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      Lady Gregory lay back onto her pillow and wiped the sweat from her forehead. She gasped and reached out to caress Edward’s shoulder. Spent, he rolled off of her and let out an exasperated groan.

      She laughed and patted him on the arm, but didn’t want to speak yet. She let her mind wander, and the opportunities before them stretched out beyond their tiny room. They would get married, work hard, and travel up the New England coast. Together they would embrace the world and nothing could stop them.

      “Would you like me to get you something to drink?” He turned to her and waited for her to respond. Moonlight streamed in from the open window as the curtains blew inward from a cool breeze.

      “Wait, a moment. I want to tell you something.” She rolled over onto her side and cupped her hands by her face.

      “Is everything okay?” Worried, he put his arm around her and pulled her close.

      With his scent thick in the air, she stared into his eyes. She could get lost there. With all that had happened, she could not hide her happiness. She smiled and shook her head. “Yes, everything is fine. I have some news that I want to share with you.”

      “Did Mrs. Johnson help you get the job at the bakery?”

      Taken aback by his question, Lady Gregory shook her head and said, “No, I haven’t heard back from her yet.” She took his hand in hers, placed it on her belly, and smiled. “I have other news to share.”

      “You’re pregnant?” Edward pulled his hand from her as though he had touched a hot stove. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course I’m sure.” Her smile faded, and she asked, “Why are you upset?”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” He rolled onto his back and focused on a crack in the ceiling, following its path to the far corner of the room. But once outside the moonlight, the crack fell into shadow and he lost its path.

      Lady Gregory reached out and gently put her hand on Edward’s chest. “I thought you’d be happy for us.”

      “I need you to get a job and help bring in money so that we can survive. We can’t afford another mouth to feed.” He clenched his teeth and then bit his tongue to not say anymore.

      “Didn’t you hear what I’m saying, though? I’m pregnant with our child.” Lady Gregory put both hands on her stomach and closed her eyes. “It’s a miracle. I didn’t think that I could—”

      “Could what?” Edward interrupted her and let loose his temper. “You didn’t even ask me if this is something that I wanted. Now you’re pregnant and what are we going to do?”

      She recoiled from him and turned away. “I left everything for you. I came here, and it’s all been so strange and different and new. And I didn’t think that I could be blessed this way. Don’t you understand what this means? He’s not written me off. He’s allowed me to have a child. Our child! It’s a blessing and she will grow up to be beautiful and smart.”

      “I don’t want to talk anymore about it. I’m tired and I need to get up early to go to work.” He rolled over and pulled the sheet up over him and closed his eyes.

      Lady Gregory stayed frozen in place and held back her tears. She would not give him the satisfaction of letting him hear her crying. She would focus on herself, see the line of light straight through to the birth of their child, and the beautiful days yet to come. She would hold the baby in her arms and all would be right. She knew it would. It had to be. After all that she had sacrificed to be with Edward, now it all made sense. Their baby, a living symbol of their love, would unite them in ways that nothing else could. Edward needed time to see that. All would work out for the best. She knew it would.

      She lay there for a long time counting her breaths and listening to the wind blowing the sheer curtains inward so that they resembled angels flying into the room to check on her, surround her with love, and to protect her. She imagined all this in ways that could not be said in words. Lady Gregory retreated inside and let her mind wander until sleep found her. When she woke, Edward would understand. She knew it. Like the sun rises each day, so would their love. Nothing could stop them from being happy and together. Nothing.
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        * * *

      

      Lady Gregory opened her eyes and gasped. Disoriented and afraid, she reached out her hand to Polly, who slept next to her.

      “It’s okay, you’re fine.” Lily spoke softly and crouched down next to Lady Gregory. “You were having a bad dream, that’s all.”

      “The dream was so real.” Lady Gregory massaged the back of her neck and sat up straight. Her back hurt from sleeping against the cold wall of the cavern. “I’m sorry that I fell asleep.”

      Lily shrugged and then sat on the rocky ground. Keeping her voice low, she said, “You were tired and needed to sleep. There’s no need to apologize.”

      Rubbing her eyes in the hopes of shaking off her fatigue, Lady Gregory stood up and moved to the other side of the cave so she didn’t disturb Polly.

      Lily followed her and together they stood in front of the portal that led back into Polly’s room back at the school.

      “Do you think that enough time has passed and we can go back in?” Lady Gregory bent down to look into the opening, but didn’t cross the threshold. She hesitated, unsure on whether leaning into the opening would be dangerous or not.

      “It should be soon. The nuns put the kids to bed pretty early, though without there ever being a sun or a moon, I don’t know how they tell the time.” Lily crouched next to Lady Gregory and peered into the black opening before them. “Everything’s always gray. The sky’s a light gray, our clothes are a dark gray, and even the food we eat looks a bit gray.”

      Moving away from the opening, Lady Gregory stood up and faced Lily. Without warning, she grabbed Lily’s arm and examined it. “I still don’t understand. You feel all this, right?

      Lady Gregory pinched Lily’s arm, and she pulled away and stifled a cry. “That hurt. Why did you do that?”

      “You’re flesh and blood.” She let go of Lily’s arm and shook her head. “This shouldn’t be possible. You died. I saw it. We buried you.”

      “And yet, here I am.” Lily mock curtsied to Lady Gregory and then wiggled her fingers. “All I know is that I woke up here and met Polly later the same day at dinner.”

      “Maybe He is truly forgiving then.” Lady Gregory became lost in her own thoughts and turned away to watch Polly as she slept.

      “Or maybe there’s something else going on that we don’t understand yet.” Lily shrugged and also glanced over at Polly.

      “We buried you. I held your lifeless body in my arms.” Lady Gregory’s voice broke, and she reached for Lily’s hand. “And there’s my Polly. My little Polly. She died of yellow fever years ago, but here she is, still the same age. It’s a true miracle.”

      Not swayed by Lady Gregory’s explanation, Lily squeezed her hand and held it in hers. “Maybe because I’ve been trapped here for weeks, I see things a bit differently than you.”

      “Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll get you both out of here and then we’ll go back through the portal and I’ll take you both home with me.” Lady Gregory squeezed Lily’s hand and nodded as if to convince herself that her conviction would make her wish come true.

      “I’ve tried everything I could to escape, but there’s nowhere to go.” Lily turned her head to Lady Gregory and said, “I’ve run away during the night, early morning, and even once in the middle of the day. There’s no escape. It’s flat terrain in all directions. Gray sky, rocks and dirt, and pretty much nothing else.”

      “I arrived on the big boulder. There has to be a way we can open the portal and go back.” Lady Gregory let go of Lily’s hand and crossed her arms. “I’ve made it this far, so I’m not going to give up. There has to be a way out.”

      “Where were you before you came here?” Lily asked.

      “It’s a long story.” Not wanting to say more, Lady Gregory started to walk away, but Lily held her back.

      “We have time. That’s one thing we have plenty of.” Lily motioned over to Polly. “Why don’t you tell me your story until Polly wakes up, then we’ll go back through the opening and try to sneak out of here?”

      “I’m not sure you’ll believe me if I do.” Lady Gregory hesitated and thought for the right words to say. “I know if I heard my story, I’d think something was wrong with the person.”

      “Remember, I’ve seen you talk to the spirits of the dead, so I’m willing to give you a wide latitude.” Lily smoothed down her dress and waited for Lady Gregory to begin.

      On seeing that Lily wasn’t going to back down, Lady Gregory sighed and took a moment to fix some loose strands of hair in front of her right eye. Satisfied that she looked more presentable, she screwed herself up, lifted her chin and said, “I took a powerful demon’s daughter and her cousin to the Elysian fields and gave them my home.”

      Lily’s right eyebrow raised as she tried to piece together the nonsensical nature of Lady Gregory’s story. “You were in heaven with a demon?”

      “Yes.” Lady Gregory didn’t know what else to say except to confirm the truth.

      “Mom!” Polly called out, and sat up in distress. She glanced around for her mother and panicked.

      Distracted by Polly, Lady Gregory left Lily and headed over to her daughter. “It’s okay. I’m right here. I didn’t go anywhere.”

      Polly clung to her mother and fought back tears. “I thought you had left me when I was sick.” She looked up at her mom and said, “I don’t want you to ever leave me again.”

      Lady Gregory held her daughter tightly in her arms. “Is that what you think happened?”

      Confused, Polly wiped her nose on her sleeve and replied, “I went to bed with you beside me, and when I woke up, I was here.”

      “I didn’t leave you.” Her voice cracked, and she fought back tears. “You were very sick, and the fever took you from me. I tried everything to help you get well, but nothing worked. I didn’t leave you, yellow fever took you from me.”

      Lily hung back and kept quiet. On hearing Lady Gregory’s words, she bowed her head and looked away.

      Pushing herself away from her mother, Polly sat up and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “You died.” Lady Gregory spoke the words and quickly followed up with grabbing Polly’s hands in hers. “But now we’re together again and that’s all that matters.”

      “I’m dead?” Polly’s chest heaved, and she pulled her hands from her mother’s. “I don’t understand.”

      Seeing her daughter get upset, Lady Gregory smiled and tried to calm Polly down by holding her close. “I’m here now and I’m going to find a way out for both of us.”

      Ignoring her mother, Polly looked at Lily and asked, “Is it true? Did we die and come to this place?”

      Lily came to sit next to Polly and nodded. “Yes, it’s true.”

      “But why aren’t we in heaven? Shouldn’t there be angels and things?” Polly pointed to the hole they had climbed through to escape. “Why are we in a schoolhouse with nuns who force us to do chores each day? I don’t understand.”

      Lady Gregory glanced away and let the tears fall. She shook her head and through sobs she replied, “I don’t know. I really don’t.”

      Lily put her arm around Polly and did her best to try to cheer her up. “What matters is that we’re here now and that your mom has come to rescue us. If we work together, we can find a way out of this and get back home.”

      “Home.” Polly spoke the word, and a confused look crossed her face. “I don’t remember what it looks like. It’s been so long since I’ve been here.”

      “We’re going to be okay.” Lily hugged Polly and rubbed her back. “We’re all together now.”

      A thought crossed Polly’s mind, and she asked Lily, “Did you know my mom before you came here?”

      “Yes, she took me and my friend in a few years ago. We lived together with a man named Charles and made a happy home together.”

      Still not understanding, Polly asked, “Is this the place that all children go after they die?”

      Lady Gregory did not want to hear anymore, so she stood up and walked over to the wall. “We need to know when they all are asleep. And then we’ll sneak out of the school, go to the boulder outside, and find a way through the portal to get back home.”

      Ignoring her mother, Polly asked Lily again, “Is this where all the children come to when they die?”

      Lily shrugged. “I don’t know. I really don’t.”

      “What if they find us escaping? Won’t they punish us?” Polly pulled away from Lily and crossed her arms. “I’ve seen them hit kids with a ruler. The nuns aren’t nice.”

      “We’ll come up with a plan to get through the boulder. If we sneak out in the middle of the night, no one will notice us missing. We’ll get away and when they wake up in the morning, they won’t know where we ran off to.”

      Wise beyond her years, Polly cocked her head sideways and replied, “You don’t know that for certain. You’re just telling me that because you don’t want me to get upset.”

      “Polly.” Lady Gregory called to her from across the room. “It’s true. I can’t promise that I can get you both safely away from here, but I have to try. We all have to try. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      Polly stood up and walked over to her mother. “You mean try? Is that what you want me to do?”

      “Yes, that’s all we can do.” Lady Gregory pointed at the hole in the wall. “You’re the smallest one here. You can crawl back through, see if everyone’s asleep, and then come back to tell us. Will you do that for us?”

      “Yes,” Polly paused and turned away, “but I’m afraid. If I get caught, the nuns will hurt me.”

      “I understand that. And you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. If you’re afraid, I’ll try to go through.”

      Lily interrupted her. “No, I can go if Polly doesn’t want to.”

      Polly changed her mind and went up to the wall and knelt in front of the dark hole. “No, I’ll go. I’m the smallest and it’ll be easiest for me to crawl through and I can look out from under my bed.”

      Lady Gregory knelt beside her daughter and put her arm around her. “If you don’t want to go, you don’t have to.”

      “I’ll think of cakes and sweets like we used to get when we were back home.” Polly closed her eyes and said, “Icing and candy and cakes and pies.”

      Upon hearing the words, Lady Gregory smiled. She hadn’t heard Polly say those words in years. “And tarts and custards and chocolate.”

      Polly turned to her mother and smiled. “I’ll be right back.” She crawled forward and whispered, “And tarts and custards and chocolate too.”

      Lady Gregory gave her daughter space to crawl through the hole and held her breath. If she were caught, all would be over. Her heart beat fast and she tried not to think of their failing. Such thinking would do more harm than good.

      From the hole, she heard her daughter whispering the catch phrase again, and Lady Gregory did the same. And then all went silent. Lady Gregory knelt down and leaned her head into the dark hole in the cavern wall and listened for Polly, but only silence greeted her.

      Lady Gregory turned back around and said to Lily, “I shouldn’t have let her go alone. Something’s happened to her.”

      Lily dropped to her knees and said, “Let me go after her. If she was found, I can smooth things over with Sister Patrice and tell her that we found the secret hole in the wall and went exploring. Then you can hide behind those rocks over there and—”

      “No, I’m going back through. I don’t want to lose Polly again.” Lady Gregory flattened herself down onto her belly and crawled into the hole. All went dark until she felt a shoe hit her in the forehead.

      She shimmied back out and rubbed the sore spot just as Polly exited the hole. She went over to her mother and asked, “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to kick you.”

      “It was my fault. I thought you were in trouble and that something had happened to you when I couldn’t hear you anymore.” Lady Gregory pulled Polly close and gave her a hug.

      “I stopped singing once I came out of the hole because I didn’t want anyone to hear me.” Polly left her mother’s arms and smiled. “It was late in the night. My two bunk mates were fast asleep.”

      Lily went back over to the wall and said, “I’ll go first. I can scout the way, and we can head to the kitchen. Once there, we’ll go out the back door and then circle back around to the front and then head to the boulder.”

      Lady Gregory folded her hands together and thought for a moment before she replied, “What’s the plan if one of the nuns is still up or if we run into someone else?”

      “I’ll say that I needed to help Polly because she wasn’t feeling well and I thought that getting her some water would help.” Lily knelt down and prepared herself to crawl into the hole.

      “These nuns that watch over you. Is there anything special about them that I should know about?” Lady Gregory asked.

      Polly shrugged and replied, “They’re mean and yell at us a lot, but I’ve never seen them be any different from the nuns back at my old school.”

      “What about you? Did you ever see anything odd about them?”

      Lily thought for a moment and said, “I’ve never seen them without their habits on. The older ones tend to be quieter and I’ve caught a few of them napping, but I’ve also not seen anything strange about them.”

      Lady Gregory headed over to Lily and sat down on the ground beside her. “I’d feel better if I went first. If something happens, then they would find me and I could be blamed for everything. I’ll just tell them the truth and say that I’m trying to steal you both away.”

      “But you don’t know which way to go. It’ll be safer if I lead the way.” Lily pushed her point and added, “I know that you don’t want to see either of us get hurt, but I can do this. I’m not afraid to lead us to the kitchen. It makes the most sense.”

      Polly came to stand beside her mother and chimed in, “She’s right. Lily can do this. She’s helped me in the past and I trust her.”

      Lady Gregory sat back against the wall and looked at Lily. “You knew that Polly was my daughter once you arrived here, didn’t you?”

      Lily turned her head to the side sheepishly and gently pushed Lady Gregory out of the way. “The sooner we get out of here—”

      But Lady Gregory held her ground and gently put her hand on Lily’s shoulder. “No, we’ve all rushed too much as it is and never take the time to say the things that matter most.”

      Hesitating, Lily turned around and nodded. She tried to hide the tears in her eyes, but couldn’t. “I recognized Polly the first day I was here. The way you used to describe her and the stories you told me about her made it easy. I didn’t do anything special.”

      Polly pushed past her mother and wrapped her arms around Lily. “No, that’s not the truth. She took care of me and looked after me when no one else did. She’s my friend.”

      A big smile broke out on Lady Gregory’s face, and she hugged both the girls. “Thank you, Lily. Thank you.”

      The three of them stood there, holding each other until Lily sniffled and extricated herself from the hug. “You’re welcome. Now, will you let me go first?”

      Knowing that it would not do her any good to keep on protesting, Lady Gregory nodded. “Go ahead and take the lead. I’ll follow and Polly will come third.”

      “I don’t want to be last!” She put her hands on her hips and took a defensive stance.

      “Polly, please.” Lady Gregory reached out to her, but her daughter only shook her head in defiance.

      But Lily remained unphased. She glanced back over her shoulder and said, “Polly, can you please take up the rear? You’ll be defending us from anyone who might sneak up on us.”

      Not to be fooled, Polly looked behind her and replied, “There is no one else here except us.”

      “Once we’re through the hole, I need someone to have the eyes of an eagle who can make certain that as we go through the school in the dark that no one follows us. Can you do that for me?” Lily waited a moment as Polly considered.

      Happy that she had been given an important job, Polly replied, “Yes, I’ll keep a good watch out and make certain that none of those penguins chase after us.”

      Caught off guard, Lady Gregory snorted and asked, “Penguins?”

      “That’s what I call the nuns. They waddle around and dress in black and white.”

      Lady Gregory crossed her arms. “That’s not nice. You shouldn’t call them that.”

      “You haven’t seen what the sisters have done to some of the children. If you did, you’d think that we were being too kind to them. We should get going. Come on.” Not waiting for anyone to reply, Lily headed into the hole and disappeared into the darkness.

      Lady Gregory turned around and faced Polly. “Ready?”

      “Yes, I am.” Polly stretched her back to stand at her tallest and then got down on her knees so that she could crawl through the hole. “Mom?”

      Joining her daughter on the ground, Lady Gregory turned back and asked, “Yes?”

      “Thanks for coming back for me. I missed you.” Polly brushed a lock of her blonde hair away from her eyes and smiled.

      “I’ve missed you too.” She rested her palm on Polly’s cheek and needed to turn away, or she knew that she would start to cry.

      Turning back toward the hole, Lady Gregory crawled forward into the dark and prayed that she could find a way for them all to escape.
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      Rose accepted Charles’ hand as he helped pull her out of the boat and onto the pier. She glanced back at Nemesis, who had already started to turn the boat around. “This is Hades?”

      With her black cloak, gloved hands, and her hood up, Rose could not see much of Nemesis’ appearance. “That’s where you wanted me to take you. Good luck.” Without another word, she headed back out onto the river Styx to go find the next set of passengers who wanted entrance into the underworld.

      “Come on, we should get going.” Charles headed to the end of the pier, but Rose stayed put.

      “What’s our plan?” She stared up at the gray sky. The grayness stretched far off to the horizon, and the ground matched the sky’s color.

      With each step that Charles took, the sound of thousands of tiny pebbles being crunched by his boot filled the air. “I don’t know. I just don’t want to be here longer than we need to be.”

      “I’m with you on that.” Rose walked toward him and with each step she sank a tiny bit into the pebbles. “But what are we going to do when we meet some demons and how are we going to find Lily?” She stopped and put her hands on her hips and in frustration said, “We have no idea on how to find her.”

      “No, we don’t.” Charles looked off toward the gray sky on the horizon. “But that’s not going to stop us. We’ve made it this far and need to keep on going.”

      Rose raised her left arm and closed her eyes. “Let me try something.” Her brow furrowed as she concentrated, and her left hand lit up with a bright yellowish light.

      “Do you think you can use your magic to find Lily?”

      “I can try.” Rose turned to the left and then to the right with her arm outstretched. The light emanating from her hand stayed the same. Turning her head to the side, Rose stopped moving.

      Charles looked at where she pointed and whispered, “Did you find her?”

      Rose’s nose twitched, and she shook her head in defeat. “No, she’s not here.”

      “Well, I guess we should start walking and try again later.” Charles turned to go, but Rose stayed put.

      “No, I mean she’s not in Hades at all.” Rose pointed out to a spot far away and said, “But I felt a weak spot there and I can sense that Lily’s that way.”

      Charles’ right eyebrow went up, and he crossed his arms. “What does that mean?”

      “I think there’s a portal over there that leads to wherever she is.” Rose frowned and shrugged. “Or at least I think so.”

      “We better get moving then. From the look of things, we have a long way to go.” Charles shaded his eyes and squinted, but he still couldn’t make out anything but the gray line of the horizon.

      “I can help you both get there faster if you’d like.” Seemingly from a disembodied voice, with an upper-class British accent, the words originated from a few feet past where Charles stood.

      “Who said that?” Charles reached for his gun, but stopped, as he doubted the weapon could harm anything from the afterlife.

      Rose took a few steps forward and stood by Charles’ side with her left hand out and at the ready. She ignited her hand in a brilliant yellow light and cast it out in front of her. “I don’t see anything.”

      The voice sounded a bit closer and replied, “I apologize about that. I’m not facing you and you can’t see me.”

      Rose caught a flicker in the space in front of her and for a second she thought that she had blinked. But as her eyes adjusted to the overcast gloom of Hades, she noticed a thin black line hovering in front of them. “I see something.”

      “I’ll be coming into view in a moment. It takes me a while to swing my rear around. I’m not as young as I used to be.” The thin black line floated a bit to their left and then flattened out to be rectangular in size. “I’m almost there.” With a huff and a puff, the line tripled in width and like magic a blurry shape appeared to float in front of them until it came into focus.

      Charles leaned in close to Rose and said, “Is that an elephant's butt?”

      “I’m coming through backwards, so bear with me.” Sounding a bit strained, the elephant pushed through an invisible barrier, squeezed through and then slid the rest of its body into view. “There we go. Now where are you?”

      Rose covered her mouth and tried hard not to giggle, but failed.

      With his large ears flapping and tail swishing back and forth, the elephant swung his large body around to face them. “I must look all out of sorts to you and I apologize for that.” Lifting out his trunk, the elephant said, “My name is Oliver. It is a pleasure to meet two other fine beings new to the afterlife. Welcome.”

      Rose reached out to touch Oliver’s trunk and quickly shook it. “My name is Rose, and my friend here is Charles. We’re both delighted to make your acquaintance.”

      “You both must be wondering what an elephant is doing here in Hades, but I can explain.” Oliver flapped his ears and morphed into an average-sized man with curly brown hair. “There, that’s a bit better.”

      Charles reached for his gun, but Rose stayed his hand. “What are you doing here?”

      Oliver wore a fashionable suit, and he brushed off some dirt from his shoulder. “I’m still getting used to all of this afterlife stuff.” He pointed at the river Styx and said, “I died and came in on a boat just like you two. But I found that I could change back and forth into an elephant at will.”

      “Were you able to do that before you died and came here?” Rose asked. She took a few steps away from Charles and turned off her magic as she lowered her hand.

      “No, I couldn’t. But I found that the other people I met could do the same thing. I’ve seen people change into dogs, cats, foxes, and even a snake.” He reached out to shake Rose’s hand, and she accepted. “The afterlife has been pretty fun so far.”

      Charles kicked the pebbles on the ground and pointed all around them. “Fun? It looks pretty dire to me. And what about the demons, fire, and torture?”

      “There’s not much of that happening here any more. Ever since the angels arrived, it’s been a lot different.” Oliver glanced back over his shoulder. “And once you get a bit more in from the river, things change pretty drastically. There’s lots of green grass, trees, and even a river that I like to play in when the sun gets hot.”

      Charles reached out and put his hand on Oliver’s chest, and moved in closer to him. “What do you mean that there are angels here?”

      “I was just as surprised as you are when they arrived. It happened a few days ago. From what I heard, they said that if demons could come and own some of their land, then they were going to break the truce and come down here and take over parts of Hades.” Oliver shrugged. “The place had always been a mess, so it was nice to see the angels clean it up a bit. I wouldn’t want to say this in front of some of my demon friends, but things are looking pretty nice. I can show you around if you’d like.”

      “Can you give us a minute to talk in private?” Rose motioned for Charles to follow her as she headed back toward the river.

      He walked after her, careful to not sink too deep into the pebbles as they moved closer to the water. “I think we should go with him. It’s the best chance that we have.”

      “What do you think is going on with the angels?” Rose looked over Charles’ shoulder to see what Oliver was up to, but he had turned around to give them their privacy.

      “I’m not sure. Something big must have happened and I wouldn’t be surprised if it had something to do with Isabella.” Charles shook his head and clucked his tongue. “She always knows how to get into the worst kind of trouble.”

      “You’re probably right, but I guess that’s why we love her.” Rose leaned in closer to Charles and then asked, “Did she ever tell you why she goes by ‘Lady Gregory’? I’ve always wondered about that. I mean, she’s not really related to nobility, is she?”

      “I did ask her that once and she didn’t get into the details, but she said that she was named after a famous writer. I didn’t know what she was talking about, but that’s what she told me at least.” Charles turned back to look at Oliver. “So, are we in agreement that we’ll go with him?”

      “He seems harmless enough. I could think of worse guides through Hades.” Rose pointed at the river Styx and added, “It’s either we go with him or try to go back the way we came, and I don’t really want to do that. We’ve come so far. Maybe he can help us find Lily.”

      Charles watched as the black water streamed by them. With no boat or means to get across the water, the journey back would be near impossible. “I agree. Let’s go tell him.”

      Rose led the way and carefully walked up the embankment through all the loose pebbles until they met back up with Oliver.

      He turned around with a big smile on his face and asked, “Well, have you decided?”

      “Yes, we’d like to go with you if you would have us.” Rose reached out her hand and Oliver gladly shook it.

      “This is wonderful news. It’s been years since I died and I want to hear all of what’s going on back in the world of the living.” He paused and caught himself from talking too much. “I’ve been going on and on, but I haven’t even asked you. What are you doing here in Hades?”

      Charles spoke before Rose could. “We’re looking for our friend Lily.”

      Oliver wagged his finger at him and replied, “You’ve come to rescue her from here, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, but we don’t think she ever made it here.” Rose pointed to a spot on the horizon. “I think there might be some sort of portal that leads to where she is. Do you think you can help us get there?”

      “You probably want me to take you to the tower.” Oliver squinted and tried to make it out, but couldn’t. “It’s a bit of a way off, but if I turn back into an elephant, you both can ride on my back. How does that sound to the both of you?”

      Unphased by Oliver’s kind offer, Charles asked, “What’s in the tower?”

      “That’s where Asherah lives.” Oliver gave up trying to see the tower and faced them. “She has all sorts of portals in her tower. I expect that’s how the angels got here so quickly as I didn’t see any of them come from the river.”

      Looking confused, Rose asked, “Who’s Asherah?”

      “She’s God’s wife, of course.” Oliver shifted into an elephant and knelt down. “Climb on up and we’ll talk on the way. It’s a long journey, but it won’t be too long if we get started right away. If we’re lucky, we might get to see the sunset. That’s a new thing here. I know that it all looks gray and gloomy but about an hour out from here things change pretty quickly.”

      “God’s wife?” Charles mouthed the words to Rose, and she threw her arms up in the air in exasperation.

      “Come on up. I won’t bite.” Oliver kept talking, but Charles focused on lifting Rose up so that she could climb up Oliver’s trunk, over his head, and onto his back. “Oh, that tickled!

      Ignoring Oliver’s chatter, Charles took a moment to think of Lady Gregory, hoped she was okay, and then climbed up after Rose.

      They had a long journey ahead of them and it seemed a lot to learn.
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        * * *

      

      Set pushed his way through the last few feet of the portal and prayed that he and the Duchess would escape. He did not know who he prayed to, but he took a chance to let some hope creep into his life. All around him the world lay in darkness and he could hear his own breathing and felt the Duchess’ hand in his own.

      One step forward and another until he broke through the thin membrane of a world between another world. With a gasp, he fell forward and pulled the Duchess with him. He cradled her in his arms as he stumbled out of the baptismal fountain and into a wooden chair. The chair rocked backwards, but he stabilized himself from falling, and moved the Duchess to the chair next to him.

      “Did we make it?” She looked at him, but could see nothing.

      Glancing around at the emptied church, Set hazarded a guess. “Yes, it looks like we did. We arrived back on the Other side.”

      To their left, moonlight streamed in through the stained glass windows. Set got up and walked over to the window, and peered out.

      The Duchess rubbed her eyes and turned toward him. “I think my eyesight might be coming back.” She pointed at the windows and said, “Is there light coming through the windows over there?”

      “Yes, it’s dark out with the moon high overhead.” Set froze and tilted his head up to take a few sniffs of the nighttime air. “I smell something, though. Can you smell it?”

      The Duchess closed her eyes and took in a deep breath through her nose, held it a moment, and replied, “It smells like wood burning. Is something on fire?”

      “Wait, a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      Set started to head off toward the church’s entrance, but the Duchess called after him. “Wait, don’t leave me here alone. Please, take me with you.”

      He stopped, took pity on her, and came back to help her walk toward the exit. “You know, I think that’s the nicest I ever heard you be toward me.”

      She ignored him and patted his arm. “Thank you for not deserting me back on the Elysian Fields.”

      “We’re family. Blood is thicker than water. I couldn’t just leave you back there.” Set brought them through the double doors to the church’s front steps. He held his cousin close with his arm around her and turned his head toward the bright orange glow in the night sky. “Can you see that?”

      She scanned the dark sky and replied, “I think I can see the moon there.” She pointed up at the near full moon and then looked toward the west and put her arm down. “And over there, I see a large glow, but I can’t make any more of it out. What is it?”

      Set put his hands on his knees and glanced down at the ground. “I think the city’s burning.”

      As if on queue, a bell from blocks away began ringing and a few moments later others picked up the call. “The people are calling for help. We should get back to the tower and see if we can help my sister.”

      Set shook his head and watched the flickering light in the sky. “This is bad, really bad. You’re right. Helena’s going to need our help. Can you see enough to walk or do you want me to guide you?”

      “As much as I’d like to be able to walk on my own, I can’t see much in the dark. Hold my hand, take it slow, and help guide me to my tower.” The Duchess put out her hand and added, “Please.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He fake curtsied and took her hand in his, and then slowly walked down the stairs.

      Block by block, he led them through the city until he came to the marketplace. Closed for the night, the stalls were locked, and no one could be found. Most people either ran toward the section of the city that burned or fled the opposite way.

      When Set arrived at the doors to the tower, he stopped and glanced up in fear. Wondering why he had stopped, the Duchess asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “There are no guards at the entrance and the doors are open.” He pushed the door on the left and walked through with the Duchess in tow.

      “I don’t hear anything. That’s odd.” She put her arm on his shoulder and clung close to him.

      “We’re at the steps. I’m going to take them slow. Okay?” He ascended the stairs and took his time looking for some sign of life.

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      Step by step, they headed up through the tower until they arrived at the throne room. Set took in the devastation, but kept quiet. Broken chairs, overturned tables, and dead guards littered the top level. “Be careful and stick close to me.”

      “What do you see?” She strained to see in the dark, but her eyesight still failed her.

      “We’re almost there. Just keep close to me.” He ignored answering her and weaved his way through the desolation.

      She stopped and pulled at his arm, forcing him to do the same. “We’re not going any further until you tell me what you see.”

      He turned toward her and took her hands in his. “I see the remains of your guard. Everyone is dead. The tower’s been ransacked.”

      The eerie stillness of the tower caused the Duchess to shiver. Without waiting for Set, she headed off into the throne room and called out, “Helena, are you here?”

      Set went with the Duchess, and he guided her around the dead.

      “Describe them to me. What do they look like?” The Duchess pointed at one of her guardsmen on the ground. She could make out a dark shape, but none of the details.

      “He has his sword in his hand and he’s crumbled on the ground.” Set turned away and did not want to see any more.

      “Do you see blood?” The Duchess asked.

      As much as he didn’t want to, Set walked over to the nearest guard and rolled him over. Startled by the dead man’s dried out look, he shook his head. “No, I don’t. He’s bone dry.” He moved over to a few of the other guards throughout the room and added, “They’re all like that.”

      “That’s what I thought. It’s Alessandro
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