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CHARON’S QUEST

   An Underworld Saga Novel

   
   The ferryman of the dead is forced to leave the life he’s always known.

   
   Apollo has had a vision: as the life of each soul flashes before Charon’s eyes, the ferryman ages like an old man. Charon needs to experience his own adventures to become youthful again, or he will soon die. 

   Terrified and homesick, Charon’s first friend is a stray dog, and, when it dies, he finally understands loss. After an argument with Thanatos, Charon befriends a terminally ill teen and helps him through his bucket list—ziplining over the Amazon Rainforest, smoking pot in Amsterdam, gambling in Vegas, and parading in New Orleans, only to suffer another loss. 

   The last thing Charon expects is to fall in love with a mortal woman—someone he can’t take with him when he returns. Charon must decide whether to abandon the love of his life or his duties.

   
   Chapter One

   “Off the boat,” Hades demanded. 

   Charon looked up at his master, unsure if he’d heard him correctly.

   “I’ve had a visit from Apollo.” Hades crossed his arms and widened his stance. “Your future is unclear, but your demise is certain if you do not leave my kingdom.”

   “Leave, my lord?” Charon’s bones were tired, and it pained him to speak.

   “Haven’t you noticed how aged and withered you’ve become? You’re no good to me like this.”

   “I don’t understand.”

   “My dear Charon, why are you the only one among us who has aged like an old man?”

   Charon glanced at his trembling, bony hands and wrinkled, spotted flesh.

   “Apollo saw the answer in a vision,” Hades said. “Off the boat. Follow me.”

   Charon rarely left the skiff—only to sleep in his abode on the night of each full moon. When he did leave the boat, he flew, because to walk was painful. 

   He followed Hades down the winding corridor of the Underworld along the river of fire. He did not need the soft glow from the Phlegethon to see his master walking ahead of him, upright, muscled, virile. Unlike Hades, Charon’s frail back was bowed—even in flight—and every bone trembled with old age.

   So, he was to get his youth back, eh? Charon couldn’t care less about it. And the last thing he wanted was to visit the Upperworld, where he hadn’t set foot since the beginning of time. Why did Apollo have to stir up trouble for him?

   Hades rounded the corner and entered the foyer of his and his queen’s main palace. “Have a seat.”

   Charon flew to one of the oversized wooden chairs gathered around a golden table. He couldn’t recall ever sitting in this room before.

   Hades paced across from him. “I’ll allow you to retain your powers, as long as you don’t abuse them. You’ll need money…and better clothes. Perhaps a cane.”

   Charon’s old robes were immediately replaced by dark gray trousers and a pale button-down shirt with long sleeves. His old rubber boots disappeared, and in in their place were short black boots made of leather. A black wooden cane appeared in his hand and a gray fedora on his head.

   “That’s better,” Hades said.

   This was all too much. Charon already missed his robes.

   “I didn’t think it possible for a god to die, my lord.”

   “You seem to be the exception, my friend.” Hades continued to pace, and now he scratched his beard. “Apollo says it’s because you vicariously experience the lives of each soul that boards your skiff.”

   Charon rubbed his temple, where a new pain was forming. While it was true that the lives of each soul flashed before his eyes, it hadn’t occurred to him that his aging was the result.

   “Might Apollo be mistaken?” Charon asked. 

   “I suppose there’s a first time for everything,” Hades replied. “Even so, we should err on the side of caution.”

   Charon bit his trembling lip.

   Hades stopped pacing to study him. “I would think you’d be grateful for the chance to go out on adventures of your own, for a change. Why so glum?”

   “Glum seems hardly the right adjective, my lord. Terrified is more like it.”

   Hades sat in the chair opposite him and furrowed his brow. “You forget who you are. Why should a god be terrified to go among mortals?”

   “I’m a creature of habit. I like my life just as it is. I’ve never been anywhere but here, in your kingdom. This is my home. I prefer it to anyplace else.”

   Hades laughed and clapped him hard on the shoulder, nearly cracking his clavicle in half. “My dear Charon, it’s not like you won’t be coming back. Think of this as an opportunity to spread your wings.”

   “I haven’t got wings, my lord.”

   “Metaphorically speaking.”

   Charon sighed, realizing there was no getting out of it. “What would you have me do?”

   “That’s more like it. Chin up! I’m truly happy for you to have this chance. You can travel the world, meet interesting people, and do exciting things.”

   Charon would rather have none of it.

   Hades climbed to his feet and resumed his pacing and the scratching of his beard. “Where should I send you first? One of the great cities, perhaps?”

   “I know little of the Upperworld, my lord. I’ve come to understand bits of it from the souls I ferry.”

   “And from those bits, aren’t you curious about the world? Isn’t there something you wonder about?”

   There was one thing he wondered about. He never imagined he’d have the chance to experience it.

   “The cinema,” Charon said. “I wonder about the cinema.”

   The corners of Hades’s mouth curled up into a gleeful smile. “Well, then. I know exactly where to send you, my old friend.”

   * * *

   Charon emerged at night amidst a bustling city. Although he’d retained his godly powers, he didn’t need night vision to see the automobiles crawling by on the streets, or the people walking briskly to who knew where. Nor did he need the starlight, invisible here beneath the smog. The ample light emanating from the signs, streetlamps, and headlights was more than enough to make everything about this crowded, dirty place visible.

   He hobbled along with his cane and entered the cinema. While he’d retained his powers, Hades had warned him against using them. His lord had said that if mortals discovered they had a god among them, Charon would have no chance to enjoy his experience. The constant requests and complaints would sabotage his efforts at happiness.

   The last thing Charon wanted was to be bothered by people.

   He reached into his trouser pocket for one of the golden coins given to him by Hades and handed it to the clerk.

   “Um, cash or credit card, sir,” the boy said as he turned over the coin.

   “The gold is more than enough for a ticket,” Charon said, compelling the pimpled youth to cooperate, since there were no other mortals around to witness it.

   “Which show, sir?”

   “You choose.”

   “What genre do you like?” the boy asked. “Drama? Comedy? Suspense?”

   Charon grinned. “I like it all.”

   The clerk handed over a ticket and Charon walked past.

   The theater was half-empty when Charon entered and found a seat on the end of the first row, away from others. As the movie played, he forgot where and when he was as he ran the full gamut of emotions. He laughed, he cried, and he gasped in surprise, and he cried again at the end.

   When the film ended, he used his cane and the arm of his seat to pull himself to his feet. Getting up was much more difficult than getting down. Among the others leaving the room, he plodded along, deciding to go to the room next door, where another film was about to begin. No one stopped him. He sat in the same row, same seat.

   The comedy left him in a delightful mood. He decided to try one more film. The movie in the room next door had already begun. He found his seat and watched.

   The third film left him feeling terrified. His hands were shaking—worse than usual—and he could barely breathe. Wasn’t the purpose of coming to the Upperworld to restore his youth and vitality? And yet, he felt worse than ever.

   As the others in the theater made their way to the exit and the lights turned on, Charon sat there, holding his chest. There was a new pain there—a tightness that left him crippled.

   “Sir? Are you okay?” a woman asked him.

   Before Charon could reply, Thanatos appeared beside the woman. Now that Charon was focused on regaining his youth, he was struck by the disparity between his shriveled, wrinkled flesh and the youthful vibrancy of Thanatos. His bright blue eyes shone down at him beneath wavy, dark hair. His complexion was flawless, his shoulders and chest broad and strong.

   “Have you come for me?” Charon asked the youthful god.

   “Excuse me?” the woman asked.

   The woman couldn’t see Death.

   Thanatos frowned. “We need to talk. Come with me.”

   Taking him by the arm, Thanatos god-traveled with Charon from the cinema to a brightly-lit hotel room with two beds, a sofa, and a table and chairs.

   “I just collected a soul from this room,” Thanatos said. “The body is in the bathtub.”

   “Won’t there be a stench?” 

   “You can book your own room downstairs,” Thanatos said. “But first, we need to talk. Have a seat.”

   Charon eased himself into one of the two wooden chairs beside the table.

   “When you said you liked the cinema, Hades thought you might enjoy a tour of Universal Studios,” Thanatos said. “That’s why he sent you here, to L.A.”

   “A tour?” 

   “To learn how the movies are made.”

   Charon waved his hand at the wrist. “I don’t care about that. I only care about watching them.”

   “That’s no different than seeing the lives of others flash before your eyes,” Thanatos pointed out. “It won’t help.”

   “Hmm.”

   Charon looked up at his old friend, comforted by his presence. They’d spent most of their time on the skiff together. Thanatos—or Than, as most of the Underworld gods called him—brought the souls and remained aboard until the dead reached their final resting place—whether that was the Fields of Elysium for the good, Tartarus for the wicked, or Erebus for those needing time to heal. Charon had rarely exchanged words with him in the last century or two, because it pained him to speak; but it hadn’t always been so.

   “You need to experience life,” Than said. “I envy you this chance. You need to take full advantage.”

   Charon chuckled.

   “What’s so funny?”

   “The irony,” Charon said. “Death telling me about life.”

   “If not a tour, then what?” Than asked.

   “Take me somewhere,” Charon said. “Be my guide.”

   “You know mortals can’t tolerate me,” Than replied. 

   “I’d forgotten. They drop dead in your presence.”

   “Not immediately, but still.”

   “I don’t like people anyway,” Charon said. “Take me someplace where I can have adventures away from others.”

   Thanatos grimaced. “That’s rather missing the point, isn’t it?”

   “I disagree.” Charon climbed to his feet, which wasn’t easy. “Put me on a boat on a river somewhere. You have the remarkable ability to be everywhere at once. Come with me.”

   Than crossed his arms. “I’ll make a deal with you.”

   “Now you sound like your father.”

   “I’ll keep an eye on you, until you find a companion,” Than said. “You’ll need American money—not the gold my father gave you.” 

   Than handed him a wallet made of leather. Charon opened it to find it stuffed with pieces of green paper.

   “That’s a magical wallet,” Than said. “It won’t run out of money and will supply you with the right currency for whatever country you happen to visit.”

   “What do I need it for?”

   “Use it to buy things—like food and clothes. Don’t wear the same trousers and shirt each day.”

   Charon rolled his eyes. “You want me to go shopping?”

   “And meet someone,” Than said.

   “That’ll be easy,” Charon said sarcastically.

   “Then I’ll put you and him—or her—on a boat on a river of your choosing.”

   “How do you expect me to do that? It’ll take time to get someone to trust me enough to go on a trip like that. Your deal is worthless.”

   Thanatos put a hand on Charon’s shoulder. “This city is full of people. Surely you can make friends with one of them.”

   “I don’t know where to start.”

   Thanatos turned away. “Try the bar downstairs.”

   * * *

   Charon took the elevator to the first floor and found the bar across from the lobby. A group in their mid to late thirties sat together at one table, but, otherwise, the place was quiet with a couple in a corner booth and two individuals sitting at either end of the bar.

   Charon hobbled across the room to sit on a stool at the center of the bar.

   “What can I get for you, sir?” The bartender was a young woman in her twenties with long, black curls pinned behind her ears and a chocolate complexion with rosy cheeks.

   Charon had only ever drunk ambrosia and the wine of Dionysus. “You choose.”

   The young woman smiled. “Are you thirsty for something sweet or sour? Something stiff or weak?”

   “Something stiff and not sweet.”

   “You’ll want a shot of whiskey then,” she said. “Do you have a favorite brand?”

   Charon shook his head. “Give me your finest.”

   The spunky bartender poured him a glass and set it before him.

   She watched as he put the glass to his lips and tasted the whiskey.

   “Mmm.” Charon gave her a smile. “This will do.”

   “You look familiar,” the bartender said. “I think I’ve seen you before.”

   Charon squinted at the inscription on her nametag. “That’s unlikely, Matilda.”

   The bartender poured another drink and delivered it to the man at the far end of the bar. When she returned, she asked, “Are you from around here?”

   “Nowhere near,” he said before taking another sip of the smooth whiskey.

   “I know I’ve seen you before,” she said. “I bet I’ll figure it out before the night’s over.”

   Charon lifted his glass, as if to toast her. “You do that.”

   Matilda left to attend to the large group. When she returned, she said to Charon, “Enjoy the quiet while you can. It’s about to get busy in here.”

   “What makes you say that?” he asked.

   “The parade is nearly over.”

   Charon frowned. “Parade?”

   “Dia de los Muertos. You must have passed it on your way here. It’s been going on for three days.”

   “The Day of the Dead?” Charon had never heard of such a thing.

   “I guess you aren’t from around here.” Matilda poured five drinks and then delivered them to the large group.

   Charon now had a vague memory of having learned about the celebration from some of the souls who boarded his skiff. Halloween. Melinoe’s night. Some of the dead who’d managed to escape Thanatos were rounded up and brought home. But the mortals believed the dead were released from their resting place and allowed to walk among them. Centuries ago, people disguised themselves out of fear, to blend in with the other ghosts. Somehow this tradition had become an elaborate, week-long festival, complete with music, art, dancing, costumes, and—according to Matilda—parades.

   He wondered if it had been Apollo or Hades who’d decided to send Charon to the Upperworld during Dia de los Muertos. And, whoever it was, did he think he was being funny?

   When Matilda returned behind the bar, she took a rectangular, flat device from her trouser pocket and held it to her ear. Although she spoke into it softly, Charon could hear her every word. He realized she was speaking to someone on a phone.

   Matilda was being told that someone named Kayla didn’t have much time to live, that Matilda needed to prepare herself and visit the hospital as soon as she was able.

   The bartender wiped tears from her cheeks and returned the phone to her trouser pocket. When she noticed Charon’s empty glass, she asked, “Ready for another?”

   Charon gave her a nod and watched her fill his glass before bringing it to his lips. Matilda’s dramatic change in mood unsettled him, so he said, “Death isn’t so bad, you know.”

   She stopped mixing her next concoction and narrowed her eyes at him. “You sure have good ears for a person your age.”

   He shrugged. “What can I say? That’s true.”

   He took another sip of the whiskey, enjoying the numbing effect it was having on his aches and pains.

   The bartender continued mixing her drinks but said, “I’m not worried for Kayla. I know she’s going to a good place. I’m worried for her parents and brother.” Tears fell down the young woman’s lovely face. “And I’m worried for me, because she was my friend.”

   Charon didn’t know what to say. How could the loss of one person affect so many people? 

   “It may not seem like it now,” he began. “But life will go on for the rest of you. I doubt you’ll have any trouble making a new friend.”

   Matilda’s face twisted into a deeper frown as more tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Clearly, he’d said the wrong thing.

   Just then the glass doors to the street swung open, and a crowd of people with painted faces and jeweled costumes burst into the bar, filling the remaining tables and booths. Their faces were painted white and resembled skulls. Some of the women wore black veils with short dresses, while others wore paper flowers in their hair and long, colorful skirts. One of the men wore a sombrero and a black suit, while others were dressed in ragged clothing decorated with fake blood.

   Matilda sighed, wiped her cheeks, and went to take their orders.

   Charon watched the mortals dressed in their depictions of death and couldn’t help but laugh at them. They must be desperate for an excuse to have a party. Then he supposed one had to pass the time somehow, so why should he judge them?

   When Matilda returned with an air of exhaustion, Charon leaned over the bar and said, “This might not mean much to you, but I thought you should know that you are the first real person with whom I’ve ever had a conversation.” He laid down a handful of cash from the wallet Thanatos had given him. “Thank you.”

   Matilda stared at the money as her mouth dropped open in surprise. “That’s over two hundred dollars, sir.”

   “You keep the change,” Charon said.

   She covered his hand with hers as more tears slipped down her cheeks. “Your kindness couldn’t have come at a better time. Thanks so much.”

   Then he heard her unwitting prayer to him: You are the kindest person I’ve ever met.

   Charon, like the other gods, couldn’t read the thoughts of mortals; however, when a person directed a prayer to him personally, wittingly or not, he could hear it clearly. Not wanting to give away his godly status, he ignored it.

   As he stood from the stool to leave, he found it easier to move. Apparently, speaking with someone had worked wonders on him. He wondered what good it would do to speak to a group. Maybe interacting with more people would multiply the effect.

   He crossed over to the painted faces gathered around the tables and waved. 

   “I hope you enjoy your celebration,” he called out. 

   “Join us, Senor!” the man in the sombrero said to him. “Pull up a chair and have a drink on me!”

   Charon would rather return to the lobby, rent a room, and retire in solitude, but because he hoped to regain more of his strength and stamina from the encounter, he accepted the young man’s offer. A chair was brought over from another table and scooted into the middle of the group, where Charon sat, despite his misgivings.

   “What are you drinking?” the man with the sombrero asked. “Bartender, please bring this man another of whatever he’s having.”

   Matilda brought him another whiskey, and it went down smooth. 

   “Thank you,” Charon said to the man with the sombrero.

   “De nada, Senor,” the man said. “So, tell me, do you have any advice to give for how to live a long and fruitful life?”

   Charon scratched his head beneath his fedora as the others in the group grew quiet and waited for his answer. “Avoid Death.”

   His new companions broke out in boisterous laughter. 

   “Claro que si!” The man in the sombrero stood up and held his glass aloft. “A toast! May we all avoid death as long as humanly possible!”

   “Cheers!” one of the women shouted.

   “Cheers! To avoiding death!” another said.

   The group clinked their glasses together and drank to the toast. Charon felt himself feeling more energetic. For the first time in centuries, he straightened his back in his chair.

   After a few more minutes, he stood to leave, thanking the man in the sombrero for the drink. He waved goodbye to Matilda and had already reached the lobby when she rushed to his side and said, “You forgot your cane.”

   “Thank you,” he said, as he took it from her—though he no longer needed it. Then he added, “I hope you’ll get to see your friend once more before she dies.”

   “It’s too late,” Matilda said, fighting sobs. “I just received word. She’s gone.”

   A feeling quite foreign to Charon compelled him to comfort the poor mortal. He put his arms around her and cupped the back of her head with his hand.

   “Not gone,” he said. “Just not here. She’s somewhere else.”

   Matilda collapsed against him, and he was surprised that he could hold her weight. She was petite, but, before tonight, he could barely manage his own weight, much less that of another. More of his strength had returned.

   He’d never held a living being against him like this. Her beating heart pounded against his, and her warm flesh was a comfort to him, even though he meant to comfort her. She smelled lovely. He felt as if he could hold her there, in the middle of the lobby, for a very long time.

   “Thank you,” she said when she pulled away. But when she met his gaze, her brows furrowed into an expression of perplexity.

   “What’s wrong?” he asked.

   “Nothing.” She continued to stare up at him. “It’s just that, in this light, you seem much younger than I thought you were.”

   Charon turned to look at his reflection in the mirrored wall behind the front desk of the lobby. He was fully upright and less thin—more robust. He had more hair on his head beneath his hat, though it remained gray. Instead of a man on his death bed, he looked like a respectable man in his sixties. He rather liked the change.

   “You’re the reason for it,” Charon said, turning to Matilda. “You make me feel like a younger man.”

   Matilda blushed and smiled. “Goodnight, sir.” She turned to leave.

   “Goodnight.” He watched as she retreated to her place behind the bar.

   Now a new feeling penetrated his heart. The only word he could think of to describe this new feeling was longing.

   
   
   
   Chapter Two

   Although it hadn’t been a full moon—which was the usual time when he slept—Charon had returned to his room and had dozed off out of boredom. When sunlight trickled in through the curtains, he was brought from his dreams sooner than he’d wished. He’d been holding the bartender Matilda in his arms and comforting her.

   He climbed from the bed, still wearing his shirt and trousers, to find his clothes wrinkled. He put on his hat and boots and headed out to the street to shop for new ones.

   The delicious smells on the corner led him to a bakery, where he had a roll and coffee before continuing his journey. He felt better than he had in centuries. The cool morning air was crisp and invigorating, and the smog no longer bothered him.

   As he passed a store window, he was surprised to see Matilda inside the shop. Instead of her black trousers, black blouse, and white apron from last night, she wore a pretty sweater, short skirt, and tall boots. Her long curly hair was pinned back on each side, showing off her nice cheek bones, as it had the night before. She was standing in front of a row of greeting cards and was picking through them.

   He entered the shop and watched her as she opened one card, read it, laughed, and replaced it. Then she opened another and did the same. Her laughter, her bright face, and her sweet smile made him smile, too.

   He felt frumpy and embarrassed by his wrinkled clothes, so he didn’t try to speak with her. He turned and headed back out to the street.

   He walked the streets for another hour, peering into shop windows but never venturing into them. Once, he stopped to speak to a shopkeeper on the sidewalk about the price of trousers; otherwise, he kept to himself. How was he supposed to find a companion to sail along a river with him in this crowded city? He had nothing to offer a friend and nothing to talk about. These people scurrying in and out of shops had nothing in common with him. In fact, he was all but invisible to them.

   Maybe he’d have to forget the idea of boating on a river. Maybe he’d have to find adventures among the masses. But what? What was there to do other than shop and eat and tour theme parks? He had no interest in museums. He knew enough about human history and its art and culture from the memories of the souls in Hades. Was there anything worthwhile to occupy his time?

   He was thinking of Matilda when he saw her again as she entered the double glass doors of an enormous corner building. It was a hospital.

   Charon decided to follow her. Was she ill? Or was she going to pay her respects to her friend who’d passed the day before?

   He followed her from a safe distance up a stairwell to the second floor. When she turned a corner, he nearly lost her, until he heard someone greet her. He continued down the hall toward the sound of her voice and flattened against the wall, out of sight, when he saw her standing at what must be a nurses’ station, where a woman was handing Matilda a garment—what Charon believed was called “scrubs.”

   “Johnny’s been asking for you,” the woman said to Matilda. “He’ll be glad to see you again.”

   “Why?” Matilda’s face darkened. “Is it almost time?”

   The woman behind the desk shrugged. “It’s hard to tell. You know how it is. Could be hours, could be months.”

   Matilda slipped the green garment over her head and pushed her arms through its sleeves before saying, “I don’t know how the families can take it.”

   “It’s hard for the doctors, too,” the other woman said. “You’ll find out soon enough.”

   “Not that soon. I’ve got two more years before I can even begin my residency.” Matilda continued down the hall. She looked cute with her short skirt jetting out from beneath the green top.

   The other woman called out, “It goes by faster than you think.”

   Charon followed Matilda through a set of double doors, over which a sign read “Children’s Ward.”

   When she entered a room, he waited outside the door to eavesdrop.

   “Hey, Johnny,” Matilda said.

   Charon was expecting to hear a child’s voice, but it was the low voice of a young man that answered. “There you are, Beautiful.”

   Matilda laughed.

   Was this a boyfriend?

   “I brought you a card,” she said. “Open it.”

   Charon heard the slight tear of paper. Then there was nothing but the sound of the mortals breathing, until the young man burst into laughter.

   “That’s the best one yet,” Johnny said. “Thanks.”

   “I love to see you laugh,” Matilda said. “You’re pretty darn handsome when you do.”

   There was an awkward silence, until Johnny said, “How’s school?”

   “It’s killing me.”

   Johnny laughed.

   “I’m sorry,” Matilda said. “That was insensitive.”

   “Oh, stop,” Johnny protested. “You don’t have to walk on egg shells around me.”

   “School wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t have to work late, standing on my feet all night,” Matilda added. “I need more sleep.”

   “You can sleep when you’re dead,” Johnny said.

   “Stop it.”

   “What? You started it.”

   “True.” Then she said. “Well, your vitals look great. And your coloring looks better than it did last week. How do you feel?”

   “Better now that you’re here.”

   She laughed. “So much cheese! Ugh!”

   “What? Are you vegan or something?”

   Matilda laughed again. “You’re cray-cray.”

   “What are you? Ancient? No one says that anymore.”

   “Oh, stop teasing me.”

   “But it’s so much fun.” Then, Johnny added, “Will you come back by after your rounds?”

   “Of course, I will,” Matilda said. “I told you. You’re my favorite.”

   “I bet you say that to everyone,” Johnny teased.

   Charon heard the sound of a kiss. Was it on the cheek? The forehead? The lips?

   “Maybe I do,” Matilda teased. “See you later.”

   Charon realized Matilda was on her way out of the room, but not in time to react. She saw him, standing there in the hallway.

   “Oh, hello,” she said, recognizing him. “Wow.”

   He wasn’t sure how to take her comment. “Wow?”

   “The light in the hotel does not do you justice, sir,” Matilda said. “Beneath these florescent lights, you look much younger.”

   “I was tired last night.”

   “And I see you’re without your cane.”

   “A temporary injury,” he quickly explained. “It seems I’m healed.”

   “Are you here visiting someone?” she asked.

   “No,” he said, before realizing his mistake. “I mean, yes.”

   “Oh? Which patient? I know them all.”

   Charon swore to himself. “Um, not in this ward. In another. I thought I recognized you, so…”

   Her smile left her face, and her eyes widened. “You followed me?”

   He was at a loss. Why did she seem upset that he would follow her? “I mean you no harm.”

   “Is there something I can do for you?” The friendliness had left her voice, and now she was nothing but business-like. Her unwitting prayer to him was this: I should have known your generous gift would come at a price.

   Charon tried to think quickly for some excuse that might be acceptable to this mortal woman. “I, I’m new to town, you see. Visiting a sick relative. And, when I saw you, I thought maybe you…”

   “Yes?” She frowned.

   “I thought maybe you might recommend a good restaurant for dinner,” he finally said.

   She seemed relieved. “What kind of food do you like?”

   “Greek,” he said.

   “George’s on South Figueroa,” she said. “It’s not far from the hotel.”

   He tipped his hat. “Thank you, Matilda.”

   “You’re welcome, sir.”

   He turned and left, feeling relieved that things hadn’t gone worse than they had. Nonetheless, the encounter had been somewhat of a disaster, and he realized more than ever how impossible Thanatos’s task of finding a companion would be.

   He left the hospital and headed in the direction of his hotel. On the corner of the next block, a black dog greeted him. The animal reminded Charon of Cerberus when he was a pup—except, of course, this animal had only one head. Charon stroked the dog behind its pointed ears.

   “Hello, there,” Charon said as he petted the dog. “What are you doing here in the big city?”

   “Starving,” the dog replied with a bark.

   “I have no food,” Charon said. “But I can get you some.”

   Charon looked down one side of the street and then the other, realizing he was hungry, too. Noticing a sign in Greek, he headed that way. The dog followed him. It wasn’t George’s, but it would have to do.

   “Your dog isn’t allowed in here,” a worker inside the restaurant complained.

   “He’s not my animal,” Charon said. Then to the dog he said, “Wait outside.”

   A few minutes later, Charon returned to the street with a chicken kabob. He fed half of it to the dog and ate half of it himself.

   “You’re very generous,” the dog said. “No one’s ever been this kind to me.”

   Standing there on the curb, Charon asked, “Where do you live? Alone here on the streets? Or do you have a family?”

   “I live with a cruel master who beats and starves me,” the dog said. “Last night, I barely escaped with my life.”

   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Charon said.

   “You’re the first person to understand me,” the dog said.

   Charon laughed. “That’s because I’m a god, but don’t let on you know.”

   “Why are you here, in this city?” the dog asked. “I thought gods lived in heaven.”

   Two men in business suits walked passed, so Charon waited until they were out of earshot to continue speaking with the dog.

   “My master, Hades, sent me here for adventures,” Charon said in a low voice as he squatted near the ground to pet the dog. “So, I best be off. Good luck, my friend.”

   Charon turned away from the dog and continued down the street.

   “Wait,” the dog barked, following behind.

   Charon turned.

   “Take me with you,” the dog said.

   “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Go on, now.”

   “Please!” the dog barked.

   Charon rolled his eyes and turned to face the dog. What had he gotten himself into? Was this his reward for being nice? “Look, you need to go your way, and I’ll go mine. You’re free now. You can do anything.”

   “I want to go with you,” the dog insisted.

   “You don’t know what you’re asking,” Charon said. “I’m leaving the city—for a while anyway. A boat is no place for an animal.”

   Charon turned and continued down the street, but he could sense the dog following him. He sighed and tried to ignore him.

   He went a few more blocks, searching for a pub, where he might have a chance at striking up a conversation. When he turned a corner, he caught a glimpse of the dog still following a few yards behind him.

   Charon stopped, turned, and frowned at the dog, who was now a few feet away. “What do you want from me?”

   “A friend,” the dog said. “I have none.”

   Charon paused and wiped his brow. He understood how it felt to be alone in the world. Maybe he should give the dog a chance to be a friend to him. The animal was certainly an improvement on the human race. “I can’t promise you won’t be sorry.”

   “I’ll take my chances, if it’s alright with you,” the dog replied.

    “Follow me,” Charon said, hoping he wouldn’t regret it.

   The dog wagged his tail and trotted happily beside him as Charon made his way down the street, looking for a private place to summon Thanatos. Charon turned down an alleyway and prayed to the god of Death.

   Moments later, Thanatos appeared.

   “I’ve found my companion,” Charon said.

   Than looked at the animal.

   “I want to go on adventures, too,” the dog barked.

   Than crossed his arms and cocked his head to one side. “This wasn’t what I had in mind.”

   “You said to make a friend, and I did,” the ferryman argued.

   The dog licked Charon’s hand.

   “What’s your name?” Than asked the dog.

   “Bill,” the animal replied.

   Thanatos turned to Charon. “You’re already anxious to abandon the city for your boat on a river?”

   Charon thought of Matilda, but quickly realized he couldn’t attract her attention in his current condition. To her, he was an old man.

   “Yes,” Charon said. “Put us on a river not far from here, where we can enjoy what this world has to offer without having to bother with people.”

   Than arched a brow. “Not far from here? Why?”

   “No reason,” Charon lied. He didn’t want to go too far away from Matilda. But why? He barely knew her. “For the sake of convenience.”

   “Fine,” Than agreed. “You’ll need different clothes—blue jeans and work boots, and a jacket, too, I suppose.”

   Charon was pleased to get out of shopping when his pants and shirt were soon replaced with proper work clothes.

   Bill barked his approval. “When do we go?”

   Before Charon could reply, he found himself standing on a skiff—only slightly larger than his own—on a wide river. Bill stood in front of him at the bow, glancing around in surprise.

   “What the what?” Bill barked. “How did we get here?”

   “Thank Death,” Charon replied.

   
   Chapter Three

   The temperature was decidedly cooler as Charon steered the boat in the narrow channel through a rock archway and out into a wide expanse of water. Bill didn’t seem bothered by the chill in the air, as his tail wagged happily. On each bank, the trees and shrubs, still holding onto their leaves, were vibrant golds, oranges, and tans. The sky above was clear and breathtakingly beautiful. Charon had never seen it so blue.

   “Tell me about your life,” Charon said, missing his ability to see the lives of the souls entering the Underworld.

   “There’s not much to tell,” Bill said from the bow, his tail no longer wagging. “It was all so confusing.”

   “What do you mean?”

   A bird flew overhead, screeching a peculiar song, and they were momentarily distracted by it. 

   Then Bill said, “I was born in a cage and lived with my mother and brothers and sisters for a short while. I was happy enough, until my master came and took me to his house. My life went downhill from there.”

   “What happened?” Charon wanted the details.

   Bill sat back on his haunches. “At first he was nice to me. I was terrified. I didn’t want to leave my family, especially my mother.” Bill swiped at a tear. “But he comforted me. That first day, he doted on me.”

   “What changed?”

   “Like I said, it was all so confusing. I could never figure out what he expected of me. He was an emotional man. I soon put it together that he’d recently lost someone he loved. I think it was his wife. I think I made him happy, at first.” Bill lay on his belly and rested his snout on the boat. “I wish that day hadn’t ended.”

   “When did he begin to beat you?” Charon asked.

   “That very first day,” Bill said. “I didn’t know where I should relieve myself, so I found a corner in his small townhome. I thought it was out of the way and was a good choice, but he felt differently.”

   “You were just a pup. How could you know?”

   Bill nodded. “I tried another spot, and another.”

   “And nothing pleased him.”

   “Exactly.” Bill stood up, circled around, and sat back down. “After a few days of this madness, I began to understand that he wanted me to do it in the small side-yard he shared with his neighbor.”

   “Did things improve for you then?”

   “They would have if my master had let me out often enough. He’d fall asleep for hours and hours. He drank and passed out at all hours of the day. What was I to do?”

   Charon could see Bill’s predicament. 

   “And, worst of all, it was never clear to me what was mine and what was his.”

   “Why was that a problem?” Charon asked, noticing a group of butterflies scattering from one of the shrubs on the closest bank.

   “He bought me toys, in those first few months. Even though he screamed at me, beat me, and, on one occasion, threw me across the room, he still had moments of kindness back then. He gave me ropes to tug on, squeaky toys to fetch, and cute little stuffed animals to rip apart. He left them scattered on the floor for me. One morning, I thought he’d given me his shoes, because he left them beside my toys on the floor. I was so excited, and I ripped one of them with pleasure. That’s when he chained me to the stake in the side yard. He never let me into the house again.”

   “That hardly seems fair,” Charon said. “It was your master’s fault for leaving his shoes with your toys.”

   “He barely spent time with me after that. I lived for a very long time chained to the stake. My master brought me scraps to eat each evening, and I had a moldy bowl of water beneath a leaking faucet. I was forced to sit and lie down in my own waste. The only time he moved me was when it rained. I used to pray for rain, because I was then taken to the covered patio and tied to a post. It was a pleasant change from the nasty yard.”

   “No wonder you stink,” Charon said.

   “My master complained of that, too,” Bill said, dropping his head with shame.

   “I meant no offense, Bill,” Charon quickly added, patting the dog on the head. “I don’t mind it at all. And it’s not your fault he never bathed you.”

   “There was no place to clean myself. To be honest, my smell offends even me.”

   “There’s a simple solution to your problem,” Charon said as he waved his hand toward the river.

   “The river?” Bill cowered down and looked up at Charon with frightened eyes.

   “Have you never been swimming?” Charon asked. It was the one thing Charon enjoyed as much as steering his boat. From time to time, he’d leap into the Acheron River and swim until he’d exhausted himself. Not often, but occasionally, Cerberus had been allowed to join him.

   “I’ve never been anywhere but that nasty side yard,” Bill explained. “Until today, when you found me after I’d escaped.”

   “Let’s find someplace to dock.” Charon directed the boat toward the nearest bank, which was still covered in brilliantly colored trees and shrubs. There was no sign of human life for miles. “This should do.” 

   When the boat bumped against the shore, Charon climbed into the shallow water and pulled the skiff onto the grassy embankment.

   Charon stripped from his clothes and tossed them into the boat. “From what I understand, dogs are natural swimmers.”

   The ferryman eased back into the cold water and waded out until he was chest deep.

   “Come on, Bill!” Charon called.

   He watched as the dog screwed up his courage.

   “It’s okay, boy!” Charon reassured him. “You can do it!”

   Bill wagged his tail and flung himself into the water. When he emerged, he was shivering and struggling to stay afloat.

   “Paddle to me,” Charon said. “Just a few more yards.”

   Bill kept his gaze fixed on Charon as he struggled toward him in the water with a determined look on his face.

   “Almost!” Charon cheered him on. “You’re nearly here!”

   When Bill was about two feet away, Charon reached out his arms and scooped the dog into an embrace. “You did it! Good boy, Bill!”

   Bill wagged his tail eagerly, but he was as cold to the touch as the water, and he was shivering, his teeth chattering.

   “Poor boy,” Charon cooed, holding the dog close to his chest as he returned to the bank. “Let’s get you warm and dry as soon as possible.”

   The ferryman stepped into his trousers and then used his jacket to dry the dog as best he could. Bill continued to shiver, so Charon held him close, using his body heat to warm him.

   “I shouldn’t have suggested it,” Charon said regretfully. “I’d forgotten how intolerant mortals are of extreme temperatures.”

   “It was fun,” Bill chirped through chattering teeth. “And I learned how to swim.”

   Charon rubbed the dog’s wet coat, trying to create more heat. “Indeed. You should be proud.”

   When the dog continued to shiver despite Charon’s efforts to warm him, Charon had an idea. Hemera, his sister and the goddess of daytime, whom he hadn’t seen for centuries, might be able to help. He wrapped Bill tightly in the jacket and left him in the back of the boat. Then he stood up and called out for his sister.

   She appeared before him in a halo of sunshine. “Why, I can’t believe my eyes!”

   “It’s good to see you, too,” Charon said.

   “How did you escape your prison?” she asked.

   Charon shook his head. “How many times have I told you and Aether that I love my job? The Underworld is my home.”

   “It’s hard to believe that the three of us were cut from the same cloth—Aether being the upper air and I being daylight. How can you possibly be happy where the sun never shines?”

   “You forget who our parents are,” Charon said dryly.

   “I never forget that,” she said less cheerfully.

   “I called you here because I need your help,” Charon said.

   Hemera crossed her arms and frowned. “I should have known it wasn’t to be reunited with me. Charon! We haven’t seen each other for ages!”

   “I would have eventually come to see you, Sister,” he said. “But I wanted to be in better form first.”

   “You look fabulous. What do you mean? You look much better than you did the last time I saw you.”

   He explained what Apollo had seen—why Charon had aged while the other gods had maintained their youth.

   “Oh, I see,” she said. “Well you look beautiful already. Distinguished even.”

   “Is that another way of saying I still look old?” Charon teased.

   “What do you need from me, Brother?” Hemera asked, avoiding his question.

   “Can you ask Helios to shine brightly on my dog? He’s freezing, and I can’t seem to warm him.”

   “Oh, you sweet thing!” Hemera said, embracing the animal that had been lying in the back of the boat. “I didn’t see you there in the folds of my brother’s coat.” 

   Hemera lifted her arm into the sky and reached all the way up to where the sun god sat in his golden cup, flying across the clouds. Then she drew her arm back in to its original size as she cupped a flame in her hand.

   “This should warm you,” she said to the dog.

   In a few moments, the dog’s fur was dry.

   “I can’t thank you enough,” Bill barked. “I feel much better. Clean and warm.”

   “You smell better, but not good,” Charon said. “More like a river rat than a sewer, and that’s progress, I suppose.”

   “Charon!” Hemera scolded.

   “He’s right,” Bill said. “At least it’s an improvement.”

   “You should take him down the Mississippi to La Crosse, to a hotel, and give him a proper bath,” Hemera suggested, handing Bill over to Charon. “You both look like you could use a good meal as well.”

   “What do you say, Bill?” Charon asked the dog.

   Bill barked his approval and wagged his tail.

   “Hurry, because our mother will be coming to shoo me away, and Helios is already ahead of me, on his way to the other side of the world,” Hemera added.

   “Who’s your mother?” Bill barked.

   “Night,” Charon said. “Also known as Nyx.”

   “Don’t you want to see her?” Bill asked. “If I had a chance, I’d want to see my mother.”

   Charon scratched Bill behind the ears. “My mother isn’t accessible anymore.”

   “Anymore?” Bill repeated.

   “She once lived in Tartarus, in the Underworld, my home.”

   “As did I,” Hemera explained. “And even then, we never saw each other. As soon as I flew home to Tartarus, she left to roam the Upperworld with our father. And when she came home, I took my leave. We never got along.”

   “She likes to have her way,” Charon added. “That’s why Hades made her leave Tartarus and take residence in a cave in the far east.”

   “Made her? I thought we escaped,” Hemera said.

   “I suppose it depends on who’s telling the story,” Charon conceded.

   “It’s much better this way,” Hemera said. “I follow Helios, and Mother follows Selene, and their dwellings are close to ours.”

   “What about your father?” Bill asked.

   Charon shook his head. “That’s why our mother is so hard to get along with. She’s either sleeping in her cave, or embracing our father, Erebus, as they fly around the world.”

   “I see what you meant by inaccessible,” Bill laughed. “It’s a wonder you don’t have more brothers and sisters.”

   Charon chuckled and pet Bill behind the ears.

   “Here comes Dusk,” Hemera warned. “Better hurry.” She waved. “It was good to see you.”

   “Likewise,” Charon said. “And thanks again for your help.”

   As his sister flew away, Charon helped Bill into the boat and shoved off from the bank.

   Charon jumped into the back of the boat as they headed south. “Now we need to get to La Crosse before nightfall.”

   “I thought you could see in the dark,” Bill pointed out.

   “I can. But the nighttime temperature this far north will be hard on you. Better to get you indoors at night until we’re further south.”

   Bill ducked his head in shame. “I’m sorry to be a burden to you.”

   “Are you kidding me?” Charon laughed. “You’re the best part of this trip! I’d be miserable without you.”

   Bill skipped up to the bow and wagged his tail with excitement, and both passengers smiled as they floated down the Mississippi beneath the falling dusk.

   
   Chapter Four

   Charon boarded the boat at a dock in La Crosse and, after being turned away from three hotels, found a little inn that was friendly to dogs not too far from the harbor. It was a good, thing, too, because he’d been about to use his godly powers to compel the innkeeper to accept Bill, even though it risked exposing what Charon was.

   Once in the room, he drew a warm bath and filled it with soap that smelled like rosemary and lemon. Then he helped Bill into the tub, where he scrubbed the dog’s coat.

   “This must be what heaven feels like,” Bill chirped.

   “What’s wrong with your ears?” Charon asked, noticing the way Bill kept scratching at them.

   “They always itch,” Bill said. “And after being in the river, they itch even more.”

   “On the outside or the inside?”

   “The inside,” Bill said. “Deep down, where I can’t reach.”

   “That’s no good,” Charon said. “We need to find out why.”

   “Whoa,” Bill said, cowering down in the tub. “You’re not taking me to the vet, are you? Because the one and only time I went, I got my manhood taken away from me.”

   “You mean your doghood, don’t you?” Charon said with a smile.

   “Manhood. There’s no better word.”

   Charon laughed. “I don’t know any vets, so I’ll have to pray to Apollo. He got me into this mess. Hopefully, he’ll be amenable.”

   After Bill had been towel dried, Charon drained the tub and took a shower, enjoying the feel of the warm rain on his back. As he washed, he prayed to Apollo, asking him to relieve the problem with Bill’s ears.

   Charon hadn’t finished drying himself off when Apollo, as golden as the sun, appeared in the next room holding a vial. Envious of his youthful appearance, golden-brown hair, and striking blue eyes, Charon was reminded of why everyone called Apollo the most beautiful god.

   “Amazing,” Apollo said upon seeing Charon. “What a remarkable improvement already.”

   “Thank you. I’m feeling much better.”

   “Not so resentful of me anymore, I see.”

   Charon smiled. “Not anymore. You were right. This was just what I needed. I’ve even made a new friend.”

   Bill barked his greeting.

   “Hello,” Apollo said to Bill.

   “Is that vial for him?” Charon asked.

   “Put a few drops of this solution in each of his ears once or twice a week, to keep the inner ear dry.”

   Apollo moved closer to Charon and cupped his cheek in his hand. “I’d forgotten how beautiful you once were. It’s good to see you looking more like yourself again.”

   Charon blushed but said nothing.

   Apollo placed the vial on the dresser and disappeared.

   Charon wrapped himself in the clean, white, fluffy robe before taking the vial from the dresser and inspecting it. Bill wasn’t too keen about the idea, but he cooperated as best he could while Charon applied the medicine to each ear.

   “That feels funny,” Bill said. “But thank you. No one’s ever been this kind to me.”

   Charon patted the dog’s head and scratched his back. “Likewise, my friend.”

   Bill wagged his tail. “Now, where can we get some food at this joint? I’m starving.”

   Charon noticed a menu sitting on the dresser across from the bed. He recalled many good memories from souls that had ordered room service in fancy hotels. “Shall we order something to be brought up?”

   Bill jumped on the bed, ran in circles, and then stopped and wagged his tail.

   “I’ll take that as a yes,” Charon said, laughing.

   They shared a platter of steak and potatoes while they watched a movie. The movie made them laugh, and Bill rolled around the bed in delight after a few of the more hilarious scenes about an out-of-control but lovable dog bringing both chaos and happiness to a posh family. Charon was grateful for Bill’s company and couldn’t recall a day when he’d felt so much joy.

   Worried that watching a movie would cause him to age again, Charon got up when the show ended to check his reflection in the bathroom mirror. To his astonishment, he looked ten years younger. His hair was less gray, showing more of the original brown wavy hair from his youth, and his skin was more vibrant. His eyebrows were darker, too, and thicker, making his brown eyes more youthful. He appeared like a man in his forties.

   But why hadn’t watching a movie aged him as it had before?

   When he glanced back at the bed, he saw Bill curled on his side, snoring. Just the sight of the dog brought warmth to Charon’s heart. Perhaps he hadn’t aged during the movie because he had shared the experience with another. Maybe the key to his youth had more to do with connecting with others and sharing experiences than with anything else.

   Charon returned to the bed and turned off the television, not wanting to make the mistake of watching more of it while his friend was asleep. He also turned off the lights and settled into the covers, since there was nothing else to do. Just as he closed his eyes to sleep, he felt his friend nuzzle up against him.

   Charon felt the warmth of the animal against his back, and he felt his little heart pumping, too. He rolled over and curled the dog in the crook of his arm. Peace and joy washed over him, and, for the first time in his life, he realized what he’d been missing.

   * * *

   The following day, Charon and Bill floated together down the Mississippi River. The sun was bright in a blue sky, and the wind was cool but gentle. They were entertained by fish leaping in front of the boat along the way—at least, Bill was entertained by them. Charon took more enjoyment in Bill’s reaction to the fish.

   “There’s another!” Bill barked, wagging his tail.

   “Don’t be a coward.” Charon laughed with amusement. “Jump in after them. You know you want to.”

   “Only if you promise to call your pretty sister and have her dry my fur.”

   “You liked her, did you?”

   “What was not to like?”

   Charon laughed again. “If you want to catch a fish so badly, why don’t we buy fishing poles and bait in the next town?”

   Bill leapt so high into the air with glee that, for a moment, Charon worried the dog would fall overboard.

   When Bill landed safely on the edge of the boat, Charon scooped him up in his arms and warned, “Mind yourself, boy. Unless you really do mean to jump overboard.”

   At that moment, a streak of lightning cut through the sky and struck the river less than a half a mile away. In the next instant, thunder roared overhead. Bill trembled in Charon’s arms as a huge wave lifted them into the air. Above them, the face of Zeus appeared through a cloud.

   His sharp blue eyes and ruddy cheeks were framed by reddish brown hair and a curly beard. The youngest of his siblings, Zeus was also the most powerful. Charon wondered why the king of the Olympians had taken notice of him.

   “Hello, Charon,” Zeus said.

   With the boat perched on the wave high in the air, the Mississippi now far below them, Charon looked up at the king of the Olympians with fear. “Lord Zeus?”

   “When Poseidon told me that he sensed you on his waters, I had to see for myself,” Zeus explained. “Are you spying for Hades?”

   Charon was taken aback. “Spying? No, my lord.”

   “Then explain to me why you aren’t at your usual post.”

   The ferryman told the king about Apollo’s vision and of Hades’s orders to go on a quest for adventure. Meanwhile, Bill continued to tremble in Charon’s arms, ducking his head into Charon’s armpit.

   Then the wave of water flattened, so quickly that, for many frightening moments, the skiff was suspended in thin air before it landed again on water and leveled out on the surface of the Mississippi. Charon clutched the dog close, feeling responsible for his wellbeing. They had barely managed to settle back to normal when Zeus appeared at the stern of the ship, the size of a mortal, not much larger than Charon.

   “I have a proposition for you,” Zeus said. “I want you to consider it carefully before you reply.”

   “A proposition, my lord?” Charon asked, not feeling very good about it.

   “Yes. I want to grant you a wish in exchange for a favor.”

   “What favor, my king?” Charon asked.

   “I want the helm of invisibility.”

   Charon’s breath caught. For a moment, he stared back at Zeus, speechless.

   “I see I’ve caught you off guard,” Zeus said. “It’s a compliment to you and to your master that you don’t take such things lightly.”

   “I don’t know what to say, my lord,” Charon stuttered.

   “I’ve wanted to get my hands on the helm for centuries,” Zeus said. “Of all the gifts given to my brothers and me from the Fates, you might think my lightning bolt or Poseidon’s trident the most useful.”

   Charon continued to gaze at the king of the gods.

   “The truth of the matter is,” Zeus continued, “the helm is the best of the three. I wish it had been given to me. I’m the one who saved my brothers and sisters from our father’s belly. I should have been given the choice.”

   Charon supposed the Fates would not agree, but he was smart enough to keep his opinion to himself. Besides, he would never betray Hades. 

   “If you want the helm,” Charon said, “you’ll have to find another way to get it, my lord. I can’t deceive my master. I don’t have it in me.”

   Zeus clenched his jaw, and his face flushed. “Take some time to consider the matter.”

   “I don’t need time, my king,” Charon said. 

   Another streak of lightning sliced through the sky and struck the river. Zeus left the skiff just as the bow of the boat lifted onto the crest of another enormous wave and nearly capsized them.

   Charon prayed to both Hades and Poseidon for help, since he, alone, was no match for the mighty Zeus.

   But no help came.

   The winds railed against them, tossing them this way and that. Charon prayed, not losing faith in his master.

   But no help came.

   In spite of Charon’s efforts to keep it afloat, the boat capsized, and he and Bill plunged into the cold, dark river. During the fall, Charon lost hold of the dog, and as he now scrambled against river reeds, he lost sight of him, too.

   “Bill!” Charon cried out through the cold, dark water. “Where are you, boy?”

   Not finding him below, Charon fought the reeds and returned to the surface to scan the river in all directions for some sign of Bill. The boat, still overturned, floated away from him. Charon used his godly speed to catch up to it, where he checked beneath it for his friend. Not finding him there, he prayed again to Poseidon.

   A river nymph with dark, golden skin from the waist up and silver scales and a tail from the waist down suddenly emerged from the water beside Charon as he was turning over the skiff to right it on the river. Her long dark hair, as dark as the Mississippi, clung to her body, hiding her feminine parts.

   “Lord Poseidon couldn’t come, so he sent me,” she said.

   “Thank you,” Charon said. “I can’t find my dog. I’m afraid he’s drowned.”

   “There!” The river nymph pointed down river, where Bill was struggling to keep afloat as the current carried him away.

   Charon and the nymph god-traveled to Bill and pulled him from the water.

   “Thank Poseidon you’re alive!” Charon cried as the nymph followed him back to the skiff, where he held Bill’s limp and panting body in his arms.

   Bill closed his eyes, struggling to breathe. Then he coughed up river water.

   Charon gasped when he noticed blood trickling from the dog’s mouth and ears.

   “I’m afraid he’s not out of the woods yet,” the nymph said. “Better call Apollo.”

   Charon closed his eyes and prayed hard to Apollo.

   When he appeared, the god of music and healing said, “You’re making me regret informing Hades of my vision. You can’t keep calling on me like this.”

   “Can you save him?” Charon asked.

   Apollo looked over the dog. Then he put a hand on Bill’s head. “He seems to have suffered a contusion to the brain. He’s bleeding internally.”

   “But can you save him?” Charon asked again.

   Thanatos appeared. “I’m afraid it’s too late for that.”

   Tears rushed from Charon’s eyes as he held the dog close. “It can’t be. It can’t be!”

   With his eyes half closed, Bill looked up at him. He couldn’t speak, but Charon could hear his prayer. Bill told him that he was the best friend he’d ever had, and he thanked the ferryman.

   The dog’s eyes rolled to the back of his head, and his tongue hung limply from his mouth.

   Full of grief and desperation, Charon turned to Thanatos. “Isn’t there something you can do?”

   “If you only knew how many times that question is asked of me every day, my friend,” Than said. “The answer is always the same. You, of all people, should know that.”

   Charon had never before felt the devastation he now realized was experienced at one time or another by every mortal who walked the earth. It made him feel sorry for them, for all the pain they endured when they lost someone they loved. He’d had a sense of it, from reading their memories as they boarded his skiff; but, before now, he’d never completely understood it, deep in his heart, like a wound that might never heal.

   Zeus had done this to him for refusing to steal the helm. Charon knew better than to curse the king of the Olympians, but it took every bit of self-control not to.

   “What will I do now?” Charon muttered bitterly. When no one replied, he said, “Take me home. I want to go back to Hades.”

   “I’m afraid you’re not ready for that,” Apollo said. “You must soldier on, my friend.”

   Apollo disappeared.

   The river nymph took Charon’s hand and said, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Then she vanished into the river.

   Thanatos clapped Charon on the back before squeezing his shoulder. “Maybe now that you know something of the human experience, you can tolerate their presence a little better.”

   Charon stroked Bill’s fur and said, “I wouldn’t go that far.”

   “Perhaps instead of avoiding mortals, you might use your time here to help them in some way.”

   “How?” Charon asked. 

   Than smiled. “Maybe that medical-student-slash-bartender can give you an idea.”


   Chapter Five

   After he’d buried his friend along the bank of the Mississippi River beneath a cluster of pine trees, Charon had abandoned his skiff and had god-traveled back to Los Angeles, to the hotel where he’d first met Matilda. He secured a room for himself before hitting the streets, determined to buy something fine to wear. He felt more confident now that he looked like a man in his thirties—robust, virile, strong. He was still too old-looking to impress the likes of Matilda, but he wouldn’t be forever.

   A young clerk in a men’s shop helped Charon find trousers and shirts in the style of the times. The trousers were made of a material called denim and were casually referred to as jeans. They fit him snugly, but the clerk said that was how they were supposed to look. As Charon checked in a full-length mirror to better see how the jeans fit him, he was pleased to see fuller limbs and muscles more befitting of a god. He should have always looked this way, he thought. He had every right to be as handsome as Thanatos and Hades and the others.

   Once he’d paid for his new clothing and shoes, Charon walked down the street toward the hotel in search of the Greek restaurant Matilda had recommended. He was surprised by the unexpected attention he received from the ladies that passed him. If he’d still had his fedora, he might have tipped his hat to them. 

   Who was he kidding? He wouldn’t have been so bold.

   It wasn’t long before he came upon George’s on South Figueroa. He ordered a chicken kabob, rice, and vegetables. The kabob reminded him of the first day he’d met Bill. Full of longing and loneliness, he sobbed quietly over his meal.

   It was evening when he walked back to the hotel and into the bar, hoping to find Matilda. There she was in her black blouse, black trousers, and white apron, mixing drinks. She didn’t see him until he was standing in front of her with only the bar between them.

   “What can I get you, sir?” she asked.

   “Shot of whiskey, please.” He rubbed his eyes, not wanting to show his sadness out in public.

   “Do you have a favorite brand?” she asked.

   She clearly hadn’t recognized him. “Your finest, please.”

   “Are you alright, sir?” Matilda asked as she poured his drink.

   “I will be,” he said as he climbed onto the bar stool. “I recently lost someone very close to me.”

    She handed him the shot. “I’m sorry to hear that. I know how you feel. A friend of mine passed away a few days ago.”

   “My condolences.”

   She studied his face and frowned.

   “Is something wrong?” he asked.

   “Not at all,” she said. “It’s just that…well, by any chance, are you staying here with your father?”

   It was Charon’s turn to frown. “Why do you ask?”

   “There was an older man here the other night. He was the kindest person I’ve ever met. Anyway, he resembled you. He walked with a cane and wore a fedora. I didn’t catch his name. Any relation?”

   Charon dipped his head to hide his embarrassment as blood flooded his cheeks. What should he say? Should he lie? He couldn’t very well tell her the truth without giving away his identity.

   But before he could reply, she covered his hand with hers. Her touch ignited him. He felt about to burst into flames.

   “I’m so sorry, sir. I don’t mean to pry. But please tell me the person you lost wasn’t your father.”

   “He was,” he lied, to cover his identity. “His name was Bill.” 

   Tears trickled down his cheeks. He hated feeling vulnerable, but her touch had overwhelmed him with so many emotions. She’d opened the floodgates, and he seemed unable to close them. He threw the whiskey back against his throat and swallowed the whole shot down at once.

   She poured him another and said, “This one’s on me.”

   He thanked her, noticing tears in her eyes. He was moved by her concern, even if it was only pity for an old man.

   “I want you to know that one of his last acts was pure kindness,” Matilda said gently. “He left me a generous tip—nearly two hundred dollars. It couldn’t have come at a better time.”

   “I’m glad he helped you,” Charon said.

   Matilda left to take the order of a small party who’d just entered the bar and had sat at a table near the lobby. When she returned, she busied herself with mixing drinks as Charon sipped at his whiskey. She left to serve the new party, and when she returned, she refilled Charon’s glass without asking if he needed more.

   “Thank you, Matilda,” he said.

   “You’re welcome, Mr….?”

   “Just call me Charon.”

   She lifted her chin. “What an interesting name for a man.”

   “It’s not a common one here? It is in Greece.”

   “It’s common here for women—though if it’s a Greek name, I doubt you spell it the same: K-A-R-E-N.”

   “C-H-A-R-O-N,” he said. “And it’s pronounced KAIR-uhn, not KAIR-in.”

   “Like the ferryman,” she said.

   “Exactly.”

   Matilda’s face turned bright red.

   “What is it, Matilda?” Charon asked.

   “Excuse me,” she said. Then she dashed off to check on the couple at the end of the bar. 

   When she returned, and as she began to mix drinks, Charon said, “My father left me a great deal of money, and I’d like to use it to help humanity in some way, but I don’t know how. Any suggestions?”

   As she met his gaze, her mouth dropped open. “Are you serious?”

   “Very.”

   “I know exactly how you can help,” she said. “Would you be willing to talk about an idea, either tonight after my shift ends or tomorrow afternoon?”

   Charon felt a chill of pleasure crawl up his spine. “I’d be happy to meet you any time you’d like.”

   “I’m off in an hour, if you’re willing to hang around. I can give you the details then, okay?”

   Charon was filled with excitement and anticipation as he smiled and said, “I’ll be here.”

   * * *

   An hour and a half later, Charon and Matilda sat across from one another at a coffee and sandwich shop on the corner. Matilda had said she was starving and had invited Charon to join her. The little shop had no other patrons at this time of night, so they had the small, well-lit café to themselves. 

   Charon sipped a cup of coffee as Matilda cut her sandwich into bite-size pieces. In between bites, she told him things he already knew: that she was studying to become a doctor, that she volunteered in the children’s ward, and that it was her mission to make the lives of the terminally ill children as pleasant as possible.

   Matilda also told him some things he did not know: that her mother, a single parent, had died of cancer five years earlier and that her father had left them when she was still a baby. Although her parents hadn’t married, Matilda had been given her father’s name—Whitmore—and had considered

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
    	Zipline over the Amazon rain forest

    	Smoke pot in Amsterdam

    	Play the slots in Vegas

    	Parade down the streets of New Orleans

    	Steal a car

    	Pet a lion
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