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INTRODUCTION

I was grieving when I wrote this collection of short stories. But as I read and researched mythological beings that all had their own ties to death, it became a cathartic release that carried my pain. That became the basis for this collection of short stories: to offer the same relief to others who have experienced that same bite of loss.

One thing I’ve learned writing these stories is that even the very idea of losing someone isn’t always as it seems. While we might view it as a loss in the West, writing this book has shown me that death is attached to many different beliefs. Some cultures and myths uphold the idea that death is simply a natural, and even integral, part of our lives. Life offers few guarantees, but if there is one, it’s that we will all die. And in realizing that, death becomes charted with new meaning—one that is tied to life.

In fact, a common thread in these myths is that death is just the beginning. It’s an idea that also holds true in many religions that dip into reincarnation or places dubbed heaven and hell. From the Inuits of Greenland to the Blackfeet of Montana, Indigenous cultures have long held onto their faith in spirits that continue on in a world separate from ours. Classical Egyptian and Greek myths tell of spirits and souls living beyond our bodies in realms that are governed by deities. And what’s interesting is that throughout their stories, these gods and goddesses are just as perplexing in their emotions and actions as we are.

I took a lot of liberty bringing these deities (and in some cases, mere mortals) to life. For the most part, the drama is savage and emotions run high. I didn’t have to embellish much there. But what I did try to draw out of these myths is a fuller idea of who these characters were. Some myths have almost completely faded from our archives, with only a few paragraphs remaining. So I filled in the blanks to craft full-bodied characters that I hope we can all relate to.

Ghouls. Evil spirits. Grim reapers. While you’ll encounter some of those characters here, I don’t think you’ll find this collection of stories particularly terrifying. These tales are more about human connection than anything else; they are driven by desires and making mistakes.

These stories, many of them created thousands of years ago, gave life and death meaning. Some explained scientific phenomena, others simply held the essence of our joyful experience, and some even offered comfort. But in all of them, what I hope you’ll appreciate is the diverse retelling of myths about the gods, spirits, and people that play an important role in each culture’s ideas about death…and the life that follows.
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ANUBIS


Death is only the beginning. Many historians cannot find a word that corresponds to death in ancient Egyptian texts. What they have found is the idea that our spirits continue to exist in realms similar to our own. “Judgment” was how one was believed to enter the afterlife. To be granted access to the underworld, one had to meet Anubis, the god of death. On the path to the afterlife, one would also encounter other gods and goddess-judges or those who could act favorably on your behalf.

Mummification plays a central role in one of the myths surrounding Anubis. The god was said to have been involved in the mummification of the god Osiris. This tale has been embellished to answer the question about how this process came to be and how Osiris became the god of the underworld, displacing Anubis from his deathly throne.





“We were going to change the world together. We were going to bring humanity—show them how to live in harmony with one another.”

As the goddess Isis grew overwhelmed by her tears, Anubis noticed that her rich black curls were becoming matted to her cheeks. Lines of kohl streamed from her eyes and smudged into her dark skin. The crown she usually wore in those wild curls was nowhere to be seen. Even her thin dress, a slip of fine fabric that outlined her lean frame, slipped off her shoulders in disarray. But even in this state, her emerald eyes shone with a beauty Anubis had never seen before. Uncomfortable, he shifted on his golden throne.

“Please help me. I cannot heal him,” she groaned.

“Why?”

Ever since he had known the goddess, she was renowned as a healer. Sometimes during the ceremonies of the dead, when he was offered sweet spices to determine whether the scent was pleasant enough for the afterlife or a curse to eternal death, Isis’s name was invoked. When he’d weigh the hearts of the dead on the scales of justice against Ma’at (the truth), the goddess was called to offer assistance to the spirits in case they were found untruthful and condemned to be devoured by Ammit—the ancient jackal who consumed souls. All wise women knew to call on Isis’s healing abilities before their loved ones entered death. And every once in a while, Anubis would hear mothers beseech Isis to bring their loved one back from the dead. On the one hand, she was a goddess who guarded and protected the spirits. On the other hand, she could heal even the dead if it was not their time to enter the afterlife. So why on earth did such a powerful woman need him?

“Because I don’t know what to do,” she explained. “For years, with the help of my sister Nephthys, I have traveled the entire earth looking for Osiris’s bones that Set hacked into pieces.” Her tears swallowed the rest of her story.

“I’m sorry.” Seeing her frustration, Anubis leapt from his throne and knelt down by her side. “That wasn’t what I meant when I asked why.” He paused. As his hand rested on her shoulder, he could see how her thin dress perfectly revealed the smooth, dark skin of her breasts and belly. The fabric seemed sheer in the sunlight caressing his throne room. He drew in a deep breath. “There is no doubt that I will help you. But what I’m confused about is why you need my help. And what help do you need?”

Her eyes, smudged with her kohl makeup, blinked at him. Did his eyes drift from her sharp green eyes? Did she recognize the feelings that he had for her? Were his words too much of a declaration of his loyalty to her? His declaration—if it could be called that—was ill timed. Besides, what could she see in a man with the head of a black jackal?

Far outside the marble tiles of Anubis’s throne room, down the columned halls and past the numerous gardens of his palace, monstrous statues were carved in his likeness. They supported the mile-high columns that everyone passed on the road to Anubis’s palace. Onyx, glistening like the night, had been used to mimic his strong frame, and a nemes—a striped headdress—sat atop his jackal’s snout. Solid gold represented the collared necklaces draped over his shoulders and the shent he wore around his loins. Oftentimes he wore one of leopard skin. Everything in his palace was of an unimaginable size and splendor. But it wasn’t without a tinge of fierceness. When she passed by his monstrous likeness, what did she see? He took a deep breath. Of course she saw him as nothing more than the lord of the dead.

“I think, in order to help you understand how you can help me, I should continue my story about how Osiris, my husband, died,” she replied.

“I’ll listen.” He was surprised by his own tone. It was softer than he normally allowed it to be. Regaining his composure, he mounted the steps and settled into his throne, preparing himself for Isis’s story.

Isis, too, regained her composure. When she’d first entered his throne room she’d fallen at his feet onto the marble floor, sobbing profusely. Now she rose to her feet. A splash of her former splendor swept over her erect figure. She dried the tears and smudged charcoal from her face. Clearly and firmly she began her story.

“Set is sick. He only hates and kills. We all know it. The dog-headed god with an arrow-like tail. He’s good only for wars. So, why did I trust a god who spews violence like a sick dog that has no master to tame his temper?

“Because, when I married Osiris, Set became my brother. And despite his reckless bloodlust, my opinion of him changed a little. I saw that he could be kind. There was a moment here and there when he cared about another living being. They were so few in between, but it still gave me hope that he could reconcile with his brother. I only wanted peace and harmony.

“It’s never easy being the second-born. Osiris was the first born. His father gave him the kingdom of Earth and he inherited the sky from his mother. You know that we ruled the two kingdoms together. Have the dead told you stories of the peace and prosperity that we brought?”

Anubis could hear how her voice softened when talking about her husband.

“And for the safety of humans, we were going to spread more peace through the gift of wisdom and humanity. But Set took that from us.” Her tone changed as she clenched her teeth saying his name.

“It was the first time since our reign that he decided to throw a party in our honor, celebrating our golden age of peace. ‘You see,’ I remember telling Osiris. ‘Your brother can be kind. People can change.’ I encouraged him to go to that party. I attached a pharaoh’s beard to his chin to signify his distinction as a ruler amongst the gods. And I placed the atef, a feathered white crown, on his head. It contrasted beautifully against his green skin that shone like emeralds. How handsome my love looked! That was the last time I saw him alive.

“The first time someone told me that he was dead, I couldn’t understand what they meant. Maybe I was in denial. Nephthys came and found me at the temple when she realized what Set had done. ‘He’s wronged you,’ she said. I think everyone else hesitated telling me for fear of upsetting Set, the god of wrath and violence and new king of the two realms. But everyone who had been at that party eventually told me the same thing.

“There were rich platters of fowl flavored with cumin and garlic, and cakes sweetened with figs and honey. Everyone was fattened with food. Everyone was drunk from beer and sweet wine. Set made sure of it. When the music began, his banquet became a fest of drinking games. One game wasn’t about drinking but about fitting yourself into a coffin. One by one they all tried to see if they could fit, but as Nephthys quickly figured out, the coffin had been designed for one being and one being only. And because of me, Osiris was willing to trust his brother. He stepped into the coffin that was his perfect fit. Set didn’t waste any time nailing the coffin shut and threw it into the Nile. How drunk was everyone that they didn’t realize it wasn’t a game?”

Isis paused, putting her hand over her panting chest. Amongst the dead, Anubis had never seen emotion that was so nakedly clear. “I need fresh air,” she cried.

“Have you ever been in love, Anubis?” Almost violently, her eyes looked up and struck him. He knew the answer and would have admitted it. But something about her stare… Did she know whom his love was directed to? This worried him a little, but she didn’t wait for his answer. Instead, she rose to her feet and continued her story.

Fresh air meant walking out onto his expansive terrace. The sky was red as the sun slowly set. Anubis followed, but he didn’t dare stand close to her. What would he do if the hidden trapdoors of his emotions hinged open? So, he watched her—from a safe distance—as she fell to her knees. The pain in her chest only intensified. Gazing up at the sky, Isis wouldn’t admit it, but all the hurt she felt was shifting inside of her. With each sharp word, Anubis had sensed the hatred swirling around her broken heart.

“Tonight and every night since that party, Set has taken rule over Osiris’s two kingdoms. And I am no longer a queen. No, each morning I have played my part as the mourning widow, dropping my tears into the Nile and taking handfuls of dirt to pour over my head. But I was doing so much more, Anubis. I was searching. I noticed every current from that night and consulted every chart of the moon to learn about the river’s ebb and flow. Eventually, I found and rescued that coffin from the Nile. I pushed it onto the shores and hid Osiris in the tall grass. Thot, the wisest of us gods, was the first god that I told. He was angered by the way that Set disrupted the order of the kingship. With his help, I did something I have never done before. But I assure you, Anubis, it was absolutely necessary to bring my husband back.”

Shaking, Isis continued her story. A new emotion touched her words now. It was hidden in her face as she turned her gaze away from him—shame.

“Osiris’s soul had been away from his body too long for me to heal him. If only I had found him sooner. But Thot promised me that he knew of a way I could bring my husband back. We would perform a series of steps. ‘First, we must prepare the body. The body cannot remain whole. We have to empty it,’ Thot told me. I didn’t know what he meant then. And I was too deep in mourning to question him. I was willing to do anything, Anubis.” Here her stormy eyes rose and held his gaze. “Absolutely anything.

“So, I met Thot. In the shadows of a cave I brought Osiris’s body to him and laid it on a slab of stone. Thot lit torches and began his work. I had never seen tools like the ones he had with him. First, he used a bronze rod to pull out Osiris’s brain through his nose. I knew then and there that there was no turning back. Next, he had to liquefy and drain his skull until it was empty. When that was done he used an Ethiopian opal to make a cut and remove all that was in his abdomen. And that’s when my role came into play. I placed everything—the liver, lungs, stomach, and intestines—into four separate ceramic canopic jars. Then I rinsed my husband’s body with palm wine and myrrh and cassia.”

“This is why you need me? To restore your husband, after you… after you…” Anubis had never heard of this process before. But all he could feel was confusion, and immense sorrow for Osiris. Isis wasn’t known to be thoughtless or erratic. No, gods and humans alike spoke of her sound wisdom. So, why then had she done the unimaginable—dismember a man and take away all that he was before he could enter the afterlife? No sound escaped his lips—but he knew what his face was saying to her.

“You must know that I love my husband, Anubis!”

At that moment, Anubis wasn’t sure. Brick by brick, Isis’s words were building a wall blocking his empathy and the love he had secretly harbored for years. First and foremost, he was the one who bore judgment on the dead. He was the guardian of the afterlife. No wonder he hadn’t seen Osiris in the afterlife yet. But still, he didn’t fully understand. Should she be judged for her abomination? He still couldn’t make out why she was there.

“It worked, Anubis! It worked!”

As if Isis’s words were the harbinger of light itself, the torches around them came alive, blazing with fire under the night sky.

“Tonight, I’ll admit that I may have committed an unspeakable action. But I wouldn’t have been able to resurrect Osiris without the wisdom of Thot. So we used necromancy, or dark magic, as you call it. But there were no malevolent intentions. We did it only out of love—me for my husband and Thot for a dear friend. When I read from The Book of the Dead, my words were heard. With my powers and with this process—I was able to heal my husband. I raised Osiris from the dead!”

“Osiris is alive?”

“I must continue my story.”

Anubis was silent. He knew all too well about necromancy. One couldn’t pretend that type of magic wasn’t powerful. Oh, it was effective. But no one, especially those who used it for malevolent or vengeful purposes, ever escaped unscathed—they had to make a payment they might be unprepared to give.

Anubis and Isis walked back to Anubis’s throne room, where the torches glided across golden walls and marble floors. But as the flecks of light touched Isis’s emerald eyes, all he saw was revenge.

“Osiris was back, ready to reclaim his throne from his mad brother. But we couldn’t make a show of ourselves just yet. He was still shaken from having his soul leave his body for so long and returning in a body that wasn’t whole. Thot and I knew Osiris would need a few days to rest and restore his strength before taking on his brother, so we hid in the cave where we had performed our first ritual. For ten whole days, during which we were careful not to be seen, Osiris and I spent time together. Every night, we were husband and wife, and it was blissful. But Set had eyes and ears watching all that happened around the Nile. Shrouding their faces in black hoods and cloaks, his spies listened. They watched. And most of all, they made sure to know my whereabouts.

“They couldn’t find me at first. I had my own disguises as I dove in and out of the busy markets and winding sandstone streets. But one day, I didn’t notice their watchful eyes on my back. Perhaps I was distracted by the sweet figs I had purchased from a stall that day. All I remember thinking about was the joy they would bring him. Foolishly, I led them straight to Osiris.

“He did get to taste the succulent fruit. It was a beautiful last day that we had together. It wasn’t until the sun set that we heard the hooves of horses thundering around our desert cave. Set had come with the full force of his army. And the way he behaved toward his brother that night was just as I had remembered him being on most days—like a dog sick with violence that has no master to tame him. Set took Osiris from me. My poor husband wasn’t well enough to fight back. All he could do was scream my name. I was brought to my knees with the tip of a knife at the edge of Set’s jeweled scepter pressing into my throat. And do you know what Set said to me as he drew droplets of my blood?

“ ‘I won’t make a mistake again. That coffin was too compassionate a death. This time, I will slice my brother up into tiny little pieces and scatter his bones around the four corners of the earth. That’s how you’ll remember that I am all powerful. But if you’d like, if you can stop this foolishness and bow to me, you can be my queen. A goddess of such power should always be a queen, and I will gladly have you by my side.’

“With one breath, Set blackened my heart with rising hatred.”

“What did you say?” Anubis leaned toward the light that touched Isis’s face.

Yes, she was foolish for performing a ritual of necromancy. But, Anubis could see that as Isis told the story that she was telling the truth—she had done it only as a declaration of love. Her heart still beat as the pure goddess that he knew her to be.

“I told him I would be back to take his throne—not as his queen but as his enemy.”

Anubis flashed her a look of admiration. She’d lost a battle to a powerful god. But she was a ferocious goddess who wouldn’t allow injustice to win the war. On the scales of Justice, she satisfied him plenty. He felt a familiar feeling rising—he wanted to help her.

“Let me guess—you need me to help you find the pieces of Osiris? Are some buried in the sands of the underworld?”

Isis shook her head.

“I told you when I first walked into your throne room that I have traveled for years with Nephthys searching for the pieces of Osiris that Set scattered. Without her help, I wouldn’t have been able to find them.”

Anubis knew of Nephthys. When accompanying dead kings to the underworld, he often heard her name spoken or saw her performing her role. Wailing women offered lamentations for the dead and mournfully begged her to protect them. Once, he heard tales of schoolchildren being assured not to be afraid of her—the mocha-skinned goddess with thick braids who presided over the bodies of the dead—for she was a necessary companion to the afterlife. Now, without fear of punishment from Set, she showed up to help her sister twice. While Anubis had never officially met Nephthys, he likened her to a guardian through and through.

“There is still one piece missing. If it is in the underworld, I do not know.” Isis continued her story. “What I do know is that I could read from The Book of the Dead even without it. Without that missing piece, Osiris is alive, but not in a way that he can return to the land of the living. And that, He Who Is upon His Sacred Mountain, Lord of the Sacred Land, is where I need your help.”

She was using the names priests said to him when they made sacrifices in his temples. It felt good to hear them.

Anubis settled back into his throne. Only one being could raise such feelings in him. As lord of the underworld, he weighed the hearts of humans and gods. But who was here to judge his heart, which beat rapidly at the sight of the woman standing before him? Yes, parts of her story had flicked his heart with fear, separating her with brick walls. But he was beginning to understand now. And he was hypnotized. She had used her power for love. What was more pure than that? His heart pulsed against his chest. Like Isis, he wanted to use his power for love.

“Ask me.”

“If I do, please, Lord of Nine Bows, do not become angry with me.” She was praising him again.

“You have my word.”

“Only one piece of my husband is missing, but he will never see Earth again. Because he cannot return to the world of the living, Osiris must remain in the world of the dead. He is the god of fertility, and order would be disrupted by his presence here. A god cannot become a mortal any more than a king can become a servant. Osiris must become lord. It is the only rightful order of our realms.”

Anubis avoided her gaze. Instead, he rested his eyes on the enormous torches illuminating his throne room; he traced every intricate etching and curvature of the sloping armrest. As he stared at the pools of light, he was slowly beginning to understand. It seemed that her request was far larger than he could have anticipated when she’d first walked into his throne room. Did she truly realize what she was asking?

He laughed. “Whatever it is you need, be blunt and ask me.” This time, his voice was sterner with her than it had been all night.

“Anubis, Lord of the Underworld, I, Isis, am asking you to abdicate your throne.”

Her honesty and simplicity was what he needed to hear. Her tears and her story—yes, in Anubis’s eyes, it had all been genuine—twice had extinguished and reignited his emotions, which was confusing for the kind of god whose main role was to find Ma’at.

“Surrendering my throne could cause more chaos than even you could possibly imagine.”

Isis shook her head, catching the torchlight in her wild curls. “Is that what scares you? They call on me too, Anubis. And I would never show the dead so much contempt that I would allow this realm to fall into disarray. I have already consulted the sun god, Ra, who rules over all the created worlds—the sky, earth, and the underworld—about this matter. It would be a New Kingdom, he said.” She said this proudly, and for the first time in the evening, her smile greeted him.

“He Who Is upon His Mountain, you would still keep guard over the tombs from above. Lord of the Sacred Land, you would still be designated as the god of the desert. Guardian of the Scales, in the Hall of Two Truths, you would still weigh and measure the hearts of all who enter the underworld against Ma’at to determine whether or not they have lived a life worthy of this kingdom or are to be devoured by Ammit.”

She was calling his names again. It was a form of praise and it was also a way of smoothly ensuring that everything in the New Kingdom would fit together. Was it soothing enough for one of the most powerful deities to abdicate his kingdom? He squinted at her, silent, allowing her to continue.

“In the Old Kingdom, you were all of these things, and you will be in the New Kingdom too. But when Osiris rises to your throne, just as he rose from the dead, he will rule, offering new hope of life after death. And that will be the difference in the New Kingdom—death will be only the beginning.”

Anubis leaned toward her. She had flashed wisdom into every shadow of the transition as she fashioned this five-pointed-star plan.

“So he would offer a new sense of hope,” Anubis responded.

“With a new sense of hope for the dead entering the afterlife and in the proper role as a ruler, all would be right in our realms.”

“Is it that easy?”

Here Isis paused. The strength in her voice faltered a little. “No. I beg you to heal him. That is the first thing I’m asking you to do. Right now, his place is in neither world, so a new ritual needs to be performed. It is not the necromancy of Thot, but the magic I learned from Ra.” Saying the name of the sun god brought back her strength.

Anubis hadn’t agreed, but already there was a triumphant tone to Isis’s words, as if she knew that every tear, every fierce twinkle in her eyes, every little sweep of light pressing against her thin dress had smoothly swung his emotions in the direction she had wanted, and Anubis’s throne would be her reward.

“And is your next favor a way that would allow you to sit on this throne with him?”

She said nothing. A shadow darkened her features. Anubis watched as her chest rose and dropped. What emotion was she holding back?

“No,” she answered flatly.

“No?”

Lightly, her naked feet walked up the marble stones of his throne. In the stillness of the room, he heard the jingling of her golden ankle bracelets. She was a few inches from him now. Her scent struck his heart, catapulting all his composure onto the cold floor. He was shaking. But Isis didn’t seem to care. She took his hand and firmly placed his palm on her belly. Her skin was so warm and soft beneath the thin fabric. After a minute, Anubis understood why his hand was there. Her lean frame didn’t normally have a round belly. He hadn’t thought about it before, so slight was the bump. She hadn’t cradled her stomach during any part of her story. But now, in the torchlight, it was clear to him that a new life was growing inside the goddess’s swollen belly.

“When I healed my husband, I made love to him every night in that cave. Set cannot destroy our love. Now, I know you might be weighing my decisions. But I stand by them and by my words. I told you what I said to Set. I am not in the bloodline to inherit the throne. But as the first born of Osiris, this child will be.

“I know Set. He will try to kill our child before he is born and every day after that. And I know that a child cannot be born in the underworld. So no, I will not sit by my husband’s side on this new throne. Instead, I will hide, give birth, and raise our child surrounded by the strength of the armies still loyal to me. His name, we’ve decided, is Horace, which means ‘time.’ And when Horace’s time comes, when he is strong enough, he and I will be the enemy that I promised to Set. My son will reclaim his throne.”

She moved Anubis’s hand from her stomach. Suddenly, the air felt cold to Anubis. How quickly he yearned to feel her warm touch again. “I didn’t know if I could trust you at first. But now that you have listened to my full story, what will your answer be?”

“What is that second favor that you need?”

The room was silent again. All that could be heard was the flickering of torches. The goddess looked deep in thought. At last, she spoke.

“ ‘Imiut fetish.’ ‘He Who Is the Place of Embalming.’ That is what Ra says they will call you. To fully heal Osiris, he says, you must embalm Osiris. Wrap his body in gauze. Preserve him so he might enter the afterlife as Lord to the New Kingdom. Afterward, all of humanity will mimic this burial practice. As reparation for your sacrifice, Ra will make this practice known far and wide so that all the priests will acknowledge and praise you for it.”

Anubis’s love for Isis gripped his heart. Despite her devotion to Osiris, his love wasn’t faltering. Isis loved with a ferocious purity that couldn’t be shaken, yet another of her impressive qualities. He had no doubt what she said was the truth. He had no doubt she would win this war. Anubis wouldn’t be forgotten. He would have a new purpose and name that priests would praise him for. It wouldn’t be easy—Isis was asking him to give up a part of himself for her. But he could do it, and he would do it willingly.

“What you ask, I will do.” He sighed. What was more powerful than a pure love, especially when it compelled such a strong sacrifice?

“Thank you, Anubis,” she said. “When my son takes his throne, I will raise him to thank you for being the first spark of hope that brought his reign of peace and humanity. And whenever this story is retold, may everyone praise you as the benevolent god of the underworld.”
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