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​The Lot That Nobody Argued Over 

I WANT TO BEGIN BY telling you plainly what you already assume about me, because I don't see any particular reason to pretend otherwise, and because I think we'll both save considerable time once that's out of the way.

You think I'm the grim one. The cold one. The brother who got stuck with the worst job in the family and has been sulking about it in the dark ever since, presiding over torment with a certain joyless efficiency, waiting for anyone to notice how unfair the whole arrangement actually was. I know this. I've known it for as long as there's been anyone around to think it. I'm not particularly interested in correcting the record, examined honestly, because parts of it aren't actually wrong. I would simply like you to know the rest of it, on my own terms, rather than assembled secondhand from whichever herald or hero happened to visit my own hall once and decided that qualified them to describe the whole operation.

***
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THE LOTS WERE DRAWN some considerable time ago, after the war with the Titans had finally concluded, and I want to describe that same afternoon honestly, because I don't think anyone who wasn't actually there has ever gotten the tone of it right.

I remember the three of us standing together, considerably younger in temperament than we'd have admitted at the time, dividing an entire cosmos between us the way you might divide a meal you'd cooked together and were now, somewhat awkwardly, expected to split evenly. Zeus performed magnanimity throughout the entire process, the way Zeus performs everything — a specific, practiced graciousness that managed to make even the drawing of lots feel like something he was doing everyone else a favor by permitting. Poseidon, for his own part, was genuinely indifferent to the outcome, which I remember finding almost more irritating than if he'd actually cared; he'd have been equally content with any of the three realms, and said so, cheerfully, before the lots were even drawn.

I remember, specifically, the actual mechanics of the drawing itself — three lots, drawn from a helmet none of us had thought to consecrate for the occasion, because none of us had yet understood that this exact afternoon was going to be the one everyone else spent the rest of history discussing. I drew last, which felt correct at the time and considerably less correct in retrospect. The sky went to Zeus. The sea went to Poseidon. What remained went to me, and I understood, in that exact moment, standing there holding my own lot, that whichever realm I'd drawn was about to become, for the rest of recorded history, either a joke or a tragedy, depending on who happened to be telling the story. Nobody was ever going to simply consider it a job. I don't think anyone in that same clearing, including my own brothers, actually stopped to ask whether the division itself was fair. I certainly didn't ask. I don't think it would have occurred to any of us that asking was an option.

"Congratulations," Zeus told me, with the specific warmth of someone who has just gotten exactly what he wanted and is prepared to be generous about everyone else's considerably worse outcome. "I'm sure you'll make something of it."

I did not, at the time, find this reassuring.

"You could always trade with me," Poseidon offered, not entirely seriously, already turning his attention toward the sea he'd apparently decided to enjoy regardless of whether he'd actually won it or simply been assigned it by chance. "I don't imagine I'd mind either realm particularly."

"I don't think that's actually how the lots work."

"No. I don't suppose it is." He said this with the same untroubled ease he seemed to bring to everything, and I remember understanding, watching him walk off toward his own new domain without a backward glance, that he would have been equally at peace holding my own lot instead, and that this same ease was somehow more unsettling to witness than any genuine sympathy could have been.

I remember, specifically, standing alone in that same clearing some while after both of my brothers had already departed to survey their own new realms, understanding, standing there, that neither of them had thought to ask whether I actually wanted any particular assistance getting started, nor whether the whole arrangement struck me as anything other than perfectly reasonable. I did not ask either. I want to be honest that the possibility of asking did occur to me, briefly, before I set it aside — some early, unexamined instinct that asking for anything would simply confirm whatever quiet assumption Olympus had already formed about which of the three lots was actually the misfortune.

***
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I REMEMBER ARRIVING to actually survey what I'd been handed, and I want to tell you honestly that the word "underworld," at that point, was considerably more generous than the reality warranted.

There was no ferry. There was no river crossing managed by anyone in particular, simply a river, running where rivers run, entirely indifferent to the fact that it was now supposed to be performing a specific administrative function. There were no judges. There was no meaningful distinction between where a soul who had lived well ended up and where a soul who had spent an entire mortal life making everyone around him miserable ended up — they simply arrived, wandered, and continued wandering, in a kind of directionless, eternal fog that I remember finding, on reflection, considerably more disturbing than anything I'd later be accused of running down here on purpose.

I remember, specifically, my own first attempt to actually speak with one of these wandering souls, understanding, attempting it, that I wanted some sense of how long this particular disorder had actually been accumulating before it became my own problem to solve.

"How long have you been here?" I asked one of them, an older man who appeared to have been standing in roughly the same spot for some considerable while.

"I don't currently know," he told me, with the specific, hollow confusion of someone who had stopped keeping track of anything. "I don't think anyone's actually asked me that."

"Do you actually know why you're here? In this particular realm, I mean, rather than wherever else you might have expected to end up."

"I don't currently know that either. I think I simply arrived, and continued arriving, if that makes any actual sense to you." I remember understanding, hearing this, that it made a considerable amount of sense, and that this same lack of sense was precisely the problem I had been assigned to solve.

I remember standing at the edge of that same fog afterward, understanding, standing there, that I had inherited an entire realm with genuinely no infrastructure whatsoever, and that fixing it was apparently going to be my problem alone, since neither of my brothers had expressed the faintest curiosity about how the actual logistics might work.

I remember, specifically, cataloguing the actual scale of the disorder across those first several days, understanding, cataloguing it, that "disorder" was itself a considerable understatement. There were souls who had died so long ago that they had simply forgotten they were dead, and continued attempting ordinary daily tasks that no longer applied to them. There were souls who had died recently enough to still be furious about it, wandering in tight, agitated circles, demanding an explanation from absolutely no one in particular, since no one was actually present to receive the complaint. There was, memorably, one particular soul who had apparently convinced several considerable numbers of others that he was in charge of the entire operation, despite having no actual authority whatsoever, and had organized them into an orderly line leading precisely nowhere, simply because he found the organizing itself satisfying. I did not have the heart to immediately correct him. I want you to understand that this was less mercy than professional curiosity — I wanted to see how long an entirely fictional bureaucracy could sustain itself purely on someone's own confident insistence that it existed. The answer, for the record, was three days, at which point he approached me directly to request additional staffing, and I was obligated to inform him that the position he currently occupied did not, strictly speaking, exist, and never had. He took this considerably better than I expected, admitted the whole arrangement had been getting away from him regardless, and asked whether there might be a genuine position available instead. There was. He became, in time, one of the more reliable clerks I've ever employed, and neither of us has ever once brought up the three days again.

I want you to understand that I found this considerably more insulting than the assignment itself. It wasn't simply that I'd gotten the worst lot. It was that everyone assumed the worst lot came with the lowest possible expectations attached to it, and I remember deciding, standing in that same fog, that I did not currently intend to meet them.

***
[image: ]


I WANT TO ADDRESS YOU directly, for a moment, because I think this account actually requires it before going any further.

I know what you expect from a book narrated by me. You expect darkness, sustained and genuine, delivered in a register somewhere between menace and despair, because that's the account every other version of my existence has already given you, secondhand, filtered through mortals who found my silence considerably easier to fill with their own assumptions than to actually ask me anything directly. I'm not going to tell you the job is pleasant. I'm not going to tell you I've never once resented it. But I'd like you to understand, before any of that, that resentment was never actually the interesting part of my own existence. The interesting part is what I built instead of simply performing the misery everyone assumed I was owed.

I've read some of those accounts, incidentally. Considerable numbers of mortals have passed through my own hall over the centuries and gone on to describe the encounter afterward, and I've had occasion to hear how a fair number of these descriptions actually turned out. Most settle on some version of the same story — a joyless, silent figure, presiding over an eternity of suffering with a certain grim satisfaction. I don't particularly blame anyone for arriving at this account. Fear tends to simplify whatever it's actually looking at, and I understand, better than most, how difficult it is to see someone clearly when you've already decided, before you've even arrived, what kind of figure you're going to find waiting for you. I'd simply like the chance, now, to describe it myself, properly, for what I believe is the first time anyone's actually offered me the room to try.

I built a system. I built the single most genuinely fair institution currently operating anywhere in this considerable cosmos — a place where a king and a beggar receive the exact same hearing, where the rules apply to everyone including myself, where nothing is ever decided by favor, mood, or how loudly someone happens to complain. I did this deliberately, and I did it well, and I am not currently interested in pretending, for your benefit, that any of it was accidental.

I decided, standing in that same fog on my first genuine day of actually holding this realm, that if nobody was going to extend me the basic courtesy of fairness, I would simply become the one place in existence where fairness was guaranteed, regardless of who was asking for it. I did not know, deciding this, everything the decision was actually going to cost me across the considerable years that followed. I understood only that the alternative — being handed the worst job in the family and also being expected to run it badly, the way everyone apparently assumed I would — was the one outcome I found genuinely unbearable to imagine.

What I would actually like you to understand, before this account goes any further, is considerably simpler than a complaint or a justification. I would like you to understand that I built all of it because I decided, a very long time ago, that if fairness was the one thing nobody had ever bothered extending to me, I would simply become the one place where it could never once be denied to anyone else. I don't currently know whether that decision was actually the correct one, examined against everything it eventually asked of me. I've had considerable time to reconsider it and haven't managed to fully answer the question. I'd simply like you to know it was a decision, rather than simply my own nature, before you spend the rest of this account assuming otherwise.

I should also tell you, plainly, what this account is not going to offer you, because I think that's considerably more useful than promising you something I don't yet know how to deliver. I am not going to tell you I've made my peace with everything I've ever done down here. I don't currently know whether I have, and I'm not particularly interested in manufacturing an answer simply to give you a tidier account than the one I'm actually living through. What I can tell you is that I intend to be honest with you about everything else, including the considerable parts that reflect badly on me, of which there will be several, and I'd rather you hear those from me directly than assembled from whatever mortal account eventually gets around to including them, far less generously than I intend to tell them myself.

***
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I WANT TO CLOSE THIS same chapter with the actual first hire, because I think it says more about the whole enterprise than anything else I could tell you about those early days.

I found him at the river's edge, an old ferryman already working the crossing on his own initiative, apparently having decided, without anyone actually asking him to, that somebody ought to be moving these wandering souls across the water rather than simply letting them mill about on the wrong bank indefinitely. I remember watching him work for a while before I actually introduced myself, understanding, watching him, that he had already identified the exact problem I was standing there trying to name, and had simply started solving it without waiting for permission.

"You're the new management, then," he said, not looking up from his own oar.

"I am."

"About time someone showed up. I've been telling every soul that'll listen that this mooring situation is unacceptable — the current pulls east, the landing's on the west bank, and nobody's thought to actually build a proper dock in however long this river's been running. I don't suppose that's changing anytime soon."

"I don't currently know. I've only just arrived."

"Well. When you do figure it out, I'd like the dock addressed first. Everything else can wait." I remember his own brief, appraising glance at me then, the first genuine assessment anyone had offered me since the lots were drawn. "You actually planning to run this place properly, or are you simply going to let it continue the way it's been going?"

"I'm planning to run it properly."

"Good. Someone ought to."

I remember asking him, before he returned fully to his own work, how long he'd actually been ferrying souls across on his own initiative, given that no one had hired him and no one, as far as I could currently tell, had even thought to thank him for it.

"Longer than I've bothered counting. I don't think anyone ever asked me to. I simply noticed the wandering was getting considerably worse, and someone had to actually do something about it, and nobody else seemed inclined to."

"Why not simply stop, then? If no one was actually paying you any attention."

"I don't think that's actually the kind of question a person like me finds useful to ask himself. The work needed doing. I was there. I don't require considerable ceremony around the reasoning beyond that." He returned to his own oar, apparently considering the interview concluded, and I remember understanding, watching him go, that I had just hired the first person in this entire considerable cosmos who had looked at the worst job in the family and simply gotten to work on it, without once treating the assignment as either a joke or a tragedy.

I did not yet know his name. I would learn it, and considerable numbers of grievances alongside it, across everything that followed. But I remember that same evening, standing alone at the edge of a river I did not yet fully understand how to manage, feeling something I would not have called hope at the time, and would only recognize as something like it considerably later — the specific, quiet satisfaction of having found, on my very first day, the one other person in this entire realm who understood that a job worth doing was worth doing correctly, regardless of who was watching, or whether anyone ever thanked you for it.

I did not, that same evening, think to ask him whether the arrangement I was proposing — indefinite work, no clear end, considerable grievances to be aired regularly and rarely resolved — actually struck him as fair. I simply assumed, watching him already at his oar, that he had already decided it was worth doing regardless of the answer. I would like to tell you I noticed the parallel immediately. I did not. It would be considerable years before I recognized how thoroughly that same evening had already begun teaching me the exact habit this entire account is eventually going to ask me to examine.
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​What Nobody Came to See

I WANT TO SKIP AHEAD, considerably, because I don't think you need the full account of every intervening year between that first evening at the river and the realm I'm about to show you now. I will say only that it took a great deal of time, and considerable effort, and that none of it happened quickly, however tidy it might sound compressed into a single paragraph the way I'm about to compress it.

***
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BY THE TIME THIS CHAPTER actually begins, the underworld ran the way I had always intended it to run, and I want to describe that same operation honestly, because I think the scale of what we'd actually built by this point deserves its own account.

Cerberus patrolled the entrance, three heads fully grown into their own considerable temperaments by then — I'll tell you more about the particular politics of those three heads later, because it deserves its own chapter, but I'll say for now that he had become, by this point, genuinely excellent at his own singular job, which was ensuring that souls came in and did not, under any circumstances, wander back out uninvited. The judges — three of them by then, each handling a different category of the dead with real, earned expertise — sat in continuous session, and I remember the specific, considerable satisfaction of walking past their own hall on an ordinary afternoon and hearing nothing but calm, orderly deliberation, no shouting, no bribery, no soul walking away from a verdict convinced the whole process had been rigged against them. Charon ran the crossing with the same brisk competence he'd shown me that very first evening, considerably more grievances accumulated by then regarding the mooring situation, none of them yet resolved to his own satisfaction.

I remember, specifically, a brief inspection I conducted that same week, walking the entire length of my own domain the way I did periodically, checking each department against my own considerable standards rather than simply trusting reports secondhand. I remember finding, on that same walk, precisely nothing requiring correction — the intake process moving smoothly, the judgment hall's own backlog kept genuinely manageable, even the more difficult, contested regions of the realm operating without any visible strain.

I remember, too, stopping briefly at the entrance to actually greet Cerberus directly, understanding, greeting him, that this had become something of a small, private ritual of my own — checking in with the one member of this entire operation who had never once required my direct correction across the considerable years he'd held the post.

"Anyone try anything today?" I asked him, and I remember all three heads turning toward me in near-unison, the middle one answering first, the way it generally did.

"One soul attempted to bribe his way past with a considerable quantity of gold coins, still clutched in his own hand from whatever burial rite had sent him off with them. I ate the coins. He did not get past."

"And the other two?"

"A minor argument about which of us actually deserved credit for the deterrence," the left head offered, with what I understood, even from a dog, to be genuine irritation. "I believe I've made my own position on the matter clear."

"You have not," the right head interjected. "You have made your position considerably less clear than you believe."

I remember leaving that same exchange with the specific, small satisfaction of having checked on someone, however briefly, entirely for its own sake rather than out of any genuine operational necessity — the coins had already been handled, the dispute would resolve itself the way it always did, and I had simply wanted, for a moment, to actually stand there and ask.

I remember standing at the edge of my own hall on an ordinary evening, considering the whole operation, and understanding, considering it, that I had built something genuinely, verifiably fair — the single most consistent institution currently operating anywhere in this considerable cosmos, more reliable than Olympus's own council, more consistent than any mortal court, entirely unbothered by whoever happened to be shouting loudest or offering the largest bribe. I want you to understand that this was not simple pride. It was closer to relief, the specific relief of having actually built the thing I set out to build, all those considerable years earlier, standing in that same directionless fog.

***
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A MESSENGER ARRIVED that same evening, and I want to describe the visit honestly, because I think it captures something about my own existence that no other version of my story has ever bothered to include.

He arrived considerably out of breath, having apparently run the entire distance rather than pace himself, and I remember understanding, watching him catch his breath, that whatever business had actually brought him here was being treated, by whoever had sent him, as an unpleasant errand to complete as quickly as possible rather than any genuine visit.

"Message from Olympus," he said, still recovering. "There's a dispute about jurisdiction — a soul who died at sea, considerable confusion about whether he actually falls under your own authority or your brother's. They'd like a ruling."

"I'll need the actual details of the death before I can offer one."

He provided them, efficiently, and I remember listening carefully, understanding, listening, that the case itself was genuinely interesting — a fisherman who had died partway between the sea and the shore, technically still breathing when he was pulled onto land, technically still within Poseidon's own jurisdiction by the letter of every prior agreement between us. I remember delivering my own careful, precise ruling, citing the specific precedent that governed exactly this kind of boundary case, and I remember the messenger's own faint, visible relief at receiving something this thorough, understanding, watching him, that he had likely expected considerably less rigor from an audience he'd clearly been told to keep brief.

"That's actually more precedent than I expected you to have ready," he admitted, some of his own hurry finally easing. "I don't think anyone told me you kept
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