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Author Note

Well of Souls is a reimagining of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice, retaining the general sentiments of the original tale and classic Greek tragedy while also maintaining hope and love. Its setting is based on the lands of ancient Macedon, Thrace, and northern Greece, with elements brought in from Classical mythology and customs. Everything else is pure fantasy.

Lyrics within are composed in dactylic hexameter, which is often imperfect in English as it was developed by ancient Greeks, and their language had a different natural cadence.

One final note: writing a story does not necessarily mean the author condones the actions taken in said story. But here’s the thing about tragedies: they’re tragic. And though this story is romantic, it is not a romance.

 

Content to be excited about includes:

trans joy, sapphic love, bi4bi love, queer romantic love, and queer platonic love

 

Content to be wary of includes:

unintentional and informative deadnaming, body dysmorphia (brief), queerphobia (mention only), bloodletting via self-inflicted wounds, character injury and violent death, abusive ex-partner (brief), unwanted physical contact (brief), murder, dismemberment, violence and gore, depictions of the afterlife, malevolent spirits, jealousy, trickery, psychological trials and trauma, suicide, and survivor’s guilt


Description

An ancient katabasis, retold.

 

Eurydice, a superstitious bard-turned-huntress living the good life with her sellsword wife, is compelled to venture into the depths of the Underworld to save the souls of her estranged once-lover and fellow bard Orpheus and that of his new wife after their royal wedding ends in tragedy. With only Hecate to help and guide her, Eurydice must survive not only taunting spirits, but her own psyche as well.

 

Nestled between Xena: Warrior Princess and the works of Madeline Miller, Well of Souls is a queer reimagining of the mythological tale of Eurydice and Orpheus—a novella filled with love and tragedy in equal measure, featuring a trans bisexual Eurydice prone to anxiety and a bisexual Orpheus.
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Well of Souls

A Queer Reimagining of the Eurydice and Orpheus Tragic Myth

by

Harmonia Grey


 

Sing to me,

Muse, a

tale about

bravery,

queerness, and

true love.


Chapter 1

Epistole

(The Letter)

The heat of the bunkhouse and its central hearth quickly melted the snow that had dusted Eurydice’s woolen tunic and her wife Phoebe’s wolf fur capelet. The unexpected spring chill had rosied Phoebe’s cheeks, and the sudden shift in temperature had Eurydice’s burning. Her shoulders ached from a long and fruitless week of hunting and sleeping rough, and all she wanted was a long, warm, scented bath and for Phoebe to smooth her strong thumbs up and down the flanks of her spine. But given the packed tables of the adjoining alehouse that smelled of meat and sweat, it wasn’t likely that they’d be able to score a bunk let alone a bedsit, and they were likely in for a night flopped onto the empty hardwood floor of questionable cleanliness. Eurydice loved hunting the foothills around Mount Olympus, but the southern lowlands of Pieria boasted only the one bunkhouse, and with their home a day away on foot, it was this place, or risk frostbite. Everyone else in the area seemed to have the same idea.

Eurydice’s nerves prickled as they passed several Boeotian soldiers dining near the entrance, known by their wide-brimmed helmets that resembled silly metal sun hats. One helmet, that of a high-ranked soldier no doubt, was topped by a plume of blonde horse hair dyed green at its end. Uniformed soldiers from any territory made both Eurydice and Phoebe uneasy, but Boeotians were out of place this far north. This bunkhouse sat at the northern edge of the River Peneois, the border between Pieria and Thessalia, with days of travel until reaching the Boeotian border. Eurydice pointed the soldiers out to Phoebe, and the pair eyed the men warily. But then people they knew—friends who also frequented this establishment—after waving to Eurydice in greeting, sat down with the soldiers, dispersing cups of ale. Given their relaxed demeanor and the fact that no one else seemed to mind the soldiers’ presence, Eurydice let the worry go. Just in case, she spat softly over her shoulder three times to keep the Keres away, then murmured Hera’s name, warding off ill luck.

Phoebe led the way inside, meandering between packs of patrons, clasping forearms with various acquaintances, and found two rickety wooden stools in the rear of the alehouse. She shucked off her fur capelet to pad her seat then kicked up her muscular legs, letting her boots clomp to a rest on the adjacent wine-sticky table. Aside from the soldiers, not many stood out from the laborers and other hunters and sellswords, including Eurydice with her grey long-sleeved tunic and brown wavy hair swept up in a simple twist, secured with a bone pin and leather clasp. Phoebe stood out, though, if only because she towered over most others, and because of her long flaxen hair tied back in a thick braid.

A quick glance at the crowded alehouse bar caught the eye of the familiar smarmy but harmless barkeep, who then hollered something unintelligible at someone across the space. And as soon as Eurydice saw who, anxiety overtook her fleeting confusion: the person now walking towards her was a royal courier.

“Swathed in purple,” Phoebe snarked just loud enough to hear over the din. “What’s a guy like that doing here?”

“No idea,” Eurydice spoke, the words tumbling out on their own accord despite the fact that she did, in fact, have some idea.

She herself wasn’t royalty—that was a laughable thought. And neither was Phoebe despite her regal—nay, divine—presence. But Eurydice did know a prince. Knew a prince. A prince who had withheld the fact that he was a prince, didn’t think disclosing that fact was relevant to the upkeep of their teenhood romance at the bard college, didn’t think it was important for her to know that their tryst was ill-fated from that first flutter of nerves and that first blushing kiss.

“Orpheus.” The name crossed her lips as though Hermes himself had whispered it into her ear.

Her nerves shattered, the reemergence of long-forgotten butterflies within her belly joining the wisps of doubt and wonder at the forefront of her mind.

Was Orpheus seeking her out?

Was Orpheus seeking her out for… reasons?

Or…

Was Orpheus dead?

Phoebe knew of him. Of course she knew, Orpheus being a member of the royal family who ruled over Pieria and all territories northward. But her wife also knew how Orpheus had loved Eurydice when she was called Rhymenes, a name long-since buried and never truly apposite: she had always been Eurydice, just as Phoebe had always been Phoebe, never truly Apollodorus.

Yes, Phoebe knew that, once upon a time, Eurydice had loved a boy named Orpheus. But what Phoebe didn’t know was staying between Eurydice and the gods.

“I am told you are the sister of Rhymenes of Pieria,” the sweat-damp, dyed-cloth, gold-trimmed courier addressed Eurydice. “As I have been waiting for him for some time, I am already behind on my route. If you accept, I will entrust this to you and be on my way.”

The palm-sized scrolled paper he held out to Eurydice was both bound by a purple ribbon and sealed with a red wax stamp bearing the mark of Edonian royalty: a horse leaping over a star. The seal of Orpheus’s family. Over the course of Eurydice’s life, this seal and the coins that bore it grew more and more common after the king and queen of Edonis, seated in the northern capital of Amphipolis, became the governing rulers of all lands from the Thessalian border along the River Peneois in the south to the expansive Haimos ridge in the north, and from the eastern sea to the western Haliacmon.

Eurydice’s thoughts had wandered long enough for words to relay between the courier and Phoebe, and Eurydice watched as Phoebe handed the awaiting courier a shining, precious drachma. One less silver to laden their purses… At least the bunkhouse didn’t charge for a bed or floor space, only the meals and the wine.

Despite the barkeep being largely off-putting, he was a man to be trusted. Most of the locals were trustworthy, including this bunkhouse’s proprietor and its patrons. Indeed, most northerners maintained a live-and-let-live attitude, unlike the closed-minded people in the south, who preached traditional family structures then kissed their same-gender lovers behind closed doors. The locals knew Eurydice and her wife and knew how they were once called. As made evident by this crisp paper scroll with curled purple ribbon, such confidence was necessary to receive news or parcels. Not everyone knew she had accepted her true self four years ago.

Dinner. Dinner first. Eurydice smelled meat and gravy. “I’ll get us a bowl,” she said, standing.

“Don’t you want to…?” Phoebe swirled the scroll around in the air.

Absolutely not. Whatever was written on that little scroll would undoubtedly turn her stomach, whether from grief or from anxiety. And she needed to eat.

“After dinner,” Eurydice said.

Or tomorrow. Or never. But not now. She didn’t have enough mental armor to handle whatever was written on that expensive, showy, royal scroll.

[image: a sideways xiphos]

Dinner was some sort of stew. The wine was watered down as usual and not nearly cold enough to keep Eurydice from sweating from the heat of the hearth and stew and other patrons.

“So?” Phoebe chirped, a tiny grin giving her thoughts away.

Yes. Scroll. Must read scroll. “Fine.” Eurydice reached out her open palm to receive the cursed little thing.

The paper was so crisp that Eurydice wondered if it was a new form of paper, one more expensive to produce. It was nothing like that rough, shoddy, grey-brown stuff she was used to that felt a bit like rabbit skin. The edge of this paper was actually sharp. If her fingertips weren’t so calloused from plucking harp strings and bowstrings, it might have cut her.

She used her dirt-encrusted thumbnail to snap the shiny red seal. The curly purple ribbon slipped off.

The scroll wasn’t long. About the size of her hand. But the script, ugh. The handwriting was one of practice and uppercrust schooling. Letters so tiny that Eurydice needed to lift the paper close to her face to read them. If she ever tried to write this way—not that she would remember how to, being more used to the colloquial script—she would never have been able to write letters smaller than the nail of her little finger. This handwriting was so…palatial.

The author addressed Eurydice by her former name, of course. Rhymenes was the only way Orpheus had known her…if this was indeed from Orpheus.

Eurydice’s breath caught when she saw it: that huge, curvy, ridiculous O with the remaining five letters overlapping it. He’d practiced that signature so many times at the bard
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