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According to Orphic legend, at the beginning of the universe, there was love. The original creative mind, which permeated all the emptiness, split into gods and goddesses whose desire was to feel desired by the Other.

One night, when the stars were born, Dionysos and Diona embraced high up in the sky. The Titans, full of evil and jealousy, threw themselves on the couple making love. They tore out their limbs and roasted them, devoured their flesh, and swallowed their entrails. Before they could eat the hearts, however, Zeus saw what they were doing. Outraged, he killed and burned all Titans with a single bolt of thunder.

Athena took the still-beating hearts of the divine lovers and placed them inside alabaster statues she created using the ashes of the Titans.

Then she gave them breath and placed both on a still barren Earth. Those effigies became the parents of the first humans. 

And all the gods went up on the Mount of Olympus, because they liked a good story to unfold: it was most captivating to watch the struggle of the humans, whose titan-infused bodies never let them fully experience the love their divine hearts were always longing for.

Their brave vulnerability soon touched the gods, who sent down rain on the barren land, sunshine to ripen the crops, and made their eternal promise:

Those humans who are willing to enter the wheel of rebirth again and again, forever and ever, as long as it takes to purify away the titanic part in them, and find each other in love, will themselves become gods:

Almighty. Immortal. Infinite.

 



PART ONE




Chapter 1
Thanatos


A tenacious thought kept recurring in my mind, the meaning of which I could not decipher. It was also quite melancholic and wistful to attend. So, each time I let it dissolve and pass by like a fleeting cloud on the horizon. Yet, it came back ten thousand times and allowed me no rest. 

It was the thought of a woman who walks into a museum and falls in love with a statue. She takes a glance at its faultless ancient splendor and from that moment on wastes all her heart, all her passion and care on a man who died twenty-five centuries before she was born. Day in, day out, she returns to the same hall, and seats herself on the same bench, just to be near him.

Most certainly, such a thing was not my kind of thought — I shuddered at the futility and utter despair of her desire. Still, I could tell, this was a story wanting me to follow it up, even though I insisted that I did not wish to. 

Until one night I unexpectedly found my way back to the Eternal Library. That is not a place to which one can easily travel. Like Plato’s world of ideas, it has its place among the stars. Only in a dream, that magical kind of dream in which we can access other worlds, or when our consciousness takes its nightly flight away from the body, can we reach it — and only if we are awakened or lucky enough can we afterward remember that we have been there.

That night I dreamt that I had died and traveled to the Eternal Library in a realm between realities. The library was floating among the stars. It had no ground, no walls, and at any given time, only parts of it were visible. Even though it held the world’s most alluring books, scripts, and scrolls, only those shelves manifested which one needed. The rest of the library remained a potentiality. As soon as I took a seat in one of those grand armchairs that were hovering there in mid-air, the librarian approached me. 

“Do you want to know what happened to that lady and her sculpture in the museum?” she asked me straight away. Up there, in that mystical place, such a question carried great weight. 

“Yes!” I exclaimed.

“Shall I give you a book in which it is all written?”

“Yes! Yes, please.” Enraptured, I imagined reading a book in the Eternal Library would be the treat of a lifetime. Surely, it must be different from reading on Earth. Perhaps after reading a few pages, the printed letters would dissolve into a myriad of little silver threads, to then gain color and form a new reality, so maybe, just maybe, I could step into the very story…

The beauty of the book, which the librarian thereupon collected, certainly suggested such magic: there was something alluring about its velvety crimson color… or was it rather the pendant it featured? The pendant was on its cover as a high relief: it consisted of a black obsidian stone in a silver frame, which had the form of a lyre. I opened the book with great expectations, but to my shock found all of its pages — empty!

“Why are the pages empty?” I demanded from the librarian.

“I’m sorry,” she said while she glanced over to the book through her silver-framed glasses sitting on top of her nose. She looked quite enchanting, with a bewitching little curl of hair falling onto her forehead, but the words she uttered sounded severe. “The writer whom we sent the idea to must have chosen not to work on the book. It appears to us that she had little faith in the story, thinking it was sad and senseless for a woman to fall in love with a man of by-gone days — although I assure you, the story would have actually ended with their love being fulfilled.”

“Who is that writer?” I asked, aghast, and she left to check their eternal files. Soon, she came back with an answer that shocked me.

“It was you.”

Distressed, I asked her, “Can I still make up for it? Can I have another chance to write it?”

She took her glasses off and stared me in the eye, with a strange look, like a feathered serpent.

“Yes, you may have a chance or two more,” she said with a barely visible nod. “You aren’t dead yet. This is just a dream.”

There and then, in that space of eternity, I vowed that once I’m back on Earth, no matter the circumstances, I will make the book happen. It cannot be my fault that something which is meant to be, never comes to realization — but I needed the first piece of the puzzle to return with.

“Can you… tell me her name?” I asked.

“Her name is Sofia because of the wisdom she has accumulated over the ages. It is all quite simple, really.”

“Can you show me her face?” Pushing my luck a little, I tried to ask another question, but I knew my time was up — the view of the library had already begun to fade back into darkness. 

“Yes, I will, but later.” I heard the librarian saying. However, with every word her voice sounded more distant. “You must go now, as you’re not welcome here until you fulfill your mission.” 

By now I strongly felt the cosmic pull taking me away from the scene, the image of the Library looked smaller and smaller, darker and darker… on my way back the words fulfill your mission… your mission… mission echoed in my ears, leaving an indelible imprint on my mind. 

 

The first time I caught a glimpse of Sofia’s face, it happened in the shower. There she was… washing her hair with some fine, rose-scented shampoo. As I began to see her slim but strong body, I sensed that she was not a figment of my imagination. This was perception. Aided by the librarian, this was my perception of the miraculous.

As my mind tuned in to her, I could even penetrate Sofia’s skin and skull, go into the microscopic depths of her brain, and see her thoughts firing. Ghastly, persistent images were coming to her mind, which she could hardly ban, images of men so gaunt as if they were coming out of a death camp, flashbacks of skeletal remains, severed limbs, and severe injuries, not from accidents but from that ancient curse we call war. She wasn’t just casually washing her hair, she wanted to get rid of all the mud and blood from a whole decade she had spent saving lives near detonating bombs, amidst government curfews, and in besieged cities. She deeply inhaled the scent of roses, hoping that it would mask the madness. Today, she was longing for some beauty, pure human warmth, and affection. This was the first day of her sabbatical year, which she took in hope of balancing her life a bit back to normal. 

Sofia had powerful resilience and great ability to transform. By the time she got herself dressed, her dark curls fell with rich volume onto her shoulders. Her eyes, which had seen the terror, now held a secret spark. There was no sign left that she did not come out of a spa or a gymnasium but spent years in some of the most horrendous war zones of the world. 

“You look lovely, my dear,” said Cynthia, the little old housekeeping lady whom Sofia inherited from her father, just as she inherited all this work they’d been doing for the United Nations. “Surely, you’ll have good luck today. I’ve done your horoscope.”

Sofia found herself smiling. Wouldn’t it be easy, if all the magical-mysterious ways of life were really so simple as a chart drawn from the stars?  

But this time, Cynthia seemed more serious about her suggestion than ever. She opened her eyes stunningly wide and pulled down the tip of her pointy nose. She looked like an owl. Her voice deepened, as she continued to speak:

“You have seen the titanic destruction humans are capable of, but there is also love. A beautiful thing is written in the stars for you, my dear. Tonight, you are going to meet your soulmate.”

Later, Sofia was still chuckling about these words while she took the train out of London to go to the hospice, where she had been invited for a volunteer work interview. Only much later would she understand how right Cynthia was this time with her prediction.

 

From the outside, the hospice building almost looked like a small garden center, in front of which someone grew lavender and exhibited potted plants for sale. Yet, from the inside, the place had a dreary feel to it. Its energy felt sticky, like an old bachelor’s greasy cupboard, full of cups of forgotten disappointments and plates of censored, yet unquestioned beliefs. Nothing could cover up the sadness lingering on within this building: none of the aroma lamps placed everywhere, none of those bright wall colors picked by psychologists, none of the guided relaxation sessions offered by volunteers. The hospice remained gloomy.   

Sofia began to find her way through its corridors when she heard a disturbing cry. She recognized the sort immediately. It was this labored sound, powerlessly struggling itself through the vocal cords like a distress call from beyond the realm of the doomed. This was the voice of existential despair which occurs when an uninitiated is first confronted with the primordial, empty solitude of eternity, unable to comprehend it.

Sofia rushed through the open door from where the sound came and found an old lady, in agony, trying to sit up in bed. Professional habit quickly prompted her to check the patient’s datasheet at the end of the bed and tend to her without further delay.

“Doctor.” The lady reached out to her. “Are you a doctor?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Windworth, I am,” Sofia said, as it was her profession, even if she did not work here, or not yet. 

“Doctor.” With eyes stuck wide open, the old woman prepared to ask her the same question she had been repeating for weeks now. “Tell me, tell me… what will happen when I die?” To the question, which came up from the deep anguish of her soul, none of the doctors or workers at the hospice had given an answer so far. Quickly, they always deflected it, some even told her not to talk about such silly things, she was not going to die just yet. 

Sofia, however, gently grabbed the lady’s shoulders, helped her into a comfortable position, and sat down with her. She answered in a compassionate, at the same time professional, way.

“When you die, your consciousness separates from your body. It will feel like you are floating, as you will no longer be using your physical senses. But your consciousness will remain intact, like now.”

The patient grabbed Sofia’s hand and pleaded, “Do you really believe that, doctor?”

“No, I don’t believe that,” Sofia said, “I know that.” Then she placed her other hand on the heart region at the lady’s chest. A wonderful warmth emanated from Sofia’s hand, which made Mrs. Windworth calm and serene.

“You know, doctor, I’ve been seeing my dead husband and mother all day long. I thought I was going crazy.”

“No, you are not going crazy,” Sofia said with the power of conviction. “It’s natural when death approaches that one perceives both worlds. Soon you may talk to your husband and mother like you are talking to me now, and then you will no longer be talking to me.”

“If it’s so,” Mrs. Windworth looked dreamingly into the sunbeams glittering through the folds on the window, “I’m looking forward to that.”

“If people knew what death was,” Sofia said, slowly letting her hand go off the lady’s chest, “they would not be afraid of it. They would merely look forward to birthing again into another realm.” 

As Sofia and the old lady looked into each other’s eyes, invisible sparks of gratitude traveled between them. The more Mrs. Windworth looked at Sofia, the more elevated she felt by the cosmic reflection in her eyes and the more Sofia looked at Mrs. Windworth, the more she felt that her decision to leave the war zone for now and instead work with people who are dying naturally, was right. When the doctor on duty finally arrived in the room and wanted to administer the usual tranquilizers, Mrs. Windworth said that she no longer needed them.

 

The interview was held at a long conference table. Some grave-looking ladies sat behind it, most likely doctors, nurses, and caretakers, who appeared to Sofia like minor liminal deities, guarding her entry into the world of servicing the peacefully dying. 

How much, Sofia wondered to herself, have these women seen of the physical as well as the non-physical worlds, to really understand the significance of their vocation? Would they understand if I told them about my memories? 

Even as a baby, Sofia did not feel like a newborn: more like a cosmic traveler who was aware that this life came out of a previous death and that death came out of a previous life. At night, she used to lay in her crib with full adult consciousness, thinking her way into the dense darkness, wondering how she got here. She even had some vague, shapeless remembrance of a time, many lives, many deaths ago, when she may have found an exit from the wheel of birth and rebirth, but somehow, she could not access it. She only felt that there was some curse or doom or misfortune which had prevented her from using the portal… 

“Dr Erato.” Sofia was brought back from her musings, by the voice of the hospice director, a corpulent woman with a round, bittersweet face. “You have quite an impressive résumé here. Truly extraordinary. You seem to have a whole collection of academic qualifications: doctor of medicine, summa cum laude, another doctorate in metaphysics, and even a bachelor of arts in archaeology, all before the age of twenty-seven.”

Sofia didn’t like the enlisting, it sounded a bit like an accusation. She always thought there was something wrong with someone who had two PhDs before the age of twenty-seven.

“And you speak Japanese!”

“Yes, my father was Japanese,” Sofia put a story to the fact, as if she had to take away the edge from all her skills. “He met my mother — who’s English — in Vienna while working for the United Nations.” 

“Is that how you ended up working for the UN Peacekeeping yourself?”

“Yes.”

“As a doctor?” a meager-looking woman from the panel asked, lowering her head so she could look from above her glasses. 

“Yes, as an emergency field doctor. And a forensic archaeologist.”

“Archaeologist?” She now took her glasses off in surprise. “Doing what?”

There was a long pause, as everyone waited in anticipation of what on earth a medical doctor had to do with archaeology. 

At the same time, the door opened, and a young man came in. He had a pleasant face and was wearing a cozy-looking caramel sweater.  

“We were digging out mass graves,” Sofia said softly while looking at the man. “Gathering evidence for genocide.”

While saying that, her gaze followed the young man further as he took a seat at the panel. She was curious about him and wanted to take a longer look, but the director already posed the next question.

“What would you say is your greatest strength?” 

It stunned Sofia yet again, like on many occasions before: how deaf and blind people remained to the sufferings of the world! They never asked more questions, instead, always ran back to the well-known patterns of social habits and protocols as soon as they heard her mention the graves. Such things were permitted in the evening news but seemed utter taboo in the living reality of our fine lives.  

“What would you say?” the director reminded her of the question. 

“My greatest strength?”  

“Yes.”

My greatest strength is irrelevant, Sofia thought to herself, what matters is the patient. Yet, she knew she had to reply something. 

“When I am in hell,” she said, “I keep going.”

Yet again, no one asked her about the hell, but Sofia noticed the young man was studying her while she said this. The man’s face was an intriguing blend of a young, boyish look with a little stubble and a hint of mischief. He smiled at Sofia, like someone who understood.

“You went to the room of one of our patients before,” Sofia now heard another doctor taking over the interrogation. It was the one who had come into Mrs. Windworth’s room.

“Yes, I heard her cry for help in the corridor, when no one was around,” Sofia said, puzzled as to why she had to justify herself.

“No, that’s great. And you calmed her down remarkably well. I’m just curious what you said to her.”

“She asked me what happened when we died.”

There was another great, one could say, deadly silence in the room. 

“And what did you tell her?” the director of the hospice wanted to know.

“I told her that our consciousness leaves the body in the moment of — "

“But, Dr. Erato,” she interrupted, letting out a small laugh. “We must not force our beliefs on our patients. That’s against the policy of our institution.”

She said that like a teacher correcting some nonsensical idea of a pupil, not expecting the conversation to continue. Thus, she was a bit startled when Sofia thought long and deep to tell, “With all due respect,” she said, “you are doing just that.”

“Doing what?”

“Forcing your beliefs on your patients. You believe so much that the question of life after death is a matter of religion or superstition that you utterly fail to investigate it. As a result, you leave your patients completely without information, which causes so much fear in them that your policy amounts to a kind of psychological torture.”

All the grave-looking gatekeepers looked shocked and dismissive. Only the young man, who now looked right at Sofia, smiled with a hint of pride.

“Interesting view, Dr Erato,” the director said, yet her words echoed only polite emptiness. “I shall think about that. Anyway, pleased to have met you. We’ll inform you about the results of your interview by the latest in two weeks.”

 

Back in one of the empty corridors again, Sofia paused and closed her eyes for a moment. By simply holding still, she could bring herself to a portal between the worlds of mind and matter: a place where invisibly, but surely the ten thousand things of creation were resting in the ineffable ocean ground of consciousness. From there, Sofia felt like she had to linger on in this building for a little while longer. 

As she opened her eyes, her gaze fell on a picture hanging on the wall. It was a framed poster of a lonely lake at sunset, on which a wooden causeway ended in the middle of the dark waters.

What a horrible image to show to the dying, Sofia thought to herself. It is peaceful and serene, yes, but at the end, it depicts a path leading to nowhere. Urgently, this ought to be replaced by a stairway leading into the stars at the end of which the celestial city awaits — or something like that…  

Pondering like that gave her time to stay longer, until she heard a male voice from behind.

“I can’t stand that picture, either.” Sofia turned her head and saw the young man from the interview panel approaching.

“It sounds like you are reading my mind,” she said.

“Maybe… maybe I just read your non-verbal expressions.” The young man smiled and extended his hand towards Sofia and introduced himself as David Carter. 

“Did the doctors find a good excuse to get rid of me?” Sofia asked bluntly and without delay. 

“Yes.” David laughed. “Immediately, they did. You’re overqualified. In fact, not to blow my trumpet, I was the only one suggesting to take you on board.”

“Overqualified…,” Sofia mused. “I never understood that type of excuse. If one is capable of doing more, one’s capable of doing less too. Argumentum a maiore ad minus.” 

David smiled. Sofia looked at him, with her head slightly tilted and wondered, “Are you one of the doctors working here?”

“No, I’m a social worker, meanwhile promoted to my highest level of incompetence. Now I work for the government, coordinating and supervising all these social institutions. Sometimes this makes me feel like a spy…,” David said with another laugh. “Listen, don’t be bothered. People tend to be scared of anyone who knows more than they do.” 

“Maybe…” 

On the spur of the moment, David stepped in front of Sofia and thought of something. 

“Do you want to come to the museum with me?” he asked.

“To the museum?!” Sofia was taken aback. Normally, she didn’t think much of museums. She saw them as just another attempt in the human project to fool away death, to preserve olden days, and counteract the experience of impermanence, which most people simply couldn’t handle. 

“Oh!” David exclaimed as he saw her surprise. “Yes… you see, I like to go to the museum after work. The coffee is very good there. Fine arts, fine coffee. So, I just thought, some fine conversation there might cheer you up after these dreary doctors.”

Sofia looked at David. Good coffee sounded inviting, but foremost, there was something familiar about this man’s company, as if she had always known him. 

“All right,” she said, curious about him. “Why not? I haven’t been to a museum in a thousand years.”

 

Soon, they found themselves not just having a cup of coffee but strolling amidst some of the grand marble columns of civilization. There they were, walking amidst sarcophagi and mummies from a time in which death was still held sacred. 

“I imagine the ancient Egyptians would not have rejected me as a doctor, just because I dared to talk about the afterlife,” Sofia remarked. “They showed respect to things which are eternal.”

“Yes, and we don’t.” David nodded while looking at a perfectly preserved crocodile body that had endured five thousand years. Everywhere around them, there were mummies: corpses of cats, birds, and humans.

“No, we don’t,” Sofia agreed with him. “Look at how we have put these mummies on public display! It’s a disgrace, especially since they come from a people who knew the dead must not be disturbed.”

Their mood had turned dark in this hall, but a sign in front of the next door suggested something more enlivening:

Come on in, here are the gods, it said. 

Sofia and David stepped into a hall full of ancient Greek statues. 

“All this beauty!” Sofia exclaimed as if she had stepped into a magical forest. “Now that I see this, I notice how much I was longing for something like that, David. A time in history when beauty prevailed!”

As she said these words, they came to a halt in front of a white marble statue depicting close-up the accomplished nobility of the Greek physique and art. 

“Beauty, yes, but I believe there was also hardship,” David remarked. “Their time surely was not as easy as their artifacts are on the eye. Look at the caption.” 

It read:

STATUE OF A GREEK SLAVE
ATHENS, CLASSICAL PERIOD

“He was a slave,” Sofia whispered and shivered at the thought. There was something horrific, yet at the same time strangely captivating about that. “He was living, breathing, thinking, feeling, yet owned by an Other.”

She couldn’t help but look at the statue and wonder how he had been treated. My god, he still looked so alive! His pose was not that of a statue, but rather of a human being calling, inviting someone. Yes, inviting the lover: the intent of the statue was clearly to seduce. It was begging you to glide and lay your careful hand on his shoulder, bring forehead to forehead, lips to lips, skin to skin. It wanted you to taste that alluring little vein visible on his neck through which blood pumped into moving muscles once upon a time. The whole statue silently asked to be awakened, not only to life but to love, that enchanted experience that can only be initiated by the metamorphic touch of the Other. 

“Someone must have loved him, don’t you think,” David said, “having such an exquisite statue to immortalize him?”

“Certainly…,” Sofia heard her own voice saying. She could not hold back. Any alarm which now may sound be damned! 

Sofia lifted her hand and with her thumb, she gently caressed the alluring cheekbone of the statue.

At this moment, the miraculous happened. There was nothing to see. The statue did not move like in a fantasy, nor was Sofia’s vivid imagination at play, but she felt it so strongly that there remained no doubt about it: as she caressed the statue, the statue caressed her back.

 




Chapter 2
The Acquisition of Pasión


Ancient Greece, 416 BC.

Before he was sold, Pasión lived his whole life on Melos Island. Ever since his childhood, he spent days on end crawling on this gigantic stone relief crafted by the wild artist, the volcano and his helpers, the wind and the waves. During the years he grew up, the island revealed more of its secret to him than to anyone else, alive or deceased. Pasión had become the eternal, natural artist’s human apprentice. At times, he received intuition where to dig or dive for splendid minerals to provide colors for his brush, so that he could paint wondrous frescoes all over his parents’ house. At other times, he heard the soul of a rock calling and began to chisel it free — that is how he created his first statues. On certain days, as an artist, he felt like the creator himself. Yet, at other times, he appeared desperately insignificant: standing on top of a cliff and seeing the waters below him in the deep, he knew it wouldn’t take nature much to blow him away and destroy him. It was on these days, in the shadowy thought of death, that he needed to remind himself of the tiny flowers that grew on the rock giants at the sea. The flowers could utilize grains of sand and drops of dew to sustain their existence, thereby beating the odds against the greater elements. While the volcano, the wind, and the waves randomly created yet destroyed again what they had formed, the flowers brought forth petals in pleasing patterns to counteract the chaos. The flowers also grew seeds to catapult their patterns into the future, beyond any destruction that may come to them. Matter, as Pasión learned, will eventually destroy matter, but the consciousness of life eternally knows how to renew itself.

Humans, in the large scheme of things, remained a puzzle to him. While Pasión always had friends and lovers, he never felt quite at ease with his own kind. Humans seemed to possess a great potential to create flowering harmony but were driven by some unquenchable ire that blinded them to truth and beauty, they were only too seldom using it. 

Like in these last two months, humans regularly unleashed horrific, titanic size destruction upon each other, which worried Pasión more than any raging of volcanoes and storms at the sea. 

This time it was the Athenians, who led their arrogant mission to spread democracy against the will of the peoples. When the Melians showed no willingness to pay tribute to their confederacy, the Athenians seized their city. Day by day, week by week, month by month, the siege lasted and lasted: the paradise island gradually turned into a pot of hell. The sacred homes of the people became their prisons. The sloping streets, where once the healthy bloodstream of the community used to flow, deteriorated into mad hunting grounds. Heroes mixed there with traitors as well as the desperate who would do anything for a handful of barley or a single drupe of olive. To survive these days, no means seemed too strange, no measure too extreme, no belief too bizarre.

On the last day of the siege, Pasión was walking with his mother and his older brother, Moris, in search of some food and maybe some news. Many people were out on the streets, their horror suppressed by necessity. 

At the plaza, a monstrous image of Athena was set up, made of straw, covered by wax, and bound to four spikes of an inescapable wheel. The Melians, ready to torture the effigy, grabbed whips and heated spears to pierce through the protector goddess of their enemy. A great Melian speaker stood on a makeshift podium towering over the entire scene, holding a beautiful little statue of Dice, the goddess of Justice, in his hands. The orator raised his voice:

“The Athenians told us it is law that the powerful extort what they can, while the weak suffer what they must.” There was a quiet but bitter uproar coming from the gathered crowd. “But we will show them that it is law: what you do to others, will be done to you!”

A large, cloaked man, who stood next to the crowd, lifted a spear and began to throw a frightening incantation over the straw and wax effigy.

“As this figure of Athena will now be tortured and burned, so will the city of Athens be tortured and burned. In the end, it will be humiliated and besieged, its people will betray themselves and go mad with pain.”

“Don’t even look there,” Pasión’s mother, Anisa, said to her two sons as the people began to throw spears. The smell of molten wax and smoking straw reached their nostrils. 

“Why not?” Moris, Pasión’s big brother protested. “These Athenian dogs have been starving us out like rats; nothing should be spared to bring them down!”

“But this is black magic,” Anisa said in a soft voice against the barking shouts of her giant son. “Putting curses on people will always backfire.”

Pasión shuddered at hearing this because he was sure his mother told the truth. His whole life, Pasión had observed it. His mother, Anisa, knew magic: not the theatrical kind that uses tricks and builds on people’s superstitions, but real magic: she knew about the invisible, yet powerful hidden structure and workings of the universe. Still, at this moment, Pasión’s anger grew against his mother’s wisdom, and he also cried out in hurtful desperation.

“Backfire?” he repeated. “But, mother! We did not start this belligerence. The Athenians made themselves our enemy, not us!”

“You never know who your enemy is,” his mother continued to talk in her quiet and mysterious ways. “Someone who seems to be your enemy, may turn out to be your greatest friend.”

“Mother!” Pasión objected but regained his usual soft-spoken and affectionate voice. “They are destroying our homes and our lives. You turned as thin as milk’s skin because they cut off our supplies. They clearly are the enemy.”

“Damn right!” Moris said. “I will now go and throw a spear into that Athenian poppet, too, just to make myself feel better.”

“No…,” Anisa said weakly, but Moris was gone. Pasión looked at her and thought that she shouldn’t be out on the streets. Her legs trembled, and it looked like she was going to fall, so Pasión lifted her famished and feverish body and carried his mother home. She weighed nothing. Even though Pasión himself was drained from malnourishment and all the fighting, she felt but a feather in his arms.

At home, Pasión laid his mother’s hollow bird body on the sofa and tried to give her some water, but she refused to sip.

“Pasión,” she insisted instead, “you must promise me something.”

“Anything, mother, anything,” Pasión replied hastily while he arranged some pillows behind her head, trying to make her comfortable. He caught her scent, which he remembered so well from his childhood. He always loved to breathe in her milky flavor of coconut and mystical herbs, while his mother — his magical, cinnamon-eyed mother — told him unusual stories about Kronos, the god of time, eating his own children, and Orpheus, the artist, descending into the underworld. His brother Moris never listened, rather ran off boxing and wrestling late into the night. But Pasión hung on to every word she ever uttered, for her tales suggested there was more to life than was made out by the ordinary senses. They prompted Pasión to stay connected with the world of inspiration: he learned to play the lyre exquisitely, carved reliefs and statues, and painted frescoes until no inch on the wall was left untouched. 

“Promise me,” this time Anisa’s voice, which had told him a thousand and one tales, said, “that you will never take your own life!”

“Why would I do such a ghastly thing?” Her son backed away, aghast. Everyone acquainted with Pasión knew, let alone his own mother, that no one ever loved this terrible, terrifying, beautiful miracle called life more than he did.  

“Just promise me,” she repeated.

“I promise,” Pasión said, upon which his mother did something she had never done before. 

Around her neck, Anisa was wearing a pendant. Never ever did she take it off: no matter how much Pasión begged and cried as a little boy, she never gave it to him. The pendant had the silver form of a lyre which framed a black obsidian stone. The obsidian was formed here on the island from volcanic lava, but the silver came from Attica. 

Now she removed the very same pendant, which had mystified Pasión his whole life, and placed it around his neck.

“Make sure that you always, at any given time, wear this visibly and that you never, under any circumstances, part from it.” 

Before she could say more, Moris burst into the house. He was carrying a bundle of raw meat under his armpit, which he quickly chopped up and threw on the hearth to grill. Moris had been clever and canny to obtain food in the midst of famine, but it was mostly meat he brought home, which their mother never ate. 

The two hungry brothers gulped down that which had been roasting. They had given up lying down for supper like civilized people do since their father died. After killing hundreds of enemies in dozens of battles, he had been one of the first to fall during this present siege. Since his death, family rituals had become obsolete. 

“What is this meat?” Pasión asked, chewing, suspicious of its source. “Where did you get it from?”

“Stolen, all right?!” Moris barked back. “I lied for it, killed for it, so you don’t go hungry. Shut up and eat!”

The meat didn’t taste bad, yet it made Pasión’s stomach churn; he didn’t quite know why. 

“Mother, you must eat some too,” Moris said, while in his half-open mouth he turned a chunk of meat around, which was still quite raw and dripping with blood. “You must get some strength! Want some?”

As the brother said that, an unfathomable feeling of horror came over Pasión, even before his brain registered what it was. It was more than the anger towards his brother who knew very well that their mother would never eat meat yet kept offering it to her. It was a deeper feeling of irrevocable loss, like knowing a treasure had just fallen into the abyss, never to be retracted. 

“She doesn’t even answer me. Mother!” Moris exclaimed, as he also noticed something was not right. “Mother!” 

He went over to her and shook her body. It was lifeless. 

“Oh, fuck!” Moris yelled as he realized their mother had just died. “I told her she should eat!” In his anger, he picked up a chair and broke it by throwing it against the wall and vehemently ran out of the house. 

It was a blessing that he left: everything became calm and peaceful. A sacred silence descended onto the house. Pasión began to witness something ineffable: he could feel a great, upward-spiraling vortex opening up in the room, which then lifted his mother’s consciousness up into realms where he could no longer follow her. First, Pasión shed tears of joy for his mother to journey towards such miraculous dimensions, then tears of grief for himself, left behind, abandoned to the whims and cruelties of his fellow men.

While he buried her in the garden, Pasión thought about what his mother used to say about life. She always said it was but a dream from which one day we will awaken. In that moment it will not matter what we had in life or who we were. It will only matter what choices we made: whether we developed the courage, curiosity, and creativity to expand or remained in the cages of the cowards; whether we followed the path of compassion or remained in the swamps of hatred; whether we succeeded to turn all our evil into things of nobility so that the gods will respect and welcome us as one of their own. Pasión planted a fig tree on Anisa’s grave and hoped over time it would expand to the full beauty of its being. Else, he left the spot unmarked.

Then he went off, just to wander the streets of Melos aimlessly: which once was a dream, had now become a nightmare. Something in town had changed again, as he hardly saw anybody. In many houses, doors and windows were left open carelessly, as if nothing mattered anymore. Inside one house, Pasión saw a father stabbing his two young children: a crawling toddler and a little girl of only a few years of age. The mother stood by without saying a word. At other places, people were hastily tying together some bedlinen to form ropes and hanging themselves. Pasión remembered his promise not to commit suicide and wondered what was going on. He sped up his steps. 

Eventually, he reached the siege line. At first glance, it looked like a miracle: somewhere close to the sea, the fortification was broken. But no! This was no liberation, this was terror. 

Lost in his grief, Pasión failed to notice the unspeakable: Melos had surrendered!

Suddenly, he heard a loud, unpleasant but familiar voice calling him from somewhere above.

“Pasión! Brother!” It was Moris. Pasión usually found his bullying brother hard to deal with, but now he ran towards his call. It should be good to have some ally in the midst of this growing madness. 

He saw Moris standing on a cliff high above the sea. Pasión knew this spot. They’d been here before, but this time they weren’t alone. A large crowd had gathered. Many of the locals were running up a sharp ridge a little further away from the shore.  

“Watch out! Behind you!” Moris yelled at him. Only as Pasión looked back, did he realize what was unfolding here. The Melian crowd wasn’t gathering: the people were being hunted! Like wolves surrounding the sheep, the Athenians corralled all the locals into groups. Women and children were tied together to be sold as slaves. Men, they ushered up that steep hill. There, against the breathtaking beauty of the turquoise-blue Aegean Sea, the most frightening sight of their time awaited them. Soldiers were standing in a hoplite phalanx row, complete with shields and spears longer than two men’s height. The spears pointed precisely forward and impaled all who were forced to run towards them. Pasión and Moris saw the first of their unarmed, starved, and defeated countrymen die at the blades of the victors. Then they noticed that at least a dozen soldiers were already closing in on them too. 

The two brothers looked at the massacre, looked at each other, looked at the sea, and then nodded. Perhaps for the first time, but in an instant decision, they agreed on something. They started a mighty sprint away from the others, accelerated their bodies into a curved flight, and jumped from the precipices deep into the waters below.

 

Once upon a time, it was Pasión who found out the truth about this lethal-looking spot on the island. It happened on a rare occasion when he and his brother went for a walk together and they happened to stroll along this very cliff. Now lost in memory, it may have been their mother who prompted them to try and be friends, but Moris only used the time to tyrannize Pasión by calling him a coward for never taking part in any fights.

“It doesn’t make me a coward that I have better things to do than punching others,” Pasión told him. 

“Yes, but how else would you prove that you’re not a chicken?” His brother laughed at him.

By then, all the bullying had started to penetrate Pasión’s very soul and poison him from within. He knew he had to act against it. At that moment, a voice emerged from the innermost depth of his being. It was a voice that, so far, he had only known from his dreams. Yet, it was a voice that always spoke the truth, and following it had never led to a bad decision. It was the voice of Chairon, his centaur mentor, whom Pasión’s mother had taught him how to meet in dreams. 

This time, Chairon’s voice came while he was awake. In his kind, rich baritone he exclaimed only one word: “Jump!”

Pasión, who trusted Chairon unconditionally, looked at his brother. 

“How about jumping off this cliff?” he suggested.

Moris looked startled, but Pasión did not leave him time to think: with one leap, he disappeared into the abyss. 

After that, things were never again the same: Moris, who went home thinking his brother had died, never dared to call him a coward again, and Pasión, who learned that it was indeed quite possible to survive that dive, remained forever connected to the ethereal wisdom of Chairon. More than a decade later, it was Pasión’s single act of brave discovery about a dangerous-looking, yet safe spot to jump, which saved them both from the worst massacre in the history of Melos.   

 

Even though the Athenians had sent a flock of arrows after them, Pasión and Moris were no longer in the sea. Promptly, they had swum into a cave under the rock which was not visible from above. As they emerged out of the water in the safe cavern, despite being ice-cold, they exchanged some hearty laughs, arising from the unexpected euphoria of being alive!  

This was their last best chance to escape for good, by going into hiding. Pasión was on friendly terms with some wild folks, who secreted themselves in the mountains, loathing not just the Athenians, but any government in power. They believed someone who wanted to be fully free had to learn how to survive as part of nature. These people camouflaged themselves among the thousands of little caves buried away in the thorny, rosemary-scented valleys of the island. Pasión knew that they were the ones who would never be found by the intruding forces, so it would have been only reasonable to join them. But in life, a man does not tend to follow reason. Instead, he follows, unknowingly perhaps, any path that leads him to the innermost labyrinth of his own heart, where he can find forgotten hopes, forbidden desires, and forsaken fears to remind him of his highest destiny. This is how Pasión, instead of saving himself, went — home. 

He went home to water the fig tree on his mother’s fresh grave, to finish the scenes he was painting, and the alabaster statue of Aphrodite he was forming in the garden. What a relief it was to arrive back! Everything was there: all he had to do was to pick up his brush and chisel again. There would be a way to overcome grief — tomorrow. For now, an invincible tiredness wrestled him down into a deep, dreamless state. It left him unaware of what Moris was doing, but most likely, his brother must have fallen asleep somewhere also.

Pasión had lost his sense of time. When he awoke, he had no idea for how long he had been dormant — was it already the next morning? He had woken up to a brilliant, bright light — was that perhaps the sun rising to a glorious new day?

It took him a surprising while to recognize what it was. We are all wired to expect the expected, so when the unexpected happens, it may cause surprising delays. Pasión saw the burning arrow that was shot into the room, but only when the wooden beams in the room caught flames did he recognize that his house was on fire. Even then, he was so hypnotized by the fiery dance that for long moments, he just watched it. As the flames started licking his own paintings on the wall, he felt simply amazed by the great and surprising artistry of the fire. The flames changed the hues he had used and brought some scenes truly to life. Pasión found this fire to be a great artist and also a superb teacher of impermanence: it only worked in the present moment, never to repeat itself. The artwork Pasión could admire in these mad moments was never to be seen again by anyone. Look, there was Orpheus, who descended into the underworld, to retrieve his lost love. Now his beloved, who had made the fatal mistake of looking back, could be seen on the wall consumed by those fires of hell…

Finally, Moris screaming brought him out of his curious reverie.

“Get out of the house NOW!” he shouted.

Suddenly, Pasión’s body took over: without allowing the brain to think another thought, it moved his legs and made Pasión jump out of the window just a blink of an eye before the flames were to catch his limbs.

He bounced straight into the trap: on the spot, Athenians caught him with a net. Promptly, chains were put around his neck — this wasn’t the military. These were scavengers, a couple of odd-looking slave merchants, who tried to make as much fortune as they could from the destruction left behind. They rented spaces on merchant ships to bring their human stock to cities where they hoped to obtain a better price for strong, young male survivors than they could for crying children or malnourished women.

 

The waiting was the worst. For a few days and nights, Pasión was left chained at the harbor with his brother and some others until a willing ship would come and take them. The nights were icy cold. He could hardly, if at all, sleep, and so found no escape from the misery. During the days, he watched the enemy taking possession of all the Melian properties. How could he be so naive to ever think he could reclaim his home? Melos has become a colony of Athens.

“Hey, you!” One morning Pasión was made to look up by a jab delivered to his shoulder. “What can you do?”

Pasión noticed a ship in the harbor. The same two men who captured him and his brother now towered over him, apparently ready to take them on board. One looked like a rat, he thought, and the other like a lanky scarecrow.  

“What can I do?” Pasión quietly repeated the question, letting it roll on his tongue and on his mind. In his tired confusion, he didn’t understand: surely, shackled and chained, there was nothing he could do right now. 

“Yeah,” the rat-looking trader snarled at him. “What is it that you can do? Do you have any skills?” he demanded while jerking Pasión up and forward by his upper arm. 

“Oh!” came out of Pasión’s lips. Of course, it was only logical, too horribly logical: this man was gauging him as slave material! “I can ... read and write,” Pasión slowly brought it out, while he was made to stand and tried to keep his balance.

“Really, uh? Read and write?” The rat-face leaned in close to him as if he wanted to sniffle something interesting there. Repulsed, Pasión drew back: the handler smelled of piss and sweat, mixed with some fine jasmine scent, which he must have gotten from a lady he bought or raped. “Can you read and write well… or just a little?” 

“Well.”

“Very well or just well?” the trader asked again and began to feel the skin on Pasión’s cheeks, who pulled away from this nasty touch as much as he could.  

“Very well,” Pasión admitted. 

“Ah! And can you perform what you are reading?” 

“I can… perform,” Pasión said, but with difficulty. The trader now played with his hair, rubbing his gentle curls between his rude fingers, assessing its quality. Although Pasión wanted to make a favorable impression, he found it utmost disturbing to be touched by a coarse man like this. Touch had always been very important to Pasión: while nothing comforted and strengthened him more than being in the physical proximity of someone he loved or felt attracted to, he couldn’t suffer being handled by such a nasty and hostile, inside-out ugly person. So, he struggled, but kept his voice firm, as he said: “I can perform epic and lyric poetry, I can perform the lyre and the cithara…” 

“Oooh, niiice,” the rat opened his eyes into a large gaze. “We’ll make a good deal with this one,” he said to his colleague, the scarecrow. “Has silky hair like a cat and skin soft as a pussy. We’ll sell him to some rich motherfucker: he will look pretty as a boy or a girl, whatever boss wants. Exquisite! I bet we shall make 300 Drachmas on him or more. Let’s ship him to Athens.” 

Athens! Wasn’t it always his greatest dream to go there: to see the sculptures, to meet the sculptors! Yet, Pasión’s heart sank, hearing the words of the trader now. He feared rape. It was one of the many horrible memories his father left him with: one night, when he was growing up, his father summoned up the slave boy, who had become Pasión’s favorite playmate, into his bedroom. He heard his cries from the corridor and saw the next morning that his little friend found it painful even to walk. He said it hurt more than any whipping — of which he received plenty anyway. On this occasion, Pasión resented his father the most — even more than for refusing to buy him marble, as the father, ever so rich, thought so little of art. Sometimes he wondered how his mother could be such a blessing and his father, such a curse…

“And what is it that you know, giant boy?” Pasión’s thoughts were brought back into the dire present as the slave trader attended to his brother. 

“What I know?” Moris said in a provoking voice, which certainly did not rouse the rat to come closer to him. “I know how to escape, and I know how to take revenge. I know how to take care of my family in times of a siege. I know how to kill an Athenian soldier and use his grilled flesh to feed my family.” He looked at Pasión with a diabolic laugh which chilled not only him but shocked even the hardened slave traders.

“Useless,” the rat-faced man concluded, once he caught himself. “Off with him to the mines.”

Pasión wanted to scream out in protest, but ice had already formed around his heart. Mercifully, this numbed the horror he just learned about, but it also sealed his throat. As they embarked, his brother was taken to another part of the ship. Neither of them said a word. Their ways were parted. 

 

As Pasión looked back once more at his island, he saw thousands of glittering golden sun fairies dancing on top of the azure and lapis lazuli patches of the sea, but the wind was already blowing it all away from him. He forced himself to look forward instead; a part of him was even strangely relieved to be taken away from the hell this island had become and sent into the unknown.

In the belly of the ship, he found himself cramped between merchandise and many other slaves from other shores, other wars. Eventually, he closed his eyes and tried to find a good thought. His mother always taught him that the quality of one’s thoughts was more important than circumstances — but now it was hard to remember anything reassuring; everything in his past was shadowed by grief. If he thought of his beloved colored rocks at the sea, it came to him that he might never see the moon-like landscape of Melos again. Thinking of his mother’s face brought the chilling realization that she was now dead. The thought of home came with distressing images of fire and his own destroyed artwork. Finally, to bring himself some sense of spaciousness, Pasión entertained thoughts of the sky and his dreams of flying, as the sky was something he had not lost. But it was hard to maintain thoughts of celestial skies when one of the fellow captives — all freshly taken out of their silken lives — always started to wail, until reminded by the crack of a whip to remain silent. The worst troublemakers were lined up and shackled by their ankles to a long, robust stock in the middle of the ship. As the night grew more silent, their moans grew louder, as the forced positions over time turned into torture.      

Surviving one’s position was tough even without being at the stock. The sea became stormy and Pasión felt his stomach making the same waves as the sea. He got so overwhelmingly bilious that the sickness squashed his gut, his brain, his heart into one confusing mess of pain. It was enough to override his disgust and make him curl up in the fetal position, down on the foul, infested floor, waiting for this mad, terrible mother of a ship to birth him into some new life, sometime, somewhere, somehow. 

It woke him up from this distant, nightmarish state of nausea when suddenly the chief merchant of the ship appeared at the entrance. This large, muscle-bound man addressed the whole miserable congregation with one roaring message of doom:

“The first rule is: Know thyself!” the voice of the slave driver rolled down heavily from above the stairs. “Know your place! I don’t care whether you have been a king or a queen before, from now on, you are a slave. You are a tool. An object. Tomorrow you will become the property of another. You will use yourself for nothing else but to service whoever has paid your price. Forget that you have been a person before. You are no person, no longer. Tonight will be your last great opportunity to ponder upon that.”

Pasión knew this was not just merely some business to discipline them, but a diabolic ritual to prepare the prisoners that not only their bodies but their souls would be taken too. He understood this was a time of great peril! Therefore, during the night, he followed this one order of the chief merchant to the strictest degree and took the gloomy opportunity to think deeply. He brought to his troubled mind all the wealth of wisdom his mother, Anisa, the centaur, Chairon, and nature ever shared with him. He made no mistake about it: to allow fear, resignation, and distress to take hold of his mind in this hour would inevitably lead to the worst of human fates. A slave, who becomes a slave also from within is a doomed thing, he had seen it. Pasión had to find the good medicine: the highest vision, which was diametrically opposed to the misery he currently found himself in.

So, he found out he was longing for freedom to love and pursue his fine art. He was longing for a deep connection with life and an Other he could embrace. Although he was as far from it as possible, he was longing for human warmth to shield him from the madness of the world. He was longing for closeness which would reach straight into the soul, for an invitation to explore the depths of our existence, and to find a way not only out of slavery but to end all suffering. It was a high aim, the highest perhaps for a human — still, in that darkest night of the soul, Pasión made a vow to make it into his highest vision and never give up on pursuing it. 

“No matter what anyone will say or do, no matter how they will treat me,” he vowed to himself, “I will live this life truly worthy of a human being. I will remain true to myself and the truth I know, to my dreams of flying and my dreams of creating art. I will never let people, cruelty, or any other evil stop me from reaching out for truth, beauty, and love.”

As he thought like that, hot and liberating tears began to flow down his tormented face. Through his vow, he was setting invisible, yet real, forces into motion coming to his aid and protection. Magic, as his mother would call it. 

 

The next day, he may have broken down if not for the vow he had made to himself: the inner sightings of the slave market whacked him with feelings he never thought he would ever have to experience. Standing on a stage, amidst other slaves, some lethargic, others hysteric and being punished, Pasión was grabbed by the most brutal and primordial of all fears. His heart began to flutter in his ribcage like a trapped bird, and a crazy inner current ran through his nerves hitting straight between his legs like a tiny bolt of lightning. This was worse than any of the battles he had had to fight before. Deprived of using his agility, muscles, or intelligence, he now found himself thrown in front of the worst predator in this world: the innately insane species of humans.  

And who would that human be whose mercy he would soon be left with? Pasión looked at the row of people standing by the podium, all potential buyers who could become his master in a matter of hours or even minutes and have life and death power over him. The faces he saw brought him close to fainting! In the crowd he could see it all: the same cold stare his aunt Suha had, the sister of his father, who used to punish a slave girl by rubbing ginger into her eyes night by night until she lost her sanity. There were savages like his own father could be: these were worse than lions, who would enjoy tearing you to pieces and only nurse you back to health so they could start over again. Finally, Pasión detected a gap-toothed man who looked the worst: a skull-head, who wouldn’t stop at your skin, but would tear into your soul, tear after tear, until you believe what the merchant said yesterday: that you are nothing but an object.

Even so, Pasión remembered his vow. He tried to focus on it with all his might, but he was about to lose consciousness. Even though he did not fall, the world around him began to blur. Suddenly, he felt no more air going into his lungs, no more blood going into his brain, as if his body went into protest, wanting to give up on this insufferable reality.  

This is when it happened. For a moment, it seemed as if time came to a halt and in Pasión’s perception, all movements seized but one. The sounds of the bidding muted and the market scene with the slaves and the buyers faded into shadow. At the same time, Pasión’s vision became impossibly sharp in one spot. He saw a man walking by in the middle of the crowd. Although he was far away, Pasión saw every detail about him, like in a dream: the shoulder-length, wavy black hair and the silver rings on his fingers as he lifted a hand to neaten the tunic draped over his left shoulder. His whole being exuded beauty and elegant strength. In a strange and mysterious way, Pasión knew that he was here just at the right time, at the right place, as long as he could see this man. Truly, he found him so intriguing and magical that he became at once frightened that he might lose him out of sight.

And he did.  

His attention was drawn back violently to his panicking body, as his ears heard the intolerable: the traders were now putting him on offer! They were praising his skills and his looks, advertising him as an excellent possible pedagogos or pornoi. 

Pasión noticed his body was shaking, seized by uncontrollable, anxious tremors. The bidding began. The price went quickly above the wildest hopes of the merchants: skull-head was soon leading the auction with 490… then 530… 560 Drachmas. 

“Mother!” Pasión found himself praying, screaming inside. “Mother, please help me! Do something!”

It was an angry, alarmed prayer. Full of terror. The world be damned, if he had to stay alive only to be thrown in front of the pigs! Damned if he had lost his last best hope for a worthy life! Damned if he had to live in fear…

But in truth, there was no reason for anger and no need for prayer anymore. In the distance, even if Pasión couldn’t see it, the mysterious man, who had long black hair and silver rings, had already turned around. He was now walking back towards the stage to stop the skull-head from buying Pasión — just in time.       

“One thousand Drachmas,” Pasión heard a voice rising as clear as a carol above the crowd. At the same time, the crowd gave way for the man who was the winner of the auction. 

Pasión felt immense solace and gratitude as he saw that it was him — and he hadn’t even noticed yet that the largest of the rings on this beautiful man’s hand was formed like a lyre around a precious stone, just like his own last property, the pendant of his mother. 

 




Chapter 3
The Obsidian Pendant 


“C’mon. How can this be legal?” Pasión thought to himself. He had been taken backstage to a scribe — another slave — who crafted a document on a papyrus roll documenting his new master’s ownership over him. “They don’t know my name, they don’t know my father and my mother, they can’t even identify who I am, yet they pretend to be able to register me as someone’s property?!”

Nasty as this was, he aimed to dull the experience by simply staring down at the dry, gravel ground under his feet. Yet, his attention was brought back violently as his captors launched a new attack against him. They wanted to remove his mother’s pendant! It was futile to plead, and being in shackles, Pasión could not protect the last valuable he still owned. Fear, the same enervating, heart-pounding fear as before overcame him once again.

However, at that very moment, his new master arrived on the scene.

“Don’t touch that stone!” on the spot, he said. 

Pasión was taken by another surprise: if there was anything more inviting about this beauteous man than his looks, it must have been his voice. It sounded like a skilled instrument used not merely to communicate, but to set vibrations into motion, invisible potentialities, and waves to affect mind and matter. The rat-faced handler, however, noticed none of this and was dumb enough to argue at first. 

“But you see, sir,” he spoke in search of excuses. “This jewelry does not come with the sale. It’s only an accessory — decoration, so to speak. We always put it on our prettiest slave on display. The pendant is ours, not his.”

That was too much to hear! Pasión could not hold himself back. 

“It’s mine!” he burst out. “My mother gave it to me before she died.”

“This slave is lying,” ever so impertinently, the seller pushed further. “Shall I get him whipped for you, to teach him some manners? Doesn’t quite know yet how to behave, I’m afraid. He’s a first-time slave, fresh from Melos.”  

Pasión’s new master looked startled as he heard the mention of Melos, but continued to speak in his calm, yet commanding, hypnotic voice. 

“You’ve presented me a boy with a pendant, which I bought,” he asserted. “If you fail to hand me over the same boy with the same pendant, I shall take you to court for deception and get you whipped.”

His tone suggested that he would easily do such a thing, and the seller backed off. 

“No need, sir, of course, no need,” he hurried to say. “You shall receive what you wish.”

“Very well then. We’ll go. Take off his shackles.”

The merchant raised his black, bulging eyes. 

“Are you sure, sir?” he asked carefully. “Perhaps you should keep those on until you arrive at your house. He can walk all right like this. Otherwise, he might try to run away.”

“If he attempted to do that,” the master said, and for the first time looked at his new slave, and he looked him straight in the eyes, “the guards of Athens would catch him and crucify him on the spot. I’m sure, at this point he thinks it’s a better idea to come home with me instead.”

Pasión — still very much used to being a free man — withstood the gaze and even got himself lost in it. He felt ravishing rays of personal interest coming towards him, which he found intoxicating. Along with the words come home with me, this left a much greater impression on him than any threat of punishment. What sort of magic was this? Truly, there was no need for shackles; this man himself was dangerously and darkly magnetic. He awakened Pasión’s slumbering curiosity, his all-time favorite feeling. This came to his rescue as now he did not mind following his new master as he was ordered, even though he had to walk on his left, one step behind him and was at no time allowed to utter a word unless asked.   

 

In that manner, they walked through the tightly-packed lanes of the Agora. There, a mouthwatering aroma hit Pasión’s senses, which came from a stew cooking outdoors in a bull-shaped cauldron: oh, that ambrosial scent of roasting sesame oil spiced with saffron! How much it reminded him of his great hunger! How he wished his new master would stop for them to eat! But instead, they walked deeper into the mad masses of merchants and artisans, where the place started to feel more and more oppressive and confined. From one side, dead fish stared back at him with muted eyes of frozen desperation. Elsewhere, smelly corpses of birds lay row after row on wet clay tablets. Goats, still alive, were bleating here and there, which sounded to Pasión like the cries of lone children abandoned in a hostile country. He wanted to get out of here as quickly as possible, but no! Instead, he was led to the most narrow shop, which poured out volcanic heat and the smell of burned charcoal and molten metal. It was the workshop of Hephaestos.

“Come, I must take you in here,” his new master said to him. His voice sounded gentle but still, a surge of nerves hit Pasión as he looked inside the dimly lit shop. An enormous blacksmith stood next to his forge, handling tongs and hot iron sticks glowing orange in the fire. Surely, the Athenians were not branding their slaves, or were they?

“Good day, Melaneos!’ his master greeted the smith like an old acquaintance. “Meet my new slave I bought this morning.”

“He looks like quite a find,” the smith approved with a grin. “Congratulations, Master Laurin!”

Laurin, the beautiful man’s name was Laurin! Pasión was thrilled every time he learned a new detail about him, even though now, in all this heat and smoke, he could hardly breathe and was frightened of him too.

“He surely is quite a find, yes,” Laurin nodded. “And there is something you could do for me with him. Look, he has this pendant. Do you think you would be able now to fuse the silver chain around his neck, so that it can never again be taken off?”

“Yes, I suppose it can be done…”

Pasión stood amazed. 

Laurin stepped behind him and told him to hold still. He took the pendant between his silver-ringed fingers and experimented with its length. “Like that.” He showed the craftsman that he wanted it quite short, leaving almost no space between the chain of the pendant and Pasión’s neck. 

“Make sure you do this carefully, not to burn his skin. Absolutely, I won’t have any scars on him, nor tolerate disfigurement.”

“Ay, ay, boss. Pretty boy slave, ha?” The smith smirked with a dirty kind of smile, but Laurin’s face remained serious. He stayed skin close to Pasión throughout and held up his hair while the smith placed a protective layer of leather on his neck and fused the chain. 

Afterward, Pasión caught himself feeling sorry the procedure was over: Laurin’s touch had felt silky and full of ease on his skin. Once outside the workshop, he whispered a heartfelt thank you to him, which Laurin acknowledged with a nod, but then continued his silent walk, like before. This time, Pasión followed him with a secret feeling of homecoming, as it sank into his soul that he would never part with the pendant, along with the certainty that he now irrevocably belonged to Laurin.

He dared to look around a bit more and noticed the statues! They were everywhere out here on the streets of Athens, yet Pasión could find little delight in them. Like Athena, towering over the Acropolis, they were all colored too brightly, wearing clothes as if they were humans of flesh and blood. With their painted eyes widely open, they appeared as if they’d been watching every detail of life flashing by them. What did they see, Pasión pondered, when they looked at him: did they admire Pasión, the artist, or were they mocking Pasión, the fool who could not escape slavery? Statues were intimidating, of course, as they were — in their own way — immortal, and who could stand calm when scrutinized against eternity?

And eternity it was that Pasión suddenly stared at in the very next moment. If he’d only looked at the statues, he would have seen nothing, but now he took his first glimpse at the city’s brand-new temple, built after decades of devastations, which the Athenians had suffered from the Persian enemy. It was the Temple of Hephaestos, rising high against the Aegean sky, with its perfectly aligned multiple marble rows of fluted columns. Pasión didn’t notice that in his awe, he stood still and failed to follow his new master.

Laurin, nervous as he no longer heard his steps, turned around. There he saw his new slave transfixed by the beauty of Doric architecture at its best. 

“Last week we inaugurated that temple,” he chose to tell him, with a bit of Athenian pride in his voice. “What do you think of it?”

“Divine, so calm and elegant,” Pasión said softly, delighted to have been given a chance to speak. “The statues of your city scare me. Their colors are too spicy for my eyes. But this temple… looks exactly like in my dreams.”

“In your dreams?” 

“Yes, ever since I was a boy I have wanted to learn from the great sculptors and artists. I always dreamt of coming to Athens one day,” he said, upon which, against the odds, master and slave smiled at each other. 

Pasión glimpsed one more time at the eternity represented by the temple. He had no idea that the temple indeed would still be standing here in thousands of years to come, as would the statues, scattered all around the world. They will have lost all the paint and thus time will reveal their pure beauty of marble white. Even less did Pasión know that events would lead to the making of another statue which would mysteriously and forever link his consciousness to a woman who was not born yet, who would not be born for another two and half thousand years — a time span the human mind may be able to measure, but will not be able to ever fully grasp.

 

As they entered the master’s home, Pasión was led through a carefully landscaped, harmonious courtyard straight into the kitchen. Inside were two women: a gorgeous young slave girl Pasión did not dare to look at, only glimpsed that she had golden hair as long as a river. The other was a crooked crone called Medea, who immediately took the newcomer under scrutiny. She seemed to be part of the house like inherited furniture, taking up space, but impossible to move. 

“No, I wasn’t planning to buy him,” Laurin explained to her upon a rain of questions. “Yes, we may have a welcoming ceremony for him, but not tonight. Maybe at the symposium? Yes, when the guests are here.”

Yet, Laurin was short of any answer when the old woman asked the new slave’s name.

“Yes, what is your name?” Laurin turned to him.

“Whatever you would like it to be, Master,” Pasión said. “My own name I sadly lost days ago, with everything else that was my life.”

For a moment, Laurin looked startled and sincere: he must have felt the pain behind such words, as well as the rejection, but then breathed in a sigh and let the issue be. 

“Well, then. Medea, give our little prince whatever he wants to eat. Feed him well! He’s starved, yet I need him back to full strength as soon as possible.”

Instantly, Pasión regretted not having said his name. Why was he being so arrogant? In truth, he was longing for nothing more but a genuine human connection, to be seen as a person with a name, not some object of the house. His pride be damned: Laurin was already leaving the kitchen, without even looking at him a second time.

Medea dutifully said, “Yes, Master,” and asked Pasión, “What can I get you?”

“Anything, thank you so much,” Pasión said, trying to sound more respectful, while he stared with brutal hunger at those appetizing olives and barley bread, goat cheese with honey, and vegetables waiting on the round kitchen table. “Anything, as long as it is not meat.” 

This answer caught his master’s attention, who looked back from the threshold. 

“Meat, you won’t eat?” 

“No, Master. Not since…”

“Not since… what?” 

“Not since…” Pasión lowered his voice, “not since the siege of my island, during which — unbeknownst to me — my brother fed me human flesh.”

Hearing this, a dark cloud passed over Laurin’s face for a moment, but it seemed as if he was trying to look beyond that and peer into nicer landscapes of Pasión’s past. 

“Your mother,” he finally said in a serious, quiet voice, “didn’t eat meat either, didn’t she?”

“No, she didn’t.” Pasión was stunned to hear. “But how would you know?” 

“Because I don’t eat meat, either,” the master said, and thereby left the room. Only afterward did Pasión realize that this didn’t exactly answer his question. 

 

For the day, the old woman gave him some peaceful tasks in the garden, after which he got permission to take an early rest. His body felt grateful, as he was no longer tormented by hunger and could finally sleep. A quiet little slave room was assigned to him at the end of the corridor, which was clean and comfortable enough. Yet, his still tormented mind could not fully unwind, and as soon as he drifted away, Chairon appeared in his dream.

Pasión was delighted to see him, but the face of the centaur suggested concern, even reproach.

“Do you remember what I taught you about being an artist?” Chairon warned him. “You will not become a great artist by merely having learned the craft of chiseling and drilling, or even all the finesse about harmony and colors. If you ever want to create something that is artistically relevant, you must leave the course of ordinary action and step into the scary, wondrous magic of life.” 

“Yes, I remember that, Chairon.” Pasión sighed. “I remember everything you ever said, but what use is that for me right now? You can see that I’m no longer an artist, merely a slave: a tool in someone else’s garden.”

Hearing this, the centaur jumped into a frightening rear on his strong hind legs and wildly trumpeted out loud. His eyes, usually full of sparks of civic kindness, now sent bolts of anger toward his student. 

“I heard the vow you made on that ship.” He sounded like a wrathful deity. “And I am now holding you accountable for honoring it!”

With that, the centaur came back to all his four legs and continued to speak more calmly.
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