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  For everyone who has ever felt invisible.

For those who believed they weren't worth loving.

For the ones still learning that the truth—even when it hurts—is the only foundation strong enough to build a life on.

And for you, reading this right now, wondering if you're enough.

You are.

You always were.








  
  "We accept the love we think we deserve." — Stephen Chbosky, The Perks of Being a Wallflower
"The truth will set you free. But first, it will piss you off."— Gloria Steinem
"Love is not about finding the right person, but creating a right relationship. It's not about how much love you have in the beginning, but how much love you build till the end."— Anonymous
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Prologue

The Fall of Eros


The marble columns of the Olympian Courthouse had witnessed the fall of titans, the sentencing of monsters, and the occasional divine paternity dispute that made mortals' reality television look quaint by comparison. But in three thousand years of celestial jurisprudence, they had never witnessed anything quite like this. 
Eros stood at the center of the courtroom, and the word "stood" was doing considerable heavy lifting. He swayed. He listed. He maintained verticality through what could only be described as spite and the vague memory of having a spine. His toga, once pristine white, bore stains that told stories he couldn't remember making. Wine. Something that might have been ambrosia. A suspicious smear of mortal hot dog mustard near his left hip.
He was wearing one sandal. He had no idea where the other one had gone. Frankly, he was impressed he'd managed to keep the one.
The courtroom was packed. Minor gods filled the gallery seats, their faces arranged in expressions ranging from scandalized glee to outright schadenfreude. Nymphs whispered behind their hands. A satyr in the back row was taking notes, probably for the Olympian gossip scrolls that would circulate by evening. The celestial bureaucrats who managed the paperwork of divine intervention sat in their designated section, their quills already scratching across parchment, documenting every humiliating moment for the eternal record.
Everyone loves watching a god fall, Eros thought bitterly. It's the only entertainment that never gets old.
"Eros, Son of Aphrodite, God of Desire and Erotic Love," the herald announced, his voice echoing off walls that had been designed specifically to make announcements echo dramatically, "you stand before the Council of Love to answer for your actions on the mortal holiday designated as 'Valentine's Day.'"
"It's Ross," Eros muttered, mostly to himself. "I go by Ross now."
Nobody acknowledged this. Nobody ever acknowledged this. He'd been trying to rebrand for two centuries, ever since that embarrassing incident with the Roman poets who couldn't stop writing about him as a chubby baby with wings. Ross sounded modern. Professional. Like someone you'd trust to manage your love life without turning it into a Greek tragedy.
The Council of Love occupied an elevated platform at the front of the courtroom, seven thrones arranged in a semicircle. Lesser deities of romance and partnership, each one appointed to oversee some aspect of love's cosmic bureaucracy. At the center sat Hymen, God of Marriage Ceremonies, his expression suggesting he'd rather be anywhere else. Beside him, Anteros, the god of requited love, looked at Eros with something between pity and contempt.
And there, at the far end of the row, sat Aphrodite.
His mother.
She was examining her nails with the intense focus of someone trying very hard to pretend she was somewhere else entirely. Her golden hair caught the light in that effortless way that made mortals weep and launch ships. She was beautiful in the way that storms were beautiful, in the way that heartbreak was beautiful if you were far enough away from it.
She didn't look at him. Not once.
Eros felt something twist in his chest, something that had nothing to do with the hangover currently using his skull as a percussion instrument. He'd disappointed her before. Many times. But this felt different. This felt final.
In the gallery, someone snickered. The sound bounced off the marble and multiplied, a chorus of divine amusement at his expense.
Hymen cleared his throat. "The charges against you are as follows." He unrolled a scroll that seemed to grow longer as he spoke, cascading down from the platform and pooling on the floor like a paper waterfall. "On the night of February 14th, in the mortal year 2024, you did willfully and recklessly discharge forty-seven arrows of desire without proper aim, authorization, or sobriety."
"Forty-seven seems high," Eros said. "I don't remember forty-seven."
"You don't remember much of anything, according to the incident report." Hymen's voice could have frozen the River Styx. "Shall I enumerate the consequences of your actions?"
Eros wanted to say no. He wanted to disappear, to dissolve into golden light and reconstitute somewhere far from this room and these faces and his mother's deliberate, damning silence. But gods didn't get to disappear from their own trials. That was the whole point.
"Item one: A mortal senator of considerable political influence was struck by an arrow while passing a fire hydrant. He is now, by all accounts, deeply and irrevocably in love with said hydrant. He has proposed to it twice. His political career is in ruins, and the mortal media cannot stop discussing it."
More snickers from the gallery. Eros closed his eyes.
"Item two: Three separate mortal marriages, previously stable, were dissolved after the involved parties were struck by misdirected arrows and fell in love with inappropriate targets. A husband with his wife's sister. A wife with her husband's business partner. And in one particularly unfortunate case, a newlywed couple who both fell in love with the same postal worker, resulting in what mortal authorities are calling 'the most complicated divorce in state history.'"
"The arrows looked the same in the dark," Eros heard himself say. The words came out before he could stop them, a weak defense he knew was no defense at all. "I couldn't tell the difference between the desire arrows and the, you know, the serious ones. The lighting was bad. And I'd had some wine. Some ambrosia. There might have been some mortal tequila involved at one point."
The silence that followed was the kind of silence that has weight. It pressed down on him like a physical thing, like the disappointment of everyone who'd ever believed he might amount to something more than this.
Anteros leaned forward. "You couldn't tell the difference between your own arrows? The tools of your divine purpose? The weapons you've wielded for millennia?"
"It was dark," Eros repeated, and even he could hear how pathetic it sounded.
Aphrodite's hand paused its examination of her cuticles. Just for a moment. Then she resumed, and somehow that tiny hesitation hurt worse than if she'd screamed at him.
Hymen consulted the scroll again. "The Council has deliberated. We have reviewed the evidence, the testimonies, and the truly unfortunate viral video that mortal internet users have titled 'Senator Makes Out With Fire Hydrant for Ten Minutes Straight.'" He paused, letting the weight of that sentence settle. "Eros, Son of Aphrodite, you are hereby sentenced to banishment."
The word hit Eros like a physical blow. He'd expected punishment. A suspension, perhaps. A strongly worded reprimand. Maybe a few decades of desk duty, processing love permits for minor deities. But banishment?
"You will be cast down to the mortal realm," Hymen continued, "where you will remain until you have facilitated one case of True Love. Not desire. Not infatuation. Not the fleeting passion that burns out in mortal months. True Love, the kind that transforms, that endures, that makes both parties better than they were alone."
Eros opened his mouth to protest, but Hymen wasn't finished.
"And you will do this without magical assistance. No arrows. No divine intervention. No shortcuts. You will guide a mortal to love through nothing but your counsel and their own choices."
"That's impossible." The words escaped before Eros could cage them. "Mortals are disasters. They lie to themselves constantly. They fall for the wrong people. They sabotage their own happiness because they're scared of getting what they want. Without magic, I might as well be trying to teach a fish to climb a tree."
"Then perhaps," Anteros said, and there was something cold and satisfied in his voice, "you will finally understand why the rest of us take this work seriously."
Hymen raised his hand, and Eros felt the air in the courtroom shift. Power gathered at the edges of the room, ancient and implacable. "Before your descent, there is the matter of your wings."
Eros's hand went instinctively to his back, to the wings that had been part of him since before memory. They weren't the ridiculous cherub wings the Renaissance painters had invented. They were magnificent, vast spans of golden feathers that caught light and bent it into something like music. They were the one part of himself he'd never been ashamed of.
"No." The word came out strangled. "You can't."
"The wings are a symbol of your divine authority," Hymen said. "An authority you have proven yourself unworthy of exercising."
Two lesser gods materialized on either side of Eros. He tried to pull away, but his body wouldn't cooperate, held fast by power older than his own existence. They turned him, not gently, so that his back faced the Council.
He felt hands on his wings. Hands that shouldn't have been able to touch them at all.
"Let the record show," Hymen intoned, "that on this day, Eros, God of Desire, was stripped of his wings in accordance with celestial law."
The pain was extraordinary. Not physical, though there was that too, a searing heat that raced across his shoulder blades. But underneath the physical sensation was something worse: a severing. A loss so profound it felt like losing a limb, like losing a language, like waking up to discover a color had been deleted from the world and you were the only one who remembered it existed.
His wings dissolved. Golden dust cascaded from his back, catching the light as it fell, beautiful even in its destruction. The particles swirled in the air for a moment, suspended by some cruel aesthetic instinct, before dissipating into nothing.
Eros tried to look tough. He set his jaw. He squared his shoulders. He absolutely did not let his lip wobble.
His lip wobbled anyway.
"There is one provision," Hymen said, and Eros hated the way his heart leaped at the word. "You will be granted a single Glamour Charm, to be used on a mortal of your choosing. The charm will alter their physical appearance, granting them the beauty of the gods themselves."
A spark of hope. If he could make some mortal gorgeous, surely that would make the whole True Love thing easier. Mortals were shallow. Give someone a pretty face, watch them attract a partner, collect his wings, go home. Simple.
"However," and of course there was a however, there was always a however, "the charm operates on a specific principle. It is powered by Purity of Heart. The glamour will only function when the subject is being completely, utterly truthful. Any lie, no matter how small, will cause the magic to fail proportionally."
Eros's hope curdled. "You're joking."
"Divine law does not joke."
"You're giving me a tool that only works when mortals don't lie?" Eros laughed, and even he could hear the hysteria creeping in at the edges. "Mortals lie constantly. They lie about how they're feeling. They lie about liking each other's cooking. They lie about whether those pants make someone look fat. You're giving me a broken toy and calling it a provision."
"We're giving you a chance," Aphrodite said.
Every head in the courtroom turned. It was the first time she'd spoken since the proceedings began.
She finally looked at her son. Her eyes, the color of the sea at sunset, held something Eros couldn't quite read. Disappointment, yes. But underneath it, buried deep where she probably hoped he wouldn't see it, was something that might have been grief.
"Don't waste it," she said.
Then she looked away again, and Eros understood that whatever grace that sentence had cost her was spent. He was on his own.
The power holding him in place shifted. It gathered beneath his feet, a swirling vortex of divine will, preparing to cast him out like the garbage they clearly thought he was.
"Any last words?" Hymen asked, with the tone of someone who very much hoped the answer was no.
Eros had a thousand words. Explanations. Excuses. Pleas for mercy that would fall on deaf ears. But what came out of his mouth was: "You're all going to feel really stupid when I'm back in a week."
The vortex opened.
One of the lesser gods gave him a shove, probably harder than strictly necessary. Eros felt the cloud beneath him give way, felt the mortal world's gravity take hold, felt himself falling through layers of reality that shouldn't have been so painful to pass through.
He screamed. Not dignified screams. Not the battle cries of warriors or the dramatic lamentations of fallen gods in epic poems. These were the screams of someone who had never fallen before and was discovering, with visceral immediacy, that he really, really didn't like it.
The Ancient Greek obscenities came naturally, bubbling up from some deep linguistic well. He cursed Zeus and Hera and the whole dysfunctional cosmic family tree. He cursed Valentine's Day and the mortals who invented it. He cursed tequila and bad lighting and his own spectacular capacity for self-destruction.
The fall seemed to last forever. Then it was over in an instant.
He landed in something soft and foul and distressingly moist. The impact knocked the breath from his lungs and the remaining dignity from his soul. He lay there for a moment, staring up at a rectangle of night sky framed by metal walls.
A dumpster. Behind a 7-Eleven, based on the logo he could see on a discarded cup inches from his face.
Chicago, if the particular quality of the urban stench was any indication.
Eros sat up slowly. Garbage clung to his stained toga, adding new layers to its already impressive collection of humiliations. His missing sandal's absence felt more pronounced now that he was sitting in mortal refuse. His back ached where his wings had been, a phantom pain for a phantom limb that would haunt him until he earned them back.
He looked up at the night sky. The stars were barely visible through the light pollution, pale ghosts of the constellations that blazed so brightly from Olympus. Somewhere up there, beyond the smog and the satellites and the accumulated indifference of a mortal world that had largely forgotten its gods, his mother was probably already pretending this whole affair had never happened.
A rat scurried across his foot. He didn't even flinch.
"This is fine," Eros said to no one, to the rats and the garbage and the uncaring universe. He fished a piece of lettuce out of his hair. "I'll be back by Tuesday."
The 7-Eleven's back door opened. A teenage employee emerged with a bag of trash, saw a disheveled man in a filthy toga sitting in the dumpster, and promptly went back inside without saying a word.
Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed.
Eros climbed out of the dumpster, dignity be damned, and took his first real breath of mortal air. It tasted like exhaust and desperation and the faint chemical sweetness of whatever they put in Slurpees.
He needed to find a mortal. Someone pathetic enough to need his help. Someone desperate enough to make a deal with a disgraced god. Someone whose love life was such a disaster that even Eros, stripped of his power and covered in garbage, could see a path forward.
The Glamour Charm pulsed against his chest, warm and waiting. A tool that only worked with truth, in a species hardwired for deception.
He was going to fail. He knew that, deep in his bones, in the place where his wings used to anchor. The Council had set him up for failure because they wanted him to suffer, wanted him to understand the weight of what he'd squandered.
But spite was a powerful motivator. And if there was one thing Eros had in abundance, it was spite.
"Fine," he muttered, stepping out of the alley and into the sodium-lit chaos of a Chicago street at midnight. "Let's find some pathetic mortal and ruin both our lives."
Twenty-three blocks away, in a cramped apartment that smelled of old takeout and quiet desperation, a man named Benjamin Baker was eating cereal out of a frisbee and wondering if this was all his life would ever be.
He had no idea that his answer was walking toward him, reeking of garbage and divine purpose, with one sandal and a charm that would change everything.






  
  Chapter one
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The Frisbee Incident


The smoke alarm woke Benjamin Baker at 2:14 PM on a Saturday, which was fitting, because his life had been setting off warning signals for years and he'd learned to sleep through those too. 
He lay on the couch for a full thirty seconds, staring at the ceiling, trying to convince himself the shrieking was part of a dream. A nightmare about being trapped in a building that was definitely on fire. A reasonable nightmare for a reasonable person to have. Not a commentary on his life choices. Not a metaphor.
The shrieking continued.
Benji rolled off the couch with all the grace of a bag of laundry achieving sentience and immediately regretting it. His foot caught on an empty pizza box. His elbow connected with the coffee table, which was actually just three pizza boxes stacked in a load-bearing configuration. The whole structure collapsed. He went down with it.
From the floor, he could see under his couch. There were things under there. Things that had once been food, probably, and had since evolved into something else entirely. A small civilization of dust bunnies had established territorial boundaries around what appeared to be a petrified chicken wing.
The smoke alarm screamed on, indifferent to his suffering.
"I'm coming," Benji muttered, though he wasn't sure who he was talking to. The alarm. God. The chicken wing civilization, bearing witness to his shame. "I'm coming, just... give me a second."
He hauled himself upright and stumbled toward the kitchen, navigating the obstacle course of his apartment with the muscle memory of someone who had long ago accepted chaos as a decorating philosophy. Laundry mountains rose on either side of the narrow path, clean and dirty mixed together in a democracy of neglect. A tower of mail he'd never opened leaned precariously against the wall, bills and junk and probably something important all blending into a single monument to avoidance.
The smoke was coming from the toaster. Of course it was coming from the toaster. He'd put a Pop-Tart in there last night, around 3 AM, during a bout of insomnia that he'd tried to solve with sugar and late-night Wikipedia rabbit holes about extinct animals. He'd gotten distracted reading about the dodo bird. The dodo bird had seemed important at 3 AM. The Pop-Tart had been forgotten.
Now it was a charcoal briquette, smoking gently in its metal prison, filling his apartment with the acrid smell of burnt strawberry filling and wasted potential.
Benji unplugged the toaster. He opened the window above the sink, which required shoving aside a collection of dishes that had been "soaking" for so long they'd developed their own weather patterns. Cold Chicago air rushed in, carrying with it the distant sounds of people living actual lives. Cars honking. Someone laughing. The world continuing to spin while Benjamin Baker stood in his underwear, watching smoke curl out into an afternoon he'd mostly missed.
He fanned the smoke alarm with a pizza box lid until it finally, mercifully, stopped screaming.
Silence settled over the apartment like a judgment.
Benji looked around his kingdom. Looked at the laundry mountains and the mail tower and the dead plant on the windowsill that he still watered every Sunday out of some misguided sense of loyalty. The plant had been a gift from his mother, three years ago, when he'd first moved into this apartment. "Something to take care of," she'd said, with that hopeful smile parents get when they're trying not to say what they're really thinking. "Responsibility is good for the soul."
The plant had died within six weeks. Benji had kept watering it anyway. He wasn't sure what that said about him, exactly, but he suspected a therapist would have opinions.
His stomach growled. Right. Food. That was a thing humans needed.
He opened the refrigerator. It contained half a bottle of ketchup, a single slice of American cheese still in its plastic wrapper, and something in a takeout container that had achieved a color not found in nature. He closed the refrigerator.
The cabinets were more promising. There was cereal. Off-brand Cheerios, the kind that came in a bag instead of a box because he'd been feeling economical at the grocery store, which was a nice way of saying he'd been feeling broke. The cereal was probably fine. Cereal didn't really go bad, did it? It just got stale. Stale was fine. Stale was a texture choice.
The problem was the bowls.
Every bowl Benji owned was in the sink, which had become less of a sink and more of an archaeological dig site. Layers of dishes marked the passage of time like sediment. He could probably carbon-date his depression by the strata of unwashed plates. The top layer was recent, just a few days old. But somewhere near the bottom, there were bowls from a period he didn't like to think about. The months after college, when the job offers hadn't materialized and the student loans had started calling and he'd realized, with dawning horror, that being smart wasn't actually enough. That the world didn't care about his potential. That nobody was coming to save him.
He'd stopped washing dishes around then. It had seemed pointless. Everything had seemed pointless.
The frisbee was on top of the refrigerator.
Benji didn't remember putting it there. He didn't remember where the frisbee had come from in the first place. But it was clean, or at least cleaner than anything in the sink, and it was concave enough to hold cereal, and somewhere along the line he'd stopped questioning these adaptations.
He poured off-brand Cheerios into the frisbee. Added milk that was only two days past its expiration date, which was basically fine. Carried his breakfast, such as it was, to the couch, which was also his bed most nights, which was also his office, which was also the place where he was slowly disappearing from his own life.
He ate. The cereal was stale. He didn't care.
This was the rhythm of his days now. Wake up too late. Eat something that barely qualified as food. Open his laptop and stare at cat videos for eight hours, flagging the ones that violated copyright, which was his job, which paid him actual money, which he tried not to think about too hard because if he thought about it he might start laughing or crying or both.
"Content Quality Assurance Specialist." That was his title. He'd put it on his LinkedIn profile and everything. It sounded almost impressive if you didn't know what it meant. What it meant was that a social media company paid him forty-two thousand dollars a year to watch videos of cats falling off tables and determine whether the background music was properly licensed.
He worked from home. He worked in his underwear. He worked surrounded by pizza boxes and dirty laundry and a dead plant he couldn't let go of. And nobody knew. Nobody could see. That was the beautiful, terrible thing about remote work. You could rot in place and as long as you hit your metrics, as long as you flagged enough videos, nobody would ever know you'd stopped being a person and started being a ghost haunting the shell of a life.
Benji finished his cereal and set the frisbee on the coffee table, which immediately became unstable because the frisbee was round and the pizza boxes were square and physics had opinions about this combination. He ignored it. Physics could judge him all it wanted. Physics wasn't paying his rent.
Movement outside the window caught his eye.
Sarah.
Sarah Lin was leaving her apartment, which was directly across the hall from his, which meant their windows faced the same direction, which meant Benji had a front-row seat to watch her live the life he'd somehow failed to achieve.
She looked incredible. She always looked incredible. Dark hair pulled back in a way that seemed effortless but probably wasn't. A dress that fit her like it had been designed specifically to make him feel inadequate. Heels that clicked on the pavement with the confidence of someone who knew exactly where she was going and why.
She was going on a date. Of course she was going on a date. It was Saturday afternoon, which was prime dating hours for people who had their lives together. People who didn't eat cereal out of frisbees. People who owned actual plates and used them.
A car pulled up to the curb. A Tesla, because of course it was a Tesla. The man who got out of it looked like he'd been carved from marble by a sculptor who specialized in making other men feel bad about themselves. Square jaw. Perfect hair. Shoulders that suggested a gym membership he actually used. He was wearing a coat that probably cost more than Benji's monthly rent, and he moved with the easy confidence of someone who had never once wondered if he was enough.
Sarah smiled when she saw him. That smile. The one that lit up her whole face, that made Benji's chest do something complicated and painful every time he witnessed it directed at someone else.
He should look away. He knew he should look away. This was creepy, watching her through the window like some kind of lovesick stalker. But he couldn't stop. He'd never been able to stop. Not since the day she'd moved in three years ago and knocked on his door to borrow a screwdriver and he'd fallen into those dark eyes and never found his way back out.
They were friends now. Best friends, even. She came over to watch movies and complain about work and bring him soup when he was sick. She'd helped him pay his electric bill once, when things had gotten tight, and she'd never made him feel bad about it. She texted him memes at 2 AM and trusted him with secrets she'd never told anyone else.
She loved him. He knew she loved him. Just not the way he wanted. Not the way that mattered.
To Sarah Lin, Benjamin Baker was a project. A fixer-upper. A sweet, sad little man who needed someone to look after him because he clearly couldn't look after himself. She saw him the way you might see a rescue dog at the shelter, the one with the patchy fur and the sad eyes. Worthy of affection. Not worthy of desire.
Sarah glanced up at his window. Maybe she sensed him watching. Maybe she just wanted to say goodbye.
Benji waved.
She waved back. That smile again, but softer now. Gentler. The smile you give to something small and helpless.
He held that smile in his chest as she got into the Tesla, as the perfect man in the perfect coat drove her away to whatever perfect restaurant he'd chosen, as Benji stood alone in his underwear surrounded by the evidence of his own surrender.
The apartment felt emptier after she left. Which was stupid, because she hadn't been in it. But her absence had a weight now. A presence. The negative space where a different life might have existed, if he'd been someone else. Someone worth wanting.
Benji looked down at himself. At the soft gut pushing against the waistband of his boxers. At the chest that had never seen a push-up it couldn't avoid. At the body that had become a monument to inertia, to giving up, to deciding that trying hurt too much and failure was easier.
Maybe if he exercised. Maybe if he got in shape. Maybe then she'd look at him differently.
He got down on the floor. The carpet smelled like old takeout and broken dreams. He positioned his hands, shoulder-width apart, the way he vaguely remembered from high school gym class. He took a breath.
He pushed up.
His arms trembled. His core, such as it was, screamed in protest. He made it maybe four inches off the ground before his body simply refused to continue. He hung there, suspended between the carpet and any sense of self-respect, muscles burning with the effort of doing the absolute bare minimum.
He collapsed. Face-first into the carpet. Breathing hard. Sweating, somehow, from half a push-up.
"That's enough exercise for the month," he wheezed into the floor. "Good job, Benji. Really crushed it."
His phone buzzed.
He rolled over, fished it out from between the couch cushions, and saw the word that could strike fear into the heart of any adult child who had disappointed their parents: MOM.
He answered, because not answering would lead to more calls, and more calls would lead to a wellness check, and a wellness check would lead to his mother seeing the apartment, and that was a horror he wasn't prepared to face.
"Hey, Mom."
"Benji! I was starting to worry. You didn't answer yesterday."
"Yeah, I was..." He glanced around the apartment. At the frisbee. At the pizza boxes. At his own reflection in the dark screen of the television, pale and soft and pathetic. "Really busy. Work stuff. You know how it is."
"Oh, that's wonderful! I'm so glad you're staying busy. Your father was just saying the other day, 'I hope Benji's doing well,' and I said, 'Of course he is, he's our son, he's going to figure everything out.'"
The lie sat in Benji's throat like a stone. He swallowed it anyway. He was good at swallowing lies. He'd been doing it his whole life.
"Things are great, Mom. Really great. I'm actually, um. I'm seeing someone. Casually."
"Oh, Benji! That's wonderful! Who is she? What's her name? What does she do?"
"It's, uh, pretty new. I don't want to jinx it. You know how it is."
"Of course, of course. But you'll tell me when it gets serious, won't you? I just want you to be happy, sweetheart. That's all I've ever wanted."
He caught his reflection in the microwave across the room. The face that stared back at him was the face of a liar. A coward. A man who couldn't tell his mother the truth about anything because the truth would break her heart, and he'd broken enough things already.
"I know, Mom. I'll let you know."
They talked for another ten minutes about nothing. His aunt's knee surgery. The neighbor's new dog. The weather in Indiana, where his parents still lived in the same house where he'd grown up, with his old room still exactly the way he'd left it, a shrine to a version of him that had still believed in things.
When he hung up, the silence rushed back in. Heavier than before.
Benji opened Instagram. He wasn't sure why. Masochism, probably. A desire to feel bad about himself in new and creative ways.
The first post was from Tyler Chen, his college roommate. Tyler was getting married. The photo showed him with his fiancée, both of them glowing with the kind of happiness that seemed fake but probably wasn't. "She said yes!" the caption read, followed by a string of emojis that made Benji want to throw his phone into traffic.
He kept scrolling.
Amanda Rodriguez had been promoted to Senior Vice President of Something Important. David Park had bought a house. Jennifer Walsh had run a marathon and raised ten thousand dollars for charity while doing it. Everyone from his graduating class was building lives, climbing ladders, becoming the people they'd always planned to become.
And Benji was eating cereal out of a frisbee.
The despair hit him like a wave, sudden and total. Not the sharp pain of a crisis but the dull ache of something chronic. The specific despair of being lapped by life. Of watching everyone else sprint past while you stood still, trying to remember how your legs worked. Of knowing, with absolute certainty, that you'd had the same opportunities as everyone else and you'd somehow squandered them all.
He closed Instagram. Opened the delivery app instead.
Lo mein from the place down the street. Third night in a row. The delivery guy would probably recognize him by now. Would probably judge him. Would probably be right to.
He placed the order and let the phone fall to his chest.
The ceiling was blank and white and offered no answers. The dead plant sat on the windowsill, a monument to good intentions gone wrong. Somewhere out there, Sarah was laughing at something the Tesla man said, falling in love with someone who deserved her, moving further and further from the version of reality where she might have looked at Benji and seen anything worth wanting.
Was this it?
The thought arrived unbidden, unwelcome, unavoidable.
Was this who he was now? Was this who he was going to be forever? Twenty-nine years old, eating out of frisbees, lying to his mother, pining for a woman who saw him as a charity case. Would he be doing this at thirty? At forty? Would he die in this apartment someday, surrounded by pizza boxes, and would anyone even notice?
He tried to imagine a different future. Tried to picture himself happy, successful, the kind of person who used plates and paid bills on time and didn't need to be rescued. But the image wouldn't form. The neural pathways that led to hope had been unused for so long that they'd atrophied, overgrown, become impassable.
This was it. This was all there was. This was all there would ever be.
The lo mein arrived forty-five minutes later. Benji ate it on the couch, directly from the container, not bothering with utensils because utensils required washing and washing required effort and effort required caring and he'd forgotten how to do that somewhere along the way.
Some of the noodles fell on his shirt. He didn't clean them up. What was the point? The shirt was already stained. Everything was already stained. He was a stain, spreading slowly across the fabric of existence, impossible to remove but easy to ignore.
He fell asleep with lo mein on his chest and questions in his head.
Outside his window, the Chicago night hummed with possibility he couldn't feel. Somewhere in the city, a disgraced god in a dirty toga was climbing out of a dumpster, nursing divine grudges and mortal hunger. Somewhere, fate was shuffling its deck, preparing to deal a hand that would change everything.
But Benji didn't know any of that. All he knew was the weight of the silence and the cold of the noodles congealing on his shirt and the terrible, familiar certainty that tomorrow would be exactly like today.
He was wrong, of course.
Tomorrow, he would save a stranger's life. Tomorrow, that stranger would offer him something impossible. Tomorrow, Benjamin Baker would make a deal that would transform him in ways he couldn't imagine, couldn't prepare for, couldn't survive unchanged.
But tonight, he just slept.
And dreamed of nothing at all.






  
  Chapter two
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The Homeless God


Sunday morning arrived with the kind of pale, watery light that felt like an apology. The sky couldn't commit to being either cloudy or clear, settling instead for a noncommittal grey that matched Benji's mood perfectly. 
He stood in his kitchen, staring into the cereal bag.
Empty.
Not even crumbs. He'd scraped the last of the off-brand Cheerios into his frisbee the night before, during a 2 AM bout of what he generously called "a snack" and what was probably "eating his feelings." Now the bag hung limp in his hands, a deflated monument to his inability to plan ahead.
The frisbee sat on the counter, clean for once because he'd licked it. He wasn't proud of that. But the frisbee didn't judge. The frisbee was loyal. The frisbee had been there for him when the bowls had abandoned their posts.
"The frisbee is lonely," Benji said out loud, to no one, because talking to himself had become a habit he'd stopped trying to break. "The frisbee needs cereal. The frisbee deserves cereal."
This was it. This was the thing that would force him outside. Not the mail piling up. Not the garbage that needed taking out. Not any of the adult responsibilities he'd been ignoring for days. Cereal. The desperate need to fill a frisbee with off-brand breakfast food was apparently his breaking point.
He found pants. This took longer than it should have, because all his pants were in the laundry mountains and he had to excavate through the strata of neglect to find a pair that didn't actively smell. The jeans he settled on were technically clean, in the sense that he'd only worn them twice since the last wash. They were also too tight now, the button straining against the soft expansion of his midsection, but he refused to acknowledge this. Acknowledging it would mean buying new pants, and buying new pants would mean admitting things had changed, and admitting things had changed would mean looking at himself honestly, and that was simply not on today's agenda.
He found a shirt. His only clean one, as it turned out. A blue button-down that his mother had bought him for job interviews he'd never gone on. It was wrinkled beyond salvation, but it didn't have visible stains, which was the bar he was currently clearing.
Shoes. Keys. Wallet with fourteen dollars and a maxed-out credit card he tried not to think about.
He stepped outside.
The cold hit him immediately, that particular Chicago cold that found its way through any layer you wore, that seemed to come from all directions at once. Late February, technically spring if you squinted, but winter hadn't gotten the memo. His breath fogged in front of him. He'd forgotten a coat because of course he had.
The corner store was three blocks away. Three blocks of fresh air and exercise, which his body protested with every step. His legs felt heavy, unused to movement that wasn't the short shuffle between couch and refrigerator. His lungs burned with cold. This was what happened when you stayed inside for too long. Your body forgot how to exist in the world.
He made it one block before he saw the man.
He was standing on the corner, engaged in what appeared to be a heated argument. His opponent was a pigeon.
The man was a disaster. That was the only word for it. He wore a tracksuit that had once been white, probably, but had achieved a color that could only be described as "despair grey." Stains decorated the fabric in abstract patterns. His hair hung in matted clumps around a face that might have been handsome once, in the same way that a crashed sports car had once been valuable. He was wearing one sandal. Just one. His other foot was bare, dirty, somehow proud in its nakedness.
"You think I don't know?" the man was shouting at the pigeon. "You think I can't see through your little act? Worthless spy for Athena, that's what you are. Tell your mistress I'm not afraid of her! Tell her Ross sends his regards!"
The pigeon cooed. It seemed unimpressed.
"Oh, that's rich. That's really rich. You're going to stand there and deny it? I invented denial! I was there when mortals learned to lie to themselves! You can't gaslight the god of desire, you flying rat!"
Benji's first instinct was to cross the street. Every instinct he had, actually, was telling him to avoid this situation entirely. He was not good with confrontation. He was not good with chaos. He was not good with people who argued with birds about Greek mythology at nine in the morning on a public street corner.
He started walking faster, eyes down, the universal body language of "please don't engage with me, I am simply passing through, I do not wish to be part of whatever this is."
He almost made it.
The man turned, mid-rant, and his bare foot caught on a crack in the sidewalk. Or maybe he slipped on ice. Or maybe some force that Benji couldn't name and didn't want to think about intervened. Whatever the cause, the man stumbled backward, pinwheeling his arms, losing the battle with gravity in spectacular fashion.
Directly into traffic.
Directly into the path of an oncoming bus.
Time did something strange. It didn't slow down exactly, but it stretched, became elastic. Benji saw the bus. He saw the man. He saw the distance between them, closing fast. He saw the driver's face, the dawning horror, the hands gripping the wheel.
He didn't think.
Thinking would have stopped him. Thinking would have calculated the odds, the risks, the very real possibility of death. Thinking would have reminded him that he was not athletic, not fast, not the kind of person who saved people. Thinking would have kept him frozen on the sidewalk, a witness instead of a participant.
But Benji didn't think.
He ran.
Three steps, four, and then he was launching himself at the stranger, wrapping his arms around the filthy tracksuit, using his own body as a battering ram to knock them both out of the bus's path. They hit the pavement hard, rolling across cold concrete in a tangle of limbs. Benji's elbow scraped against the ground, skin tearing, pain flaring bright and sharp. His shirt caught on something and ripped, the blue fabric parting like a wound.
The bus roared past, horn blaring, so close that Benji felt the wind of its passage. So close that he could have reached out and touched the metal. So close that if he'd been half a second slower, they'd both be dead.
They lay there for a moment, Benji on top of the stranger, both of them breathing hard. The pavement was cold and wet and real. Benji's heart was hammering so loud he could hear it in his ears. His elbow was screaming. His shirt was ruined. He was alive.
He was alive.
The stranger shoved him off.
"What is WRONG with you?"
Benji blinked. This was not the reaction he'd expected. He'd expected gratitude. He'd expected shock, at least. Maybe tears. Maybe a heartfelt "you saved my life, how can I ever repay you?" What he got instead was fury.
The man scrambled to his feet, tracksuit somehow even dirtier now, and glared at Benji with eyes that burned with outrage.
"I'm IMMORTAL, you idiot! That bus would have hurt the BUS! Do you have any idea how much paperwork is involved when a mortal gets flattened trying to save a god? The forms alone take centuries! Hermes still hasn't forgiven me for the chariot incident in 847 BC!"
Benji sat up slowly. His elbow was bleeding. His shirt was torn. His brain was struggling to process the words coming out of this man's mouth.
"I... what?"
"Immortal! Cannot die! Bus goes splat, Ross walks away! It's very straightforward!" The man was pacing now, waving his arms, apparently more upset about the inconvenience than the near-death experience. "And now I've got mortal blood on my tracksuit. Do you know how hard it is to get mortal blood out of authentic Olympian athletic wear? It's not like I can just pop up to the mountain and use the celestial dry cleaners anymore!"
He was crazy. Obviously. Clearly. Some kind of delusion, probably schizophrenia, Benji thought, though he wasn't qualified to diagnose anything. The man needed help. Professional help. The kind of help Benji was absolutely not equipped to provide.
"Look," Benji said, getting to his feet, "I'm sorry. I thought you were in danger. My mistake. I'm just going to..." He gestured vaguely toward the corner store, which suddenly seemed very far away. "Cereal. I need cereal. Good luck with the, uh, immortality thing."
He turned to leave.
A hand closed around his wrist.
The world went electric.
It wasn't pain, exactly. It was something else. A sensation that started where the man's fingers touched his skin and radiated outward, through
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