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CHAPTER 1

DEATH
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ARIADNE CHOKED, BLOOD bubbling out of her mouth. She staggered and fell to her knees, palms hitting the ground. She couldn’t feel the stone paved ground under her hands, feeling dizzy and lightheaded all at once. Someone screamed in the distance. The sounds of battle faded even as it continued around her.

The world narrowed to the arrows inside her. She looked up, away from the arrow shafts sticking out of her chest. Where was her husband? The battlefield blurred in front of her eyes and she couldn’t see through her tears. She couldn’t breathe. Where was Dionysus?

Ariadne took in breath to call out to him and choked on her blood again, coughing and then strangling a scream as her shredded lungs protested.

“Ariadne!” Hermes caught her shaking form and eased her onto the ground, unheeding of the battle surging around him. His hands were shaking as he stroked her hair back from her face. 

“It hurts.” She gasped, blood running out of her mouth. It hurts so bad, she wanted to say, but the blood bubbling from her lips made it hard to speak let alone clearly. She couldn’t do more than gasp for air like a fish out of water. It was so hard to just breathe. 

I’m so scared. I don’t want to die. I don’t want to be alone. Ariadne’s fingers left blood smeared across Hermes’s cheek as she reached out for him. He grabbed her hand, holding it close to his chest. He was saying something, face grey with concern. 

“Hurts.” Ariadne repeated faintly, not quite able to hear her own voice as both tears and blood flowed out of her.

Hermes looked up and around the battlefield for her husband, the one with healing powers. Not finding Dionysus, Hermes looked down at her, expression twisting. Ariadne could see through her blurry vision enough to see when something broke in him. He said something, but Ariadne’s hearing had fully faded out. Her eyelids were so heavy. 

Hermes cupped her cold cheek with a warm hand. 

Ariadne closed her eyes.
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“ARIADNE!” DIONYSUS howled out in the distance, suddenly sensing what Hermes already knew.

He stared at the fragile white light cupped between his palms. It was all that was left of his mortal best friend. She shouldn’t have been hurt. Dionysus had placed all the best fighters is a perimeter around his wife to protect her. He was almost never out of reach in case she needed to be healed, even from a minor wound. Almost never.

Perseus’s forces had never before used arrows on any of Dionysus’s following during their conflict. No one else had been filled so full of arrows they might as well have been a quiver. They had shot not a single follower besides Ariadne.

She had been assassinated.

“ARIADNE!” Dionysus screamed desperately for his wife across the battlefield that the city of Argos had become.

“I asked him not to touch you. It was the only thing I asked of Perseus.” Hermes told Ariadne’s soul bitterly, biting his lip as he struggled not to sob. To his great misery, he succeeded. Habits from the job of delivering souls to the afterlife were hard to kick.

“I told him I wouldn’t interfere with the fight. I promised my lover that I wouldn’t help either side.” He let go of his lip, tasting blood. “I promised to stay out of it and he murdered my best friend for tactical advantage.”

This time he did sob. “I’m so sorry Ariadne.” He apologized to the warm light in his hands, knowledge of what he must do a heavy weight on his shoulders. His attempt at healing her had come too late, and she succumbed to his powers over death instead. She was dead. But not gone. Not yet. 

Hermes had a delivery to make.

“ARIADNE!”
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ARIADNE FELT HERSELF becoming more aware. She watched as she took a more solid form, blinking dazedly at her glowing hands. They were blurry around the edges but slowly took on a more crisp look, followed by the rest of her body. She looked around and up, wondering where she was.

Light poured down in from the mouth of a cave above her, the sunlight losing strength as it stretched across the stone floor. Ariadne could reach out and touch the light. But leaving the dim shadows of the cave felt like it would be stepping into another world entirely.

Across from her was Hermes. One hand was holding his caduceus staff and the other his face. His shoulders shook. She realized distantly, then with more clarity, that he was crying.

Ariadne looked back at her hands. They were clear now, no longer bleeding light at the edges. She had feet now, too. Her entire body was translucent. She could see the smooth cave floor through her feet. What was going on? The last she remembered, there had been a battle. King Perseus didn’t want Dionysus acknowledged as a god in his kingdom. The memory hit like an electric shock. She had- they had shot her. 

But there was no pain now. Archers had buried half a dozen arrows in her chest, but with no pain and a crying god who escorted souls to the afterlife... Ariadne could put the pieces together. She had died.

She didn’t feel dead. She felt like there had been a noise in her ears she had been hearing her whole life without ever realizing she heard it, only to recognize that it was gone now. It was strangely like her ears were ringing. 

“I’m sorry.” Ariadne apologized, at a total loss. Dying in her best friend’s arms was bad enough. Then having to take her soul to the afterlife? That was a terrible thing to burden a friend with. Hermes pulled his hand from his face and looked up at her, face tight with misery. 

“I should be the one saying that. If I had just gotten there faster.” He reached out to cup the air by her cheek, trembling hand falling to her translucent shoulder. Ariadne could feel how it might have gone through her, but for the faintest of his energy repelling against her form.

She really was dead, wasn’t she?

“Is Dionysus okay?” She asked through numb lips. “Did my husband make it out?”

Hermes’s gaze was more liquid gold than his normal brown in the gloom of the strange cave. “Yes, he made it out of the battle alive.” He closed his eyes and inhaled. “But unfortunately, he felt you die. He took exception to my carrying off your soul.”

Ariadne noticed the bloody gouges on his face for the first time. That Dionysus had the strength and rage to put them on another god wasn’t hard to believe. But the fact Hermes left them there said something about how he felt. 

“It wasn’t your fault.” She told him gently. “I knew the risks. This wasn’t the first time I went out with everyone.” Ariadne said, feeling like a liar.

She had no way to know the danger of death except in theory. The practice of dying was nothing like the theory and not something she could have truly understood before experiencing. Ariadne would rather have only the theory still.

“You were assassinated. Perseus sent archers specifically after you.” Hermes admitted bitterly. “I only asked him one thing- to leave you out of the fighting as much as possible. And he-” He choked, fists clenching.

That certainly put a different spin on his guilty feelings. “Still not your fault.” Ariadne told him, glancing at the light. It seemed to get brighter. She took a step further into the cool darkness and tried not to think about why. Her body was getting more solid.

“I really wanted it to work out with you two.” She said, feeling empty. Her eyes burned with tears and she couldn’t feel anything.

Hermes snorted. “It’s like you’ve always told me, I’ve shit taste in men.”

“I’ve always said you have a habit of dating men who remind you of your father, Pan. Not that you have shit taste in men.” She corrected, wanting to scream at the strange banality of the moment. She took another flinching step from the creeping sunlight instead, almost literally slipping further down the slope into the cave.

“Same thing.” He replied with the ghost of a smile before changing the subject gently as he could. The clenched fists and bleeding face really destroyed a lot of the calm that his voice brought.

“The dead don’t belong in the world of the living. But even if I made an exception for you, there are things and people that prey on the souls of the dead. That is not a fate I will let happen to you. Only the souls in the Underworld are truly safe.” Hermes finished stronger than he started, but still looked defeated.

Ariadne sighed, distantly relieved the effort wasn’t restricted by the feeling of suffocation or blood any longer. “I understand. You have a job to do. Same as you always have.” She looked down at her still faintly glowing feet. “Nothing to be done about it now.” She swallowed, looking up, and met his crumpled expression. She took his offered hand. They picked their way down the stone slope that led deeper into the cave. She carefully didn’t allow herself to think about where she was going and why the sight of the sunlight, even as dim as it was, burned her eyes. She forced her thoughts elsewhere.

She turned to Hermes, who stood beside her with eyes beginning to softly glow in the growing gloom. “Dionysus promised- he, he said,” She choked, unable to repeat the words he so easily kissed into her skin every night. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she bowed her head, throat closing up entirely. She stopped, biting her lip, unable to go a step further.

Hermes was silent for a long moment. “He promised to make you a goddess when he made it to Olympus. I know.” He finished gently, pulling her in for a hug. “I know.” His voice cracked as he rested his chin on the top of her head.

He didn’t tell her it would still happen. That her husband would crawl down to the Underworld for her and return, making her a goddess and fulfilling his word. But Hermes didn’t say it was impossible either. He just held her while Ariadne sobbed into his shoulder and tried not to fall apart even further.

She didn’t want to be dead. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t.

Everyone she knew was still alive and the literal realm of the dead was not a day trip. Almost no one came to the Underworld and returned, gods and mortals alike. The only people Ariadne was close to were Hermes or her husband.

Dionysus’s followers held him and thus her, in deep reverence. It was hard to be friends with people waiting for you to turn into a goddess they could honor. She loved her husband but the path she chose, helping him earn recognition so he could gain a seat on Olympus- it was a lonely road.

It had been a lonely road. Now there was no more road. No more husband. No best friend. No more traveling, drinking, singing, and dancing. Just whatever came next after they walked away from the quickly fading faint light of the sun into the deep of the caves.

Ariadne pulled back from the hug reluctantly and cleared her throat, wiping her face with shaking hands and pretending not to see Hermes do the same. The further they went into the realm of the dead, the more he changed. The thought hit suddenly. He was an escort of souls to the Underworld. Hermes could visit her.

She tries not to sound frightened and fails miserably. “Will you be able to visit? I know you make trips here for, well, reasons like this. If it’s not too much of a hassle-”

“Of course.” He cut her off, then clears his throat. “We’ve been friends for years, haven’t we? I’ll bring you updates on Dionysus’s progress.”

Ariadne wanted to see her husband. She wanted to hold him, feel him warm and alive in her arms. She wanted to fight a sneeze as his hair tickles her nose during a hug. Ariadne wanted him to blush when she- She wanted. But-

“If we’ve been friends as long as all that, then I would like to see you for your company, not just your news. I don’t know about you, but you’ve been my closest friend for years, not counting my husband.” She reminded him. 

Hermes congested sinuses give an unhappy squelch of sound when he tried to breathe in through his nose. “I’m glad we’re friends, Ariadne. Being dead doesn’t get you out of our friendship that easily.” He tried to tease, eyelashes still wet and clumped together.

“Yeah.” She agreed, voice cracking and unable to say anything else but to repeat herself in a whisper, “Yeah.”

He helped her move forward again, leading her deeper into the darkness. The tunnels incline downward got steeper, and her feet slipped on the loose gravel. He picked her up to get across a wide crack in the ground, his many wings fluttering into existence as they float over, gently touching down. 

The trip was taking much longer than Ariadne thought it usually would, given the speed Hermes usually returned after ‘soul delivery’ as he called it. She realized he had to give himself time to say goodbye, even as Ariadne struggled to assimilate the reality of being dead. Even as her husband grieved her loss alone in the realm of the living.

They both had to go on living. Ariadne squeezed Hermes’s hand again, stopped and gave him another hug, heart in her throat. He squeezed back, tight enough her ribs shrieked and she couldn’t breathe, but she ignored that. She was already dead, and yet-

“I’m scared.” She whispered her confession into his shoulder and the listening dark. She couldn’t say anything else, voice sealed up with emotion that poured out of her eyes instead.
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CHAPTER 2

UNDER THE WORLD
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THE PATH TO THE UNDERWORLD continued to be steep and grew only darker. The light simply gave out to total pitch darkness when they reached a massive lake.

Ariadne squinted, not seeing anything else in the massive underground cave. Just a rocky outcropping with a sheer drop and a dark lake big enough to generate waves.

“This part is going to be scary.” Hermes admitted after a long minute of standing stock still, gaze distant beyond the shores of the dead. He came back to himself with a shake and gave her a smile that trembled. “But you’ll be fine. You won’t be hurt.”

She nodded in understanding. She trusted him. They had been friends for many, many years and this was part of his powers and duties as a god. Uneasiness crept up on her, anyway. 

But instead of asking what exactly was happening next, she asked, “How can I even see? It feels like the light stopped at the beginning of the room.” Ariadne looked around, turning in place. “Everything looks dark, but is still clearly visible. I don’t understand.” She admitted for the first time.

Hermes responds so quietly she has to strain to hear him. “That wasn’t light. That was the last of the world of the living.” He gave her a moment to absorb the blow before he pointed at the lake before them. “That is the entrance to the Underworld.”

“When you say entrance, you don’t mean boating across it, do you?” Ariadne asked, already knowing the answer.

“Down we go.” He agreed grimly, reaching over to grab her hand. 

She swallowed, and he squeezed her hand. They walked to the edge of the water. Ariadne could make out the faintly illuminated set of steps carved into the bedrock descending into the lake. 

“How am I supposed to breathe under the water?” She tried to slow her breathing. All she could think about was the knowledge that her husband was alone right then, grieving her with no one he was close to for comfort. Dionysus worried he would be seen crying and deemed less of a god. He was a beautiful man, but a terribly ugly crier, Ariadne recalled with another stab of pain.

Breathing water suddenly seemed a more comforting thought.

“Checked out there for a minute, huh?” Hermes said gently, knee deep in the water, still holding her hand.

She blinked a few times, willing back the seemingly endless tears. “I’m worried about Dionysus.”

“You can’t help him. Not anymore.” He told her, expression so very careful.

Ariadne took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Right.” She pinned him down with a fierce look that had him flinching back. “But you’ll check on him after this, right?”

“Of course.” Hermes agreed immediately.

“And you’ll let him take care of you when you need it?” She could see the resistance rising in his expression at her words. Hermes’s many jobs as a god weren’t easy, even if he delighted in them. He still needed someone to remind him to actually rest or eat regularly or take it easy on the blackmailing. 

Just like he had been there for her, listening to her complain about the endless travel on the road. Or how he reminded her that even if her husband looked better in her clothes than she did, Dionysus loved her and no-one else. Or teaching her to wrestle when she wanted to drive her husband to distraction.

“Because normally, you’d come to me b-but I won’t be able to. And I want you to have someone to be your friend when you need it, even if it can’t be me.” She pleaded. His stubborn expression crumbled.

“I-” He stopped and sighed, tugging her to him for another hug. He set his chin on top of her head. “Fine.” Hermes agreed quietly. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not visiting you.” He added fiercely.
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