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    I dedicate this story to my one and only, my truest soulmate at heart, and the love of my life. This one is for you Will.

      

    



According to Plato, humans originally had four arms, four legs, and a single head with two faces. It is also said, in these original humans, there were three genders; men, women, and a mixture of two, each being with two sets of genitalia. Men were the children of the sun, women of the earth, and the androgynous of the moon. However, the humans also had superb strength and threatened to conquer the gods.

The gods, in return, were faced with destroying humans with lightning, as they had done so with the titans. However, the gods realized they would lose their tributes if they destroyed all of mankind. So, the mighty Zeus devised a solution — by splitting humans in half as punishment for their pride. This would also double their tributes as well.

As a result, the newly split humans were devastatingly miserable, to the point where they would allow themselves to parish. The God, Apollo, took it upon himself to sew the humans up, with their navels being the only remnant left of their original form. Each human would then only have one set of genitalia, and would forever long for his, her, or their other half — the other half of their soul. In theory, when the two halves find each other again, there is an immediate understanding of the other. The two halves will feel unified and lie with each other in unity and would know no greater joy.
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“I DON’T WANT TO FIGHT you!” yelled Lycus with authority in his voice. 

“Pyrrhus, please!” begged Elpis.

“SHUT UP!” He got up and charged again, but Lycus would not give him that chance. Finally, his anger became too much for him to handle, and from within his robe he slipped out a dagger.

“Lycus, please...just go...let me talk to him, this isn’t doing any good!” pleaded Elpis helplessly.

He turned her and said with all seriousness, “I don’t want him to hurt you!”

With Lycus’s back turned, Pyrrhus took his opportunity to spring up and lunge, and bury the blade deep into Lycus’s side. Elpis screamed out in horror as Lycus yelped out in pain and held his bleeding wound in excruciating pain. She looked into his eyes as they reflected the hill they were on. The same hill where they met. She felt awashed in the memories of everything that came to this moment...
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430 BCE, GREECE

These were trying times for the Greeks, but one thing remained certain, no one and nothing was going to bring down their spirits. This could especially be said about a particular young girl, one whom found comfort and solace by the beauty of the ocean. Within the outskirts of the city, upon a hill overlooking a cliff, was Elpis, whom was no more than eight. She had big, innocent brown eyes, and her curly brown hair was styled upward and out of her face. 

She loved spending time on the hill, for she could look out into the endless horizon of the ocean and daydream. The grass was always particularly green. A warm breeze gently brushed her flyaway hairs out of her face. The smell of salt was in the air, and combined with the rays of the sun, it was the perfect place to be alone and let her imagination run wild. Elpis did not have any friends, nor did she really need any. She was perfectly happy spending time alone and keeping herself company.

As she gazed out into Poseidon’s watery kingdom, she could feel a presence behind her. She turned and looked upon the figure of a young boy, who stood there shielding his eyes against the sun. Startled, she immediately snapped out of her daydream and shot to her feet.

“Oh, sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you...I-I saw you sitting alone and wondered if I could come sit with you?” asked the boy politely. 

Elpis stared at him intently. The boy had to be no more than eleven, and tall for his age. Like most Greeks, he had similar features as her. However, his eyes were darker, and his curly hair nearly black. There was something about him that made him stand out, though. She had no idea who he was, but she did not feel threatened — in that moment all she could do was stare. The boy smiled while shielding his eyes from the sun, and for some reason, she could feel her nervousness fading away.

The world seemed to fade at that moment, and it was just them now, not even the sound of the waves crashing against the rocks below. Her heart began to race with palpitations, and her breathing grew quick, but she wasn’t nervous. There was something about this boy, something that made him different. Up until now, she had no idea he even existed, and yet, he was the most familiar face she ever recognized. Almost as if deep down inside, she knew him on some level; she did not realize it yet, but her world was forever about to change.

She had no words to speak. They were lost upon her. All she could do was stand there, head low, eyes locked onto his. The boy, in return, was just as curious as she was. Like powerful magnets, they were inexplicably drawn together. This familiarity was so very different from everyone else, and yet in this moment, neither really knew how to handle it.

“I can go away if you want?” he said, not wanting to step over any boundaries.

She studied this boy for Zeus knew how long, before she finally replied, “No, it’s okay. Here, come sit.”

The boy smiled and climbed the hill towards her. Once he reached her, they sat down together, staring at each other. She continued to study him, as he did the same to her.

“I’ve seen you sitting up here before. You always look so lonely. I thought you might want a friend?” he said carefully, not wanting to ruin his chances for a potential friend.

She finally smiled and asked, “I don’t have any friends. Do you?”

He shook his head and replied, “I don’t have any friends either. No one really likes me. And my brother is going to war soon.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said sweetly.

“Don’t be! He’ll be a hero — like Heracles, or Perseus.”

“My mama says this war is gonna be the end of the Greeks,” said Elpis.

The boy smiled and said, “I won’t let anything happen to you. If my brother doesn’t destroy those Peloponnesian scum, I will!” Elpis smiled sweetly, so he continued. “So why do you like sitting up here alone?”

“I like to look out into the water. I always imagine someday Poseidon will rise up and wave at me.”

“That’s a neat idea!” said the boy with excitement in his tone.

Though they did not understand why, they enjoyed each other’s company greatly. Even when they were quiet with nothing to say, the silence was not awkward or uncomfortable. They became fast friends in such a short amount of time, and it was nice having someone to talk to. They found solace in each other.

“I’m Lycus,” he said.

“I’m Elpis,” she replied.

Lycus smiled. “That’s really pretty. You do resemble a wildflower.”

Elpis blushed a sweet pink as her yellow chiton was fluffed out by the breeze. “I like yours, too. Your hair is thick like a lion. It looks soft, too.”

There was another pause, as the two just smiled at each other. Neither of them understood why, but they felt comfortable with each other and safe. Like they had known each other for years.

“So, what else do you do while you’re up here?” asked Lycus.

“I just sit and think. I like to think,” she replied.

“Me too. I think about war and being a mighty hero that the Spartans will fear,” Lycus said bravely but tailored off with uncertainty in his voice. 

“I think of stories. I love telling stories. I tell them to my mama all the time. She says I have a poet’s mind,” said Elpis casually like it was nothing to be proud about.

“Can I hear some?”

With a smile and a willowy giggle, Elpis shook her head.

Lycus smiled. “Maybe someday? I’d love to hear your stories. I bet you tell the best.”

“Just don’t laugh.”

“No, I won’t, I promise.”

Elpis thought about it, but she was too shy. She shook her head as a smile blossomed, and the two began to giggle. 

And so, as the day went on, Lycus and Elpis continued to talk, and before long, their friendship was solid. As they sat upon that hill, they talked, laughed, and their bond only strengthened. By the end of the day, they were inseparable. It was just simply a natural connection and flourished with ease.

Their friendship had come so natural to them. They could talk about anything and everything, and they learned how much they had in common. They liked the same foods, music, and stories, and they, even, both favored Athena. There was almost nothing the children did not have in common — they were simply two puzzle pieces.

As the sun sank into the orange sky, they had not realized how much time had passed. For them, they had only been talking for several hours at most, but the day was nearly over. They had spent the whole day talking, and honestly, they did not want it to end. The day had by far been one of the best of their young lives, but even they knew they had to be home by dark. They stood and brushed off their clothes, smiling at each other as they did.

“Will you be here tomorrow?” asked Elpis with eager hope he would.

“I will if you will,” he replied with a blush.

She smiled brightly. “I’ll be here. But you gotta be here too!”

“I will. I promise.”

Elpis giggled when a familiar voice called her name from below the hill.

“Elpis! Where have you been, girl? I have been looking everywhere for you!” screeched her mother, who angrily stormed up the hill.

“I’ve been here,” she said quietly and shy.

Elpis’s mother approached her and snatched her wrist. “What have I told you about playing by the cliff, little girl? It’s dangerous! You could fall off, and your little body would be swept off into Poseidon’s kingdom!”

“Lycus was with me...” she said quietly.

Her mother turned to him, as he awkwardly stared at her. 

“Oh...hello,” said her mother neutrally, having not noticed him before. She turned back to Elpis annoyed, not trying to make herself look like a bad mother. “Still! This cliff is very dangerous! It’s no place for little kids to be playing by! I’d be devastated if you fell off! Please, don’t come up here again, please!”

“I’m sorry, mama,” Elpis said sadly as she looked at Lycus with big, sad eyes.

Her mother turned to Lycus and said, “It was nice meeting you, Lycus, but you shouldn’t be playing here, too. This cliff is not safe for children. It’s taken one too many lives already. Hurry along, now.”

She bent her knees and scooped her daughter into her arms and descended the hill for home. Elpis looked back at Lycus as they descended and waved her little hand goodbye with a hopeful smile. Lycus waved back, wondering if she was going to be able to come back tomorrow. He hoped she would; now that he had made a new friend, all he wanted to do was be around her all the time. As the sun began to disappear into the night, Lycus descended the hill alone and walked back home. And that was the end of their perfect day.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Lycus awoke bright and early and returned to the hill — he was excited to see Elpis again, hoping she was going to be able to show. The sun had fully risen in the sky, and the day quickly grew hot, and yet, Elpis had not shown. He began to wonder if her mother was going to let Elpis out of her sight now that she knew where Elpis was yesterday. This worried him, as he wanted to see Elpis again, but he wasn’t going anywhere in case she showed up.

He quickly began to lose hope, though and was just about to descend the hill when he heard his name being called in the distance. He looked down the hill and saw Elpis quickly hurrying up as fast as her little legs would carry. He felt his stomach burst with butterflies, and his heart raced faster than it ever had before. She had the biggest, brightest smile on her little face, which warmed his little heart.

“Lycus! You’re here!” she said happily, as she ran up and wrapped her arms around him.

“I’ve been here all morning,” he smiled, hugging her back. When he let her go, he said, “What took you so long?”

“I had to sneak away from my mama. She’ll know I’m here though.” She chuckled at the fact she was defying her mother’s wishes.

“Won’t you get in trouble?” asked Lycus with a smile.

“I wanted to see you, though!” she replied, shrugging her inevitable punishments off like they were nothing.

His toothy grin closed, and now, he just stood there appreciating her presence. “I’m glad you made it. I hardly got sleep; I was too excited all night.”

She beamed. “Me, too! I’m so happy we’re friends!”

Like the day previously, the young friends spent the day talking and laughing and playing around and just enjoying each other’s company. They talked about the upcoming festival. The community was preparing for Odysseus and his perilous journey back home and the mighty Zeus and all his glory. They ran around barefoot on the grass, played a couple games, and discussed what they wanted to be when they were older. No matter what they did though, they felt like they could be free around each other — they hid nothing from each other, had no secrets, and were their true selves always. 

This was only the beginning, though. Their meetups became a reoccurring thing, spending every day they could together. Every morning, Lycus and Elpis would meet up on the hill before wandering off into the city and exploring it together. Everywhere they went, the city was a playground, and it was theirs to do whatever they desired. It did not matter what they did, the young pair were constantly laughing and having the time of their young lives.

The days turned to weeks, then months, and eventually years; their relationship flourished and the two were inseparable. Like twins conjoined at the hips, there was not a day passed they were not together, and there was nothing they would do without the other. As Cronus moved on, Elpis developed into an attractive young lady, and Lycus a handsome young man. They were each other’s first love, and they knew with all their hearts they were meant to spend eternity together.

Their connection was pure magic — it was them against the world, partners in crime, whatever you want to call it, that was them. When they were separated, they yearned to be back in each other’s embrace. There was not a second that passed that Lycus or Elpis were not thinking of the other. They had a connection that not a lot of people in their lifetime got to experience — they were true soulmates in every sense of the word, destined to be stars among the cosmos long after they were gone.

Despite the intensity of their connection, they would soon face a trial that would put strain on their relationship... As a fifteen-year-old Elpis waited for her companion upon their hill, she could not help but feel grief. She did not understand why, but a lingering sense of anguish plagued her heart. The skies were gray and miserable, and the chilly breeze foretold an impending storm — Poseidon must not have been in a mood today.

Her feeling of despair was finally answered when Lycus made his way up the hill towards her. The closer he got, the stronger her anguish was. She could see in his eyes something was wrong, as he looked distraught. Her heart raced as he looked up at her.

Approaching her, he took her soft hands into his own and looked sadly into her eyes. “Elpis...”

“What is it my love?” she questioned, nearly choking on her words. She tried to get him to look her in the eyes, but he kept averting her gaze. “Lycus what’s wrong? What is it?” she pressed, squeezing his hands tighter.

He finally looked into her eyes. He was nearly on the verge of tears, as his eyes were large and glassy. He could hardly contain the emotions he was overwhelmed with. “Elpis...I have some bad news...”

Now her eyes glistened, on the verge of tears herself. He felt cold to the touch, and she wondered what kind of news could make him so emotional. She had an idea though, but she did not want it to be true. Losing him was her greatest fear.

“What is it?” she asked one last time, unable to handle the anxiety of waiting for his news.

His throat was parched, and he couldn’t swallow his emotions with ease. “Kairos calls...I’ve been drafted into the war...I’m leaving by the end of the week for training...”

Elpis felt the ground crumble beneath her feet. The world around her churned and crashed, like the waves hitting the rocks below. Her heart was utterly shattered. She wrapped her arms around him and rested her head on his chest, feeling like he would leave sooner if she were to let go.

“You can’t...” was all she could muster.

“I have to, Elpis...it’s time for me to fight. It’s time for me to prove my manhood and become a hero. Kairos wouldn’t call for me to fail.” Despite his words, he had so much uncertainty in his voice.

“You can’t...leave me, Lycus! You-you can’t!” she said in between sobs.

He growled deep in his chest as he embraced her tighter. His own tears began to spill while he squeezed them closed hoping the tears would disappear. He never realized the cost of living his dream was losing the one he loved the most. “I don’t want to...believe me...I don’t. But I have to. Not just for me, but...for my family, for my people, fir Kairos...for you.”

She gasped for air she was sobbing so hard. “I ca-can’t bear...losing you...Lycus! What if you never...never come back?”

Lycus hardened his face and rumbled, “Then, I die a noble hero for my people.”

“I can’t — no!” wept Elpis.

Lycus held her face and looked into her eyes, controlling his tears. “I will come back. For you, I promise... I will come back, and then, we’ll never be separated again.”

“You can’t promise me that!” she cried.

“I promise on the River Styx that I will return to you! And when I do, our love with burn brighter than the torches of Mount Olympus! I promise...” He gently kissed her forehead and rested her head on his chest as she sniffled.

She had no arguments left. Those who vowed upon the River Styx could not break their promise — it was the unbreakable vow. All she could do was wrap her arms around him and pray to the gods Lycus returned home safely. She could hear his heartbeat; it raced, both with fear and anticipation, and yet, she knew this was his life’s path and truest desire in life. Who was she to stop him? What terrified her the most was realizing this might be the final time she ever saw him alive again.

Their time together was short lived, and to Elpis, it felt like it wasn’t enough. For the remainder of Lycus’s time there, he and Elpis seemed distant, and not really connected like they normally were. Neither of them were used to that, and for the first time ever, there was a strain on their relationship. This made both Lycus and Elpis feel truly lonely for the first time in their young lives. 

When the time had finally come that Lycus was to go off to war, he marched along with the other soldiers, ready for the beginning of his epic journey. Just before he boarded the ship, however, he turned and looked upon the cliff that he and Elpis had made theirs. There stood Elpis, along the edge of the cliff, watching as the love of her life departed. Lycus felt his stomach drop and his emotions flared, as he raised an arm to wave goodbye, and boarded the ship for passage; Elpis felt so incredibly weak in the legs and fell to her knees sobbing helplessly.

She watched from the cliff until his ship could no longer be seen by the naked eye, and she felt in the pit of her soul she would never truly be happy again. She prayed and prayed and prayed to Athena that Lycus would be protected, but no matter how hard she prayed, there was still a gaping hole where her heart was. She knew for as long as she held breath, the hole in her heart would never heal, and she would never come to love another man like she loved Lycus.
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GREECE, 30 YEARS LATER

Cronus counted his sons, and Elpis grew to be a beautiful woman with many suitors. She eventually married a man within the government, the most prominent local official. He was a wealthy, respected, and greatly feared man, but he treated Elpis like his queen. She was to bear him a son, but she would not be intimate with him. She found herself desperately trying to find love for him, even the slightest, but there was nothing there — he could not capture her heart the same way Lycus did. She was too emotionally empty. 

Every day, since those many years ago, she still climbed that hill, desperately looking out into the ocean for her love. Every day she would look out into the horizon, remembering all those times her and Lycus were together on that same hill. The memories were painful, and even after all these years, she still desperately yearned for his return. She could no longer remember his face, or the sound of his voice, or any of his features clearly. Her memories of him were faded, and she found herself desperately clinging to what she held onto so dearly. Her heart remained true, but the logical side of her brain told her he must have perished in the war long ago.

Life with her husband was fair. She respected him and everything he had done for his city and his people. However, any intimacy was just not there; the love she wanted to have for him could never be, and the love her husband desperately wanted would never be reciprocated. She wanted to move on from Lycus and live in the present with her husband, but he could not seal up that gaping hole in her heart. No matter how much time passed, her heart was always loyal and true. Lycus would never be replaced.

Like every day since Lycus’s departure, Elpis found herself standing on the hill, looking out into the ocean with hopes of his return. She would stand there and watch patiently, but by now, it was surprising that she hadn’t forgotten what she was even waiting for considering how ritual it had become. That day was no different than the others. Slowly, she turned and descended the hill back for home, only to be disappointed yet again.

Later in the evening, as she was busy with her household chores, she could hear joyous cries in the streets outside. This alerted Elpis and made her curious to see what was going on outside. People in the streets were flocking to the docks, as cries of returning warships loomed in the air. Her heart fluttered at this news, and quickly ran off to join the crowd toward the dock. This was the moment she was waiting for; she knew this was the moment she would finally learn of Lycus’s true fate.

Through the crowd, she could barely make out the figures of soldiers boarding the dock. It was difficult to see, but she desperately scanned the crowd for Lycus. As difficult as it was, she was not going to give up. She raced up to the hill, huffing as her heart pumped with anticipation, as well as fear. This was the closure her poor heart needed.

Upon reaching the cliff at the top of the hill, she scanned the crowd of joyous faces and worn-down soldiers; women and mothers were in tears at the return of their husbands and sons or the lack thereof, but the returning men looked exhausted, physically and mentally. Unfortunately for Elpis, she saw no Lycus. Her heart still raced with the anticipation of his possible return, but she could not locate him anywhere. The gaping hole in her heart widened as she realized Lycus truly must have perished in the war. After all these years, she had finally received her answer; despite the closure, it still tore her completely knowing she would never see him again.

Hot tears burned at the back of her eyes as they came forward. For years, she waited for his return, but now, she had only wasted those years of her life dreaming. The hole in her heart felt new, all over again. Despite knowing the possibility that he died, she still hoped she would see him again, but this only confirmed what she had truly feared all along.

“Elpis?” said a voice behind her that she had not heard in a long time.

She gasped and spun around, and before her eyes, making his way up the hill was Lycus himself. She felt her legs go weak and her belly churn. She felt tingly all over, and her heart raced with so many emotions at once. The palpitations were so loud Lycus could hear them, but his raced with the same intensity as hers. Seeing each other again was emotionally strange to them.

Lycus looked drastically different — he had grown into a handsome, rugged man. He was quite tall and muscular, with scars all over his face and body. His eyes looked tired and spent, as all he knew was mindless slaughter and survival after all these years. The only thing spared him from all the trauma he carried was his undying love for her.

“Lycus!” she gasped, already sobbing in utter shock. She felt a mixture of emotions and all of them extremely potent. A gentle breeze parted hair out of her face as he approached her.

“...You’re, just as beautiful as I remember you,” he said with a smile.

She continued to weep with her hand over her mouth. “Lycus, I...I-I can’t believe it’s...it’s really you!”

“It’s really me,” he sighed with overwhelming love. “I’ve waited years to see that beautiful face again.”

Elpis embraced him tightly, and it was the most surreal experience either of them had felt in years. It was like a dream — they could not believe they were together in person once again, after so many years of just dreaming about it. Lycus couldn’t contain his emotions any longer, as years of stress and exhaustion came pouring out. He squeezed Elpis tightly and wept onto her head openly with pure happiness. 

“All these years of fighting in that war...I never forgot my promise. It’s the only thing that’s kept me alive,” he confessed, feeling so rejuvenated, like he was a whole new person.

Elpis squeezed him tight, afraid to let go of him in case he left her again. “I’ve waited for you every day since you left. I’ve stood on this hill looking out for you, praying to the gods for your safe return!”

To be reunited was beyond bliss — words could not describe it. They both felt letting go was too soon and were not ready to be separated, even a few feet. The gods themselves would not be able to pry them apart with how powerful their sustaining love was. They were once again destined for greatness together.

Unfortunately for the lovers, they did not realize a pair of eyes had fallen upon them, ones that were not in their best interest. A close friend of her husband’s had managed to catch the two in their embrace. He saw Elpis lovingly in the arms of another man, and he knew her husband would be furious when he found out. She seemed so happy...happier than she had ever been with her husband. He quickly made his retreat back to the acropolis to tell his official of his discovery. He clenched his fists tight, knuckles white, and his anger boiled to no end.

When Lycus and Elpis finally let go, she informed him she had married another and was a settled down housewife now. Lycus was disappointed, but he understood. They agreed to remain friends, which was better than nothing at all. They departed ways for the night, despite how hard it was to let go, and agreed to meet up again the following day. Elpis’s husband waited at home for her in the dark, seething in bitter anger, waiting to confront her the moment she returned.

Elpis returned home in a dreamy state, but her moment was ruined when her husband confronted her. She played it off like she was celebrating the return of the soldiers, but he knew she was lying. His anger was great, and he was far from stupid. He was not a man to anger, especially with the amount of power he had.

“Who is he?” drilled her husband.

“Who?” asked Elpis, sincerely confused.

“...Who was that man you were with?” he repeated, slower and angrier.

She stared into his eyes as if he found out her most precious secret. “You...saw that?”

“Aye, I did,” he lied. “Who is he?”

“Pyrrhus, please —”

“WHO IS HE?” shouted her husband, rising to his feet aggressively.

She stared at him, half in shock and half in annoyance, and paused to mentally debate on whether she should tell him or not. She looked down at her feet nervously, unable to bring herself to look up at him again. “He’s just an old friend of mine... We were childhood friends before he was drafted. That’s all...”

Pyrrhus scoffed. “Just a friend? Didn’t seem like you two were just friends.”

“Can we not do this please? Not now?” she lashed out.

“You’ve never embraced me like that.”

She shot him a nasty glare before heading to bed. This was her way of dropping the subject. “We can discuss this in the morning.”

Pyrrhus glared her down as she passed by. “That we will...”

Elpis and her scorned husband went to bed that night, but they both lay awake and plagued with thoughts. Elpis could not get Lycus out of her head, as every passing thought only brought a smile to her face. Pyrrhus, on the other hand, became angrier with every minute passed. He was in a very different state of mind than she was, and his bitter anger only grew worse as the night carried on.

***
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THE FOLLOWING DAY, while her husband was at the acropolis conducting business, Elpis decided to leave their home and go to the market. She had plans to meet Lycus there; she informed him of her husband’s jealousy, and it was a good idea not to make him angrier. He was a powerful man after all, and extremely dangerous when he wanted to be, and she knew better than to go behind his back and be unfaithful. She hoped Lycus would understand, but she questioned whether she herself could contain her desires.

Unfortunately, neither of them could help themselves around each other. They were just so drawn to each other, and all they wanted to do was hold, and kiss, and share their bodies together in passion. They just always wanted to be near the other, as closely as they possibly could. Their bond had regrown and strengthened in such a short amount of time, as if they had not been separated at all. The attraction and pull were unlike anything they ever felt, and this time it was even more potent.

What Elpis did not know was Pyrrhus had eyes and ears everywhere. He was furious when he learned she was spotted with Lycus, again, and his fury knew no limitations. Hades himself would not be able to handle his wrath. He instructed his best men to keep a closer eye on the two and to report back to him immediately if they lie together in union.

Lycus and Elpis saw each other more and more every day. There was not a moment they were not together. As long as they were in each other’s company, the world was at their feet — theirs for the taking. There was not a single care or worry in the world for either of them, for all they needed was each other.

Despite knowing how wrong it was to be unfaithful to her husband, Elpis could not fight this natural urge. Pyrrhus himself began to keep a close eye on them, and seeing her smile, laugh, and be happy with Lycus only made his wrath turn into bitter hatred. He was going to make them both pay, but hers would be the worst. He would do everything in his power to destroy the love they shared.

Finally, after a week of being reunited, the inseparable lovers could no longer resist their urges and embraced each other in a kiss. After one of his messengers relayed the explicit details, Pyrrhus completely lost it. He had now experienced adultery first-hand and could now enact his revenge. Elpis would forever come to regret her betrayal.

The lovers sat embraced upon the hill, as the ocean angrily splashed against the rocks below. Lycus and Elpis were lost in their own world, and there was no other place in the world they would rather be. They were floating among the clouds and feeling the soft breeze as if they were limitless. They looked into each other’s eyes, their love for each other undying and purer than the heavens. No words could possibly describe the kind of love they shared.

“I can’t help myself when I’m around you, Lycus. I love you so much,” said Elpis with a blissful sigh, a dreamy glaze in her eyes.

“I love you too — more than the gods could ever come to know,” he replied.

With a smile, Elpis rested her head upon her lover’s chest, warm in his tight embrace. His heart raced even faster; it made her smile. Lycus looked out into the ocean overhead, watching the waves as he kissed the top of her head. Wherever they went, it was paradise. Home was wherever the other was.

“ELPIS!” screamed Pyrrhus from the bottom of the hill, with the most horrifying, furious face they had ever seen.

Elpis gasped as she and Lycus quickly shot to their feet, both of them looking upon her vengeful husband with great fear.

“Pyrrhus!” she cried.

He stormed up the hill with a crazed look in his eyes. “I knew it! From the moment I heard...there is more here than just friendship! You two are lovers!”

“Pyrrhus, please, I-I —” begged Elpis, but he was having none of it.

“SHUT YOUR MOUTH, WHORE! I’ve had my best men watching you two closely! Hell, I have been watching you myself! Just waiting for the moment when you two let your guards down!”

Lycus brought up his hands in a pleading way. “This is my fault. Look, I’m very sorry about all this —”

Elpis suddenly cried out, “Lycus and I have always been lovers!” Lycus and Pyrrhus suddenly turned to her, both with shock upon their faces. She continued. “Ever since we were children! That’s why I couldn’t bring myself to love you like a husband; my heart was always true to him...”

Both Lycus and Pyrrhus awkwardly looked at each other, but Pyrrhus looked extremely hurt. Tears began to spill down Elpis’s cheeks; she hated herself for hurting Pyrrhus, but at the same time her confession was so liberating, and she felt lighter than wind. The news hit Pyrrhus hard, like a smack to the face. His eyes were watery, which he quickly blinked away.

“All this time... I’m such a fool...”

Both Lycus and Elpis looked upon him with great sadness, even Lycus felt pity for this unfortunate soul. Pyrrhus was not an evil man. He was an elected official! Hades! He adored and treated Elpis like a goddess, even! He truly did not deserve this pain, but that was all they seemed to be giving him.

Pyrrhus looked at her and sniffled. “You could have just told me from the start, Elpis...I love you so much, you know that? Being unfaithful was not the way to do this.”

“I know...” she wept, feeling like the worst human being in the world. “I never meant to hurt you, Pyrrhus! That was never my intention.”

Lycus stepped forward with sympathy and said, “Please don’t be mad at her. It’s my fault. I should have respected your marriage when she told me...”

The scorned husband slowly looked upon him, anger building. “She told you she was married, and you still...?”

“I did, and I’m so sorry.”

Pyrrhus’s sorrow turned to blind, boiling rage, and just like that he was furious again. “It IS YOUR FAULT!”

Pyrrhus lunged, but Lycus side-stepped out of the way and sent him tumbling to the ground. This sudden outburst surprised both Lycus and Elpis.

“I’LL KILL YOU!” screamed Pyrrhus, as he got back up and lunged again.

Lycus, having trained in the war for years, had advanced skills that Pyrrhus could never overcome. No matter how hard Pyrrhus tried, Lycus just moved out of the way and let him stumble and fall like a fool. This only humiliated him further, which only made him angrier.

“I don’t want to fight you!” yelled Lycus with authority in his voice.

“Pyrrhus, please!” begged Elpis.

“SHUT UP!” He got up and charged again, but Lycus would not give him that chance. Finally, his anger became too much for him to handle, and from within his robe he slipped out a dagger.

“Lycus, please...just go...let me talk to him, this isn’t doing any good!” pleaded Elpis helplessly.

He turned her and said with all seriousness, “I don’t want him to hurt you!”

With Lycus’s back turned, Pyrrhus took his opportunity to spring up and lunge, and bury the blade deep into Lycus’s side. Elpis screamed out in horror as Lycus yelped out in pain and held his bleeding wound in excruciating pain. She looked into his eyes as they reflected the hill they were on. The same hill where they met. She felt awashed in the memories of everything that came to this moment.

Remembering Pyrrhus’ anger snapped Elpis out of her daze as she looked upon Lycus’s prone body. She felt the last dregs of her constraining shock fade as she heard Lycus gurgle and cough.

“LYCUS!” cried Elpis, as she dropped to her knees and held him in her bosom. She caressed his hair as the bleeding gushed. She burst into fresh tears, this time of pure sorrow and horror as Lycus quickly grew paler, weaker, and colder.

Pyrrhus stood there holding his bloody dagger, still breathing heavily, but with no sign of remorse for his actions. Anger was still burning in his eyes. Elpis wept as she laid her head upon his. Lycus tried to keep his eyes open but struggled. He slowly and weakly reached up to stroke her hair one last time.

“Don’t...don’t, weep, my love...”

“Oh, Lycus, no! Please don’t...don’t leave me...again! Please don’t...” she begged through tears.

Pyrrhus only grew angrier watching this. 

“I...I don’t want — want you...to weep for me. I get...I get to die...in your arms...”

Unable to contain her sorrow, Elpis looked up to the sky and cried out to the gods. “Gods, please! Don’t let take my Lycus be taken away from me! I can’t bear to be alone again, please! Don’t take my love from me!”

“Elpis...my flower...I love...I love...love...” His words began to trail as his lids grew incredibly heavy.

“Lycus, no! Oh...gods, please...no!” she wept, resting her head upon his. “Gods...I beg of you...”

She kissed his head as tears fell upon him. The pain of losing him once again was too great to bear — she felt in her bones she could not live another day without her love by her side. She would rather burn in the fiery wrath of Hades domain than go another day without Lycus. 

Little did she know, the gods had in fact took pity on them; they had been watching their love for years, and they found it cruel to separate them, even in death. It all happened way too fast — faster than Pyrrhus realized. As Elpis sobbed, holding Lycus tight, the two began to merge into each other. Before Pyrrhus’s eyes, their skin changed to bark, their hair leaves, and their arms and fingers branches with twigs. Their legs formed into a thick stump, and their toes dug into the ground as roots. As the lovers merged, they grew tall and thick and formed into a tall, magnificent, and beautiful tree.

Pyrrhus was speechless and watched in amazement as a tree now rested where the lovers just were. Two souls who loved each other more than there were stars in the night sky had grown together to become one in the form of a tree. Their love granted them the gift of eternity together, and now, they were forever in each other’s embrace. This only angered Pyrrhus further — how could the gods take pity on this treachery? How could they reward this behavior?

Gripping his blade, the vengeful man approached the tree with the intention of harming it. However, with one strike of the dagger, the blade was immediately destroyed. It seemed to Pyrrhus the tree was protected by the gods themselves. He stood there, angry and emotional, at not only the loss of his beloved wife, but also, his wrath being unmet. He sluggishly turned and slumped down the hill, as a light breeze swayed the leaves of the newly formed tree. It seemed Pyrrhus had lost to the greatest force on this planet...love.

***
[image: image]


CRONUS HAD EATEN HIS buffet of sons, and the tree still stood tall and proud upon that hill covered with a heavy blanket of moss and time, forever overlooking the ocean. It was the only tree for miles. Aion looked at Cronus’ handiwork and chuckled. A little girl, no more than eight, had been in the field all morning picking flowers, making her way towards the hill for the tree. The day was bright and warm, but the tree provided enough shade for her to cool off under and the moss blanket was cozy. The tree was her favorite place to spend time at, underneath the leaves in the shadow.

Though she did not understand why, there was something magical about this tree. She always felt a sense of happiness and security being around it. It was like the tree itself enjoyed her presence and kept her company. She thought she could even hear it laughing in mirth.

“Rhea! What in the gods’ names are you doing up here alone?” cried a woman, who rushed up the hill and plucked her daughter up in her arms.

“I was picking flowers, mama, see?” The little girl brought up a flower for her mother to sniff.

Her mother smiled. “What have I told you about coming up here alone, little lady? I don’t like you being so close to that cliff! What happens if you fall over, and mama can’t find you ever again?”

“I can’t fall over, mama! The tree protects me. It was even laughing this time,” reasoned Rhea like it was common sense. 

Her mother exhaled through her nostrils, trying to be firm, but weak to her baby’s loveable charms. She kissed her daughter on the cheek and looked into her big, brown, innocent eyes. She portrayed the very image of purity.

The little girl looked back at the tree and pointed, her eyes sparkling with wonder. “Tell me about the tree, mama! I wanna hear it again!”

The woman looked upon it with a peaceful and loving gaze. “That’s Lycus and Elpis, my love. They were two lovers who were just...simply meant to be.”

“Like soulmates?” asked Rhea.

“More than that, baby. They had a connection that was much deeper than even the gods knew. All Lycus and Elpis wanted in the world was to always be with each other, so the gods granted them their wish, and together, they grew into this tree.”

“But doesn’t it get lonely? Shouldn’t there be another tree to keep it company?” asked Rhea sweetly.

“They don’t need company, babe. They have each other, and that’s all they need.”

Rhea looked at her mother with a smile. “Do you think I’ll find my soulmate and turn into a tree someday?”

Her mother chuckled exactly like the laugh she heard coming from the tree and kissed her forehead. “Maybe someday when you’re older. Until then, you’ll always be my beautiful baby girl.”

Her mother looked up at the tree one last time before turning and descending the hill with her daughter. As she walked away, Rhea turned back to the tree and waved her little hand goodbye with a smile. She wished that someday she too would find her one true love.

The tree stood proudly on that hill for many, many years, for as long as its roots were grounded. Everyone knew the legend, but only so few truly experienced the kind of love they had. The story of Lycus and Elpis went on to be forever remembered and treasured by many great orators and poets alike, preserving the story of true love in its all glory, the story of soulmates reuniting after being separated for so long and growing together to be forever entwined. Though Lycus and Elpis were forever one, it was the only tree within miles, earning it it’s nickname, The Lonely Tree Hill.
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