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 can’t go on. 

I will go on. 

I can’t go on. 

Swarna wrote in a hurry, head bent low on the keyboard. The Boss 

Man was making his rounds, and an office after-party was looming on 

the horizon. She was new here and she knew she would always be that 

way. These places were always new to her, no matter how many times 

she came back here.  

I will go on. 

I can’t I will 

New had perspectives too, she thought, chewing at the end of her 

pen and eyeing Sherry, her pretty co-worker, doting on yet another 

incomprehensible Candy Crush puzzle. She never could understand 

how she did it, how they did it. Her nail polish, I suppose that’s new. 

She nodded to herself, remembering how little things take longer to 

gather dust. Like smooth oyster jackets pregnant with their phantom 

pearls.     

I 
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Swarna flinched at the memory of her glaring innocence. Careless 

like soap bubbles floating out of the hands of a sleeping child at a 

small-town fair. She had believed in true love. Love that blooms like 

the rare Brahma Kamal 4,500 m up in the Himalayas, so holy that the 

Creator Brahma has one each in his four hands. These were the queens 

of the night, stark white lotuses, floating unseen on the pearly waters 

of Mansarovar Lake. Swarna imagined them radiating a delicate wrath 

as they chose one night every year between July and September, a time 

post seven in the evening, and gave themselves two hours to unfold 

slowly and surely, with a brutal awareness of their beauty. Something 

far greater than a cosmic coincidence could draw someone to this 

performance.  

I will go on 

I can’t go on 

The clock glowed at 11 pm and she was trying to drink away the 

knowledge of what a bad idea this was. Alcohol did nothing for her, 

but it hurt less than it did her good. She had observed that sipping on 

this ogre-smelling substance made her more “them” than she could 

ever manage with all her hardworking moves.  Unlike her six sisters, 

all romantic cheerleaders, Swarna liked to think that she had a steady 

head on her shoulders. She seemed to be fighting otherness as if it was 

a water polo team. Swarna couldn’t deny that she needed a reason to 

feel strong, and this mission was her forte. Ever since her incorrigible 

younger sister, Oriole had bagged a dream prince by giving him a 

version of reality that had just the right serving of Exotic, Swarna felt 

herself drowning under a wall of lies. Even as a mildly inebriated 

thought, this was the most serious form of self-doubt a Daughter of 

the Sea could hazard. And so when the time came for an undercover 

spy to volunteer for Mission Save The Sea, her hand was the fastest to 

shoot up.  

“Cigarette?” 

The Boss Man held out an armoury of Cellulose Acetate tipped 

firearms towards her. Only this year, two generations of aquatic life 

had been wiped off from their underwater kingdom. The smart, young 

and beautiful, the ones whose scales hadn’t lost their gleam, young 
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lovers courting with their newly learned spinning tricks that made high 

school lunches look like a youth carnival, the huge and tough with jaws 

that made moviegoers come for a second show, the ones that looked 

weird enough to make for sympathy activism, the deathly poisonous 

ones, and all that believed in shared breaths above the water—all with 

their eyes hooked out, their gills choked with plastic, their blood frozen 

with poison. 

“No, thanks.” 

As Swarna watched the man she loved walk away tipsy and almost 

falling over, she felt heavy and weary. Sure enough, it was forty minutes 

to midnight—time to get moving while she still could. She cursed 

herself under the breath and counted the day as a waste. The weight of 

the unknown and the hurt blood of her people seemed to sink deeper 

around the neck. She felt breathless, the first sign. Not now, pack!  Trying 

to keep calm but breathing through her mouth, Swarna gathered her 

things. CDs, Press Releases, lapel cameras, notes, evidence for their 

ultimate showdown. She searched her memory for something 

important, but all that came to her was the sight of the Boss Man 

making out with Sherry in the washroom. Her lungs were closing in, 

soon she might have to be frozen forever as a gasping disappointment, 

an unsuccessful martyr. 

But it wasn’t supposed to happen so fast. Shit, is it a full moon? Did 

I forget the calendar?  

I will go on I will go on I will go on 

Swarna didn’t bother goodbyes because she feared respiratory 

failure from trying to form a word. She looked over and saw a blurred 

ruin of laughter and lisping disease, the origin story of a virus that did 

not allow any otherness to exist, except as spectacular collaterals. Never 

mind, move! She pressed the hands tight to her sides and forcibly denied 

herself the knowledge that her fingers were starting to feel different. 

Instead, she put out her tongue and tasted the sea air. Once again, 

Swarna thanked the Organization for choosing her places of work, 

offices almost leaning on the Arabian Sea. Except for this time, when 

a cosmic coincidence had gone against her. Come on! Swarna had no 

plans of falling in love on a job that must be fueled by hate. She blamed 
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her compromised thought processes for missing this impossible day 

on the lunar calendar, one that comes once every two and a half years 

and jinxes all spells that anybody could cast. Mama Lise had promised 

her that she had until midnight each day until she lost her borrowed 

legs, her perfect human fingers that could clench and unclench at will, 

lungs that could breathe freely up here but struggle underwater, eyes 

with zero sensitivity to UV and polaroid rays but perfect daytime clarity 

and peripheral vision.  

I can't go on 

I will go on 

I can't go on 

I will go on 

Through time, Swarna had learned to avoid poking the Devil to 

keep her pact with the Deep Blue Sea. With the help of the 

Organization, she had chosen her disguises well, located her offices 

wisely, handled workloads, and kept emotions out of business. All this 

to ensure that she had plenty of time to keep up the ruse of a boring 

work life at a series of plush corporate offices located along the coastal 

belt of Mumbai, clocking out well before time, and disappearing in 

arranged vanishing acts. Plunging her way to where she was nothing 

more than another revolutionary at the dinner table. There had been 

close calls, of course, increasing in number after she met the Boss Man 

at an office party. The Boss Man made her quit the last job to come 

here where they could be a proper couple. She had convinced herself 

that the location wasn’t too bad. That a few meters were nothing, that 

she would get an early start to make up for it. That blue moons were a 

myth, like those of vengeful sirens who carried anger like an ancient 

responsibility and caused willful shipwrecks with their devastating 

beauty. 

I can’t I can’t I will I will 

I can’t I will  

Just a little more. What is the limit of possibility? Swarna thought as 

the pure acid of her nowhere existence hit her blood. Or her bloods. 

Where do you pause and where do you stop? She wished she was less of a 

coward, for pure cowardice is the one where you deny the existence of 
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fear. By now, she could barely move, only marvel at Creation, the true 

Other. The warm human blood was rapidly turning cold from the waist 

down. Just a little more. Swarna was down on her fours. Or was it two and 

a fin? She couldn’t look, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t hear very well. She 

lay prostrate for one last time on the edge of time, where the sea kissed 

the sand. There she murmured her prayers to their Mother, Atargatis, 

the beautiful Goddess who had thrown herself into the sea to die 

because she had sinned for love. 

The merciful oceans had turned her into a Mermaid instead. 
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Hiding. 

 
Alyson Tait 

 
Alyson lives in Maryland where she got married, had her daughter, and 

began her writing journey. She has appeared in Altered Reality Magazine, 

(mac)ro(mic), and Twin Pies Lit. You can find her on Amazon, and  

Twitter @rudexvirus1. 

 

 

organ and Caspian leaned on the rocks—watching the 

uniformed sailors unload pieces of their ship onto the shore. 

Dozens of wooden crates moved across the waterline 

before open-roofed trucks carted them off toward the city.  

“I hate their bulky, smelly ships," Morgan whined, breaking the 

silence. “They steal the sunlight.”  

“Mm,” Caspian grunted.  

“I hate their feet. They wear those dumb shoes and trample on 

shells and plants.” 

  “Mm.”  

“They move our sand.” 

Caspian scoffed. 

The silence spurred Morgan’s speech. “I hate their buildings— 

everything about them.” She spat, narrowly missing her arms. 

Caspian swished his tail and breached the surface, causing a wave 

of saltwater to fly upward and land on both of them. “That’s not 

entirely true.”  

Morgan clenched her teeth as she stared at him through her 

peripheral. “I hate those buildings.” 

M 
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“You’ve never been to those buildings,” Caspian said. “Not like 

you're gonna drive there.”  

“They think they’re better than us.” 

“Most of them don’t believe in us.” Caspian shrugged.  

Several moments passed before Morgan noticed the ensuing 

silence, and his absence, and when she ducked under the water, she 

saw him wading just below the surface, a bemused smile on his face. 

Although she couldn’t read his mind—she knew, instantly, he 

would lead them to trouble.  

As soon as she moved in his direction, Caspian turned and swam 

away from the surface at a lazy speed. He inched away from their city. 

She nudged him in the ribs with a fist upon catching up, and he wiggled 

his eyebrows at her. 

Definitely trouble.  

“Where?” she asked. 

  He shook his head.  

“Why?” 

He wouldn’t tell her, even as he dragged her along with him. He 

always dragged her along with him. Caspian pulled ahead again with 

his usual competitive determination, and despite her sour mood, 

Morgan smiled.  

An adventure would be better than staring at the violent loafs at 

the hot surface. 

Fine, she thought.  

Instead of trying to catch up to him a second time, Morgan stayed 

behind and made sure he stayed in her sight. He moved further into 

the ocean layers that they had only a cursory familiarity with and that 

the sun didn’t reach. They moved so fast through some places, it took 

her eyes too long to adjust, and her arm grazed against the jagged edge 

of several rocky hills. He swerved around a ship and deeper into an 

area she didn’t recognize, and her heart skipped beats inside her chest.  

Her anxiety spiked, and she barely kept up—she wasn’t sure she 

could scream loud enough if he got too far away. Her breath caught, 

and as her shoulder rubbed against something textured, she choked, 

pausing in her stride. 
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At the sound, Caspian turned around and tilted his head. “We’re 

here,” he said through the water—nonplussed at their speed.  

Morgan opened her eyes wide, and when she didn’t move to 

respond immediately, he spoke again.  

“The city. The buildings you don’t hate.”  

Atlantis. 

He put his hands on her shoulders, and his lips curled upward. 

Even without speaking again, she could hear his thoughts, and she’d 

forgotten that they had previously made vague plans to come. 

Morgan’s chosen profession had an open apprenticeship coming 

soon, and she needed her name to sit at the top of the list—mapping 

the old ruins without an elder’s help would make her stand out. 

His eyebrows wiggled again before turning around.  

Just like he did before all of his adventures. 

Morgan did her best to center herself and follow him the rest of 

the way into the city.  

He didn’t stop to let her register its size, even though it was their 

first visit with time to spare—instead, he went straight through a hole 

in the side that opened to the main chamber of the castle.  

It was when they entered that space that he did stop. Dust-like 

particles and light from some strange ray of sun spilled around them 

like oil separating the water. The inside held more light than it should 

have—never quite as dark as it should have been. This, he took a 

moment to process.  

“I want to find what they were looking for,” Caspian said after an 

extended moment of silence.  

“No one knows what they were looking for,” Morgan said. She 

made a safe assumption about his goal as she watched a figure walk 

past her. The human had been dead and drowned for thousands of 

years, yet their ghost held a pile of fabric and walked peacefully across 

a rotted floor.  

Caspian moved down the hallway, swimming between two bulky-

armored guards who paced with weapons in their hands. The pair were 

unaware they were dead with nothing left to protect.  
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He looked around without pausing until he came to the main 

corridor that stretched between the throne and an old ballroom. “And 

I want to find out.”  

“As if it were that easy, Cas.” 

“I’ve been planning for this. I’ve been watching, Morg,” he said 

without hesitation.  

“Watching…” she trailed off, realizing he’d been coming without 

her. 

Selfish. And stupid. 

It at least explained how he had navigated so fast. 

“The castle. Their route. Whatever it is, I want it. If I have 

something like that to present at the coronation, I have a chance.”  

He’d have a chance to become a hunter, were the words he didn’t say. 

Only those that proved themselves before they came of age got the 

opportunity to join. Some of those didn’t always come back from 

excursions, but only hunters got to vie for the throne when the chance 

came along.  

They had proven themselves. 

She couldn’t figure out why he’d dragged her with him this time, 

without warning to boot. But he wouldn’t have a good answer even if 

she wasted time asking.  

As the semi-corporeal humans wandered around in remnants of 

their former life, Morgan can’t help but think of more questions about 

their mission. He acted as if merfolk hadn’t been trying to solve the 

mystery for centuries—as if none of the seafolk had spent their lives 

watching the dead men run around that hallway.  

Her thoughts were interrupted by the scene itself coming to life. 

The High King of Atlantis jogged down the hallway—mouth opening 

and closing in rushed words. Or screams, the two blurred together 

without being able to hear the sounds he’d once made. The King 

looked around in a panic, and upon reaching halfway down the hall, he 

looked behind him. When Morgan followed his ancient gaze, she saw 

his ghostly wife, and even though the Queen no longer had flesh and 

skin, tears were moving down her face.  
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It was the vaguest hint of motion, of fear. A twinkle on the 

woman’s cheek—even though all of them were moving underwater.  

Caspian moved once the royal couple passed him, following them 

as if no one had ever done that before.  

Morgan followed, watching as her friend swam behind the frantic 

ghosts and shivered when a maid or some other type of servant ran 

through her. She could almost feel the disapparition occur and gasped 

when the wisps continued in front of her after the fact.  

“We shouldn’t be here,” she said. 

Caspian didn’t turn, preoccupied with his urgent mission as they 

turned down a side hallway lined with doors.  

They weren’t at the royal chambers—but something was 

important enough in one of those rooms to visit, even in such a time 

of urgency. Morgan wondered what would make the rulers of a 

kingdom so frantic. Swords and barricades would guard the royal 

treasures, and the monarchs themselves would be safer if they 

bunkered down in one place. What would make a man and his wife 

run into rooms of guests and servants? By the time she approached the 

room, the spirits had moved on, and Caspian wasn’t paying attention, 

so she looked inside alone.  

Her first thought was that if she didn’t know any better, she would 

swear it was a nursery. She turned and swam inside, staring at the child-

sized beds stacked on one side of the room and a large chair frame in 

one corner. Each of them old, ravaged by time and water, all of them 

falling apart. They barely held their original shapes—only rusted and 

chipped metal told her where the furniture’s edges were.  

She never saw the sailors moving pieces like these. Caspian had 

been right: she didn’t hate this building or the things inside of it.  

But as she looked around the room, imagining what the 

decorations might have been, she felt a pull in her gut. The twisting 

turned into a lump that rushed into her throat. Why would a scared 

King and Queen come into this room before any others?  

Her heart froze for a millisecond too long.  

She swam out of the room with a fury to find Caspian.  
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It took her too long, and by the time she’d wound her way back 

to the royal chamber where the King and Queen were waving their 

hands around at each other, she wasn’t sure she even knew how to get 

back. He had an annoyed, determined look on his face that only 

halfway looked like him. 

But she needed to ignore whatever his thoughts were before she 

forgot her own.  

Or lost her nerve.  

“I know,” she said as she pulled on one of his shoulders.  

 

● 

 

Morgan found it difficult to believe that generations of merfolk had 

known of the castle and explored its interiors yet hadn’t opened that 

little cupboard door before. She found it strange to think that no one 

had stuck their head into the corner or poked into the small spaces that 

children like to hide in.  

Someone might have and just never added it to the history books. 

But they wouldn't have replaced the trapdoor.  

Or maybe her kind had never cared enough about the humanities 

of their rivals. But she hadn’t been around the sea long enough to know 

for sure. In terms of merfolk, she and Caspian were children.  

Children, just like those who had slept in the bunk beds just off 

the main corridor.  

Morgan led Caspian into the little room and then to the closet that 

didn’t have a door anymore. She bent down and wiggled through the 

frame. A piece of wood that breathed and fluttered with the ocean 

vibrations. It was there that she needed to look, and she knew what 

she would find.  

She clawed at the corners of the section, and it crumbled under-

neath her touch.  

Proof that she was the first.  

She could sense the pair of parents at the doorway—running 

through their damned routine but never looking deep enough.  
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Atlantis had fallen so fast that most of the inhabitants hadn’t 

gotten out. The earth hadn’t seen anything like it since—and no other 

humans had ever found the thing: the rumors filtered to the beach 

sometimes, a living city under the water. But humans spent most of 

their time confused. The merfolk didn’t inhabit the legendary fallen 

city. 

It was history. 

She flipped her tail, gesturing to her friend to get closer. As the 

pieces of wood floated away, she found exactly what she’d dreaded and 

pushed herself back to make room for him to look. “It’s not that kind 

of treasure,” she said.  

He looked at her for a while, confused perhaps, before peeking 

inside the old, cramped space.  

She wondered if he would bring bones back as proof. Would they 

consider it a treasure to have found the twin descendants of the ocean's 

first-ever king? Would they guess, like her, that the kids had probably 

been playing hide and seek? 

The question entered her thoughts, and she immediately found it 

easy to answer. Among seafolk, it would prove Caspian leagues ahead 

of his generation, and it would give the merfolk something to lord over 

the sea-hungry humans. Old arguments would be settled, and the castle 

would be less feared.  

It seemed a perfect treasure for both of them. She didn’t mind her 

best-friend claiming the physical parts for rewards because she knew 

that finding the crawl space would give her an edge.  

Still—it felt somewhat hollow. She may not like the humans, but 

she wished the discovery could have provided comfort to the King and 

Queen. Maybe if they knew, they wouldn’t have to wander the rotting 

halls for eternity. 
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For I was born outside, 

a goddess. On the inside, 

a monster. 

 
Venus Davis 

 
Venus Davis is a 22-year-old queer black writer from Cleveland, Ohio. 

They are the editor in chief of Periwinkle Literary Magazine. They are a 

former poetry reader for Random Sample Review and Gordon Square 

Review. Their work has been featured in Marias at Sampaguitas, Royal Rose 

Magazine, Ayaskala, Crepe and Penn, and many other publications. They 

are the author of five microchapbooks.  You can find them on social 

media @venusbeanus. 

 

 

I live now outside of battle.  

Snake charming my pets into killing  

anyone who treats women  

as dirty objects to be  

disposed of.  

 

When it is sometimes dirty men  

who are the ships  

that deserve to be sunk.  

And to every woman born a monster,  

every Medusa,  

 

I love you. 
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La Bruhita and the Parrot God 
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is featured in Tealight Press. Also, he is a First Reader for Flash Fiction 

Online, Diabolical Plots, and a Novella Reader for Interstellar Flight Press. 

For more about him, please see his website: https://storiesbykevin. 

medium.com/. Please follow his Twitter: @kevinthedruid. 

 

 

t took us five hours to drive from Bogota, Colombia to the middle 

of nowhere. No one with any sense is here in this secluded valley, 

except for tourists. All of us looking for some parrot god. And do 

they really expect me to get on that? 

As the men lay the plywood on the train tracks, aligning the 

modified motorcycle with the metal rails, we look on in fascination. 

Not at the slightly mechanized handcar, but at the storyteller.  

I translate the Spanish to English in my brain. “The world began 

when Bachué, the Mother descended from heaven and dipped her toes 

in the Lagoon of Guatavita with Sué and Chía in her arms. On the 

shores, she raised her son and daughter, until they outdrew her and 

flew away. She died and nourished the Earth, allowing humans to 

sprout from her bosom. From heaven, Sué and Chía bless their 

siblings, guiding us as the Sun and the Moon. 

“Today, we journey to the Lagoon, the holy place of the Mother. 

As los Conquistadores once did, you may find gold on the shores, but 

I 
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I warn you here and now, as my ancestors warned the Spaniards: do 

not take the gold. It is cursed.”    

The motor startles me. I watch the empty front axile whirl, 

screeching from rust. I exchange a glance of mutual terror with my 

mother. But before I could express my concerns, my stepdad takes his 

seat on the bench beside my little brother. They plant their feet firmly 

on the wood, which ends an inch from their toes. 

Our Cuban spirits burgeoning from our flesh and we argue, 

loudly, for some time. I glimpse the frightful expressions on the other 

American tourists. A cute guy watches me in fascination. Hazel eyes 

are my weakness, so I smile. No, I need to focus on the subject at hand.  

I groan once I’m outvoted on taking the handcar, which the men name 

La Bruhita—the Little Witch. Why? We don’t think to ask. Little 

Bullshit, I call it. 

“What do we do if the train comes?” A tourist asks. 

“We aren’t sure,” our driver answers and chuckles, “but if you 

hear one, better move fast. And make sure you take La Bruhita.” They 

don’t understand his Spanish, but I, regretfully, do. 

      We shoot into the jungle, rising into the mountains and the wind 

rushing over our faces, like we’re flying. My mother and I grip the 

splintery wood, petrified we might fly off the handcar. My ears focus 

on any rumbles that might signal the train. The rest of my family 

though, seem more obsessed with the parrot god. 

 “If he’s the Sun, he’s up there,” I point at the cloudless sky. The 

Sun beat down on us mercilessly evaporating the jungle dew. The 

driver laughs and glances at me with a one-toothed smile. His 

indigenous face holds ancient secrets; a dark history repressed by a 

nation’s current inhabitants. My stepdad joins in. 

 “The body,” explains the driver. “His spirit walks with us.” 

 I roll my eyes. “But if Sué is a spirit, what are we going to look at? 

Did we even think about it before we got on this thing?” 

 “Faith,” replied my stepdad. “Just believe.” 

 We teeter on the edge of the emerald bowl, which holds the murky 

waters of Guatavita, and slide down the mountain. An abrupt stop 

almost ejects us. I hobble from the bench, helping my mother down 
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and my eyes widen, spotting the on-coming Bruhitas. They aren’t 

slowing down. I glance at my family. A horrible screech mutilates my 

eye drums and with relief, I watch the other handcars halt an inch from 

our Bruhita. 

 I wander to the ridge and with my family and our driver. We take 

in the breath-taking vista and the blanketing fog. The driver assumes 

his secondary function as tour guide, narrating the story of the parrot 

god again and pointing into the fog, telling us what would be there if 

the fog hadn’t come in. I’m not paying too much attention. I love 

mythology, but my mind wants me elsewhere. 

 As my family strolls along the cliff, which runs a good distance 

around the lagoon, I hold back to spend some time alone and wonder 

if the cute guy in mid-thigh, cerulean shorts is checking me out. He 

isn’t. He moves on, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take my chance to 

admire him.  

 Wow! A free-roaming macaw catches my eye. It’s wildly brilliant 

red, blue and yellow feathers are mesmerizing. Almost holy.  

“Parrot god,” I mumble sarcastically.  

 With a squawk, it answers. 

 It’s a bird! It can’t possibly be talking to me. 

I’m curious to see it up close. I wander toward it cautiously, 

avoiding any sudden movements—like people on TV warn when 

interacting with wildlife. It just twitches its head, preens its feathers 

with a powerfully onyx beak, and keeps a beady eye on me. 

 I don’t know why, but a word forms in my throat and once I open 

my mouth to exhale, it slips out, “Sué?”  

I shake my head in disbelief. When it squawks again, I balk. 

 “Jaime!” My mother’s unique Miami accent—a blend of Cuban 

and Colombian—echoes over the Andes. I glower with embarrass-

ment and wave, hopefully assuring her I’ve not been eaten my 

anything. The cute guy glances back though. He smiles. But I look 

away as vengeance for earlier and refocus on the bird. It’s gone. 

 I rush back to my family. As punishment, my mother locks my 

arm with hers and we stroll together. From my periphery, I catch the 

cute guy walking between me and a woman. I stretch my neck, stealing 
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a glance at their joint hands. I shake my head, remembering the 

promise I made to myself when I left Miami.  

I’m not giving you any more of my attention. This trip is about me and 

bettering myself, I declare in my head, telepathically directing the 

statement at him. 

 We stroll to the end of the cliff, which extends to about a quarter 

of the lagoon. The fog still refuses to let us take in the view. The tour 

guide turns and holds up his hand. We all seem to understand it means 

to stop. 

 “Gold and silver are often found right here, where we believe 

Bachué raised her children. But no one has seen any in a long time. 

Today, we invite you to search. May Sué guide you to his riches.” 

 Everyone scatters, segregating into familial search parties, sifting 

through broken slate. Each desperately hoping to find a little golden 

pebble, the bearer of an entire wealthy and powerful future buried in 

the earth.  

My mother let me go and I wander away from the pack again. I 

reason that any gold wouldn’t be hidden there anymore. How many 

come here looking right there? If there’s any gold at all, it’ll be away 

from the maddening crowds. 

 I glance at the tour guide to see if he’s on to me, but he doesn’t 

seem to care. His eyes are on the lagoon. I come to the cliff’s border 

sprawling with trees and boulders. Where the plants strangle the rocks, 

searching for riches of their own. A snap comes from my right and I 

whirl around. It’s the cute guy. He’s alone. 

 Before I can say anything, before my brain can conjure a coherent 

string of words, a squawk pulls me away again. The parrot on a shrub 

flutters its broad wings. In warning? This is my space. I was here first.  

 “Well, look at this.” I watch the cute guy hold up the golden 

nugget as he approaches me. He juggles it between his fingers before 

holding it out as a gift. With a suspicious smile, I take it. For something 

so valuable, a rock faulted for the slaughtering of millions, it’s 

surprisingly light. Its sheen doesn’t match his smile, though. His fingers 

rest on mine. 
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 The parrot squawks again. He startles and retracts his hand. 

Without a word, he walks back to the crowd. I watch him wrap his 

arms around the woman and his lips peck hers. He abandons me. Now 

I’m alone. Again.  

“I guess it is cursed,” I mutter. I let the golden nugget slip from 

my fingers and glance back at the parrot. Its eyes hold me, warms me 

in its fire, assures me I am never alone. Until it shoots away.  

Sué glides along the treetops, unseen by the tourists, all too busy 

searching for the mysterious gold they believe is right under their 

noses. All too busy to watch the parrot god ascend. 
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on days like these / in that little cave 

we plan a coup to rebel against 

the rogues that sprinkle dead ducks on  

our land. we, the brotherhood of the sand 

 

send a hoopoe to confront the 

godfathers whose comfort discomforts 

everything we stand for. we do this 

to escape an early lunch with a man ready 

to dine with a scythe disguised as spoon. 

 

in order to return to our home, we draw 

a majuscular d-o-o-m on our faces then 

seize the chance to break bread with the gods 

but we are often found feeding on the flesh 

of our ancestors who we think led the way 

into this wilderness of cockroaches & earthworm. 
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An enigmatic character from the great epic, called the Rakshasi 

Belonging to the crux of wild forests and cavernous silences. Could we 

Conjecture her fate after marrying the mighty Pandava, Bheema? We 

read the epic as 

Diademed sacred verses, but do we really determine the right and the 

wrong in its 

Extravagant  stories. What about Hidimba’s sacrifice as a wife,  

a mother? Her tapasya in 

Forested caves, only to have been a labelled  a witch, a demonous 

woman, an uncanny 

Gruesome figurine from the land of trees. Is it right to style her that 

way? How can we forget  

How she promised to send her son, Ghatotkacha to the great wars 

whenever the Pandavas needed him.  

Instead, of the Holy reverence , what did Hidimba receive. After years 

of meditation,  

Journeying through all the travails, did she attain the stature of 

Goddess? Wasn’t she a goddess before? 

Knowing all the perils of living in the forest forever, did not she agree 

to raise her child there. 
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Lying like ineffaceable interrogation these unanswered questions 

spring up from the sacred 

Manuscripts of myths, still unkempt and forever intriguing as 

mysteries. 
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Run Away, Tender Heart! 
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aymond “Buck” Darger. 

 Buck to his friends. 

 Buck to his enemies. 

 Buck to anyone with half a mind to heed him (if they knew what 

was good for them, and when he was around they’d better). 

 Raymond Buck Darger would not be made a fool. No, not him. 

Not Buck. 

 Fool me one, shame on you. Fool me twice? Not. Going. To. Happen.  

Not to Buck. Never to Buck.  

 Now now. Not ever. 

 

● 

 

“PET PEACOCK RUNS AWAY, JOINS FLOCK OF WILD 

TURKEYS.” 

 Not exactly front page material, but enough of a story that several 

news outlets dedicated a column or two to the escaped bird. Human 

interest and whatnot—a heartwarming tale of loneliness and accept-

R 
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ance, longing and freedom. Basic fodder for the breakfast table. 

Typical stuff; tried, tested if somewhat un-true. 

They came to him, as he knew they would. At first they thought 

they could handle things themselves; go out and retrieve the wayward 

bird like to was a lost slipper or misplaced shoe. Fools. 

What did they know of birds and their ways? 

Frankly, he was glad they didn’t come to him right away. Let them 

suffer, let them live and learn, and then suffer just a little bit more. 

 Them two. The Four-Eyed Twerp and the Skinny One.  

 Buck spat, a truly magnificent gob tasting of pennies and bargain-

basement wine.  

Lord, to look at them! More money than sense. He chuckled, then 

sputtered and wheezed as something inside him ruptured. A passing 

sensation of drowning and a momentary vertigo and then he found 

himself right-side-up in the world once more.  

 Thought it could be easy, did they? Moving here? Into his woods? 

And bringing all manner of nonsense with them. The house, a 

sprawling peach-hued monstrosity with too many windows and weird, 

inexplicable flourishes (mismatched pillars, Juliet balconies and cheru-

bic heads smattered about in odd and unexpected angles), was bad. 

Their paved backyard with its enormous pool and whimsical topiary 

(poodles, unicorns, bears and what only Buck could describe as brutally 

athletic dancers, arched humanoids with oversized heads and teeny, 

tiny feet), even worse. But the peacock? The peacock was something 

truly else. 

 He’d seen the bird strolling the grounds, cloaked in its extravagant 

plumage like some gaudy, tawdry prince.  

Buck never did abide royalty.  

Actually, he caught himself staring…at the bird as it strutted 

around the property, as the couple watched poolside, sprawled across 

their matching lounge chairs, bodies kissed by the sun. Allan and 

David. Of course he knew their names.  

Buck knew: he’d been staring. Bug-eyed and brazen, until he 

caught himself. Remembered. Reigned himself in.  
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● 

 

Buck gritted his teeth, grinding his molars until it felt as if his jaw would 

break. With a shaking hand, he slowly peeled back the tattered remains 

of his trousers, winced as the fabric tore roughly away from his blood-

soaked flesh. He shook his head in irritation. Too long. Too long, and 

likely too late. He should have retreated sooner, found a safe spot, 

regrouped. This forgotten lean-to was the best he could do, and it 

would not hold.  

He sat heavily on the ground, legs stretched out in front of him, 

and stared at the wound, strips of flesh frayed and hanging, reminding 

him of the dollar store ribbon that hung from the rafters at Gary 

Haggerty’s retirement party, flapping limply under the laboured waft 

of the air conditioning. 

Buck retrieved a silver flask from his coat, and took a good, long 

pull from it. He’d long ago ditched his orange vest, which lit him up, 

there in the deep dark woods, like a torch.  

But it was no use, they found him anyway—bird’s eye view. 

 “Okeydokey. One for me.” He braced himself, and then poured 

the liquid amber over his wound. “One for you!” he hissed. It burned 

good, enough for him to regain something of his depleted senses. 

Concentrate. You can do this! Think, goddammit!  

How much ammo had he left? How many bullets? How many more chances? 

 “Not much,” he gasped, squinting into the waning light. “Not 

nearly close enough,” he moaned. 

 A solitary cry sounded from the woods beyond; a siren’s call 

signaling the coming fury, righteous, indignant and indisputable. A 

reckoning. A chorus of gobbling followed, rattling waves of laughter 

that echoed raucously in the space between his ears. 

 “Blululqu-blululqu-blululqu!” 

 Buck took another pull from his flask. 

 “Blululqu-blululqu-blululqu! Blululqu-blululqu-blululqu!”  

 And another, for luck. 

 “Buckbuckbuck-buckbuckbuck-buuuuck!”   

He shuddered. “Mother of god.” 
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● 

 

Anything, once tamed, can go feral. The opposite is rarely true. Left to 

their own devices, things have a way of shifting, changing. Of getting 

beyond themselves, and turning into something else entirely. 

 “Can you do it?” the Twerp had asked him. “Can you really?” 

Buck didn’t even need to name his price. Whatever it was, they would 

pay it. Sky’s the limit. 

 Did he know that peacocks can fly? 

 “With all those pretty feathers weighing them down?” Buck asked, 

eyes impossibly wide, a parody of concern and disbelief. He felt 

emboldened. They’d already paid him half of his exorbitant fee 

upfront, a number shot straight off from the top of his head, past his 

tongue and out the side of his mouth, which even he thought 

avaricious, cruel even.  

 “Mister, you’d be surprised what they can do! Sir,” amended the 

Twerp when Buck glowered at him, “Please.” 

 “Watch out for his talons.” 

 “Talons?” Buck nearly choked on the word. Talons on a peacock! 

 “His talons and his temper, yes,” replied Skinny. “Listen, these 

birds are smarter than you’d ever believe. And he—well, he’s a very 

special bird, you see. He has an air about him…a charm, a radiance. The 

turkeys, they came to him. I’ve seen them lingering outside the property. 

And now…” He shrugged. 

 “I’ll bet,” said Buck. “Have no worries, boys. I will get your bird 

for you.” He meant it too. 

 After all, it was patently unfair for the two to possess such a 

creature, with no recompense given to him for the liberties they took 

on the land he so graciously sold them. All that land and still they 

wanted more, including the land Buck owned deep in the forest, past 

the towering one-hundred-year-old oaks, across the babbling brook 

and over the crumbling foundations of the forgotten homestead. It 

was a secluded part of the woods even Buck refused to enter. Dark 

there. Foreboding. Spooky. 
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It was, therefore, sweet, sweet justice for them to have to walk 

themselves to the front door of his cabin, which sat, resolute, in the 

shadow of their mansion, and beg his assistance.  

 “Thank you, Mr. Darger,” professed the Twerp, assuming then 

that all would be well. 

 “Call me Buck!” Buck shot back. 

In a world such as this, reasoned Buck, there was little room for 

anyone to be making assumptions. But then there were just some 

people who had to make things harder on themselves, only to find out, 

too late, that there were others more than willing to put them in their 

place. 

 

● 

 

Closer and closer.  

Every moment he spent in hiding, they used to get closer. He 

could feel it—a shift in the wind, a sound of pebbles scattered 

underfoot, a rustling of leaves behind him. At first he thought it was 

just his nerves; the adrenaline of the hunt, the anticipation of the kill. 

Then, as it became clearer who was the hunter and who the hunted, 

he’d thought they were bidding their time, waiting until he let his guard 

down before they seized, at last, upon him.  

In the red heat of denial, as the sweat poured off him in slick 

rivulets, he consoled himself with thought that even if they did manage 

such an audacious feat, the sensation of them trying to rend him apart 

would be not unlike that of being pelted with empty knapsacks. 

Nothing he couldn’t walk away from and laugh about later from the 

comfort and safety of his beat-up old barcalounger.  

But these were not his woods.  

And, he’d never, he realized, ever been welcome. 

 

● 

 

“Buckabuck-buck-buck. Buckabuck-buck-buck!” No longer a call of alarm 

or admonition now, but of amused derision.  
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“Buckabuck-buck-buck. Buckabuck-buck-buck!” 

He should have known. As soon as he set out to hunt them, he’d 

lost. And who knows? Maybe he knew, perhaps he’d always known 

and went out anyway, despite himself.  

Buck sighed, releasing a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been 

holding. The pain in his leg had dulled a bit. The blood that had gushed 

from his veins was now caked to his skin like old mud. His vision 

cleared somewhat. 

 “So be it, then.” The flask was empty. He tossed it away. “God-

dammit, let’s go!” Buck bellowed, hoisting his gun and firing into the 

air. 

 BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-BLAM-BLAM!!! 

 Merciful, blessed silence followed, broken only by his grateful 

sobs. Buck abandoned the gun and struggled to his feet. Balancing 

himself precariously on unsteady legs, he limped away from the meagre 

refuge of the lean-to and toward….he had no idea.  

The river perhaps. Or a nice, friendly ditch. Or that even that 

meadow the birds had driven him to that morning, dive-bombing his 

face from above and thrashing him from below with their pitiless beaks 

and razor-sharp claws as he gripped his rifle and fired and fired, 

missing more than he’d hit, hitting nothing, nothing at all of con-

sequence before he dropped his rifle amid an explosion of feathers and 

a spraying of blood, and the birds abruptly ceased their bombardment 

as the peacock strode leisurely into his line of vision, marched right 

past him and away, toward that part of the wood.  

 He envisioned the oaks looming menacingly above, blanketing the 

ground in twisted shadow. He could hear the brook beckoning him, 

could almost feel the stones of dead worship beneath his feet.  

“So be it.” He staggered after the peacock.  

The birds let him be. 

Yes. Any of those places at all would do, so why not? He’d get to 

the place and then hope, either for deliverance or obliteration, he no 

longer cared which.  

“Wait for me. Wait for old Buck!” his voice was raw, unfamiliar 

even to himself. 
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The morning was so long ago. 

 

● 

 

His plan had been to kill the peacock, then lie about the circumstances 

(“Yes, even Buck Darger couldn’t always deliver. But if Buck couldn’t 

do it, nobody could!”).  

Buck walked the woods, ammo in his pockets, rifle slung over his 

great slab of a shoulder, listening to the chirp-thrill-cooing of the birds of 

the wood, glimpsing their forms as they darted from tree to tree, or as 

they took off from the forest floor. 

“SPRING-time, spring-TIIIIIME,” calls the black-capped chicka-

dee.  

“What. What. Where? Where? See it. See it!” cries the indigo bunting.  

“Where-are-you? Here-I-am!” proclaims the red-eyed vireo.  

So many voices, so many birds of all shapes, sizes and colours. 

But on this day, nary a one in sight.  

He closed his eyes a moment and let their birdsong wash over 

him. 

“SPRING-time, spring-TIIIIIME!” 

A field of robins came into view. Dozens, at least, if not more, 

red-breasted, black-hooded and cheerful, each and every one of them 

searching—ostensibly searching—for worms in the grass. They hopped 

along as if Buck wasn’t standing among them, as if he didn’t exist or 

had no right to even think such a thing. Buck had never seen so many 

robins in one place. He took a few careful steps toward the unlikely 

flock, hoping that they would disperse...  

A lark landed at his feet, rare in these parts and as incongruous in 

the daytime as a peacock among turkeys.  

An errant breeze wicked away the sweat that Buck wasn’t aware 

had formed across his brow. 

“What. What. Where? Where? See it. See it!” 

It was then he noticed the birds, first from the periphery of his 

vision and then everywhere—simply everywhere—around him, 
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perched on every branch, lined up on logs and clustered in the brushes, 

heavy as blackberries at summer’s end. 

Cardinals flashed sacrilegiously red. Grackles pecked and jeered. 

Orioles, cowbirds and goldfinches lurked, rank-and-file ready. There 

were ducks, grebes and a lone swan, absurdly out of place and out of 

their element if not for the way they regarded him, standing 

preternaturally still, eyes unblinking, beaks agape.  

One-by-one, falcons, harriers and hawks—and yes, the ever-

steadfast bald eagle—descended from the sky to sit interspersed 

among their diminutive counterparts. 

At last, the vireo’s proclamation rang out. “Where-are-you? Here-I-

am!”  

The swan hissed. 

The robins stopped hopping. 

 

● 

 

What is a bird to a man?  

Birds were a living dream, beautiful and free, lovely to look at, 

easy to love and just as easily envied. They could be domesticated—

Buck himself had grown up with chickens scrambling about in his 

mother’s yard—but not tamed, not in the way of dogs, or even cats. No. 

Not birds, who were at home on land, in the water and in the sky. Birds 

were entirely other. 

Buck never trusted them. Was it any surprise that he became so 

good at hunting them? 

A peacock among turkeys! Hunting it down and shooting it dead 

should have been easier done than said. After all, thought Buck, 

turkeys were particularly stupid birds, and pathetically so. They 

huddled in a mass when they should run; they wandered noisily into 

the open when they should hide; they lead you to their nests, walking 

around in disoriented circles in their attempt to lure you away.  

It was as if the birds knew nothing of the dangers of the world, its 

rapacious nature and distorted whims, and Buck believed that not only 

gave him license to do with them as he pleased, it also made it 
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imperative. Hunt them, shoot them, kill them or not, they would never 

know the difference. 

And yet, each day the peacock eluded him, abetted by its fowl kin. 

They left a series of tantalizing clues in their wake: a feather here, a 

footprint there, a scattering of droppings, leaf litter pecked clean of 

insects. All signs the birds had been there and that the peacock was 

still very much among them. He left out bait; they ate exactly half and 

left the rest. He called out to them, hands cupped expertly over his 

mouth, using their distinct gobbles and clucks to entice them, but was 

left alone and unanswered. 

And then, on his sixth day out, nestled on a bed of moss, he found 

it. One long, magnificent tail feather, indigo eye gazing at him from a 

shimmering fringe of teal and turquoise, a signature if Buck ever saw 

one.  

A warning.  

A promise. 

 

● 

 

What is a man to a bird?  

The power of flight alone is nothing to a bird—some, famously, 

do without it. For what is flight compared to eons of indiscriminate, 

fierce design, in which reptilian brains were honed to the hunt and the 

chase, queued up for survival of slightly more than the fittest? Claws 

to grasp and talons to slash and webbing to cut through oceans, lakes, 

rivers and streams. Beaks to rip and tear away at soft, un-evolved, un-

feathered flesh; to peck and stab and flense.  

The birds have it all, everything they need to walk the earth or 

swim its waters. To dominate its skies and reign supreme.  

Bats, certainty, can fly, but they do not soar. Insects fly, but require 

multitudes to survive the onslaught of predation. Quetzalcoatlus flew, 

and it is deader than dead.  

Beings undone, remade, and unbound, the birds have seen it all. 

Such is their perspective. 
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For the bird’s eye view beholds more than what is merely below 

from above. Indeed, it stretches back through to the past and into the 

future—omniscient as a god’s and just as tangibly attuned to the plight 

of so-called man as to suit it. And of this man, this Raymond Darger, 

on this day, because it did.  

This man. This Buck. 

 

● 

 

What is a pauper to a king? 

The chickadees, too, had betrayed him. 

 He’d expected as much from the owls and the grouse and the 

geese (portent birds, prey birds, fodder birds). But the chickadees? Those 

puffballs? 

“BUCK-buck, buck-BUUUUUCK!”  

That hurt. 

Buck ran as fast and as far away from the field of robins—from 

the bedlam of birds—as his legs could take him, ammo spilling from 

his pockets. The hummingbirds nettled him. The raptors slashed and 

stabbed. The crows laughed bloody murder. He was gouged by blue 

jays, pummeled by mallards, jabbed by woodpeckers. 

 All the while, throughout his various and unceasing torments, the 

turkeys closed in, mocking him in a ridiculous sendup of their own 

native tongue.  

“Buckbuckabuck-buckbuckabuck-buckbuckabuck! Buckbuckbuck-Buck-

Buck-Buuuuck!”   

He found the lean-to, deeper in the woods than he ever imagined. 

 

● 

 

He awoke, head pounding, in the very heart of the forest, the place 

that he dared not disturb even though he could have easily sold it for 

double what the two had paid him, or built a house for himself there, 

bigger and grander than theirs.  
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How long had he lay there, shrouded by the leaves of the great oaks? He 

remembered the birds, the lean-to, his collapse. Buck felt not upon the 

earth, but concealed beneath it, past the reach of the known world and 

beyond all help. It was dark where he was, black as holy sin. 

Slowly, gingerly, he sat up, bracing his arms painfully at his sides.  

The peacock stood before him. Its tail was draped behind it, 

trailing along the forest floor like a sumptuous robe.  

Buck had seen a peacock display its feathers only once, during a 

bad date at the zoo. The peacock was listless, underfed, and its dreary, 

mite-infested feathers drooped so comically as it fanned them out that 

Buck could not contain his laughter. His date chastised him. 

“Poor thing! It can’t help it!” she cried.  

No so this bird. Buck gasped as the peacock displayed its glorious 

train, brilliant bursts of lustrous green and iridescent blue binding him, 

blinding him, edging out the world in a kaleidoscopic frenzy of piercing 

light and dazzling colour until it was gone—utterly vanished and gone—

and one thousand indigo eyes remained, pulsed, swelled and became 

everything, glaring infinite and bright.  

Buck saw it all—saw them, all of them—for what they truly were. 

Felt the awesome force of their glorious, tyrannical perfection. Saw 

himself against that and, finally, blinked. 

He resurfaced. The deep, dark wood enveloped him once more. 

The peacock shimmered, no longer decked out in its usual finery, but 

consecrated now in shining opalescent white, luminous and sparkling 

as the cascading light upon an icefield. Its feathers rattled as it sounded 

its call, a scream unlike anything Buck had ever heard--a keeling wail 

that surged into an explosive crack he felt deep in his bones. He cried 

out, a wordless scream trapped within his heaving chest. 

The peacock lowered its tail. Its light died away. 

Buck fell back and closed his eyes.  

He dreamed. 

 

● 

 

The topiary needed another trim.  
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The poodle was shaggy and unkept, the unicorn frayed at the 

edges and the ballerinas had become quite top heavy. 

 But just as David was agreeing with Allan about the need to also 

shave down the dancing bear, a deafening howl—a war cry or shout of 

ecstasy, it was impossible to tell—stopped their conversation dead. 

They watched as the creatures of the grass menagerie trembled. 

Something was shuffling among them, making its way toward the 

house.  

 Allan turned to David. “I’m calling 9-1-1.” 

 “Wait. Wait and see what it is first,” urged David. Perhaps it was 

a wounded animal or some kind of a prank being played on them. It 

had happened before. 

A figure emerged from between the crowing rooster and the 

sloped orangutan. 

David stared, stricken. His glasses fell from his nose as his face 

slackened in horrified disbelief. Allan looked on, aghast, and dropped 

his phone.  

“It’s been weeks. It can’t be,” murmured Allan. “Can it?” 

The figure strolled past the paving stones connecting the garden 

to the pool and stopped just as it reached the longue chairs. 

“Oh my god. Is that…are those—?” stammered David. 

It was Raymond Darger.  

Raymond “Buck” Darger.  

Buck. 

Except. It was Buck, except they were everywhere and so the 

person standing before Allan and David was and was not Buck as they 

had known him; the person standing before them was Buck as he had 

never been, and therefore something else—someone else—entirely.  

Was he glimmering? David would swear to it. Was it because of 

them? wondered Allan. 

So many of them, of every imaginable tint, texture, hue and shade. 

Up his arms and down his chest and around his legs and shins; past his 

back and up neck and behind his ears; across his cheekbones and 

circling his eyes. 

“Are those…” David tried again, but faltered. 
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 Buck laughed. “Feathers,” he replied, with tears in his eyes and a 

heart as big and full as anything. 
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on’t feed the sky cows,” my da always said. I heard 

them tramping above my school, their hooves squelch-

ing clouds into rain, their calls like sleepy bells. When 

the teacher was writing on the blackboard, I looked out the window at 

the puddles. And I saw their reflections: fur like moth-bitten rugs, 

whiskery faces with eyes of liquid night like mournful seals.  

“What do they eat?” I asked my da as we paused under a spreading 

oak to shelter from the rain, but he only scratched his wiry eyebrows. 

There were raindrops on his glasses. I shuffled deeper into my hood 

and put my hands in my coat pockets, and I found acorns dried brown 

and half sucked humbugs in scrunched wrappers.  

When we were home, our trousers dripping on the rugs, I hid the 

acorns and humbugs in the green teapot we never used. And as we ate 

our dinner of potatoes creamed with nutmeg and Da told Ivor, my 

little brother, of how he’d once walked the bridge to the moon, I kept 

my eyes on the teapot. I hardly tasted my food. I listened, instead. And 

somewhere, between the darkening horizon lying beyond the town and 

the chimneys puffing evening warmth, the sky cows called. At bedtime, 

I climbed the seven stories to my square room, my acorns and sweets 

sticky in my hands, and I opened my window. The night air was vinegar 

sharp. I put my acorns and humbugs on the ledge.  

“D 
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I shut the window but didn’t close my curtains. I watched the 

night, the clouds mingling with the stars, the bats flitting between the 

oaks. When I felt myself becoming floaty, I jolted myself awake. I even 

pinched my arm. Moonlight puddled on my bedroom rug, blurred in 

my drooping eyes, silhouetted the sky cow at my window. I bolted 

awake. A wisp of cloud coated the beast, swaying in the breezes. It 

nudged the acorns with its whiskery snout. It was small enough to hide 

under my bed, small enough to hide from Ivor and my da. It licked the 

humbugs. And then it was gone. A wisp of cloud caught on the 

window ledge.  

I collected more sweets: lemon sherbets, aniseed balls, and 

rhubarb and custards. I slipped them into my satchel when Mrs. Cleary, 

the shopkeeper, was stacking soup tins. I put two aniseed balls on my 

window ledge and the other sweets on my rug. I left the window open. 

The winds were as sharp as unripe apples; they rioted round my room, 

tugging my comics off my shelves and flapping the end of my blanket. 

The moonlight was muddled by low clouds. And then the sky cow was 

sitting on my rug, munching lemon sherbets. When it had gobbled all 

the sweets, it looked at me with its mournful eyes and let out a low call 

like a bell ringing underwater. I reached out and patted its head - its fur 

felt like sodden moss. Then it licked my nose and lumbered out the 

window, leaving a trail of cloud wisp across my floor.  

“Why can’t we feed the sky cows?” I asked. I tipped the tin of 

golden syrup and poured a gloop onto my porridge.  

“Not so much, Jamie,” Da said, his forehead furrows deep. “If we 

fed them, they wouldn’t trek across the sky, wringing rain out of the 

clouds, and that would mean droughts and nothing growing. It would 

be quite the predicament.” The syrup melted into my porridge, and I 

thought about my bedroom rug damp with cloud and the sky cow with 

his whiskery snout and how he was small enough to fit under my bed.  

 I stole more sweets. My pockets bulged with cola cubes. I kept 

two for myself and sucked them on the way home. And I stood on the 

town’s edge where it smells of horseshoes, and I watched the rain 

falling in the valley and I listened to the calls of the sky cows and 

looked for the tread of their hooves in the darkening sky.  
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 My sky cow ate cola cubes from my hand, his whiskers tickling my 

palm.  

“You’re just a baby, int yer,” I said as he nudged me with his damp 

nose and blinked his sad eyes. I scratched his head and cloud wisp 

caught under my fingernails. He stayed longer every night, long enough 

for the night to pale, long enough to hear the clip clop of the horse 

pulling the milk float through the town. We sat on the rug and 

crunched sweets in a silence and gloom that was ours alone. And he 

pressed against my arm and my sleeve went wet from the cloud wisps, 

but I didn’t mind.  

 One night, he stayed until the sky turned the colour of porridge, 

and when we heard the kettle whistling in the kitchen for my da’s first 

cup of tea of the day, he still didn’t lumber out my window. I lifted my 

blanket and he crawled under my bed. I stroked his whiskery snout so 

that he knew I’d come back and then I pulled the blanket low to hide 

him. I crept down seven stories to the kitchen, into the smell of 

doorsteps of bread frying in yellow butter, and I tiptoed through the 

open door, past my da’s back—the pan was sizzling so loudly he didn’t 

hear me sneak a saucer, or so I thought.  

“What are you up to, Jamie?” But he didn’t turn around, he just 

asked me to pass him five blue eggs from the pantry. I kept the saucer 

tight under my arm and bolted back upstairs. I leaned out my bedroom 

window to collect raindrops in the saucer, and then I pushed it under 

my bed. As I scrambled into my school uniform, I heard my sky cow 

lapping the rain.   

 I fidgeted in my classes. I smelled of clouds. At break, instead of 

running wind-blown and kicking footballs, I picked bits of fluff off the 

mint imperials in my coat pockets. At lunchtime, because I was think-

ing of my sky cow under my bed, I ate my cottage pie so slowly, they 

took it away when the bell rang. In Mrs Cleary’s shop, while she was 

tallying up the newspapers nobody had bought, the ones in a wrinkling 

pile by the door, I crammed my satchel with so many pear drops and 

sherbet pips, I couldn’t do it up. And I ran all the way home. And I 

heard sweets flinging from my bag onto the cobblestones. In my room, 

I lifted up the end of my blanket, and my sky cow licked my face with 
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his rough tongue. He called like a bell ringing from the bottom of a 

well. And I poured the pear drops and sherbet pips into a pile on my 

rug. 

 Nobody knew about my sky cow under my bed. Not even Ivor. I 

pinched him if he knocked on my door, and I shoved my comics into 

his grubby hands to get him to go away. Nobody noticed that I smelled 

of clouds and boiled sweets. But they did notice the herd of sky cows 

circling the town, their bell-cries so loud my teacher shouted until she 

went beetroot-faced, so loud Da scratched his wiry eyebrows and 

shook his fist at the dripping clouds. The sky cows didn’t trundle over 

the valleys or the fields where the wheat had grown tall and had looked 

like shaking gold—and when I stood on the edge of the town, rain 

pouring down my face, everything beyond was brown as the burnt bits 

at the bottom of the porridge pan.  

 “They’re looking for yer, int they,” I said as I scratched my sky 

cow’s head. And he blinked at me with his sorrowful eyes as the rain 

fell in lumps on my house. My trousers were wet from the route home 

that had turned to shallow and swift rivers, from helping my da haul 

sandbags to the front door, from mopping up the dribbles of water 

seeping over the kitchen flagstones. But I didn’t mind. I sat on my rug 

and my sky cow nuzzled against my arm. And we sucked humbugs so 

loudly we could hardly hear the rising waters. 

 “This can’t go on,” my da said as the water flowed over his wellies, 

over the kitchen, rising dank and smelly like rotten puddles. “We’ll 

simply have to leave—let those blasted sky cows keep the town.” And 

his rubbed his wiry eyebrows so hard, I thought they’d fall off and 

plonk into the waters. “There’s a meeting at the town hall this morning 

—talk of an evacuation, not that that’ll help the rest of the country. 

Everywhere else is drying up. It’s no good. No good at all.” He shook 

his head.  

“You have to go, don’t yer,” I said as my sky cow licked my face 

with his rough tongue. I put my arms round him and hugged him and 

hugged him until my jumper was drenched with cloud. And he pushed 

his wet nose against mine and blinked his mournful eyes. I didn’t say 

anything else. My throat was a sore lump. I just opened my window 
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wide. He lumbered to the ledge, licked my hand twice, and tramped 

out into the rain, and up towards the dripping clouds. And then he was 

burrowing into them and all I could see was the tread of his hooves 

growing smaller as he went away.  

The rains stopped over my town.  

“Let’s hope those blasted sky cows don’t come back for some 

time,” Da said as he piled fried bread on my pate. “Mrs Cleary tells me 

you’ve been stealing boiled sweets, Jamie.” I didn’t look up. I just 

sawed at my too-fried bread with my knife and fork. “That’s all got to 

stop, you hear me.” I didn’t look up, but I could tell he was rubbing 

his wiry eyebrows. 

“I won’t do it again, Da,” I said. And I plopped a corner of fried 

bread in my gob and I listened past the sounds of folk outside sweeping 

mud off the cobblestones, of winds drying the sodden oaks, of horses 

clip clopping at the edge of town. And I thought I could hear far-off 

rain and a faint call like a small bell ringing under a bed. 
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hen autumn kicks in, she thinks of Tsarvena Frog. The tale 

of the Frog Princess—Tsarvena Frog—where the frog 

transforms into a princess and is loved by the prince ever 

after. Imagines she’s that princess, and imagines whom she loves as the 

prince. Love of the feeling of love. 

She assumes a role when her younger sister holds her hand. 

Emerges from the lily pool, jiggles so her long black hair sprinkles 

droplets below her waist. Smiles, glances at the leaf-palms on the 

surface she’s just left. Everything a photo frame, just the right, static, 

stunned. Time frozen from devouring the moment. 

Keeping her sister waiting, Frog Princess adores the gorgeous 

hyacinths twined round her navel. Maybe the bottle-green weeds are 

where she’s just discarded her frog skin. Maybe they are the after of an 

embrace, the remnants of touch. 

W 
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They climb out of the water, turn back to see it again. 

Autumn slows down around the sisters as they say goodbye to the 

will-o-wisps they’ll not see for some time hence, for they don’t come 

to the lily-pool often. Then they walk homeward. 

‘Nobody sees the Gale. I heard he’s in the north.’ Younger sister 

says with a pout. 

‘He whispered to me in ripples of the pool: he’ll be here before 

sunrise!’ Frog Princess answers, with a naughty wink. 

Sunset that evening heralds a moonless night. Velvety darkness 

breathes luxuriant on the landscape, rolling down the hills, combing 

the valley. 

On the coat tails of the blackness, Gale bangs on the sisters’ door. 

Frog Princess wraps a Pashmina shawl, tiptoes out. The grass is dewy-

damp under her feet, the blades bow, admire the sound of her anklets. 

Sister at home listens to Gale as his music wafts in from some faraway 

place. Listens to Gale hum a tune, adores him when he plays the kazoo. 

Notes glide on the burnt-yellow chinar leaves, they murmur in unison. 

She hopes she’ll be in that role one day, her sister’s role, the princess’s 

part. That day wouldn’t be far away. 

The music will die. Gale and the Frog Princess will clasp hands, 

drift away. 

 

● 

 

Tonight, Frog Princess will be a wave in the Indus that Gale will roll 

over out to the ocean, and bring back to the shore at daybreak.  

In the morning, her sister will be collecting saffron flowers under 

a salmon-hued sky; Frog Princess will join her there. 

Two days after that, the Frog Princess will be the dunes on which 

Gale will etch a psalm. She’ll be happy with the calligraphy, show it to 

her sister when she returned. Her sister will see her bloom, like the 

lilies in the pool. 

‘Will you see him again?’ she’ll ask. Frog Princess will only smile. 

Plan an escapade up the northern virgin hills, just awaiting the prized 

snow.  
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She’ll be a pine the next week.  

Trouble will start when she’ll learn Gale has many interests. She’ll 

watch him sway the other pines, enter and withdraw at will between 

their limbs. He’ll come round to her, tell her he loves her, and she’ll be 

content with that for some time hence. 

When she’ll be back, she’ll tell her sister, ‘He’ll come for me one 

of these days. I’ll be the cloud he’ll drift to the coast. Don’t you worry 

for me!’ 

But worry, the sister will. She’ll ask, ‘Will you run away with him? 

Leave me?’ 

Frog Princess will laugh. ‘Where will he take me? He is Gale, has 

no home.’ 

Her sister will begin to notice Frog Princess wilting, she’ll hear her 

weep in bed, sob into her pillow, her voice drying up shouting to the 

walls in her closed room.  

She’ll follow Frog princess out to the desert the day she will be a 

cacti bush, hide behind the acacia, and return relieved when she sees 

them whispering desert tunes into each other’s ears. 

But that night, she’ll put balm on a reddened cheek; remember 

that Gale is far from gentle. 

‘I’ll not go meet him again,’ Frog Princess will say. Her sister will 

hug her. Like cocoon. 

The story wouldn’t end here. As no stories do. 

Gale will keep coming to her, like monsoon, like spring breeze, 

like heavy mist.  

He’ll say, ‘May I buy you a nice garden?’ 

And then, Frog Princess will forget everything, and try to be her 

normal self. 

It would be a warm summer day when he’ll hit her again, and she’ll 

cry and feel so small. She’ll feel like plunging herself from the cliff, 

drowning herself in the lily-pool. 

Gale will come, say Sorry, and then she’ll give him another chance.  

And one more time, the series of events will repeat. 
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Frog Princess will no longer think of herself as the princess, she’ll 

feel like a prop in the room, a mat on the floor. She’ll try to be brave, 

and then another moment, she’ll fall to the depths. 

On one silvery night, the moon up like a monarch, Gale will be 

banging on their door again. 

‘Tell him I’ll not see him again.’ She will tell the sister. 

‘Go away. Leave me alone.’ She’ll scream her lungs out.  

Gale will keep banging, going away, coming back, banging again. 

Kicking against the stone walls of their home.  

The sisters will shiver in fright. The walls will rattle, fall like a pack 

of cards in a blizzard in time. The sisters will curl small, hide in a cowrie 

shell. 

The story wouldn’t end there either. Like no stories ever end. 

 

● 

 

It might be autumn again when Gale might whip up a rage; suck his 

self into a vortex, stronger and stronger. Spin ten times, work himself 

into a hurricane, fly out to the stars, and back to earth. He might swirl 

around someone he thinks he loves, like a man possessed, and Frog 

Princess will be no more than grit he carries along. 

 

● 

 

For now though, on this moonless night, velvety darkness breathing 

luxuriant on the landscape, rolling down the hills, combing the valley, 

the adolescent sister bids her older sister, the Frog Princess, well, and 

firmly shuts their carved mahogany door.  

Then, ensconced in a warm quilt, she imagines role play, and 

dreams herself in an impossible fairy tale. 
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ietra’s old bones creaked as the moon peeked over the horizon. 

“Good evening, my sister,” she said with a grin, and cracking 

her knuckles, she got right to work. 

 Spring’s night air was cool, and gooseflesh danced rhythms 

around the craters of Pietra’s bare skin. Scars pockmarked her wrinkled 

arms, her torso, her legs, having been pelted with rocks in previous 

scuffles. Pietra couldn’t blame her sister’s defenses; she’d spent relent-

less years trying to bring her down. 

 Maybe tonight would be it. 

 Pietra readied herself and her concoctions as she had most nights 

for the past millennia, every time Sister Moon was high in the sky. She 

gathered her herbs, and she opened her book, and she steadied herself 

with a hot dram of whiskey. She dug deep in the ground, where she 

planted her feet; she dug deep down inside for iron with which to steel 

herself. 

 Pietra had tried different variations of the recipe before—a 

toenail, some fungi, a blade of sawgrass, all mixed in some rainwater 

from just two days past. But something was always wrong. It was never 

quite perfect, so the next time, she’d try something new. Bone dust 

P 
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from a raccoon. A ladybug’s wing. Saliva of a day-old fawn. None of it 

did the trick. 

Three days ago, though, she’d found just what she needed. Two 

things, actually. An old, craggy stone, fallen from above. Not from 

Sister Moon, this one—from somewhere else, somewhere more 

distant. This would strike right at Lune’s heart, having herself been 

born of Earth and sky.. 

 And next to the rock, on the ground where it lay, was a dried 

yellow flower petal. Grown by the sun and dried by the sun—just like 

Pietra—it could provide just the extra self that she needed. 

 Those two relics, lain on Earth’s soil, so serendipitous to be used 

for the war. If Sister Moon had taught Peitra anything, it was that 

beauty could be weaponized. 

You see, Mother Earth took two lovers, had lain with two men, 

and these sisters were the children she birthed from her bed. 

 First, the older sister: born of love, born at night. Born of 

promises made when Earth married the sky. Lune came forth from 

pain, and in an instant she formed, looking just like her mother—a 

perfect little orb. 

 But the sky didn’t know Mother Earth was unfaithful, that she 

called on another, drank wine from his table. The sun gave her things 

that the sky wasn’t able. 

 And when she became pregnant with life and with knowing, a 

rivalry was born between two jealous sisters. Sweet debonair Lune, at 

times hidden and coy, her face glowed like a cherub. Everybody loves 

a flirt, at least compared to their other option. 

 It was whispered that young Pietra was rough around the edges, 

maybe even a little unstable. The occasional flash of charm, sure, but 

hot-headed and angry, too, they said. 

 And they were right. 

 Pietra ground up the toenail, turned the sky stone to powder; 

steeped both those in rainwater boiled with mushrooms and grass. The 

flower petal—her new prized possession that smelled of her father—

she saved for last, adding it once her cup was cool to the tongue. 
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 A shot down the hatch, and the real work began. Moaning and 

groaning, her mind flew miles away, rising quickly against Sky’s clear, 

fast current. He knew what she was up to, and he wouldn’t have it. The 

rain started pouring, and lightning struck close as Pietra-otherchild 

labored to avenge what’d been lost. 

 A loss of dignity, a loss of reputation, a loss of affection. But could 

one really lose something one never had? 

Pietra shook off the rain, fists clenched and eyes pinched shut, 

and she fought her way out of gravity’s well. She climbed to a point 

where Mother’s influence waned (“Be a good little girl...”), and the 

weight of her sister was full and offensive. Letting Lune’s charm and 

candor pull her in, letting herself free fall into it, Pietra caught her 

breath, saving her strength for the next stage of war. 

She’d been here before, every fourth week it seemed, chipping 

away at her sister, but Pietra always faltered somehow before the final 

blow, and Lune—bright Lune—would come crawling back. Pietra had 

even drawn blood a few harvests ago, but no permanent damage had 

been done, laughed off as just another sisterly spat.  

 This time would be different. Pietra landed softly in the silky gray 

powder, but she didn’t have the luxury of waiting even a beat. She 

began her assault on her sister again, pouring pressure and tension 

wherever she could. She chanted and wailed and cried out with 

injustice, willing the scales to finally tip in her favor: the offspring 

unwanted, the other man’s child. 

 Pietra called on her anger; she drew on her bitterness, pushing 

aside any camaraderie once had. This had to be final, no time for 

hesitation. Tonight was the night; she’d succeed or die trying.  

Feeling out from her center, Pietra looked for some weakness. She 

probed for some pressure point to focus her wrath. Sister Moon wasn’t 

perfect. She knew that all well. But what sort of weakness could there 

be in one born dancing in the sky? 

And then the ground underfoot gave the slightest of quakes, and 

Pietra knew she had found it. The tiniest blemish to exploit. Lune may 

look like her mother, but Mother Earth she is not, and there’s nothing 

that whips like a taught tether cut. 
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Sister Moon fought back then, and Pietra’s body convulsed. With 

the vengeance of gravity, pain came at her in waves. The tides of her 

sister, so coquettish and winsome, could rip one to shreds in the blink 

of Lune’s eye. 

Standing her ground, exhausted and shaking, Pietra’s very soul 

penetrated the crack in Lune’s surface. She wasn’t the only one who’d 

been assailing the moon. She wasn’t the only one whose skin was gray 

and scarred. Sweet Lune had had other run-ins, and they’d left their 

marks, too. Lune wasn’t as stable as they’d been led to believe. 

Pietra took all of her rage, all the jealousy of being a bastard child, 

poured rage into that tiny chink in Lune’s armor. 

It wasn’t over then. More remained to be fought, and Pietra sweat 

blood as she refused to concede. The battle waged on, for an hour then 

two. Pietra’s strength fueled by her anger threatened to give way, and 

she let out a cry from deep in her gut. 

And then.  

And then someone else joined the fight.  

Not with fists or with blows or with slash of a sword. No, at the 

small of her back, just a light little push, yellow and shining. You see, 

not all fathers hear daughters when they cry out for help. But this time, 

one did. 

Fortified now with a fraction of Father Sun’s weight, Pietra 

straightened her spine, knuckles white and teeth bared. Giving one 

final push—something animal, something visceral, something Lune 

couldn’t do—it gave.  

Pietra fell back to the ground, to the Earth, sweaty and spent. 

Ragged her breath came, but she didn’t have to look up. 

 She knew. 

 Her sister, her beloved sister, had cracked. 

 Lune was broken in two. 

 Her dear older sister—the bringer of tides, Mother Earth’s 

pride—had a rift in her being right down to the heart. Through a hole 

in the treetops and a hole in the clouds, Pietra could see the jagged 

break, small space-gray pieces floating off one by one. 
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 Tears streamed down her cheeks in relief and in grief, for she’d 

loved Sister Moon just as fierce as her hatred. That does something to 

a heart over time; something that can’t be undone.  

The ground started to shake, and she knew that she’d done it. She 

knew it had worked. You see, it’s not just the tethered who suffer when 

the cord is cut. 

“I will miss you,” Pietra whispered as she fell to her knees. “I will 

miss you, Sweet Lune. But Old Mother Earth had to pay for her 

crimes.” 

Off in the distance, the ground opened up, the force of such loss 

too much to bear. Mother’s hot blood rose from the gouge, white-

orange and oozing. Pietra knew her mother, knew this wasn’t her only 

wound. Every pore, every seam elsewhere was weeping and gnashing. 

Didn’t she know she had two children, not one? Didn’t she care 

that Pietra was still with her? 

No. Of course not.  

Slamming fists to the ground, Pietra cried out again, this time 

knowing no help would come. While Old Mother Earth had born two 

children, Father Sun’s were unnumbered, and Pietra was but one. 

“Was it worth it?” a whisper from deep in the land, a voice only 

heard in rebuke or in shaming. “Was I really so horrible to you, second 

daughter?” 

Hands in the mud, Pietra grasped fistfuls, wet soil seeping through 

her cold fingers. She took a deep breath, setting herself again the end 

that was coming. 

“Yes.” 
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s Icarus soared over the ocean, he smiled. The ash grey wings 

attached between his shoulder blades fluttered in the wind, 

held together by a flexible layer of yellow wax that contrasted 

his olive skin. Flying came easier to him than expected. The path to 

Sicily was a straight line under blue skies, and he was calmer in the salt-

filled air than he ever had been at home. His father looked at him with 

approval for the first time in years, beard flapping in the wind. The 

labyrinth towered across the fields behind him, and small islands 

dotted the horizon to his right. Once they arrived, Icarus could run 

back to Pelagios, his love, and escape his father. He would be free from 

Daedalus’ miscalculations at last. 

But Icarus’ wings didn’t obey.  

He jerked upwards. His wings beat stronger than he had ever 

willed them to. They heaved him higher over the ocean, closer and 

closer to the sun. He tried to grab his wings, to stop them, to regain 

control, but they wouldn’t stop beating. How were they moving on 

their own? Daedalus had explained that the wings would do nothing 

unless Icarus steered them, but somehow he had lost control.  

A 
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“Icarus! Come back!” His father flew far beneath him, scared, but 

still flying just as smoothly before. The brief moment of fear on 

Daedalus’ face turned into annoyance and exhaustion. Clearly his wings 

weren’t trying to kill him. 

Sweat drenched Icarus’ brow and trickled down his back as he was 

pulled closer and closer to the sun. Daedalus’ promises of Sicily, of a 

new home, of Icarus returning to his lover flashed before his eyes, each 

image another burst of strength to fight against the wings. His back 

sizzled and single hairs caught fire. Curse Hyperion. Or Helios. 

Apollo? He didn’t have time to think about that.  

He had to control his wings.  

Icarus turned in circles as he clawed at single feathers. The damn 

wings stayed out of his grasp. Molten wax quickly replaced the drops 

of sweat that dripped off his arms.  

Of course. Without his suicidal wings, he wouldn’t fly so close to 

the sun.  

Wouldn’t burn before they melted.  

He had to rip them off.  

Icarus turned and turned in the air, grasping at his back with his 

scarred fingers, crying out as the wax seeped down between his 

shoulder blades and burnt every fine hair on his back. Where was his 

father? If he tore his wings off at the right moment, Daedalus could 

catch him. But where was he? Icarus refused to die like this. He refused 

to leave Pelagios behind like this.  

Daedalus shook his head. “Icarus, stop it!”  

So little confidence from the man who had dragged him into this 

mess. As if this pain had been inevitable. As if—  

Icarus fell backwards, pulled down by the last strength the wings 

had. The world rushed past him, cooler and bluer with every moment, 

but his father flew on. Air rushed out of his lungs, and though he tried 

to scream, the fall left him voiceless. Daedalus would mourn him, sure, 

but Pelagios had already lost him once. He couldn’t die without seeing 

him again. If it hadn’t been for his father, Icarus would have never 

been exiled without a word to his love, and now the wings Daedalus 

crafted had thrown him to the sun and back. If this was some godly 
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punishment meant for Icarus, they had chosen the wrong victim. And 

his father had so little trust in him that he hadn’t even noticed the fall. 

The last thing he saw before he hit the ground was Daedalus finally 

turning around, eyes bulging, mouth open in a pained shout that lasted 

longer than Icarus' life. 

Too late, you bastard. 

 

● 

 

Icarus stood on a burning shore, surrounded by hundreds of moaning, 

glowing bodies that wandered back and forth along an opaque brown 

river. A crimson smog drenched the air. He tried to breathe, but his 

chest didn’t budge as the air passed through his translucent body.  

 A boat and its ferryman waited, but no one was boarding. Where 

was he? His wings had burnt, and he had fallen, but then? Had he died, 

or had his father, Daedalus, caught him after all? He patted his back 

for signs of the wings and felt scattered clumps of wax that wouldn’t 

budge. If his father had caught him, he must be around here some-

where, and when Icarus found him, he’d make him pay. Daedalus had 

made the wings that failed, and it was Daedalus’ fault that Icarus might 

never see Pelagios again.  

 Icarus stepped forward to peer into the river and found the water 

filled with faces. Swimming, squirming, screaming. He wanted to 

vomit. Icarus was dead. Fully, truly dead.  

Hades it is. His father’s stories of the gods had always been so 

exaggerated; he hadn’t expected them to be so true. This was the river 

Styx, and the ferryman must be Charon. Icarus ran a hand through his 

hair and felt nothing but a tingle as his scarred fingers fell right through 

his scalp. 

Charon looked at him with pursed lips as his long and frizzled 

white hair bobbed out of time with the boat. His eyes bulged out of 

their sockets, and his legs were spindly towers of marble with veins of 

obsidian. With arms to match, Charon grasped an ashen oar with a 

spiral handle, and a bag of coins clinked to his side as he turned.  
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The ferryman held out his hand, a long, delicate construct that 

cracked as it opened. 

Icarus felt under his tongue. Nothing. Not a single coin to pay for 

his journey to the afterlife. His own father hadn’t even buried him. 

“I can’t pay the fee, Charon,” said Icarus. 

“Do…not worry. Come.” Charon’s voice was rough and 

dissonant. 

The quicker Icarus was on that boat, the quicker he would be away 

from Charon. At least that was the hope. He hadn’t paid for the fare, 

but Charon let him on the ferry, anyway. Maybe this was some trick of 

the gods. After his wings had taken on a life of their own and flown 

him into the sun, it wouldn’t surprise him. 

My wings…  

The way he had lost control still made little sense. But that didn’t 

matter anymore. He was here in Charon’s ferry. He was dead. And all 

he could do was sit and wait to reach the other side. Alone. Without 

any idea of how he died. 

Without Pelagios. Icarus tried to dig what would have been his 

fingernails into the apparition of his knees, but his hands fell through. 

He left Pelagios behind.  

At that thought he wanted to scream out, tear the boat apart. He 

could never see Pelagios again, drown him in kisses, or sing to him as 

he worked. Their love was torn apart for Daedalus’ crimes, and now 

he had been flung to his death by Daedalus’ wings. If only Athena 

knew of the injustice; if only Aphrodite knew of this heartbreak. They 

would save him, wouldn’t they?  

Maybe they had paid his fare. Icarus lifted his head to face the 

gangly creature that steered the ferry.  

“You told me to board the ship even though I couldn’t pay my 

fare. Why?” 

“Do… not worry,” croaked Charon, never breaking his focus.  

The boat swayed as the squirming heads in the river knocked 

against it, and the ferryman’s pouch clinked. Someone must have paid 

for Icarus’ passage. 
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“I know my father didn’t bury me, I died at sea. How was I 

allowed to board?” 

“Your… fare was paid.” Charon’s head bobbed asynchronous to 

the boat.  

“By whom?” 

The shrieks of the river amplified the ferryman’s silence. Perhaps 

he hadn’t heard it? 

Icarus raised his voice. “Who paid my fare?” 

Even as his focus remained on the end of the river, Charon ran 

his teeth over his stone tongue, creating a shrill sound echoed by a 

growl from his throat. 

“Sorry! Sorry.” He wouldn’t ask about that anymore. 

The smog had almost cleared, but there was still no end in sight 

for the river. No end to the faces in the Styx. Where he had expected 

landmasses or boulders on either side, there was only air, no riverbanks 

to be seen. Icarus peeked over the side of the boat. The Styx spiraled 

down in mid-air over an open field of ashen flowers, ending in front 

of a lone house in the middle of the field. A red sun in the sky above 

beat down over the field, and as Icarus squinted to have a better look 

at the houses' pearlescent windows, the reflection blinded him. 

But for that moment, he wasn't fully blinded—in the light, his 

vision split in three, and he saw more than he ever had before. A city 

with statues of gorgeously painted marble, a salty breeze, and laughter. 

A cliff jutted into darkness, eagles cried, with the scent of mudslides 

and blood so thick he could taste it.  

He stared, if only to gaze at the statues, crafted just as lovingly as 

the sculptures Pelagios often stayed up all night chiseling. Icarus 

needed to touch them, to remember what it felt like to run his hand 

down his love's muscled chest on short summer nights. He closed his 

eyes, and memories flooded back. 

The first time they met, Pelagios had been on a boat, not unlike 

this one. A small wooden vessel Icarus had jumped in to hide from his 

father.  

“Someone’s excited to go fishing,” Pelagios had said with a wink, 

and Icarus’ cheeks flushed crimson. The boy Icarus faced had a rich 
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black complexion, dotted with sweat pearls that shimmered in the 

sunlight, tunic slipping off his arm as he hoisted a net onto the boat. 

His eyes were a deep brown, and his hair fell in short curls.  

Icarus stuttered and lay on the floor of the boat until Daedalus 

called out his name. With pleading eyes, he had shaken his head, and 

Pelagios understood. The sea had been calm that day, and when Icarus 

returned home in the evening, he knew he needed to run away more 

often. But he hadn’t known his love’s name yet. 

A week of restless nights later, he had spotted Pelagios across the 

theatre at a play. Icarus could not stop smiling, and they walked home 

together afterwards. After that awkward first meeting, they needed a 

second introduction, and Pelagios had been just as awkward and shy 

as him. 

They met again, two days later at the port, and they took a secret 

path through the small forest to a smaller bay with no one but the two 

of them. Swimming and kisses; laughter and love. Every meeting after 

had been just as lively. Pelagios, artist that he was, had etched vases 

with the story of their love, chiseled small statues of Icarus’ hands, of 

his face. And Icarus had written poetry in return, putting words to the 

feelings they shared in stolen glances, in fleeting touches, under sweat-

stained sheets. Words that hadn’t been enough.  

In the murky stream, the faces changed into ones he had seen 

before. Neighbours from Crete, the people he had talked to daily, who 

would never know what had happened to him. Butchers, scholars, 

dancers— 

Pelagios! 

His lover's face smiled at him from the river, a flicker of sadness 

in his eyes. Icarus stretched himself even further off the boat and lost 

his balance. Grabbed the rim. He couldn’t fall. Not now. Not here. 

The boat rocked with all his weight. Pelagios’ disembodied face winked 

at him; his gut dropped. He let go of the boat with one arm as he 

reached for the stream. His other hand cracked under him and he let 

go in pain—how was there still pain in Hades?—and he was so close 

to seeing Pelagios’ face again but it vanished as soon as he left the boat 
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and there were only skulls in the water, skulls and a long way down 

and—  

A thin white hand grabbed him before he could touch the water.  

“Stay…on the boat.” Charon drawled, spitting the last word with 

such an over-intonation that the boat itself stopped rocking. 

Icarus swallowed. “Yes.” 

“Your…patron would not be happy.” 

He’d had enough of this secrecy. Someone important had paid his 

fare, and he couldn’t ask questions, but then why did Charon mention 

it? Icarus needed to know. “But who is my patron?” 

Charon’s head snapped to Icarus like a door in a storm as he 

slammed the oar into the ship. The boat cracked and moaned as a 

jagged line formed in its middle. I shouldn't have asked that. I really shouldn't 

have asked that. Icarus prepared to jump over to Charon’s half to not 

drown in the Styx. Every piece of wood crunched as the boat tripled 

in size, taking up the entire width of the river. The ferryman grunted.  

Icarus understood. He vowed to stay in his opposite corner of the 

boat for the rest of the trip down. And to stay silent. Icarus tried to 

curl up with his knees, but his hands passed through them. No matter. 

Thinking in silence was something he could do. It was how he had 

thought of most of his poems for Pelagios, though usually on warm 

nights in a comfortable bed or a starry field, taking in all of his love's 

features.  

But Pelagios was out of reach now, and one question lingered.  

His father hadn’t buried him with a coin, so he couldn’t have done 

it. Someone or something else must have been involved. Daedalus 

could never invent something faulty. Someone knew Icarus’ wings 

would fail and paid his fare for him. And anyone who wanted Icarus 

dead as revenge or punishment for something he had done would not 

have paid for his fare; they would have left him to rot at the shore. 

Icarus’ death was meant to punish his father. 

Minos had punished Daedalus enough by exiling them to the 

labyrinth. Zeus might have, but there would have been more lightning 

involved. Hera might have wanted to punish Daedalus for helping 
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another one of her husband’s spawn, but she would have been more 

subtle about it, and she wouldn’t have killed Icarus. Probably.  

Icarus sighed, clutching his shoulders. If Pelagios were here, they 

would have solved this. Together.  

 

● 

 

Daedalus’ landing in Sicily had been less of a graceful descent and more 

of a suicidal plummet. Icarus was dead. Though near the port, this part 

of the island had no boats left, and no houses, which was why he had 

chosen to drop here—no point harming anyone to hurt himself. But 

he was still alive, and he needed water so he could think. When he 

wasn’t building or thinking, planning was all he could do. The hot sand 

burned his feet as he trudged to his destination. Single palm trees 

dotted the coast, and the city next to the port was calm.  

Icarus was dead. The city was calm, as if they hadn’t just seen a 

boy fly into the sun, as if they hadn’t just watched a boy fall into the 

ocean, as if they hadn’t just stood there and watched as his son, Icarus, 

throw himself to his death, some cruel mix of splattering and 

drowning. And he hadn’t even been able to bury him. Why had his son 

wanted to die? He seemed so happy, and yet…  

Some father I am. Daedalus pummeled his head with crudely 

clenched fists but felt little. A thick layer of numbness like years of 

gathered paint covered his skin. Icarus is dead! How had he not helped 

his son? Why had he let his son fly behind him as if nothing could go 

wrong? Daedalus’ hubris should have been his own death, not his 

son’s. Never his son’s.  

He staggered forward onto the port and let out a cry, dropping to 

his knees. After a second of silence, people started to murmur. Great. 

Now everyone would do their damnedest to stay away from him. Who 

would let him drink their water? Grains of sand covered the roof of 

his mouth. He hacked and coughed, trying to force them out. 

Icarus was dead.  

Daedalus looked up and saw that the crowd had parted. The king 

of Sicily paced toward him. 
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Dressed in a luxurious tunic in bright stripes of blue and purple 

draped over his pale beige shoulders, the king’s greedy eyes contrasted 

his overpolite smile.  

Icarus is dead. 

“Welcome, Daedalus,” said the king, gesturing with open move-

ments too precise to be welcoming, “how glad I am that you have 

found your way to our island.” 

“Water…” 

The king snapped around to face his people. “You heard the 

man!” 

In a panic, the crowd bustled to their homes, coming out with 

chalices, cups, bowls and rushing to the well to fill them. One by one, 

they gathered around Daedalus, stretching out their offerings, and one 

by one, he emptied them. Relief washed down his throat, and a few 

moments later, his mind was ready to work again. But Icarus was still 

dead.  

Once Daedalus stood up, wings cracked and falling to pieces, the 

king continued. “What brings you here to our humble kingdom of 

Sicily?” 

“I landed here after I escaped my exile from Knossos, but—”  

“Excellent!” The king placed his arm around Daedalus’ shoulder 

and pulled him along for a walk. “King Minos never did appreciate 

you, did he? No matter, I know exactly what you’ll want after that 

long… flight. Ha! A man with wings. You don’t see that every day. 

That’s exactly the expertise I’ve been looking for.” 

“I’m not here to stay. Well, not anymore. I apologize for the 

misunderstanding.” 

Offer to build Hades something great. No, too presumptuous. I could never 

outdo Hephaestus, nor do I want to.  

“I don’t know. I really should be leaving.” Daedalus turned on his 

heel and ducked under the king’s arm. Every second he wasted was a 

second longer of his son forgetting who he was. 

“Oh? Where to? I should hope you’re not planning to go back to 

Crete. For your own good, of course.” 
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He laughed awkwardly. “Of course, I understand. I’m going to 

return to the mainland.”  

Perfect. If I find Orpheus, he can bring me down past the doors of Hades.  

“Really! How wonderful.” The king’s voice turned bitter. 

“Reuniting with your son?”  

“Icarus? No. He died.” Daedalus didn’t let his smile falter, even 

though he wanted to scream, to cry, to hurt himself even more.  

No. I can’t ask Orpheus to relive his loss just so I don’t have to feel mine. 

The king’s smile softened, but his eyes grew angrier. “What a pity. 

Such a bright young boy.” 

“You don’t know the half of it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must 

be on my way.” 

But what if I break down the doors of Hades themselves?  

All I’d need is a boat—I already have my hammer. 

“You will stay until I say you can leave.” 

Daedalus didn’t hesitate. He grabbed one of the vases he hadn’t 

sipped dry and broke into a sprint. The last pieces of his wings 

crumbled off his back, and with each step a shock rippled through his 

body, crashing through that layer of numbness that had coated his skin, 

his ears, his tongue. Grains of sand stuck in his toenails, a splinter stuck 

in his toe, and the rough pavement ground on his heel. His back was a 

mess of cold patches under his tunic and burnt patches that had been 

exposed for too long, and the salty spray of the sea bit his eyes. Tiny 

waves splashed against the rock under the port, a calm hush under-

neath the slap of each step.  

Icarus, here I come.  

Of the two boats waiting at the port, only one had a sail. He was 

too old for rowing. Daedalus took two careful steps onto the boat, and 

that was more than enough. He untied it from the port and tightened 

the sail.  

The king ran to the edge of the port. “Run! You will run from 

kingdom to kingdom and no one will welcome you as I have! They will 

tear you apart!” 

Daedalus smiled.  
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Icarus was dead. He shouldn’t be smiling. But he had hope, even 

if he still regretted not being a good enough father. His son had always 

held such life in his eyes; no matter how sad or angry he was at his 

father, Icarus’ eyes burned like a furnace. And even mid-flight, that fire 

had lit his eyes, so why had he drowned it? 

Had Daedalus misread determination as a spark of life? Had 

Icarus’ joy hidden a plan long in the making?  

No. Impossible. On that day when Minos had finally committed 

him to the labyrinth, his son had come knocking, tried to tell him 

something. But then the guards came, and they were thrown in the 

labyrinth. 

What had Icarus wanted to say? It must have had something to 

do with that boy Icarus spent his days with. Daedalus had seen every-

thing, and he was not a fool, nor a prude—he had no qualms with his 

son finding himself, and the fact that he had returned to that boy even 

when not running away from his father meant there must have been 

more there. Maybe even love.  

But Icarus was dead. Daedalus sighed and checked the sail. Sicily 

was little more than a vague shape on the horizon, and the coast ahead 

had yet to appear. The mountains to his left were so far away there had 

turned a pale green, like a copper sheet that lay forgotten for 

generations. 

All he could do now was to sail for the Doors of Hades, and hope 

—never in his life had any plan relied on so much hope, or rather, 

dumb luck—that his hammer would strike true.  

 

● 

 

When the ferry reached the bottom of the Styx, Charon flung Icarus 

out of the boat; he landed on the ash-covered field in front of Hades’ 

estate. Looking anywhere other than the house hurt his eyes, and a 

wave of nausea threatened to drown him in his own vomit if he didn’t 

concentrate on the courtyard before him. The house was built like a 

square with the front quarter cut of it, an arrowhead pointing away 

from the river. A single staircase on the right led up to the balcony with 
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two doors, one of which was open, though he couldn’t see what lay 

beyond—until he stepped into the courtyard.  

The field he had come from disappeared, replaced by a starry 

night that reached far below the courtyard, but he could finally see 

inside the house. Candlelit staircases and decayed grassy walls, skele-

tons and polished tables filled the interior, flipped and folded until he 

couldn’t recognize which parts were closer and which were further 

away. This must be the kind of thing that fills Daedalus’ dreams. He clenched 

his fists at the thought of his father. No. I won’t let him invade this moment, 

too. 

Icarus treaded up the stairs to the open door and knocked.  

“Hello?” 

The twisting structures inside the house snapped into place, 

leaving a long, dark corridor with staircases and doors jutting through 

at every angle. 

“Sorry! Wait a second!” called someone from the other end of the 

corridor, and clapped twice.  

The stairs and doors corrected themselves. Candles along the 

walls lit the way. And as Icarus approached the door at the end of the 

corridor, he spied Hades. With his sunken cheeks, a complexion like 

clay, and char-black tunic wrapped around his chest, the god looked 

down on him with an air of benevolence and control. He wasn’t even 

taller than Icarus, but his shadow and silhouette had changed as he 

walked through the door, giving the impression that he was close to 

hitting his head on the roof. 

The effect would have worked better if guilt hadn’t weighted 

Icarus’ shoulders, but all he wanted were answers. His only regret was 

not getting to say goodbye to Pelagios. And he would fix that.  

Two skeletal servants pulled up delicate wooden chairs for him 

and Hades, bones clacking as they waited for them. Hades nodded at 

Icarus, and he took a seat. The god sat on the other side of the marble 

table, then beckoned for the skeletons to leave the room. 

A breath of silence. Then both spoke at the same time. 

“You know by—” 

“Why am I—” 
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Icarus cringed. Interrupting a god was not the best way to start a 

conversation. “Sorry, you first.”  

Hades tapped his fingers on the table. “I can see in your eyes that 

you know you did not die by mortal hand, nor by hand of the Fates. I 

am obliged to offer you a deal. Elysium. Or, you can ask more 

questions about your death. But a word of warning before you consider 

your choice—memories pollinate the asphodel fields.” 

Icarus flexed his shoulders. “Elysium? I didn’t think my life was 

worthy of Elysium.” 

“How perceptive of you.” 

So his murderer was a god. And that god had full control over 

Hades. “That seems almost too good to be true. An afterlife more 

spectacular than the life I lived, all for the price of ignorance… Am I 

allowed to ask more about the deal before I accept? You can never be 

too careful.” 

“Of course.” Hades cocked his head. 

“In Elysium, I keep my memories, but that means I would 

remember that I gave up the truth, correct?” 

“Indeed.” 

“And, being the god of this realm, you can at any time send me to 

the asphodel fields if I were to ask questions after we complete the 

deal.” 

“Now you see it. It’s simple.” 

“It is a very simple choice.” He leaned forward, placing his hands 

on the cold table. “In fact, I don’t think I have a choice, for who am I 

to deny the will of a god?” 

Hades blinked. “I think you misunderstood after all. I do not care 

which you choose. I only care about the consequences.” 

“But the god who paid my fare did, or else he would not have 

given you the deal.” 

“What? How did you know?” 

I didn’t, but thank you. Icarus smiled. “It wasn’t hard to piece 

together. My wings moved on their own and I died at the bottom of a 

sea. A murder, no burial, and someone powerful enough to put you in 

their debt.” 
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The air grew frosty, and Hades ran his tongue over his teeth. He 

sighed. “I was told this would be a simple bribe. He told me you were 

a simple teenager who’d think he had lost control of his wings and 

jump at the chance of Elysium.” 

“I think he miscalculated.” That left half the pantheon. Zeus, 

Poseidon, Hephaestus, Ares, Apollo, Hermes. Maybe Dionysus if he 

wanted a farfetched solution.  

“Seems so.” 

“Well, since he’s put you in this situation, why don’t you let me 

talk to him?” 

The god shook his head. Why not? Icarus prepared to ask, but 

Hades must have seen the question on his face, and broke into a laugh. 

Leaning back, Icarus pursed his lips. 

“Oh. You’re serious.” Running a finger down his cheek, Hades 

clicked his tongue. “Well, since you’ve clearly already decided on the 

deal, I’ll give you one of my own. If you can tell me who killed you and 

paid your fare, I’ll let you talk to him. I’ll let him decide your fate.” 

Only four gods made sense. Zeus, Poseidon, Hephaestus or 

Apollo. Nothing he or his father had done would fall under Ares or 

Apollo’s jurisdictions. But Zeus would have struck him down in the 

air, and Poseidon wouldn’t have needed to control his wings to drown 

him. That left two options. 

Maybe the poems I wrote for Pelagios enraged Apollo? No. It was too 

much of a stretch, and when it came to creation, Daedalus’ architecture 

was far more important.  

“I accept. I’d like to talk to Hephaestus.” Finally. He could 

negotiate his death, explain that his father has now been punished, and 

he only wanted to return to Pelagios. A touch of relief lightened Icarus’ 

shoulders. Even if he hadn’t succeeded yet, knowing his father had not 

caused his death was important. He could forgive him yet.  

Hades stood up and walked towards the door. “Incorrect,” he 

said, and gestured for Icarus to follow. 

Had he been wrong? Was it really—“I’d like to speak to… Apollo.” 

He struggled not to let his inflection show his insecurity.  
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The god froze, and his pointed lips pulled back into a smile. 

“Excellent guess.  Come with me, I’ll show you to Mount Olympus.” 

Icarus threw the chair aside as he jumped to his feet. He flexed his 

hands. 

Hades led the way through a series of smaller and smaller doors 

until they reached a wide marble staircase leading to a mountaintop. 

With every step upward, Icarus could feel his fingers, then his arms, 

then his chest. The chilling breeze nipped his ears, his teeth, and his 

toes. He couldn’t see through his palm anymore, and the few steps 

before the ring of thrones at the summit threatened to fling him down. 

He couldn’t enjoy his body until he was safe again. And he wouldn't 

be safe until Apollo gave him… permission. He had to wring his life out 

of that bastard's hands. 

The door disappeared behind Icarus. Apollo sat directly opposite 

him, alone. As Icarus entered the ring of thrones, the air melted into 

something warmer, sweeter, denser. The stark highlights of a cloudy 

day turned mellow and golden, and no throne’s shadow was greater 

than Apollo’s.  

Icarus had no reverence for this hall of puppet masters. As he ran 

towards the throne, every step he took echoed a moment too quickly. 

Birdsong filled the silence between his hurried breaths. The sweet air 

seeped through his lungs.  

Icarus slapped Apollo and singed his hand. The birds stopped 

singing and the shadows of the pillars on Mount Olympus grew stark 

again. The pain crawled up his arm like a sail, growing bigger until he 

felt his shoulders burn. He was alive. He was alive. His heart, beating 

again, ached for Pelagios. He wanted to fly back to Crete with this 

memory of his wings and swoop him up, show him he was safe and 

alive. 

But not yet.  

“Why me?” screamed Icarus, more to feel his vocal cords scratch 

than to intimidate the god.  

Apollo laughed melodically. “I thought you’d be happier alive.” 

“I am. But I still need to know why. I did nothing to anger the 

gods, and I never considered you spiteful.”  
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“How kind of you to say.” Apollo lit a halo around his head as he 

smiled.  

Snide bastard. “But that idea didn’t help me, did it? I still died. You 

still took me from my love! And for what? What godly plan could have 

been so important that you had to kill me? So important that Hades 

brought me back to life out of spite?” 

Apollo clicked his tongue. “Of course he did. I can never trust any 

of these fools with my plans. Though, if I’m honest, they make it a lot 

more entertaining when they think they’re standing in my way.” 

“Enough!” Icarus punched the god in the nose. A red trickle ran 

down the gold skin. “I need to know why I had to die.” 

“You didn’t.”  

“What?” 

“No one ever has to die. But your father is a brilliant architect, 

and his part in the labyrinth's creation already made for an interesting 

story. Classic tale of a hero, you know, though it lacked a sense of 

tragedy. Tragedy makes us grow as people, as a society, and these 

magnificent storytellers I see in the future cannot move their audiences 

to tears without tragedy.” 

Icarus blinked. Of all the reasons to kill him. “You killed me for a 

play? For a story they’ll tell whether it was true or not?” 

An impatient smile crawled over Apollo’s face. “I always forget 

how little your kind actually believes. Your storytellers might 

sometimes tell exaggerations, but the stories they’re acting have always 

happened. I keep trying to change their minds, make them create 

something new, but no matter what I do, they don’t. Not until Rome, 

at least. And I needed a tragedy to end this string. Some big event to 

make it all click. And there you were, a teenager whose tragic flaw was 

that he wanted too much–” 

“THAT’S NOT WHO I AM!” Breath. Pause. “That’s not who 

I’ve ever been, Apollo. Everyone has always expected me to be some 

kind of greedy, ambitious child prodigy. My father is a genius, hooray! 

Shut up. I am not my father’s son. I have spent the last ten years of my 

life running from his achievements, his mistakes, his consequences. Are 

you the reason they took me to exile as well? No, I don’t think you 
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were smart enough to see that. If you were, you would know that my 

life will never be the tragic loss in Daedalus’ second-rate story.  

“I was there to say goodbye, to tell him I was leaving forever. All 

you did was throw me into the sun. And you want to tell people it was 

my choice? Fine. Go ahead. Do it. But let me live. No one will know 

the rest of my story except for me and Pelagios. Not you, not my 

father, not some low-life poet scraping drachmas from a story he didn’t 

even think of himself.” Icarus took a deep breath, savoring the sweet 

air and the insolent look on Apollo’s face. “Ha, and you call yourself 

the god of prophecy.” 

The wind returned to the mountaintop, whistling past the tall 

pillars behind each throne. Thunder cracked in the distance as rain 

danced around the peak, never wetting the heavenly marble. But 

Apollo said nothing. His smile vanished as he stared at the floor and 

shook his head at irregular intervals. In the wind and broken light, 

Apollo looked so mortal, so profoundly unclever, that Icarus almost 

pitied him. 

No one is perfect. Especially no one with that much power.  

Apollo’s gaze fixed on him again. “You’re right,” he murmured, 

“By me, you’re right. Some moralistic tale based on one character’s 

nonsensical fate—not enough, I need to create something bigger, I 

need to rethink.”  

Each fragment of the god’s ramblings grew more energetic, 

louder. Icarus wanted to leave, but without Apollo's permission, he'd 

never see Pelagios again.  

“Built in every fibre to reach its inevitable conclusion. Each 

character carefully constructed from birth. A city to rise and fall. Tales 

of love so carefully intertwined.” 

The sun crashed through the clouds as Apollo fell off his throne 

to his knees, arms outstretched, eyes gold. Forgive me, Pelagios, if I don't 

make it.  

Apollo’s gaze pulled Icarus to the ground in a kneel and dragged 

his head up. What are you doing to me? Icarus wanted to ask, but his 

mouth was forced shut as golden tears marked Apollo's face. 
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“Now that you show me the respect I deserve, you may live. You 

may leave. I thank you, for you have given me the story with which I 

will unseat Zeus himself!” 

The sunlight beat on Icarus’ neck, stronger than even when he 

had been flying. All sound outside the pantheon vanished. Apollo 

smiled, and Icarus was flung to the edge of the mountain, flying once 

more, rain soaking through his tunic as an icy breeze bit into his skin. 

Icarus was alive. He could return to Pelagios. Swim in his love, drown 

in his kisses. Never abandon him again.  

And maybe even forgive Daedalus. 

But as he flew with wings of fire to the south, Apollo cried to the 

wind, his repeated screeches almost his own echo. “I CREATE YOU! 

ILION! ILION! ILION!” 

 

● 

 

As Daedalus neared the coast of Epirus, a pyre roared to life in front 

of the temple. Vines crept around the front pillars in symmetrical 

patterns, crowning the building with a field of maroon lilies and two 

compact houses flanked the temple, though the only people in sight 

stood before the wreathed pillars. The two priests wore washed-out 

black tunics that swayed in the humid wind, the taller with a deep 

brown complexion and the shorter with a tanned beige complexion. 

Each carried a staff with a complex etching at the top, a key. The 

Doors of Hades at last. Here, he could save Icarus. 

Daedalus’ maneuvered his boat toward the shore. He hopped out 

and pulled it further inland so it would not be swept away; Icarus would 

need a boat to reach home, after all. The uneven stairs leading away 

from the beach threatened to fall apart at any moment, and the edges 

of the temple path were patchy. Daedalus checked his pouch again— 

his hammer was still there. The priests greeted him with simple nods, 

and their smiles were a carefully trained mix of kindness and pity.  

“Welcome,” said the taller priest calmly. 

Daedalus closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Hello. My name 

is Daedalus. I have a rather unusual request.” 
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“Few requests are unusual at the Doors of Hades.” The taller 

priest rapped his fingers on the staff.  

“Then I hope my request doesn’t seem too outlandish, either.” He 

took a step forward, holding his pouch close to his side. Stay calm. They 

might still help. 

“You may have to wait for the woman who arrived here before 

you. She has not prepared herself for the journey yet,” said the shorter 

priest. 

“Journey?” 

“I don’t doubt you have a similar plan in mind.” 

“That’s unlikely.” 

“Interesting. What is your plan, then?” the taller priest asked. 

“I wish to speak to Hades. Either he will listen to my pleas, or I 

will die on the way.” 

Waves crashed against the cliffs at the shore. The priests hmmed 

in unison.  

At the back of the temple, a wide door creaked open. Low 

vibrations filled the air, deep enough to shake his fingers. The young 

woman who had been kneeling in front of the doors walked through, 

and the doors shut again.  

Daedalus took a step into the temple, and the shorter priest 

followed. They walked to the same space where the young woman hat 

been sitting. Daedalus, too, sat, and was enamored by the door. An 

intricately carved design telling the story of the four seasons in 

geometrical patterns surrounded a depiction of Hades and Persephone 

on each door, the left handle a skull; the right handle a flower. Small 

jewel highlights brought the image to life under the sun. This is where I 

am meant to be. 

But even so, he wasn’t sure his plan would succeed. 

The priest placed his staff against a pillar and sat down. “You wish 

to talk to Hades?” 

“I do. Is that not something I can do?” 

“It is, but most who want to speak with the gods travel to Mount 

Olympus.” 
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“Does this body look like it could survive the journey?” Daedalus 

let out a sad laugh. His hands were skilled like no other, but his legs 

had never been strong. And his heart had gone through too much. 

“No, my quest ends with my death, whether I speak with Hades or 

not. Whether he accepts my deal or not.” 

“Ah, a trade. I have heard of one or two who tried, but that was 

the end of their stories.” 

“Thank you for the warning.” 

“I do not want your last thoughts to be dashed hopes. This may 

be a solemn place, but it is a place of rest. Of acceptance.” The priest 

stood up again and picked up his staff. “Goodbye. May Hades accept 

your trade.” 

“Thank you. Goodbye.” 

Seagulls cawed above and around the temple, and the wind 

whistled past the pillars. Clouds covered the sun and the jewel 

highlights on the door dimmed. His legs grew restless. He could still 

run away. He could still live his life. It was his life after all, not his son’s. 

His life wasn’t worth any less because of his age, and he still had plenty 

to live for, right? 

Daedalus pulled his hammer from his bag. This hammer, this iron 

hammer had been given to him by his father. And with this simple tool 

as his guide, he had built simple things—walls with no heart and 

houses that weren’t homes—until his father had asked him to create a 

statue of Daedalus’ mother. He chiseled her from stone wet with tears, 

and she was not simple. With all his heart in his craft, he had created a 

statue that truly felt like home, and his father had stuttered when he 

saw it. 

But every time Daedalus tried to create something of his own 

accord, it was never as good. The same love and detail with which he 

created beauty for others was never in his work for himself. He 

innovated on ships, tools, the state of craftsmanship itself, but it all fell 

apart unless he created it for someone he loved, someone other than 

himself. For his father, his wife, his partner, his son—even for King 

Minos under some guise of “patriotism,” though the labyrinth had now 

also lost its purpose. 
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So, had he created those wings for Icarus? Or for himself? 

Because wings he had crafted to save his son’s life would have never 

failed. Never.  

But if that had been the case, the wings would have fallen apart or 

refused to fly. Icarus’ wings had flown him into the sun and back down 

again. Either Icarus wanted to die, or someone murdered his son.  

If it had been murder, then it was the gods’ doing. There hadn’t 

been even a single person on the horizon. King Minos sent them to 

exile for that reason exactly. Isolation. What better way to break someone? 

Hades would know how to bring his son back, especially if the 

gods interfered in his death. 

Slowly placing the hammer back in his bag, Daedalus stood. But 

what if Hades was involved?  

Would it change anything? This was his only chance to save his 

son, and Hades had murdered him, it would be far too late, anyway. 

And Daedalus would have nothing left to live for. He took a deep 

breath, fidgeted with his tunic. It’s time. I’m rea—  

A stark shadow darkened the temple. He stepped back, nearly 

tripping over his own feet, and hid by the priests. The shadow grew 

smaller as a figure neared, wings of fire blazing from its back.  

But it was only a boy. A tired boy with wings—and Icarus’ face. 

 

● 

 

Icarus had barely touched the ground when his father threw himself at 

his feet. Daedalus had traces of wax left on his shoulders; his tunic was 

splotchy and wet, and his hair careless and dry. He could smell the air 

now, a comfortable warmth with a touch of water, like falling face first 

into nearly-dry laundry hanging in the breeze. Home. Or close enough. 

Being alive was good enough for the moment. Daedalus lifted his head, 

meeting the newfound life in Icarus eyes with the desperation in his 

own.  

“Son!” His father reached out to touch him and Icarus jumped 

back. 
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He trailed his hand along his arm, let his fingers run through the 

thin hairs. I’m alive again. “Sorry.”  

“You’re alive! Don’t apologize! Please, d—don’t, I—I missed…” 

Daedalus stood with a groan. “You’re alive.” He opened his arms for 

an embrace, but Icarus shook his head. 

Not now. Not… yet. Gods, he was glad to be alive, and he needed 

to run to Pelagios as soon as he could, but how should he react to his 

father? He knew it wasn’t his father’s fault, but that didn’t erase all the 

small things over the years. Every time he hadn’t known how to handle 

Icarus’ feelings, every time he hadn’t respected his boundaries, and 

every time he’d neglected him because he was working on a project. 

Each another problem, carved in stone. A stone not even his father 

could fashion into something beautiful anymore. It was too late for 

that. Right?  

Two priests approached from behind the pillars, and Icarus 

retracted his wings.  

“Hello,” said the taller one.  

The shorter priest took a step forward and whispered in Daedalus’ 

ear. He nodded. The priest stepped back. 

“Who are you?” asked Icarus. 

The shorter priest perked up. “We are priests of Hades.” 

“What did my father want with priests?” 

“He didn’t come to us, he came here.” 

Daedalus pointed to the back of the temple. “Son, these are the 

doors of Hades.” 

The complex engraved doors hid behind a pillar, but some details 

were still visible. The seasons, what must have been Hades and 

Persephone, and the intricate doorhandles. But why? 

“I was so distraught when I thought you were dead, I couldn’t do 

anything. I racked my brain for answers, for ways to bring you back, 

and the only idea that seemed even remotely plausible was talking to 

Hades. But that was clearly crazy. You’re alive! But how did you 

survive? And… your wings… how did you—” 

“I didn’t survive.” A brief rush of disorientation. He grabbed his 

father by the arm. “Can we…can we sit down? I’m a bit dizzy.”  
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The priests led them back to the temple and stood at their posts 

once more, giving them space. 

“I didn’t survive, father. When I fell from the sky, I died.” 

“But why did you kill yourself?” 

“I didn’t.” But how would he explain Apollo’s plan if it hadn’t 

even made sense to him? How would he explain that someone had 

murdered him without inciting his father to murder? And with a god 

as his target, no less. Not even Daedalus deserved a Sisyphean madness 

like that. Icarus shifted uncomfortably. 

His father corrected his slouch, and deep lines of melancholy on 

his face lifted halfway. “Oh?” 

“The gods have mysterious plans, and they rarely agree with each 

other on them.” It definitely hadn’t sounded like Hades ever agreed 

with Apollo’s plans, and Zeus wouldn’t either. 

“Plans that require you to die?” 

“Apparently so.” 

“Well, which god—” Daedalus cradled his hands, “—or gods, 

killed you?” 

“I…” I don’t know? I won’t tell you? Or should he just have told his 

father? 

“Yes?” 

No. He wouldn’t let Daedalus turn this into some crusade. This 

was finally the moment where Icarus could cut himself loose from his 

father. “I won’t tell you.” 

“Why not?” 

“I know you mean well. You’re my father, but I won’t let you 

throw yourself into some cause that you think is for me, when it’s really 

to satisfy your own guilt. We both know that you were almost never 

there for me when I needed it. I could send you on a quest that you’ll 

never succeed on so I can watch you fail, but I don’t want that. I don’t 

want to make you hurt for all the pain you caused me, but… I did want 

to. For a while.” 

“Oh. Is that why you…on that last day in Crete…” 

“Exactly. I was going to leave. I was going to go live with Pelagios 

and never speak to you again. And I would have been happy with that. 
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I think.” But he was still glad he had this chance to explain himself to 

his father, even if everything that led to it was terrible. 

“But why didn’t you ever tell me anything?” 

Because you never listened. “I didn’t want you to worry. And I’m sure 

you saw me with Pelagios several times. You knew I was with him.” 

“I did, but still. I’ve always wanted to be a part of your life, but it 

felt like you pushed me away more and more.” 

Icarus bit his lip. “Maybe I pushed you away near the end, but at 

that point I had spent so much of my life without you that it felt like 

you didn’t deserve to be part of my new life. Your art, your architecture 

always meant so much more to you, and you never had time for me. 

Do you know how much it hurt when I ran into your room with a 

poem I had written, excited that I had created something, excited to 

make you proud, all for you to dismiss me with a ‘Not now, Icarus’ or a 

‘Yes, yes, I’m sure’? Do you know what it felt like when I burnt my poem 

in the fireplace on a cold night when you ignored me again. And when 

in regret I tried to pull it out again with one hand and it was already 

too far gone, I let the letter burn in my hand?” He held his right hand 

out, palm upward, to show the red scar that engulfed half his fingers.  

“Icarus! When did you—but I—I…” 

“I don’t hate you for this. Not anymore. And I don’t blame you 

for it either, but you weren’t there for me before this happened, and 

you didn’t notice it afterwards either. I hope you can see that now.” 

“I’m so sorry, Icarus, I didn’t know.” Daedalus grasped his son’s 

head to his chest. “If I had known I would have…I should have been 

there for you.” 

“Yes. You should have,” Icarus sighed. 

“When you fell into the ocean, I couldn’t think anymore. I asked 

myself about everything I could have done wrong, but how didn’t I see 

that? How was I so blind?” 

“I don’t know. I know you always loved me, and you still do, but 

I think you’ve always loved your art more than the people around you.” 

His father looked like an arrow had hit him, and let him go. “I’ve been 

thinking about that, actually. As I sat here, at these doors, my mind 

finally opened. My sculptures, the houses I build, they’ve never been 
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more than a vessel for my love, I—I was never able to craft for myself. 

And I’m not sure the only reason my wings worked wasn’t because I 

thought losing me now would hurt you too much. That’s why I was so 

terrified when your wings had thrown you into the ocean. Did it mean 

that I didn’t love you enough? Did it mean I only wanted you alive for 

myself?” 

“Oh.” Icarus blinked. Wow. That put everything in a different 

light, but it didn’t stop the pain his father had caused. “Thank you. For 

telling me. It doesn’t make it easier to forgive you.” 

“I know. I don’t expect you to forgive me. For all of your life I’ve 

been a terrible father, and all I could do is apologize and try to be better 

now, if and only if you wanted me to. But you don’t. You’ve already told 

me you want to go and live with Pelagios, and I accept that. Only you 

can decide what you do with your life now, but I want you to know 

that I am happy if you are happy.” 

Only I decide, until some god has other ideas for my life. “And even if I 

could forgive you… I don’t know if I can be happy with you in my life. 

The things you create are so momentous that everyone around you is 

pulled down with it. I wouldn’t even be living in your shadow, I’d be 

living with the fear of being exiled or worse for something you did.” 

Daedalus put his tongue between his teeth and exhaled. His eyes 

flitted from point to point as he frowned.  

Icarus yawned. Being alive was more tiring than he remembered, 

and he hadn’t slept for a while before he died either. He couldn’t wait 

to find a proper bed again, at least after he found Pelagios. But first, 

he needed to finish this conversation—this was the first time he had 

ever spoken with his father for this long, this honestly. If only this talk 

had happened earlier. 

His father stood up, holding out his hand, a clever smile on his 

face. Though Icarus had always considered that his father’s default 

smile, Daedalus’ wrinkles betrayed that many of his recent smiles had 

been a lot less genuine. “Come with me.” 

He jumped to his feet and grasped the invitation with his 

unscarred hand. The priests beckoned the next visitor into the temple 

as soon as Icarus followed his father to the coast, where a boat waited. 
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Scorching sand burnt his feet with every step, so he hopped around to 

reach the water and cool his toes. The salty breeze of the sea swept 

through his nose, filling his lungs with comfort.  

“I came here with this boat,” said Daedalus, “I took it in Sicily 

when—it doesn’t matter now. You can have it. I’ll be staying on this 

side of the sea, as far away from Minos as possible. But you can go 

home now. You can rest.” 

As much as he wanted to rest, there was one thing he wanted 

more. His blazing wings sprouted from his back and beat the air, lifting 

him so he could finally look at his father without looking up. “I think 

I’ll fly home instead.” 

 


