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      When the boulder rolled to the bottom and came to a full stop, I noticed the stranger standing at the base of the hill, looking at me with eyes wide open.

      I ignored him. Shades and damned souls came by the hill from time to time. They mocked me and revelled in my misery. I always suspected their random appearance was part of the gods’ punishment, meant to unmake me. I never gave them the satisfaction of acknowledging them.

      Eventually they would tire of me not answering their insults and would go away.

      I flexed my biceps and hauled the boulder up the hill thrice more. Always, at the last moment, something prevented me from making it, mere inches from the peak. At that point, I would drop the boulder with a grunt and watch it roll down until it stopped.

      I panted, my whole body damp with sweat, every muscle strained by the effort.

      Ambling down, I sat on the red-hot, desert-like ground to catch my breath.

      “I know you.”

      I turned, moved the hair off my face, and frowned. It was the same shade I’d seen looking at me before. I studied him. He was thin and of average height; he had tanned skin and a pudgy nose, crooked rather than straight. His hair was long and dark, his eyes chestnut brown.

      The stranger cleared his throat. “You are Sisyphus, ruler of Ephyra. You are the king who cheated death once.” He brought a shaky hand to his forehead. “Are you not?”

      “Twice,” I said, my voice raspy. I wiped the sweat off my face with the back of my hand. “And who are you?”

      The stranger opened his mouth, then closed it. He bit his lip and said, “I’m … I’m a poet.”

      “A poet?” I sneered. “There are no poets here, only unwilling guests and the shades that torment them.”

      “Well … yes, that might be so. But I am a poet, nonetheless.”

      “And what would your name be, poet?”

      The man glanced around, as if to make sure of something; then his eyes came back to me. “My guide told me not to reveal my name in the Underworld,” he said. “He told me it wouldn’t sit well with the Divine Power that governs this world.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Your guide?”

      The stranger pointed over his shoulder. In the distance, I saw a tall man wrapped in a long, gray shawl, talking with a harpy.

      “He’s asking for directions,” the poet said, sighing. “I think he’s lost.”

      I nodded. “Your guide will have a hard time finding his way around. No one knows which path leads where. Directions are tricky in here, tracks are wiped out at every storm, and nothing is what it seems.”

      I kneaded my back with a grimace. My whole body was stiff and sore.

      “You look depleted.” The poet tilted his head to the side. “Would you like some water?”

      “Water?” I eyed the canteen the man was offering with a hesitant smile. I brushed my neck, my throat as dry as dust. “I don’t remember the last time I had some water.”

      “Here then. Drink.” He handed me the canteen. “It’s hot and dry in this place, and that boulder looks very heavy.”

      I took—almost snatched—the canteen from his hand, and nearly finished the whole contents before giving it back to him. “I thank you,” I said, wiping my chin. “Kindness is not a trait one expects in Tartarus. I’m in your debt.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Now, why would a poet want to visit the realm of shadows?” I eyed him warily. “Perhaps to sing the exquisite ways the choking sulphide tears the damned’s lungs, piece by piece, for eternity?”

      The poet blinked, and his eyes brightened up a little, as if my comment had given him an idea. “Actually, I’m thinking of writing a book,” he said. “So far, my journey has led me to meet several people, all of them with a past full of sorrows. Yet, their lives were unique. You were a king in a past life. Everyone knows your story.”

      I made a sound between a grunt and a sneer with the back of my throat.

      “Well,” the stranger pressed me. “Isn’t it so?”

      I spit and the ground fizzled. “You’re right. Indeed, I am Sisyphus, King of Ephyra, but I doubt anyone knows my true story. Only the version of the story the victors wanted you to know.”

      “Why don’t you tell me what I don’t know?” the poet said. “It doesn’t look like my guide is any closer to finding our way. I have time to spare.”

      I looked at the boulder sitting at the base of the hill. The massive rock pulled at me. My whole body ached to get moving, to repeat the same burdening task I had been doing for what felt like an eternity. It was part of my curse, and I knew that, soon enough, I’d have to answer the call. But the boulder could wait for a while.

      “Very well,” I said, folding my arms as I stared at the red line of fire lightening the horizon. “I can’t remember the last time someone asked me to relate that story, and my tongue could use some exercise. Sit down, stranger. You might be in for a few surprises.”
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      I’ve always felt like an outcast among my family.

      My father, King Aeolus of Thessaly, had been a poor ruler for most of his subjects, but it was as a father that he had been most lacking.

      He was the most fervent worshipper of the gods you could imagine, and from a young age he tried to drill into his children all the respect the immortals deserved. For King Aeolus, the gods were infallible, perfect in everything. They owned our lives, our joy, our fear. Without them, we were nothing but senseless beasts crawling in the mud.

      My father did not simply fear them, he surrendered himself to them. His mind, body and soul were for the gods to do as they pleased. He would do little without asking their blessing, afraid to move or talk, to say something that might enrage one of them. He would sacrifice the best calves to them, pray day in and day out, waiting for a sign in the clouds or in the water he was drinking. This obsession made him neglect his subjects and his family.

      When he refused to attend his brother’s funeral because he believed the gods were testing his faith, I stepped into the throne room and stood in front of him.

      I was only eleven years old, but already I realized the futility of his conviction.

      “Father,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice even. “There are more gods than ants on the ground. You can’t think of walking without stepping on one of them.”

      “Then,” he said, holding a goblet of wine and staring at the contents without drinking, “I shall not walk.”

      “Father, it’s impossible to please them all and live your life to its fullest. Don’t you understand?”

      “Your words are blasphemous, Sisyphus. Remove your presence at once, or I shall leave marks on your back that will remind you of your place.” He brushed the whip hanging on his belt.

      I set my jaw and left.

      My father’s drive to be loved by the gods shaped me. I grew to despise the gods, especially the Olympians, since they were the object of most of my father’s reverence. The way they turned people who worshipped them into frightened beings maddened me.

      How could a man surrender his freedom to them and still call himself a man?

      One day, my father sent my brothers and sisters to sacrifice calves for the gods, in one of his frequent acts of devotion. I refused.

      “It is a waste, Father,” I said, voicing the concerns his advisors could not speak out for fear of repercussions. “We have made sacrifices three times already, this week alone. We are wasting time, resources and effort on this useless task.”

      “You will do as I say, Sisyphus.” My father did not even turn to look at me. “The gods are watching.”

      “Are they?” I raised my voice so that anyone in the room could hear
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