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    To Bruno and Whiskey, my beloved furry kids, who now soar among the stars.

      

    



  	
        
            
            On the threshold of Zeus's door stood two urns, one brimming with fortunes of white hue and the other with fortunes of black shade. And Zeus gives to men both good and ill, and to whom he will he brings prosperity, and to whom he will he brings adversity.
Homer's Iliad XXIV.527-532
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GOD, WHO BROUGHT ADAM into existence, witnessed a rebellion among a third of the angels in heaven. They refused to bow before humankind, and for their defiance, they were cast out of paradise. Their leader, Satan, was condemned to eternal suffering, stripped of the wonders of heaven. Consumed by a desire for vengeance, Satan resolved to retaliate. 

Humanity became the battlefield for this celestial conflict. Satan sought to prove that mankind was unworthy of the divine favor that had elevated them above him. He envisioned a world where humanity, driven by its flaws, would unravel the very harmony it relied upon. Through this chaos, Satan aimed to demonstrate the inherent superiority of his kind and the fragility of God's chosen creation. 

Initially, Satan seduced the mother of all humankind, Eve. Adam became a victim of his misplaced affection, while Eve fell prey to Satan's deceit. Love, in its binding power, etched this story into history. Yet, this love also severed humanity's divine connection. Immortality was lost, and the forbidden fruit they consumed, hailing from the tree of knowledge, symbolized their disobedience to God. Knowledge emancipated their souls, but in doing so, it deprived humanity of paradise. 

Thus, man was left with a lump in his throat, while woman bore within her womb a perpetual wound that bled with each passing month, a lingering reminder of the original sin. Expulsion from paradise forced them into the earthly realm to embrace mortality. Their bodies became transient, subject to decay, while their souls remained eternal. 

Yet, on Earth, the son of man would not be deprived of knowledge nor the wisdom it could bring. Henceforth, humanity would be tasked with forging its own path to heaven. Man had traded his heavenly dominion for the pursuit of knowledge and could reclaim paradise only through mastering it.

A man who died possessing the necessary wisdom and knowledge would find eternal rest within the paradisiacal gardens. Conversely, a soul departing the mortal plane without the essential enlightenment would be cast into the void, known as hell.

From that moment forward, released souls who attain sufficient wisdom and are prepared for the depths of understanding create their own realms within the heavenly gardens, and they are called gods.
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PROLOGUE
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The mansion and the surrounding forest were buzzing with laughter, jokes, giggles, and live music as the nature party kept going in full swing. The guests were totally soaking up the warm evening vibes, their moods lifted by the good energy of their tight-knit crew. Everyone knew each other inside and out, like, really knew each other. You could tell by the way they laughed at inside jokes and finished each other’s sentences.

Lanterns dangled from the trees, throwing flickering shadows everywhere, while the air was packed with the sweet smell of wildflowers and that earthy, woodsy scent you only get deep in the forest. It was Tuna and Zoe’s monthly shindig on their secluded island, where they invited their closest pals to kick back, celebrate nature, and just appreciate all the awesome stuff it throws their way.

Deniz, Tuna’s brother, had just rolled back home after a long freighter mission across the Pacific. He’d been away for ages, and the party was a lot to take. The drinks were starting to mess with his head, so he decided to slip away from the crowd and wander deeper into the woods. Maybe a little jog would help clear the fog in his brain. As he walked farther in, the sounds of the party faded behind him, leaving him alone in the shadowy maze of trees.

The forest, which was usually alive with the sounds of nighttime critters, felt weirdly quiet. Like, too quiet. The wind rustled through the leaves, but the usual hum of insects and animals was totally MIA. The silence was kind of creepy, almost heavy. Deniz tried to brush it off, joking to himself that maybe the animals weren’t into partying tonight. 

“Guess they’re more into classical music,” he thought with a smirk, since that was his jam too.

But the quiet just got deeper, and soon all he could hear was the crunch of his own boots on the dry leaves. Shadows seemed to dance between the trees, and out of nowhere, a wave of unease hit him. No more chuckling it off. This wasn’t like the open seas, where he’d faced massive waves without batting an eye. This eerie, unnatural stillness? Yeah, that was something else entirely.

He pushed the thought away, but then—

A distant rumble of thunder rolled through the trees, making the ground tremble under his feet. The air got all heavy with that earthy, rain-soaked smell as the first drops started to fall. Slow at first, just a sprinkle, then bam! The sky opened up, dumping rain like it had a grudge against the earth. His vision blurred, and the world turned into a soggy mess.

He picked up the pace, desperate to get back to the mansion before the storm really kicked into high gear. But then something caught his eye, something so weird, so out-of-nowhere, that he froze. His breath hitched as he squinted through the sheets of rain.

A baby.

There, amidst the fallen leaves. 

Alone. Unbothered. 

The storm raged around her, but she only giggled softly, as if the chaos was nothing more than a lullaby meant just for her. Her beauty was striking and too perfect, almost unreal. Like something conjured from a dream rather than born into this world.

Every logical part of him screamed that this wasn’t possible. But there she was... unshaken, untouched by fear, as if the chaos around her meant nothing.

He moved toward her before he could stop himself, his pulse hammering. As he lifted her into his arms, warmth spread through his chest, which was unexpected, unsettling. Her weight was real. Solid. Yet something about her felt... unearthly.

Then his eyes caught the necklace. An ivory seahorse, slick with rain, glinting in the erratic flashes of lightning. And the cloth wrapped around her: a strange linen, aged and frayed, yet somehow pristine, as if it had survived centuries untouched. He ran his fingers over it, a strange unease prickling his skin. This wasn’t just old. This was ancient.

He glanced up at the massive trees towering above him. A weird mix of awe and dread washed over him, along with the rain. The whole moment felt too big, too strange, to put into words.

He started walking toward the mansion, his steps quick and urgent. Alone, in the middle of a storm, on a remote island, carrying a baby that had seemingly appeared out of nowhere... 

Yes, this was definitely not how he expected his night to go.

Back at the mansion, the group had already taken shelter, huddling in the grand hall. When Deniz stepped inside, dripping wet and clutching the baby, the party screeched to a halt. Conversations cut off mid-sentence. Glasses hung in midair or slipped from stunned hands. The lively chatter and music died down, replaced by a heavy silence as everyone stared at the tiny figure in his arms.

A wave of whispers broke the quiet.

“A baby? Out here? In the middle of nowhere?” someone muttered under their breath.

“No way. This doesn’t make sense,” another said, louder this time, the disbelief spreading like wildfire.

“This isn’t some hallucination. Look at her,” snapped an older woman.

Tuna was the first to step forward, his brows knitted in confusion. “Where did you find her?”

“In the forest,” Deniz said, like it was the most normal thing in the world. “She was just... there.”

The room exploded with reactions.

Gasps, exclamations, and a whole lot of “What the heck?”

Meanwhile, Zoe stood frozen, her hand pressed to her mouth. For a moment, she didn’t say a word, and she just stared at the baby’s face and the ivory seahorse pendant glinting against her tiny chest.

Finally, she couldn’t hold back anymore. She stepped forward, gently took the baby from Deniz, and cradled her like she was the most precious thing in the world.

Tuna had a daughter from a past relationship, but Zoe... Zoe had none. For a couple like Zoe and Tuna, who had spent years trying, six brutal rounds of IVF, endless heartbreak, and too many sleepless nights wondering if it was even worth hoping anymore, mostly because of Zoe’s fertility struggles, this moment wasn’t just a mystery. It was downright surreal. 

“This baby...” Zoe glanced at Tuna. “She’s... too perfect.”

In the silence that followed, someone tentatively spoke up. “What about the necklace?”

All eyes turned to Deniz as he held up the small, intricately carved seahorse. Carefully, he opened it, revealing a folded piece of parchment inside.

The group leaned in as someone who knew ancient Greek read the strange, cryptic words aloud. Gasps rippled through the room, followed by a deep, thoughtful silence. Most of the guests brushed it off as some old prayer or a token from an ancient faith. The inscription read:

“Love shall endure as a gift from the father to the beguiling night, bestowed only when the night, with steadfast courage, doth demand it, for his love has been but as fleeting as the butterfly's flight. Zeus, the eternal keeper of justice and oaths, alone can render the fair night’s longing true.”

But despite the awe of the moment, one question kept nagging at Deniz: Who the hell left this baby here? His eyes darted around the room, scanning the faces of the crowd. Everyone here was tight with Tuna and Zoe; they were good friends, the kind of people you’d trust with your life. No one in their close-knit circle would be crazy enough to pull off something this bizarre. Still, something about it just didn’t sit right. The whole thing felt off, like a bad joke that didn’t land. 

She was soon taken in by the couple and named Iliad, the greatest honor ever bestowed upon the Gods, a name that echoed with the grandeur of epic tales and carried the weight of timeless glory.
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THE IDIOT
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A cool freshness lingered in the air after the rain, drifting lazily through the open balcony door. The man, a creature of the night, looked uneasy in the daylight, his dark sunglasses shielding his eyes. His ebony sweater blended with his dark complexion, accentuating the sharp planes of his face. Between his fingers, a cigarette burned, its smoke trailing in a straight line before curling into the air like a ribbon and vanishing.

“I love you, Iliad,” he murmured, as though the words had slipped out unintentionally.

Iliad barely reacted. She glanced at him, just for a moment, before rising. Moving slowly, she picked up the remote from the cushion, hesitated, then handed it to him. Her fingers brushed against his, cool and distant. 

“Can I get a double whiskey, Emir?” Her voice was calm, but something sharp lurked beneath the surface. She walked to the walnut-framed mirror on the wall, its carved edges intricate, almost delicate. “Before I go?”

Golden shadows flickered in her hair as she ran her fingers through the waves, trying to smooth them. But her reflection held her still. For a moment, it felt like the glass wasn’t just showing her, it was pulling her in.

Reluctantly, she tore herself away and moved toward the bedroom to collect her shoes strewn across the floor. The house was too quiet, too still. A voice within her reminded her of her aversion to nights, especially those she could not remember in the morning.

Returning to the living room, she spotted that Emir had prepared her whiskey. Two cubes of ice, a splash of coke, and the burn of pure spirit...

“A nail drives out another nail,” she murmured, picking up her glass as she stepped onto the balcony.

Before her, the sea stretched like a vast canvas at her feet. Emir followed, his gaze locked onto her. A flicker of madness darkened his eyes, a reflection of his relentless adoration. To him, it felt like a dream, the quickening of his heartbeat whenever she was near. Yet, in those moments, Iliad herself seemed absent, as if only her image remained. 

“Iliad,” he said quietly.

She glanced at him, her eyes the color of fresh leaves on a storm-lashed tree, her expression casual. “Yes?”

“You love me?”

She took a slow sip, then a bigger one, letting the whiskey sear down her throat. Setting the glass aside, she bent down, slipping her feet into delicately strapped heels.

A smile, small, almost amused, was on her lips.

“No.”

A distant melody stirred inside her, familiar and insistent, calling her back to the island. She tied the transparent straps winding up her legs, then glanced at the whiskey left in her glass. She thought about finishing it. Decided against it.

Instead, she handed it to him.

“I like this drink,” she said, her gaze lingering on the amber liquid, “but I don’t feel like finishing it.”

She knew the look in his eyes—the way he admired her, like she was something he could keep. She sighed, then pressed a brief, indifferent kiss to his cheek.

And just as a fleeting thought crossed her mind, that she had forgotten to pick up her dress from the tailor two days ago, she turned and left, her steps steady, unhurried.

Because of the crazy traffic, it took her a good half hour to reach the port, where her yacht, and Marlas, the captain, were waiting to take her to the island she owned, about an hour's ride from Istanbul. Lately, no matter how hard she tried to keep it together, her mind had been in a constant state of chaos. She would often find herself reliving peculiar dreams or unsettling visions from her childhood, engaging in conversations with her two selves as if she were divided into two distinct parts, an angel and a devil. She feared the devil inside her, not because it trapped her, but because she was the trap for it. There was no escape. 

After battling the stormy sea and relentless winds for over an hour, the yacht finally pulled up to the island, stretching a solid twenty kilometers from end to end, with its lush, green landscape dotted by tall, dense trees. The towering pines seemed to reach for the sky, their branches swaying with the wind, and the shore was a mix of jagged rocks clinging to steep cliffs and thick, rolling hills leading inland.

Her mansion sat at the top of a steep hill at the far end of the island. It was a charming two-story white house with a triangular roof, the kind you'd see in an old picture. The massive U-shaped windows went all the way up to the high ceilings, giving the space an almost endless feeling. Tall pine trees wrapped around the back and sides of the house, and there were even a few rooms tucked away under the roof.

She trudged up the hill from the shore, each step heavier than the last. It was already dark, and the forest was blanketed in shadows. The clouds just as ominous as they had been all week hung low above the island. The wind howled through the trees, a reminder of the sea's ruthless power—the same power that had torn her world apart when her parents’ yacht capsized in these very waters when she was just twelve, dragging them to the depths.

She walked into the mansion through the door that was always left open and stepped into the main living space. The curtains swayed with the breeze coming in from the windows left ajar, startling her.

Marlas’s wife must have come to clean and left the windows open to freshen up the air in my haunted place.

She chuckled at her own jumpiness, realizing how often she found terror and mystery in everything around her.

Exhaustion had taken hold of her, but fear still toyed with her mind. Lying on the bed in her bedroom, she wondered if going to the kitchen for a snack, defying the voices in her head and acting as though she wasn’t afraid, might help her confront the solitude, the wind, and the creaking doorway without succumbing to terror.

Life had to go on. She had to move. Before taking a shower, she confronted her shadow on the wall, then quickly averted her gaze. She did not dare look at her reflection in the mirror, fearing the devil inside her would wink at her as it often did. 

Eventually, her feet carried her to the kitchen, where she retrieved cream cheese and toast from the refrigerator, and then led her into the living room.

With a sense of accomplishment for the small victories she had managed since arriving home like taking a shower and getting something to eat from the kitchen, she switched on the television. Just as she was about to settle into a chair at the large black dining table that could seat twelve, a piece left behind by her deceased parents, to eat her bread with cream cheese, a sudden reluctance washed over her. She didn’t want to turn her back on the vacant living room space or the large windows behind her overlooking the sea. 

Something could grab my shoulders. 

“Why?” she asked herself, trying to laugh off the idea of an ambush from behind. But in an instant, she was startled, certain she had seen a shadow flicker over her left shoulder. She could have sworn a shadow had passed behind her. Quickly, she sank into the armchair, and when the high back shielded her, she felt a bit safer.

Suddenly, tremors echoed through the mansion, their source beyond her understanding. Wind. A very strong wind. She regretted not going to bed as soon as she’d arrived, but perhaps by facing her fears and refusing to flee from the unknown, she could eventually see how deceptive and irrational they were—without becoming a regular at the therapist's office, she hoped. She then made a small sandwich with cream cheese, which she devoured eagerly.

Flipping through the TV channels, she finally landed on a documentary about the world’s oceans. The previous day flooded back to her—she and Luca, her ex-boyfriend, had sat on the large stones of the breakwater by the port, contemplating the vastness of the sea. They’d spent hours talking and drinking plenty of beer. Mermaids had crossed her mind again, and she had wondered aloud about their existence, the immensity of the world, the fact that they were living on a planet spinning at hundreds of thousands of kilometers per hour, the potential for human flight, and the possibility of reincarnation.

And what was the cause of the pain that constantly dwelled within her? Luca had asked this final question, and she had called it ineffability, an inability to articulate the source of her suffering, for once again, she had found herself unable to explain it. 

“Death is like a thin, unending line of darkness,” Luca had responded unexpectedly.

“I hope so,” she had replied. “I hope it is beautiful.”

Finishing her sandwich, she stood, a sudden urge to write seizing her. She needed to get her thoughts out, to ease the weight in her chest. She made her way to the bedroom, grabbed a pen, and opened her burgundy leather-bound diary.

Thursday, 28

For years, I undermined my essence as a woman by trivializing every relationship that crossed my path. It wasn’t until recently that I realized, at my core, I am capable of love and monogamy. Yet I’ve spent all this time sharing my life with a promiscuous woman. The timing of this revelation, at twenty-two and still unsure of my womanhood, has left me devastated.

Life whispers behind a veil. Am I truly alive, or drifting in some heavenly illusion?

“Death is like a thin, endless line of darkness,” Luca said yesterday. His words confused me then, though I tried to understand. I nodded solemnly, saying, “I hope so,” and added, “I hope it’s beautiful.”

I suddenly empathize with those who might mourn me. This, I think, is the essence of melancholy.

My greatest wish is that, when people leave this world, they journey on with their loved ones, lost in happiness. If it were possible, I might even choose to leave sooner, to escape this uncertain existence.

She set the pen down, stifled, and exited the room. As she walked through the hallway, her mind was no longer preoccupied with the thought of shadows lurking in the dark corners. Through the large front windows, the sea stretched out before her, dark, tempestuous, like an exquisite oil painting depicting a storm. The sight was undeniably beautiful, yet the sense of awe that could have accompanied it had long since faded, drowned by the tragic memory of her parents lost in a violent sea storm a decade ago.

Deniz, her uncle who had taken custody of her after her parents' death, along with Marlas, who played the roles of the groundskeeper, captain, and everything else, his family, and Iliad, shared this small island, also inherited from her deceased parents, along with the large dining table and many other grand possessions, as their home.

The next morning, waking up just before dawn, she rushed out of the mansion without bothering to wash her face. The morning was calm, though chilly. Standing at the edge of the forest, her thoughts drifted to a memory, and she found herself thinking about Titan, her long-gone friend, once again.

It had been years ago, when she was about seven, that she had gotten lost in the forest on the island. She still couldn’t remember a single thing about those two lost days, but she had never forgotten Titan, who had appeared out of nowhere and brought her out of that forest.

Her parents had searched for her all day, but by the time night fell, and they still hadn’t found her, they had called in the police from the city. Dozens of officers had shown up and combed every inch of the island in search of her. After two full days of searching nothing. Even the maritime police had scoured the waters, but there had been no sign of her. 

It was only when things had started to feel truly hopeless that Titan, a young police officer in his early twenties at the time, had arrived from the city and somehow brought her back from the forest, like he had hidden her there himself. No one could figure out how he had pulled it off.

Over the years, Titan had become more than just a family friend—he had been her closest confidant. After her parents' death, his steady presence had been the only thing that had kept her grounded during the long, lonely nights. But then, one day, without any warning or explanation, he had disappeared, leaving behind a void she could never fill.

That morning, the sea was performing its usual “morning gymnastics,” as Titan had once called it, with waves swirling and frothing in the pale light of dawn. A sizable freighter drifted by in the distance, its silhouette sharp against the dim horizon.

Her feet instinctively led her toward her uncle Deniz, who had once commanded ships like the one now sailing by. She hurried down the familiar slope, knowing he'd already be awake; he always rose before daybreak.

Passing through the dense cluster of chestnut trees, she inhaled the sharp, earthy scent of damp bark and arrived at Deniz’s white, one-story wooden house by the shore. The first light of morning bathed its windows, casting a soft glow.

When his body could no longer endure the life of leaving a lover behind in every harbor, Deniz had returned to his homeland, as her parents used to say. He had left behind heartbroken lovers in each port, their tearful eyes lingering in his memory. Yet the true love of his life had always been the sea that was a love he had never abandoned at any shore. Iliad could sometimes catch a faint scent of iodine beneath his usual scent.

She knew Deniz had a daughter in one of those far-off harbors, which was a fact never spoken of, but known to all. She kept this knowledge to herself, not wanting to upset him. She also kept from both him and herself the truth that his days in this world were numbered. The thought of losing him filled her with a deep, unspoken pain.

In the elaborately adorned, one-story wooden cottage, an orchid always stood in one corner of the living room. As he journeyed to and from the city, he would regularly replace the white orchid with a fresh one. The flower, pristine and delicate, stood sentinel in the corner, as if guarding a secret or awaiting someone’s return.

Iliad thought it had something to do with his daughter, but she would never ask. Some silences, she had learned, were better left unbroken. That flower standing there was already damn tragic, which meant the story behind it could be double damn tragic.

Deniz greeted her with a simple “Good morning,” without glancing at her face. Now in his seventies, his once-blond hair had turned crisp white. His face, pale yet vibrant with pink cheeks and light blue eyes, was marked by the wisdom and experiences of a well-lived life. Though the years had softened some of his edges, his body remained strong and sturdy. His movements were deliberate, exhibiting the same confident, steady demeanor that had earned him respect as a former captain.

He fumbled with the colorful wooden beads in the box on the floor, a task that Ayda, Marlas’s wife, had given him. She wanted to make bead curtains to replace the doors in their house, something she thought would add a bit of charm.

Iliad, in turn, settled into an armchair beside the coffee table where the white orchid stood. Like the orchid, she suddenly felt as though she had been placed in a corner, waiting for a purpose she couldn’t grasp. At twenty-two, she still lacked a clear occupation, or the willingness to pursue one, a higher education, or the motivation to achieve it, or even a single hobby. Her inheritance from her wealthy parents was all she had.

Until his death, her father had homeschooled her, filling her days with relentless lessons in French, philosophy, psychology, history, geometry, piano, violin, and English. Fluent in both Greek and Turkish due to her parents' heritage, with her mother Greek and her father Turkish, her linguistic education had started early, long before the rigid schedules consumed her childhood.

The routine had been suffocating back then, but now she found herself almost longing for the structure it had once imposed. After her parents' deaths, private tutors had ensured she graduated high school, but that was the extent of her formal education. The rest had been left to her own devices.

Her eyes wandered to the bookshelves, scanning the familiar spines of the French and Russian classics her father had once adored. She had her own collection, too, alongside the volumes inherited from both her parents in the mansion. Reading had become her sanctuary, a habit she clung to fiercely. Deniz often encouraged it, insisting it was a way to honor the souls of her departed parents.

With a pensive gaze, she stared out the window for several minutes before suddenly asking, “Do you think what the Idiot feels for Nastasya is love, Deniz?”

Her question was met with a long, drawn-out yawn. “Oh, yes, my dear, love,” he replied, clearly a little tired of such deep questions. “You’re still trying to figure out love? It’s one of those things that doesn’t make any sense. It’s there, and then it’s not, and nobody really knows why. Love doesn’t follow rules, my girl. If you're looking for meaning in it, well, that’s probably a sign you're not actually in love.”

Deniz understood that Iliad’s thoughts were focused on Titan again, noticing her overly melancholic mood. “Titan again?”

She nodded. “I’m really curious about him, Deniz. Like, tremendously so.”

“I wish I could comfort you, Iliad. But what can I say? It’s a great loss such a man has left this world.”

“Maybe he’s not dead? Who knows?” she mused. “No body, no trace...”

“But how? How can someone just vanish for years? It’s been three years.”

She gazed up at the sky, her eyes settling into a calm shade of green as the morning light gently enveloped them. “I don’t know, Deniz. I just don’t know.”

For several minutes, she silently watched the sea, lost in thought. She had never fully understood the source of Titan’s peculiar trustworthiness, yet she had placed unwavering faith in him. It was unlike any bond she had shared with anyone else, and that familiarity made it feel as though he had never truly left, but was still there, watching over her.

“Would you like some coffee?” Deniz asked, filling his pipe.

She shook off her thoughts. “I’ll make it, Deniz. And in the meantime, tell me a bit about the Idiot’s love. I think he should fall in love with Aglaya. They’d make a perfect match and find lasting happiness together... but no spoilers, please! I’m genuinely curious, but don’t give me the ending.”

The Idiot by Dostoyevsky was the last book Deniz had recommended. The old man chuckled heartily. “I wouldn’t tell you, even if you paid me.”

She pressed the button to start the heater on the kitchen counter and then listened to the low hum as it kicked on. Grabbing the coffee jar from the shelf, she scooped one and a half spoonfuls of coffee into each cup, just the way she liked it. It was the perfect balance, not too weak, not too strong. Deniz, though, always had something to say about it. He’d complain the coffee was too weak for his taste, always asking for more. Rolling her eyes, she added a couple of extra spoonfuls to his cup, just to keep him quiet. 

“Iliad, if you think it's fine for the Idiot to fall in love with Aglaya, why don't you go find someone in your own circle? Why not settle down, get married, have kids, and grow old together? If you're going to sit around and criticize the Idiot, then maybe you should start with yourself first!”

​​She heard his words but gave only a disdainful look in response. The island, where only the groundskeeper Marlas and his family showed any signs of life, was her home, and she knew it always would be. Strangely, this isolation didn’t feel odd to her. Instead, it was a constant companion, as though it were her fate. The only thing she awaited in life now seemed to be death.

Later, as she handed him his coffee, Deniz, noticing her silence, knew better than to press further, for she wasn’t in the mood for such conversation. After taking a couple of sips from her coffee, she decided to head home and left him alone.

Ascending the path, she paused, considering a trip to the city to escape from the island’s suffocating stillness. Her visits to Istanbul offered a temporary reprieve. Whether staying with Peri, her half-sister from her father’s relationship with a woman, or losing herself in the city’s ever-vibrant social scenes, she found fleeting distractions. She drifted through unfamiliar circles, changing boyfriends as casually as discarding used napkins, never staying long.

Yet, she never spoke of the island to anyone she met. Titan had warned her to keep it a secret, and his words lingered like an unbroken oath. Even after he had vanished without explanation, she followed his advice faithfully.

Dark clouds gathered overhead, their shadow signaling an overcast day. After a moment’s pause, she decided that the trip to the city would have to wait. Instead, she turned back toward the Idiot, hoping its pages might offer her some distraction from the heaviness in the air.
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Later that evening, the weather took a dramatic turn for the worse. A fierce storm with unrelenting fury swept over both land and sea. Thunderbolts illuminated the ominous sky, their flashes cutting through the darkness with blinding intensity, while the deafening claps that followed reverberated like the roar of a giant. Sheets of rain lashed incessantly, and the wind howled, racing with wild force.

Inside his cozy cottage, Deniz sat at the wooden dining table, savoring a plate of shrimp pasta paired with a rich, velvety red wine. As he gazed out of the rain-streaked windows, his attention was drawn to a strikingly large and luxurious white yacht battling the tempestuous waves just off the island’s coast. Intrigued and uneasy, he rose from his chair and stepped closer to the glass. The yacht, illuminated by the occasional lightning strike, appeared crowded, and its passengers were huddled on the lower deck.

A wave of concern washed over him. Although the vessel exuded opulence and strength, no amount of grandeur could guarantee safety against the storm's wrath.

Suddenly, the skies lit up with an otherworldly glow, as though a lightning bolt had struck nearby. Yet the expected crash of thunder did not follow, leaving an eerie stillness in its wake. Deniz’s eyes darted back to the yacht. The figures on board were shifting restlessly, their silhouettes stark against the flashes of light.

He hesitated for a moment, but his instincts propelled him to action. He powered up his laptop and swiftly connected to the island’s projector system. With practiced hands, he sent out a series of beacon-like flash signals, hoping to guide the yacht toward the island's safety.

The storm was relentless, and no matter how sturdy or extravagant the yacht appeared, it remained at the mercy of the sea, and a capsize was not beyond the realm of possibility.

For the past few hours, Iliad had been practicing on the piano, determined to nail Beethoven’s Für Elise. She gave it her all, but no matter how much effort she poured in, coordinating her left hand with the right felt like an impossible task. Eventually, with an exasperated sigh, she gave up. Instead, she cranked up Für Elise on her music system, blasting it at full volume.

The rain outside had been pouring relentlessly, punctuated by thunder and flashes of lightning, but now, it felt distant and surreal like a muted scene from a silent film. 

Feeling a creative spark, she wandered into her bedroom and began rummaging through her wardrobe, pulling out dresses, skirts, corsets, and shoes. She flicked off the lights surrounding her vanity mirror, the kind that looked like it belonged backstage in a theater dressing room, setting the stage for a little personal makeover session.

For the next half hour, she meticulously applied her makeup, every stroke and shade chosen with care and precision. She accentuated her jawline with subtle highlights and shadowed her striking green eyes with a blend of emerald and black eyeshadow, creating depth and allure. A swipe of kohl further defined her already wide eyes, making them appear even larger and more captivating.

Her naturally plump lips were framed with a precise line of lip pencil before being filled with a soft nude gloss, leaving them looking both polished and effortlessly inviting. Her long, wavy hair cascaded over her shoulders in loose waves that required no styling. Just a simple brush was enough to maintain its timeless elegance at any hour of the day.

She was flawless in every sense, as if crafted with meticulous care during someone's idle hours. Each detail was shaped with the precision of a master artist. By the time she finished, her already striking features radiated a refined perfection, and her face was worthy of gracing the cover of a high-fashion magazine.

In the background, YouTube had taken over, playing a mix of random classical pieces. She moved on to trying on outfit after outfit, twirling and posing in front of the mirror like a model at a fitting. She studied herself from every angle, front, side, back, sometimes flashing herself a cheeky grin, other times striking dramatic poses like she was on a runway.

After a while, she wandered into the kitchen to fix herself a whiskey. The music now playing was The Phantom of the Opera, a piece that had always sent chills down her spine. As Sarah Brightman’s haunting voice filled the air, the melody wrapped around her, and a wave of unease washed over her. She couldn’t stand it. The urge to change the music, or just silence it entirely, became overwhelming. 

Her movements hurried as she prepared her drink: a splash of Coke, a few ice cubes, and a generous pour of whiskey. With the glass in hand, she headed back to the living room.

And that’s when it happened.

In the dim hallway, something caught her peripheral vision. Without fully looking, she saw them, two dark silhouettes standing motionless at the entrance, just outside her perpetually open mansion door.

She froze. Or maybe froze wasn’t the word. Her body locked up as though her muscles had turned into stone. She did not need to turn her head to know they were staring at her. Their presence was sharp and undeniable. Every nerve in her body screamed at her to run, but her feet wouldn’t move. Her heart pounded furiously, and her nape tingled with such intensity it felt like her head might fall from her shoulders. Sarah Brightman’s voice grew louder, filling the mansion with The Phantom of the Opera.

Would they vanish if she ran?

No. She had no choice. Whatever they wanted, she had to confront them. Slowly, deliberately, she turned toward them.

“Hey!” one of the silhouettes shouted, raising his hand and trying to make his voice heard over the booming music.

His movement jolted her with terror. She screamed at the top of her lungs as the glass slipped from her hand and shattered on the parquet floor, its crash nearly drowned by her cries, which mingled with Brightman’s haunting wail.

Nyx and Trojan instinctively took a step back, startled. The first reason for their surprise was the stark contrast between their expectations and the woman standing before them. Based on the description they’d gotten from the old man, they had envisioned someone entirely different—someone older, perhaps a kindly aunt, or even a bent, frail grandmother who would greet them with a soft, welcoming smile. But instead, they were face-to-face with Iliad: a striking, elegant young woman who looked as though she had stepped out of a dream.

The second reason for their shock was even more puzzling. Despite the storm battering the island, the eerie lightning strikes, and the strange atmosphere of the mansion, evoking a haunted house straight out of a movie, they could not fathom why she was so frightened. The woman before them seemed more than capable of handling a little unexpected company. Yet, her wide eyes, the frantic scream that pierced the air, and the way her body locked in place like a deer caught in headlights suggested something deeper, a fear they could not quite understand.

Technically, she was someone who could face anything—but here she was, trembling before them. It didn’t make sense. She was decked out in full makeup, flawless, dramatic, and a striking combination of a white satin 18th-century-style corset and a flared skirt, giving her an almost theatrical presence. And what was with The Phantom of the Opera blasting at full volume? 

“Hey, hey, sorry! We didn’t mean to freak you out!” Nyx called out, raising his hands defensively. His words only made Iliad scream louder, her piercing cry echoing down the hallway. For a long, disorienting moment, Nyx and Trojan stood frozen, unable to understand why she was so terrified.

It wasn’t until the realization finally dawned on her that the frenzy in her eyes began to dissipate. The figures standing before her were not shadows or phantoms—they were men. Flesh and blood. Real. Slowly, her panic ebbed away.

She took a cautious step forward, and her wide eyes were still fixed on them as she studied their drenched forms: men. 

Without a word, she darted into the living room, turned the TV off with swift, deliberate motions, then returned to the hallway, each step measured, the tension in her body palpable. 

“We’re so sorry!” both said in unison, waving their hands awkwardly. “We didn’t mean to—”

“Who are you?” she interrupted.

“We’re stuck on your island for the night,” Nyx said quickly. “Our yacht’s tied up at your mooring. It’s a bit cramped on board, you know... friends and all. I’m the owner. Your uncle offered us shelter from the storm. He mentioned you lived here, so we just wanted to thank you. The door was open, but the music was so loud... We called out your name, but...” He trailed off, his eyes flickering nervously. “I’m Nyx, and this is my assistant, Trojan. We’re from Istanbul. And you must be Iliad—the lady of the island.”

Iliad’s gaze shifted to their soaked clothes, the rainwater streaming from their hair, and the streaks of mud clinging to their shoes from trudging up the slippery, rain-slicked slope. Then, almost involuntarily, her eyes lingered on Nyx.

He was strikingly handsome, his tall, muscular frame exuding a natural confidence. His wideset, expressive eyes drew attention first, followed by his retroussé nose with its gently curved nasal ridge and upturned tip, giving his face a refined symmetry. The short stubble defining his jawline added a rugged touch, contrasting with the smooth, fair skin of his face, matte and velvety like suede. His short, rain-dampened hair clung lightly to his head, framing a visage that seemed entirely unfazed by their current disheveled state. It was almost unfair, she thought, how someone could look so effortlessly composed even when soaked to the bone.

After a moment of hesitation, she murmured, “If you’d like to come in... well, you’re already wet.”

The two men stepped inside carefully, with Nyx leading the way and Trojan following behind. Nyx’s eyes swept over the dimly lit interior of the mansion, feeling the weight of its heavy, oppressive atmosphere settle around him. The ceilings were high, and the floors were made of dark wooden parquet that creaked underfoot. A grand piano, its sleek black tail standing proudly, occupied the right side of the vast living room, which offered a sweeping view of the sea and the surrounding forest. In the center, a large ornate dining table stood beneath an unlit chandelier, surrounded by long-backed chairs, their intricate woodwork evoking the grandeur of Arthurian legends. Against one wall, an enormous antique library, also carved from wood, dominated the space with its towering shelves.

“You... live here?” Nyx asked incredulously. 

Iliad gave a tight, controlled smile. “Yes, I do.”

His gaze continued to roam the space in awe, finally settling on the large dining table that could seat twelve. “Alone?”

“For more than a decade,” she said flatly, her tone revealing no emotion. Yet inside, she could scarcely believe the words she had just uttered. More than a decade. Until the last three years, Titan had been a frequent visitor; at least she had someone, sometimes. But still, over ten years of isolation. It felt as though she were living between the pages of a novel.

Meanwhile, Trojan paused at the foot of the grand staircase, not following them further into the living room. Something else had caught his attention, which was an ivory seahorse perched delicately on the sideboard. He stared at it, transfixed. 

The carving was eerily familiar, a near-identical version of the one that had once adorned a shelf in his mother Sasha’s house. As a child, he had longed to touch it, to play with it, but his mother had always forbidden him, insisting it was not a toy. It had been the one object in their home that was untouchable, and even now, he was certain his mother would never let him lay a finger on it.

He stepped closer to the sideboard, his fingers twitching with the urge to touch it. The resemblance was uncanny. Yet, out of politeness, as a guest in a stranger’s home, he restrained himself, his hand hovering but never quite making contact.

“Your friends are welcome to join us, too,” Iliad said. That was an offer she felt she should make, though not entirely without reservation.

Trojan, now standing in the living room, interjected as Nyx hesitated, uncertain how to respond. “There’s no need for that, young lady,” he said with a gentle smile. “Your home is your sanctuary. The old gentleman’s house is more than comfortable enough for us.”

“I agree,” Nyx added, though his tone was reluctant, more out of politeness than sincerity.

Iliad momentarily felt her gaze drawn to Nyx's gray-blue eyes, which seemed to ground her, offering an unexpected sense of calm. For a brief, fleeting moment, she wished he would stay there forever—like a statue, just gazing at her. 

“So, your uncle mentioned you’re half Greek, half Turk, just like us,” Nyx remarked, his gaze lingering on her as he sought to stretch the moment.

Iliad responded with a silent nod.

“How about I extend an invitation?” he suggested. Knowing his time was limited, and that the island was not the sort of place one could casually visit and say, ‘I was just passing by,’ he decided to take his chance. He hoped to charm the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on, standing right in front of him. Truth be told, he was hopeless.

“To where?” she asked, as if snapping out of a trance, her eyes briefly averting from his. She scratched her nape, a sudden shiver trickling down her spine.

“To my mansion in the forest. Is it possible? I owe you my gratitude.”

She suddenly giggled. “What do you mean? Did you think I would not allow you onto the island, that I’d shout from the shore, brandishing a rifle, commanding you to turn back in such a storm? You owe me nothing. Please, don’t trouble yourself.”

“Had I known someone like you lived here...” Nyx’s voice dropped, and he gave her a teasing grin. “I would’ve camped out on the shore day and night, rifle in hand...”

Iliad raised an eyebrow, pretending not to catch on. “Why’s that?”

“For your safety, of course,” he said. “How can you live here without worrying? Someone could come from any direction... they could show up from behind the island without you even noticing.”

How could she articulate her own fear of the inanimate, rather than the living? For a few seconds, she inwardly laughed, caught up in his protective instinct. She imagined giving him a rifle and sending him to wait on the shore, just to see how he would handle it.

“Alright,” she said with a sigh of resignation. “I’ll take you up on that. My uncle can give you my number. But for us to meet again, the storm needs to clear up first. You’ll have to leave the island and come back to pick me up, right?”

It seemed like a clear signal for them to leave. Nyx, utterly captivated by her ethereal presence in the haunting mansion on the desolate island, felt a surge of excitement. His grin stretched wider, impatience clear on his face as he eagerly anticipated the time he’d get to spend with her.

Watching them disappear down the path, Iliad felt a pull, a mixture of intrigue and something else, something she could quite name. A very familiar feeling. A smile curved her lips, almost involuntarily. Another lovebird had found his way to her, and this time his feet had sent him straight to her door.

She chuckled softly at the thought, then laughed aloud, spinning in circles in the spacious living room. The storm outside had no power over her anymore.
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A large, luxurious car came to a halt in one of the seedy backstreets, where the stench of poverty hung thick in the air. As if in defiance, the car’s headlights remained on.

“Hey, you rich bastards!” yelled an old man, sprawled amid the trash, his voice hoarse and grating. “Move your damn car! Or turn off those damn lights!”

Nyx leaned back, pressing a button to recline his seat just a little.

“Where’s this damn dealer?” Trojan muttered, scanning the nearly deserted street. Aside from a few homeless figures huddled in the corners and some shady-looking men strolling with their hands buried in their pockets, the place was dead quiet. “We could’ve sent someone to grab the weed. Why the hell are we here, Nyx?”

Nyx smirked and gave Trojan’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Sometimes, I just like being out here, you know? These streets, the chaos... It’s grounding. We’ve known each other since forever. Don’t you get me by now?”

Trojan snorted, eyes narrowing in annoyance. “I’m the poor kid whose mom read your family’s fortunes, remember? But that doesn’t mean I’ve ever liked these filthy streets.”

The old man, still crumpled by the trash, grunted and staggered to his feet. “Got a smoke, pretty boy? Just one cigarette, come on...”

Nyx rolled down the window and handed him an entire pack. “Take them. They’re all yours.”

The old man’s jade eyes gleamed in the dim glow of the streetlamp, their sparkle sharpened by a blend of booze and gratitude. 

Nyx glanced at Trojan, nonchalant. “Crazy how different Iliad was, right?”

Trojan rolled his eyes, exasperated. “Oh, here we go again. Iliad this, Iliad that. You ever talk about anything else?”

Nyx grinned, unbothered. “No, no, hear me out. It’s not the same this time. There was something... mesmerizing about her gloom. Did you catch it?”

Trojan gave a dismissive wave. “Yeah, she was gorgeous, I’ll give you that. But since when is ‘gloom’ a selling point? And did you miss how she practically exhaled relief the second she figured out we were human? What did she think we were? Fucking demons? There’s something off about her, Nyx. Probably some nutcase locked up on that island for a damn good reason.”

The old man’s voice rang out again, raspy. “Hey, you gave me all these cigarettes, but I can’t even smoke one without a light, son! Hey!”

Nyx fished a lighter from his pocket and held it up. “Here. Take this.”

The old man shuffled forward, his white hair hanging in untamed waves. He lit the cigarette with shaky hands, his worn gloves exposing long, grimy fingernails. He took a deep drag and sighed, content. “What a fine lighter you’ve got there, you bastard.”

For a brief moment, Nyx’s gray-blue eyes flickered, darkening to a striking blue. “We’re waiting for someone. Got it? Keep the lighter. It’s yours.”

The old man staggered a few unsteady steps back, squinting at Nyx as though trying to peer into his very soul. In that instant, Nyx caught sight of the man’s jade green eyes for the first time, their gleam unmistakable. Something about it felt familiar. “Your eyes, kid... they’re glowing with adoration, you sneaky bastard!”

Nyx glanced sideways at Trojan, who, clearly fed up with any mention of Iliad, looked less than amused, so he turned back to the old man, “Is it that obvious?”

Under the dim glow of the streetlamp, a jet-black cat darted across the road, followed seconds later by a mouse scurrying into the shadows. The old man scratched his nose absentmindedly and muttered, “Les femmes des serpents, kid. Remember that.”

Nyx and Trojan exchanged a puzzled glance, then both laughed at the sudden burst of French from the disheveled stranger. But the old man wasn’t finished. His glassy eyes glinted as he leaned in, his tone growing more serious.

“Remember that snake that fooled Eve, kid? Women... are just like that snake, I’m telling you. Pure trouble. Especially those tears! They’ll mess you up. Make you want to wrap 'em up, protect 'em. And right there, bam! You’re screwed. It’s like trying to fight a snake bigger than you, all while keeping it safe.”

From the tattered coat, he pulled out a cheap wine bottle wrapped in crinkled newspaper and took a long swig before wiping his mouth. “Tell me, kid. You afraid of her?”

Nyx’s eyes clouded over. Memories flickered in his mind: the sound of a gunshot, the echoing ring in his ears, and the image of himself as a boy, wandering alone in a garden on that fateful day. His beautiful mother’s face flashed before him, along with the absence of tears he had never been able to shed. That fateful day had stolen his childhood in an instant.

“My only fear...” Nyx he muttered. “A rebellious spirit. I don’t like rebellious spirits.” His mind lingered on his mother and her defiance, the very thing that had driven his father to pull the trigger.

The old man shook his head, a harsh hiss escaping his lips like a snake ready to strike, then flecks of spit flew as he spoke. 

“Doesn’t matter, kid. Your fears are coming for you. And when they do—mark my words—just ditch her. She ain’t the one for you.”

He stumbled back to his spot among the garbage, grumbling curses as he shuffled around. His voice rang out one last time. “Now go away! Fuck off!”

“Hey, look!” Nyx suddenly called out.

The old man stirred, stretching in visible discomfort. “What the fuck now?”

Nyx stared into the distance for a fleeting moment. Then, snapping out of it, he opened the glove compartment, revealing several stacks of banknotes. He plucked one out, weighing it lightly in his hand before extending it toward the old man.

“Could’ve just given him the thin one,” Trojan snapped.

The old man squinted at the bundle in Nyx’s hand and leaned closer. “What’s this, kiddo?” 

His gnarled hands hesitated for only a moment before snatching the cash, and he chuckled hoarsely, revealing teeth so yellow they bordered on green. 

“Well, kid, you’ve really got me this time,” he said with a rasp, then shuffled back to the trash.

​​Meanwhile, Trojan’s gaze lingered on the old man, stirring memories of his mother, Sasha. Once, she had been a vision of beauty and strength, radiating an effortless charm. But something had drained her, leeching away her vitality, leaving only a hollow shell behind. For years, she had been silent, perpetually melancholic, as though simply biding time until death took her. Trojan had always believed that her downfall was tied to her enigmatic relationship with Nexus, Nyx’s uncle and something that had happened during her twelve days at the forest mansion. Whatever it was, it had drained the light from her once-vibrant emerald eyes, leaving them dull and lifeless.

Nyx suddenly jolted, his attention snapping to a figure walking toward them in the street. For a split second, he thought their dealer had finally arrived. Without thinking, he swung open the car door and bolted out.

“Nyx, wait!” Trojan shouted, but Nyx was already striding toward the figure.

The man wore a hoodie, his hands tucked deep into his pockets. As he neared, Nyx quickly realized this wasn’t the dealer. Yet something about his face, something magnetic, held Nyx’s gaze, making it impossible to look away. His jade-green eyes seemed to pierce straight through him, and for reasons he couldn’t explain, Nyx felt rooted to the spot.

The man stopped in front of him, and for a brief moment, which was almost an eternity to Nyx, he stared into Nyx’s eyes. His smile was unsettling yet strangely captivating, sending an unexpected chill racing down Nyx’s spine. They were the same height, standing almost nose to nose.

Suddenly, their lips brushed, a fleeting, almost imperceptible touch, and Nyx felt the warmth of the man’s lips. A raw hunger surged through him. He wanted more. He wanted to grab him by the neck and pull him closer. 

As if reading his thoughts, the man did just that.

Their mouths collided, desperate, devouring, as if they were trying to tear each other apart. The man pressed his body firmly against Nyx’s, and his grip tightened around his waist.

Then, just as abruptly, Nyx’s eyes snapped open, and the vision shattered. He blinked. 

The man was merely standing there, staring at him.

A moment later, the man winked, cool, casual, and continued down the street, the ghost of a smile still playing on his lips. Nyx stood there, a strange gust of wind sweeping over him. It brushed against his face, and for a fleeting moment, it felt as though the wind itself was following the path of the man, trailing him like a shadow. The figure moved down the street, but Nyx’s gaze remained locked on him, his mind buzzing.

Through the haze of his thoughts, he faintly heard Trojan's voice calling out, “Nyx!” The sound cut through the fog in his mind. With a visible effort, he forced himself to move, his legs finally responded, and he hurried back to the car.

Sliding into the seat, he slammed the door behind him, trying to shake off the weird feeling still clinging to him. 

What the hell just happened?

Trojan’s voice snapped him back to reality. “What the hell was that about? Why’d you rush out like that?”

“He wasn’t our guy. Thought he was, but he wasn’t.”

Trojan blinked, clearly confused. “There was nobody there, Nyx. What the hell are you talking about?”

Nyx’s frustration grew as he stared out the window, trying to piece it together. The old man was gone. The old man’s jade green eyes flashed in his mind, then the passerby’s jade green eyes. He turned to Trojan. “What the hell do you mean? How did you not see him?”

Trojan glanced from Nyx to the empty streets. “Did you, like, take something? Some kind of hallucinogens or what?”

Nyx chuckled, shaking his head. “Please. Don’t start with that shit.”

Just then, the dealer they’d been waiting for showed up, rounding the corner and walking down the street. The conversation shifted, but Trojan was still looking at Nyx like he was crazy.

ALBATROSS

That night, Iliad wandered through the woods in her dream. It was not the first time she had been haunted by this nightmare. Once again, she stumbled upon Titan’s lifeless body, sprawled in the heart of the forest, and just as she was about to turn away, his eyes jolted open in the dead of night.

She was drenched in clammy sweat.

Slipping out of bed to change her soaked clothes felt like another form of torment, as the dampness left her shivering with a sudden chill when she pulled back the blanket. She didn’t bother turning on the lights, opting for just a quick change, a few deep breaths, and then crawling back under the covers. Sleep was elusive, the dream lingering like a fog that refused to lift.

By the time morning rolled around, Iliad had barely rested, and the heaviness in her limbs made it feel like she’d dragged the nightmare right into wakefulness. The air outside matched her mood—thick, charged, like it was holding its breath for a storm that never came. With a sigh, she forced herself up, threw on some clothes, and decided to head toward Deniz’s cottage. Maybe a little conversation, a warm meal, and the familiar rhythm of the morning would help shake off the night’s weight.

Near Deniz’s place, she crossed paths with Marlas, who was striding toward the mooring with his usual unhurried confidence. He was in his forties now, a steady presence on the island since the days when Iliad’s family was still alive. Over a decade ago, he had married a much younger woman and brought her to the island. Now they had two sons, loud and full of energy, their house by the shore always buzzing with life. Iliad had always liked that about them.

“How’s it going?” she asked, pushing her hair back from her face as the salty breeze tugged at it.

Marlas flashed a grin, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “All is well, my lady. I’m off to the city by yacht. Need anything while I’m there?”

Before she could answer, her uncle Deniz appeared out of nowhere, practically shoving a folded piece of paper into Marlas’s hands. “Here you go. The list of goods.”

Iliad raised a brow. “What goods?”

Deniz turned to her, eyes alight. 

“The guys brought some mushrooms from their yacht the other night when they stayed over. They cooked them with kashkaval cheese and a bunch of other stuff. It was incredible. They even gave me the recipe. I’ll definitely be making them again.”

Iliad chuckled, knowing just how much Deniz enjoyed hosting guests, swapping recipes and stories deep into the night. As they stepped toward the cottage’s entrance, Marlas was already making his way down to the dock, the paper tucked into his
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