
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


List of 13

E.A. Comiskey


List of 13 Copyright © 2025 Elizabeth Ann Comiskey

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the author, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

Cover Art: dreams2media

Editor: Vee Cowart

www.scarsdalepublishing.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication

[image: ]




For Theresa R., who has the most fantastic bucket list imaginable, and for the one who waits for her.

Author’s Note

I don’t normally write these notes, as I’m not convinced that many people are terribly interested in the author’s thoughts about the story. Once the words are put out into the universe, they are no longer mine, but yours to interpret as you will. However, early readers raised a few issues that I wanted to address.

I started to spell each concern out, but the answers all came down to the same thing: This is Alice’s story and no one else’s.

The characters in this story are creating their own realities. A different character would have an entirely different experience. But in this case, we are following Alice.

The way that Alice reacts to her circumstances, her faith, her choices, even the creation of the circumstances—those are all hers, and hers alone. They are not meant to be cast as good or bad, right or wrong. She is (as are we all) doing the best she can with what she knows, and doing better once she knows better. You might love her. You might hate her. She loves and hates herself. Don’t we all at some point in our lives?

Stories are as much a part of the human experience as birth and death. An existence without story is incomprehensible to me. How could we possibly make sense of a universe so much bigger than ourselves without stories?

On that note, I give you Alice’s story. The interpretation is up to you.
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Chapter One
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Alice

Hot, rank breath assaulted Alice’s senses, stirring her from unconsciousness. Her eyes fluttered open and the face of an enormous, fuzzy, black dog swam into view inches from her face. His rasping red tongue strained to reach her mouth. She jerked her head to the side and caught sight of her daughter, Claire, sprawled on a rock a few feet to her left. Alice bolted upright and cried out when the dog stepped closer. He swam in her vision, his one head looking like three heads. He inched closer again. She shoved the beast away and scrambled on hands and knees to her daughter.

“Claire! Claire, are you okay?” Alice fought the urge to shake her awake, terrified she’d worsen a critical situation. 

Her chest constricted. 

Oh, God, the plane crashed. Where are we?

She grasped Claire’s face and used her sternest mom voice. “Wake up, Claire! Wake up!”

She frantically scanned the area for help. The world shimmered and wavered around her. Though she must have hit her head quite hard when the plane crashed, she felt no pain. 

Near the distant horizon, the burning wreckage of the plane floated on the calm sea, a nightmare island of smoke and destruction. A small group of people stood on top of the hull, madly waving their arms, though no sound reached Alice’s ears—only the thumping of her heart.

What could she do to help them?

Exactly nothing.

She and Claire had landed on this craggy, red-rock shore. Alice examined her daughter for any sign of injury. She checked the long, grown-up limbs as she had when Claire fell off her bicycle as a little girl. Five years, twenty-five, or a hundred and five—it didn’t matter. This was her baby.

Not a scratch showed anywhere, yet terrible thoughts of spinal cord injuries and internal bleeding tormented Alice. 

“Help!” Alice screamed, but no one came except the eager creature that refused to back off.

A dog’s snout poked under Alice’s arm, and its wet tongue darted to lick Claire’s nose. It lavished Claire with gentle but fervent laps and little nudges against her cheek with its big, fuzzy nose. At the exact moment, another nose snuffled near Alice’s ear, and a third brushed, cold and wet, across her left hand.

What in the world?

The animal had three panting mouths on three separate heads attached to a single body.

“Get back.” Alice shielded Claire with her body. 

Claire groaned and shifted. The movement startled Alice, and a tiny scream escaped before a tidal wave of relief crashed through her.

“Claire, thank God.” She reached for her daughter, but Claire scrabbled back from the animal.

“What the hell is that?” Claire’s wide eyes brimmed with panic as one of the mouths licked her hands. “Jesus!”

“Claire, don’t curse.” The words fell from Alice’s lips, and she instantly regretted them. Now was not the time to focus on trivial matters. “Oh, Claire.” She pulled her daughter into a fierce embrace.

“It’s a three-headed dog,” Claire said, breathless.

Alice shifted. The creature’s sides heaved with quick, excited panting.

Two heads, cocked at opposite angles, stared back at her. The third watched Claire. All three vast mouths hung open. All three tongues lolled. The animal’s body resembled a chocolate Labrador in shape, but the beast must have topped a hundred and fifty pounds. The momentum of his whip-like tail swayed him from side to side. His toenails tapped out a message in Morse code as he danced a jig of puppy-like hysteria on the rocky ground before he chuffed and launched himself at them again. Claire tugged free of Alice’s arms and pushed to her feet.

“It’s kind of creepy, but it seems harmless.” Alice gave one head a tentative pat. “Can you do a Lassie and go for help?”

“Yeah, go get help.” Claire echoed, and pet the head straining in her direction.

Alice struggled to her feet. The world sparkled and danced before her eyes. She glanced over her shoulder toward the wreckage on the water, but it was gone. Not only the wreckage but the entire ocean. Gone. 

They stood alone on top of a red-rock mesa. Strange, stormy, scarlet, and gray clouds boiled across the sky, obscuring everything farther than a few hundred yards away.

Her mind filled with wild, panicked screaming, but her lungs refused to draw in enough air to release the sound. She pressed a hand to her aching chest. How tragic to survive a plane crash only to die from a heart attack now.

“Down,” Claire ordered.

The animal backed off. He released a playful woof from the right-hand head and ran twenty feet away, stopped, bounced a few steps back, and yelped again, this time from the middle head. The floppy brown ears perked forward on the other two heads as if listening to some approaching sound somewhere beyond the drop-off.

“Where are we?” Claire murmured.

“Where is everyone else?” Alice asked.

Graveyard silence enveloped them.

Alice shivered.

Claire fixed her attention on the dog again when he made another low chuff. “What is it?” 

Once again, he ran a few steps and returned. Edging close to Claire, one set of teeth gingerly closed on the fabric of her shirtsleeve and tugged.

Claire pressed her palm against the animal’s fur. “You want us to follow you?”

Alice reached for Claire’s shoulder. “No, Little Bee. You were knocked out cold. Sit. Stay here and rest. We’ll wait a little while. Someone will come. Planes have those black boxes.” Her eyes flicked to where the plane should have been burning in the water.

No plane.

No water.

Hot fear slithered through her gut. She reached into her pocket in hopes of a miracle. She never took her phone out of her purse unless she needed to charge it or call someone, but maybe.... Her fingers only drew forth a piece of yellow paper half-covered in red ink and as crumpled as her hope.

The dog took off, and Claire trotted after.

“Claire, wait,” Alice called.

“He’s trying to tell us something.” The thick, alien atmosphere muted Claire’s words as if she’d shouted through a thick wall.

Alice stuffed the paper back into her pocket. Had she honestly expected the child to do anything else? Not a child, she reminded herself. A woman. A strong-willed woman who’d sooner aggravate an internal injury than sit around hoping for rescue.

The dog led them to the edge of the plateau. From there, Alice could make out a cluster of ramshackle houses, little more than wooden shacks, weathered gray with drooping roofs and lopsided doors. Aside from the pathetic structures, a vast expanse of lifeless rock covered the world as far as she could see. In the distance, the path they trod led through the center of town, though the label of town seemed too grandiose for such a place. Beyond that, a jagged mountain thrust upward into the murky sky.

Nothing moved across any part of the landscape as they began their descent.

Desperate to break the eerie silence, Alice asked again, “Where is everyone?”

Claire peeked over her shoulder. “I don’t know. There has to be someone.” She lifted her chin and squared her shoulders, but her voice wavered.

The animal barked as if in answer. Two heads stared at Alice while the third led the body down that path at a quick trot impossible to match. Soon, their guide roamed out of sight, leaving them alone to navigate the final stretch of the grade into a yawning, flat-bottomed valley filled with enormous, oddly shaped boulders that seemed to sprout from the ground where one would expect trees and shrubs.

Maybe the bump on the head damaged her already cancerous brain. That would explain the muffled sounds, the queer colors. Her stomach clenched. 

What if I can’t hold on long enough to get Claire to safety? 

Her gut churned with hot, biting fear that burbled upward and coated her tongue with a bitter tang. She strained to think of something to say, anything at all that would distract her from the consuming terror threatening to burst from her in a fit of screaming.

Tears cut damp paths through the dusty grime on her cheeks and blurred the edges of the ghost town they were approaching. “We never should have left LA.”

The instant the words left her mouth, she realized her mistake.

Alice felt certain the temperature instantly dropped twenty degrees. Claire’s footsteps faltered, her spine stiffened, and then her pace nearly doubled.

Alice jogged along in her wake. “Claire.” Her words bumped against her daughter’s back with all the effect of a swarm of gnats. “Claire, I didn’t mean—” 

Claire stopped so suddenly that Alice stumbled over her feet trying not to crash into her.

The high-pitched squeal of rusted door hinges echoed through the barren valley. An elderly woman shuffled out of one of the pathetic buildings. Her long, ragged black cloak dragged behind her, etching a serpentine path through the dust. In place of hair, a nest of snakes writhed on her scalp. A creature resembling a large iguana with six legs, a barbed tail, and six heads perched upon stubby necks waddled along in her wake, guided by a chain she clutched in one bony hand. The woman and her pet shuffled several doors down, knocked, and entered.

More doors opened. More grotesque, mutated forms emerged, congregated, and gawked at Alice and Claire. A tall, slender man dressed in an ancient Pharaoh’s garb popped out of the door of the shack nearest them and headed in their direction. The others followed him.

He had green skin. Not olive. Green. Like grass.

A tiny whimper escaped Alice’s lips. Her stomach churned as she stepped forward to thrust a protective arm in front of Claire and shove her behind Alice. Her heart pounded a brutal cadence, and she drew in a shaky breath to avoid giving in to hysteria. The air shimmered and appeared to fold in on itself. With a popping, hissing sound like opening a can of soda, a man appeared directly in front of them, and the monsters stopped their advance.

The stranger’s black hair was swept back from his face in thick curls. He wore a dark gray suit with a bright red tie and gazed at them with the kind, subdued smile of an undertaker. Alice couldn’t fathom who he might be or where he might have come from, but the sheer, perfect normalcy of his appearance glittered like a golden lifeline.

Her heart picked up speed.

Undertakers and lifelines. This is the second time in minutes you’ve thought about death. Stop it. Maybe the blow to the head scrambled your brains, but you’re still alive. It’s a miracle. You need to focus on figuring out where you are and how to get home.

The thought seemed very logical, but logic did nothing to stop her watery knees from threatening to buckle beneath the weight of her terror.

The dog emerged from behind one of the flimsy shacks and loped toward the man with three tongues lolling out of three mouths.

“Cerberus, sit,” the stranger ordered in a gentle baritone voice. 

Alice couldn’t place his slight accent.

Cerberus’s furry butt planted itself upon the rock, tail sweeping a clean triangle behind him.

“I’m very sorry,” the man said. “He got away from me. I know he can be a bit overwhelming.”

Alice latched onto hope and dug in. This man could help them. “Did you see the plane crash in the water? We were on it. We....” 

They what? Got thrown out? Fell? Swam? Somewhere behind her fear, she had a vague memory of a flash of light and a moment of pain. The wreckage had been on fire. She’d seen it in the distance.

Or had she?

Her existence had suddenly become like a jigsaw puzzle dropped on the floor, and she could only make sense of tiny bits and pieces. 

“We need help.”

Claire stepped up beside her. “Can you tell us where we are?”

“You’re in the Underworld.”

Alice lifted her chin, choosing fake bravery over genuine terror. “You’re hilarious, but we have had a truly awful day.”

“I’m sorry you had a hard day, but, really, you’re in the Underworld. There were no survivors on that plane.”

She flinched with the memory of a deafening crack of thunder and a moment of pain so intense her muscles seized.

Burning wreckage, there one moment and gone the next.

A three-headed dog named Cerberus.

Alice clenched her fists to still her shaking hands. “That can’t be right. It’s a sick joke, and you’re not funny at all.”

His undertaker’s smile never faltered, even as his eyes filled with pity. “I’m afraid it’s no joke.”

“Oh, God. We’re dead.” At last, Alice gave herself over to her trembling. 

She stumbled a few steps and collapsed onto a boulder. The tumor. She could well be lying in the hospital, hooked up to machines, in surgery, passed out cold at home alone, and dreaming this whole absurd thing. This could all be one more cruel joke played by the demon of cancer.

But this dizzy, whirling existence bore no resemblance to anything in her mind. Never had her heart fluttered so painfully at the base of her throat. Never had such fantasy forms been carried upon reality’s razor-sharp edge. And no part of her would dream Claire dead. Not ever. 

Forcing words from the desert of her throat, she asked, “Both of us are dead? Are you sure? Claire still has time.”

“I’m sorry, but yes. Time’s up for both of you.” The man’s warm, gentle voice may as well have been a dragon screeching in her ear, so horrible were his words.

“It’s not supposed to be that way. There’s a mistake,” she insisted.

He rocked on the toes of his polished leather wingtips. “We don’t make many mistakes here. We’ve been doing this for quite a long time. Our systems are pretty streamlined.”

“Where are the others then, if we’re...if they’re dead, too? I saw them by the plane. They’ll need help.”

“The others have their own paths to follow. This is yours.” He indicated the path he and Claire stood on as though it were literally their personal path.

He reached out to scratch one of Cerberus’s heads. The dog woofed and wagged his tail. “Not everyone goes straight to their ultimate destination. It seems you have some unfinished business.”

Alice shook her head. None of this could be real. It was too preposterous. She stood up, stalked over to her daughter, and gripped her arm. “Come on, Bee. We’ll go find—”

Claire yanked her arm away, glaring at her. Without a word, she stomped over to the stranger and jabbed him in the chest with her slender finger. “You tell me right now. Who are you?” She gestured to the horrific creatures watching their drama unfold. “Who are those people?”

“I’m Hades,” the oh-so-very-ordinary man said with a little bow of his head. “Please forgive my manners. I should have introduced myself.” His smile revealed deep dimples in his dark-stubbled cheeks. “I know this is hard to accept, but you are at the gate to the Underworld.” He tipped his head in the direction Claire had gestured. “The people over there are the trials one must face to move past death and into the afterlife. Their names are Grief, Anxiety, Disease, Fear, Hunger, Agony, and the ladies with the snake hair are the Gorgons.” With an exaggerated shiver, he added, “They’re my favorite. Super creepy.” He rolled his eyes as though weighing his words. “Technically, though, if you want to be fussy about it, none of them are people.”

Movement drew Alice’s attention in their direction. “I think one of those non-people are getting closer.”

The green Egyptian arrived and stopped next to Hades, hands resting on slim hips. A thick braid of dark hair, tied at the end with golden thread, hung from his otherwise bald head over one muscular shoulder. 

“Who’s not people?” he asked.

“You, for one.” Hades clapped him on the back and chuckled.

The green guy shrugged. “Fair enough.” He smiled, spread his arms wide, and gave a little bow similar to the one Hades had executed earlier. “Welcome to the Underworld, ladies.”

“This is Claire and her mother, Alice,” Hades said when they didn't reply.

“How do you know who we are?” Claire demanded.

“Perks of being Lord of the Underworld,” Hades said.

Alice stepped forward and tugged Claire’s shirt, hoping to draw her away from the lunatic men, but her daughter ignored her.

“Who are you?” Claire asked as if talking to a half-naked green man was the most normal thing in the world.

The man’s smile widened, showing perfect, straight, white teeth. “I’m Osiris, King of Duat.”

Claire swatted her mother’s hand away without turning away from the men. “You’re the king of Do-it?” 

Why would the headstrong child pick a fight with a mutant? 

Alice stepped to Claire and put her hand on her arm. “Claire, don’t antagonize him by being rude.”

Claire spun on her with a scowl. “Rude? Seriously, Mom? We’re dead. I don’t think we have to worry about good manners in Hell. What do you want me to do, bow down and kiss his sandals?”

This kid will be the death of her. 

Death, again, like running into a brick wall. 

Her mind returned to its nonsense refrain. We can’t be dead. It’s a dream. I’m in a coma. There has to be a mistake.

“Duat,” the Egyptian said.

They focused on him, and said in unison, “What?” 

“I’m King of Duat, not Do-it.”

Claire shook her head. “Okay, Your Majesty. Can you tell us what our unfinished business is?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I’d help if I could.”

She huffed.

“You must follow your path,” Hades said. “Your souls are your own, and only you can choose what happens to them.”

“Okay. Assume we figure out what that means. Then what happens?” Claire asked.

“The Underworld is a holding place, an in-between. It’s neither your world nor truly the next. Discover what has brought you here and seek a resolution. If you succeed, you’ll be free to move on, if you wish to do so.”

“How are we supposed to figure out what this business is?” Alice demanded.

“I can’t tell you that,” Hades said.

“You don’t know, or you won’t tell us?” Claire asked.

Hades shrugged. “It’s for you to figure out.”

Claire narrowed her eyes. “Well, a big heaping lot of help you are.”

A murmur of amusement rose from the crowd of monstrous spectators.

“Claire, really,” Alice admonished.

“Can you just lay off, Mom?”

“These men are trying to help us.” Alice almost smiled. Bickering with Claire felt normal.

“They’re not helping. They’re not even people. He said so himself.”

Alice’s fear returned, redoubled. She scanned the barren land, the top of the mountain, and the shack-dwellers. Sharp teeth and jagged-clawed nightmares, more terrifying than anything Alice could have imagined, crept closer. She gritted her teeth and repositioned herself between her daughter and the strange men, forcing Claire to step back.

Claire shoved her aside. “Would you stop?” 

“Stop protecting you?” Alice asked, incredulous. “No, I will not stop. That’s my job as your mother.”

“I don’t want your protection,” she said.

“Claire!”

“Mother!” She threw up her hands. “I just want answers.”

“Sometimes you don’t get answers. You have to have faith,” Alice said. 

Faith. Yes. Faith could carry them through. She’d clung to faith through life’s most hellish moments. None literally hellish, but the same principles applied.

“Well, the faith you taught me had rules attached. Like not having one-night stands with carnies. And no one in church ever said anything about taking a journey through the freakin’ Underworld or working out any kind of unfinished business.”

Alice chewed on a thumbnail. She believed with all her heart that the Bible was true. She couldn’t think of a way to reconcile what she knew and what she was seeing.

Claire crossed her arms, a familiar gesture of sassy defiance. “Aren’t there supposed to be, like, clouds, and harps, and stuff? Where are St. Peter and the Virgin Mary?”

“Peter is at the final gate,” Osiris said.

Claire ignored him, the King of Duat, Lord of the Underworld, and the hoard of creatures. “What’s with the snake lady and the three-headed drooler, Mom? Which chapter and verse mentions them?”

Hades’ grin lit his face. “I see a lot of people come into this place, but you two are a delight. No begging or bargaining.”

They glared at him.

“No begging or bargaining, but these ladies may string you up and force answers from you,” Osiris said.

Hades held out his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “You’re dead. This is the gate to the Underworld.”

Alice blanched. It couldn’t be true. She refused to accept it.

Claire focused a fierce, challenging gaze on the man who claimed to be a god. Without warning, she stepped forward, slid her arms around his neck, and pressed her lips against his.

Hades stood frozen for a moment before leaning into the embrace, bending Claire’s head back under his kiss. Before his hands wandered too far down her daughter’s back, Alice wedged her way between them, forcing them apart.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Alice demanded.

Claire jabbed her finger toward Alice. “What? It’s okay for you to throw yourself at a man, but it’s not okay for me?” 

Alice slapped Claire’s hand away, heat blossoming in her cheeks—from anger or shame, she didn’t know and didn’t care to consider. She couldn’t believe her daughter would choose this, of all moments, to pick a fight. Strong-willed, stubborn mule of a child.

“Get over it. You are too old to act this childish. Don’t you think we ought to let this ridiculous argument die since....” 

Die. They’d died. Claire died. 

Alice shook away the errant thoughts. “Let’s just figure out what we’re going to do.”

“You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore. Not only am I a grown woman, but you lost any moral high ground you might have had in the past.”

Hades broke into their argument with a deep chuckle. He clapped the green man on the shoulder. “Did you see? She kissed me.”

The Egyptian raised his thin, arching brows. “I noticed. She’s pretty.”

“Very pretty,” Hades agreed. “Good kisser too. “If I had answers, I swear I’d offer them up to these two fireballs.”

“Why do you think she kissed you?”

Hades threw up his hands. “You have to ask? Why wouldn’t a woman kiss me?”

The green man rolled his eyes at Hades, then looked thoughtfully at Claire. “Why’d you kiss him?”

She glared. 

Osiris chuckled. “Well, good luck. I’ve got to go check on things back home. Have fun with these two.” He bowed again. “Ladies, safe journey to you.” In a whirl of green and white smoke, he vanished.

They gawked at the empty space next to Hades.

“I honestly haven’t had this much fun welcoming newcomers in eons,” Hades said. “Your kiss brightened my world, and your fierce spirits lighten my soul.” He gestured to the gloom surrounding them. “As you can imagine, anything hopeful in this place is a welcome change.” He brushed an errant strand of hair from his brow. “You don’t have to journey, you know. You can stay in my kingdom.”

Claire looked past him at the monsters. “Thanks, but I think we’ll be getting on.”

“Very well. If I can’t convince you to stay with me, then in return for what you’ve given me, I’ll take you past the first trials. I can’t finish your business or guide you all the way to your journey’s end. As lovely as you both are, some rules can’t be broken. What I can do is lead you as far as the Fields of Asphodel. From there, I believe you can work out the rest.”

“I still don’t understand what’s being asked of us.” The whininess in Alice’s voice shamed her, but she longed to drop back down on the big, flat boulder and cry.

“Mom, what choice do we have but to go with him to whatever the fields are?” Claire asked.

Staying was definitely out of the question. Alice swallowed hard. “All right. Thank you, for whatever help you can offer.”

He bowed from the waist. “Follow close, please.”

Claire strode off after him, and Alice brought up the rear, keeping as close to her daughter as possible without stepping on the backs of her shoes. They followed the Lord of the Underworld through the small crowd of nightmare creatures.

Close up, they were much more horrible. Decay and rot emanated from them. One, a man so gaunt the skin stretched over his bones accentuating the sharp outlines of his skeleton, focused his solid black eyes on Claire. He moaned, and Alice’s stomach contracted with a hunger pain so intense her stomach heaved. She wrenched her attention away from him and onto a woman with bleeding sores covering her skin. A thin line of blood dripped from her nose and curled around the corner of her mouth like an upside-down question mark. The woman grinned, and the question mark skewed. 

Alice’s near-constant headache soared to breathtaking proportions, her brain threatening to burst the brittle shell of her skull. She clutched a fistful of Claire’s shirt and closed her eyes against the pain and the hissing and growling that surrounded them. Her heart raced, a tiny animal, frantic and terrified, trapped in the cage of her ribs.

Please don’t let me faint, Alice prayed. 

What difference does it make? You’re already dead, her inner voice replied. What can they do to you that’s worse than death?

She opened her eyes a slit and sharp, jagged teeth snapped in her direction. She didn’t want to know the answer to that question.

Cerberus inserted himself between Alice and the threatening monster. The warm, soft fur of one of his heads pressed against her hand, and she greedily latched onto all the comfort the dog’s presence provided. A moment later, he dashed away to circle their small group, yipping and barking at the monsters. Baring the teeth of all three heads at any who came too close. His hyperactive tail never stopped its frantic sweep, betraying his love of playing brave guard dog.

Stretching on tiptoe as they passed the last hovel and left the monsters behind, Alice glimpsed a craggy break in the rocks, a slit in the side of the mountain no wider than Hades’ shoulders—a place so actively, supernaturally dark the darkness spilled out of it, enhancing the deep shadows of the ledges and outcroppings surrounding it.

Hades laced his fingers together with Claire’s and grinned. “Hold on tight. Don’t let go while we’re inside the tunnel, no matter what.”

Let go? For all the money in the world and a free ticket back to Michigan, Alice wouldn’t have been able to relax her fingers from their death grip on Claire’s shirt.

They passed the edge of the rocks separating the tunnel from the valley they’d been in, and velvety darkness enveloped them. Alice’s mind concocted images of walls closing in from above until they were crushed beneath the unimaginable weight of the monolith. Following on the heels of that vision came the certainty the path would drop away into an abyss.

Someone was crying off to her left. “Claire?”

“I hear it too. It’s not me.”

“Do not let go of me,” Hades said. “Keep walking your path.”

Alice shuffled forward without lifting her feet, dragged forward by her daughter’s steady motion.

“Help me. Please, help me. I can’t go on,” a man begged.

“We have to help him.” Alice's grip had grown so tight that her knuckles ached.

“You cannot help someone else shine their light, Alice. You can only shine your own,” Hades said.

Oh, what I would give to have a light. But even as the thought occurred to her, blinding darkness relented to mere blackness. Vague shapes of two people ahead of Alice fumbled in front of her.

Cerberus woofed, and an echo shattered the sound into thousands of brittle bits that ricocheted in every direction. Cries and wordless moans responded to the cacophony and shouts for help.

“Don’t let go,” Hades urged again.

Alice obeyed and put one careful foot in front of the other. The tunnel lightened by degrees far more subtle than the instant change on the other end. Pale, watery sunlight spilled through a perfect broad archway. They tiptoed forward, faster and faster until they stepped into a meadow that stretched to the horizon. Pink and white flowers on thick stalks as tall as a person lent a weak splash of color to a subdued landscape as if it lay behind a bridal veil. In the distance, a handful of men and women stood motionless among the tall plants.

Hades stopped and faced them. “Well, here you are, The Fields of Asphodel.”

“Now what?” Claire asked.

“Now your real journey begins.” He raised a brow. “Unless you’ve changed your mind?” 

Claire cocked her head and opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off by lifting her hand to his lips. “Thank you, then, for a joyous few moments. I wish you the very best fortune on your journey. May I leave you a bit of advice before I go?”

She nodded.

“Don’t let your appetite get away from you. Time is tricky in this place, and humans need sustenance, even here. If you’re hungry, find a way to eat. Eat anything you can.”

Claire tilted her head to one side. “Isn’t that what you told Persephone?”

“Persephone?” Hades threw back his head and roared with laughter.

Alice frowned.

“Oh, you’re wonderful, Claire.” He shook his head. “Persephone is...well... anyway.... Humans are simultaneously unimaginably powerful and dreadfully delicate. You need sustenance, even here. To eat is to live. Or, should I say, to continue in forward motion.”

To Alice’s surprise, Claire didn’t argue. 

“Thank you,” she said, and Hades gave another little bow. 

“I do look forward to seeing you again.”

Alice massaged her aching joints. “Are you sure there’s no mistake?” She couldn’t bear the thought of Claire’s life being cut short.

He offered her another of his undertaker smiles. “Death doesn’t often come by mistake, ma’am. Good luck to you.”

He left her standing in the Underworld, sick at heart and alone with her daughter, whom she was quite sure was angrier with her in death than she had ever been in life.
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Chapter Two
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Alice

The merciless sun beat down. Stunning heat reflected off the hard, unforgiving ground beneath their feet, creating a suffocating bubble of misery. Sweat ran down Alice’s spine, between her breasts, and dripped from the end of her nose. Her feet throbbed with a dull, aching thrum. Oddly, in a complete reversal of what she’d grown accustomed to in recent months, her head was the only part of her body that didn’t pain her in one way or another.

The sun gave no clue to the timeline of how long they’d been walking. It hung motionless above them in unending day. Around them, the meadow stretched to an impossible distance. No matter how many times they determined to plant one foot in front of the other, the horizon never drew any nearer. The occasional faint drone from a herd of animals grazing in the distance broke the silence in the still, windless place. 

Some kind of cow, perhaps? Bison? Only their hairy black backs rose in slow, undulating waves above the vegetation.

She kept coming back to the plane ride. Had that been better or worse than this hellscape? Claire’s silence on the plane had been as unyielding as granite. One would have thought she was deaf. She stared straight ahead at the little screen on the back of the seat in front of her with her head pressed against the wall of the enormous aircraft, captivated by the flashing images of high-speed car chases and astonishingly violent death playing out before her eyes. The plastic zipper bag that held the cheap airline earbuds hung unopened from a silver hook next to the screen.

A flight attendant meandered down the aisle with drinks and cookies. Her wide, toothy smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. It was just another day at work.

Alice thanked her for the refreshments.

Claire stared at the TV.

The airplane shuddered, dropped a little, shuddered again, and leveled out. The flight attendant never even paused to grab a seat for balance.

“You can’t possibly keep up the silent treatment for the entire duration of this trip,” Alice had finally broken the silence.

Explosions on-screen sent several cars flying into the air.

“I really don’t understand what you’re so angry about.” The humming drone of the jet engines filled the small space between them. Alice rushed on, “Okay. Maybe what I did was somewhat morally questionable, but really, Little Bee, don’t you think you’re making an awfully big deal about it? Aren’t you the one who’s always telling me to loosen up?”

A muscle jumped in Claire’s jaw. Her lips were a thin, tight slash across her face. Her gaze never wavered.

“If you’re going to act like this the whole time, we may as well turn right around and go back home the minute we land. I’m not tromping around the globe with someone who refuses to speak to me.”

A flash of lightning shot past the plane window beside Claire as if thrown by the mighty arm of Zeus on behalf of Claire. The plane staggered again, dipping down before leveling out.

Claire continued staring straight ahead.

Alice fell back against her seat. 

Claire’s firebomb temper overshadowed her clever and determined qualities. When provoked, she would sting without hesitation. 

My Little Bee. 

But this was the first time she’d ever given Alice the silent treatment. She feared when the girl finally released her festering thoughts, the result would be akin to an atomic blast.

Alice closed her eyes and sunk into the rhythmic pulse of her throbbing head. Her entire body ached from inside her bones. Weariness plagued her. Until that moment, she’d nearly succeeded in convincing herself that the pure audaciousness of this trip would be her miracle cure. 

Ha! Wouldn’t that just figure? Spend every red cent trying to live the high life in my last days, only to end up perfectly healthy and homeless, she’d thought that morning in the steamy shower. 

But now, she felt worse than ever.

Her discomfort worsened as the plane shuddered, fell, swayed, and then stabilized. She peeked at Claire as she stared out the window. The ghostly reflection of her anxious face sent a spider of fear creeping along Alice’s spine.

“Please talk to me, Bee.”

In a voice just more than a whisper, she said, “You’re a total hypocrite.”

She sounded so like the child she once was that Alice barely felt the sting of the sharp words. “Little Bee—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

If she could just explain, everything would be good again. “Can we just—”

“No.”

“Won’t you—” Alice started. 

“No.”

Alice sighed. She fished through her bag and found some pain pills, washed two down with the ginger ale the flight attendant had dropped off, and put her head back again. “It’s been ten years, Claire.”

“He was a total stranger, Alice.” Claire’s cold, flat tone raked across Alice’s shot nerves. “Dad must be rolling in his grave. Hypocrite.”

An electronic bell rang, and a disembodied voice came to them from the little speakers above their heads. “Ladies and gentlemen, due to the storm, we are experiencing a bit more turbulence than expected.”

That was an understatement. Alice had been on dirt roads smoother than this flight.

“For the safety of our crew, we are going to discontinue all food and beverage service at this time and ask our flight attendants to please return to their—”

A crack of thunder exploded through the cabin. The lights flickered. The stench of hot plastic filled the air. Gasps and cries went up around them.

Claire’s wide, frightened eyes begged for reassurance from her mother. Before Alice could speak, a booming roar ripped through the belly of the plane. The aircraft canted to the left and plummeted at an angle that would have thrown Alice on top of her daughter had she not been strapped to her seat. Not far in front of them, a flight attendant fell across two passengers, all three of them screaming.

The deep gray water of the Atlantic Ocean rose to meet them like the yawning maw of a striking leviathan. Lighting flashed once more, heralding a mass of churning flame that rocketed down the aisle from the front of the plane.

Claire grabbed her hand. Alice struggled to cover her as the fire raced toward them. For a moment, stunning agony beyond anything she’d ever experienced ravaged her. Then, mercifully, the greedy heat ripped the last of the air from her body, and all gave way to darkness.

The recollection of their sudden, violent death meant far less than the insufferable hunger, thirst, and heat as they trudged through the endless field. The fear and pain took on a muffled quality as Alice’s current misery smothered her past.

Claire walked in front, doing the harder task of cutting the trail through the tall grass and sharp-leaved flowers. She stormed forward with the relentless gait of a soldier on a sacred quest, heedless of any pain or discomfort. Alice watched with bland fascination as tiny cuts on her child’s flesh flashed bright red and mended themselves again within seconds. 

A distant memory of buying cases of bandages for her accident-prone toddler surfaced. Every scrape, bruise, and imaginary bump required a colorful Band-Aid. Little kids had little problems, easy to solve. Alice couldn’t dream up a way to soothe the angry adult who stomped through the grass in front of her. 

When Alice looked left or right, she glimpsed those eerie expressionless figures. Like a serpent gliding beneath the underbrush, unseen and deadly, the urge to cease her endless steps and stand still like them crept closer to her heart.

She shook off the thought. “Claire, do you want me to go first? The flowers, that must hurt.”

“I’m fine,” Claire said, and walked faster. 

Alice scrambled to keep up. Her breath stuttered inward in short gasps of unsatisfying hot air. “Maybe we could rest for a while.”

“No. We should keep moving.” Claire’s feet thumped a solid, unvaried rhythm toward their unknown destination. 

Alice, hyper-focused on her daughter’s movements, almost bumped into an old man standing in their path who stared blankly in their direction. Her arm brushed his. Not a statue of hard stone, nor the cold, unanimated flesh of a corpse. More like a statue made of meat and skin and bone. She recoiled and rubbed the spot in a vain attempt to remove the memory of the sensation as she hurried past him.

Claire marched on, but Alice stumbled to a halt and glanced back at the man. “Are you hurt?”

The man remained motionless except for the nearly imperceptible swaying of his body. She followed his gaze. Nothing of import. Identical scenery stretched to the horizon in every direction.

“Are you hard up for another date, Mom?” Claire called.

Alice took three enormous steps to catch up, grabbed Claire’s arm harder than she meant to, and forced her to stop. “What in the name of God would make you say such a horrible, cruel thing? Are you really so angry with me that you’ve lost all sense of decency and compassion? 

Claire threw up her hands. “Yes. I am that angry with you. I’m also completely at a loss here. Something is obviously wrong with him, Mom. Something is very wrong with all these people. Something is wrong with this place. Look around. They’re the walking dead. Literally. Except they’re not even walking. They’re just...gone. Lost. Loco. We can’t help them.”

“How do you know there’s nothing we can do to help them?” Alice asked.

“Well, what would you like to do? They’re dead.”

“So are we, but we’re not like that.” Her breath caught in her throat. “We’re still okay. It can’t be just this place that’s making them like this. There has to be another reason.”

“Like what?”

They stared at each other. The infinite universe loomed between them, a vast space filled with tiny pockets of explosive power,

Claire resumed her silent march. 

Tears pricked Alice’s eyes when she glanced back at the motionless man. She followed her daughter, unsure of what else to do.

Their steps grew slower and less certain as more time passed. Or no time at all. Perhaps they’d been here for all eternity. Maybe their lives had never happened. Alice’s mind transformed into a swampy bog, incapable of producing a single clear thought.

Claire pushed her sweaty bangs off her forehead. 

Alice stumbled, regained her footing, stumbled again, and fell.

Claire shouted at her in a harsh, panicky voice. “You have to get up. We have to keep going!” Her eyes bulged, wide and wild. “Come on, Mom. Get up.” She grabbed Alice’s hand and yanked her to her feet. “Come on. Keep going.” Her shouts turned to sobs. “You have to keep walking, Mom.”
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Chapter Three
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Rory

Phoenix banged on the door twice, then flung it open without waiting for a response, and stepped inside the foyer. “Hello? Are you home?”

Rory took the stairs two at a time, then halted halfway down the stairway with a wide smile, his hair still wet from the shower. “Phoenix, good to see you.” He took in the younger man’s disheveled appearance, flushed cheeks, and messy hair. A fire of excitement burned in his eyes. “What’s got you all worked up?”
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