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      An old art teacher once told me that any tool for making art can also be used to take life. I think that’s probably an exaggeration, but I can’t help thinking about it as I grip the v-gouge tight in my fingers and use my other hand to guide the blade across the surface of the linoleum block I bite my lip hard, as if that will help keep the tool steady. When I reach the end of the line drawn in black marker on the surface of the block, I let out my breath, turn the block and pull in another held breath. I make one more cut, a thin strip of lino curling up from the gouge, and then carefully let the air out of my lungs again.

      I sit back, set the v-gouge aside, and examine the cuts I just made. I don’t let myself look at the whole design – not yet – I just check the two crisp lines I’ve cut, pick up a straight knife to tidy up the end of one, and run my hand over the surface to brush away any stray bits.

      Then, finally, I turn the block the right way up on the table in front of me and really look at it. Sitting in the middle of my 1950s red-and-grey Formica kitchen table, the intricate linocut looks out of place. Or it would if it was anyone but me looking at it. Amid a sweep of pine boughs, a satyr looks out at the viewer, a flute held almost – but not quite – to his lips. If I look too closely at the details, it’s a bit disconcerting how much I’ve made him look like my brothers. The half-grin might have been borrowed directly from Aleks and the softness in the belly from Aeson. I might have used Silas’s strong clever fingers for a model, or Kostas’s dark hair that always seems to need trimming.

      I may or may not have captured an accurate likeness of the Greek god Pan by giving him bits and pieces of all my family and friends, but in my dreams, he doesn’t look like that at all. In my dreams, Pan looks entirely like himself, both more godlike and more bestial than any mortal man. But I’ve never been able to capture that likeness in my art, so he ends up looking like the men I know best: my brothers, the worshippers who visit the temple, the people who stop by my parents’ farm to buy meat or yogurt or wool.

      And this time, I’ve made him look a little more bloodthirsty than usual.

      I stare at the linocut on the table and pick up my gouge to make a few more careful cuts, neatening and tweaking, adding more texture to the fur of his legs and managing to make him look a little less like my brothers. And then I finally have to stop when a muscle in my left shoulder sends a stabbing pain into my neck, and I realize I’ve forgotten about dinner.

      Thanks to the last few cuts I made, the god depicted on my lino block looks more like the one who consoled Psyche over the loss of Eros in Classical sculpture – the kind-hearted, lusty god of shepherds – and a little less like the one who slaughtered hundreds of Persians at the Battle of Marathon.

      While a pot of soup heats up on the stove, I brush lino fragments into a dustpan and take one more good look at my satyr. It’s true that artists are our own worst critics, but I’m pretty happy with what I’ve done. I won’t know for sure what other tweaks I’ll need to make until I’ve had a chance to get out paper and ink and actually print the block, but I’m surprised to find that I really do think this one might be good.

      Good enough to make me a little extra money, maybe. Because being priest-in-training in a rural town in an equally rural county doesn’t exactly bring in a lot of cash. My rent is covered and I can buy food – and a lot of the folks who visit the Pantheon bring produce for us – but I will never be wealthy. Of course, being priest-in-training is only a part-time gig, hypothetically leaving me time to make money in other ways. Naturally, I chose to be an artist, because that’s a sure-fire path to riches if I ever saw one.

      I also suck at sarcasm.

      But I have fulfilling work and I’m a valued member of the community. I was lucky enough to be born into a culture that values certain kinds of difference, that cherishes people like me instead of trying to destroy them. I never really had much choice except to devote my life to the lengthy process of becoming a priest, which sounds kind of shitty, except the reason that choice was made for me was because my people think that anyone a little… liminal, shall we say… make the very best of priests.

      Our head priest is a trans woman, and her assistant priest – who is also her wife – is a lesbian. And me… I knew I wasn’t a girl or a boy long before I ever learned the word “nonbinary.”

      I’m also the only person ever born into a satyr family that can’t take satyr shape, but I try not to think about that.

      After I clean up, eat, and tidy away the dishes, I crawl into bed. It’s later than I realized, and I’m on temple duty tomorrow. Our primary god is Pan, of course. Who else would it be for satyrs? But we also honor other gods – anyone who wants to can donate a statue or image of a deity to the temple and we make sure it’s cared for and appropriate offerings are left.

      I’m also eager to sleep because sleep means dreaming, and I like dreaming. When I dream, I get the kind of sex life I’ve never really had awake.
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        * * *

      

      If I dream, I don’t remember, which means I didn’t dream of him, didn’t find myself in his cave deep under the Arcadia forest, watching him sleep half-curled on a bed of stone. I didn’t watch him wake, and see me, and smile. Didn’t… well, it doesn’t matter, because it didn’t happen last night. And he doesn’t really wake, anyway. As far as I can tell, I visit him in his dreams and for a little while, we dream together.

      Very few worshippers are about to welcome Eos this morning, just a couple of little old ladies who are there every morning and who hurry off to tea and breakfast as soon as I’ve spoken the words and burned the incense. Our only other audience is a grumpy old owl who roosts in the pine tree at the edge of the temple lawn.

      I empathize with the sleepy owl more that I do with the incessantly cheerful old ladies, but I smile and let them clasp my hands as they depart, and I make myself sound enthusiastic when I remind them about the upcoming first fruits celebration.

      When they’ve gone, I change back into jeans and a tee shirt, drag my fingers through my short-cropped hair, and make myself a very large coffee in the office behind the temple. The sun is warm and I don’t resist when it lulls me into a nap under the pine tree. When a crick in my neck wakes me, I get up, dust myself off, and fetch the broom. We keep the Pantheon doors open as much as possible, so leaves and debris tend to blow inside, and I’m pretty sure I spend more time sweeping than I do holding services.

      I’m just getting into the rhythm of it and debating with myself about whether I can afford to splurge on lunch or if I should just eat the sandwich I brought when the scuff of footsteps nudges me out of my thoughts. Then there’s a soft clearing of the throat.

      He’s not tall, the brown-haired man who stands in the temple doorway, but he has an interesting presence. His ponytail looks like it’s trying to escape its elastic, but instead of looking messy, it looks sort of appealingly wild.

      “Can I do anything for you?” I ask, slipping into priest mode without even thinking.

      He meets my eyes and there’s something familiar about him that I can’t place, though I’d swear I’d know those pale blue irises if I’d seen them before.

      “I was hoping to find the priest,” he says, and his voice has a pleasant gruffness, a depth that seems too vast for his short stature.

      “Which one?” I ask, letting a half-smile show. This guy feels comfortable, but he’s a stranger, and we’re very protective of our community here, even if our pagan worship isn’t a secret. Exactly.

      “I – there’s more than one?” He shakes his head. “Of course. Alder told me there’s a head priest and a… a student priest?”

      I relax a fraction. If he knows Alder, and Alder felt comfortable enough to tell him about us, he’s probably not a threat.

      “Priest-in-training,” I say. “That’s me.” I lean on my broom and wait for him to tell me what he wants, because I’m still cautious enough I’m not going to volunteer anything right out.

      “Ah. Hi. I’m…” He pauses like he’s trying to decide on the best way to introduce himself, and I get it. I sometimes have to figure out when I’m a priest, when I’m an artist, and when I’m just a book nerd.

      Then I realize who he must be. Who else who knows Alder would show up at our temple looking for a priest?

      “You’re Professor McKay,” I say, and he blinks at me.

      “Yes,” he says, and he’s good at hiding his surprise. “I’m Alder Lewis’s thesis supervisor. They… You’re their informant?”

      I don’t think he meant the last bit to come out as a question, but it does, and it kind of makes me like him better. He looks confident, put together, competent; seeing a little uncertainty makes him seem more relatable.

      I cross the temple, skirting the big central statue of Pan that dominates the floor and set my broom aside to hold out a hand for him to shake.

      When his fingers grip mine, that feeling of familiarity hits me again. It’s not strong, but it feels like I should recognize him, even though I’m sure I’ve never seen him before. It must be because Alder described him so well.

      “You’re here to see if I’m legit,” I say, smiling to take away anything confrontational that might come across in my words.

      He blinks again and looks sheepish. “Well,” he says, slowly withdrawing his hand like he’s reluctant to let go. “You must admit, a legitimate source of still-living ancient Greek religion sounds unlikely. Especially so far from Greece.”

      I shrug. “We’re not reconstructionist pagans, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      He shakes his head. “From reading Alder’s thesis drafts, it doesn’t sound like you are. But…” It’s his turn to shrug. “Alder is one of the most promising graduate students I’ve ever had the honor to teach. I just want to make sure that they’re…”

      “Not committing career suicide before they even finish grad school?” I say.

      He sighs. “Yeah.”

      “So, am I legit?”

      He looks around the temple and then back at me. “I don’t know,” he says. “But I think I might enjoy finding out.”

      It takes me a second to realize he’s flirting. Maybe. A little? I’m not much better at detecting interest in me from other people than I am at perpetrating sarcasm. And it’s been quite a while since I dated anyone, so I really have no clue, but I decide to push back a little and see what happens.

      “Is that so?” I say and raise an eyebrow.

      He almost smiles and looks around again, then looks right at me when he says, “It’s beautiful in here.”

      “Would you like a tour?”

      He’s happy to follow as I explain the history of the Pan statue and then lead him around the circular building pointing out the other gods on their plinths and niches.

      “So, you don’t just worship the one god, then?”

      I shake my head and pat the statue of Hermaphroditus affectionately as we pass. The head priest would scold me for being too familiar with the deities, but she’d be smiling when she thought I couldn’t see her.

      “We honor any gods our congregation prefers, though we don’t keep statues of non-Greek deities,” I say. The word “congregation” feels weird, like it doesn’t quite fit, but I can’t think of a better one. Not in English, at least.

      “Each of the statues and images –” I gesture around us “– was donated by a devotee of that deity. Many people also come here to worship in private, so we make sure there are times available for that.”

      “They don’t worship at home?” he asks.

      “Some do. There are household and family spirits that are honored only in the house, as well as deities of the forest and field that are given offerings outside. But many people feel the bigger gods are most appropriately honored in a temple.”

      As we reach the door again, he turns and looks back at the Pan statue. If you’ve ever seen the Roman statue of Pan and the shepherd Daphnis from Pompeii – thought to be a copy of a Greek original – you’ll have a good idea of what it looks like. And a decent notion of what he looks like in my dreams.

      “It seems odd to worship him inside,” he says.

      I turn and contemplate the statue, too.  “We don’t,” I say, and he looks at me in surprise.

      “I mean, we do.” I correct myself. “But it’s a formality, I suppose you could say. The true worship happens… elsewhere. In the forest.”

      “There’s a… what, a shrine?”

      “More than one,” I reply. “Nearly every farm in Arcadia County has its own small shrine. But there’s a sort of official place that’s used only by priests.” I lift one shoulder and let it fall. It’s difficult to explain to an outsider, and even describing our customs to Alder hasn’t been easy.

      Especially since I have to do it in ways that don’t give away that most of the people who live in Arcadia County – and every single one of the founding families – only look human. Alder knows about us, of course, but if I leave out the satyr stuff, then they don’t have to figure out how to hide it, because claiming they’re studying real live satyrs really would be career suicide.

      Professor McKay turns back to me. “I don’t expect you to describe every detail, of course, I only want to be able to say I met you and that, in my professional opinion, you are the real deal.”

      I raise my eyebrows and he laughs.

      “If I can vouch for your legitimacy in a general way, it gives weight to Alder’s research.” He laughs again, but there’s something self-effacing in it. “Not that I’m a famous authority on religion or anything.” His almost-smile echoes his laugh, a little wry twist at the corner of his lips. “But at least I’m a somewhat-respected scholar at a relatively prestigious university.”

      “That’s a lot of qualifiers for one sentence,” I say, and when I smile in return, I try to inject some warmth into it. “But it sounds like something they should put front and centre on the University website: Come to GVU. We’re relatively prestigious.”

      He snorts and his smile gets a bit wider. “Bad habit,” he says. “Qualifiers.” He follows me when I step out onto the wide temple steps. “Is there anywhere in this town to get a good cup of tea?”

      “If you can settle for coffee, I know several places,” I say. “I’m not a tea drinker, though, so I can’t say if we have anywhere good.”

      “Coffee will do,” he replies. “Will you join me?”

      “So you can grill me?” I ask, but I smile again.

      His lips curl in response. “Just a little,” he says.

      “Sure,” I say. “I could use some caffeine.” I look at him sidelong. “Do I call you ‘Professor’ or what?”

      He blinks and I’m starting to think that’s how he shows surprise. “Oh, no,” he says. “Jason is fine.”

      I stick out my hand even though we already shook and he takes it automatically. “November Panagiotis,” I say.

      “Any relation to Silas?”

      “He’s my baby brother.”

      He frowns and looks at me more closely. “You don’t look older,” he says, then blushes, like he realizes it might sound like flattery.

      “I’m positively ancient in comparison,” I say. “Or at least I feel like it when I’ve only had one cup of coffee.”

      “Well, let’s remedy that,” he replies, gesturing down the steps towards town, and when I lead the way, he follows.

      I decide right then that I want to see if I can make him blush again.
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      “So why ‘November’?” he asks. We’re sitting in the Mainalos Diner, having been lucky enough to snag a window seat – probably because most people are already at work and the lunch rush hasn’t started yet. “I mean, it’s Latin, isn’t it? Not Greek?”

      I fiddle with the napkin-wrapped cutlery on the table in front of me.

      “I was born in November,” I say.

      “Ah.” He shifts on the creaky vinyl bench. “I thought maybe it was a significant month for your parents, though I guess you being born would be significant.” I’m glad he keeps talking, so I don’t have to address that just yet. “I was named after the mythological hero Jason.”

      He doesn’t try to explain who said mythological hero was, the way some guys would. As if a priest of an ancient Greek god wouldn’t be familiar with one of the most-retold myths.

      “Your parents were into mythology?” I ask, curious about why they’d choose a Greek hero, when his last name is obviously not.

      He barks a laugh. “My dad was a professor of literature, and a snob. My mom has always been into movies with barely clad muscular men in them. I think naming me ‘Jason’ might have been the last time they agreed on anything.”

      “Ah.” It’s my turn for a non-committal response. You’d think that as a priest, someone who has to speak in front of other people all the time, I’d be better at conversation. But being a priest sometimes feels like a mask I wear, and then talking is easy. Sometimes I wish it felt more like me.

      “One of my brothers is named Aeson,” I blurt out. “You know, the mythological father of your mythological hero.”

      Then I don’t have to say any more because the server brings our coffee, a bowl of sugar cubes, and a pitcher of cream.

      “You want anything to eat, Nova?” she asks. “Dimos got in some smoked salmon from up north. It’s really good and it won’t last long. And we have some of that new sheep cream cheese from Thorvaldson farm.”

      I catch Professor McKay – Jason – looking at her, probably appreciating her curves, and then looking away when he realizes she’s way younger than him.

      “Sounds good,” I answer.

      “How about you, sir?” Natasa asks.

      “Is that on a bagel?” He keeps his eyes focused on her face and I try not to smirk. Natasa’s worth looking at, but she’s barely halfway through her twenties and he seems to be trying very hard to be proper.

      She laughs, which brings out the dimples in her cheeks. “I can have them put it on toast if you like, but the bakery down the street makes amazing bagels and we got them fresh this morning.”

      When she’s gone again, I add a smidge of sugar and a tiny splash of cream to my coffee and stir.

      “So I guess everyone knows you here in Mainalos?” He sips his coffee, black.

      “It’s like any small town,” I answer. “Everyone knows everyone else and what everyone did and didn’t do down to the smallest detail.” It’s an exaggeration, of course, but maybe less than you’d think. “I’m pretty sure everyone in the county knows everyone else, at least by name if not by sight.”

      He nods and adjusts his watch on his wrist. The movement draws my attention, and I notice his skin is very white where his watch sits, but an appealing golden brown everywhere else. If I had to guess, I’d say he spends a lot of time outside, and since I can’t see any hint of a tan line where the short sleeves of his shirt pull up or where his collar shifts over his neck, I can’t help but think he does whatever keeps him outside shirtless.

      I should not be thinking of Alder’s thesis supervisor shirtless. But he’s not my thesis supervisor, is he?

      “You said Silas was your brother?” He sips his coffee again, and that makes me look at his mouth. It’s wide and sensitive-looking, and every time I’ve seen him almost smile, it doesn’t quite happen. I can’t help but want to know why.

      “Technically, he’s my cousin.” I pause while Natasa slides two plates, each with a huge bagel piled with cream cheese and smoked salmon, onto the table.

      Jason thanks her, but doesn’t look away from me, as if what I’m saying has his full attention; as if it’s important.

      “My aunt and uncle adopted me when I was born,” I say, and have to look away from the soft emotion in his pale blue eyes. He makes a noise in his throat that might be empathetic or might only be to show he’s paying attention. “Kostas and Aeson – they’re twins and the oldest – were two years old and Dad… my uncle… says it was their idea to name me after the month they found me.”

      I pause to take a bite of my bagel and close my eyes for a moment at the divine flavors that hit my tongue. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.

      “Found you?” he says.

      Shit. I don’t usually reveal that detail to people I’ve just met. I mean, everyone in town knows I was abandoned by my parents and would have died or been eaten by the local wildlife if my uncle hadn’t been taking the twins out for a ramble in the woods. Carrying them mostly, but they’d stopped to play in the rocks below the cliff and found me there.

      Apparently, I wasn’t even crying; I was just staring up at the clouds drifting overhead. Dad loves to tell the story of how he juggled – and in his telling, it’s literal juggling – two toddlers and a baby all the way home.

      “Long story,” I say and take another bite of bagel so he won’t expect me to say more.

      He reaches across the table and squeezes my free hand. Even with the tan, he’s paler than I am, and I like the contrast. “I’d like to hear it sometime,” he says, his voice serious and gentle. “If you’re up to it.” Then he pulls his hand away and I wish I hadn’t been caught off guard, so I could have responded somehow.

      I wait until he’s the one with a mouth full and then I ask, “Are you flirting with me?” injecting my voice with just the right amount of incredulity. I hope.

      He almost chokes on his food, coughs, and reaches for his coffee. His cheeks flush pink.

      “Am I that obvious?” he asks, once he’s got his breathing under control again.

      “I’d say you were better at flirting than I am,” I reply. “Assuming you even were flirting.”

      His lips curve into that almost-smile and he says, “I was. Trying to, anyway.”

      “I’m flattered.” I pick up my coffee and discover my cup is empty. I must be distracted, because I didn’t even notice I’d finished it. Half my bagel seems to have been consumed, too.

      “But not interested?” The not-quite-smile takes on a self-deprecating twist that he covers by shoving bagel into his mouth.

      “I didn’t say that,” I reply. Then I snort out a laugh. “I’m really out of practice. Flirting, dating, all of it. I haven’t been on a date in…” I pause to count how many years it’s been since my last – unfortunately very public – breakup, when I swore off relationships altogether. The answer is high enough I finish the sentence with, “a really long time,” instead.

      “Me, too,” he says. “Not since my wife died.”

      I start to say, “I’m sorry,” but he keeps talking, saving me from the awkward thing where you have to apologize for the absence of someone you’ve never met, because it’s the polite thing to do.

      “I mean, I’ve hooked up once or twice. Do people say ‘hooked up’ anymore?”

      I shrug. “I’m a priest and, according to my brother’s kids, ancient of days. I’ve no idea what phrases are currently hip.” I dwell on the word “hip” and that gets me the almost smile and a raised eyebrow. “I’m pretty cure ‘cool’ is still acceptable, but that’s all I know.”

      “I don’t think you look ancient,” he says, then mutters, “Christ, I’m bad at this,” into his coffee.

      “I turn forty-two this year,” I say, to put him out of his misery, hoping that doesn’t suddenly make me less interesting, even though I probably shouldn’t be flirting with him in the first place. But I think I’ve figured out who he reminds me of.

      “The answer to life, the universe, and everything,” he says, but then almost winces, as if he thinks he might have said something cringy. I wonder who made him think being nerdy was embarrassing, and if I can give them a piece of my mind. I may suck at non-priestly conversation with people I don’t know well, but I’m very good at cutting someone down verbally when they deserve it.

      “You like Douglas Adams?” I say, and he gives me his startled blink.

      “I re-read the trilogy almost every year,” he says, still cautious.

      “I’ve only read it… twice maybe,” I say. “I’m more of a fantasy geek, but the man definitely had a way with words.”

      His not-quite smile twitches at the corners of his mouth. “I almost pissed myself laughing the first time I read The Hitchhiker’s Guide.”

      There’s something challenging in the look he gives me, like he still isn’t quite sure I won’t make fun of him.

      “It was that bit where they have to be weighed when they landed on the planet and again when they left for me,” I say. “I don’t think I’ve ever laughed so hard.”

      “Oh god, yes.” His hands curl around his coffee mug, and he leans forward over the table. “I thought I was going to asphyxiate, I was laughing so hard.”

      I can feel the grin tugging at my face and let it out, let him see the full effect of my forty-two-year-old book nerd self. In return, his mouth curls up and the not-quite-smile spreads, making his eyes sparkle and deepening the laugh lines around his mouth until he’s grinning back at me.

      It makes him look younger than the forty-five or fifty-ish I guess him to be. It makes him look like Pan looks in my dreams.
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        * * *

      

      Walking back to the temple, where he’s left his old but well-cared-for Subaru station wagon, he says, “Maybe we can get coffee again?”

      I take a few steps before answering. I enjoyed meeting with him, and after the initial awkwardness, he was easy to talk to, but I still don’t know if I want to date him. I’m not sure I want to date anyone. But maybe he only wants to get laid, and I can’t deny the idea has appeal. He’s not bad looking, and he looks like he spends as much time active as he does being scholarly, or whatever professors do.

      “Maybe we can find a place that has tea,” I finally say, and I’m pretty sure I hear a sigh of relief from him, like he was worried I was going to brush him off or worse, not answer at all.

      “I thought you didn’t like tea.”

      “I just don’t drink it much,” I say. “I might be persuaded to like it.”

      “Careful,” he says, stopping next to his car – the only one parked in front of the temple.

      I look up the steps at the pale sandstone building. It’s Greek revival – well, technically it’s a hell of a lot older that Greek revival, but people always assure it’s newer – but a simpler style than the grand government buildings you see in big cities. To me, it’s much more welcoming while still having the appearance of a sacred place.

      He waits till I look back at him to finish his sentence. “I might take that as a challenge.”

      I smile at that. Maybe I can manage this flirting thing. “I’m not a pushover.”

      “I know some teas so heavenly you’ll weep when you taste them,” he says, but the half smile is tugging at his lips, and he ends up laughing at his own hyperbole.

      “I know desserts like that,” I reply.

      “Promise?” he says, and this suddenly feels too serious, and I’m flushed hot, and shit… I like him.

      “My mum does fabulous things with phyllo and honey,” I say, trying to sound casual and probably failing.

      “Are you saying you want to introduce me to your mother?” he retorts.

      I shake my head and laugh. “We’ve only just met,” I say. “First, convince me to give you a chance. Then you can work on Mum.”

      He steps closer and I realize I’m just enough taller than he is that he has to tilt his chin up to meet my eyes. And I don’t mind that at all.

      “I could enjoy convincing you,” he says, and his voice is suddenly miles deep and breathy.

      I have to look away, or I’ll do something stupid like kiss him. But who would even care if I did?

      He saves me by leaning his hip against the hood of his car and fiddling with his keys. The change of posture gives me just enough room to breathe. I turn and lean next to him so we’re not face-to-face anymore.

      “I heard there was a rival pagan group in Arcadia County,” he says. “Pan worshippers, like you.”

      Not really rival,” I say, “and definitely not like us.” I cross my arms over my chest. “We’re real; they actually were reconstructionist.”

      “So Alder told me. They got some good comparative material for their thesis from the group’s leader.”

      “That’s good,” I say, feeling the awkwardness creeping back in again.

      “Did they really find their leader dead?”

      “That’s what I heard.” I heard a lot more than that, but I can’t exactly tell him his precious grad student was there when the man died, or that Alder’s quick thinking saved all of us from an unpleasant end. That’s something only a very few people know. Even the other founding satyr families only know the man died and his commune members gradually drifted away, leaving their farm apparently vacant.

      “Alder says they’ve heard some rumors that the members plan to go back, to start up again, that some of them might be there already. They say they suspect the… second in command I guess… wants to take over as leader. They’ve been trying to get someone to give them an interview but haven’t had any luck.”

      My gut goes cold at the information, and suddenly I don’t care how cute Professor McKay is; I need to be away from here. I need to talk to my parents, my brothers… and Alder. Why didn’t Alder say anything? Or did they, and no one thought to tell me?

      If Ego Arcadia’s group of Pan worshippers come back, they might try to do what they failed at before. They might try to wake Pan again, and as lovely as it would be to have my god walking the earth, it’s not the right time.

      Last time, they almost woke him as a bloodthirsty protector who’d kill anyone he thought was trying to harm his people by offering him a blood sacrifice. They were stopped, barely. What if we can’t stop them again? We’re going to have to be careful to warn everyone, to keep a close watch on them so no one will get hurt again.

      “November? Are you okay?”

      I blink and realize I’ve spaced out and haven’t heard what the professor has just said. And I’ve started thinking of him as Professor McKay again, not as Jason, like I feel the urgent need to distance myself.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Sorry. Lots on my mind. Temple stuff.”

      He licks his lips and I’m pretty sure he doesn’t buy the excuse. I wouldn’t. But he just nods and straightens up.

      “I should go,” I say. “Get back to it.” I wave my hand in the direction of the Pantheon steps, but really I’m thinking about who I should call first. My parents. Our head priest, Rhea. Alder.

      “Sure,” he says and I call tell I haven’t been convincing.

      “Thanks for coffee,” I say, knowing I should say more, but not knowing what.

      He nods again, and I push away from his car. His hand on my arms stops me from walking away.

      “Did I say something wrong?” he asks. There’s no confrontation in his voice, just concern and maybe… disappointment?

      “No,” I say, and decide to offer him a bit of the truth, even if I can’t give him all of it. “It’s just, if the commune group are coming back… they weren’t exactly model citizens. I mean they can do what they like on their land, but they made a mess of our forest.”

      “I didn’t know,” he says, and squeezes his hand on my arm. His fingers are warm.

      “Maybe there’s nothing to worry about,” I say. “We let them know last time that shit’s not tolerated. But the head priest will want to visit them, to make sure they get it.” I meet his eyes to find him studying me.

      “We like to keep our forest clean,” I say. “And, you know, natural.”

      “I get it,” he replies. “Nothing pisses me off like people who don’t clean up after themselves.” His hand strokes up and down my arm and I’m not sure he even realizes he’s doing it. “Or those yahoos who have to blast their music on hiking trails, like anyone in their right mind would rather listen to that shit instead of birds.” There’s real conviction in his voice and something about it eases my anxiety over the commune returning. Like, if one person cares, other people must, too.

      “You like Swift?” I ask, partly to distract myself more effectively with lame flirting, and partly because for some reason I do want to know him better.

      “What?” he says, and blinks.

      “Gulliver’s Travels? Yahoos?” I tilt my head to one side and put a hand over his where he’s still touching my arm.

      He startles slightly but doesn’t pull away like I thought he might.

      “Too professorial?” he asks, but the corner of his mouth curls.

      “I like Swift,” I say. “I don’t think many people appreciate his wit these days.”

      “He’s a little old fashioned,” he says.

      “So am I,” I reply. “In some ways.”

      Somehow, he’s close again, so close it would be nothing to lean over and kiss him.

      “Which ways?” His gaze drops to my mouth, I think, and the mid-day sun catches his eyelashes and turns them gold.

      I lick my lips, trying to come up with a flirty answer and unable to think of one. Finally, I say, “Probably none, come to think of it.” And then I do the stupid thing.

      I lean closer, and he tilts his chin up, and I kiss him. He shifts even closer, so his body touches mine, only lightly, but I’m aware of every muscle and realize he’s more built than I thought at first.

      I only kiss him briefly, just enough that his lips part like he wants more. Then I step away, too suddenly.

      “I really do have to go,” I say, though I’m not sure it’s true.

      “Can I call you?” he says, as I flee up the steps.

      “Alder has my number,” I call back, and then I’m safe inside the temple, with the statue of Pan between me and the outside world.
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      I don’t wait until my shift is over before calling my parents, but of course they don’t answer. They’ll be out somewhere on the farm doing chores, and Dad stopped carrying a cell phone after the second time it slipped out of his pocket into a full water trough. Mum just distrusts technology entirely.

      So I’m forced to leave a message, just a quick, “I’ve heard the commune people are coming back.” It’s all I really know, anyway, and it will be enough to tell them to keep their eyes open.

      Then I text Silas. It’s really Alder I need information from, but even though I’ve spoken to them several times, it’s always been as scholar and informant, so we’re not close. And anyway, Silas will know whatever Alder knows or will be able to find out. Those two have hardly let each other out of their sight since they started seeing each other last year.

      You didn’t tell me they were back, I text, and when he doesn’t answer right away, I make myself pick up the broom and give the temple a thorough sweep, since I didn’t exactly finish the job before going for an early lunch. It says something that I don’t have to say more than that and he’ll still know what I’m talking about. Silas is the youngest of my four brothers, and I’m almost nine years older than him, but he’s always been my closest sibling and my best friend.

      I didn’t know for sure they were back, he replies, half an hour later. Alder is trying to find out more.

      Then I pause to talk to a farmer stopping by with a huge box of produce to donate to the temple – we get frequent offerings of that sort, and divide them between us priests and the food bank. When the farmer leaves, I realize I don’t really know what else to ask Silas.

      Just let me know what they find out, I finally reply.

      He sends back a thumbs up emoji. I’ll let Mum and Dad know, too, he adds.

      Good, I type. Then, wondering if he also didn’t know about Jason McKay’s visit, I say, I had a visit from a certain professor of Folklore. Just in time for an early lunch.

      There’s a pause while the three little dots pulse on the screen, but then all he says is, Oh?

      Did you know he was coming?

      There’s another long pause, then the three dots, then his message blinks onto my phone screen. He told Alder he wanted to meet you. It never occurred to me he’d actually drive all the way there.

      I can absolutely picture his “innocent” face, all big brown eyes and pouty lips. Asshole. He’s lucky he’s my favorite brother.

      That’s a long drive just to meet a priest-in-training, I say.

      Probably looking for a date; you’re about the same age, he texts back.

      I snort, as much at Silas’s perfect use of a semi-colon in a medium known for abbreviations as at his wise-ass joke.

      Fuck off, I reply, but decide not to protest that I’m pretty sure the professor is at least five years older than me. Maybe he isn’t. I’m about as good at judging age as I am at flirting.

      He sends back a tongue-sticking-out emoji. He wants to make sure his star grad student isn’t being played, he writes.

      So I guessed, I reply. And so he admitted. You could have warned me.

      I would have if I thought he’d just show up. There’s a short pause, then he adds, I don’t know him that well, but Alder says he’s a good guy, and I trust their opinion.

      I manage to refrain from pointing out that Alder also thought that Ego Arcadia – the cult leader chose a name that derives from the part of Greece where Pan was first worshipped, just like our county was named – was a good guy, too. We later found out he was responsible for the death of one of our cousins.

      But I don’t say anything because that’s not fair. Ego was using some kind of drug on Alder to get them to like him. I very much doubt that a respected Great Valley University professor is drugging his grad students just to be liked.

      We had coffee and bagels at the diner, I type. He seems ok and I think I convinced him we are who we say we are, and that Alder’s research is based on good information.

      You like him, Silas texts back.

      How does he always seem to know what I’m feeling? I swear my baby brother figures out who I’m into before I do sometimes.

      I text back a tongue-sticking-out emoji.

      If you like him, Nova, go for it, he replies. Have fun. You deserve it.

      I don’t really know what to say to that. Silas got the full brunt of my meltdown when my last girlfriend kicked me out of our apartment – announcing it in the middle of the local market full of shoppers – when I said I didn’t think I could spend the rest of my life pretending to be something I’m not just to make her comfortable.

      I stare at my phone for way too long before I finally tap out, He is kind of cute.

      Ha! Silas replies.

      But don’t think that just because you’re deliriously happy in love that you can arrange everyone else’s love lives.

      I can almost see his face shift from grinning to serious when he replies, I am so fucking in love. He’s never been good at keeping his emotions off his face, and when he manages it, he can’t hide them from me. It makes him a terrible liar, but then he’s never been one for deception anyway.

      I know you are, I write back. And I’m glad. I like Alder.

      After a few more life updates and a firm promise to let me know as soon as he finds out anything at all about the cultists and their commune, I shove my phone back in my pocket and head for the temple office and my share of the weekly paperwork. It’s the only part of my job that really feels like work, but it’s boring enough I feel like I deserve to be paid for it.
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      Pan’s cave is warm, softly lit, and fragrant with the scent of pine and fir tinged with a hint of musky male goat. The floor is piled deep with springy conifer boughs covered in plush furs and when I step into it, it’s as close to entering a forest grove at night as a stone chamber deep under the earth can be.

      I have no idea if this is what the god’s resting place is really like; it appears this way in dreams and since this is his dream, I suppose it looks how he wants it to look. All I know about the real cave – assuming it exists at all and isn’t just a holy myth my people keep passing on to give our existence meaning – is that it’s deep under the forests of
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