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​Fear or Be Feared

––––––––

If you follow the highway south from Thessaloniki try to time it so that you pass the city of Katerini just before sunrise.  The road winds along the base of the foothills that hug the coast.  If the morning is clear, as so many Mediterranean mornings are, the sky becomes deep blue, and an amber glow begins to appear in the east.  When the sun bursts free of the horizon the landscape is suddenly splashed with color:  the azure sea sparkling with light, the green hills, and Olympus itself, a gray monolith now gold-tinged.  It is easy to imagine that the hotels, restaurants, gas stations, and power lines along the road do not exist, that you have been transported somehow to the ancient past when people worshiped gods that lived upon the illuminated mountain.  Greeks are people of tradition; they understand this.  The feeling is passed on from father to son, from mother to daughter, and it is greater than the trappings of other cultures which wash in continually from foreign media like flotsam upon the tide.  

*     *     *

Even before it happened, fear was the common denominator by which Persephone measured everything.  But she called it all sorts of other names.

Dimitra, Zoe, and Thanos piled out of the car.  Persephone and her new boyfriend Spyros lingered in the front seat.

“Phony!  Phony!  Come on, Phony!”

They knew she hated to be called that; she always insisted that people use her full name.  Though she knew it was intended as harmless teasing it annoyed the hell out of her.  She had had a bad scene with her mother and had left the house on edge.  Nevertheless she remained outwardly calm.  “Let’s go,” she said.

“All right.”  Spyros was straighter than most of the boys she went out with:  he got good grades, he went to church on Sunday with his parents; but he was tall, athletic, plus he was eighteen and so could drive.  She had decided to give him a try, to walk on the mild side.

Their goal was to climb Mount Olympus.  They had got up early, before dawn, had driven south on the freeway from Thessaloniki and then up into the hills to the parking area where the trail began.  On the way they had fortified themselves with some horto (weed); Spyros had refused at first but at her insistence he had finally yielded and partaken with the rest of them.

Now it was time to hike.

Their initial enthusiasm sustained them for the first hour or so, but the path up the mountain was steep, their legs became sore, and they began to sweat profusely.  Eventually they stopped commenting on the sunlight through the trees, the clear blue sky, the fresh air, and the view of the sea far below, and they began to plod wearily along, complaining as they went.

“It’s so hot!”

“I have to rest!”

“I’m tired.”

“So am I.”

“And hungry.”

“Me too.”

“How much farther?”

For a while they debated turning around and going back, but it was Spyros who walked ahead, who kept them going, who carried Persephone’s daypack as well as his own. Persephone turned up her MP3 player and tried to forget where she was and what she was doing.  

After five hours they reached the first shelter, at about two thousand meters.  There was a small hostel, restaurant, and dining hall.  They all ordered soup, salad, and beer to go along with the sandwiches they had brought.  Soon they were laughing, having forgotten the toil of the hike up, and agreeing that food had never tasted so good.

But after their leisurely repast, when the subject was broached (by Spyros) of continuing onward, they balked.

“Oh, forget it!”

“It’s not worth it.”

“My muscles are cramped.”

“We’d never make it back before dark.”

So they agreed to hang out at the shelter a while longer, and then start down.

Persephone decided it was a good time to initiate Spyros.  She took his hand and led him off along the slope, around a crag and through a growth of pine.

She had simple seduction in mind, but she imagined it to be something more.  For several years now, concurrent with her interest in heavy metal music, she had been heavily into vampires.  She watched all the films:  “Dracula”, of course, both older and newer versions, “John Carpenter’s Vampires”, “Lost Boys”, “From Dusk Till Dawn”, “Underworld”, and so on, as well as the TV series “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” and “Angel”.  When she was fourteen she had dyed her hair jet black and had begun to wear nothing but black clothes, sometimes lined with purple, pink, or scarlet.  She had just recently, shortly after her seventeenth birthday, dyed her hair red and liberalized her wardrobe; on this occasion she wore yellow shorts and an orange-based Slip Knot tee-shirt.  She imagined that vampires were sensuous, powerful, and possessed of extraordinary abilities – not evil, really, but more like shadowy angels in disguise, able to gift their victims with similar power, and as she enticed 

Spyros deeper into the woods she saw him as one of her conquests.

She finally stopped in a shaded patch of scraggly grass, a hidden hollow protected by trees and heaps of rock.  “Here,” she said.  “Let’s sit down.”

Soon they were making out, and soon after that they were naked.

“Do you have a condom?” Persephone asked.

“Uh...  No, sorry, I didn’t think of it.”

“Never mind.”  She fumbled around in her daypack; she had brought a few just in case.  “Here.”  She handed him the little packet.  He took it as if he had never touched such a thing in his life.  Obviously trying to cover up his inexperience, he carefully tore it open and pulled out the prophylactic.

Then she noticed he had lost his erection.  “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I’m sorry, it’s just that...”

She tried to help him reacquire it.  “Come on, you’ll be okay.”

His cheeks began to turn red, and he started to stammer.

“What the hell is wrong with you?  Don’t you like me?” Persephone said.  She deep-kissed him, and rubbed herself against him.

It didn’t work.

She jumped to her feet and quickly pulled on her clothes.

“Wait, wait,” said Spyros.  “Give me some time.”

But she stomped off through the woods.  Anger blossomed within; she herself realized that it was all out of proportion to the offence, if offence there was at all.  She somehow equated Spyros’s impotence with her father’s abandonment of her mother when she was six years old.  Her mother, having been left to raise three daughters alone, had lapsed into alcoholism and despair; she was no disciplinarian and usually left the children to their own devices.  Persephone resented her for that, as she resented her father for leaving, and her sisters for being a burden to her, as she was often forced to take care of them when her mother was incapable of doing so.  She resented Spyros for ruining her planned bit of play-acted dark erotic fantasy; she resented Dimitra, Zoe, and Thanos for being so damned normal, and for teasing her with the despised nickname of “Phony” with the horrendous accents they had picked up in private English language schools.

In her fury she hardly noticed that she was wandering away from the shelter rather than back towards it.  Nor did she notice the wind was picking up and clouds were moving in.  The summit was already gray-wrapped; the sunlight played hide-and-seek behind patches of cloud, and the shadow and light leaping over the mountainside seemed to synchronize with her wild mood.

The first stab of lightning, followed almost instantly by ear-blasting, ground-shaking thunder, brought her to a halt.  It had become dark as twilight.  She had no idea how far she had come or in what direction the shelter was.  She detected the distinct moist smell of coming rainfall.  But, she knew, it would not be mere rain:  she was caught on the open mountainside, and a monstrous storm was coming.

Another bolt of lightning, blindingly bright, ripped the black sky open, streaked off into branches, and disappeared, leaving an afterimage.  Thunder roared like an enraged ogre.  Then there was one, two, three bolts, one right after the other, and the third struck the mountainside not far away; she heard the crack and sizzle, and felt the hair rising on her arms and head from the static electricity.

But in the lightning’s glare she spotted a dark opening just up the slope:  a cave, perhaps?  As she struggled towards it the rain descended, heavy, pounding, oppressive.  She struggled up slippery gravel to the black entrance.  An instant of brightness illuminated the interior:  it was about twice her height, and about ten or twelve meters deep.  But it was something, it was shelter, it was a protection from the chaos outside.  She groped her way to the back and leaned on the rock, staring out at the strobe-flashes of the storm.

And there in the cave, all alone, lost, soaking wet, back and hands pressed against cold stone, she felt fear as she had never known it before.  She had been afraid, of course, terribly afraid, but there had always been someone close at hand, if not to help, then at least to know they were there.  First was her father; he left but her mother stayed.  She was not much good in a practical sense; she could not or would not say soft soothing words when Persephone was afraid, nor would she hug her and hold her close; but nevertheless she was there, a presence, someone to negate the void of loneliness.  And there were her sisters, and her classmates, and her boyfriends.  She did not put much value on any of these relationships, but they too, each of them in their own way, negated her aloneness.

Now, however, there was nothing to negate it.  It was stark as the mountain, as the storm, as the cold.  Her protective illusions were swept away like debris in the wind.  She became diminutive, a tiny speck, exposed, defenseless.  She could die there on the mountain before anyone found her.  She had read about it in the newspaper.  Every year there were accounts of hikers and mountaineers lost in sudden storms, and of searchers scouring the wilderness until they found the bodies days or even weeks later.  She imagined her body, her cold, lifeless body lying on the floor of the cave.  Where would her spirit have gone?

Fear seized her, squeezed her.  But this was fear unlike any she had ever known.  This was the epitome of fear, the father of all fears, greater than could be contained in such an infinitesimal mote such as herself.  It was godlike fear, fear that could be worshipped, fear that had been worshipped in the past, personified into humanlike creatures that dwelt on this mountain, Mount Olympus, home of the gods.  Persephone had always considered the ancient myths to be nonsense, just as she considered the Christian stories about God and the Devil that the church taught to be nonsense.  But now, here, alone on the mountain in this terrible storm, she believed in the Devil, and in those creatures that had haunted this mountain in ancient times.

She did not scream.  She knew it would do no good; there was no one to hear.  Shivering as with fever, drained of all emotion except dreadful anticipation, Persephone suddenly felt that she was not alone.  There in the dark in the back of the cave a presence had joined her.  The storm continued to rage without, and bolts of lightning periodically illuminated the interior like camera flashes, but she could not see anyone.  The presence, though as real as if her mother in flesh-and-blood stood next to her, was not a “someone”.  Persephone somehow knew who it was, what it was, but not with her conscious mind.  It was something like the vampire heroes she had imagined in her teenage flights of fancy, but more powerful, more wise, more evil, and most of all real, not the stuff of dreams, or comic books, or film.

Abruptly, she believed.  She believed it existed, whatever it was.  Somehow her belief seemed to bring its reality into sharp focus.

And it spoke to her, not with a voice, but inside her mind.  When it spoke she forgot the storm, the lightning, the thunder, the chaos all around.  It was as if she were wrapped in a chrysalis of silence and calm.  “Fear...” it said.

Would she be stillborn or burst forth as a butterfly?

What thoughts were these?  The analogy changed, and she saw herself as an insect, wrapped up and helpless on a spider’s web, the spider approaching to suck out her life.

Then she was back in the cave, wind howling without, the presence still beside her.  “Fear...” it said again.

There was something else, something missing, something that would save her.  This thing, this being, this presence did not care about her one way or the other; she could still end up dead on the floor of the cave, a corpse to be eventually discovered, stinking and maggot-ridden.  She had to do something to save herself.  What was it?  “I’ll do anything,” she told it in her mind.  “Tell me what to do!”

“Fear...” it said the third time.  But then, after a pause, it continued, “...or be feared.”

That was it?  Fear or be feared?  What did it mean?

But no explanation was forthcoming.  As abruptly as the presence had arrived it was gone.  The wind died down, the storm clouds drifted away south with the residue of the lightning blinking on and off within, and the rain stopped.

Persephone stumbled out of the cave, dazed, rubbing the goose-bumps on her arms.  She did not have a watch, but she was on the east side of the mountain, and from the long shadows she guessed that it was late afternoon.  She chose a direction and wandered; somehow she knew she was going the right way.

She dreaded reuniting with her friends, and especially with Spyros; she did not know what she would say to any of them.  Already, in the light of a clear sky, she wondered if what had happened to her at the cave had been a dream, or a hallucination.

Anything else was too weird to contemplate.

*     *     *

Nothing surprised Persephone more than to find herself perusing books without being forced to by her teachers.  But there she was, and on a Saturday afternoon for God’s sake, when she would normally be out getting stoned or drunk, raising hell, and committing petty acts of vandalism with her friends.  She had, of course, closed the drapes, but she was still wary of getting caught; she had a reputation to protect.

She started with the references to mythology in her school books, then she moved on to the cheap set of encyclopedias which her mother had collected, one a week, as bonus items with a weekly magazine.  Afterwards she browsed through various websites on the Internet.

The Sunday before, when she had returned to the shelter on the mountainside, cold, wet, dirty, and blown away by what had happened to her, feeling vulnerable, her defenses down, her bravado diminished, her friends, instead of reassuring her and hugging her, had begun to tease her, to dance around her and chant, “Phony, Phony, Phony, Phony!”  She saw herself as that which she had always struggled so hard not to be:  an outcast, an object of ridicule, the schoolyard chump.  She became terribly frightened that this was to be her fate:  that from then on instead of being with the in-crowd she would be an outsider, anathema to all who knew her.

In her despair it suddenly came back to her:  “Fear or be feared.”

She thought about it.

Her petulant expression gave way to a sly smile.

A tingling sensation erupted from within, and became so strong, almost orgasmic, that she felt she could not contain it.

She focused her attention on Dimitra:  slim, blonde, always the instigator of the torment; on Zoe:  olive-skinned and on the chubby side, sycophantic, ever quick to follow Dimitra’s lead; and Thanos:  dark-haired, broad-shouldered, who should have been Persephone’s if Dimitra had not seduced him for herself.  She concentrated on the three of them and had no specific thoughts as to what should happen, but Dimitra abruptly winced and stopped chanting, and when she put her hand to her lips it came away red:  she had bitten her tongue so badly that she couldn’t talk for hours.  Zoe’s nose started to bleed and she could not quell the flow; it filled her cupped hands and stained her white sleeveless blouse before it stopped.  Thanos clutched his temples and moaned:  he had suddenly got a throbbing headache.

At first Persephone was in shock, as the feeling of power passed and she was left with her terror, like the scraped raw flesh of an open wound.  She looked for Spyros, somehow expecting to receive comfort from him, but he was nowhere in sight; later she found out that he had already started down the mountain.  

She wanted to scream, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to!”

But she had meant to.  She was sure that somehow she had caused these afflictions, and that it had something to do with her experience in the cave during the storm.

Now, as she desperately dug through the books and websites, she wanted to know how she had done it, and why, and most of all, what the presence was that had manifested itself to her.

She read of the twelve primary dwellers upon Olympus:  Zeus, the ruler of the gods; Poseidon, lord of the sea; Hades, lord of the underworld; Hestia, Hera, Ares, Athena, Apollo, Aphrodite, Hermes, Artemis, Hephaestus.  Then there had been others, close to the twelve; Persephone, for example, after whom she had been named, had been queen of the underworld.  She kept skimming and skimming, hoping for a clue, some thrill of recognition.  She felt closest to the mark when she read about Bia, the goddess of force, and Nemesis, the goddess of retribution.  But none of the descriptions fit precisely.

Whoever they were, whatever they were, the only thing they had in common was that they were all into either or both of two things:  lust and vengeance.

That sounded cool.  She could get behind that.

Then it came to her that these gods and goddesses she was reading about were personifications created by humans, that the myths were attempts to explain that which could not be explained, that whatever she had encountered in the cave was raw material which gave rise to the fabrications.

If so, searching in the past was pointless.  Whatever she had become, it was something new.

She got up from the dining chair on which she had been sitting hunched over the computer keyboard, stretched, flopped down onto the couch, and lit a cigarette.  She didn’t smoke often, and she certainly wasn’t allowed to smoke in the house, but what the hell.  Whatever her mood was, it wasn’t orthodox in any way.

Persephone had finished about half the cigarette, carelessly flicking the ashes onto the carpet, when she heard a key enter the front door lock.  She jumped to her feet, ran into the bathroom, threw the butt into the toilet, and flushed it.  Then she hurried back to the sitting room and rubbed the ashes with her sneakers until they dissolved into the carpet’s pile.

Her mother came in, obviously soused as usual, and threw her purse and a shopping bag on a low table near the entryway.  “Hello, dear,” she mumbled in passing.  Then she stopped, and sniffed.  “Have you been smoking?”

“Well, I...”  Irrational fear, the little-girl fear of getting caught, bubbled up from within, causing her to try to cover up.  “No, it wasn’t me; it was...”

Her mother’s cheeks flushed crimson with anger, whatever part of them, that is, that could be seen through the thick make-up.  To Persephone she suddenly did not appear frightening but ludicrous, with her badly applied Autumn Dawn light brown dye over hair that had grown out gray at the roots, her bright red lipstick, green mascara, and shapeless gray skirt and sweater.  She looked like a harlequin, or a department store mannequin that had been done over by a kindergarten class.

“I don’t know what you do outside,” her mother said, “but here at home we have rules.  You will not smoke in this house.  Not now, not ever.  I will not have it, do you hear?”  As she spoke she wagged her finger, and her voice became more and more shrill.

Fear or be feared, thought Persephone.

The tingling began again, then there was an immense rush of pleasure, like being stoned on really high quality hashish.

Her mother gagged, her cheeks ballooned, she put her hand to her mouth, and then she vomited onto the polished wood cabinet with glass doors within which were her grandmother’s ceramic dishes.  “I...  I...” she mumbled, tears streaking the mascara and rouge into multicolored rivulets, and then vomited again onto the tile floor and a corner of the carpet.  Clutching her stomach with her right hand and the edge of the couch with her left, she threw up a third time.  This time it was pink with bloody phlegm.

Persephone left her there still dry-heaving; she slammed the door behind her and stomped off down the street.  It had happened like before:  the intense pleasurable orgasmic feeling had given way to deep remorse, and fear that she was being used by whatever had accosted her in the cave.  It was like a part of her was ripped out when she did whatever she had done, an injury from which it took time to recover.

But recover she would, and the trauma was not so great that she would not consider doing it again.  Her mother was a drunken bitch and she had deserved it, but her father was the one who really merited punishment.  He had left his wife and children, left them cold without sufficient support, didn’t even bother to visit them anymore.  He had a new family now and didn’t give a damn what happened to those he had forsaken.  Persephone imagined all sorts of ways she could cause him to be hurt, although she was not sure she had any control over what sort of hurt she could dispense.  At least she could do something to give back some of the pain he had caused her.

Persephone and her mother and sisters lived in Cato Thumba, a residential area of narrow streets and high-rise apartments near the center of the city; her father and his new wife and children, however, lived in Panorama, an exclusive area of spacious independent houses on pine-forested hills on the outskirts.  On either side of the winding road up were high stone and metal fences behind which luxurious mansions loomed.  Persephone sat on the bus fuming inwardly.  She should be living up here; the privilege was hers by right of birth.  The members of her father’s new family were usurpers who had robbed her of her inheritance.

*     *     *

Hidden behind bushes in a vacant lot, Persephone watched her little half-brother and half-sister crawl in and out of a plastic playhouse on the bright green lawn in front of the imposing two-story white marble-fronted edifice.  The lawn was littered with tricycles, stuffed animals, cars, and balls.  Persephone had never had so many toys when she was growing up; one small gift at Christmas, another at Easter, another on her name day, that was it; sometimes they were as meager as a coloring book or a cheap doll bought at the last minute from the kiosk down the street.  Why did her father show so much favor to his second family while so slighting his first?  It was infuriating.  Whatever curse she could throw at him would be no more than he deserved.  Eagerly, bitterly, she awaited his arrival.

Forty minutes she waited, and then the electronic gate slid open and her father’s black BMW pulled in.  He parked it in front of the garage door, and stepped out.  The kids ran to greet him; he scooped them both up in his arms.

Persephone, who had been fuming inside and imagining all sorts of evils she could inflict, suddenly burst into tears.  She did not want to do any of those things.  She did not hate her father; she loved him.  What she really wanted was to be hugged by him, to be held like the children in his arms.  She was his child too, his little girl.  Why did he not see that?

She didn’t want to punish him anymore.  She didn’t want to be a goddess, or even a vampire.

But she felt the accumulated rage rising from within her in spite of herself.  The tingling sensation began.

No, she thought, no.

“Fear or be feared,” spoke the voice within.  Her anger, built up over years, blossomed into the orgasmic burst.

Nothing happened.

She sighed, and wiped the tears off her face.

Then her father dropped the kids, and clutched his chest.  His face turned red; it looked as if he was having difficulty breathing.  He fell to his knees, then to his side on the asphalt.  The children, thinking it was a game, jumped on him laughing.

Persephone did not wait to see any more.  She staggered backwards away from her hiding place, then ran down the street.

*     *     *

Persephone wanted to stop it, to make it go away, but it would not.  For years she had been building up bitterness in her heart, and now, whether she wanted it to or not, it fueled her new power.  As she went about her day-to-day routine, things happened.

A bus driver who had once turned her in for not paying the fare had a coughing fit and crashed the bus into a lamp post.  The windshield shattered and his face received several deep gashes; in addition, he broke his left forearm and collar bone.

Her mathematics teacher, who, in Persephone’s estimation, always gave her lower grades than she should have, cut off the tip of her right index finger with a paper cutter.

An ex-boyfriend was kicked in the face while playing soccer, breaking his nose and knocking out two of his teeth.

Her twelve-year-old sister, the noisy one, got strep throat.  She could not speak or eat solids; even swallowing water caused excruciating pain.

Her six-year-old sister, who was always playing with her makeup, got some mascara in her eyes, and developed conjunctivitis.  Thick pus seeped continuously from both eyes; she had to lie motionless on her bed wearing black eye patches.

Her mother was diagnosed with hepatitis-B.  She became too weak to move and her skin got yellow as a banana.

Although all of these things could have been coincidence, Persephone knew that they were not.  Each time, before the accident or affliction, she was reminded of how that person had wronged her, and she felt that rush, and though she tried to hold it in, she couldn’t.

She tried hiding in her room; she figured that if she didn’t see anyone she couldn’t hurt anyone.  But it didn’t work.  She had to run errands for her mother and sisters, who could do little for themselves.  Because of her having to help them she was able to get excused from school for a few days, but she knew it was a temporary fix; eventually she’d have to go back, and there was no telling the damage she might cause.

She had to get rid of this curse.  She didn’t even know if it was possible, but she knew she had to try.

But how?  Go to a priest and request an exorcism?  She found the idea ludicrous.  Consult a psychiatrist?  The best she could see in that scenario was that she’d get committed to a mental institution, where in her despondency she’d probably end up wiping out the rest of the patients and the staff as well.  Confide in a relative, or a friend?  This seemed the best possibility, but try as she might she could not think of anyone she had not had ill will towards in the past.  Anyone she approached she would most likely inadvertently hurt.

Then she remembered that the night they had driven home from Mount Olympus, and in the days since that she had encountered him at school, nothing had happened to Spyros.  He had annoyed her with his inability to perform, but could it be that she bore him no continued ill will for it, that to the contrary she felt attracted to him in some indefinable way, that she looked to him as a stabilizing influence in her otherwise dysfunctional world?

There was only one way to find out.

*     *     *

This climb up Olympus was dismal compared to the first.  There was none of the levity, for one thing.  In addition, the lingering summer warmth of mid-September had given way to the pre-winter chill of early October.  It drizzled off and on; the wind kept gusting and dying down.  Though Spyros had agreed to come he was silent much of the way; it was obvious he still mistrusted her.  In spite of it he was polite:  he walked slowly, and frequently glanced back to be sure she was keeping up.

Persephone watched him as they hiked, as much as she could, that is, considering she had to keep her eyes on the slippery trail most of the time.  He had a sure, steady, strong step.  When an occasional ray of sunlight would stab down through broken clouds his light brown hair and the blonde fuzz on his face shone, or at least so it seemed to her.

Could it be she was falling for him?

She did not dwell on the thought.  She was simply glad that they were here.  She had the idea that if she could find the cave in which the trouble had started, she could find a way to end it all.  She didn’t know how; she was just planning to take it one step at a time.

And this time – this time – she would not be alone.  Spyros would stay with her, to help her not be afraid.

They reached the shelter in slightly less time than they had before.  There were a few hikers eating or resting, all indoors because of the inclement weather.  They ate some hot bean soup, feta, and bread and then, despite the light rain, set out along the mountainside.

Persephone wandered along without really seeking the right path, but somehow, as before, she knew.

They came to the rock-bordered hollow, which was overhung by dark, wet, brooding trees.  “This is where...”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” said Spyros.

“I told you I was sorry.”

“Let’s keep going.”

Despondent now, Persephone wished they had not had to pass that spot.  Clearly the incident still disturbed him.  Caught up in wondering what she could say to mollify him, she almost passed the cave.  But abruptly she realized where she was, and stopped.  “There,” she said, and pointed.

“All right,” he said, “now what?  It’s getting late.  We have to get back.”

Persephone grabbed his hand.  “Look,” she said.  “Something happened here that really scared me.  I had to come back, to get rid of that fear.  Can’t we just go up to the cave for a minute?”

They climbed the hill and entered the dark interior.

Outside, the wind picked up.  It whipped the tops of the trees and whistled in the rocks.

“Here.  This is the place.”  She pressed her palms against the cold rock in the back and closed her eyes.  The entire trip she had not felt the strange presence but now there was a stirring within her.  Suddenly she was concerned that she might hurt Spyros.  “Be gone from me,” she told it.  “I don’t want you anymore.  I’ve brought you back.  Get out of me and leave me alone.”

The wind became louder.  Misty residue from a spray of rain hit her.

“Fear or be feared,” it said.

She opened her eyes.  It had become darker.  Spyros stood at the cave’s entrance, looking out.  Weeping, she whispered, “I don’t want to hurt him.  I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore.  Get out of me.”

“Fear or be feared,” it said.

“All right then,” she told it.  “If everyone else is afraid then I’ll be afraid too.  I don’t want you anymore.”

Still it lingered; she knew it was still there.  She felt it inside her, clinging to her.  “You can’t stay.  Get out.”  It tightened its grip, like a constrictor tightening its coils around its prey.  “Get out.  Get out.”  She was weeping now, her eyes closed, fists clenched.  A dread that she would never be able to get rid of it swept over her.  Yes.  That was it.  She had to allow herself to be afraid.  Everyone was afraid of something, after all.  Fear was a part of life.  She had to let herself be vulnerable, trust others, depend on others.

Then she felt that feeling, that tingling, that thrill.  It was aimed at Spyros.  “No, no!”  One fear overwhelmed all others:  that she would do something bad to him, that she would hurt him.  The power was stronger than it ever had been; it filled her to the exclusion of everything else.  It was so intense that she was sure she was going to kill Spyros right then on the spot.  He would end up a bloody mess on the floor of the cave, and she would have become a murderer.  She fought it.  She turned away from him and pressed her face against the wall and willed the thing to leave her, to go back into the mountain from which it had come.  The struggle seemed to take an eternity, but in real time it was probably not more than a few seconds.  There was a gradual buildup, for which the only analogy she could come up with was sexual, until she thought she would burst, and then a sudden release.

Whatever it was, whatever evil thing she had picked up, had departed from her.

When she opened her eyes it was gone.  She knew it.  Gone for good.

She turned around, and wiped her tears with the sleeves of her coat.

Spyros stood beside her.  She took his hand, wanting to tell him how happy she was at that moment.  But he pulled his hand away from hers.  

Outside the clouds parted and momentary sunlight illuminated the cave’s interior.  

On Spyros’s face was a sly smile; it was an expression she had never seen on him before.

Now that she was vulnerable again it scared her.  It really scared her.

“Fear or be feared,” he said, as Persephone felt a sudden painful cramp, and warm sticky blood began to flow down her legs.

​The Disappearance of Juliana

Your first clue comes from one of Greg’s old friends.  You find him in the musty basement of a bar, playing pool all alone.  He’s got a week-old growth of dark beard and his jeans and yellow sweatshirt look like they’ve never been washed.

The room stinks of stale beer, cigarette smoke, dusty carpets, and B.O.  You gag and almost retch, but you force it down and continue steadfastly.

“I want to find Greg,” you say.

Whereupon he looks at you with a peculiar expression that is a bit more than just a mix of being half-drunk and half-stoned, carefully lines up the cue stick with the cue ball, and takes another shot.  “How did you find me?” he asks.

“It wasn’t difficult.  If no one’s found you before it’s probably because no one’s looking.”

He digests that while he takes a few more shots.  Finally he asks, “Why do you want to find him?”

“We were living together.  He left suddenly.  I miss him.  I want to know why he left.”  It’s true, as far as it goes, though not the whole truth.  Your stepfather is stalking you, your mother is a silent presence halfway across the city who you know is constantly hoping you’ll call, your job is a boring dead end – you just have to get away, is all, and searching for Greg is a good excuse.

“You won’t find him.”  At which point he buttons
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