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The day that Bill Kapp died he discovered more than he ever wanted to know about religion and the afterlife. He learned the hard way that there was no purgatory or halfway utopia where souls wait to be judged before being sent forth one way or the other. 

There was no credit for what you have done right in life. No special place for those with holy faith who’ve been saved, as Bill was while in prison. The only thing waiting for you was a fiery pit of reckoning for your sinful deeds and a punishment that started immediately. 

Bill’s penalization seemed more extreme than some of the rest, but perhaps it was because they ruled his crime on Earth as so severe that he had to be locked away in an eight-by-ten prison cell for the remainder of his life. He didn’t want to hurt the children, and in fact believed he was showing them the love and affection he himself desired. He truly felt he had paid his price on Earth by living in solitary confinement for two decades and finding religion during that time. 

God would look upon him with forgiveness, the disgusting woman-preacher told him in their weekly meetings. She filled him with false positivity and dreams that all people would be forgiven if only they submitted to his Holiness and asked for mercy. Bill did, spending nearly five years praying and studying the Bible. In the fifteen months since the Supreme Court turned down his last appeal, he prayed for more than half of the day, every day. 

It didn’t work. 

Before he arrived at this wretched place, a calm peace had come over him. He knew there were only two more days to go before he would eat the magnificent feast that was to be his last meal before being humanely euthanized. His dreams of the future included endless landscapes of nature, and wonderfully beautiful boys running about carefree in a place not repressive of a man’s natural urges. Instead, his demise came at the hands of the very men assigned to protect him. 

Bill woke up in the middle of the night to the smell of lighter fluid and the cold, cool feeling it left on his skin. Suddenly a light appeared, traveling toward him, and leaving an arch-shaped trail in its wake. Not until the moment of impact did he realize it was a flame and no one acknowledged his passing until the next morning. Too late for intervention.

Now Bill was in a different prison, surrounded by torturous sounds and hideous demon creatures that never spoke. The scene lying before him was not what he expected from Hell, as if a human would ever know what to expect. This Hell was nothing but a sea of fire and lava close enough to splatter on you, but never enough to burn you completely, because that would mercifully give solace from the misery. The sounds and scenes of personal despair around him were a side effect: not part of his punishment, but torturing him psychologically. 

The lava sea was blanketed with small pod-like areas, and on each was another sinner being tormented in their own manner. There was a woman who kept screaming she was sorry for cheating on her husband, while being clawed at by a mass of meowing and hissing cats. 

On the other side was a man who received a constant stream of wailing naked women to his pod, each equipped with her own device or tool used to inflict pain. Bill assumed this neighbor of his was a murderer because all of the women looked scarred with fatal wound marks. Unlike the adulteress, this man was unable to speak. It appeared that his tongue was cut out. 

The sound of agonizing souls, barking and hissing animals, and women screaming was just the backdrop for Bill’s Hell. The lava made him feel as if his skin were continuously burning, and the stench could only be described as the smell of death. 

Although most of his victims were still living, their souls were not. The spirit of each sufferer crucified him in ways that would surely kill a human on Earth. Bill was barraged with attacks from burning children who screamed and claimed he murdered their souls. They clawed at him, more than one hundred tiny hands ripping the flesh from his bones, day after hellish day. 

Occasionally he would get a reprieve from the sights that surrounded him when the sullen face of a child would appear close to him, holding a stick he would use to gouge his molesters’ eyes. He believed this was the soul of Gordon Scott, but could not be sure. Bill’s three decades as a counselor for the Yancy Valley Youth Center left more than a hundred violated boys, but only one whom Bill repeatedly threatened to make blind if he told. 

This boy came to perform an enucleation every day of Bill’s religious incarceration, proving to be the only time he could think clearly and recall how many days he had been there. Once you were here, it seemed you would not ever leave. As he resolved to the idea he’d spend an eternity in this place, the realization came over him that this was day three-hundred and sixty-five. He’d spent exactly one year in this inferno of pain and torment. 

Just then, the demon that rarely left his overseeing station came toward him, announcing with a loudness that made everything else silent, “Judicium Dei, it is the will of your Lord that you now go back.” With the certain finality of his words came a mighty strike of the scepter, inflicting pain unlike anything Bill had ever felt. The world around him went completely dark for a moment before suddenly becoming a bright, intense light. Once again, Bill was overcome with emotion, and this time he knew his punishment was finally at an end.

These had to be the bright lights attributed to Heaven’s Gate. He was now worthy to gain entrance! Bill spent one year paying his penance in Hell, and now he would finally, truly be saved. He opened his mouth to rejoice, but all that came out was the half-gurgle cry of a newborn infant. Bill Kapp had just been reincarnated into a life that was brand-new, allowing him to live again. The second chance that many people hope for. 

Only time would reveal that this was just one more price he would have to pay. A special punishment made just for those who dared breach the innocence of God’s children. His old, repulsive soul was placed into the form of a newborn baby girl, but this girl was not destined to grow up and live a normal life. 

This girl was the product of a sex slavery ring that bred children for profit, much like a puppy mill. Born to a strung-out former prostitute, this child would never know love. There would be no protection for her, nor would she have happy childhood memories. She would be violated, traded, and abused in every way known. The purpose of her existence was for the sole satisfaction of other sexual deviants, like Bill Kapp himself once was. 

The destiny of her short life was already foretold. She was to die a grisly death at the tender age of twelve, at the hands of a sadomasochistic rapist. Then, in accordance with the judgment from the Lord, the soul of Bill Kapp shall be returned to Hell, where the unending ring of his karma will continue to flow until the end of Earthkind. 
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It all started because of that one damned box of gift wrap that survived the attic. Every other thing up there was ruined by a species that intruded into his life, unknowingly, and bred out of control for a very long time. 

The mammals took over, using the stored items to make bedding for the hundreds of litters that must’ve been born in the place. Generations lived among themselves in privacy, eating bats and rats, and then crapping all over the place. They existed unknown to any humans. 

Until the day the Braire family had a new roof installed. 

The workers claimed to have found the largest rat nest they’d ever seen, and proceeded to remove the entire rotted roof in two days, exposing the dark and dirty area to sunlight. Donning breathing masks and elbow-length gloves, the men covered themselves in disposable suits before beginning the task of disposing of everything in an industrial-sized trash receptacle parked three stories below. 

Not long after they began, a raccoon came flying out to attack. The guy he went after was on a ladder, so the outcome could have been tragic. Instead, the quick-reflexed roofer hit the angry animal with enough force to kill it, saving himself from a bite. 

Suddenly, the family of creatures scattered out from their hiding places in a moment reminiscent of a 1970s horror flick. They proceeded into the world, up into the acres of forest. The raccoons, unknowingly plagued by an infection that evolved in a particular environment, would die outdoors. 

Since it was early spring, the germs died in the unseasonably cold, human-free forest. The world luckily avoided becoming a catastrophe and didn’t even know it. The raccoons carried a parasitic fungus that wasn’t brand new, but an evolved version of previously discovered Ophiocordyceps unilateralis. 

Just like its predecessor, the germ was airborne and sought out hair follicles as an entryway. It entered the animal's bloodstream, infecting the blood that was being fed on by ticks. Then the ticks fed on another animal. BAM. 

Infected. 

The zombie-like virus controlled the unfortunate mammal, leaving it incapable of feeling anything except a hunger that drove them to eat anything they could find, as long as it contained blood and meat. Just as the invisible nemesis died up in the cold uninhabited hills, the fungus could have died out in the remodeled and well-sealed attic, without a food source. Problem was, the owner told the workers to keep anything that wasn’t ruined, if they wanted. 

After finding that everything of value was ruined by the nesting raccoons, the workers loaded everything into a dumpster that ended up at the county landfill. Everything was now gone, except for one box of gift wrap, the only item that somehow remained free from damage.

The box was full of old-time lithographed stuff, probably worth money and certainly beautiful to look at. Marcello took it to his friend Louie, who owned the local antique shop down the street from his sister’s house. He placed the box in the back seat of his truck, and as soon as he rolled up the window, he regretted it. The scent filled the car, reminding him of the bathroom in a condemned house that the local homeless people used. 

No running water, just a lot of shit, piss, and garbage. The paper smelled so bad he doubted anyone would want to buy it. He should’ve tossed it right then and there, before the slow-moving parasitic ticks could reach his jacket. Once they reached his hair, it was too late. The microscopic enemy excreted a substance that helped the pest stay attached, ensuring it would make its way to where the follicle met the skin. 

Marcello considered stopping at the nearest dumpster and tossing the box, before deciding that giving it to his sister was easier. Besides, he rationalized, she could use the stuff for her arts and crafts projects, after it aired out for a couple of days. 

It was how his sister made a little extra money, selling everything from decoupaged frames to personalized toilet seat covers. Marcello knew her creativity too well. Every Christmas she gave him something she’d crafted, and now every time he went to the bathroom, he looked at his dead cat’s face. 

At the house, he jumped out of the truck and carried the box to her garage. Lifting the door just enough to slide it under, he did so and then closed it. The box was out of his reach, but little did he know that it was too late. The parasites were on Marcello’s hand, slowly creeping toward his jacket sleeve.

Betty opened the door right before he could knock on it, “What’s up?”

“I brought you a present, some antique wrapping paper.”

“Good God, there could be roach eggs on it! Is the house dirty?” She looked at him with an expression that looked near-horrified, adding, “Bed bugs?” 

“I know, I know. That’s why it’s in the garage, okay?” 

Marcello never told her how bad it smelled, because she would’ve made him take it, and that would’ve been the end of that. Instead, he waved goodbye and got back in his truck to go home, taking a few of the parasites with him. 

Once home, he hung his jacket in the mudroom and went straight to the shower, hoping to wash the smell out of his nostrils. For a moment, Marcello was spared, as the shower effectively washed away the unseen hitchhikers before they could get to his scalp or family. 

Or so it would seem.

When he hung his coat, he did so on a nice brass hook in a room with other hooks, each full of his family’s outerwear. He placed it over his daughters and directly above the collection of boots, hats, and gloves that were scattered underneath. It was Friday, and the family got to enjoy a lovely weekend at home without going anywhere until Sunday, when they put on their coats and went to church, spreading the virus with every hug from the kind-hearted parishioners who would be found dead in one week. 

On the eve of that very same Sunday, Betty Daniels was in a fit of decoupaging madness and in need of something special for the centerpiece. She went out to inspect the box of wrapping paper and found it full of treasures! Her brother was right, she decided; the paper was nearly one hundred years old, and the quality of the artwork and materials was impossible to find in modern offerings.

Especially for free!

A piece of wedding paper had the perfect feature: a sparkling Art Deco angel nearly eight inches wide, and it was just right for the Christmas project she was finishing up. 

Lucky to have escaped contamination for a moment, she encapsulated the microscopic ticks in sealant, three layers of it, effectively smothering them before taking it to school and hanging it in her office the next day. The artwork was free of anything that could harm the children and staff, but it was already in her hair by then. 

It took days for them to crawl up to her scalp, where they reproduced and left eggs embedded in the gluey substance they secreted. The long pieces of hair continued to shed throughout the day, leaving germs in the school bathroom, the main office, and even the corner of the cafeteria where Betty ate lunch. Nearly everywhere she went, she transported soon-to-be hatched parasites that would live, and be hard to kill, if they could find a host. 

Betty started to feel sick on Wednesday, with an incredible itchiness that affected her whole body and a headache so severe that she thought it was her first migraine. She came home from work, barely able to drive, and pulled into her garage. Leaving the door partway open, she managed to get inside the house and take three over-the-counter pain pills before crawling into her deathbed and simply going to sleep. 

But the zombie apocalypse was already starting. Her brother Marcello contaminated dozens of churchgoers before he succumbed to his own death. 

But, then he woke back up. Marcello went on to attack, kill, and satisfy the insatiable hunger that never went away. Biting people didn’t transmit the virus, unlike the many movies on the subject. Instead, when a tick reached the scalp, it burrowed in through the skin. It latched onto blood vessels, its saliva causing immediate infection.

Betty succumbed to her fate without waking back up, because some blood types were not able to coexist with them. She did, however, pass the cursed sickness onto the many people who came into contact with her at her job as principal of an elementary school. Then all of them took the unknown threat home to their own families.

The end result was a mass killing of almost ninety-seven percent of the world’s mammal population in less than a year. The only survivors were humans and animals living in self-contained, inaccessible places, such as boats or remote log cabins. For these people, the world was anew, with no more of the petty and common problems that had plagued generations before.
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“FUCK THAT!”

The neighbors could clearly hear his screaming from two doors away, but Rudy didn’t care. Nobody cared about him! Not now and not ever. Certainly not when he was a poor child with bruises and broken bones that no one even questioned. 

If he ran away, they would only bring him back, taking him by the hand and leading him straight back to the place that was slowly crushing his soul. Eventually, Rudy stopped looking for help. It was pointless. 

Rudy stomped over to the door and looked at all of the houses on the hill. It was lined with homes belonging to modest middle-income families. Lovely homes that merely switched hands when death occurred. 

It was the kind of community that people wanted to raise their children in. No low-income trash, yet no wealthy overindulged children either. Most of the homeowners were Rudy’s peers: classmates who had grown up and moved back years later. Very few of the old-timers were left, the people who knew his parents.

Resentment filled his throat at the thought of them. It started in the pit of his stomach and made its way up to his head until it settled as a migraine. With the pain came a need to lash out. At anyone, really. If he could be so lucky as to find one to take the bad feelings out on. 

Too bad he couldn’t bring himself to yell at one of his neighbors. Rudy knew it wasn’t their fault that he remained trapped on this mountain while his peers jumped off into life. They pursued education, marriage, children, and all of the other things that he himself could never attain. 

Love, glory, and pride that procreation and success bring were never to be had by him. The would’ve, could’ve, and should’ve’s would be all Rudy would ever know. 

Memories played in his mind like a low-budget comedy on repeat. Something that could only be temporarily paused by extreme human or chemical intervention. Still, nothing was ever good enough to make it stop forever.

Not yet anyway, Rudy thought before bringing his attention back to the here and now. The street was silent, not one person outside. The quiet surrounded him, not as a comfort that many people seek but more as a prompt. The flapping of a branch three doors down was a painful reminder of how things echoed through the neighborhood, of how things could be heard on this street. Of how nobody did anything when they did hear the many things that went on here, on this very street.

The migraine intensified as Rudy stepped away from the door, searching for his cigarettes. The pain took over. Consuming anything or everything was his only option at this point. He scanned the room until he found his pack on the coffee table, comfortably standing on its end and wedged between a bottle of vodka and a bong.

Rudy poured himself another and then lit a cigarette. The inhale felt good. A nice big breath of smoke that made his lungs expand with air, sent a pleasurable jolt through his body, and for just a moment, he felt almost satiated. Then he went to look outside again. 

The first house to catch his eye was the Marrs. It was the closest to his and nestled in a natural crevice of the hill, long abandoned. He remembered how many times he had played in the forest next to that house, up until the time when it all changed and he could no longer trust that he was safe there.

Rudy must have been around seven when it happened, and he only knew this because when he ran up to the safety of his bedroom, it was to the left of the bathroom. Recollections of specific clues like this were the only way he could piece together the happenings of his childhood, reigniting his anger every time the subject intruded upon his thoughts. 

There was much he did not remember, years in fact.

Unless it was something negative. The thought of the Marr house, so close it was nearly in Rudy’s backyard, always induced negativity. It was the scene of many torturous events as a young boy at the hands of his older brother. The pinching and forced performance of oral sex was bad enough for Rudy, but something he discovered one day made it much worse.

Once again, he was chased out of the house by his privacy-seeking parents and then lured into the woods for the sexual violence that was remarkably nonviolent. 

This was because his brother, Ray, threatened to make up a lie and tell it to their father, guaranteeing that Rudy would get a whipping. It was something that he did often, and every time Ray told their father, he always believed the older son over him. Their father always believed everyone more than Rudy, who eventually became programmed not to tell.

One day, Ray was extra forceful, pushing his face away from his ejaculation so hard that Rudy fell backward and downhill a couple of feet, into the deeply wooded area. 

That’s when a glimpse of the neighbor in the window caught his attention. He was watching them!

Not only that, but he also had his pants down.

Soon, he noticed that the old man was always in the window whenever he was forced to perform disgusting deeds. That first night, though, he really hoped that Mr. or Mrs. Marr would come to the house to tell. Rudy knew that even though his parents never believed him, they would have to give consideration to the possibility, if someone else told them. If only they came...

But they didn’t.

Ray thought that Rudy was lying about the neighbor, until he saw it for himself. After that, he used Mr. Marr as a form of additional torture, picking the area and even turning his body to make it more visible to the pervert who always stared from his window, masturbating in plain sight for them to see. Worse yet, now Ray was extorting money from him. 

Rudy did everything he could to avoid going outside, always in vain. If he said he had an upset stomach, she would give him Coca-Cola syrup, and that made him so sick that he deemed Ray a lighter consequence. This continued until one day when Rudy got in trouble because he did not want to go outside and play with Ray.

On this particular day, she wouldn't allow him to drag his feet and stay inside, even when he offered to help her by doing chores. She pulled him to the door, and he began to cry. The last time, Ray made him bleed so badly that his mother told his father that she thought he wasn’t wiping himself after using the bathroom, and so had a bloody rash.

Rudy didn’t want to go outside, and he didn’t want to drink the medicine either.

He had had enough. Instead of telling the whole truth, he blurted out, “Mr. Marr keeps jerking off in the window all the time.”

At first, he was spanked for lying about people, then again when he wouldn’t admit he was lying. Never once did he tell them what Ray had done, though.

Rudy had been conditioned to know that not only wouldn't they believe him, but his parents would be even angrier at the insinuation that their beloved eldest son had done anything so bad. A perfect example of this was the constant barrage of nighttime attacks.

Whether it was waking up to the feeling of something in his pants, a hand clamped over his mouth, or, more frighteningly, to Ray’s kissing and biting his neck, this latter deed occurred so often that Rudy learned to sleep with a pillow between his neck and the wall while also holding his other hand clamped against his neck.

His grip was so tight that his parents would come in and try to disengage his hold, just for him to instinctively throw his hand back up the moment they pulled his arm down.

To compound the problem was Rudy’s control freak father’s insistence that his son not be some retard who has to see a psychologist. He demanded that Rudy stop the “shit with his neck” to the point where every time he found his son in the familiar position, Rudy got a spanking for it. Night after night, it continued until the young boy could take no more.

“Stop, Daddy!” He screamed, “I can’t help it! Ray bites me all the time! And he touches me where no one’s supposed to!”

Incredibly, not even the visible bite mark on his neck was enough to convince his father that he was telling the truth. Instead, he beat the boy with a level of severity that Rudy had never seen before. His enraged father beat him harder and harder, screaming profanities about tarnishing the family name. About how no good lying bastards and faggots were. 

The brass buckle left a mark that stayed for years, and Rudy learned to stop holding his neck and be much more complacent. 

This, of course, pleased predatory Ray.

With the ending of the memory, induced merely by the sight of a house, Rudy dropped his head into his hands, and then raised it just as quickly, speaking out loud, “No, no, no. I will not let this get me.” He stood staring at the neighbor’s house long enough for his feet to go numb before stumbling over to the couch to sit down.

“One more drink certainly not gonna kill me,” he told the empty room before getting himself another and raising his hand into the air to cheer for nothing, then drinking it. Rudy decided that the couch seemed like a better place for him to sleep tonight. He appreciated its position in a windowless corner, where he could see anyone who tried to enter through the living room door —the only unsecured location. The rest of the doors were equipped with hard-to-remove locks, nails holding them permanently closed, or even furniture as a more secure barricade. This was the only place someone could get in while he slept, but the wind chime that was hooked to the handle stopped that from happening...

Alcohol-induced sleep came quickly, and this was good. Tomorrow was the first of the month, time to collect his social security check and walk all the way to the bank before he could get more vodka. Not only that, but he only had one cigarette left.
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We begin our tale with an Olympian named Hephaestus, who should be better known in Greek mythology, but is usually not. It was said that he was the ugliest infant ever borne on Mount Olympus, and Hera refused to admit that this creature was her kin. She threw his body down to Earth, where Eurynome and Tethys unknowingly caught it. 

These nurturing Titanesses were the Mothers of lakes, streams, rivers, and clouds. As givers of life, they had witnessed many acts of beauty destroyed by nature’s fury and knew that sometimes these events were meant to spark something greater. Just as Tethys knew that the rushing of her waters created intricate patterns upon rocks that could not be duplicated, and Eurynome witnessed grace and beauty in the ugliest of places, they knew that the future would hold the same fate for the abandoned immortal.

Hephaestus’s appearance had been talked about by both mortals and the divine during a time when the gods and goddesses were known for their chiseled physiques and enviable beauty. Unlike the rest, Hephaestus was forced to stay out of the view of humans. They believed that if the gods could not heal their own child from his cursed health and appearance, Greeks would never believe in their powers, and so it was that the young man remained in seclusion. 

The long hours alone led to the perfection of a skill that would eventually make Hephaestus the greatest of all the Olympians. He crafted gold into the magical tools of the Gods. Not just any tools, but those with which all power is gained. Poseidon’s trident, Zeus’s thunderbolt, Hermes's flying shoes... all created by the hands of Hephaestus. It would be no surprise, then, that he would produce a child whose worth would surpass the gold that he worked with.

Hephae was a Demigoddess, born from a lowly servant named Epi, who made the mistake of falling in love with the crippled Olympian. She was a loyal servant who not only fancied watching him create magic, but also mourned with him each time Aphrodite broke his heart with her many public affairs, sometimes even bringing them home for him to watch.

Although a mortal demigoddess, Hephae possessed divine understanding and Hephaestus’s ingenuity. She spent many hours by her father’s side learning math and science, to the extent that her knowledge was said to impress even Thales of Miletus. Unfortunately, her intellect did nothing to encourage nicety from Aphrodite, who cursed the young girl with a new horrid attribute every time she laid eyes upon her.

It was on one such occasion that Hephaestus finally stood up for his tortured daughter. This time, he intervened in Aphrodite’s cruel attempt at cursing Hephae with the masculine trait of body hair. They fought each other in true Olympian form, but none of his enchanted tools could harm her as Aphrodite used her sleek grace to outmaneuver everything that Hephaestus threw at her. 

Aphrodite made a move that would prove fatal. Hephae watched as the Goddess of beauty leapt across the room and ran in circles up and around the walls so fast that she seemed to stop time and bend gravity, throwing pottery and metalworking scraps at her husband while she ran. 

The young girl may have been spared the wrath of Aphrodite on that day, but her mother was not. Epi wailed whenever Aphrodite tortured her teenage daughter, and it had become customary for Aphrodite to morph Epi’s lips in a way that fused them to prevent the mother from making any sound. Because of this, Hephae watched as her mother died a silent death, partially decapitated by a flying piece of scrap metal wire.

Hephaestus saw what Aphrodite had done and snapped with fury. He looked to be a changed man with newfound strength that allowed him to stand up straight and unhindered.  He shook off his aches and pains, crippled bones, and all the limitations that always kept him docile during Aphrodite’s tantrums. 

Enraged and empowered, he jumped across the room and ran up the side of the wall, kicking out Aphrodite’s legs before she could complete another rotation. The Olympians rolled around the room with such force that they shattered everything within their path. 

Before it was over, stone walls were cracked, and Earth herself was left with a canyon for a scar. Eventually, Hephaestus gained the upper hand and forced the Goddess into submission. He wrapped his hands around her neck, the look on his face becoming more deranged and intense with every minute of asphyxiation.

Just when it looked as if Aphrodite would never take another breath, she suddenly reached up and stroked his face with the same kindness shown to him when they first met. It caused the magical toolmaker to reconsider his actions. 

The mistake of sympathizing became all too clear as he released his death-tight grip and apologized to the Goddess of love and beauty, now professing his love. She reached for her magical Golden Dagger. It was the special tool Hephaestus crafted for her, making its use more of a betrayal. She stabbed it deep into his neck while kissing him on the lips, appearing to inhale his life force as it slipped away. 

Hephae realized that she had little time to escape and seized the opportunity. Donning an old and worn piece of cloth, she crept away unnoticed. She stayed close to the rocks, using the protective crevices as a way to remain hidden. Many good things could be found in such a place, where the wind pushes objects until they can go no further. 

Branches of berry bushes containing dried fruit, edible leaves, and and even tattered bits of cloth were found wedged deep into the crannies of these massive rock piles that littered the desert terrain between her home and the place that she was going to, making the perfect camouflaged hiding place for a small and young girl. Hephae spent what she hoped would be her last night alone, curled up to the sun-absorbed stone and dreaming of the people that she hoped would help her.

The Pandae were a tribe known throughout the land as the Panotti, or Ear People. From the gossip obtained during her daily chores, Hephae knew of these people as the most ethereal and beautiful. Every place they walked was said to be brightened in some way, and the sun shone longer in their area of travel. 

Some even claimed that after their presence, the most good and worthy common men found gold. Hephae knew that in her foremother’s time, these mystical people were so revered that statues were made in their honor. The presence of a Pandae tribesman or woman was said to bless humans in desirable ways that could only be understood by the Gods and Goddesses themselves. 

Hephae was one of the few mortals to know of their location, and this was due to her father’s clandestine writings about them, as well as the secret visits. Not only did he travel in concealment to keep out of humans’ sight, but also to keep the location of the Pandae unknown, whose magical gold flakes were used to create the supernatural tools of which he was known. 

The Gods would use his gilded weapons and devices for centuries, as only Pandae gold could be sired for use by specific bloodlines. Hephaestus had written extensively and secretly about their plight and peril, a result of man hunting them down like animals. 

Seen as an object that must be controlled, because such a possession would grant good fortune to whichever Greek man had one in their home, mortal men had hunted the Pandae nearly to extinction. They were chained and shackled, forced to perform duties such as manual labor, or even perform entertainment for those wealthy Greek men who would, in turn, torture the uncooperative Pandae, and for many reasons. They could not hear and, therefore, were unable to communicate in languages the stubborn Greeks would understand. More infuriating to man was that they were physically unable to show their true beauty to mortals.

The Pandae tribe was born from the bosom of Gaia herself. They were some of the most ancient of primordial beings, older than even the Olympians. 

It was this race of mortals that Uranus and Gaia first battled over, an act considered to be the prequel for the chaotic fate of the Titans, Olympians, Deities, and Demigods. Gaia blessed them with beauty, grace, and fertility, and in response, Uranus cursed them with a heightened susceptibility to mortality, ugliness, and perhaps the most detrimental – the inability to hear.

This was the irony of the Pandae curse, as their ears, after generations of uselessness, were used as decorations and symbols of status within the community. It was long fabled that their ears were immeasurable by Man, and it was true. The Pandae used these ears, now stretched out to form a thin, opaque, veil-like material, as coverings for their perfect figures. It was Gaia’s blessing that gave each of the Pandae a body to be envied by all mortal women, and even by Aphrodite herself.

The curse of this beauty was that humans would never view it. If one approached a Pandae undetected, they could see, from a distance, an outline of a perfect silhouette that became a motivating factor when Man successfully captured one. Not only were the Pandae deaf, which caused an inability to communicate or cooperate, but both fear and sickness turned the skin into something too vile for most to bear.

For the beautiful fabled skin of the Pandae would retract, turning thick and unsightly. The compressed and shriveled membrane made their perfect bodies appear beastly, with rolls that resembled fat, piled on top of each other like stacks of bread on a plate. Uranus’s curse caused a rapid deterioration of the fragile skin. Because each Pandae contained thousands of feet in skin, the smell was unbearable. It could only be described as something like the combination of death, compost, and human waste.

The men of the Pandae were fierce protectors and had created depressions within the rocks of the Orkney Archipelago to hide their women and children, unbeknownst to the men. Once Hephae arrived at the waiting area, she was forced to hide for several days while recalling the times she had done the very same thing with her father. This was the very place she would be told to wait for him, prepared with warm clothes and food. She endured the inclement weather and hunger until on the fourth day, a hooded figure slowly approached.

Hephae dropped to one knee and bowed her head in respect, as she knew was customary when first meeting a Pandae. 

It was a way of showing them you meant no harm, and it worked because soon she felt a silk cloth draped over her wrist, and then fingers on top of that. This was how they communicated, telepathically, through nothing more than simple touch. The two stood interconnecting for several minutes, with Hephae’s head bowed while the sky darkened with night, until the Pandae woman, named Mireille, was sure of the human’s intentions and received approval for Hephae’s admittance into their sanctuary. 

Soon, the two of them took off toward an area at the base of the mountain where centuries of rocks and logs accumulated. Her guide held her wrist steadfastly, wordlessly asking questions and telling her about what had been happening in their community. There was now only one man of their kind left, and his name was Pineareas. 

One need only think about what it would be like to be the last male in the tribe to realize that his responsibilities were great and numerous, as he was the only one capable of leading their people. He gracefully deflected the many advances of his beautiful tribe’s women, instead choosing only to reproduce with his soulmate, Mireille’s sister Moti. 

Pineareas was a kind man and agreed to let Hephae stay. As his words were translated by the touch of her guide’s hand, the conversation was interrupted. Mireille conveyed to her that an older female Pandae is asking permission to communicate by touching her hand. Soon the voice of the old Pandae’s can be heard...

“In this box, there is a magical golden gift. It is a possession that belonged to your father, and now shall be yours. Hephaestus crafted these as the only golden gift he ever made for himself. The immortals kept him busy with their wants and desires, and because of this, he made many trips here to barter for the only thing of tangible value that we possess, our gold. These glasses will allow you to see us as your father did, in our true form and with no harm coming to us.”

Hephae reached into the box and pulled out a pair of odd large frame glasses that brought back vague memories as she looked at them. Their gold shone in such a way that it transported Hephae’s memories back to the days when she would help her father mold his magnificent creations. She slipped them onto her head and found herself startled as the glasses took over.

The sound of clicking and gears grinding could be heard as the glasses spectacularly conformed to her face. After a moment it stopped, but not before delicate gold blinders popped out from the frame, making it so that she could not even glimpse the Pandae by accident. She kept her face down, frightened of looking up. 

This did not last long, though. Soon, Mireille’s face appeared on the floor, looking at Hephae from an upside-down position. Her smile dispelled all fear and doubt, prompting the guest to raise her head and look around the room. The sight of the Pandae was even more beautiful than they had been described as. She found it hard to believe that they were not Gods or demigods, as their luminescence and tall ethereal bodies made them appear otherworldly.

The arrival of a new visitor gave the Pandae something to think about besides the woes of their existence. They feasted that evening, mourning the death of their longtime friend Hephaestus and celebrating the welcoming of Hephae. Within days, she felt at home in the room they had assigned her to sleep in, and even had a job to do while she was there.

Days turned into weeks and then into months as Hephae acclimated a place where cruel Aphrodite couldn’t find her. It was a whole new life of living in a place where there was no one like her. She knew she could not tell Mireille or any of her new friends about the loneliness that it brought with it, out of fear that they would think she was not appreciative of their goodwill. 

This was her mindset one day, as she walked to the washing bin to clean the pan full of gold chips that she carried, and tripped. 

The pan, piled high with the harvested magical substance, clattered to the ground with such force that Hephae was afraid someone might have heard. She dropped to her knees and tried to sweep the gold back into the pan, but before she could touch it, the shiny metal started to sizzle and melt. Fearing that this was some trick or ploy of Aphrodite, Hephae decided to run. Before she could escape, though, a warm hand pulled her back. 

The bubbling and hissing golden liquid transformed into a womanly figure that still held onto Hephae’s hand as she spoke, “You are the daughter of Hephaestus, of this there is no doubt. See how the gold conforms to the image of what you think I should resemble? It is you who visualizes me this way because the forms I may take are limitless.”

Suddenly, the tall and looming figure crashed down to the ground, yet the molten metal did not burn as it splashed against her legs. The gold bubbled again, this time transforming into a large pile of fluid that shimmered like a small lake suspended mid-air. A woman’s face could now be seen reflecting in the liquid, and again she spoke.

“Now you may envision me as I look.”

Hephae saw the face and knew that it was Gaia. She dropped to the ground again, this time to bow and show respect to Mother Earth.

Gaia spoke, “I come to you in this time of need because you are the only one who can help us. No one knows of me or how I created the soil from which they grow their food. Everything that you touch or eat or drink is from my bountiful blessings, for without me, there would be no sustenance and therefore no Mankind. No longer does anyone remember the gentle ways and kindness of my female Goddesses or our importance to all of the lands. When Zeus made the rules, he did not consider the weaknesses that he, like all of mankind, had within him. The fighting and destruction have led to mortals rising against us. Our temples, altars, and statues lay bare. No longer do mortals look to the Gods to help them in times of need. We no longer give them something to respect.”

The golden water she reflected in now showed a scene of devastation behind Gaia. Men were fighting, slaughtering everything they could. Animals. Woman. Children. As if to force the image out and expel anger at the same time, the queen of Earth caused the glimmering gold to transform into something that looked more like flames. The fiery water exploded violently, before once again turning back into a calm body of water in the background. 

“Humankind now prays to Ares more than any other divine power. It is no wonder that mortals would call on the God of war; it is all they know now. The wars fought by those seeking to overthrow Zeus are harming us. This strife only exists because of Zeus’s sick womanizing and twisted ways. The fighting between my sons and grandsons has resulted in a division that splits my family into chaotic groups that are all out to hurt one another.”

No longer consumed by fear, Hephae watched as Mother Earth put her head down into her hands and began to sob. The wind started to whistle and swirl, as leaves danced on the ground around Hephae’s feet. The foliage gathered into a pile, once again used by Gaia as a means to communicate, “Titanesses and Olympians are both being held against their will. My daughters and granddaughters are the Mothers of Rivers, Lakes, Clouds, and even the very Sea that the planet, let alone the mortals on it, could not live without. And they are being held now, in a place where no human or Goddess can reach them.”

Hephae wondered what she could possibly do to help. As if to answer her silent musing, Gaia responded, “You are the only one with the knowledge and abilities to stand against the cruelty of Zeus. He holds my daughters and granddaughters as a punishment to the Female Olympians and Titanesses that are fighting against him.” 

Again, Gaia began to weep, her face filled with agony and despair. With the sound of her wailing came devastating winds and turbulence that caused the Earth to shake. Hephae screamed, “What can I do!”

The leaves rose from the ground once more, forming a partial body and arm that placed a hand on Hephae, telling her, “You can just look...”

Gaia’s touch transported the demigoddess across the sea and to another world. A terrifying scene of war and death transpired as she watched. 

Zeus stood high upon Mount Athos, fighting humans, creatures, and even other Gods as Gaia and the rest of the captives remained locked inside Tartarus, the entrance directly beneath his feet. Gaia’s progeny were being held in the dark cave, and Hephae was shown a scene of Hera, Demeter, Athena, Artemis, Persephone, Dionysus, Thalassa, and Tethys in a state more vulnerable than the goddesses had ever been. 

Young and beautiful women surrounded them, all some sort of progeny of Oceanus, Pontus, or Poseidon. They sobbed in a way that combined with the echoing of the cave, creating something much like unnerving music. Like the music of a dying world. 

These were the coveted children of the Gods, those who were known to be the most beautiful and patient, or the most understanding or giving. The Charites embraced, desperately praying for their mother Eurybia. There were 20 Naiades, 43 Nereids, and countless other Nymphs that were known for being happily spirited but were now sobbing miserably. The elders convened helplessly together, the sound of their descendants bouncing off the cold rocks, somberly filling every corner with the sound of their anguish.

Hephae scanned the vision for clues to show why Gaia wanted her to see such a sight. It was only then that she noticed more women in a further part of the cave, gathered together around the fire and speaking in whispers that could not be discerned from the wailing nymphs. Hephae listened intently and could hear that they were praying. Mnemosyne and her nine daughters stood in the center, their heads bowed, speaking in tongues. Both the Horae and Moirai were asking their mother Themis for guidance, although the Goddess of Divine Law was nowhere to be seen. 

Gaia spoke to Hephae again, “The Goddesses of Law and Order have no bearing on what is happening, and the Moirai are too weak to assign fate. Our powers are muted, and Zeus has ordered that we all die. The mighty one says he will bear more children of his own self. That he needs us no more. Only Poseidon stands to protect us...”

Again, Gaia showed Hephae a vision of what was happening near their confinement. It was a breathtaking expanse of men and women fighting each other, so quickly and violently that Hephae could not discern them from one another. What she did know was that none looked to be mortal. 

It was then that she saw Pontus attack Poseidon, whose glory remained restrained only by the patches of dark green seaweed that covered his manhood. He was a tall and formidable fighter, but no more or less so than his salt-encrusted opponent. Hephae watched as Pontus struck Poseidon with such force that he was sent reeling backwards, away from the Delta and back into his home, the Aegean Sea. 

The scenes began to frighten Hephae. She grabbed her head with her hands and screamed out loud, “No more of this! Why are you showing me this? There’s nothing I can do!”

The voice of Gaia was no longer loud. It was now much more like a fading whisper as she begged Hephae, “Come now... You are the only one who can help us... Come to Mount Athos. It will all become clear...”

And so began the 103-day journey. 

Hephae wished farewell to Mireille and the other Pandae before setting off on a trip that would reveal many perils along the way. The most famous tale from this adventure would be the story of how Hephae was almost killed by Minoru, one of the mighty Aloadae Twins. 

The giant carnivorous man came upon her as she searched the cliffs looking for a way to cross the sea to Mount Athos. She outran him for quite some time, until finally he had her pinned between two rocks and unable to escape. The Giant’s 12-foot-long fingernail was longer than the rock she was hiding under, and it eased his method of digging her out. He lifted her into the air and stuck his tongue out to remove her from his fingers like a crumb, but then a sound stopped everything. 

It was an eerie noise, much like a stringed instrument that only contains one loose foreboding string. 

To Hephae, it bore a strangely familiar resemblance, surrounding her with a constant, unending noise that only fluctuated in pitch. What was unbearably loud to Hephae was deafening to the Giant, whose large ear canal gave rise to intricate lattice-like formations of cartilage that enhanced their hearing, one of their few weaknesses. 

The song that Hephae enchanted the Minoru into dropping his tiny human captive. She fell to the ground, luckily into an old patch of olive trees that overgrew each other, creating a woven area sufficient enough to break Hephae’s fall, and luckily did.

No sooner did she start to run away than the music stopped, allowing the Giant to turn his attention back to her. It took one swing of his arm to reach her, and the curling of his fingers to entrap her. 

Once again, it seemed that Hephae would become a snack when the hypnotizing sound began again. This time, she heard a woman’s voice announce, “Release her!”

The sight that fell upon her as the Giant removed his obtrusive fingers was something to behold. A Celadon, whose entirety was composed of pure gold and golden feathers, stood before them with her fingers pinched together, ready to strum them if the debilitating sound was needed again.

The Giant turned in an attempt to flee, but the Celadon did not allow that to happen. The twist of her fingers brought a sound that assured compliance, as she ordered him to stay. Turning to Hephae, she stretched out a golden hand and asked, “It is Mount Athos that you travel to?”

“Yes,” answered Hephae. 

“Minoru! Can you really throw a rock all the way across the sea?”

The Giant looked to be in pain still and whimpered in loud grumbling words, “Why would I do that for you?”

“If you do not, I will have my sisters come back, and they will not relent until you lose your hearing for the rest of eternity.” 

Without the threat of death looming over her, Hephae got her first good look at Minoru. As a human, she was a mere speck compared to his height. She did not quite reach his ankle, but even from that perspective, it was easy to see why men often described Giants as made of stone. His legs looked to be covered in mud, and so many layers that it was as if he had never bathed. 

The Celedone brought her back to the present moment and her quest to cross the sea. “We must go over there.” The boulder she chose was large, nearly seventy feet in width, with a large hole worn in the middle. “You must get inside, and I will join you.”

Once they were both settled inside the cramped area, the Celadon informed her, “My name is Asce, and it is vital that you hold onto me as tightly as you can.”

“Why do I need to...” Hephae was tilted to the side, almost falling, as the Giant picked up the boulder like nothing more than a rock and appeared to be shaking it. 

“Hold on, Hephae.”

Suddenly, the rock began to move at a speed unknown to humankind. Hephae’s head was spinning with such velocity that an eruption was surely imminent. 

Bile crept up her throat, and it felt as if she would die from the unending spiraling, prompting the Celadon to play her hypnotic music once again. This melody was so frenzied that it counteracted the whirling of the rock, creating a sound barrier around them that prevented any harm from toppling and banging around in the unconventional traveling device. 

Little did she know that they were being thrown straight across the ocean and over the Mediterranean Sea. The once-hovering mountaintop boulder turned into nothing more than fragments of 10-foot-tall rocks that littered the passageway between where Hephae touched ground, a mere two-day walk from where the mountain river drained into the sea, and where a great battle was escalating.

As soon as Hephae neared the scene of chaos, it could be heard above all else. She saw Eurybia, Rhode, and the great Sea Goddess Thetis hovering next to a limestone perch that jutted out from behind a waterfall. Beside them were the remaining Hesperides and Nereids, so many in number that their bodies clung to the walls of the stone, piled on top of each other as they tried to hide. 

Hephae managed to creep a bit closer without being noticed. She watched as Prometheus first tried to gain access to the women without their knowledge, and then the confrontation between him and the Goddesses and Titanesses upon their discovery of his presence. She was now close enough to hear.

Prometheus sounded genuine as he begged to talk to his mother, the Titaness of Social Order and Law. His words sounded as if they took up every bid of available space and air, and his beseeching was granted. Themis stepped out from behind her nymphs, and it appeared as if the mother and son reunion would end with rejoicing. 

This would not happen. 

Prometheus tenderly took his mother into his arms, in an embrace so tender that for a moment it made the mothers of past and present green with envy.
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