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Anacreon, Fragment 358

Golden-haired Eros once again 
hurls his crimson ball at me: 
he calls me to come out and play …
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The first thing I notice is the smell – warm and metallic, salty like tears. There’s only one thing it could be. Blood.

The surface where I lie presses hard into my back; my bones and joints ache like I haven’t moved in days. I don’t know where I am, what’s happening.

I fight my body’s need for sleep and open my eyes. A harsh light floods my vision. I blink, raising my hands for a shield only to be yanked back by restraints. It’s a struggle to lift my head and to move my mouth, panic forcing dry lips into a cry for help. Only a raspy ‘Hello?’ escapes – it sounds like I’m getting over a cough.

No one answers me.

My skin prickles with cold and a low electric buzz hums overhead. Soon my eyes adjust, settling on a glowing web contraption hooked to the ceiling, illuminated by the lamp above. I squint to focus and realize the webbing is dozens of clear plastic tubes filled with pastel-blue opalescent fluid. I follow them down until they continue past my line of sight. It’s impossible to know where they go but the hollow ache in my arms makes me worry they hook into me. ‘What the—’ I hurry to sit up, only to find my neck is strapped in too.

‘H-hello?’ I choke out, managing to twist my head far enough to see a small section of a sterile room with walls and ceiling the colour of a fog-filled sky, and the top of the machine with more tubes rising up. It becomes impossible to breathe.

I struggle against my bindings, thrashing and twisting and ignoring the pain like my life depends on it. The last thing I remember is the graveyard, my fake funeral, watching my family and friends saying their goodbyes … watching the Hedoness power leave them. Then something happened. Not just to me, to Eros and Ben too. The blue and yellow dart comes to mind. My back aches like a bruise where it hit me. I try to calm myself enough to listen for clues of where I am but my heart beats too heavy in my ears.

‘Help!’ I call, this time louder, rattling the wrist bindings. ‘Ben? Eros?’ Still no answer.

Beads of sweat form on my brow. Not being able to wipe them away heightens the sensation, like an angry river pouring over me. The buzz of lights, the fake sunny yellow glow, the unnerving slurp of the machine, the bleached-blue fluid glistening in the tubes; everything amplifies until it’s all-consuming. I search past the conduits dripping the gods-know-what into me to the far corner of the room where yellow mould blooms over the walls in long gangling streaks, like the water damage in the attic of my family’s New York townhouse. A lump swells in my throat. My family. I’m strapped to a machine with no idea where I am, while my family … I can’t bear to think about what might’ve happened to them.

I try again with my bindings, fighting to get my hands free. My skin becomes raw from all the tugging. I picture Ben’s red swollen wrists from the time I locked him to the boat rails with the furry handcuffs. I’ll have to apologise next time I see him. If there is a next time.

A gentle thud jolts Ben from my mind. The door to my room slides open and a cool, smoke-tinged breeze pushes in. The air around me shifts to ice. I twist my neck against the collar, trying to see, and let out a hesitant ‘Hello?’

‘You’re awake!’ a strange voice says in an echoed muffle like he’s speaking into a tin can. He takes slapping, uneven steps, whistling a familiar tune as he nears.

I crane my neck and make out the top of his head, bright purple hair twisted into a tight bun, bobbing with his movements. He stops beside the bed with his back to me, wearing all black, his long coat less like a trench coat and more like one you’d wear in a lab. He turns and leans over, studying me like I’m not here. I frown back at his gaunt skin and beady eyes rimmed with dark circles. It looks like he hasn’t slept in days. I’m surprised by how young he is – maybe a year or two older than me.

‘Who are you? What do you want with me?’ I ask.

He stops whistling and loops around the gurney, not looking up from his clipboard. ‘How do you feel?’ he says with the same enthusiasm as an automated computer voice.

‘What’s going on?’ I shake my bindings. ‘What do you want?’ My neck presses painfully into the strap as I strain to see him, catching the tail end of his eye roll.

He sighs. ‘Heda will be here soon. She will answer any questions.’

‘Heda?’

Cold fingers wrap around my wrist and I flinch away. Touching me should cause him pain. Then I remember my Hedoness power is gone. Ben’s kiss saw to that.

My stomach fills with butterflies as a strange, unfamiliar part of me wishes for my power back. Then I could manifest it on command, use it to turn this boy and make him do whatever I say. With my Hedoness power I could easily get out of this situation, find Ben. I close my eyes, searching my body for any sign of the electric spark that once was. Instead something else, something dark and lonely, seeps into every part of me.

I choke back the urge to cry and fixate on his pale bony fingers that wrap around my wrist, tips pressing firm into my pulse, uncomfortably near my raw skin. ‘Do you know where Ben and Eros are?’ I ask.

His beady eyes narrow into slits. ‘You ask a lot of questions.’ He releases my hand and scribbles something on his clipboard.

‘I need to know they’re OK.’ I go to sit and am yanked backward by the neck strap. ‘Please,’ I cough out, ‘just nod if they’re OK.’

He stares at me for a long minute, still as a statue, those bulging eyes the only thing that moves. Fear and loneliness threaten to swallow me whole. Finally, he nods, so quick I almost miss it, then scoots away from the table and goes to the machine.

I breathe my first full breath. They’re OK. Wherever they are, whatever is happening to them, at least they’re OK.

Something tugs on my arm, sending a bite of pain through me. ‘Ouch!’

The boy’s returned to the bed, his hands busy looping the tubes, each new coil stinging more than the last. He ignores my hiss of pain and starts whistling again. This time I recognise the tune as the classic Take Me Out To The Ball Game. Which seems an unnaturally cheery song for his task.

‘Stop, OK?’ I say. ‘That hurts.’ I stretch as best I can to see what he’s doing but my bindings are too tight.

The purple-haired guy sighs. ‘If you’ll hold still, please, I’m unhooking you from the intravenous.’

I do as he says, fighting the urge to struggle every time another tube gets plucked from my body. ‘How many of those are in me?’

‘Four.’

‘Four?’

‘Overkill, sure,’ he says. There’s a twisted lightness to his words that only heightens the mechanical cadence. ‘We really only need one. But I like the number four. Four is a home run.’

I fight the urge to roll my eyes at the terrible baseball pun.

He flicks a switch and the sucking sound stops. Only the scratching of his feet, the buzzing overhead light and our mismatched breaths fill the emptiness as the last of the iridescent liquid travels up the tubes. Despite how beautiful it shimmers in the light, until I know what the heck they’re pumping into me I’ll only feel fear.

‘What is that? The liquid?’

‘Heda will be here soon. She’ll answer any questions.’

‘You keep saying that. Who’s Heda?’

He stops his work and looks over. ‘Hedone.’

A shiver runs through me. ‘Hedone? As in Eros’s daughter? The first Hedoness?’

‘The same,’ he says, adjusting the tubing coil over his shoulder before turning and limping towards the door.

‘Wait.’

His irregular footsteps slide to a stop.

‘Can you at least undo my neck strap?’

His steps continue away.

‘Please,’ I say, hating the desperation that fills my words. ‘I can hardly breathe.’ The last time I felt this way I was crammed into the back seat of the old pizza delivery car watching my ma be taken by the police. It’s not a feeling I want to relive.

He grumbles something then returns. His spindly fingers struggle to unhook my collar. Thankfully he continues, muttering under breath until the last hook is undone and the leather straps hang loose.

I reach to rub my neck but the restraints hold me down. I hiss through the sting of leather in open wounds. ‘I don’t suppose you’d unhook a hand too?’

He glares and steps away, his left leg dragging behind as he walks.

As soon as the door closes, I sit up, waiting for the dizziness to subside before repositioning myself on the metal bed, trying to get enough leverage to kick my wrist binding loose. I guide my leg behind my arm with my chin but pull a muscle in the process. It leaves me twisted and in more pain, with little leverage on the strap. Unhooking my foot is a struggle, but as I do, I realize my left hand is tied a little looser than the other. I use the slack, attempting to pinch the strap-end and slide down the gurney for leverage. It’s a struggle to move the brace enough to reach it with my teeth.

Bending forward further strains my body; the leather becomes slick against open wounds. I’m inches away. I bend again, faster, doing crunch-type movements. On my second try I manage to snag a corner in my teeth. My momentum yanks me back. The strap slips out, and my spine slams into the table. I lie there a moment regaining my breath, giving my wrist a short break and stretching my neck before trying again.

I pull the bindings as high as they can go and push every last ounce of energy into my crunch. I shoot forward, grab the strap again, biting so hard my jaw aches. But I refuse to let go until I get a good enough grip to start threading the strap through the hook with two fingers. It begins to loosen. I wiggle my hand and it slips free.

My bruised and raw wrists leak the same iridescent fluid that was in the tubes. No time to panic. I have to find Ben and Eros and get out of here.

Wherever here is.

I unhook my other hand and swing my legs over the gurney. I’m in some sort of blue tracksuit. The only thing of mine I recognise are my Converse sneakers. But there’s no time to worry about that now so I hop down, teetering for a moment, not sure if my aching legs can hold my weight, but they do, and I tiptoe over to the door and crack it open. I wince with every hinge squeak and peer out. It’s an adjoining room, dull and empty except for a scattering of equipment that doesn’t look like it’s meant for this space, and there’s a machine and metal bed like the ones in my room. In the centre, the purple-haired boy blocks most of my view of someone dangling from a chain attached to the ceiling by a giant metal hook. The person’s toes barely brush the ground and dozens of tubes stick out of them.

The purple-haired boy shifts to grab something, giving me a better view. My heart sinks.

‘Eros,’ I gasp, instantly covering my mouth, afraid of being heard.

The boy doesn’t turn. Instead he brushes Eros’s curls, then dabs his lips with a wet cloth. He bends down to clean Eros’s feet, giving me a clear line of sight. The liquid in the tubes makes Eros’s skin glow a sickly blue, his facial hair is scraggly, his broken body now waif-like. If I didn’t know he was a god, I would have never guessed. I’m filled with a sudden urge to bring him home for dinner and offer him a hot shower and clean clothes. I can almost hear Ma’s voice. ‘Another stray?’ she’d say, half annoyed that I brought a stranger home but half proud that I’m doing the right thing.

The guy asks Eros a question and Eros struggles to reply, opening his mouth then closing it before resorting to a nod. His eyes catch mine over the purple bun and they fill with a warning. The boy’s back stiffens. He turns, following Eros’s gaze. There’s nowhere for me to go, so I shut the door and rush to the bed, fumbling to secure one of my hands and slip my other back in the strap.

The door creaks and purple-hair guy pops his head in. He frowns, then comes over and tugs on the strap I didn’t get to close. It flops open.

His dark eyes search my face for answers. ‘Heda doesn’t want any problems,’ he says, tightening the strap. The leather digs in painfully. He pulls again, trying to connect to a tighter notch, and I panic, jerking my arm in his grip. His hand slips before he can secure it. This is my chance. I take it, and sit up.

Our foreheads collide with a smack. The boy grips his head and stumbles back. I ignore my throbbing skull and tug desperately on my hand but, even though he didn’t finish latching it, the strap doesn’t budge. I crunch forward, trying again to grab it in my teeth. The boy struggles to get back on his feet, his left leg twisting at an unnatural angle.

‘What do we have here?’ someone says from the door, their voice cutting and cold but somehow musical.

I turn to see an elderly woman wearing a blue silk robe, with long salt and pepper stained blonde hair that hangs loose over her shoulders. There’s something about her that’s so familiar. As she strolls towards me, her hair and robe float like they’re caught in a windstorm, and I can’t decide if I should be more afraid of her or the two masked guards, one in grey and one in red commando gear, who flank her, gripping electronic, sword-like weapons. My heart races and I tuck my knees in tight, wishing my hands were free so I could defend myself.

‘Heda,’ the purple-haired boy says, scrambling to his feet and pulling his leg back into place.

A shiver goes through me. Heda? How can this be Hedone, Eros’s daughter, the woman we basically worshipped at St Valentine’s? I’ve seen so many portraits of her but none that reflects the old woman in front of me. The closer she gets there’s no denying she resembles Eros – the shape of her face and eyes and how she holds herself. But she doesn’t look like his daughter, she looks more like his grandmother. It doesn’t make any sense.

The purple-haired boy bows low, fighting back his leg’s urge to shake, and steps aside, giving her clear access to me. Heda nods to the guards and they move forward. From this angle I can see the one in red is a woman and around the same size as me, just a little taller. My best chance at escape is to try and overpower her. I have a few seconds before they make it here and I’m not going down without a fight. Staying means I may never find out what happened to Ben and Eros. I do another crunch, catching the strap and biting down.

Heda laughs. ‘My, aren’t you a bendy thing.’

I pull so hard my teeth shake. The red guard is at my side in seconds, her gloved hands pushing my face back. I swing wildly but the other guard pins my arm. Soon the wrist and neck straps are secure, so tight that when I swallow my throat scrapes against the leather edge. ‘Please,’ I say, ‘why are you doing this?’ I glance past the guards to Heda, half sitting on a metal stool, her weight firmly on her feet like she might spring up and charge at any moment. Despite her age, I have no doubt she could. There’s something about the way she watches, something feral. It makes every part of me rise to alarm.

Heda nods again. The red guard grabs a spool of fresh tubes and hooks them one by one from the machine to my arms. Her touch is rougher and more rushed than the boy with purple hair. Each new tube is a needle shoving into my already bruised skin, a cry I have to fight back. When she finishes, she stands behind Heda.

The boy with purple hair speaks up. ‘She hasn’t eaten yet, her strength is—’

‘She’ll be fine,’ Heda says. ‘I want a full batch.’

‘Please,’ I croak, ‘before you do this, at least tell me Ben is OK—’

‘Ben?’

I don’t get the chance to ask about Eros or my family.

Heda rises from the stool. She takes long sweeping strides towards me, her back rigid like my nani’s when her arthritis is kicking in. If Heda is in pain, her face shows no signs of it. She stops beside the table and turns to the guard in grey. ‘Well done,’ she tells him. ‘Now, say goodbye to Rachel.’

I expect the man to return to his place beside the red guard. Instead, his gloved hands rise and unhook the chinstrap of his helmet. He pulls it off. Dark hair falls around his face, framing hollow eyes. And when his stare locks on me it’s like being trapped inside a frozen breath. Everything goes out of focus. My heart seizes in my chest. My stomach sinks.

The guard in the helmet. The one who helped connect me to this creepy machine.

It’s Ben.
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I grit my teeth and stare. ‘What did you do to him?’

Heda smirks. ‘What did we do?’ She nods for Ben to explain.

‘Rach,’ Ben says. I’m surprised when his voice has its familiar cadence. ‘They didn’t do anything to me,’ he finishes.

‘No.’ I turn my head, fighting the tight collar. I can’t believe that.

‘Rachel, look at me.’

I refuse, focusing my effort on not crying.

He sighs. ‘Let me explain.’

This can’t be Ben. He would never do anything to hurt me. ‘Nothing you could say could make this right.’

‘Tell her,’ Heda says, walking around the metal bed so I have nowhere to look but at her. I close my eyes but Ben’s face is there too. At least in my mind there’s nothing hollow about his gaze; it is smart and thoughtful and ever watchful.

‘Rach.’ He speaks softly and puts his hand on my arm. I nudge it away. ‘You don’t understand,’ he says.

‘You’re right, I don’t.’ I twist too hard, tearing the delicate skin of my throat on the rough leather strap. I clench my teeth through the pain and glare up at him. Warm blood trickles down my collarbone. This can’t be the same boy who promised to remember me in death and spend eternity together in Elysium. I study his face, every familiar piece of it. But when my gaze returns to his eyes it’s like I’m looking at a stranger. The watchfulness that was always there, a comfort through some of the hardest times of my life, is gone. The once strong and confident boy is a shadow, worse than when the Hedoness power took his will, making him a puppet eager to obey Marissa’s every command. I know his face and every expression as if they were my own. Right now, as confusing as it is, they’re telling me this isn’t something forced. Whatever it is that’s changed him was his choice.

How long has it been since that life-altering kiss we shared? What has he got into?

‘Why?’ I say, forcing my voice to be steady. ‘Why are you doing this?’

His hand returns to my arm and this time I let him keep it there, burning into me, a reminder of all the times I yearned for his touch. Now that he can touch me, it only confuses me more.

He leans closer. Brushes a curl from my face, his unsteady fingers lingering in the hair behind my ear. ‘I’m sorry, Rach, you know I’d never want to hurt you.’ He lowers his voice. ‘This is the only way.’ The only way for what?

A sadness registers in his eyes, then a determination like he’s trying to tell me something he can’t, and it gives me hope that somewhere, deep inside, he’s there.

I know I shouldn’t ask about us. There was fear in the way he just touched me, like I’m some broken teacup with the pieces placed back together but not yet glued. It wasn’t that he was afraid of breaking me, more that he was afraid he couldn’t keep me whole. Whatever the reason he’s acting as Heda’s guard, I have to trust him. Even if I did ask about us, he wouldn’t be able to tell me the truth, not here, not with them watching.

I glance back to Heda and her guards and the boy with purple hair and suddenly I need to ask, even if it’s just to hear the words leave my mouth, to claim something of my own. ‘Remember what you said at the graveyard, before we were taken?’

He keeps silent, his blue eyes fixed to the tubes going into my arm. Heda scoffs at my question. I hate her now even more than I did learning about her at St Valentine’s.

Ben lets out a long breath, the kind he does before he answers a question he’s been thinking hard about. I pull my gaze back to him to find his mouth closed and his eyes asking what it is I really want to know.

So I ask it. ‘Do you still mean it?’ I say, but what I don’t say, and what I know he knows I’m asking is, Do you still love me?

His eyes flick wearily to Heda and his fingers fidget with one of the tubes. ‘There will always be a part of me that does, it’s just—’

‘Just what?’

He flinches at the sharpness of my words. I know he can’t speak openly here, but I’m frustrated and need to know why he’s pretending to serve Heda. He of all people hates immortals and offspring of immortals; he’d never willingly help one. What changed while I was unconscious?

Ben lifts his chin. ‘Since we can’t be together any more, I—’

‘Can’t be together?’ The question rushes off my lips in a panicked flood. His eyes tell me this is no lie. He truly believes what he’s saying.

‘I’m bored with this,’ Heda interrupts, her words laced with warning. ‘Back to work.’

Ben nods and flicks a switch on the machine, and the next thing I know the tubes are refilling with the luminous substance.

My eyes follow him everywhere but he keeps his gaze down, so I turn my glare on Heda. If she’s going to do this to me, whatever this is, I won’t give her the pleasure of seeing me squirm. When our eyes meet, I lift my chin. ‘Will you at least tell me what that liquid is?’

‘That’s diluted ichor,’ Heda says, her eyes locked on the tubes, her voice distant.

‘Ichor?’ The word is so familiar. I know I should know what it is.

‘The blood of the immortal,’ she says like I’m ignorant for not knowing.

A shiver runs through me. The last thing I want is blood of the gods in my body. I hated being a Hedoness, hated that the arrow in my blood turned my touch into something that forced people to love me. I hated everything that power made me. Now they’re experimenting with me and putting immortal blood in. I just got rid of the Hedoness ability. I don’t want another.

My heart races and I fight back the shakiness of my voice. ‘Why are you putting ichor in me?’

Heda chuckles, a low, gravelly sound. ‘Putting it in you?’

Something about her response makes my stomach flip.

She pats my hand. ‘Seems my father didn’t mention.’ Her fingers shake against mine, like she’s cold, or waiting for something.

Father?

‘Eros?’ I say, flicking my gaze to his door. ‘What didn’t he tell me?’

She starts back to her stool, nearly tripping in the process, and the red guard rushes forward, wrapping a protective arm around her. Heda leans into the guard, barely able to hold herself up. It’s such a strange shift from the strong, fear-inducing woman who first entered this room. I strain to see her but the strap only digs further into my neck. I give up, dropping my head back down.

‘Perhaps you should look more closely at the tubes,’ Heda says, her voice shaky as she takes her seat on the stool, struggling to catch her breath.

It hurts to turn my head but I do, and focus on one of the lines entering my body. Tiny air bubbles travel in the shiny liquid. Then I see it, the bubbles, they’re travelling away from me and to the machine.

The liquid isn’t going in me – it’s coming out.

‘How …’

Heda laughs, coughing from shortness of breath, before managing to say, ‘You know that vial of ambrosia he gave you?’

My mind goes to the first time meeting Eros, in the field of statues, and that shiny red vial he placed in my hand, watching it blend into my red leather glove. I can almost taste the sickly-sweet flavour, like a phantom memory fixed to my tongue. The day I drank it, in the midst of the angry mob outside the police station, was the very day Ben promised to never forget me.

‘Yes,’ I choke out.

‘Ra-chel.’ My name comes soft to my ears, a faint whisper, the voice so familiar. It’s not until Heda, the purple-haired boy and her guards turn to the door that I realize it’s Eros who spoke.

Heda glares at the boy with purple hair then turns to the guard in red. ‘Go and shut him up.’

The boy holds open the door, standing between the two rooms as the female guard pushes past him with electronic sword in hand. There’s a thump and Eros grunts in pain. I watch Ben, and even from this strained angle I’m certain I see him flinch.

‘And he’s out!’ The purple-haired boy animates his words, smiling like it’s funny to him, and I don’t know if he’s enthralled by his lame baseball joke or the fact that Eros was hurt.

‘Fathers, am I right?’ Heda shakes her head in annoyance and the boy smiles. She motions to me. ‘Can she handle another full round?’

‘She hasn’t eaten,’ the purple-haired boy says again, head cocked, gaze squinting as he assesses the request. ‘It’s a little early, but her blood pressure has been good.’

I watch Ben as they discuss my fate. His eyes are everywhere but on me.

‘The ambrosia?’ I repeat, needing to understand what’s going on.

Ben’s eyes flicker between anger and hurt, and it’s a mirror of what I saw when he told me about his family’s car accident – that he was left all alone, for ever an orphan.

‘Right, yes,’ Heda says. ‘It’s making you immortal.’
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