ready for the opening of the new temple.

      To properly prepare, we took a trip to the location to meet the staff and make sure everything was in order. There were only so many instructions I could give over the phone and nothing beat meeting people face to face.

      Upon arrival, I stared up at the new temple and admired the thick columns. It was a nice building and a good location, but it didn’t evoke a sense of anything in me. I should’ve never taken this job.

      Bastian ran me through everything that still needed to happen and as always, I gave it my full attention, even if I couldn’t really be bothered.

      After a long day of meetings and greetings, time tables, and budgets, we were finally driving back to our hotel.

      I stared out the lowered window of the car, enjoying the breeze through my hair. The golden fields and meadows passed by in a blur, the typical smell of the country a nostalgic scent. Farmers of all kinds tended to their lands, all proudly carrying Demeter’s grain insignia on their equipment or outfits.

      It felt like an eternity ago when I lived in a similar place, even if it hadn’t been that long. I didn’t usually miss it but driving through the familiar sights, I could feel it tugging on my chest.

      “Bastian?” I voiced, leaning back against the cool leather. “How many vineyards currently carry our Seal of Approval?”

      The sound of his fingers tapping the tablet’s screen filled the silence of the car. “One hundred and seventy-one but only a fraction of those are run by demi-gods."

      “And how many apply yearly for it?”

      More tapping. “A little over three hundred. May I ask why the sudden interest?”

      “Is that number down?” I continued, ignoring his question.

      "It’s on a downward trend, yes, but it has been for years.”

      I turned to look at him. “Why do you think that is?”

      He drew a sharp breath. “Why do I think that is? I don’t know. I’m not exactly an expert on this stuff.”

      “You work every day with the priests and priestesses that do the inspections of the vineyards,” I pointed out, adjusting my position so the seatbelt wouldn’t dig into my skin. For such an expensive car, it sure could be uncomfortable.

      Bastian pondered for a few seconds. “Perhaps lots of winemakers think it requires too much extra effort to get their product to the required quality?”

      “Perhaps.” I hummed as I turned my attention back to the passing fields, letting my thoughts roam. His explanation certainly held some logic but I couldn’t shake the feeling that perhaps the vintners had a very different reason for it. Unfortunately, I didn’t imagine it would be easy to get a straight answer from any of them. People were too afraid to get their permits revoked to speak unfavourably, even if it was the truth. There had to be another way to get to the bottom of it, I just needed to figure out how.

      We passed a name sign of the place we were entering and it looked familiar, even though I didn’t know where from. Without really thinking about it, I leaned forward. “Nicholas, stop the car.”

      The driver glanced at me through his rearview mirror and nodded, slowly pulling over to the side. “Is something the matter?”

      “No, I just think I want to go for a walk.”

      “A walk?” Bastian interjected slowly. “Now? It’s the hottest part of the day.”

      “Yes. I’m in the mood for fish and this is a seaside town, isn’t it?” I responded casually, already pushing the door open. I wasn’t a very impulsive person but I felt compelled to act on my whim. I turned and put my hand up when I saw my assistant climbing out too. “I want to be alone.”

      Bastian’s confused face was quite comical as he paused with one leg out of the car. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. We don’t have anywhere else to be, right? Right. So you should head back and enjoy the evening off. You too, Nicholas, I’m sure you’re tired from all the driving,” I said, feeling surprisingly chipper and energetic after the boring temple stuff. The country smelled like adventure and I was feeling inspired. There was something here, I could just feel it.

      I followed the hill down to the small town near the harbour, eager to explore the area around the temple. Plenty of people considered Mount Olympus the epitome of Greece but I preferred little undiscovered gems like this.

      A welcome and intimate atmosphere hung in the narrow streets and the smell of grilled meat and fish made my mouth water. I picked one of the many taverns with a small menu for lunch and a server stopped near my table to take my order.

      “What’s the fish of the day?”

      “We’ve got some gorgeous mackerel, fresh off the boat this morning.”

      “I’ll have that.”

      The server nodded politely. “Great. Would you like some wine with that?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Are you sure? We have some from a local vineyard and it’s really lovely. Very rich and deep in flavour.”

      I hesitated. Ever since I became Dionysus, I stopped enjoying wine so I’d given up on drinking it leisurely. Then again, a local wine was a far cry away from the perfect and monotone wine I produced with the golden kantharos and the server seemed very passionate about it.

      “Go on then, I’ll have a glass,” I decided on a whim.

      It didn’t take long for the food to arrive. The fish was delicately fried and fresh, as expected. Flaky, fatty, with a crispy skin that was a pleasure to eat. But as good as it was, it was the wine that really stood out. True to the server’s description, it was rich and sweet and tasted similar to how the region smelled. There was a little bit of cloudiness to it and the longer it sat, the more aromas it released.

      I surprised myself by finishing the glass and asking for another. The server seemed pleased that I was enjoying his recommendation and happily brought a refill. I savoured my second glass, enjoying being able to sit and eat without anyone disturbing me or recognising me. It had been a while and I hadn’t realised how much I’d missed just sitting by myself.

      “How was everything for you?” the server asked as he took my empty plate away.

      “Wonderful. Really tasty. And I loved the wine. Which vineyard is that from?”

      “Dryad Dew Vineyard. It’s really close by,” he replied.

      Ah! That had to be why the town sounded familiar. I probably read it when I did some research on this particular winery after meeting Selena. I hadn’t realised it was so close to the new temple we were opening.

      Interesting.

      I thanked the server and left him a generous but modest tip so I didn’t embarrass him. The wine had taken some of the edge off the day and a nice slight haze accompanied me on the rest of my adventure of the town. The heat of the day left me in need of something to cool me down. Maybe some ice cream or even better, the ocean.

      As I wandered down the street in search of a nice quiet spot on the beach, my mind drifted off to the Dryad Dew Vineyard. I could still taste the wine on my tongue and the pleasant taste left me in want for more. Should I visit the vineyard? Would they be excited to have Dionysus show up out of the blue or would that be something they despised? From the way Selena spoke about my temples, I wasn’t entirely sure.

      Only one way of finding out.
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      I walked into town for some errands, enjoying the warm sun on my back. The season was turning and I could feel the heat getting to me and leaving me sweaty. Luckily, a slightly salty breeze from the ocean brought a cooling relief.

      A small scooter flew past me and the indiscernible chatter of people gave a strange sense of loneliness and inclusion at the same time. Nobody was bothering me but if I wanted, I could turn to the nearest person and strike up a conversation. Even if I wasn’t in the mood for that, it was nice to have the option. Life in a small town was like that.

      I stopped by the local grocers to confirm our order for tomorrow so it was ready for pick-up and had a brief chat with the postman. Everything was the same and yet, there was always something new every day. The familiar woman studying the dessert menu at the Galapos Tavern was today’s oddity.

      Unsure whether to approach, I watched her for a moment. I was pretty sure it was the person I met when I made my offering at Dionysus temple but what would she be doing all the way down south?

      She moved pensively, her light hair fluttering in the wind in sync with her long dress. She looked out of place even though I wasn’t entirely sure why. Perhaps it was something about the way she moved, leisurely and unbothered by the world around her, something I noticed when I met her at the statue.

      Before I’d properly thought it through, I crossed the street towards her. It wasn’t every day that I saw a new face in our small town and it was such a pretty face too. “Hi, sorry to bother you but I think we’ve met. Dionysus’ temple?”

      Her grey eyes found mine and a lopsided smile tugged one side of her mouth up. “I remember. Selena, right?”

      My stomach fluttered at making the beautiful woman smile. “Yes! I can’t believe you remembered.”

      “You were very memorable.”

      “I wasn’t but thank you for saying that.” I brushed some of my unruly curls out of my face. “Sorry to walk up to you like that but I was surprised to see you all the way out here. Are you from this town?”

      The woman chuckled. “No, I was just passing through and I wanted a look at the ocean.”

      “It’s a great day to visit the beach,” I agreed, letting my gaze travel down to the large strip of sea just down the road. “Great day.”

      “Are you local?”

      “I am,” I answered proudly. “Born and bred. You can see the terrace of our vineyard… right there,” I said, pointing over her shoulder at the green hill behind the village.

      She followed my gaze. “Oh, I see. That explains that.”

      “Explains what?”

      She smiled, revealing slight dimples in her cheeks. “Nothing, I just thought the town sounded familiar. Hey, could I convince you to show me the beach? I’m sure as a local, you know the best spots.”

      “Of course,” I blurted out before I’d properly thought about it. “I’d love to show you around— Sorry, I don’t actually know your name.”

      The woman thought for a moment before she volunteered the information. “Callie will do.”

      “Callie,” I repeated, trying out her name. “Well, Callie. I’ll be your tour guide for today. I know this place like the back of my hand.”

      She chuckled as we made our way down the street. “I’ve lucked out clearly.”

      Somehow, I had the feeling it was the opposite way around, even if I had no idea why. There was just something about this woman that intrigued me and I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to get to know her better.

      After a short walk, we stepped into the white sand of the pearly beach and Callie released a deep, content breath. “This is beautiful.”

      I admired the azure ocean in front of us and nodded. Even though I’d stood a million times in this exact same spot, the view was always a little different. A flock of cheeky seagulls circled over us and continued on towards the restaurants on the promenade to haunt the tourists and locals alike.

      “Do you go to the beach often?” I inquired as I pulled my sandals off so I could feel the sand between my toes.

      “Not as often as I’d like. Work keeps me very busy,” Callie admitted, staring thoughtfully at my bare feet. After short contemplation, she took her shoes off too and sank a little deeper into the white sand. “You?”

      “As often as I can. Do you like working at Dionysus’ temple?”

      The other woman remained silent as we made our way closer to the water. “Some days, I do.”

      “Not a very raving review,” I teased.

      “I know. Don’t get me wrong, I chose this job and I want to do it well, but it’s more work than I thought it would be. A lot more.”

      I thought back to the vineyard and all the daily attention it needed, and nodded knowingly. “I totally understand. Same, honestly. I love what I do but it’s a hustle.”

      “Yet you’re meandering through the village in the middle of a perfectly good weekday,” she said with a teasing smile that clearly meant no harm.

      “I started work at four,” I offered in return, matching her light tone.

      Her eyebrows shot up and she released an impressed hum. “Of course, you work during the coolest part of the day.”

      “Indeed.” I craned my neck up and peered at the bright sun. “Being at the fields now would be torture.”

      “I can only imagine,” Callie said softly, sounding suddenly a little morose. She quickly dispelled her sad expression and turned to me, her eyes bright and attentive. “Can I ask you a question?”

      “You just did.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” she smiled. “When we met, you said you didn’t quite believe in Dionysus. I’m not sure I understand. Could you elaborate on that?”

      I paused, curling my toes into the fine warm sand. “It’s not that I don’t believe that she’s real, I know there’s a current Goddess occupying the seat. It’s more whether she, or any of her predecessors, have a personal hand in aiding the vineyards of the region. My father certainly believed so and made sure we always prayed to give thanks.”

      “But you don’t believe so.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe they’re super involved in everything but it’s not like they’re connected to the land anymore. Don’t get me wrong, they definitely deserve our gratitude for standardising everything and handing out permits but whether it’s prayer-worthy— I don’t know,” I repeated, watching the crashing waves roll up to the beach and turn into white foam. Worry bubbled up in me as I realised just how much I said and I quickly turned to Callie. “I’m sorry, I must come across as a real ass. I don’t even know what you do at the temple and I’m just criticising your boss.”

      To my surprise, the other woman’s smile grew. “Oh, you’re not an ass, it’s really refreshing to hear your opinion. I don’t often get the chance to— Never mind. It’s been very enlightening, let’s leave it at that.” She stared out at the azure sea and hummed. “It really is beautiful out here.”

      “It is,” I agreed wistfully. “You should come here more often.”

      “I might,” she returned with determined clarity. “I have to go now but I’m really glad I ran into you. Don’t worry, I won’t breathe a word of what you said to me.”

      I rubbed my arm hesitantly. I really did say too much and now I had to trust someone I barely knew to keep my unconventional opinion to herself. If she didn’t, maybe we’d feel the wrath of the gods Father always warned us about. I wouldn’t know what to do if the permit for our vineyard got revoked. Me and my dumb blabbermouth.

      Callie briefly touched my arm too. “I promise.”

      For some reason, I believed her. “Thanks. If you come back, maybe I could show you around again.”

      “I’d like that.” A smile tugged up her red lips. “Bye, Selena.”

      My chest fluttered from the way she said my name and heat rose to my cheeks. It took me a second to find my voice again and string a sentence together. “Have a good journey.”

      I watched her go, admiring the graceful stumble through the soft sand. Her orange dress played around her legs from the breeze and I wished I’d asked her for her number. She never looked back once so maybe it was for the best. We probably wouldn’t see each other again anyway.
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      The old-fashioned golden phone rang and I picked up, trapping the horn between my head and shoulder. “Dionysus, this is Callie.”

      “Hi, it’s Anastasia,” a warm voice said through the speaker. “I need a favour.”

      I chuckled and clicked my mouse to wake up my computer. “How much wine do you need?”

      “Not much, just a bottle or two. I may or may not have accidentally told Helena’s mum that I could get my hands on it and I can’t disappoint.”

      “I thought your future mother-in-law liked you? Doesn’t she watch your dating show every week?”

      “Well, she likes me as Aphrodite but I don’t think she’s a fan of me as Anastasia. I’m sure you can relate.”

      My mind flitted to Selena and how I kept my identity concealed. “I can. I’ll get a courier to send the bottles over. When do you need them?”

      “Tonight.”

      The desperation in her voice made me chuckle. “I’ll have one of my assistants bring it to your temple personally.”

      “You’re the best. I owe you one. Are we still on for lunch tomorrow?”

      I nodded, even if she couldn’t see me. “Yes, our usual time. I’ll see you then. Oh, I got an official opening date for my new temple. I’m sure your assistant will get an invitation from my assistant as per Olympian politics but I wanted to invite you personally.”

      “I’ll be there. I’ve got to run, I’ve got a meeting with the board and the producers later and I’m sure you’re busy as well. Thanks again.”

      The call ended with a click and I put the horn down at the same time when Bastian’s daily knocks sounded from the other side of my closed doors.

      “Come in!”

      He waltzed in with an apologetic smile on his face.

      “What is it?”

      “So first of all, don’t shoot the messenger, but I heard through the grapevine that the current Hestia is getting married. He proposed to his girlfriend last night and his assistants seem convinced that it won’t be a long engagement.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “And let me guess, they want a big wedding. A big wedding with a lot of wine.” I rose from my seat and joined him so we could start our daily rounds. “Guess I’ll be making a lot of wine then.”

      “Sorry.” Bastian nodded. “Ready to go over the schedule for today?”

      A lot less reluctant than in the past, I nodded. “Lay it on me.”

      “We need to go over the opening ceremony for the new temple, you’re seeing the student cult later, and the daily orders.” He listed the tasks on his fingers. “Oh, and then there’s the monthly Olympian meeting on top of it all later this week.”

      “Naturally. Alright, let’s get the wine out of the way and discuss details on our way to the cult house.” I moved over to the golden basin where the priests were already waiting with the kantharos. A little unceremoniously, I took it from the velvety pillow and dunked it in the water, raising it up to let the wine splatter out. The water in the basin turned dark and I handed the goblet back to the priests, not wanting to faff around.

      I turned to Bastian. “Next task.”

      One of his eyebrow's shot in the air. “In a hurry?”

      “No, just ready to blast through,” I told him earnestly, stepping down from the platform and already making my way back into the temple. “So what’s left to plan for our new temple? We discussed security last time, staff is all hired, invites to neighbouring vineyards have gone out. Have we got an RSVP for those?”

      Bastian’s surprised expression remained. “You’re switched on today. Perfect. Let’s see, umm… Yeah, about five vineyards have confirmed they’ll be present for the opening.”

      “Hmm, good. Let’s discuss and drive,” I suggested, continuing on through the entrance hallway to where the car always picked us up.

      As usual, the sleek Pantera was waiting with Nicholas leaning against the half wall for us. Once he noticed us coming, the old driver hurried to the side and pulled the car door open. “Dionysus.”

      I smiled at Nicolas. “How many times do I have to tell you that’s not necessary?”

      His face wrinkled as he smiled from ear to ear. “At least one more time.”

      Bemused, I climbed into the nice leather seats of my car while Bastian got in from the other side.

      “How’s your family?” I inquired as Nicolas started the roaring motor of the Pantera.

      “They’re well, thank you. My oldest is just about to start college,” he responded, smoothly pulling away and driving down the winding path.

      “That’s good to hear.” I stared out at the wonderful green landscape passing us by on the drive down the mountain. “Do you mind opening the windows?"

      With a soft buzz, the tinted windows slid down and the smell of the land around us entered the car. It was fresh and earthy at the same time. Patches of purple lavender stretched out around the base of Olympus and filled the air with a light fragrance.

      “It’s a beautiful day,” I sighed, staring out at the distant coast. It reminded me of the beautiful beach I visited not that long ago with Selena, the dryad vintner. I wasn’t entirely sure why that day stuck out to me but I considered it a turning point. Hearing her opinion on Dionysus gave me a new perspective on the whole thing and more appreciation for what I did and stood for. I always wanted to do a good job but she inspired me to do better than good.

      “Let’s talk about the new temple,” I said. “Where are we on the statue?”

      “Sculptor said he’s putting the finishing touches on,” Bastian remarked. “He says it should be ready in two weeks.”

      “So just in time for the opening then,” I nodded. We discussed all the details before but I wouldn’t feel calm and secure until I saw it and knew it looked good. The last thing I wanted was a terrible statue in front of the new temple.

      Bastian tapped his tablet. “There’s also the matter of the press.”

      “Let me guess, Hermes News, Rooster Alerts, and The Daily Lyre all want an exclusive.” I sighed, pinching the bridge of my nose. “We’ll hold a press conference, open invite. But let them all know if there’s even a hint of conflict, they’re banned from any future events. I don’t want any petty squabbling on the day,” I said decisively.

      We finished discussing the plans for the opening by the time we arrived at the cult house. I swung my legs out of the car, a sense of nostalgia beating in my chest as I stood in front of the white building. A row of columns at the front held up small statues of historical figures and some well-kept shrubberies framed the entrance.

      A group of students were already waiting to greet me, some looking more nervous than others. It wasn’t a surprise that I was somewhat of a celebrity around here but I didn’t particularly love all the adoration. It came with the territory though. Any deity worth their salt knew how to deal with a little bit of worshipping.

      I smoothed out my suit and directed myself to the leader of the student cult, a young man that looked vaguely familiar. “Good afternoon.”

      “Dionysus, welcome!” the eager student chirped.

      “Happy to be here,” I responded seriously, holding out my hand.

      He grasped mine eagerly with both hands, shaking it reverently. “I’m so pleased to have you in our midst, thank you for coming down from Mount Olympus. Allow me to introduce myself and the organisational body. I’m Vasil, the leader.”

      “Vasil…” That definitely sounded familiar. I studied his features, recognising his strong nose. “Do you happen to have an older sister?”

      His eyes widened and if possibly, he looked even more adoring. “I do, she works in one of your temples.”

      “Yes, of course. She’s a good friend of mine.” I turned to Bastian and he handed me a small bottle of wine from Dionysus’ golden kantharos. With a smile, I handed it to the leader who held onto it like it was the most precious thing he’d ever seen. An entirely symbolic gesture considering we sent casks of wine over to the frat every month but that wasn’t the point. People loved traditions and ceremonies.

      I moved on to greet the next person in line, excited to meet the next generation. Even though it was just a student club, plenty of them would eventually end up working in one of the offices and one of them would take over my position, potentially even Vasil. I felt for him, even if he liked the responsibilities of being a leader, it was a far cry away from being Dionysus. I knew I certainly felt like a fish out of water when I ended up as the Goddess of Wine. If only someone prepared me better, then I could’ve made a more informed choice.

      It occurred to me that I was in a position to make sure the next Dionysus wouldn’t suffer the same fate as me and I made a mental note to make sure to set up a program for it.

      After greeting everyone, we went inside to have a look around. Warm memories flooded through me at the sight of the old house. The wide halls, the courtyard and large garden where all the parties happened, the slightly slanted roof where one of my friends once danced on. I spent most of my student years here and everything still looked exactly the same. It was like coming home, certainly much more so than the temple.

      It was a little surreal to think my journey to becoming Dionysus started on this very marble floor almost ten years ago. Perpetually drunk and enjoying life to the fullest. If I’d known this was where I’d end up, would I have continued climbing through the ranks? A couple of months ago, the answer would’ve been a definite no but I wasn’t too sure anymore. There was something magical about being Dionysus and I hated that I was only starting to discover it at the end of my term.

      After meeting everyone, I returned to the Pantera so they could party in peace. I’d barely got into the car when the music started and loud cheers started the festivities. Faint music pounded out of the cracked windows and the sound of laughter and chatter took me straight back to my cult days.

      “Ahhh, to be young,” I remarked. Part of me wished I could still party like that but it just wasn’t like that anymore. And the wine didn’t taste the same now I was the one making it.

      Bastian chuckled as we got back into the car. “Some things never change.”

      His comment made me smile and I realised I was less sad to leave the cult house behind than expected. Nonetheless, a bittersweet feeling filled me as the car drove away. “And some things do.”
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