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Synopsis

Cressida loves Greek mythology, tales of gods and
monsters, but she knows they aren’t real no matter how awesome it
would be to meet the beautiful women of myth. When her aunt June
disappears, Cressida realizes the other members of her family
aren’t so rational. June’s notes point to a possible entrance to
the fabled Underworld before they cut off completely.

Following June’s footsteps leads Cressida into a
world she knew only as legend, a place of marvels and danger, where
the living are highly prized by the dead. Desperate, Cressida turns
to Medusa, a demigoddess who’s been maligned by myth, but
everything in the Underworld comes with a price. Medusa is more
than willing to help find June, and all it will cost Cressida is
one little murder.
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The Pyradisté Adventures

“…a healthy dose of a very creative, yet believable,
world into which the reader will step to find enjoyment and
heart-thumping action. It’s a fiendishly delightful tale.”—Lamda
Literary

“Barbara Ann Wright is a master when it comes to
crafting a solid and entertaining fantasy novel. …The world of
lesbian literature has a small handful of high-quality fantasy
authors, and Barbara Ann Wright is well on her way to joining the
likes of Jane Fletcher, Cate Culpepper, and Andi Marquette. …Lovers
of the fantasy and futuristic genre will likely adore this novel,
and adventurous romance fans should find plenty to sink their teeth
into.”—The Rainbow Reader

“The Pyramid Waltz has had me smiling for
three days. …I also haven’t actually read…a world that is entirely
unfazed by homosexuality or female power before. I think I love it.
I’m just delighted this book exists. …If you enjoyed The Pyramid
Waltz, For Want of a Fiend is the perfect next
step…you’d be embarking on a joyous, funny, sweet and madcap ride
around very dark things lovingly told, with characters who will
stay with you for months after.”—The Lesbrary

“This book will keep you turning the page to find out
the answers. …Fans of the fantasy genre will really enjoy this
installment of the story. We can’t wait for the next
book.”—Curve Magazine

 


Thrall: Beyond Gold and Glory

“…incidents and betrayals run rampant in this world,
and Wright’s style successfully kept me on my toes, navigating the
shifting alliances… [Thrall] is a story of finding one’s path where
you would least expect it. It is full of bloodthirsty battles and
witty repartee…which gave it a nice balanced focus…This was the
first Barbara Ann Wright novel I’ve read, and I doubt it will be
the last. Her dialogue was concise and natural, and she built a
fantastical world that I easily imagined from one scene to the
next. Lovers of Vikings, monsters and magic won’t be disappointed
by this one.”—Curve Magazine

“The characters were likable, the issues complex, and
the battles were exciting. I really enjoyed this book and I highly
recommend it.”—All Our Worlds
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Chapter One

June’s disappearance would have made more sense if
her apartment had become a crime scene, with smashed furniture and
yellow tape, definitive marks that something had happened.
Instead, Cressida had to make do with one email, and as she stood
in her aunt’s tidy living room, she read it again on her phone,
dissecting it, looking for anything that might make a woman
disappear as handily as a magician’s trick.

“Found something wonderful,” it read. “Maybe
impossible but still wonderful. See you soon. Love, Aunt June.”

Wonderful could mean anything, but to June, who
signed her emails like letters, it had to mean a relic of a bygone
age. Impossible meant something that other experts had dismissed as
myth, but if anyone could find the impossible, it was June, the
woman who’d taught Cressida that studying classical literature had
more to it than dusty old books.

But June’s apartment wasn’t Greece, Turkey, or
Libya, all places June had once taken Cressida, wanting her to
stumble on the secrets and tales just waiting to be discovered. And
this wasn’t a story told around a flickering campfire like those
that had guaranteed Cressida would follow somewhat in her aunt’s
footsteps and seek out a doctorate in classical literature, so
close to her aunt’s doctorates in archaeology and classical
studies. Cressida’s parents had warned her that June would get her
into trouble, that June’s study bordered on belief, but this wasn’t
trouble. This was just…gone.

Four days and no news, unheard of for a woman who
loved to share her discoveries and stayed in touch almost daily
while she was jaunting. Cressida had tried June’s contacts in
Greece and various universities, but no one had a clue. Her
apartment sat as if waiting for her. With all her bills set on
auto-pay, it would wait until the money ran out.

With the email reciting itself in June’s
high-pitched, excitable voice, Cressida searched. She felt like a
snoop, but if she went missing, she hoped someone would do the same
to find her. The bedroom was tidy, the clothing utilitarian with
only a few empty hangers and clear spaces in drawers. Her backpack
was gone, no surprise when jaunting after the impossible. The
police wouldn’t open an investigation because she’d clearly left on
her own.

June’s study looked like Archaeological
Digest with its framed photos of dig sites and artifacts
fighting for space with artists’ renderings of every goddess
imaginable. Snaps of every relic June had ever authenticated were
packed into thick scrapbooks.

Her laptop sat on the desk in between mountains of
paper. Strange, she usually traveled with it, and Cressida wondered
if its presence was a clue in itself. She flipped it open and
turned it on as she had before, hoping that it would miraculously
bypass the password screen this time. She’d already asked her
parents for ideas, and they’d gone through every myth they
knew.

Cressida rested her chin on one fist and wished
she’d watched more crime shows or that she knew someone who hacked
computers, but TV hackers usually only hacked the computers of the
dead. Cressida shuddered and pushed that thought far away. A dead
June was impossible; it would be like killing a tornado.

She turned to the stacks of paper, looking at those
on top. Most were copies from university reference texts. Most were
in Greek, and from what Cressida could make out, most were about
the Underworld. June had highlighted a few lines about Hercules
visiting the Underworld. She had the entire tale of Orpheus’s
attempt to rescue his wife, and she’d underlined passages in The
Odyssey. She had articles on the gods and monsters who were
said to dwell in the Underworld and the Titans who were imprisoned
there. She must have been hard at work on her next article, but
what could she discover about myths of the Underworld that hadn’t
already been written? On top of one paper June had written,
“Eleusinian Mysteries,” and underlined it three times.

Cressida frowned. The Mysteries were the secret
rites of an ancient cult that worshiped Demeter, goddess of the
harvest, and her daughter Persephone, queen of the Underworld. But
the Eleusinian Mysteries had died out long ago, as extinct as the
worship of the ancient gods. As secret rites, all that was left of
them was rumor. Maybe June had found some new insight.

But if she had, she hadn’t written it down anywhere
for Cressida to find. She pulled June’s email up on her phone
again. “Love, June,” it read, and June didn’t even write “love”
when she emailed her sister. Cressida had been included on some of
the emails between her mother and her aunt; they’d been signed,
“Best, June,” or “Have a good one, June.” They loved each other,
but they weren’t so close that they just up and said it.

Cressida looked to the password field on the laptop
again. “Oh, Aunt June, tell me you didn’t.” Cressida typed her own
name into the password field, and when the start screen loaded, she
felt both elated and ashamed. It wasn’t as bad as “1234,” but it
still made her cringe.

When she opened June’s email and saw the flight
confirmation, she punched the air. It was for London, not Greece
like she’d thought. But before she could call June’s friends in the
UK, she noticed the flight was going the wrong way. London to
Austin, a recent ticket for someone called Nero Georgiou.

Who named their child Nero? It was dated one day
before June had sent her email to Cressida. She kept scrolling and
found a reservation for the Doubletree near the university.
Cressida picked back through June’s papers until she found a sticky
note with the words, “Nero 319,” a clue that had meant nothing
before.

“Got ya!” She pushed back in the chair, but whom had
she gotten? A lover? Possibly. June found lovers at every port, of
every sex, but she hadn’t yet flown any to her. Maybe Nero was just
that good in bed.

With forward momentum pushing her along, Cressida
grabbed her purse, locked up, and nearly ran to her car. As quickly
as the lights would let her go, she sped toward the university
district and parked at the Doubletree. She passed through the lobby
and strode toward the elevators as if she had a right to be there.
June had always told her that the right look went a long way; a
confident gait had gotten her into many exhibitions she hadn’t been
invited to.

Outside of 319, Cressida hesitated. What if June was
in there, and the two of them had been lost in a haze of drunken
sex? No, she still would have found time to call. And the sex
couldn’t be good enough to be called wonderful and
impossible.

And if June was in there hacked to bloody pieces?
Cressida’s hand fell again. She looked down the hall, measuring the
distance to the elevator and stairs. She looped her purse around
her fist and hoped it would make a good enough weapon. She owed it
to June to see this through. She hoped Nero was some visiting
professor, maybe an expert on the Underworld, and that he’d have a
simple explanation for June’s disappearance all ready.

She knocked and lifted her purse, ready to wail on
whoever answered the door in case the explanation was murderously
complicated.

“Who is it?” Not June’s voice, a man’s, a bleary one
by the sound of it.

Before she could answer, the door opened, and a
young man in a half-tied robe blinked at her. She hesitated, purse
still lifted. He pushed black hair out of his eyes, looked her over
from head to toe, and smiled. “This must be my lucky day.”

She gave him the same once-over. Skinny, very young,
definitely not June’s taste. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

He stood wide, gesturing for her to come in. “Did
one of my friends get me a present for being such a good boy?” His
accent pegged him as British with a hint of something else,
possibly Greek. In his sty of a room, sheets were strewn
everywhere, clothes on top of them. Room service trays perched on
various surfaces. If the maids had been in since he’d taken up
residence, they’d probably died of fright, and he’d stuffed them
under the bed.

“You a dancer, sweetheart?” he asked.

Cressida strode past him, confident she could break
him in half if necessary. “I’m looking for my aunt June.”

“Never heard of her.” But he turned away as he said
it. He looked about nineteen. Not a visiting professor then, unless
he was a genius.

“Are you Nero?”

“The one and only.”

“Then I’m betting you know the woman who flew you
over here.”

He blinked at her hazily, and she noted the liquor
bottles scattered here and there. A bra hung from one of the light
sconces. Bright turquoise, it didn’t look like June’s style.

“I know lots of women, sweetheart. They come, they
go.”

Cressida took a menacing step toward him. “Tell me
where my aunt is, or I’m calling the cops. You were the last one to
see her. I’m sure they’d be interested in that.”

“Look, sweetheart—”

“Cressida. One more sweetheart, and we find out just
how good of a weapon this is.” She lifted the purse.

His eyes widened, then he smiled again. “If you
think I’m dangerous, why did you come alone?”

She snorted. She was taller than him by several
inches, and though she’d never been in a fight, she thought he’d be
a good first experience. She had rage in her corner, too, shouting
at her to grab his skinny ass and dangle him out the window. “Are
we calling the cops or what?”

He barked a laugh. “Better call them now if you want
them in an hour. Traffic here is a bit—” He wandered close to the
window, and his smile slipped. “Did you tell someone you were
coming here?”

Thinking he really meant to try something, she
readied the purse again. “Why?”

“You were followed. I told her to watch for that,
and she should have told you the same.” He began to hurry around
the room, gathering his things. “She said you were smart,” he
mumbled. “In college and everything.”

“A grad student, actually.” She looked out the
window and saw a man standing near the bushes, looking up at the
hotel, at her, but he shouldn’t have been able to see her through
the window in daylight. He wore a turtleneck too warm for spring
and was as bald as a cue. Another man joined him, twin in looks and
dress, and when Cressida glanced toward the sidewalk, she saw
another striding to join them. Incredibly creepy triplets? She
would have hoped their parents taught them to dress differently,
but maybe they liked freaking people out.

“Do they have something to do with June?” she
asked.

He’d pulled on jeans and a black tee while her back
was turned. “I can’t believe you didn’t check to see if anyone
followed you!” He threw more things into two bags: clothes, empty
liquor bottles, half full ones, it didn’t seem to matter.

“What the hell is going on?” She grabbed for him,
but he twisted away.

“Just help me get out of here, and I’ll tell you.”
He opened the chest of drawers and removed a carved wooden box from
the lowest one, handling it with delicate reverence, nestling it
into his clothes before zippering the bag closed.

“Tell me now! Do they know what happened to June?”
She pointed toward the window.

“Yes, but they won’t tell you. If they catch me,
they’ll kill me, and then you’ll never know.” He grinned, the
little weasel. “So you better make sure I stay in one piece,
College.”

“So, let’s stay here and call the police!”

“Hmm, better not. My things aren’t exactly legal in
the pharmacological department.”

She pressed a hand to her pounding temples. “You’re
a drug dealer?”

He laughed. “If I was, I’d have better security than
a student.” He put on a bright smile. “A beautiful student, but
still.” She lifted the purse again, and he hurried on. “Call
someone if you want. I’ll be long gone, and you’ll have no June,
and until the police get here, you might be at the tender mercy of
that thug.”

Cressida looked out the window again. “Thugs.”

“Right. So, you coming?”

She let her own evil smile show through. “Maybe you
tell me where June is, or I’ll go tell them where you are.”

Nero froze before his lips curved into his own evil
grin. “You’re not cruel, College. I can tell. Besides—”

“Yeah, I get it. If I want to know, etc.”

She lifted one of his bags, wondering what she was
doing helping this asshole who might have landed her aunt in the
hospital or worse. But June didn’t trust just anyone. She wasn’t a
fool. And Nero didn’t seem like a clever con man, just a stubborn
kid. Of course, Cressida had never met a true con man. She bet a
good one would know how to fit in. He wouldn’t be any good if
people could spot him from the get-go.

The elevator dinged as they went into the hall. Nero
switched direction seamlessly, heading for the stairs.

“Just how many times have you had to sneak out of
hotels?” Cressida asked.

“Do you have a car?”

“Of course.”

“Good. We can go to your place.”

She almost said that there was no way she was taking
a nutjob to her apartment, but at least he’d be in unfamiliar
territory there. And her neighbors would hear it if she called for
help. She thought of calling some of her fellow grad students, but
there weren’t many she was close to, none she’d really call
friends.

I should have gotten out more.

Ugh, that was something her mom would have said.
Besides, she didn’t need friends watching her back when she had a
baseball bat under the bed.

“This way.” She led him down to the street and
hurried outside. He looked over his shoulder the whole time, and
she started to feel as nervous as him. When she took a peek across
the parking lot, she caught sight of the turtleneck triplets
hustling toward them.

Nero dove into her car when she unlocked it, his
nerves feeding her own. “Go, go, go,” he whispered.

“Shut up!” She missed the ignition and wondered if
this was how people in a horror movie would feel if they could hear
the audience screaming at them to start the damn car. The triplets
were running, and she had to stop and watch them. Their footsteps
fell in perfect sync, and she’d never seen anyone so fast. It was
almost hypnotizing but calming enough that the key slipped into the
ignition without fuss.

Nero leaned into her vision. “What is wrong with
you, College? Go!”

Spell broken, she pulled out of the lot and sped
away, nearly hitting three other cars and wondering idly if the
turtleneck gang would catch up to her once she was stuck in
traffic, but as she took a corner, she lost them from her
rearview.

When they reached her building, Nero stayed on her
toes, nodding to the day guard minding the desk. Cressida stopped,
though, speaking loudly. “My guest will only be staying a few
hours.”

The day guard nodded slowly as if she was the crazy
one, but now someone knew Nero was with her. On her floor, she
stopped to say hello to a neighbor, and Nero laughed, waiting until
they were alone in her apartment to say, “Making sure enough people
see my face? What do you think I’m going to do, College?”

She waited as he dumped his stuff on the rug.
“Talk.”

He walked around her living room, looking out the
window, fingers passing over the shelves stuffed with books, the
television sitting on another pile of books that served as a low
table. Piles of notebooks and paperbacks dotted the room like
snowdrifts, fiction and nonfiction mingling wantonly, as June would
have said. She’d always been tidier.

But she hadn’t always been careful, especially when
she was on the chase for a new relic or a fresh take on a myth.
Cressida ducked into her bedroom, got the bat, and stepped back
out. “I said, talk.”

Nero put his hands up. “Whoa. What do you plan to do
with that?”

“Beat the truth out of you if I have to.”

Hands still up, he sat on the sofa and shifted a
pile of books out of the way. “I inducted your aunt into the
Eleusinian Mysteries, and she went to the Underworld.”

Cressida waited for him to get serious, but he
didn’t smile, didn’t try to play cute. “What?”

“I inducted—”

“Bullshit!”

“I’m the last hierophant.”

She blinked at him, trying to conjure up images of
hierophants: priests of ancient mystery cults, secret sects that
worshiped the Greek gods inside their own religions.
Hierophant identities had been carefully guarded secrets, but
they’d died out with all the rest of it. “There hasn’t been a
hierophant for the Eleusinian Mysteries in a very long time.”

“They were getting too well known, so we went
underground, so to speak. Now there’s only two of us at a time, the
hierophant and an apprentice, just like the Sith.”

“Great. Good to know you see yourself as having
something in common with Star Wars. Confirms you’re a nut.”
When he only stared, she sighed. “And you’re the apprentice?”

He shrugged and stared at the carpet with a sad
smile. “Not anymore. My predecessor died not long ago, and I have
yet to choose an apprentice of my own. That’s why…” He stared at
her. “Look, I’m really sorry. I didn’t know what it would mean, all
right? I didn’t know what I was doing. I couldn’t believe I’d found
someone who wasn’t in the scene who still believed in the
Mysteries, so when June told me what she wanted, I had to find out
if I could do it.”

“Had to find out if you could send someone to the
Underworld?” And she hoped her skeptical tone said it all.

“Besides me, you need a gate,” he said, “and you
have to sneak in. You have to be familiar with the Mysteries first
and go through the tale of Persephone and Demeter. You have to know
their pain before you can even see the gate. You do recall the
story of how Hercules traveled to the Underworld?”

Cressida waved at him to stop. In the myth, Hercules
had been forced to perform the Eleusinian Mysteries. Connecting
with Demeter and her struggle to find Persephone supposedly made a
person able to see the gate to the Underworld, but that was just a
story. The Mysteries had been real, but they were gone. It was all
gone.

Cressida sat down on the opposite chair and wondered
just how crazy he was, how crazy June would have to have been to
listen to him. God, she must have been in some kind of crisis, or
this guy would never have been able to convince her he could do
what he claimed.

Or maybe he really believed it, and he killed June
and thought of her as being in the Underworld instead of just dead.
Cressida clutched the bat tighter.

He watched her hands as if he knew what she was
thinking. “She’s not dead.”

“And you expect me to believe all this?”

He lifted his hands and dropped them. Then he
snapped his fingers. “When she underwent the Mysteries, she
communed with a sacred object. Some of her essence should still be
on it.” He dug in his bag and came up with the carved box again.
With careful, practiced slowness, as if it might bite him, he
opened the lid and brought forth a stalk of wheat.

Cressida breathed again. Sacred objects sometimes
included a phallus, and she’d imagined Nero holding an enormous
dildo. She definitely would have hit him in the head and thrown him
out of her house then. But wheat was sacred to Demeter, definitely
part of the Eleusinian Mysteries, and he wasn’t holding it with
gloves or anything, so it was probably safe.

He held it out. “Here.”

“What am I supposed to do with that?”

“Just touch it.”

And now, no matter what her rational mind said, she
did not want to “just touch it.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s got some of your aunt’s essence.”

“And I’m supposed to be able to sense that?”

He rolled his eyes. “No, I drugged this bit of wheat
with something so potent, you’re going to fall unconscious even
though I seem to be holding it with no difficulty.”

Well, now that he said it… Still, she reached out
hesitantly, but he didn’t jerk it back or throw it at her. And it
was just a stalk of wheat; she could see that plain as day.
With one last aggravated sigh, she grabbed it.

The world fell away. Lights bloomed behind her eyes,
and she saw flashes, heard voices, so many voices surrounding her;
smells and sights flashed before her eyes, the faces of people, of
creatures she’d never dreamed of, all babbling and screeching, and
oh God, was that one flying?

It was over in a flash, and she nearly fell forward,
gasping. She steadied herself, staring at Nero with her mouth open.
“What the hell?” A nimbus of light floated behind him like a halo.
The wheat had fallen to the floor.

“A glimpse of what your aunt is seeing now,” he
said. “Well, things she’s seen.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” she said, still blinking away
after images. His halo faded. “That isn’t… You can’t…” She took a
deep breath. “The Eleusinian Mysteries? Where people reenact the
kidnapping of Persephone and try to cheer up Demeter?”

He blinked at her. “I know what they are. I’m
the—”

She threw her arms in the air. “You can’t be a
hierophant. There are no more hierophants. They died out with the
Eleusinian Mysteries!”

“Or,” he said, lifting a finger, “they went
underground where they were always supposed to be because they were
a secret that was getting way too public. You shouldn’t even know
about the Persephone-Demeter thing.”

“Everyone knows about Persephone and Demeter! Hades
kidnapped Persephone. Demeter was really sad about it. That’s why
we have winter!” Now she was shouting, but she didn’t know how to
stop. “No one worships them anymore!”

He gave her a scathing look. “No one you know,
maybe.”

“Myths! Legends!”

He waved. “Christianity. Judaism. Islam.
Hinduism.”

“Those are different!”

“Buddhism. Wiccans. Taoism.”

That one made her trip. “I thought Taoism was more
of a philosophy.”

“They’ve all got their different philosophies, and
as many of them would tell you, it’s about faith.”

She stood up and had to sit down again. She needed
water. The kitchen was only a few feet away, but it was still too
far. She slid down to sit on the carpet, keeping her hand away from
the wheat, but flashes were still playing behind her eyes. She’d
visited different churches with friends when she’d been little, but
she’d never felt anything like…

Had it even been real? Couldn’t have been. Couldn’t.
“Can I do it again?”

His eyebrow quirked. “Ready to believe, are we?”

“No, that’s why I want to do it again. You know,
scientific experimentation?”

He frowned. “I don’t know if science would agree
with you, but all right.” He gestured to the wheat.

She grabbed hold. There, dress and costumes she
recognized from pots and statuary and oh so many myths, stories
that had been studied and rewritten and redone, powers that
couldn’t exist, legends that couldn’t be true, and there was that
flying thing again! She groped forward until she caught Nero’s
wrist and let the wheat fall to the floor.

“Gods, Mount Olympus? It can’t be true. Is it the
only real religion? Did people discover the true realm of the
unknown, the only real gods, and then abandon them?”

“One thing at a time.”

She squinted. “Maybe you’re some kind of
hypnotist.”

“I’m pretty sure a person can’t be hypnotized unless
they want to be.”

And she didn’t want to be, but June would have leapt
at the chance to believe in gods and goddesses and myths. “What
happened to her?”

“She dug through tales and rumors, all around the
world, until she found me. It took years, but she found the line of
hierophants, one replacing another, the better to keep ourselves
secret. No one is worthy of the Mysteries unless they can seek us
out. We emailed back and forth for a long time, spoke a few times,
and then she had me brought over so she could speak to me
face-to-face.”

“And the bald triplets?”

He bit his lip. “Would you believe me if I said that
was Cerberus in his Earthly disguise?”

She shot to her feet, shaking. “No, no, no. Bull. It
has to be.”

“He guards the gates to the Underworld. He doesn’t
like that I sent someone there. It’s a good sign, really. It means
June got past him.”

“Why?” Cressida said at last, and she felt the tears
threatening. She pressed on her eyes to get them to stop. “Why
would June want to go to the Underworld?”

He shook his head. “You should know as well as I do.
I mean, we can’t have had as many conversations as you must have
had. She was looking for what she’s always been looking for.”

“Something real.”

He nodded.

This time, she couldn’t hold in a little sob. “I’m
real.”

“Hey.” He seemed uncomfortable but didn’t try to
touch her. “She spoke about you all the time, College. Couldn’t
stop talking about you some days, when we video chatted. She didn’t
intend to stay in the Underworld. It was supposed to be a quick
trip. She planned to have this conversation with you when she got
back. She wanted to introduce us. Hell, I’ve never sent anyone to
the Underworld. I wasn’t even sure it would work.” He shuffled his
feet. “I…was just about to call you, actually, let you know
something was up.”

She thought of the liquor bottles and room service
trays. “Oh really?”

“Yeah, sure.” He smiled and looked guilty as if
realizing they both knew that was a lie. “Don’t panic. We’re
linked, she and I, since I helped her get there, and I would have
felt it if she’d…died. I’m pretty sure.”

She searched his face for a lie, but she hadn’t
known him that long, and someone who hid special Underworld powers
from the rest of the world had to have a good poker face at least
some of the time. “And you think I can contact her where you
can’t?”

“Contact. Sure. You can find her in person.”

“You want me to go to the Underworld?”

“Dead simple. We go to this cave I found that has
the right spiritual resonance, the same place she went, and then
I’ll perform the Mysteries.” He wiped his lips. “I have to warn
you. Your aunt found a way to sneak past Cerberus because he wasn’t
looking for anyone, but now he’s on high alert. If he finds you, he
finds me.”

“If June found a way…”

“I think she had help. I sensed a presence.”

“What kind of presence?” And why was it making her
blood run cold? She told herself she still didn’t really believe
any of this was happening, but she’d had the visions, and it wasn’t
like any drug she’d ever heard of. And now they were talking about
the dangers of Cerberus and an unknown presence.

“Well, based on what I’ve learned, living people are
a hot commodity in the Underworld. If she’s smart, she made some
kind of deal to get her back where she belongs.” He sighed and
paced, rubbing his hands over his head. “To tell you the truth,
College, I have huge doubts about helping you. I liked June. I
don’t want to think I sent her to something bad, and now I’m
sending her niece to the same fate. It’s why I didn’t want to tell
you in the first place.”

“Fuck that!” Cressida said. “If she’s in trouble, I
want to help her.”

He laughed. “If Cerberus is here on Earth when I
part the veil between worlds, you should be able to slip past, but
we need to do this before he catches up to us.”

“But you’ll be left here with him.”

His head hung a moment. “Let me worry about that.”
He rubbed his hands together. “First, you need to pack. You can’t
eat anything in the Underworld, so you’ll need your own
supplies.”

She paused on her way to the kitchen. “Did June have
enough food for four days?”

He shrugged. “Her life force is still going strong.
I don’t think it would be doing that if she was now a permanent
resident. Maybe time or hunger works differently there?” Another
shrug. “The stories vary.”

As she gathered some things, still not believing
what she was getting herself into, he went over what he did know,
telling her that people in the Underworld could do anything living
people could do: eat, drink, talk, have sex. She paused at that
one, giving him a look.

He shrugged. “They can’t have children. That’s about
it.”

“And what happens if they die in the
Underworld?”

He shook his head. “All I know is the stories. But
since you’re still alive, College, if you die there, you’re stuck.
I don’t know if you’ll have to feed your blood to the shades in
order to speak to them like in The Odyssey. Reports
are…mixed where the Underworld is concerned. That eating or
drinking thing is a definite, though. Eat any Underworld food, and
you’ll also get stuck.”

“I got it. And the sex?”

He raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning on it?”

She thought to blurt out no, but if she was going to
take this seriously, well, myth was full of lovely ladies. She
shook the thought away. “No, I mean, this is a serious—”

He put a hand up. “Look, the simple question is, do
we need to get some condoms or what?”

She glared at him. “For any fellow lesbians I happen
to find?”

“So, latex gloves? Dental dams?”

She’d hoped to embarrass him, but now felt her own
cheeks burning. “Shut up.”

“Don’t blame me if you come back with undead VD. I’m
trying to keep things classy.”

“How will I find my way back once I have June?”

“Well, I can give you the same thing I gave her.” He
took a vial of oil out of his bag. “This’ll let me know you’re
still alive, and in theory, you should be able to follow it back.”
He dabbed a bit on his finger. “I need to touch your chest, over
your heart; your forehead; and uh, over your womb.” It was her turn
to raise an eyebrow. He rolled his eyes. “So I can sense your
lifeline, College.”

He touched her forehead, and she pulled her shirt
down enough for him to dab over her heart and pulled her pants low
enough that he could touch over her uterus.

He looked up. “Now, it’s just your labia, and we’re
done.” When she leapt away, he laughed. She gave him a black look,
and he shook his head. “Kidding.”

“Would you shut up and finish this already?”

“All done on my end.”

She scratched idly at the oil as she gathered some
last minute things, stuffing them into an oversized backpack June
had given her. “That stuff itches.”

“It’s not the oil; it’s your lifeline.” He put a
finger up and plucked at the air as if playing an invisible
guitar.

Cressida shuddered as the feeling shivered down her
spine. “Stop that!”

“That, College, will help me know where you
are.”

“Okay, but you can’t play me like a harp.”

“Yes, I can. Hierophant privileges.” He ignored her
look and bustled around the room.

“If this will help me get back, why didn’t it help
June?”

“I don’t know! All of this is theory. Do you want to
go or not?”

“I don’t have a choice.” She cinched her pack and
laid it on the ground. “Now what? We find your underground
gate?”

His laughing look gave way to a more serious one.
“Yep, and there we will perform the Mysteries.”

Cressida took a deep breath. Despite what she’d felt
from the wheat, and the way Nero could touch her lifeline, she
still doubted what he said. Once they started the Mysteries, she
knew everything would become clearer, that if she watched him, she
might spot a rational explanation for everything that was
happening.

At the moment, it was the best she could hope for,
apart from finding June in whatever cave Nero had left her in.
“Let’s do it.”


Chapter Two

Cressida had been expecting one of the many tourist
attracting caves in the Austin Hill Country, but Nero led her to an
innocuous divot in the bottom of a hill that could only be called a
cave if she squinted. They’d had to park on the side of the road
and ease under a barbed wire fence, and the entire time Cressida
had been looking for evidence of June—a dropped tissue, a booted
footprint—but in between the gravel and the scrubby plants and
cacti, she saw nothing.

Standing in the unimpressive cave, Cressida’s
confidence plummeted. What the hell was she doing here? Had she
just driven herself to her own murder scene, just like June? Any
minute now Nero would tell her that in order to complete the
ritual, she’d have to dig a grave-like hole.

He set his bag down and rubbed his hands together.
“You might want to take your backpack off. You’re going to be a
little stumbly.”

And it would save him the trouble of wrestling it
off her corpse. She dropped it to the ground and watched him so
closely it made him chuckle.

“If you want to back out,” he said, “now’s the
time.”

June hadn’t backed out. Wouldn’t. And there didn’t
seem to be any sign of recent graves. “Where do we start?”

He opened the box and showed her a bottle of
greenish brown sludge. “Here.”

“That’s…”

“Kykeon, the stuff that gets you high, yeah. Barley
and pennyroyal mostly.”

“Is that really necessary?”

“You want to get into the Underworld? No one goes
sober.”

And that was it. Nero was going to feed her sludge,
rob her, and sell her to the creepy sweater triplets, just like
he’d probably sold her aunt. But why bother with something so
elaborate? To claim he didn’t force her to do anything? And though
June always wanted to buy into the myths, she wasn’t stupid, far
from it. She would have done her research on Nero before flying him
over.

“Just get set up, and let me wrap my head around
this,” she said.

He shrugged and set to work assembling a makeshift
altar. Cressida peeked into his bag. There were more to the
Mysteries than drugs. Ancient Greeks reenacted the kidnapping of
Persephone, the agony of Demeter at losing her daughter. They told
dirty jokes to make Demeter smile; they worshiped sacred objects.
Nero wouldn’t have bothered to bring anything else if he was just
going to drug her and kill her.

The box that held the sacred wheat was in there, as
well as a basket and what looked like ceremonial robes. Nero donned
them quickly, enough green fabric to nearly swallow him, as well as
a heavy gold necklace and a crown. She couldn’t hold in a
laugh.

He gave her a dirty look. “Sacred ceremony,
yeah?”

“Sorry.” But she could barely hold it in.

“Want to start with the ritual cleansing?” He held
up a bottle of water.

She eyed it and then him, hoping her expression
conveyed that if he dumped that over her head, she would punch
him.

He sighed. “She didn’t want you to see the video,
but I see you’re not going to move forward without it.”

“The what?”

“I filmed her induction. Quite hard to do while
performing it, you know, but it was my first time and everything…”
He sighed. “She didn’t want you to see it. She knew she’d act a
fool during the ceremony, but everyone does. Your aunt,
though—”

“This whole time you had a video that would back you
up, and you didn’t say anything?”

“I promised that I wouldn’t, that I’d only use it as
a reference for myself, but I thought you were starting to believe
me.”

She held up a hand. “Just show me. I promise I won’t
mention it to my aunt.”

He took out his phone. “I wanted to study it. See
where I could improve my technique. First, swear a vow of
secrecy.”

She nodded. “I swear.”

When June came to life on his phone screen,
Cressida’s heart thudded, and she felt a few wayward tears gather.
She watched June and Nero enter the cave, watched the robes come
out. June drank the kykeon and babbled about how myth was so unjust
to women, about all the wrongs that should be righted, all the
tales that should be rewritten.

For the most part, Cressida agreed, but they were
just stories, reflective of the time they were written in, but June
didn’t seem to see them that way. She acted as if there was
something she could do about it. “The least I can do,” she slurred,
“is hear the truth from their own lips.”

At one point, she tried to cut herself, and Nero had
wrestled a knife away from her as Cressida watched, wincing.
Another time she tried to take her clothes off, but Nero had
stopped her with, “That’s enough of that, sweetheart. We don’t want
to greet Hades in our underpants, do we?”

When the Mysteries had concluded, June nearly passed
out, but Nero helped her put on a backpack that was the twin of
Cressida’s then led her toward the back of the cave. The video did
this shuddery shimmer, and she was gone.

There were ways to alter video. Everyone knew that,
but Cressida didn’t have the time or the means to look for them.
She didn’t even know where she’d start with such a thing.

Now she was just wasting time. If what she’d seen so
far didn’t prove that June had really taken a trip to the
Underworld, nothing would. A true skeptic never stopped looking for
the zipper, but June was a believer, so to find her, Cressida knew
she was going to have to act like a believer, too.

And if nothing happened, well, then she’d know, and
then Nero would regret ever being born.

“How do I find her?” Cressida asked.

He had the decency to look apologetic as he
shrugged. “Ask around.”

“Fantastic. Can’t wait.”

He lifted the water bottle high and whispered
something before he dumped it over her head.

She resisted the urge to glare, and when he handed
her the kykeon, she took a big drink. Her logical mind screamed at
her, but the part of her that had listened wide-eyed to her aunt’s
stories around a campfire sent a silent prayer that she would see
her aunt soon.

For a moment, she felt nothing, and she was about to
ask when it would kick in, but Nero leaned far to the side, farther
than anyone had a right to lean before he oozed slowly up the
wall.

“Stop that,” she tried to say, but her tongue
wouldn’t obey her.

“Right, now we re-create the kidnapping of
Persephone,” he said. “I’ll play Demeter, and you’re Persephone, so
make sure you cry a lot because you’ve been kidnapped by Hades, and
being separated from your mother and the other gods is severely
bumming you out.”

She wanted to say she felt a little silly, that she
might need more prompting, but what came out was, “Okey dokey.” She
fell to her knees and lamented her fate while he cried for her, but
to her surprise, Nero wasn’t himself anymore but the goddess of the
harvest and the land, wailing because she missed her daughter, and
Cressida felt Persephone’s anguish, Demeter’s pain.

Someone was playing a drum? Nero shoved the wheat
into her hands. She tottered along beside him slurring, “Fuck,
yeah! Demeter is the shit, doing all the growing things and all the
crops and stuff, and did Hades think of any of that? Noooo. He was
just thinking with his dick! And he could have said, ‘Hey,
Persephone, you wanna go out sometime?’ But he probably knew she
would be all like, ‘No, you’re a fucking cockbag,’ and that’s why
he kidnapped her! And now her mother is so sad because they were so
close. Hey, that’s my arm, give it back!”

Nero led her arm toward the engraved box, and it
towed her along. Cressida laid the wheat down so Demeter would know
that Cressida was on her side, that Cressida wept for her because
her daughter was missing like June was missing.

Cressida threw herself down before the makeshift
altar and wept, thinking on June and Persephone and how they’d both
been carried off, but Persephone got to come back sometimes. June
might never get to. “I’ll rescue you!” she said, and she didn’t
know whether she was talking to Persephone or June.

Nero whispered in her ear in Greek.

“Speak up,” she tried to say, but all that came out
was a whistle. Then she realized the whistling inside her was
actually around her, and goddamn she was powerful; she could make a
whole cave whistle! Something tugged on her back. Nero had helped
her put on her backpack, but it hovered a few feet overhead.

The air felt swirly, as if she was falling. “This is
it!” she cried. There actually was an entrance to the
Underworld in a shitty little non-cave in Austin, and the thought
made her laugh and laugh until the swirly air seemed to focus on
one point, and she was stumbling toward it and falling again.

Someone pulled her lifeline taut, and she gasped,
her limbs flying out like a marionette’s. She turned to yell at
Nero, but her feet crunched into something.

The cave had gone dark as pitch except for a faint
light coming from far away, down a tunnel that hadn’t been there
before. When had it gotten dark? Her head was clearing, the drug
fading like water sliding off her skin. She fumbled for her
flashlight, but when she flicked it on, she had to stifle a yelp.
Mounds of skeletons lay strewn across a huge cavern, piles of
yellow-white bone heaped like macabre dunes.

The entrance to the Underworld, the spot where
Cerberus waited to strip the flesh from any mortal trying to sneak
into the land of the dead.

*

Medusa slipped deeper into the mud bath and tried to
remember what it was like to get drunk. The alcohol of the dead
relied too heavily on the taster, powered by memory and
imagination. Labels instructed those who imbibed to recall spending
an evening with friends and family or to summon the memory of
relaxing moments in groves and meadows, as if everyone had spent
their lives in a beer commercial.

But it was hard to remember a blackout drunk. That
was part of the charm. Memory and inhibition pissed away in dribs
and drabs until a person couldn’t remember where her feet were and
then couldn’t recall what they were for, either. Medusa hadn’t been
a heavy drinker in life, but she still wanted the option from time
to time.

After more than three millennia had passed in the
mortal realm, a living person had visited the Underworld. It was an
impossible amount of time to think about, let alone live, but time
worked differently for the dead. Days were hard to separate—and
weeks, months, years—but Medusa recognized that it had been a long
time, too long.

New spirits trickled down occasionally, those who
worshipped the old gods, but they were fewer and fewer, and a
living person? Virtually forgotten. She’d felt the ripple in the
air when the living woman had shown up; all those with more
awareness had felt it, too, and she knew everyone would be
scrambling to put long dormant plans into motion. A living person
was too great an opportunity to ignore.

Medusa sank
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