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   Foreword
 
    
 
        A good amount of historical research and planning went into the creation of this story. I read about Greek history and the different eras of Greek and Hellenic history, and I also made sure to do reading on the histories of other cultures around the same time period (as well as before and afterward) so I could be aware of what existed at certain times, and where. You might wonder why I am doing historical research when I am writing what is essentially a fantasy, but this is a fantasy that I fully intend to make believable and enjoyable. Also, I'm a history nerd.
 
        After all, is it not said that every legend and myth has a seed of truth?
 
        In the back of this book I have included notes on my research and commentaries on myths and facts I use in this story. Reading it is entirely optional. One thing to note if you're already familiar with Greek mythology, I have chosen to use many of the original Greek spellings for names rather than the Anglicized modern day spellings of these names, so Cerberus is spelled Kerberos, and so on.
 
        While doing my research, I had to decide to set it during an appropriate period of time in Greek history, and tweaking the original myth to become both fantastic yet realistic. I had several different possible dates to choose from, with different reasons. However, I have decided on the year 1500 BCE as the starting point in this tale. At this point, the Titans have been defeated, and the Olympians have been in charge for a few centuries now.
 
        The Trojan War does not happen for another three hundred years (1194-1184 BCE). Palaemon/Herakles (who would become known to the rest of the world as Hercules) was not yet born (1280 BCE), though several other famous children of Zeus (by mortal mothers) have lived and died by the time of this tale – Minos, Rhadamanthus, Aeacus, and Keroessa (ancestress of the man who would eventually found Byzantium) I place the era of the Titans to be around 2500-2000 BCE, as the ancient Greeks were colonizing Crete and other Greek lands and establishing civilization centers.
 
        The Classical Greek period existed in the first millennium BC, after the Trojan War, and is the period that most people are familiar with – this period produced the statues and pottery that many people can recognize. At this time, the myths were well-established, and the epics – the works of Homer and Herodotus, for example – were written during this period, so I decided on an earlier time period for the myth to actually occur.
 
        The name Persephone wasn't applied to Demeter's daughter until she became Queen of the Underworld, according to many versions of the myth. Her name was originally Kore – which in its essential translation means 'girl'. I modified the spelling only slightly, to Kora. I felt that this name was a better one than simply calling her 'girl', yet it was close enough to Kore. The name Persephone means 'destroyer of light', referring to her position as Queen of the Underworld, though since she was also Goddess of Spring, she could hardly be seen as a destroyer. Her name may also refer to the fact that when she left the Earth, it became dark (from Demeter's grief and the subsequent autumn and winter that followed in the myth)
 
        This novel is my creation. Yes, I did not create the myth of Hades and Persephone, but mythology is shared by everyone, and this particular story/telling of the myth is comprised of original elements entirely my own. This novel/work is property/copyright of M.M. Kin and similarities to persons living/dead are coincidental.
 
        Overall, I hope that you enjoy this tale, and what I have done for an old myth.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        Being the offspring of a god was supposed to come with special privileges and honors. At least, that's how Kora usually heard it. Even a demigod could gain favors from their divine parent or go on adventures and make a name for themselves and be immortalized in stories.
 
        Unfortunately, the opportunity for an adventure never presented itself to her. She had been confined to this island for half her life, and that felt like forever! The closest thing she got to excitement was listening to the stories the nymphs told her when Mother was away.
 
        The chatter of the nymphs met her ears, and she looked up from the shady spot she was sitting under a tree, seeing her mother flanked by several of the nature-spirits. Kora remained where she was, not deigning to greet her mother. It wasn't fair that Mother got to leave the island and go to Olympus and various parts of Hellas and see and do all sorts of things that were sure to be exciting!
 
        Every time she asked to go with her mother, Kora was always rebuffed; sometimes gently, other times firmly. Last time she asked, she had been turned away rather snappishly, so she was in no mood to be pleasant.
 
        Mother said that she needed to be kept safe, to be protected and sheltered, and part of her could understand that after what had happened with Ares, but it felt all too often that she was being punished for something she was not even responsible for! Her green eyes stared wistfully at the ocean before Mother's voice cut into her reverie.
 
        “Kora! It is rude to not say hello to someone you have not seen for days!” Mother scolded. Silently, Kora rose from her feet and stepped into the sunlight, approaching her mother before murmuring a greeting and letting Demeter take her into her arms. She felt her mother's hand stroke her hair as she was squeezed tightly. Sometimes that was all she felt like, a pet, to be confined to this place and watched over and played with when the nymphs wanted to bedeck her in flowers or braid her hair. She often tried to assert herself as something more, a grown person who was approaching her twenty-fifth summer. She was a woman with a mind of her own, someone who was capable of making sound decisions for her life – at least, she would if a certain someone would let her make her own choices!
 
        Why did Fate have to be so cruel?
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
   Twenty-Seven Years Ago
 
    
 
        The Fates were at work, ever spinning and manipulating the threads of life before snipping them off at the appropriate lengths and weaving them into the tapestry. This scene met a grim-faced Hades as he approached, inclining his head in a bow out of respect for the trio of women that determined the lives of mortal and immortal alike.
 
        The God of the Dead had taken the throne of the Underworld centuries ago – of his own choice, rather than bad luck of the draw as the mortals said of the division of realms between his brothers and himself – and he had never regretted it. However, at times, he was subject to a feeling of loneliness that was rather unnerving. He was usually able to ignore it and shrug it off as an effect of the dismal world he lived in.
 
        That abysmal feeling of a void in his life had been especially nagging lately.  He had never been one to share his private thoughts with anyone else, even before he became the Lord of this realm. If anyone could offer insight about this issue, or point him toward a solution, it would be the Fates.
 
        “We welcome you, Lord,” the youngest-looking woman said.
 
        “A matter weighs heavily upon your heart.” This was said by the one pulling on strings and leaving them in the air, giving them the appearance of floating in water.
 
        “Ask, and we shall answer.” The sound of a sharp snip from a pair of shears punctuated this statement. As always, Hades had the sense that he was speaking to one entity, not three. But the affairs of the Fates – Fate? – were their – or her – own.
 
        “Sisters, have I not been a good ruler of this realm?” he asked.
 
        “Your wisdom is not questioned.”
 
        “Your character is inviolate.”
 
        “This realm was yours before you became its Lord.”
 
        Sometimes Hades wished they would give simple answers to his questions, but he knew this was their way.
 
        “I am satisfied with my lot. The realms of my brothers would never suit me. But...” He frowned, trying to think of the right words to say as he stared at the women. Dressed in white, Klotho sat on a stool as she spun the thread of life from glittering, formless aether. Midnight blue-shrouded Lakhesis stood at the tapestry, measuring out thread with her fingers, her slender digits skittering across the flowing, myriad images like the nimble legs of a spider and plucking strings from the air to weave into the grand design.
 
        Come to think of it, all three women made Hades think of spiders. It was probably the way their fingers moved, and the thread that they were always seen manipulating. Black-cloaked Atropos's gnarled yet quick fingers would pluck out threads and snip them with her shears, and deftly arrange others. Lakhesis did not protest the work of her sister, and when Klotho added a few threads of her own, the older Fate simply continued her work, each sister complementing the others' work. Curiously, no one had ever seen the sisters fight, lending to Hades's idea that these three women were actually one.
 
        “Sometimes... I feel as if I am missing something. I cannot guess what it is,” Hades murmured. He was not confined to the Underworld like his subjects were. Like the other members of the small but elite clique of chthonic gods, he was the exception to the rule that applied to everyone who ate the food that grew within the Underworld. He was free to enjoy the myriad offerings of his own realm or the one above. He had tried various amusements in both worlds, to no avail.
 
        “There is a time for everything.”
 
        “Going without makes one appreciate the with.”
 
        “You will know what you seek when you find it.”
 
        Again, Hades found himself wishing that the Fates were capable of giving out straight, simple answers. Calmly, he surveyed the seemingly domestic scene before him. The fingers were in constant motion. He couldn't remember a time that these hands had ever been at rest, even when the bodies they belonged to were standing or sitting like statues.
 
        He had to fight back the urge to demand to know just what it was that he was looking for, and where he could find it. Pressing them for details would only give him even more vague answers, or silence. But at the same time, the answer they had chosen to honor him with was reassuring in its own odd way.
 
        “All things in due time.” This time, Hades was not certain which one of them had said it. Had they read his mind? He glanced at them, seeing that they now had their backs to him. With a bow, he retreated from their presence.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        Demeter felt restless and bored as she gazed at the other gods enjoying themselves at one of the many feasts on Olympus. Loud but musical laughter drifted through the air, and Demeter turned to see Aphrodite playfully fighting off the advances of Ares. She had to make a conscious effort to keep herself from sneering. No one could argue with the fact that Aphrodite was the loveliest of all the gods, but as far as substance went, her beauty was but an enticing facade for a hollow conscience. The goddess in question flipped her light honey-colored tresses – a great source of pride for her in a population where dark hair was the norm – over her shoulder, displaying round and pert breasts hidden under a thin, gauzy pink gown, the material gathered around her slim waist in the infamous golden girdle that her husband Hephaistos had created for her in an attempt to win some affection.
 
        Demeter had always been a woman interested in the more substantial feelings in life, and didn't care for the fleeting emotions of desire and lust. She cared more for satisfaction and contentment. These she found on earth, where the people praised her name for the bounty she gave them. She was a giver and nurturer of life, not of desire or jealousy. The earth gave freely, 
 
        The only reason she was even here was because this was the yearly gathering of the gods. It was a tradition Zeus had instituted, to be held every year on the anniversary of Kronos's defeat. At first, the anniversary gatherings had been much more subdued. That was a long time ago, however, and now what was supposed to be a serious occasion was nothing more than a party. She rose from her seat and left without saying good-bye to anyone, seeing no need to waste any more time here.
 
        “I was hoping that I was not the only one tired of that idle chatter.” The voice emerged from behind a pillar, and out of its shadow stepped Hades. He was a quiet and regal presence as always, his circle-beard neatly trimmed, his long, slightly wavy ebony hair pulled back in a loose braid. His cloak was midnight-blue velvet, and his ankle-length chiton was black, as well as his boots. The only ornamentation he wore was the clasp of his cloak, a heavy silver brooch set with sapphire and onyx.
 
        “The young gods do not know true suffering, and the older ones have forgotten,” Demeter replied as she came to a stop. Even under the shadow of a pillar, he was an imposing figure, tall and proud, his presence commanding her attention in a considerably different way than that of their brothers. He was as broad-shouldered as Zeus and Poseidon, but not as thickly-built, and he did not demand as much attention with the way he dressed himself or the accessories he wore. Despite this fact, he was just as awe-inspiring as his younger siblings, if not more.
 
        “Nothing ever remains the same. Gods and mortals change.”
 
        “I know, but some things should remain the same,” Demeter replied firmly.
 
        “I do not disagree with that. But perhaps this will change to something else. Idleness and ignorance lead to harsh lessons.”
 
        “Easily true for mortals, but immortals are another matter...”
 
        The Harvest Goddess saw a smirk creep across her brother's face.
 
        “We may have unwearying strength and endless days, but these are the only actual differences we have from those whose lives are ephemeral,” Hades stated. “But these two things do make for a rather substantial... quality in the way we lead our lives. I suppose that is why people do not like having me around.” His grin was dry, and Demeter could not help but smile back at his observation.
 
        Demeter was one of the few gods who spent almost all of her time with mortals. She liked being amongst them, often in disguise, and spreading her blessings. She loved the earth and what grew from it.
 
        She relished watching things grow, from seed to full flower or fruit. She enjoyed the feel of grass under her feet and the scent of clean, fresh air. Never did she feel more alive than when she was encouraging life to grow wherever it could. Even in the cooler times of the year, when much of the ground was fallow, Demeter could feel the life under the ground stirring, storing energy and waiting for spring to come, for the goddess to coax them out of the ground to reach their fullest potential.
 
        “Indeed,” Demeter nodded slowly. A loud laugh burst through the air before it was accompanied by a shriek and some rowdy chuckling. “I suppose the silence of the Underworld is preferable to this.” This was in no way a sarcastic comment, and Hades was fully aware of his sister's respect. Demeter had been in the Underworld before, but unlike himself, she and the other gods found the silence oppressive.
 
        “One grows used to the quiet and darkness,” Hades replied with a noncommittal shrug, his face revealing no emotion. He could not help but recall his earlier thoughts and feelings, but like so many other things, he kept silent about this subject as he watched his sister leave Olympus.
 
    
 
  

 
 
   
   
Chapter I
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        After the din on Olympus, the silence of the Underworld surrounded Hades like a warm blanket, his tension slipping away in the tranquility of dead quiet.
 
        His Palace was a forbidding sight to visitors, knife-like ebony spires jutting up into a dark gray sky, its windows almost invisible amidst the black marble structure. To a fearful – or guilty – heart, it looked more like a place of torture rather than a home, especially with the twin obsidian statues that flanked the entrance to the palace. They had been carved in a likeness of Kerberos, the infamous three-headed hound of Hell, six stone heads baring meticulously-carved teeth in the direction of whoever passed between them.
 
        The doors opened under his silent command, and the only sound that met his ears were his own footsteps as he walked across the silver-veined black stone. The polished marble reflected the light from the ethereal lamps that were mounted sparingly on the walls, creating an eclectic mixture of shadow and illumination. The stark quietness of this Palace and the understated elegance of its interior decoration could not contrast any more vividly to the ever-present light, decoration, music and chatter that permeated Olympus. There truly was no place like home.
 
        Out of the corner of his eye, Hades noticed a wisp of deep violet-gray smoke. As he turned his attention towards it, it filled out in form, now resembling a faceless human above the waist and mist below, although its color remained the same. This translucent form lowered itself in what was unmistakably a bow.
 
        “Have supper brought to my chambers,” Hades commanded. After the cloying ambrosia and nectar of Olympus, he was in the mood for considerably more substantial and satisfying fare, and to recline in the comfort of his rooms.
 
        The main room of his apartments contained a divan and table, with a large fireplace at one side of the vaulted chamber. Velvet drapes hung open to reveal a balcony that led to his private gardens. With a flick of his wrist, the drapes closed, plunging the room into near-total darkness. Already, the table was set, the aroma of his supper filling the air, and the fire that danced in the hearth gave the chamber a comfortable feeling despite the lack of other light.
 
        Uncovering the lid to the wrought-silver pot revealed a hearty meat stew, steam rising into the shadows enticingly. On a covered plate was warm and spicy goat cheese-topped pita bread, and a shallow bowl contained pieces of fruit drizzled with honey. Two slender-necked silver jugs – one of wine, the other of water – sat to one side next to a matching goblet.
 
        He removed his cloak, draping it across the arm of the divan and leaving the heavy clasp on the table before he settled down to partake of what the finest chefs of the Underworld had prepared for him, eyeing the stew with an appreciative rumble in his stomach.
 
        As usual after going to Olympus, he thought of everything he had seen and heard. A few of the gods had seemed bored. Hephaistos hadn't cared to pay attention to the antics of his wife as she flirted shamelessly with those around her, her tiny waist showing off the golden girdle that he had made for her in a failed attempt to win her favor. It was true that the girdle was one of the smith god's best works, but as Hephaistos had confided into him one time, the girdle was no more magnificent than anything else he had ever made. There was no actual spell on it to charm those around her – Aphrodite was perfectly capable of that entirely on her own.
 
        The bowl fit in his large hand comfortably as he scooped up some of the savory stew with a slice of the pita bread. All of the ware on his table – the dishes, jugs, and platters – were Hephaistos's work. He was only too glad to share the riches of his realm with the smith. It was an advantageous trade – Hephaistos got whatever metal and precious stones he needed for his work, and Hades had many examples of his nephew's work in the Palace. The throne was from the lame god's hand, as well as most of the jewelry Hades had in his coffers. Whatever was not made by the smith-god was made by his own artisan servants who were almost as skilled as the god that they had worshipped in their mortal lives. Even now, these souls of blacksmiths and craftsmen still acknowledged Hephaistos, and now also acknowledged Hades as their other guardian. He was not a jealous god and was happy to share patronage.
 
        The food and wine settled comfortably into his stomach, and Hades let out a quiet sigh as he stretched out, resting his feet on the bearskin rug in front of the fireplace. Shadowy tendrils snaked up the short legs of the stool to unclasp his boots and slide them off, and the god wiggled his toes, feeling the heat from the fire on the soles of his feet. Around him, nothing stirred, and everything was where it belonged. Peace and quiet, this was all he could ask for.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        After the last tedious gathering on Olympus, Demeter decided that she needed a change in scenery. Her last stint among the mortals had been spent in one of the valleys of Hellas, listening to the songs of praise from her worshipers. Every year the harvest was abundant, and people traveled from other parts to settle down here. When she had first found the valley, it was nothing but ashes and ruin, devastation wrought by one of the dragons that had once been a lizard before it found some of Ouranos's severed flesh and ate it. It had made this valley its lair for years, leaving it only to hunt for food, leading it to terrorize other towns when it had exhausted resources within the vicinity of its home.
 
        The land was dead before she arrived, everything burned over and over by the dragon, who had gained the ability to breathe fire from its frightful metamorphosis. Demeter loved a challenge, and went up against the dragon, her sickle making short work of the beast.
 
        She coaxed life out of the black earth. The dragon bones that Demeter decided to leave be were overtaken by moss, grass, and vines after being bleached by the sun. Insects came, and then animals, and eventually, lured by the lush and wild growth and the plentiful game, humans settled into the valley. The wild lands became cultivated, pouring forth a bounty that ensured that not one single living thing would go hungry. She had killed that dragon over fifty years ago, and the valley was now a bustling town surrounded by trees and plentiful farmlands. People praised her to the heavens, and her temple was never lacking in offerings or priestesses. Her temple courtyard had been built around the dragon bones, the fossil serving as a reminder of what had happened so long ago.
 
        Demeter was the kind of person who valued home. Like her sister Hestia, she was a goddess who preferred the comforts of her hearth. However, she also had the desire to feel needed. She enjoyed coaxing life out of dead lands, and she enjoyed having the gratitude and attention of mortals. But lately, her festivals had become boring. There wasn't much work for her to do. The humans here now knew how to cultivate and harvest the land, and as long as they honored her, they need not worry about empty bellies.
 
        The harvest had been splendid, and would continue throughout the month as various crops were harvested and prepared or stored. The tables would overflow with fruits, vegetables, and meats from the animals that were always well-fed. Every day this month, there was always something to gather from the fields. The people would sing praise to her, as always.
 
        The next morning, when the priestesses came outside for the rituals, they had to tell the disbelieving crowd that the Goddess who had been their personal patron for as long as they had lived in this valley was gone.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        For as long as he could remember, Iasion had an admiration for women who were full-figured in appearance. In his puberty, when his companions were off chasing the slender-limbed maidens of their age, he had eyes for the women who were surer of flesh and step. Such women were inevitably off limits, as nearly every adult woman in the village was married, and those who weren't were widows or about to be married. His admiration was just that, for he did not dare to pursue any of these respectable women. He didn't know why he should be so attracted to women of a certain body type. He didn't like the appearance of skinny women – and there were plenty enough of that here in this bitter land.
 
        His family was small and poor, five of his seven other siblings having died before the end of their childhood. Their farm was not too small, but the land was miserly in its offerings. It seemed as if the valleys and plains of Enna were cursed, and would only give its inhabitants only just enough to survive, and exact every single bit of labor it could from them.
 
        There was barely enough to feed the family that consisted of his mother, two brothers, and his older brother's new wife. This year they had gotten lucky, making enough to put away for the cooler months that were to follow, and a bit left over to sell or barter.
 
        Mother had decided that since he was the intelligent one in the family, he should go and handle the bartering since she was not feeling well enough to make the trek to the market. He would make the correct decision. He would not fritter away the trade on silly things like Ptheia – despite having lived in poverty all her life – dreamed and moaned about. Nor would he gamble it away or let one of the vendors short-change him. Hyalos and Ptheia weren't bad people, but they did have their faults, which their situation only exacerbated.
 
        His younger brother, Esthanes, followed several steps behind, loaded down with the other half of the crops Iasion had come to sell. They didn't have a cart, and didn't have anywhere near enough crops to need one, anyway. His younger brother welcomed the opportunity to leave the boredom of the farm, even for just a bit. And Iasion certainly wouldn't complain about the opportunity, either.
 
        The two-room house that he had grown up in had barely enough elbow room for five people. The seemingly obvious solution was to build another house for the newly-married couple. But where? There wasn't a suitable place to build a new house when every bit of available land was needed for farming or raising their few animals, and it took time and materials, which could not be spared for a good while at least. After a long day of farming, carrying water, foraging for berries and other food, hunting, spinning and weaving by his mother and sister-in-law, gathering firewood, tending to their animals, and coaxing whatever they could from the land around them, nobody wanted to do any more work than absolutely necessary.
 
        It was that way for many people in the village. The surrounding hills, valleys, and plains were barely hospitable. Wealth was a relative term in this village. A man who had a field of his own, a small surplus to barter every year, and enough to comfortably feed and support a family was considered wealthy.
 
        “What are you going to do with the grain?” Esthanes asked as he shifted the weight of his bags with a small grunt, squaring his shoulders and bearing his load.
 
        “I have been thinking about getting some land of my own. Alestis lost her husband last year, you remember, and she should be willing to let me use some of the land since she is unable to till it herself.” The widow had no surviving children, which meant that the land was hers to do with as she saw fit. It was also rather convenient that she was their neighbor.
 
        “But it would take more work...” Esthanes stopped himself before he could complain further. Their father had simply worn down over the years of toil, and had died one night after not feeling well for several days.
 
        “What if I used that land for animals? We have so few of our own. I could obtain a few more sheep and goats...”
 
        “You will have to barter for the land, what will you use? You will not have anything left! Animals are precious around these parts.”
 
        “I know,” Iasion replied as they came over the hill, seeing the village nestled comfortably in the center of the valley. He had carefully considered his options and what he would do with his current load. He could trade for extra crop seed, especially vegetables, and secure the harvest for next year, or he could simply trade it all for wool, tools, and other things that would make their lives a bit easier. Metal was especially hard to come by, so there was something to think about.
 
        But what about the land he wanted? How could he pay Alestis? What could he offer her? She was lonely, and was having a progressively harder time taking care of the land and herself. Would she agree to an arrangement where the family took care of her and fed her for the rest of her days in lieu of payment? Others could rent the land from him for their animals as long as they paid him in wool, cheese, or other things he considered necessary.
 
        For a moment, he wondered if he should turn back and go to his mother, discuss these ideas with her and see what she thought best. Mother was wise, a strong woman who had stoically endured her husband's death and the loss of her children amongst the daily difficulties that came with her life. Out of the three sons, he felt that he valued her the most. His brothers respected Mother, but sometimes Hyalos could be rather belligerent, especially when egged on by his wife.
 
        “Do you think perhaps we might get a baklava or two?” Esthanes asked hopefully as they entered the village gates – little more than two wooden posts with another across the top – and Iasion thought about the last time he'd had the honeyed treats. It had been several months ago, when Hyalos found a beehive near the farm.
 
        “If I can get a good trade. But do not tell Mother.”
 
        Esthanes' eyes glinted with undisguised joy. The smallest pleasures in life was occasion to rejoice in this harsh country. And with winter coming up, whatever little joy there were to be had usually became nothing more than memories. Finding a honeycomb was always reason to celebrate.
 
        Sometimes Iasion pondered the futility of life. It was toil for him and everyone he knew, day in and day out. And for what? Bare necessities. The few people who would not tolerate this kind of living simply gave up and let despair take their life, or left the area and never came back. It certainly wasn't a thought that was foreign to Iasion or any of his brothers. But what stopped them all was the fear of the unknown. What if they found no prospects out there? Surely if it was good, those who had left would come back and tell about the wonderful things out there.
 
        Iasion could feel the buzz of the marketplace before he saw the stalls and vendors. Something was different. He hadn't been expecting too many people today, since most would be at home, harvesting what remained in their fields and getting ready for the festival. If he hadn't been able to get a satisfactory deal for the grain, he would have gone all the way back home with the load. Mother would scold, but it was just for the benefit of his siblings.
 
        He wondered what it was that was causing the small commotion. It couldn't be a wedding, and the atmosphere wasn't somber enough for a funeral. Without a word, he went into the throng of people.
 
        The Harvest Festival was but three days away, and the small temple to Demeter was being cleaned and freshly decorated.
 
        Many families had small carvings or shrines to Demeter on their land. Out of all the gods, she was the one most fervently prayed to. Yet it seemed that with every passing year, the earth yielded less and less fruit. Animals – scarce and precious – were sacrificed, to no avail. Yet many were afraid that if they stopped, the earth would stop giving altogether. Appeals had been sent out to Rhea and Gaea as well. It was as if the gods themselves had forsaken this valley. Some even speculated that perhaps gods didn't even exist, though anyone who said such a thing was always quickly hushed.
 
        Iasion stared at the shrine that sat atop the hill in the opposite direction of the marketplace. When he was younger, he had prayed every year, every month, even every day. Demeter's name was invoked when he plowed the rocky earth, planted seeds, watered them, and walked among the fields every day to pull out weeds and pests. For the last couple of years, he had stopped trying. If anyone cared about them, he would have known it by now. What was the use of a goddess who let prayers go unanswered?
 
        The woman in the green chiton and cloak commanded the crowd's attention, and the shrine and his meandering thoughts were instantly banished as soon as he caught notice of her. Her clothing was of plain linen, but it was far better quality material than most if not all of the villagers had ever owned – or ever would. The dark verdant color was a muted yet rich color, reminiscent of ivy leaves. Her head was covered with the cloak, but his eyes met a pair of vibrant green-yellow ones. Her gaze was open and direct, her shoulders squared and her back straight.
 
        What really set her apart from the other women of the village was her healthy complexion. The curvier women that Iasion admired had lingering gauntness that hung around them like an aura. Even if their family's harvest was enough to feed every family member, the years of hard work and toil had an inevitable effect on everyone who lived here. Callused hands and sun-damaged skin was inescapable even for youths and maidens of twenty. His own mother was not yet fifty and she looked closer to seventy. Her crow's feet were deeply carved, and her hands almost resembled claws at times.
 
        But this woman had none of that. Her lightly-tanned skin was soft and smooth, and the hand resting on the outside of her thigh he saw was strong but not blistered or chapped at all. It was such an unexpected sight that the young man could not help but stare for several long moments.
 
        “Am I such an unusual sight here?” she asked. Iasion couldn't tell if she was being sarcastic or serious. Her tone was regal, and hard to analyze. Her accent was also different, and her voice sounded... what? Lush was the only word that seemed appropriate to Iasion. He flashed a surprised grin and unconsciously lifted one hand to run his fingers through his dark hair before it dropped back down to steady his load.
 
        “...Yes. No one has been through here for... well, I can't remember if anyone has visited here.” He was aware of several pairs of eyes watching him and this woman with open curiosity. But he found himself riveted to the spot by her calm stare. Again, he found himself thinking about how... healthy she looked. She wasn't what most would call pretty, but she had a straight nose and a strong but graceful jaw, with soft, full lips. She's beautiful, he mused. She was the kind of women he dreamed about.
 
        “Where did you come from?” He managed to break the stare and focused at a point around her left shoulder.
 
        “I walked here.” Such an answer would have seemed silly from anyone else, but from this woman, it seemed like something that no one could argue with. He had no idea what to say next. He wanted to ask why she had come here, and where exactly she had come from, but it somehow felt disrespectful to pry into her business.
 
        And what did he – or the village, for that matter – have to offer her? There was no inn here – a place without visitors hardly needed an inn – and the best place to stay was here in town at the house of Apis, one of the town elders. No one would argue that he was the wealthiest man in town, even though his two-story mud-and-brick house was not that much roomier or better than anyone else’s'. Food? Certainly the simple, rough fare of the villagers would not satisfy this woman who seemed to be from another world entirely.
 
        “Tell me, what is it like here? The land?” Her gaze rested on Iasion for a moment, but she moved her gaze towards the others who were watching her, inviting them to answer her.
 
        “We have never known prosperity. We are not even sure it exists,” Iasion interjected, thinking of the tales passed down of lands that exploded with bounty, where animals were plentiful and people could rest, rejoice, and be merry. Nobody here could remember such a time, or whether such a situation could ever exist.
 
        “Mistress.” An older man came forward, his skin leathery and what little hair he had left on his head and face white. His tunic was well-mended and gray from many stains and washings, and Iasion recognized him as Calipus, one of the oldest people in the village and a respected elder. “I have toiled the land my entire life. I apply everything I know about farming to the land, yet in my best years I barely grow enough to feed my family. The gods do not hear our prayers.” There was no need to say what happened in the worst years.
 
        “Why do you stay, then?” the woman asked. One would have expected her to ask this in a haughty or condescending tone, as many rich people would regard a person not as fortunate as themselves. But it was gentle and inquiring.
 
        “It is all I have known. And the few who leave never come back.” This came from Metadora, an older woman. The short, thin woman gazed up at the newcomer, looking even more drab and small in her coarse gray-brown chiton and cloak compared to this tall, powerful woman swathed in vibrant green.
 
        “What of the game?” she asked, again directing this at the people in her general vicinity.
 
        “If the land is bitter to us, it is even more so to the animals! We can at least farm and grow food. But the wild animals are left to fend for themselves. If anything, they work harder than we do! And when someone catches one, there's hardly enough to make stew!” There were several murmurs of assessment rippling through the small crowd. The regal woman nodded, as if she was deep in thought.
 
        Again, Iasion could not bring himself to ask why or where she had come from. And apparently, no one else could bring themselves to, either. This woman was like nothing that anyone here had ever seen.
 
        “This land is cursed,” she murmured, her voice soft but it was clear to even those in the farthest back of the crowd. One had only but to look at Enna and its people for that statement to be hastily agreed with. She turned her back and took a step. The people in her general direction parted for her, leaving the way to the dirt road clear.
 
        Iasion felt a sudden wrenching of his heart at the thought of never seeing this woman again.
 
        “Wait! What is your name, honored lady? Can I be of any assistance or hospitality?” Iasion called out, taking a step after her.
 
        “You may call me Thermasia.”
 
        Without a word, she was gone. No one saw her walk down the road, or disappear into the crowd. She was simply there one moment, and gone the other, as if she had never been there. Iasion wondered of Thermasia was merely a mirage born out of his hunger and desire, his dreams of plenty, of lush and vibrant fields and women.
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        Iasion and his brother went home with their grain. He couldn't barter it all for a satisfactory price, but he did manage to trade some of it for a few things needed around the home. Mother scolded him because his brother and sister-in-law were in the house as well, but when her back turned to them, her expression was soft as she took what was left of the grain to store it away.
 
        It was Esthanes who told Mother about Thermasia. When he did, Iasion was relieved. He hadn't imagined that woman! Eurycleia paused as she was choosing ingredients for supper and turned to stare at her younger son.
 
        “Describe her.” This was aimed at both brothers.
 
        “She was....” Esthanes paused, chewing his lip for a moment.
 
        “She looked as if she had never been hungry, Mother. Her face was smooth, and her clothes were finer than anything I have ever seen, and a dark green color too,” Iasion stepped in. Dyes were almost unheard of, and the few that were actually made were never rich or vibrant. The dull muted colors as well as the natural grays of oft-washed clothing matched the demeanor of many who lived in this valley.
 
        “Yeah! And her hands were smooth too. Not like any of ours,” Esthanes added. At his young age, his hands already showed the rigors of hard work. Eurycleia's hands had been blistered and battered so many times that they no longer looked feminine.
 
        “Perhaps a goddess has heard our pleas. Finally.”
 
        “Mother?” Iasion asked. But even now, that thought was stirring in his head. Thermasia had suddenly disappeared, and she had been like no woman he had ever seen. She was majestic.
 
        “You were respectful to her, were you not?” Eurycleia asked, narrowing her eyes slightly.
 
        “Of course. I bowed my head. And I answered her questions. No one could not respect her, Mother. Her presence... it commands your attention.”
 
        “She was marvelous,” his brother added. Iasion smiled just a bit.
 
        “Remember the tale of Baucis and Philemon. They were repaid for their kindness by Zeus himself, for they welcomed him into their home and offered him the best of what little they had, even though they didn't know he was a god! The gods reward the obedient and the faithful. The harvest festival is upon us.” Her eyes were calculating as she looked around the hut, at their few and well-worn possessions, before she looked down at her hands. Ever since she could remember, she had prayed along with all the others and participated in the festivals every year.
 
        “Goddess, if you are still here, please hear my plea. My family and I have been working for so long, and the land is bitter. Grant unto us a bounty.” Her voice was strong despite her tired body, and the rest of the family observed the moment in silence.
 
        A goddess! Iasion was giddy with the possibility. He had never seen anyone so marvelous, and knew that he would never forget the sight of her. Still, he hoped he would see her again. Perhaps their prayers were indeed answered. After all, why would that woman ask about how they lived? It wasn't something you asked a stranger. But if she was a goddess, then surely she would know what was wrong with the area. She would have heard their prayers, wouldn't she? Why hadn't she come earlier?
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        The entire valley and the surrounding area were full of living things that were barely living. Demeter had never seen mortals look so... drained before. The land did not feel vibrant to her. If anything, it felt as if there was something trying to feed off her. It was a strange and unpleasant sensation, a nagging feeling that only grew worse as she meandered the hills that overlooked the village. There were several corpses here and there where the energy felt the strongest, like a roadblock to anyone who desired to leave the area. She was able to repel whatever it was – a malignant spirit, perhaps – but still its efforts hounded her. The back of her neck was constantly prickling.
 
        There was a certain deadness in the air – a kind of static that seemed like an invisible barrier around the entire valley, even extending several miles beyond all around. The odd thing was, she had passed near this valley a few centuries ago and hadn't felt that static.
 
        Either this was new, or the static had spread out of the valley. And the closer she came to these hills, the stronger that feeling was. What had before been an uncomfortable feeling was now downright painful, and when she felt the concentration of this malevolent energy spike, she stopped. Around here, the sparse grass became nonexistent, and the one tree that sat nearby was a twisted, stunted thing, long dead. Rocks jutted out of the ground almost like fangs, and she didn't sense one living being – not even an insect or worm.
 
        Demeter thrust her foot into the ground, watching as it opened wide like a gaping maw. The odor that assaulted her senses was wretchedly vile and she felt her stomach twist uncomfortably, but she managed to simply gag violently, and leaned against a rock. That force that was trying to feed off her intensified its invisible assault, and the goddess steeled herself, taking a deep breath. The opening she had created opened into a cavern beneath the hill, more like a pit, really. She wondered how long the thing she saw had been in there.
 
        It was a pulsating mass that was nearly her height, and just a bit wider all around. For the most part it was crusted over with both dirt and some kind of sticky secretion, apparently to keep itself moist and safe. What she managed to see through an opening in this covering was gray and had snakelike grooves in it.
 
        The air became thick and Demeter found herself unable to breathe. It was as if the air itself had become solid, and she stood there, swaying for several moments as she tried to process what was before her. What could it be? That gray, grooved substance... she had only seen something like that in one place.
 
        Inside people's heads. During the battle between the Titans and the Olympians, losses had been suffered. She and Poseidon had teamed up against one Titan, one of their many cousins. He was clearly intent on killing them, so they had no choice but return the favor or perish. Poseidon had driven his trident into the unsuspecting Titan's head while Demeter had provided a distraction. His skull split open like a melon, his brain slightly pink, but bearing the same exact grooved pattern that she saw on the gray matter. She had seen brains a few other times, including those of animals, which weren't that much different from those of humans.
 
        This was a brain. And she saw nothing else attached to it. No body, no organs, no nothing. Demeter shuddered as she saw gray veins and tendrils pulsate through the dirt and translucent cocoon it was sheathed in. Apparently it was growing, and this was serving as a cocoon for something growing inside.
 
        Everything made sense. This gray matter was sucking up energy from the valley above – from every living thing, and increasing its radius to drink up even more. It took just enough energy from the people above to keep them alive, so that it could continue to feed with each generation and grow bigger, and regenerate itself into a more practical form within this shell.
 
        Who are you? she wondered. Was this from some Titan who had died during the wars? Titans and Olympians really weren't different. They all shared the same ancestor, and were separated only by the label they assigned to themselves.
 
        Regardless of who it was, she had to destroy it. It was diabolical, feeding off living things like a disease. And she also sensed that its purpose was malevolent. All it saw her as was a source of food and energy that it could use to break free from this old form and gain a new one. A new, stronger one than before...
 
        “You will feed off nobody any longer. Your evil ends here.” Demeter took a deep breath, ready to hit it with whatever she could. Just as she gave life, she would take it.
 
        No! she heard it scream inside of her head, and she stilled.
 
        Leave me be, granddaughter.  All I need is more time. When I reclaim my throne, I will keep you at my side to reward your faithfulness.
 
        Demeter's eyes widened. The only grandsire she had was...
 
        Ouranos.
 
        She had never met Ouranos, since Kronos had killed his father before he had sired any children of his own. But she knew of the stories, of course. She had heard firsthand from Gaea what Ouranos had done and why she had let Kronos kill his father. Apparently, part of the decapitated sky god still survived, within this... growth. She could not imagine such an existence and almost pitied the remains of her grandfather.
 
        She stepped forward again.
 
        NO! Demeter felt the energy around her start to pound and beat at her the best it could. She felt invisible mouths try to suck up her vitality, and she had never felt more assaulted or violated.
 
        If you will not join my side, then you will serve a much more useful purpose... The invisible mouths now felt as if they were biting, even though her skin didn't actually break. The energy and lifeforce of gods was endless, and Demeter realized that if she didn't stop this assault, Ouranos would have a superior source of power to live off, and he would be able to accomplish his plans a lot sooner...
 
        It was no wonder he was trying to steal her energy. The lifeforce he had been feeding off before was a mere trickle. With one divine meal – a very angry and unwilling goddess – he could retain full godhood again. Just like that. A silent scream escaped her lips as she felt a knot of energy grow within her, like a seed taking root. She steeled herself against the invisible lashes and bites, concentrating on keeping a barrier between her own power and Ouranos's hunger. In her mind's eye, she saw the god he once was, a tall, strong deity of primordial energy with flowing white hair, the ends trailing in the air like clouds. She threw her hands in front of her, feeling that kernel within herself burst out in a wave of intense heat.
 
        She almost fainted when she heard the scream of anger and pain in her head, but she continued, letting her body be a conduit, her lifeforce channeled into intense heat that blackened and singed the cocoon before the brain itself started to burn. The screaming grew louder, and she shrieked right back before she unleashed a fatal blast of energy that sent charred remains of the brain and its cocoon flying against the walls.
 
        Still, Ouranos would not give up. As long as a small part of him remained, he would continue to exude his will. Split up as he was, he continued his assault, trying to feed off the energy that Demeter was using to burn whatever was left of the once-mighty god.
 
        He tried to feed off the searing force she sent his way, but it continued eating away at his gray matter and the new body he was growing within it, destroying him cell by cell.
 
        No no no nonononono! It cannot end like this! After being decapitated by Kronos's sickle, Ouranos had vowed revenge on his son. That opportunity passed as Zeus overthrew his father, but Ouranos had greater concerns. He could not be destroyed after so long! If he could not feed off Demeter's power, then he would destroy her instead. As his remains dwindled down to little more than several smears on the walls, he focused the last of his energy at Demeter, aiming for her head. He could still harvest some energy from her body after all...
 
        Demeter felt the pressure in her head, and in a desperate effort, released her remaining energy in one powerful blast.
 
        NO! And then, for Ouranos, there was only oblivion.
 
        The buzzing in her ears caused by the static of Ouranos's energy was suddenly gone, along with the pain in her head. With a wearied sigh, she fell to her knees. She had never felt so drained before, and knew she had taken a huge gamble in facing the last vestiges of Ouranos by herself rather than get the help of a few others. If the old god had succeeded in breaking through her defenses, she did not want to imagine what would befall the world. Closing her eyes, she pressed her forehead against the cool earth, relaxed for the first time since she had come to this area.
 
        She had never been so grateful to see the sky when she finally made her way outside.
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        Down below, Hades looked up as he felt a subtle shift in the energies that flowed through the Underworld. The life of mortals – plant, animal, or human alike – was a steady stream in the universe. Their energies flowed to and from Dis as it had always. But the death of a god – a rare and momentous occasion – always caused a shift or spike in the flow of cosmic energy. Being connected to Dis, Hades could feel that spike, and followed it for a bit before tracing it to its source.
 
        “Hmm.” He nodded slowly. Interesting. What Hades didn't know was that Demeter's accidental discovery of the last remaining aspect of Ouranos and her destruction of the ancient god would trigger a series of events that would change his life forever. The seed of Fate had been planted.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter II
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        When Demeter stumbled out of the cave opening, she fainted almost as soon as she felt the cool, fresh air on her face. She had no conscious idea how close she had come to destroying herself when she had expended her energy into defeating Ouranos. She had simply acted instinctively, channeling her power into heat for as long as his assault had continued. And just how long had that assault been? A few seconds, or a few hours? She had lost all sense of time as she pitted herself against him, and it seemed that eternity had been captured in these few moments.
 
        The earth wasn't filled with any more life-energy than it had been before, but the negative influence was gone. When she stirred, she did not immediately try to rise. Her thoughts were filled with what had happened before she fainted. It was not anything she would ever forget, however harrowing it was. But at least now the last vestiges of the tyrannical sky god was gone. She dug her fingers into the dirt, relishing the feel of the dry soil under her hands. She didn't even want to move. She had never felt this tired or drained, not even during her childhood ordeals, or fighting the Titans. The experience of fainting was completely new to her, and it scared her. At least it's over...
 
        The ground now felt a little more pliant than before, bearing faint footprints from the cave. Demeter marveled at how a discarded fragment of a dead god's body could have pulled off something like this. By making the ground harder, the mortals expended more energy and effort in farming it. Ouranos had figured out how to get the most out of these people and the land. The energy that came from prayers was also swallowed, so the voices of the mortals were effectively blocked from ever reaching the gods' ears. Even Athene would have to applaud the ingenuity of such a plot.
 
        After a while, she managed to rise to her feet. It would take considerably longer than one night's sleep to restore herself fully, and she wondered if this was what mortals felt like after a long day. She turned back to the cave. Should she go back to Olympus first and restore her strength there? Hebe would gladly attend to her and give her all the ambrosia and nectar she needed. But she didn't want to expend what little of her energy was left in going back to Olympus. She doubted she could, as weak as she was.
 
        There was no trace of Ouranos left, but there was an ample amount of energy flowing around now that there was no malevolent near-dead god to swallow it up. She could nurture herself with that, and for a nature-goddess, this was better than ambrosia and nectar.
 
        She went back inside and the earth closed up behind her, leaving a small opening to admit air and a sliver of light. The ground softened for her, making a comfortable surface almost like a bed. She closed her eyes, feeling the ambient energy around her, thick and concentrated as she expected it to be after being released from Ouranos' control, and reached out with her senses. To an exhausted goddess like her, feeling that energy was literally a fresh burst of life. Her face became peaceful as she curled up in a fetal position, and she slept.
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        Iasion stirred under his thin blankets and groaned softly as he sat up. It was almost dawn, and he knew that he needed to get up and add some more wood to the hearth. The nights were bitterly cold, and he was glad that he shared the main room with his mother and younger brother. It meant that the three of them could sleep next to the hearth, while Hyalos and his wife slept in the other room, unable to warm themselves in front of the hearth. But then, they had one another. He thought of Thermasia and her generously-proportioned body. It certainly looked to be warm and soft to the touch.
 
        Warm. Iasion's eyebrows furrowed as he looked around the dark room. The air, while not warm, was not cold as it would be at this time of the morning. He looked at the hearth. The cinders were still glowing red-hot.
 
        He lifted his hand, placing it about half a foot above the hearth. Warm radiated through his fingers. Usually the cinders did not produce much heat, and he would have to place his hands or feet just one or two inches above the embers, which had resulted in a burn here or there.
 
        He rolled over, reaching for a small piece of wood to rekindle the fire. As soon as the fuel hit the embers, fire instantly alighted on one corner, and within a minute had climbed up to the other side, dancing off the wood nicely. The fire actually seemed brighter than before. He stared at the flames, his mouth slightly agape as he flexed his fingers, savoring the warmth. He added several more pieces of wood to the hearth before going outside to draw up some water from the well.
 
        Iasion would never know about Ouranos's presence, but he did feel a difference. Having being subjected to the old god's hunger from the day of his birth, he was aware that things had changed in an almost imperceptible way. The morning sky was brighter. The air felt fresher, filling his lungs with a cleanness that he liked, giving him a burst of energy that he hadn't expected. The plants seemed greener. The water tasted more refreshing, and he savored the sensation of it going down his throat.
 
        Surely it must be my imagination, he told himself. After all, he couldn't explain how these things had changed. There was nothing obvious. Yet this... perception of change nagged him. The more he tried to dismiss it, the more he seemed to notice the subtle transformation in everything.
 
        If anyone else noticed the brighter and warmer fire, nobody said anything. But after tending to their animals and working a section of the farm, Iasion could not resist making a comment to his brothers.
 
        “Does the crop look better? I mean, the leaves look a bit bigger and greener. Is it just me who sees that?”
 
        Hyalos gazed at him analytically before Esthanes slowly nodded.
 
        “I wondered if I was the only one. And... I ate a carrot. It tasted a little less bitter than it usually does. I could almost swear it is just a bit sweet.” He gazed down at the carrots in his basket.
 
        The brothers continued their harvest, finishing the crop within the next two days. It was hard work as it always was, but Iasion realized that he didn't feel so dead-tired at night, and he slept better.
 
        At the Harvest Festival, everyone seemed slightly happier. The dancing maidens' movements were livelier, and the elderly hunchbacked priestess's back did seem just a bit straighter. The children had never been more rambunctious or energetic, and they skipped and played around, actually looking like kids instead of small, worn-out adults. And the sunlight was also warmer, putting healthy color on everyone's faces and suffusing their overworked bodies with some much-deserved warmth.
 
        Since his old neighbor, Alestis, was getting on in years, Iasion helpfully offered his arm to her. The old woman smiled at him cheerfully, revealing but two teeth left in her mouth. He took her empty basket into his other arm, placing it in his own.
 
        “I have been meaning to talk to you for a while now, Iasion,” Alestis murmured, her slow pace letting the rest of his family walk ahead of him. He shrugged and waved them on, patiently supporting the crone.
 
        “What would you like to talk to me about?” He had helped Alestis and her husband the last few years, and had made sure – along with his mother – that their neighbor made it through her husband's funeral. For all this work he was able to take some of her crops, though Eurycleia usually added that to their own stores for winter, to ensure that they – and their neighbor – would have it if needed. And they had indeed needed it last winter after an especially meager harvest. Mother even cooked for Alestis, and the old woman was often invited to their house for the evening supper.
 
        “You have been a great help to my husband and myself. You work so hard for your family, and for me as well. I do not have many days left on this earth.”
 
        “Do not talk that way, Alestis! You have never looked so rosy-cheeked!” It wasn't a lie. Alestis did look a bit more robust today, and her step was firmer.
 
        “You are right, I am feeling especially good today. Today is a wonderful day. I am happy to have this to enjoy before I die. But I am ready. I have made my peace, and plan to just enjoy what time I have left before I must go to the Dark One. So I am giving you all my land.”
 
        Iasion stilled in his tracks. Give? Just like that? Alestis didn't have a huge amount of land, but it was still a rather sizable plot, and nothing to sneer at. All for him?
 
        “Your father's land is not enough for three sons. My land will be yours come winter. I would give it to no one else. All I ask for in return is that you take care of the land as you take care of me in my last days.”
 
        Iasion's grandparents were dead before he was born, so he had never known them. He already regarded the old woman as a surrogate grandmother, and enjoyed Alestis's stories. Because of Alestis, Iasion knew many tales of the gods, of all of Demeter's siblings and their struggle against the Titans.
 
        “I already honor you. I enjoy listening to your stories, and I am glad to care for you. But... you are absolutely certain? It almost seems too good to be true.”
 
        She let out a cackle, flashing her gums, the myriad wrinkles on her face growing even deeper.
 
        “I assure you, I would not tease you about something like this.”
 
        The rest of the walk home was silent. Since it was so nice outside, Iasion chose to sit outside after supper. The air was mildly cool, and his cloak was simply draped loosely across his shoulders. The stars had never seemed so bright, as if a veil had been lifted from the sky. He took a deep breath and felt tired in a sated way. It was a couple of hours before he went inside to sleep, and the room was comfortably warm as the small fire danced on cheerily.
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        Demeter slept on, secure in her hibernation. The area around where she slept, once devoid of any growth, now had a thick layer of grass, covering her place of refuge like a blanket.
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        A month after the harvest festival, Alestis died in her sleep, and was found the next morning. Iasion made sure that she had a proper funeral, and grieved. Hyalos' wife announced that she was now pregnant after three years of being unable to conceive. Some of the older men in the village sought to arrange marriage between their daughters and Iasion now that he was a landed man.
 
        The days grew shorter and cooler, but no one had ever been through such a warm winter as this. The fires offered much more comfort and light than before, and instead of falling asleep so early, people would sit around their fires and tell stories, play games or sing songs, or simply relax. And still Demeter slept.
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        Zeus was contemplative as he stared at his wife wandering the Olympian gardens, her peacocks following her as she strode past the manicured flowers. Her thick, wavy black hair was pulled back in an elegant bun, accentuating the curve of her neck and shoulder. She was as beautiful as she had been when he first had stirrings for her.
 
        As if she knew she was being watched, she turned around, her gaze falling on him as he stood behind a pillar. Her expression betrayed nothing, and he was unsure of what to say. He had been lonely and was thinking about her a lot lately, as had happened oftentimes in the past. He would court and woo her, and win back her affection with whatever gestures he could think of. But he inevitably let his eyes roam, and would chase after a new lover.
 
        And then Hera would be hurt and angry, and go after the women if she was able to find them. She would make her husband out to be a rapist, an abusive god who hurt the women who did not want him. According to Hera, Zeus took animal forms and coupled with maidens as such, committing the unforgivable act of bestiality. If subjecting these women to that was not bad enough, the crime was exacerbated by abandoning these women after the babies were born, leaving these unfortunate maidens to raise bastards all on their own. Of course, Zeus retaliated with his own stories of what an unforgiving shrew his wife was, and the vicious cycle would go on, though he knew – even if he wouldn't admit it – that he alone was responsible for the perpetuation of this cycle. Eventually, their tales would trickle down to the ears of mortals.
 
        The legend of Zeus and Europa – as told by mortals – was that the woman in question had been frightened as Zeus took off to the waves with her on his back before he violated her, still in his bull form. Nothing could be further from the truth. She had shrieked with glee amidst the sea-spray as she held onto his horns, and once he had reached Crete, he resumed his original form before making passionate love with her. She had given of herself freely, her dark eyes flashing with pleasure as she realized that her lover was a mighty god. Had he abandoned her? No. She bore him not one but two sons, and he ensured her comfort and security, keeping her in queenly luxury through the rest of her days. She had been a much-loved companion and given him years of joy.
 
        Europa's image was been immortalized in the palaces and villas of her descendants, the laughing, raven-haired maiden who had her tresses in long, thick curls and waves, depicted atop a bull being carried far away from her brothers. The royals of Crete had her dark hair and eyes, and the maidens of that line were said to be especially lovely.
 
        But Europa had been dead a long time, and Zeus had had many lovers since then. There were times when he appreciated the company of mortal maidens more than his own kind. Mortal women were usually more appreciative of his favor, though some of them did tend to run into misfortune due to his attentions despite his efforts to protect them.
 
        He shook his head, not wishing to dwell on the frailty of mortals. What he enjoyed about mortal lovers was that they appreciated life more. Their lives were ephemeral, and he was glad to not face the jaded wisdom or bored ennui that afflicted most of the gods and goddesses alike. Mortal women also had an especially lovely glow after he made love with them. It was one of the few things now that gave him any joy in life, seeing that glow in a woman. In fact, it'd been a while. Hmm. But at the moment, he was in the mood for a lover that lacked mortal fragility. He needed someone who could keep up with his appetite.
 
        How could he woo his estranged wife this time? As she regarded him coolly, he plucked out a rose – a fine, deep red one – and raised it, making it clear that it was for her. Her expression did not change as far as he could see, though he could have sworn he saw her upper lip twitch a bit. He lifted his hand a bit higher, making sure she could see the rose.
 
        “Dearest wife, the moon will be full tonight. Perhaps we could take a walk in the orchard. And if you are up to it, we could... frolic. It would be just like the good old days.”
 
        “Why do you care about preserving these... good old days? You do not care enough to honor them.” Her usually warm eyes were now hard, and seemed almost gray.
 
        “I know that I have erred, and I am sorry...”
 
        “I will hear nothing of it.” She lifted her chin, staring at him imperiously. “I am needed in the mortal realm, and there I am more honored than I am here.”
 
        “But...”
 
        “My mind is made up. My decision stands. I will not lie in the bed that my husband refuses to honor. It is clear that you lack respect for women who honor their marriage vows, anyway.”
 
        Her tone was icy, and Zeus turned away in defeat. How the hell had his wife known? He had tried to be careful and discreet in the affairs of his bed, and had ended the relationship not long ago. The last thing he had wanted to do was get Melia in trouble with her husband! Too late now to ask questions, anyway, He retreated to his throne room and sat there contemplatively as the sky darkened. He needed a distraction to ease himself from his guilty conscience.
 
        He rose from his seat and stalked off to the home that Hera had established for herself. It wouldn't be the first time he had sneaked into his wife's house. After being cheated on by him so many times, she had finally moved to a house of her own, telling him that she would waste no effort in warming his bed since he sought fit to seek such comforts elsewhere, nor would she even bother to keep house for him.
 
       Even though he acted as if it were nothing, deep down inside he was hurt, and even more so since he knew she was right. He loved her – he always would – and sometimes felt that she was too good for him. He remembered their early years. Such happy years they were, before his eyes had started to wander and he resumed the activities he had engaged in during his bachelorhood, before and after his failed relationships with Metis and Mnemosyne.
 
        Hera supported him publicly as his consort, performing her duties as Queen. Sometimes he wondered why she didn't just rebel against him and take a lover of her own. Oh, how jealous he became at the idea – yet he continued to stray from his wife. He couldn't help himself. It wasn't that he didn't care for Hera – he just liked some variety. Did that make him a terrible person?
 
        After several days, his need for a bed-mate overrode the patience he attempted to maintain. Sometimes he was able to wait long enough to get back into her good graces. Now simply was not one of these times.
 
        Hera's villa was silent as he entered through the back way. The nymphs that attended to Hera were asleep, and he slipped through the hallways. There was one very important reason he had sneaked into Hera's residence.
 
        Her scrying glass was where it had always been, giving him no small amount of relief. Once in a while it was moved, and he'd have to search for it frantically, but it was in the same spot as it was last time, hanging on the wall in her bedchamber. As he approached the silver-backed glass mounted on the wall, he studied his own reflection. Healthy tanned skin and a youthful complexion, thick, wavy white hair – he preferred white over black, liking the dignity it gave his appearance – and flowing but neatly-trimmed beard, and his biceps bulging as always. He was proud to be one of the most handsome gods in the entire pantheon, and shot his reflection a grin before he came closer to it.
 
        Normally, he wouldn't resort to using Hera's mirror to find a new lover, but at this time, he wasn't interested in making the effort to search for one, which could sometimes take quite a while. And he kept himself from getting caught by using this mirror infrequently. If Hera ever knew or suspected, she never let on.
 
        The mirror was easy enough to use, should one know the proper gesture and incantation. The mirror had been a gift to Hera on her wedding day from the skilled hands of the Cyclopes, and he had seen her use it a few times when he had come to her for advice, and she would consult the mirror as he listened. Memory served him well. Lightly tapping the smooth surface with his finger, his utterance was barely audible.
 
        “It is my desire to have a lovely maiden, a lonely one who will welcome my affections.” The affair before Melia had been a failed one. The woman he had tried to woo had already been married, and even the fact that he was a god had not swayed her loyalty to her marriage vow. A failed seduction led to an accidental death on her part as she ran away from him. And she had been pregnant with her first child, leaving her widower husband without a family.
 
        The image of his reflection rippled away, revealing a tower on a small cliff at the seashore. Sharp rocks jutted out of the water that crashed against them in thick flurries of sea foam. A tiny window opened into a large chamber, the furnishings comfortable but not overly luxurious. A lamp burned amidst the darkness that surrounded the single ray of sunlight that shone on the table at one side of the room.
 
        From the mirror came the sound of soft weeping, and he saw movement. In the darkness, barely illuminated by the lamp, he saw the form of a scantily-clad woman lying in bed, her cheeks wet with tears. Suddenly, she rose from the bed and plunged further into the darkness, where her fists banged against what was apparently the sealed door to what he now realized was her prison.
 
        “Please let me out! I will dedicate myself to Hestia and remain forever virgin if you let me out!” she cried out. There was no one outside that would answer her. “Have I not always been a good and obedient daughter? Please, I beg of you! Gods, help me! I am so lonely! I have had nobody to talk to in months!”
 
        She was beautiful, with wavy dark brown hair and blue eyes, and her form was lithe and curvy. Her pleas made her need for attention and interaction very obvious. Whatever she was locked up for, she seemed innocent enough. She was a fair maiden that was being unjustly punished for something, and he was loath to let such a pretty girl suffer so...
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        As spring rolled around, the seeds that Iasion had planted sprouted a couple of weeks early, and the little shoots grew faster than he had ever seen. The ground had been softer and considerably easier to till and plant, and the chickens that Alestis left him seemed happier, and happy chickens meant more eggs to eat. It took less time to get the work done, and Hyalos' wife was rosy-cheeked and content, her belly growing along with everything else on the farm. In the woods, flowers and food grew as nobody had ever seen before, and Iasion even saw several birds and a squirrel one day while he was gathering wood – an unusual occurrence so early in the year.
 
        All the formerly sluggish, almost brackish streams and ponds in the valley were now cold and sweet, and drinking it made one feel revitalized. Wild and domestic creatures grew fatter and there were more and bigger litters born than anyone could remember. Early spring gave way to mid-spring, and still everything grew, bigger and healthier than before.
 
        Iasion had always been scrawny. No one in the village had a well-muscled bulk, no matter how much they worked. Even the men who were tall and broad of shoulder still had a certain leanness around them from the constant drain of lifeforce they had unknowingly endured. But Iasion now saw his limbs become tanned and strong, his biceps bulging in a comely way to the women – and their fathers – who came to admire him and size him up as a prospective husband. He walked with his shoulders back, his step now sure and proud as he went about his work or leisure.
 
        The days became longer as the summer solstice approached. There could be doubt. Demeter – if it really was her – had blessed everyone. The marketplace was busier now – not just for bartering, but as a gathering place to talk and gossip, or sit at the tavern and play games.
 
        Iasion dug up a new well on his land. He now had a small but ample herd of goats, and he let Mother and Ptheia milk them, happily sharing his resources with his family. The wheat was now waist-high, another thing that had never happened this early in the season. Never before had he been so rewarded.  He could barely squeeze between rows of wheat because they were so thick, and the leaves of the olive trees were plenty, giving him ample shade to take a nap or sit when he wished to stop working.
 
        The hills that had once housed Ouranos started at the end of both Iasion's family property and his own, just beyond the fence. No one had ever wanted that land, because nothing grew from it despite efforts to till it, and the trees were twisted, their branches seeming like claws. He always got a feeling of foreboding when he ventured to the foot of the hills, and hadn't approached it in quite a few years. Now he saw the small green leaves on these almost-dead trees. He climbed over the fence and waited. There was no ominous feeling hanging in the air. And to his surprise, he saw grass growing in a nice, even layer where before there had been only dust and rocks, giving the hills a pleasant rolling appearance that promised bounty to anyone who wanted to herd goats or sheep there. Why hadn't he noticed before? He walked further, climbing the hills and enjoying the view that this afforded him. He envisioned a vineyard here, and made a mental note to suggest it to his brother.
 
        He dropped to his knees and bowed his head.
 
        “Demeter, if you are here, please answer me. If that was you I saw before... I would like to thank you for what you have done for us. Everyone is so happy. You have my undying gratitude.” He swallowed. No one was here. Demeter apparently wasn't listening, at least not at that moment. He found the courage to add, “And you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”
 
        He turned and went back to his fields. He would explore the hills more later. He grinned as he saw his mother at the edge of the field, a bundle in her hands. She had made him lunch, and with the fresh water from his well, the meal was heaven. He sat down, stretching out his legs and enjoying a break from the weeding he had just done – the weeds grew just as well as everything else – and appreciating the shade of the old olive tree, thinking about what could be done with these juicy olives when they were ready to be collected this autumn.
 
        “Do you truly think I am so beautiful?” He looked up, seeing Thermasia. Her head was uncovered, and the thick amber-colored waves pinned around her head like a crown were the color of the wheat that surrounded them. Her curves were more visible under the peplos she wore since she didn't have a cloak. A dark green girdle sat around her waist, showing off her ample hips.
 
        “Demeter!” he was immediately on his knees, his head pressed to the ground. “Most gracious goddess... I did not think you heard...”
 
        The laughter he heard was full-throated.
 
        “Since the curse was lifted, I hear the prayers of everyone here. But you have yet to answer my question.” She didn't sound angry, so he looked up, seeing her stare down at him openly. Their eyes met, and he shivered slightly, and certainly not from any kind of cold.
 
        “The most beautiful I have ever seen. No one else could ever compare. I dreamed of seeing you again. I hoped and prayed...” How could a red-blooded man not appreciate a woman with the curves in the right places?
 
        “Take my hand.” Her smile was warm, and her flesh was as warm as he had thought.
 
        The summer heated him in more ways than one. Demeter did not explain why she had not made an appearance to anyone all winter or spring, but with the way the year had been going, he wasn't about to complain to a mighty goddess. Under the balmy afternoon sky, using the neatly-planted rows as a cover for their activities, he found out that her body was even more delightful to touch than to look at.
 
        And to his immense joy, it was not a one-time occurrence. He pleased her so much that she welcomed him time and time again. He lavished all his attention on her, and paid no attention to the girls trying to catch his attention. He was Demeter's, wholly and fully. He loved the feeling of her strong limbs around him, her body smelling of flowers and the soil and her own feminine musk. Like the earth beneath him, Iasion had suddenly become alive.
 
        Every time Demeter visited him from her remote spot hidden in the hills, he focused his attention on her. He pleased her so much that as time passed, she would visit him more often, even spending nights within his house and familiarizing herself with his family, becoming more than just a lover.
 
        His faith to her was unwavering, and Demeter herself had become very affectionate of Iasion and his obvious adoration for her. She saw how his face brightened when she graced him with her presence. She relished the fact that he was attentive to her, not just as a mighty goddess, but as a person. No one had ever called her beautiful, or worshipped her as a woman and lover. Iasion even told her she was far lovelier than Aphrodite, and giggling, she teasingly hushed him, warning him to not say that out loud in case the capricious goddess of love might hear him and decide to punish him. But oh how good it had felt to be admired so openly and honestly!
 
        Here, away from the affairs of the gods, Demeter was content. She had seen the mortals of this valley deal with their problems and take joy in the absence of Ouranos's debilitating appetite through her dreams as she had lain under the earth. Their prayers and praise were loud and clear to her, and for the first time in a long while, she felt well and truly fulfilled.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter III
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        This anniversary was no different from the one last year. Or the year before, or the one before that, and so on and so forth... Hades mused as he reclined on one of the plush divans, coolly studying everything around him. The younger generation vastly outnumbered the old ones, and to them, the anniversary of the victory over the Titans were merely another reason to get together, to create mischief or just have a good time. How could this occasion be anything more to them when they hadn't been involved in the bloody clash against Kronos and the elder gods? All he wanted to do was go home – and he would be doing that very soon. He looked around, seeing nothing that might compel him to spend any more time here than absolutely necessary.
 
        Hmm. That's interesting, he mused as he chanced to notice Demeter. His sister looked satisfied; a rare expression among the Olympians. She sat not too far away from him, chatting with the Graces as they clustered around her. It wasn't anything obvious – her hair and clothes were as she often wore them – but there was a certain glint in her eyes, a subtle glow that Hades had not seen on her for a long time, and he had always been an observant person. Apparently Demeter had found something that gave her a reason to enjoy life, and Hades found himself happy for his younger sister.
 
        At the other side of the room, dancing nymphs put on a show for the party, and quite a few gods were riveted by them. But for once, Zeus wasn't ogling the almost-naked maidens as they spun about. Though a couple of nymphs were attending to Zeus, pouring his wine and offering him food, he didn't seem to even be aware of their presence, which was surprising for a god who had always enjoyed the charms of women even before he had hit puberty. He was actually looking off contemplatively, something Hades only saw on his face at the rare council meetings. Now, what was it that could distract his brother from the finely-sculpted and lithe body of the nymphs that cavorted about him?
 
        The trio of young goddesses left Demeter's side, and Hades took his chance, swooping in and settling down on the other side of the divan that hosted his sister. Demeter glanced up in slight surprise, but made no untoward gestures.
 
        “You are looking rather well, sister,” Hades said as he leaned back on the arm. As always, his clothing was dark and understated. A blood-red ruby ring was the only ornament he wore aside the silver-and-ruby clasp on his cloak and a thick belt made of the same materials. His attire was well-cut and modest, the only flesh visible his head, lower arms, and hands. Compared to the other gods – especially Apollo with his seemingly endless collection of polished gold jewelry, breastplates, and robes and tunics embroidered with gold and silver, or exhibitionistic Hermes with his skimpy garments designed to show off his well-toned body to its fullest advantage, Hades seemed woefully drab and prudish.
 
        “I am rather well, thank you.” Demeter's manner was open and relaxed, but then his sister and he had always had a friendly relationship, despite the opposing forces of their realms. “Can I say the same about yourself?”
 
        “I suppose so.” Hades shrugged, taking a baklava made with honey and ambrosia from the tray of a passing nymph. “Life goes on as it always has.” It was a rather ironic statement for the ruler of a kingdom populated by the dead.
 
        “Are you ever bored down there?”
 
        “Well, as a king, there are certain amusements available to me. You need not worry, but I appreciate your concern.” Hades smiled faintly as he took a bite of his treat, seeing that Demeter had taken a baklava of her own. They ate in companionable silence. As he did, he noticed a glint of bronze under the yellow and green fabric that had gathered around Demeter's hips. As the goddess shifted, more of the girdle came into view.
 
        “I spy something from Hephaistos,” Hades stated as he finished his baklava.
 
        “Oh!” Her eyes glinted in pleasure as she smiled. “Indeed. He gave it to me just this morning. Would you agree that it is splendid?” Demeter asked, sounding almost like an excited child. Hades scratched his jaw absently as his sister rose from her seat, letting the girdle come into full view. It was about as wide as Demeter's pinky finger was long, hugging the area between the Goddess' waist and her voluptuous hips. The motif was of wheat, the artistry exquisite as anyone could expect of Hephaistos's capabilities. Pieces of brass had been ingeniously crafted, the leaves and stalks of wheat hooking together at regular intervals to make up the links that held the belt together. The gemstones that the lame god used to make up the seeds on the stalks were topaz, citrine, and amber, making a beautiful complement against the metal that he had chosen for this project.
 
        “You wear it well, Demeter.” Hades did not lie, and had no reason to. The girdle was elegant but not overly so, with a certain simplicity in its motif and design that was most fitting of how the goddess carried herself. “I am glad you enjoy it so much. Was it a gift?”
 
        “No. He did owe me a favor,” she explained as she sat back down.
 
        “Looks like you were amply repaid,” he replied dryly. She threw her head back and laughed. Yes, she certainly did seem happier, and her joy was infectious as he found himself chuckling softly.
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        The nymphs did not have Zeus's interest as they so often did. He found his thoughts elsewhere. Had it really been nearly a year ago that he had found the girl trapped in her tower? The door had been sealed, and instead of breaking it down, he had thought to try out a new form – why use brute force when one could be clever? The girl in question had woken up to feel gold shower onto her, pretty shining coins no bigger than the nail on her little finger. She had climbed off the bed, and still the gold kept raining on her, going where she ran, his gentle assault not harming her at all as the smooth pieces of metal fell lightly on her skin. She had been frightened at first, but when he assumed his original form, her confusion and panic had turned to surprise, and curiosity.
 
        Danae lived for these visits. She told him of how she had come to be locked up in the tower, and he merely laughed. So King Acrisius feared an unborn – even not-yet conceived – grandchild? Prophecies always had a way of coming true. Even as Danae's belly swelled, Zeus continued to visit her.
 
        Acrisius had not killed his daughter or her child for fear of rousing the wrath of her daughter's lover, for who other than a god could penetrate such a desolate prison? So, into a large casket she was forced and tossed into the sea. As a favor to his brother, Poseidon kept the waters around Danae and her son calm, and the current was nimble and strong as it pushed them towards a foreign shore. The blue-eyed princess no longer roused Zeus's passion as it had before, but he ensured that the mother of his newest child landed safely and had been taken in by a man who would take care of them. Even if Zeus wasn't the best husband or the most attentive father, one thing could be said, that he always at least tried to ensure the welfare of his children, making sure that their mothers lived in comfort and if possible, the children might get an adoptive father to take care of them as well.
 
        Zeus's eyes fell on his sister as she reclined with Hades. The goddess was laughing about something, and her eyes sparkled as she did so. Her hair was pulled back, but a few wavy strands had escaped, framing her face in a most comely way. It'd been a long time – at least, what he considered long – since he made love with a goddess or nymph, and he wanted someone new. Mortal women did not have the endurance or resilience of their divine counterparts, and Zeus always had to hold back his full power when making love with such fragile creatures. He had learned after one rather tragic accident when he had electrocuted the woman when he orgasmed, something that he of course had never intended to do. A god sometimes forgot his own strength, after all, and having a dead but violently twitching woman under him was a harsh lesson indeed.
 
        Danae had been an eager lover, but he wanted something different this time. Demeter was now chatting amicably with her brother, still smiling. It was rare to see Hades smile or relax around others, and suddenly Zeus felt jealous of his older brother for making their sister laugh.
 
        After a while, Hades rose from his seat, bowing his head to his sister. Demeter simply smiled and waved cheerily. Zeus wasted no time in snatching the spot his brother had left open.
 
        “Good afternoon, sister dearest. You look especially radiant today,” Zeus commented, grinning at her as he waved away the nymphs that followed him from his throne. The King of the Gods turned around to face his sister again. The smile was gone from her face, but her eyes still twinkled.
 
        “Is there something you wish to talk to me about?” she asked neutrally before taking a bite of her food. She could tell that he was already a bit tipsy from the nectar-wine, a liquid so potent as to send a brawny and healthy mortal male into a coma with just a gulp of the refreshment.
 
        “Oh, I just came to see how my sister was. I have not seen you for so long! Where have you been hiding yourself?”
 
        The smile that came onto her face was tight and polite.
 
        “Here and there.”
 
        “Playing in the mud?” he teased. Demeter had to stop herself from rolling her eyes. Her brother's jokes were bad enough when he was sober, but alcohol made his words sloppy.
 
        “I guess you could say that. But I do have my duties to attend to,” she replied offhandedly. Zeus would never understand. Life up here, away from the world below in a literal and figurative sense, had softened him, and she knew he'd never fare well as an earth deity. He simply saw what she and Rhea did as playing in the earth, making things grow magically. How surprised he would be to know about all the work and thought that went into her work.
 
        “Of course. If you did not attend to your duties, we would have no worshipers!” He laughed and lifted his goblet, taking another swig.
 
        “Of course,” Demeter murmured. Already she was bored with her brother's presence.
 
        “I see someone who needs to talk to me,” she announced, starting to rise from her seat. The alcove that they sat in was semi-private, and she didn't wish to share it with her younger brother.
 
        “Oh come now, relax. Parties are not supposed to be for serious matters!”
 
        “I would think that the anniversary merits more esteem than this. You are one of the few who actually remembers the Titanomachy, and here you are, talking like one of the young ones.”
 
        “That was so long ago! It is not good to dwell on such matters.”
 
        “I am not dwelling. I am remembering and respecting,” she replied defensively, narrowing her eyes as she crossed her arms. Had Zeus forgotten everything? But then, he was the lucky one, the one that Rhea had managed to hide away from Kronos. He didn't spend his childhood in a sealed underground prison like all of his older siblings, denied sunlight and fresh air in Kronos' attempt to avert the prophecy of his deposed father. How could she ever forget? The terrors of being trapped there in the darkness until Hestia discovered her ability to produce fire, gathering her siblings around the hearth she created. The relief when Poseidon had accidentally tapped an underground reservoir that lay beneath their prison. And how exulted she had been when she discovered her own ability, to produce the warmth of life, to coax it down from the surface to feed and nourish herself and her siblings until they gained enough strength to break the magical barrier Kronos had placed around them! 
 
        Only Hades hadn't seemed to be much bothered by the darkness. He was often quiet; she had never seen him cry whereas even Poseidon had fallen to bouts of panic and despair, weeping until one of his sisters took him into their arms and comforted him. It wasn't until a few years after Hera had been condemned to join her siblings that Hades had discovered his own mysterious abilities and managed to control them enough to get them out of their prison in tandem with the reserve of energy Demeter fed him to boost his power. By then, Hestia was nearly twenty, Hades was already budding into a man, and Demeter herself was but an adolescent just past her menarche. Poseidon was a couple of years shy of puberty, and little Hera had been but five years old.
 
        It was a wonder that none of them had gone mad in there. There had been nobody else down there with them, nobody to teach them how to use their powers – or even that they had had powers in the first place – or what to do out there once they had managed to escape. The sunlight had nearly blinded them, and the fresh air had them working frantically to catch their breath. They had almost been caught by their father. Of course, they had to deal with getting further acclimated to their own individual powers or the powers they all shared as gods, learning about the world around them and its language, finding their mother, and keeping themselves hidden from their father until the right time.
 
        “Do not look so grim!” Zeus laughed as he patted his sister on the arm. She narrowed her eyes further. How could he be so blasé about this kind of thing? Even Hera, who had just spent a few years in the pit, remembered her ordeal well and it had tempered her as it had tempered her older siblings.
 
        “Have you forgotten the allies we have lost? The Titans we had to kill?” she asked, a bit more snappishly than she had intended.
 
        “Of course not. But like I said, it was so long ago! Hellas is the finest civilization in the world! This is a wonderful time to be King of the Gods!”
 
        Demeter could see that it was no use talking to her brother.
 
        “I will leave you to enjoy yourself,” she replied tersely as again she tried to rise from her seat. But he grabbed her wrist, his grip keeping her firmly tethered, much to her irritation.
 
        “I have never seen you with a man, you know.” His speech was now slurring.
 
        “Is chastity reserved for Hestia or Artemis?” she replied acidly. She had opted to not tell Hades about Iasion in the event that someone might be close enough to hear them, and she most certainly had no desire to let Zeus know of her affair with a mortal man. The valley and everyone in it was happy, and even as summer passed, their ardor for one another had not diminished. There was no reason to share her personal life with anyone else and have gods come around and snoop.
 
        “That would be a terrible waste.” His grip had her sitting down, and she set her jaw. “Why deny yourself or others enjoyment?” His eyes moved up and down his sister's body, noting the plump breasts, the wide but pleasantly proportioned waist, the ample hips which meant something he could grab with his large hands... she was powerful yet undeniably female, and what she lacked in prettiness she made up for in essence. Her skin was a healthy light tan, and her limbs were well-shaped, their muscles defined under a layer of soft flesh, and he imagined what it would feel like to have these arms wrapped around his middle. Demeter looked like the kind of woman who would enjoy a rough coupling. She certainly looked like she could take it, and that would without a doubt prove interesting in bed.
 
        “My needs are not carnal like yours, little brother. And with all the troubles that follow you, I certainly am glad for that!”
 
        “You wound me, sister. I merely thought that a relationship between us might be mutually... advantageous.”
 
        “Have you become so lazy in your pursuit of women that you must now seek out the attentions of your sister, especially after being married to the other one?” She did not bother hiding the disdain in her voice.
 
        “Lazy? I should rescind my offer!”
 
        “Please do so, and spare yourself the embarrassment.”
 
        “Hah! Playing hard-to-get, hmm?”
 
        With a sharp huff, she rose from the cushions and shot her brother a glare that would have castrated a mortal.
 
        “I am not playing anything with you. And do not ever come after me again. Good day.”
 
        Even in his drunkenness, Zeus had the good sense to not go after his sister. However, he would not be so easily thwarted in his goals.
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        Summer cooled into autumn, and this year's harvest festival in Iasion's village was like nothing else. Nobody went hungry. The animals were fat and healthy; milk, cheese, and eggs were never sparse. The honey was plentiful and the berries from the forest around them plump and juicy, making for incredible jellies and fillings. Having more free time and energy meant the chance to develop talents and amusements.
 
        Digging into the hillside nearest the village turned up a motherlode of high-quality clay, needing only the addition of some water to make it into a thick, smooth substance that was easily molded into pottery and utensils, giving canvases for the newly developed artists to paint and decorate. Even though farming remained an integral part to everyone's lives, the miseries that had been left behind were replaced with opportunities to explore and appreciate the world around them.
 
        Hyalos's wife gave birth to a healthy baby boy, and three new rooms were added to the family house – one for Eurycleia so she could have a quiet place of her own amidst the bustle of her growing family, the second for the newborn and the other children that would follow, and the third for the storage of their more-than-ample harvest. Esthanes had found a passion for woodworking, so the local carpenter agreed to take him in as an apprentice. The temple to Demeter was taken down so that a bigger and better one could be put up in its place to honor the goddess that had come down to release them from their life of toil and misery.
 
        And Demeter and Iasion continued to come together in love. At first she feared his eyes might stray. She had even sent animals to spy on him while she was gone. But he had remained unerringly loyal to her, paying no notice to the village elders and their matchmaking attempts, and the not-so-subtle flirtations of the village maidens. She had him entirely to herself, and she loved it.
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        It had been three days since he sent his eagle to spy on his sister, and Zeus looked up as he heard the quiet swoosh of wings before the bird landed on the arm of his chair. Around them, the night air was quiet, the sky completely dark but for the presence of its myriad stars.
 
        His eagle was a silhouette in the darkness, and he idly stroked its back feathers.
 
        “Show me everything you have seen,” Zeus murmured. The creature looked up at him.
 
        Flashes of his sister rolling around in the grass with a dark-haired youth, his form tanned and muscled, flexing as Demeter ran her hands along his body as her delighted chuckles and his pleased groans rang through the air. The two of them walking side by side through a village, his sister dressed demurely in a mortal disguise, her hair covered by a brown scarf. The couple cuddled by a fire inside what was apparently the youth's house, feeding her berries as they lay nude on a blanket, obviously having just made love. Him laughing and chasing her through the partially harvested fields, and sitting with her under the shade of a tree.
 
        Oh ho. So that was Demeter's secret. She had a mortal lover and preferred him over a god. What did a mortal have that he lacked? His lovers were well aware of his virility and skill. Not even Hera could deny that he was a good lover, at least, when he focused on her desires instead of simply gratifying himself. And the married women who willingly let him woo them often told him that he put their husbands to shame. It certainly didn't hurt that he was rather nicely endowed...
 
        “You may go now.” With another whoosh, the eagle was off, leaving him alone in his private garden. Without a word, he rose from his seat, heading in to his chambers, thinking about what he had just seen. Well, the fact that the women he desired sometimes had husbands or lovers already had never been a deterrent to him...
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        The cavern was quiet as Demeter sat there, meditating. For the last year, asleep and then fully conscious, she had carefully and slowly released the energy to its rightful owners until the flow of energy had resumed its natural beat. What a huge contrast this year had been to the last! And the visible change in the mortals!
 
        It had taken a year, but now that energy was appropriately dispersed, and she was fully recharged. However, she had no desire to leave the valley. She enjoyed the quietness here and almost forgetting that she was a goddess. She hadn't had to listen, much less deal with the squabbles and wars in her family, and she had a lover who satisfied her. The only thing that saddened her was that he was a mortal. There was no way to make a mortal a god, even if the humans could have their youth and lifespans extended. However, that did not come without cost. Was it any wonder that even after all these years, never-aging Endymion still slept, never again to see his lover in the waking world?
 
        She had indeed fed extra lifeforce and some ambrosia to Iasion, giving him more vitality than the renewed men around him. But time would wear on in its inexorable way, and not even the extended lifespan Demeter sought to give him would save Iasion from his eventual demise. Giving him even more than what she was carefully infusing within him in small amounts could cause him to end up like Endymion, and she had no desire for a lover who would never look at her with delight in his eyes again.
 
        Mmm. She looked forward to tonight. The festival had been over for several days, and people were settling down for the winter, this time without any fear that they might starve or freeze to death.
 
        When she approached the house, she saw the light of the fire glimmer through the shutters and eagerly stepped in. The large bed that Esthanes had carved for his brother and sister-in-law sat against one wall, piled high with comfortable pillows and blankets that had been woven by the Goddess herself. Across it laid her lover, handsome and naked, the light of the fire illuminating his flesh beautifully.
 
        He shot her a grin.
 
        “My goddess, may I offer myself to you as a sacrifice?” he asked, resting his head on one arm and looking utterly charming, his dark, curly locks framing his face beautifully. How could she say no?
 
        “Your offering pleases me.”
 
        Iasion had been a shy lover the first time she had let him 'worship' her, for he had never been with anyone else. But he blossomed under her loving attention, becoming a knowledgeable and confident lover, expert in different ways to please his goddess. He was a thoughtful lover, so she always looked forward to her intimacy with him.
 
        The night started off as it usually did when they were making love. At first he was attentive enough. But as the night went on, he acted in such a way she had never seen before. He was firm, even bordering on rough, in his attentions to her, but it wasn't the playful fierceness that he would sometimes employ. His hands roved where they would, no longer caring about touching her particular erogenous zones or doing little things that held her attention and keep her pleasure going.
 
        “Iasion - “ Her protest at a particularly rough thrust had his lips slamming onto her face, firmly silencing any other words she might have to say. She started to fight, but he kept her pinned down. Even with the extra strength she had bestowed upon him, he would never be stronger than her. There was just no way...
 
        His movements became even more frenzied, and when he came to completion, Demeter cried out as she felt a jolt of electricity through her body. With a burst of energy, she dislodged her lover – no, it's not him – and shoved him hard, causing him to fall backwards onto the floor. Wisps of her hair stood on end from the static electricity that crackled around her and the woolen blankets, and she let out a pure scream of fury that echoed through the entire village before she leaped to her feet, her sickle appearing in her hand.
 
        “My love, I apologize if I became overly passionate. Please forgive me, I was simply overwhelmed by my ardor for you!” Iasion said, drawing to his knees and offering his hands, offering her what would have normally been a winning smile. But her lover had never smiled that way. With a shout, she dove at him with her sickle, neatly slicing his leg along his left thigh, causing reddish-pink ichor to splatter along the smooth earthen floor.
 
        Immediately Iasion's form grew, the muscles bulging, the dark hair turning white, and Demeter dove at her brother again, this time unfortunately missing him.
 
        Zeus raised his hands in panic. He hadn't honestly thought Demeter would be this pissed, and was already realizing just how she had figured it out. He had lost control again – the fact that his sister was a goddess caused him to pay no mind to his own strength. Damnit. He knew there was only one thing to do.
 
        He turned tail and ran, assuming the form of an eagle as he stepped outside the door. Another shout of rage exploded from behind him, and he felt himself hit by a blast of heat that literally had him spinning head over clawed feet and singeing his feathers as he tried to maintain flight.
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        Demeter was about to take after him when she realized that if Zeus had thought to take Iasion's place, then the real one had to be somewhere. If he had killed Iasion...
 
        A frantic search through the small house revealed him in the storage room amidst the jars and bags of stored food. He was sound asleep, and did not stir as she gently nudged the blanket that he was rolled up in. To her relief, his heartbeat was strong, and his breathing deep. She realized what Zeus had in mind. He would make love to her, and leave in the morning, leaving the mortal next to her in bed, neither of them aware of the god's deeds.
 
        Son of a bitch. His doggedness in achieving his goals – whatever the means – was both admirable and outright damnable. If she went to the council and accused Zeus of raping her, he would simply counter that she had welcomed him – which had also been the truth. She would be laughed at by the other gods for being a prude. She, and those she knew would support her, would be greatly outnumbered by the patriarchal pantheon, and she wasn't sure how many others would jump to her side once they knew the full story. Unlike mortals, gods had no laws concerning incest. And what if Zeus told the others of Iasion? The affairs of a god were never private, which was why she had told nobody of it, because once somebody else knew, everyone else knew, and then they would all give her their opinion or try to interfere in some way, just to alleviate the boredom of their endless days.
 
        She took a deep breath and let out a low sigh as she picked up her unconscious lover, gently placing him in his bed and checking him for bruises or other marks. He stirred and groaned softly, but did not wake, and she sat there, grim-faced as she stroked his brow and hair, thinking about what she would do. Making these events public would humiliate her – damn Zeus! – but she would not let him get away with it. A tight smile stretched her lips as she thought of ways she could gain her revenge more privately. And it would be all the more satisfying...
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        The snow fell outside, but all of the houses in Enna were warm and comfortable. Demeter did not tell her lover what had happened, nor would she ever. How did one admit to their lover that their sibling had seduced them in their guise?
 
        To keep themselves amused, Demeter would tell Iasion stories, or sometimes his family and other villagers, disguised as Thermasia. Though she was not open about who she was, the villagers still suspected her identity and respected her. Sometimes she might even bounce Ptheia's son, Phemos, on her knee or spin wool with her sister-in-law, who was a lot happier and more pleasant since the land became generous. She would cook with Eurycleia or weave with her, enjoying the domesticity of her life.
 
        But as the days became shorter, Demeter felt something stir within her. It was completely foreign to her, this stirring of life in a place she had never felt before. She had never had a serious lover, or any children, and after half a year with Iasion and her womb remaining empty, she had resigned herself to the fact that perhaps her power to give and encourage life probably came at the price of her own fertility. But as she lay there in the warm cottage with the snow blowing around it in gentle flurries, under the blankets with Iasion snuggling her as she slept, feeling the seed that had taken root within her, she became aware of the fact that she was with child.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter IV
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        It was not until late winter that Iasion noticed the swell of his lover's belly. Demeter's figure had always been full, but he certainly was surprised one night when he slid his arm around her and felt the rise of her stomach. For several seasons they had been lovers, and he had been hoping for a child. What a wonderful thing it would be to have a goddess be the mother of his child! He didn't even care if it might be a boy or a girl, and he felt his heart beat rapidly in elation.
 
        “Demeter!” he exclaimed softly. Said goddess regarded him with a faint smile as she studied his jubilant expression.
 
        After she realized she was with child, she had made herself a vow. The child would be Iasion's despite its paternity, whatever that may be. He had talked about how happy he was for his brother and his child, and he was fond of his little nephew.
 
        “The Fates have blessed me many times in the last year. I almost feel unworthy of your attention and love,” he murmured, burying his face against her shoulder. She let out a quiet sigh and held him close.
 
        “Do not say that. You have earned my love many times over. I am happy here. Never fear.”
 
        “When is the child due?”
 
        “Around the summer solstice,” she replied quietly. His face brightened.
 
        “What a lovely time to be born, when everything is growing and the weather is warm!”
 
        “And your nephew will have someone to play with,” she smiled. His family accepted Demeter as one of their own. Though no one called her Demeter, the family knew they had a goddess in their midst. At first their kindness towards her had been obligatory, for her status and the bounty that she brought them. But her warmth and kindness won them over, and they enjoyed her company as a person as much as they enjoyed the blessings she gave the land. Doubtless Eurycleia would be happy to have a grandchild with divine blood.
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        Winter ended early again, the ground quickly warming up the seeds that had been carefully planted and causing them to burst forth in a verdant ocean. Demeter's belly swelled, and she was positively radiant and rosy-cheeked, eager to have a child of her very own to raise. She kept her fingers crossed, praying silently that it was Iasion's child. After all, sometimes it did take months to conceive with someone. Iasion was a more than healthy man, his virility unquestionable. After her encounter with Zeus, she had scrubbed herself nearly raw, furiously banishing the evidence of her brother's misdeeds.
 
        Zeus had made no attempt to contact her or apologize. That was rather wise of him, seeing as she was likely to castrate him upon sight, even now. Good riddance. She was still biding her time, waiting for the moment she could have her vengeance, wondering if she should tell Hera what happened so they could punish him or if Hera would turn against her like she did her husband's mortal lovers. The younger sister could be especially angry at times, but she would – well, at least should – know that Demeter had not been a party to Zeus' deceit and was just as angry about the situation.
 
        But her first concern was her husband and child. So she would exercise patience – something her brother had usually been lacking. Zeus would have no part in raising her child. She would simply tell him that the child was Iasion's and hope that it was indeed the truth.
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        Later in the spring, the villagers decided to have another festival. Even at this time of the year, what was edible was more than plentiful, and besides, why not take a chance to have fun? There were races and dances, even a good-natured wrestling match between various older men and youths as the audience cheered them on. With the gift of a particularly tasty strain of grape seeds from Demeter and all the knowledge for growing and maintaining grapevines, the fall festival would have wine-making as part of its routine. The goddess was by no means like her nephew, the constantly drunk and reveling Dionysus, but at the right times, a jug of wine was good for the spirits. She also showed them a better process of turning their barley into ale so the men had something far better to imbibe of than the bitter spirits they had been accustomed to. Everyone was even livelier than they had been the year before. The farms still required work – Demeter gave no shortcuts – but nobody had to worry about going unrewarded for their many years of hard work, and the babies born this year had never known hunger.
 
        Demeter's belly continued to swell. She had never looked more like the Goddess of Bounty than she did with a child growing inside of her, and she counted down the days of spring with eagerness and anticipation, but not without worry.
 
        The summer solstice approached with another celebration – why not, as the mortals had taken to saying – and one day passed into another. On the night of that next day, the goddess found herself wracked with pain as she sat near the hearth, spinning some wool to keep her hands occupied as Iasion whittled some wood with a beautifully crafted knife she had gifted him with.
 
        She had never had a child – but she had been midwife several times this spring to women in the village, and these certainly weren't the first times she had helped a woman with her child. She had been there at Hera's side when her sister gave birth to her first child.
 
        Another contraction hit her and she gasped, suddenly feeling hot and claustrophobic. She put down her spindle and distaff, doing her best to hide the pain from the man who loved her.
 
        “Do as you wish. I need to go and meditate,” she said before rushing out of the house. Several more spasms of pain rolled over her before she finally reached the area just outside her cave. The night air was relief to her shuddering flesh, and she groaned softly as she crouched down. Was this what it had been like for her mother, delivering six children? She understood that childbirth was painful, and in the case of mortal women, risky. But gods above, she had never imagined it to be like this. She had heard of mortal women going through labor for a whole day, even two. Suddenly, she wished her mother or sister was at her side to assist her and distract her from the agony that the impeding childbirth was putting her through.
 
        Two years ago, the ground around the cavern had been completely barren. Now, thick grass surrounded the rocks with little flowers dotting the undulating green waves. Its vitality reassured her and she dug her fingers into the soil to steady herself. The smooth, steady flow of life from the earth washed over her frazzled nerves, and she took a deep breath. She would be calm and face this ordeal with dignity. However painful the contractions were, she felt the energy flow over her and around her about-to-be-born child. The full moon hung high above her head as she finally delivered her offspring, a loud wail filling the air after the babe took her first breath.
 
        Her sickle made short work of the umbilical cord, and the screaming baby silenced as soon as Demeter pressed a nipple to its lips, letting this distract her as the afterbirth soon followed. A quick blast of heat withered the umbilical cord and placenta before turning it to dust, ensuring that nobody could take it and attempt to make magic with it or otherwise desecrate it.
 
        Ignoring the slime on the child's skin, she quickly checked its sex and was inwardly overjoyed that it was a girl. She would have loved a son, but she felt that a girl-child was the best choice in this situation, and leaned back against a rock as she felt the insistent suction on her breast.
 
        When her daughter was sated, Demeter gently laid her on the grass. The pleasant summer air was no discomfort for the babe, and she lay there on the thick growth, squirming around. With trepidation, Demeter placed her hand on the newborn's little chest, feeling the heartbeat. She closed her eyes, concentrating on the energy within the infant and her breathing stilled before she slowly opened her eyes, looking down at the babe.
 
        She was a full-blooded goddess. The very thing she had been hoping for – Iasion's paternity – denied. Zeus's seed had taken root despite her efforts. Just how much of her father would be apparent in this tiny little goddess?
 
        Demeter was grim as she bathed her daughter in the stream that ran nearby, ignoring the babe's cries at the cold water. When she was clean, her mother held her up, the moonlight illuminating her fair skin. The color of her hair looked to be dark red, a few shades darker and redder than Rhea or Hestia’s auburn tresses. An examination of her body showed no flaws, but when she carefully pried one eye open with two fingers, she gasped softly at the color.
 
        The babe's eyes were hazel, but not like any she had ever seen. From the retina she saw spikes of blue and hints of lavender give way to green before changing to gold and amber. When she lifted her head though, the green was more visible, the other colors not so much. That was nice.
 
        She gave out a quiet sigh before cradling the baby in her arms. It had been so nice outside she didn't bring a cloak with her, so the baby remained naked in her arms as she walked down the hills to the house she shared with Iasion. The coals still glowed in the hearth, sending a soft, faint light through the room. A cradle already sat next to the bed, a gift from Esthanes to the expecting couple. Hyalos's son had received a similar gift, and Eurycleia was proud of her youngest son for finding a vocation he was so skilled at.
 
        Demeter debated waking Iasion up or letting him sleep. Finally, she decided on the former, for this was such a momentous occasion. She sat at the side of the bed, shaking him awake with one hand.
 
        “Huh... Wha...” he muttered as he squirmed around, rolling over to see who it was.
 
        “Iasion.” Her voice left no doubt as to the identity of his visitor, and he sat up, rubbing his eyes. He never liked sleeping alone, and wouldn't complain about being roused out of sleep by the Goddess he adored.
 
        “You have a daughter.”
 
        It wasn't until she had said that that he noticed a bundle in her other arm. He was silent for several long moments, his sleepy brain processing this recent turn of events. A daughter?
 
        “Why did you not tell me you were giving birth? I would have been there... Mother or Ptheia would have been honored to help,” he gently reproached her as she slid the child into his arms, a soft linen blanket wrapped around her little body.
 
        “I did not need any help. I am a Goddess.” she replied firmly.
 
        Iasion could not see much of his daughter's face, but he lifted one hand and gently ran his fingers along the small face, marveling at how soft the skin was.
 
        “What is her name?” he asked. Demeter was quiet for a few moments.
 
        “I have not yet named her. I thought we would talk about it,” she said, pleased that he respected her enough to not demand the right to name the child.
 
        “Melippe?” he asked. It was the name of some long-dead relative, but it had a nice ring to it.
 
        “Mmm.” Demeter frowned before she shook her head. “Doesn't sound right.”
 
        “Hm,” Iasion murmured softly. “Maia?” he suggested. Demeter scoffed softly, thinking of one of Zeus' former lovers, the flighty Maia, mother of mischievous Hermes.
 
        “Hardly.”
 
        “Alestis?” he asked. It would be a fitting tribute to his dead friend and benefactress.
 
        “Not bad, but let us wait on that.” The birth had taken a lot out of her. “After my labor, I am in need of rest. How about we wait until tomorrow morning?” she asked.
 
        “Certainly, love. I was lonely for you,” he whispered. She smiled put the baby into the cradle and set it on the side of the bed before she slid onto the feather-stuffed mat, where he sleepily draped an arm across her before returning to unconsciousness.
 
        It almost seemed a dream to her, the entire pregnancy and the birth. But the empty feeling in her womb served as a reminder. She turned her head, staring at the cradle. The child slept, and she let out a quiet sigh, hoping that Zeus would never find out.
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        The child is a girl. This news was received with thoughtful silence as Zeus glanced at the eagle that now rested on a golden perch, and he paced his bedchamber as he stroked his beard. It was most likely his, but he had to make sure. The eagle was unable to discern such a thing, so he would have to do it himself. After his pet had rested for what he deemed an appropriate length of time, he roused it gently.
 
        “I have a message for my sister.” He bowed his head, whispering it into the bird's ear.
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        The glow of morning filled the room, alighting on the sleeping couple in the bed and Demeter's child. The babe whimpered and stirred before starting to cry, rousing her mother and causing Iasion to stir awake with a soft groan. The goddess wasted no time in bringing her child's mouth to her breast, climbing out of bed as she did so. Before Iasion could speak, Demeter looked over her shoulder at him.
 
        “Let us name her before we do anything else,” she murmured, not wishing to give anybody else the opportunity to name her baby. In the cheerful morning light, she was able to see much more of her baby. Her skin was creamy-pale, and where the sun caught in it, her hair would become golden-red before going back to a deep reddish auburn. There was no resemblance to her father as far as she could see, or even of any other male relative. Rather, she seemed to take after Rhea and herself, which really wasn't a bad thing.
 
        The sun brought out the green in her eyes. Her cheeks were rosy, and it was clear that this maiden goddess would grow up to be lovely. The babe radiated a gentle, warm energy, and she smiled at that. Forget the fact that she was the daughter of the god who had tricked her. The babe had no part in the wrongdoing, and her own blood ran through the baby's veins.
 
        I will raise you away from the eyes of Olympus. You will be one of the earth, with me.
 
        “Hemeria?” His voice broke into her thoughts, and she stared down at the babe.
 
        “No.”
 
        “Kore?” Iasion asked, stroking his chin. She looked up at him. Kore was an old word for 'maiden'. It seemed right for her daughter. Artemis, Hestia, and Athene were chaste goddesses, admired for their skills and quiet strength. That was the kind of goddess that her daughter could be. A maiden goddess to complement her mother, both of them bringing life from the earth.
 
        “Kora...” Demeter replied gently, toying with the pronunciation of the word to make a more unique-sounding name.
 
        “I like that name,” Iasion replied.
 
        “So do I.” The goddess smiled as she stroked Kora's head, feeling the fine, silky locks of the baby's hair under her fingertips.
 
        “Should I go and tell Mother?”
 
        “Not right now. I will decide the right time. For now I wish to be left alone.” She was still a tired, and knew she would need to rest another day to fully recover her energy.
 
        “Is there anything you need, love?” he asked as he clambered out of bed, putting on a tunic and sandals. He was hungry, but didn't want to demand anything of Demeter after she had just given birth to his daughter. “I will fill a plate for you with anything you want. And how about some water?”
 
        She nodded gratefully as he fetched some cheese and water from the pantry before slicing up some bread left over from yesterday. It was a bit stale, but with cheese on top of it, it was rather good. After he finished his meal, he carefully took Kora from her mother's arms and smiled down at her as Demeter ate her own meal, taking pleasure in the strong flavor of the tangy feta cheese. Oftentimes she found mortal food more appealing than the overly sweet ambrosia that was made on Olympus.
 
        Seeing the love on Iasion's face as he regarded Kora nearly brought tears to her eyes, and it only strengthened her vow to never make the truth known.
 
        “Do you want me to stay with you?” he asked as he looked up at her. She shook her head.
 
        “No, go outside and work. I need to rest.”
 
        She lay on the bed, placing the babe in a nest of blankets next to her instead of putting her back in the cradle.
 
        “I love you, Demeter,” he said fondly before placing a kiss at the side of her face. She smiled contentedly before closing her eyes.
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        It was the whoosh of wings that roused her out of her slumber. Kora started wailing, and Demeter glared at the eagle before she climbed out of bed, intent on shooing it away. But it did not flinch as she approached it. In an instant, she knew where the eagle had come from.
 
        “I will have nothing to do with your master,” Demeter said firmly, making a dismissive gesture with her hand. She quickly turned back to the bed and scooped the infant into her arms, rocking Kora and hushing her gently. She was about to offer her breast when she realized the bird was still there. Gently tugging the blanket over her daughter's head before she turned around, she glared at the intruder.
 
        “What does the bird have to say that the mighty Zeus cannot say to my face?” she asked haughtily. The bird opened its mouth, and out of that came Zeus' voice.
 
        “As is the fate of every child of a god, so Kora must be brought before the Fates. Come three nights hence.”
 
        The bird was lucky to escape with just a few scorched feathers.
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        Contemptible bastard! To be an Olympian, one had to agree to certain rules. They were not as many as one would think, but some were very clear.
 
        Just as Kronos overturned Ouranos and Zeus overturned Kronos, one of his own offspring might just as soon turn against him. To avert this, he had passed a rule that said that every god, upon having a child, must take that child to the Fates to have its future foretold. Thus far, none of the younger generation had any foretelling that concerned him. But it wasn't just his own children that he worried about; all the other gods had the same law applied to them as part of the codicil that made them part of the Pantheon. For most, it was of little concern, their worries more about traversing through the Underworld than of what the Fates might predict for their newborn. And for many of the parents, the prophecies came in handy in predicting the powers of their offspring.
 
        But that didn't apply to demigods. Only full-blooded gods – Olympian or Titan – posed any serious threat to Zeus, because demigods were never immortal and despite whatever fortuitous gift they might receive from their divine parent, demigods were still mortal.
 
        That was it. She would refuse. Just like everyone else, she would have Zeus believe that Iasion was Kora's father. She would claim that she was already with child when Zeus deceived her. She most certainly would not be ordered about by her younger brother, the little bratling! Being fed honey and goat milk by nymphs, under the protection of Gaea while his older siblings scrambled around in the darkness, looking for light, love, warmth. Even during the wars, Zeus had but to throw his lightning bolts, not having to fight hand-to-hand with a Titan like most of his allies did at least several times.
 
        “Forget him,” she muttered to the child as she uncovered the pretty little face. The green leaves and vine that Eurycleia had woven along the edge of the blanket set off her dark hair nicely, and Demeter stroked the soft fuzz. “You have a worthy father right here. You will live among mortals and understand their strengths and weaknesses. You will learn the cycle of the earth and how precious life is.” Gaea, Rhea, Demeter, and now Kora. She smiled to herself. She would not show the babe to her mother or grandmother, though. Not yet. Not for a long while.
 
        After Kora was breastfed, her mother lay down again, staring up at the ceiling, even more determined to cut all ties with her brother. She would control the situation. Let him complain, but she was a mighty goddess in her own right.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter V
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        For the next three days, the farm was quiet and peaceful. Demeter for the most part kept to herself rather than inviting her adopted family or neighbors to see Kora, for she had no desire to simply show off her baby. Her thoughts meandered from the vengeance she would have against her brother to the welfare of her child and her plans for the future.
 
        Kora lay in her cradle, sleeping and content. Most gods didn't discover their unique gifts until they were at least a few years of age. She certainly hoped the girl didn't gain her father's ability to produce lightning, but from the steady, warm glow of life that emanated from the babe it seemed that her powers would run along the same vein as her mother's.
 
        Iasion was entranced with his daughter. When she wasn't sleeping or being breastfed he would happily just sit with her in the crook of one arm. Only in Demeter's sight were the other members of the family allowed to hold her. She felt fiercely protective of her daughter, and was bracing herself against the inevitable message – or worse, visit – from her brother. She kept her sickle in her chiton, prepared to spill more of Zeus's blood if she had to.
 
        But when he appeared, he was lacking the usual radiance and bluster with which he often visited the mortal world. Her sickle was immediately in her hand when she saw him leaning against the olive tree, startling her as she was out for a walk not long before sunset
 
        “I swear by the Styx...” Zeus started, without even a proper greeting; not that one would have helped him. She stilled. Swearing by the Styx was a momentous occasion. For a god to bind himself to that promise was not something to be ignored, and she narrowed her eyes.
 
        “What is it that you would bind to oath?”
 
        “I swear by the Styx that I am not here to cause harm or trouble. Your family will live in peace.”
 
        “And you will tell nobody,” she added.
 
        “I will not speak about this to anyone.”
 
        “Good. Now, go away,” Demeter growled. Iasion was in the house with Kora. On instinct she had left her babe behind, and was glad for it.
 
        “I cannot do that.”
 
        “The child is not yours. And you have no place here.”
 
        “I did swear that I will not cause trouble. But that child is also mine.”
 
        “She is Iasion's.”
 
        “Then you will have no trouble letting me look at my... niece for a moment.”
 
        Demeter's usually warm gaze had already been cool, but at these words, her gaze turned to ice. Had Zeus been mortal, he would have withered on the spot.
 
        “It is up to you. Bring her out here now, or bring her to the Fates tonight,” Zeus replied, inwardly cringing from the way his sister stared at him.
 
        “I will go down there and discover her fate. You need not come with me.”
 
        “I am going with you.”
 
        “No, you will not.”
 
        “I am King of the Gods, and it is my responsibility to see to the offspring of my family.”
 
        “Not this one.”
 
        “Demeter, must we fight about this?” he asked. Not once had she heard him make any attempt at an apology.
 
        “I will go down there, and I will go by myself,” she replied. He stared at her for several moments, knowing that she would make things entirely unpleasant if he pushed her any further.
 
        “Very well.”
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        Demeter was shrouded in a dark brown so muted it was almost gray. It suited her mood well, and she pulled her cloak further up her head. Wrapped snugly under her mantle was little Kora, full from her mother's milk and sleeping contentedly, completely unaware of what was happening around her. The shadows pulsed around Demeter as if wanting to swallow her whole, and she kept her eyes fixed on the hovering light that led her down to the Styx.
 
        She barely acknowledged Kharon as she sat in the boat, chafing at the idea that she had to come to this dreary place thanks to that insufferable brother of hers. Of course, Zeus had offered to take the babe, but she did not trust him with Kora's safety, or that he might not twist the words of the Fates around for his own benefit.
 
        On the surface, she could be anywhere she needed. But here, the rules differed from the ones above, for the gods had to cross the Styx to be admitted to Hades. Her lips twisted in distaste. She hoped to not bump into Hades down here, even though he had been the one to lend her this guiding light, since she was not in the mood to exchange pleasantries with him or anyone else.
 
        She cursed this place and its inhabitants. Yes, this place was a necessary one, but couldn't the Fates ever deign to pay a visit to the surface?
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        The Lord of the Skies stood with his hands behind his back, his shoulders squared under his light blue-gray cloak as he studied the women before him. The one shrouded in white was attractive, and if it wasn't for the fact that she was one of the powerful and terrible Fates, he would have tried to seduce her on the spot.
 
        As if she was aware of his very thoughts, the raven-haired maiden fixed her dark eyes on him. Her face was nearly as white as her cowl and long chiton, and her hands moved nimbly as ever, spinning the thread of life out of ethereal substance, giving it form and meaning. Klotho raised her chin, giving Zeus an imperious look, as if in silent rejection of his amorous thoughts.
 
        He swallowed and held back a shiver. There was a penetrating coolness to this place that no fire or thick clothing could banish. How could his brother have volunteered for this dead place as his own? Granted, everyone else was glad that they didn't risk the chance of being left with an unwanted kingdom, but to imagine that someone might want such a dread realm...
 
        He shook his head. No use in dwelling on such matters. He was here for a purpose, and after that he could leave and enjoy the warmth of the surface and one or two nymphs that he saw frolicking the other day...
 
        A tingle on the back of his neck alerted him to the cold stare Demeter fixed on him as soon as she noticed his presence, moving along the smooth floor. He eyed her for a moment and bowed his head in acknowledgment, but said nothing.
 
        “Wise Ones, I approach your presence and ask thee to admit me. I come to know my daughter's future. I humbly ask that you share your infinite wisdom.”
 
        “You may approach, daughter of earth. Reveal your child.” This was uttered by the one in gray. Her right hand held a pair of snips. It looked ancient, but its blade was as sharp as ever, and it swiftly dove down and snipped at random threads before they slid into the ever-moving tapestry.
 
        Demeter climbed up the steps and stopped at a respectful distance. She lifted one side of her voluminous cowl to reveal Kora. In this muted light, her wispy, soft hair was the color of blood, standing out in sharp contrast with her skin. The effect was altogether disconcerting to Zeus.
 
        “Bring her to me.” This was uttered by the woman in the maroon-hued garb. She glanced at Demeter calmly as she held out her hands.
 
        After only a moment of hesitation, the goddess did as she was asked. She approached Lakhesis, gently placing her baby in the arms of this kindly-looking but nonetheless intimidating entity. With one upturned hand, Klotho motioned Demeter back. The goddess returned to where she had been standing before, making eye contact with Zeus only briefly.
 
        The closest thing to a smile gently tugged at Lakhesis' lips as she looked down at the baby. The trio of sisters could see Kora's entire life ahead of her, her thread unique in the fact that it was spun and bound into eternity – a fate that was given out but a few times in the entirety of history. She was a special one, indeed.
 
        Demeter wanted to ask them what they saw, that much was clear in her intent gaze. But ever mindful of the Fate's position in the universe, she was silent.
 
        “She is alluring radiance. Many will desire her,” Atropos said.
 
        “She is blessed with a gift all her own. Her fate is to bring light to the darkness,” Lakhesis intoned.
 
        “She is born of the earth and the heavens. But where her mother and father rule, her destiny does not wait. To the realm of death she will be bound,” Klotho stated with finality as she paused in her work to stare at the two gods before them.
 
        “She will die?” Demeter asked with a quiet gasp. “No,” she protested softly, her eyes widening. She moved forward to take the child. Lakhesis looked down to see that Kora was awake, her hazel-green eyes fixed on the face above her. Yet the babe did not cry at the sight of a strange face.
 
        “Die? No. But the desire of a man will forever change her. She will be touched by death. Such is her fate.”
 
        “Never,” Demeter said fiercely as Lakhesis gave up custody of the baby. “I will protect her from men. She will not know death. I am Goddess of the Harvest and I will surround her with life!” Her decision to raise Kora away from Olympus was only further reinforced by this dire prediction.
 
        The Fates stared at her placidly. They took no offense when people protested their decrees. It was natural for them to do so, and struggling against destiny only served to fulfill it in the end. Lakhesis' visage rippled, and Atropos appeared in her place, her scissors still in hand. Demeter gasped and took a step back, holding Kora tightly.
 
        “Regardless of what we tell you, you will fret. So, do as you wish. Whatever makes you feel safe.” Atropos' half-smile was almost mocking. Despite the fear that she felt for the Fates, she vowed to find a way to circumvent their words.
 
        “We are honored that you let us into your presence,” Zeus stated with a bow. The Fates were already back at work, their backs to the pair. Demeter needed no other hint, and hastened away from the trio and their shadowy chamber and its translucent, glowing threads.
 
        The Fates talked amongst themselves, or rather, herself. The visages of Klotho, Lakhesis, and Atropos were ever shifting.
 
        “Persephone's destiny was decided before she was born.”
 
        “All of the mother's measures and the father's strength come to naught.”
 
        “Her destiny transcends that of anyone who sits high in Olympus.”
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        Only when did Demeter feel the fresh air on her face did she relax. Kora had remained awake on the way back, but she did not scream or cry once. Zeus had followed behind – not too closely – and not wishing to waste her time or energy on argument, she let him tag along. He had obliged her dark mood and been silent, but once they were out of the shadows, he grabbed his sister's arm.
 
        “Must we part like this? I want to see the child.”
 
        “You have plenty enough of your own!” Demeter's eyes glistened with open hostility. “I owe you nothing!”
 
        “... You are right,” Zeus replied in a rare moment of genuine contriteness. “I simply ask to get a good look at the child. I swear, I will not snatch her away! Please.”
 
        If one thing could be said about Zeus, it was that he could be rather charming when he wanted to. It was a talent he used often, to soothe the ruffled feathers of the women he chased after.
 
        “You barely pay attention to the bastards you already have. I absolve you of any responsibility for this one. After what you did, it is my right to ask this! I will raise and protect her.”
 
        “This is what you truly want?” Zeus asked quietly, a tone rarely if ever heard from the god who usually spoke in a booming voice.
 
        “I will take all responsibility for Kora. She will remain close to me, and I will keep trouble away from her.” It went without saying that this included the other Olympians as well, and with reason. Apollo and Ares were known to chase after anything young and pretty. Hermes was proud of his reputation as a lech. Dionysus was infamous for his orgies. Poseidon was more faithful to his wife than Zeus was to his own, but the God of the Sea let his eye wander here and there, frolicking with Nereids and mortal maidens alike. But the one who spread around the most of his essence was none other than Zeus himself. Demeter certainly didn't envy Hera's position as Queen of the Gods. What was a crown when one was constantly unhappy, despite their attempts to hide their pain?
 
        “Besides, I doubt your wife will be pleased to know that you have fathered yet another child that is not hers,” Demeter added scathingly right before Kora started to cry. Zeus watched as all of Demeter's attentions focused on her babe as she gently jiggled the girl, shushing her quietly. Without thinking, Zeus reached out, lightly touching the top of the baby's head. Kora's hair was soft, and the Lord of the Gods found himself smiling gently as her cries quieted down. It could be said – and agreed – by everyone that Zeus might be a forgetful and sometimes neglectful father. But he was never malicious or abusive towards his lovers or children, and was capable of great gentleness and affection.
 
        Demeter flinched and pulled the babe away.
 
        “I would not have harmed her – not now, not ever.” He let out a slow sigh. “I never meant to hurt you, either. I thought you would enjoy it, and you did. At least, until...”
 
        “You most certainly would be better off working on being a better husband than chasing around every maiden that comes along and seeing the hard-to-get ones as a challenge.”
 
        How many times had Zeus heard that from other goddesses? How many times had he agreed? But invariably, as he saw another pretty face, such admonitions were forgotten.
 
        “Nothing can change the past. But as my way of apologizing...” Zeus never liked hurting the women he loved, including Hera. He could deliver up splendid apologies, and Hera always took him back At least before he betrayed her one too many times. Other maidens would forgive him too. It was all part of his charm, after all. “You can have her and raise her. I will speak of this to no one.”
 
        “I also reserve the right to turn other gods away from her. She will not remain a babe forever.”
 
        “Indeed. But give others a chance! All maidens grow up and need a man to take care of them!” Athene, Artemis, and Hestia had all decided to lead chaste lives, and personally Zeus thought that his daughters and sister were too prudish for their own good. Sex and pleasure were good and natural! It was something that the gods had in common with the mortals.
 
        “Like you take care of your wife? Or your sons; and the regard they have for their conquests? Your sons are no better than you. No. Forget she exists.”
 
        Zeus could see that Demeter's mind was made up, so he shrugged. Kora would not remain a babe forever, and he would take action then. He could wait. Once Demeter had made her mind about something, she was as unmoving as the earth itself. Besides, Demeter did have a point. If Hera found out... And he wouldn't have to worry about the upbringing of one of his many children... and he did grudgingly owe his sister for his trickery...
 
        “Very well. Do as you see fit. I am sorry about what happened. Take Kora and keep her safe.” His voice was filled with a firmness that was edged with remorse. If Demeter heard the remorse, she gave no indication of it. She regarded him silently for a moment before turning away from him.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter VI
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        Kora let out a loud giggle before she stifled herself, darting between the rows of wheat that her father had planted, hiding from Phemos. The soft rustle of an eleven-year-old boy making his way through the veritable jungle of thick stalks and leaves met her ears, and she darted back when a tanned hand suddenly reached through the wall of growth, barely missing her arm. She shrieked in delight and bolted through the thin path that the neatly-planted rows afforded, hearing her cousin behind her, off to her left in the next row.
 
        When she broke free of the leaves, Phemos grabbed her from behind, his slender but strong arms wrapping around her wrist before she found herself spun through the air. She kicked her legs and laughed as she tried to reach behind, swatting him around his head. He grinned, his thick black curls glistening in the sun as he shot her a toothy grin, a gap in the upper row showing where he had lost a tooth a couple of days ago.
 
        “You should know you can't hide from me, Kora,” he boasted as he set her down.
 
        “You're the one who keeps chasing after me!” she laughed. Growing up, he had always been her closest playmate, even when she had plenty of neighbor boys and girls to play with.
 
        “Oh, but you're too fun to chase,” he shot back. She smirked back and pushed him away playfully.
 
        “I thought you were supposed to be at home taking care of Eraphus?” she asked. She had seen Grandmother, Ptheia, and her cousin Alestis head off to the village to visit some of their friends and trade for some dyes, leaving Phemos behind to take care of his younger sibling while his father and uncle worked outside. Little Eraphus was a handful, and would inevitably stir up some kind of trouble if there wasn't someone to keep an eye on him.
 
        “Oh, I told him that if he did not behave himself, the Furies would get him,” Phemos replied offhandedly while Kora gaped at him. Mother didn't talk much about her family, but she had learned of the Furies from the tales Demeter shared with Iasion and the rest of his family.
 
        Sure, Eraphus was a high-spirited child who was constantly getting into trouble due to his own insatiable curiosity, but nothing he had ever done was done out of malice, and she knew that the dread Kindly Ones wouldn't bother themselves with a little boy when there were wicked mortals like Sisyphus or Tantalus.
 
        “You should not have said that,” she chided. Being the daughter of a goddess and seeing her mother use her powers gave her a healthy respect for the supernatural. Before her cousin could retort, both of them heard a high wail come from Hyalos's house, and Kora narrowed her eyes at her cousin.
 
        “I told you,” she chastised him as she wiggled under the fence that separated her uncle's field from her father's own, and ran towards the house, fearing the worst. She didn't see her uncle anywhere and figured he might be up in the hills where the vineyards were. Before she or Phemos could reach the door, a dark-haired little boy – a smaller version of his older brother – came out crying, covered in something wet and sticky that was in a moment recognized to be honey. It took several minutes to get him sufficiently calmed down enough to speak coherently.
 
        “I.... I was hungry,” Eraphus sniffled, his hair matted with the sticky golden substance, a good amount of it making its slow, oozing way down his knee-length tunic. Kora could easily guess what had happened. He had probably tried to get something off a shelf and had tipped over a jar of honey. A peek through the door revealed shards of the jar scattered along the floor, along with an ever-widening puddle of honey. It was fascinating to see the thick liquid slowly creep along the floor.
 
        “Mamma gonna be mad,” Phemos muttered, scolding his brother. Kora raised an eyebrow.
 
        “Look who's talking,” she interjected, “Your father is working in the field all day, and all that is asked of you is to look after a little boy for a bit of time!” She turned to her younger cousin. “Better get that honey off you before you attract the ants. And the floor has to be cleaned up too.”
 
        “You clean it,” Phemos declared.
 
        “Me? Why?”
 
        “You're a girl. Girls cook and clean and do laundry and the men work outside, doing manly work.”
 
        “And you 'manly men' would not be able to eat a good meal or have clean clothes if your mother did none of that!” Kora snapped back. Ptheia was a good wife and mother, but having two boys could be a handful, especially because her belly had started to swell a couple of months ago with her fourth child.
 
        “See, girls keep things clean and the men keep them safe.” Phemos placed his hands on his hips, puffing out his chest in a way that struck Kora as comical.
 
        “You're not my husband, and it was you who failed the duty your mother thought you were old and responsible enough to perform,” she coolly reminded him.
 
        “C'mon. For me?” He grinned, showing a dimple in his left cheek, the same dimple that Iasion and his brothers shared. She had no dimple of her own.
 
        “No.” The girl shook her head, her thick braid swinging back and forth. She looked at Eraphus and held out her hand, holding back a soft sigh.
 
        “I will take Eraphus to the well and get him cleaned up. The floor is easier to clean than a child, so you can have that task. Better do it unless you want your mother to know what happened,” she pointed out. Before Phemos could argue, she had the hand of the younger child, leading him outside.
 
        “Oh, why do you seem unable to stay out of trouble?” she scolded him as she stripped him of his tunic, leaving him naked under the sun as she threw it in the bucket of water she had drawn up.
 
        “I was hungry.”
 
        “I know, but could you not have gotten something else? Something more within your reach?” she asked, shaking her head. Ptheia kept a dish of dried fruit for the children to help themselves to. Apparently Eraphus found the lure of honey to be more enticing than a piece of dried fruit – and Kora didn't blame him. Honey was wonderful!
 
        Once the garment had been soaked and wrung out, she concentrated on the power within her. With care and concentration, she directed the energy at the damp fabric, and the water rose from it in a gentle steam. The child received several bucketfuls of water over his head amidst his protests at the almost-frigid temperature of his shower, instructed by his cousin to run his fingers through his thick curls and work out the honey. The result was a happy and mostly dry child.
 
        “Next time you decide to try something, think before you do it!” she chided. “Your mother works so hard around here, and if you would settle and behave, she would be happy.”
 
        “I know,” Eraphus pouted. “But I get bored and I want to do things and then people tell me I am too little.” He crossed his arms, and Kora found herself being struck with a burst of compassion and understanding, remembering when she had been this child's age, and how protective her parents were of her – and still were.
 
        “I was little too once. Everyone was little. But if you are a good boy, you will grow up into a strong man!”
 
        “Promise?” he asked as he looked up at her with big dark eyes. She laughed and nodded.
 
        “Of course.”
 
        “Kora!” She heard her mother's voice across the fields, and looked in Demeter's direction, barely seeing her above the rows of wheat. “Come here now!”
 
        “Go back in the house. Help your brother clean up. And this time, please try to not get anything off the shelves!” she wagged her fingers at him before she bounded along the ground, her slim legs bringing here over to Demeter within moments. Her mother did not dress to catch attention and was comfortable in the same garb that her neighbors wore.
 
        This day was an apparent exception, for the gown she now wore was of a fine material that Kora had never seen, a vibrant shade of green that matched the rolling waves of grass in the uncultivated areas of the valley. Her hair was pinned up, looking almost like a crown, the golden-brown tresses glinting in the sun. Around her waist was the girdle that Hephaistos had made for her years ago. Once, when Kora had been admiring that girdle, Mother had told her that Hephaistos made it for her so she would have something pretty to wear for Father.
 
        Kora had never seen her mother so... Goddess-like. There even seemed to be a soft glow around her – Demeter had thrown off every bit of her guise of mortality – and this vision of her mother was almost foreign to the girl.
 
        “Mother.” Kora tilted her head to one side. Despite her radiance, her mother seemed unhappy.
 
        “What is the matter, Mother?”
 
        “The King of the Gods wishes to see us,” Demeter said. Commanded, was the truth. But she knew that if she did not honor her brother's message, Zeus would come down here.
 
        “... Oh.” Kora had never met any other god or goddess, though she knew of them through the stories shared amongst the village. But her knowledge of the divine side of her family was no greater than that of anyone else in the village, because Mother didn't like to talk about her family. But mighty Zeus himself! What was Mount Olympus like?
 
        Demeter glanced at her daughter, seeing the loose wisps of hair around her face and the calf-length light green chiton she wore, woven with green leaves and bright red poppies along the hem, courtesy of her loving grandmother. After the land had become good and Eurycleia's hands didn't hurt so much, she weaved with a passion. She could sit for hours, chatting with others or merely sitting by herself in the sun, and dye, spin, or weave, ensuring that her family and grandchildren had no end of clothing or blankets. It was almost hard to believe that over a decade ago, her hands had been too twisted and arthritic to even consider doing fine work like this.
 
        “Go put on that green tunic you wear when you help us in the fields.”
 
        “But this is the King of the Gods we are seeing! What about that new chiton Grandmother gave me for the spring festival?” she asked. The cloth in question was a rosy pink, with green and blue woven along the edges.
 
        “Do as I say.” Mother placed her hands on her hips. Kora frowned but went to do as her mother asked, exchanging her chiton for the plainer outfit. There was nothing wrong with it; the light green fabric was comfortable and recently washed, so there was no dirt on it. But it was lacking in embroidery and was rather plain and a little baggy. Why was Mother dressed so nicely when she had to wear something drab?
 
        Kora came out in her changed outfit, and Demeter nodded approvingly. Clean and plain, just the way she wanted. She wasn't trying to make her daughter look drab out of any spite or jealousy, but there was no denying that Kora was a pretty child, and she wanted to downplay that, drawing Zeus's attention to herself. The less interest Zeus took in her daughter, the better.
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        Kora had spent her entire life on the earth, and the only water she had ever seen were the ponds, lakes, and streams that ran freely through the valley. The openness of the domain of the gods overwhelmed her, especially with the silence that pervaded the place. Why were there no other gods here? Wasn't Olympus the home for many gods, and the meeting-place for all of them? She glanced around at the buildings and pavilions, at the white and sometimes pastel-rainbow hued marble as her mother led her along, a firm grip on her right hand. The bushes and gardens were immaculately kept, the fountains and pools clean and pristine, but she barely had time to see one thing before she was pulled away from it. There was no time for sightseeing, as it was clear to Kora that her mother wanted to get this over with. Despite her daughter's questions, Demeter was very mum about the entire affair. Was Mother angry with the other gods?
 
        Kora almost stumbled when they climbed the high steps to their destination due to her mother's brisk pace, and it was clear from the mosaic-work on the floor within the building – clouds and lightning against a light blue background – that this place belonged to Zeus.
 
        And then there he was – the ruler of Olympus himself on a grand throne of carved white marble that was accented with gold-work. Sky-blue fabric covered his body, gathered at one shoulder with a golden pin in the shape of an eagle with outstretched wings. He was an impressive sight, tall even when seated, his skin a radiant and healthy tan in sharp contrast with his pale hair and beard. His eyes were the color of a bright afternoon sky, attentive and piercing as he gazed at his former lover and their daughter.
 
        Kora's mother regarded Zeus with stony silence while the girl gazed at him for a moment before lowering her eyes.
 
        “Thank you for coming,” Kora heard Zeus say. His voice was deep and strong, undeniably masculine, the tones filled with strength.
 
        “You have seen Kora. Are you satisfied?” Demeter asked. Kora's suspicions of her mother not getting along with her family was confirmed by the tension she felt in the air.
 
        “There is no need to be worried. I told you years ago that I wished to avoid trouble. I just wanted to see how she has grown.” Zeus sounded so kind and concerned that she couldn't imagine why her mother might be angry at all. His attention turned to her, and he gave her a warm smile.
 
        “Come here, will you let me have a closer look at you?” He offered her his hand, and suddenly she felt her mother's hand grip her shoulder fiercely. She was sure her mother didn't mean it, but the grip hurt a little.
 
        “Demeter.” Zeus' voice was now stern, even angry-sounding. Kora broke free of her mother and approached the seated god, even more in awe of him now that she could see him up close. She placed her small hand in his proffered one, instantly feeling his strength as his fingers formed a gentle grip. His hand was warm, and she offered him a small smile.
 
        “How has life been treating you?” he asked.
 
        “Very good, sir,” she replied, feeling intimidated by his presence.
 
        “There is no need to call me sir, Kora. You may call me Zeus, if you like.”
 
        “Okay, Zeus.” She felt a bit at ease. He squeezed her hand again.
 
        “Are you happy?” he asked. She thought of the warmth of her father and family, of the happiness of the valley she lived in – she almost didn't believe the stories that the valley had once been a wretched and miserable place – the food that was plenty, the places to romp around and explore with her playmates, planting seeds in the fields with her father and the excitement of watching them grow, the stories told around the table or fire, the festivals...
 
        “Indeed I am. Everything is wonderful. Thank you for asking.”
 
        “What a polite young lady you are.” Zeus's eyes twinkled as he released his grip on her hand, only to place it on her shoulder. “Your mother certainly raised you well, has she not?”
 
        Demeter merely stared at Zeus, her jaw set tight. “Her father, Iasion, had a good part in it too.”
 
        Of course, Kora was not to know the irony in her mother's comment. The younger goddess saw the smile on Zeus's face freeze, but it became warm again when he looked back at her.
 
        “And your... father, you are happy with him?” he asked. She grinned.
 
        “He is the best daddy ever,” she replied with all the frankness of a child who adored her parents. And indeed, Iasion could not be faulted as a father at all. He lavished her with attention, and taught her many things, such as how to plant seeds and how to harvest what came from them, or how to ride a goat – a sport that all the children enjoyed before they grew too big – and she enjoyed her trips with him to the marketplace. He even let her use his knife to whittle wood, and she had helped him mend the fence a few times.
 
        He encouraged her to play outside, telling her that she looked better outside than shut away inside. Infact, due to Demeter's own actions and example, the women in the village saw her as a role model, and the men did not stop them. The women of this certain valley enjoyed considerably more freedom than women in many other parts of Hellas. It was said here in Enna that a woman was most beautiful with a healthy flush on her cheeks, and like the girls in Sparta, were encouraged to spend at least some time outside and exercising.
 
        Kora wasn't sure if it was just her imagination, but she saw a flicker of sadness in Zeus's eyes when she spoke so lovingly of her father.
 
        “I am pleased to see you so happy. Every child deserves a good childhood. Tell me, is there anything you want or need?”
 
        “She just told you that she was happy, and you then ask her if she needs anything?” Demeter asked as she approached the throne, clearly intent on pulling her daughter back. Zeus raised his other hand to stop her.
 
        “I merely thought she would like a gift. She is my... niece, after all.” He glanced back at her. She tapped her chin thoughtfully. What could she need? What did she want? Oh. There was one thing she wanted to know.
 
        “I have a question.”
 
        “Ask away.”
 
        “Why is my mother so angry with you?” she asked. The silence in the hall was so thick that it was practically palpable.
 
        “Aha.” Zeus chuckled softly. “I did say you could ask of anything. Well...” he kept his hand up, silencing Demeter. “I did something a long time ago to make her angry. I played a trick on her. I thought it would be funny, but I did not realize how much it would hurt her. So yes, she is angry with me.”
 
        Zeus had played a trick on her mother? This nice, kind god?
 
        “What kind of trick?” she asked. Zeus stroked his beard.
 
        “I pretended to be someone I was not. But that is in the past. You do not need to concern yourself with what happened between your mother and myself. It is not something that needs to be discussed anymore. Now tell me, is there something you would like for yourself? I grant you one wish,” he asked, quickly changing the subject. Demeter hated to admit it to herself, but Zeus had handled that question well. And the wish he spoke of was something he granted to all of his children. One thing, one favor to ask of their father. In some cases, it was the best thing the child got.
 
        “I uh... cannot think of anything I could need right now.” Kora tilted her head. “Could I save that for later?”
 
        Zeus let out a booming laugh.
 
        “Clever as well as pretty. Certainly! Now, I need to talk with your mother for a bit. Look,” he pointed to a side entrance. “Through that doorway is my garden. Would you like to explore it while I have a talk with your mother?”
 
        “Thank you, Zeus!” She shot him a brilliant smile as she climbed down the steps and made her way outside.
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        “Offering her a wish! You had no place!” Demeter snarled.
 
        “I do,” Zeus replied somberly. “I understand your anger, but I have not interfered at all for the past decade. Besides, I am her father, and it is my pleasure to give to my children. I cleared out Olympus so that the three of us would be alone.”
 
        “You could not have come down to Enna and seen me in private?” Demeter replied with a sneer.
 
        “I felt that Kora had the right to see Olympus. Do you truly intend to deny her her heritage?”
 
        “She is denied nothing. She has a happy home, and a family who loves her.”
 
        “She certainly seems happy, and I will not stand in the way of that.” Zeus raised his hands, and shrugged. “But she is a Goddess. What is her gift?”
 
        “Same as mine,” Demeter replied. How overjoyed she was when her daughter hadn't gained Zeus's powers, or something else entirely. She didn't think that Kora had any other abilities, for the child hadn't displayed anything else as her Gift to nurture life developed.
 
        “Really? Interesting.” He nodded slowly. It was rare that a god had the same powers as his or her parents. The children that Zeus fathered had a fascinating myriad of abilities, from Apollo's generation and manipulation of light to Hermes's quicksilver speed, from Aphrodite's magical charm and beautiful voice to Artemis's ability to communicate with any animal. And of course, there were the richly varied abilities to be seen in himself and his siblings.
 
        “When will you introduce Kora to Olympus?” Zeus asked. A few of his children – such as Apollo and Artemis or Hephaistos – did not officially become part of the Olympians until they reached adulthood, so such a thing wasn't unheard of.
 
        “... Who said I would?” Demeter asked in a deadpan tone. Zeus' eyes widened.
 
        “Demeter, I gave you leave to raise Kora in a quiet and safe place. But she is a goddess. She will not remain a child forever. Already she nears the changes that will enable her to blossom into womanhood.”
 
        “She is happy down there. She will remain so. And what place is there for her up here, anyway?”
 
        At first, there were just the six siblings, as well as the Titans who had joined their side. But as the gods settled down, they inevitably found lovers and mates, producing the next generation of gods. As more gods were born, it was harder to find positions for them to fill, especially for the gods of the third and fourth generation. Demeter would not see Kora become the goddess of something minor or insignificant.
 
        “I have already thought of that,” Zeus replied smoothly. “You are the Goddess of the Harvest, are you not? She shares your gifts. Kora will be the Goddess of Spring.”
 
        Well. Goddess of Spring was hardly an unfitting position for her daughter. However, she didn't want Kora caught up in the ennui that mired most of the other gods.
 
        “I removed myself from Olympus because of the hubris I see here. I will not have Kora be part of it.”
 
        “Come now...” Zeus coaxed. “We are gods; we need pleasure and amusement to fill our long lives. What fault is it of ours if we do not have such earthly concerns? Are we to be blamed for our lack of... mortal fragility?”
 
        “My daughter and I are happy on earth. And have you forgotten the Fates' prophecy?”
 
        Zeus swallowed and shook his head.
 
        “What the Fates predict always comes true,” Zeus responded placidly. It didn't mean that he did not care about what happened to Kora, but when – yes, inevitably when – it happened, he was determined to be graceful about the situation and if he could, ease his daughter through it. The Fates never spoke directly, and Kora's prediction – though it sounded dire to Demeter – did not mean that Kora would meet a sad fate. The words uttered down in Hades could mean something else entirely, who knew?
 
        “Why are you being so careless about this, damnit!” Demeter had to restrain herself from yelling.
 
        “I am not being careless. I am being pragmatic. I want the best for Kora, but I also believe she should be given opportunities. The Fates' words have many meanings.”
 
        “I am taking Kora with me now. Do not bother me again.”
 
        Zeus was about to protest, but he bit back his words. Demeter had her mind made up, and his daughter was still young. The glint of curiosity in the girl's eyes was undeniable, and it was clear that she was also thoughtful. A rather good combination, and one that not even the mighty Demeter herself could hide from her daughter. Let Kora spend a few more years under her mother's wing – Demeter was a good mother, after all. And things would happen as they would.
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        Zeus's garden was nothing like the ones at home. The foliage was neatly trimmed and shaped, taking the form of different monsters and animals; a few of them she recognized from stories told around the fire. The fountain had several pastel rainbow-veined white marble statues of shapely – and rather naked – nymphs in the middle on a dais, all of them with pitchers or other containers from which water issued into the pool beneath them. There were few flowers, seemingly put there as a complement to the nymph statues and the bushes, though the roses were a pretty sight. She had seen wild roses around in the forests, but not such big and well-maintained roses like these, pale-white and creamy in color, along with vibrant yellow ones. And such a heavenly scent!
 
        As her parents discussed her fate, Kora turned around, stricken with a sensation of being watched. She slowly turned around, gasping softly as she saw a dark-garbed figure leaned against one of the pillars that enclosed the garden.
 
        His long black hair was loose, flowing down his shoulders and back, curling slightly at the ends and standing out in sharp contrast with his pale skin. The circle-beard on his face was neatly-trimmed and suited him rather well, displaying the smooth, bold plane of his jawline. He was clad in a blood-red tunic and black trousers, with boots of black leather on his feet. Draped across his shoulders was a plain black cloak of a material that she didn't know the name of since she had never seen it before – velvet – held up with a silver pin.
 
        Kora stood stock-still as she stared at the stranger as he stared back at her silently, his dark eyes unfathomable as he studied her.
 
        “Good afternoon,” the man said, inclining his head in a slight bow.
 
        “... Hello,” Kora managed to say, her heart pounding.
 
        “Forgive me for startling you, please. I was merely going to meet with my brother when I saw that he was already occupied with you and Demeter. I am Hades. It is a pleasure to meet you.”
 
        Hades? This was Hades? Though Demeter did not like to speak of her family, Kora was not ignorant of the tales and common knowledge that most mortals had of their deities. Hades was supposed to be the oldest of the three brothers, but he actually looked younger than Zeus! How curious.
 
        “May I assume that Demeter is your mother?” he asked solicitously. She nodded.
 
        “And what is your name?”
 
        “Kora. Pleasure to meet you too.” She dropped into a slight curtsey, and she was pleased to notice a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. The mortals were so afraid of him, but look. Despite his somber appearance, he seemed like a kind man, with a warm twinkle in his eyes.
 
        “What brings you here?” he asked. He did not miss the silence on Olympus, and could not help but wonder what the occasion was, and why a visit from Demeter merited it.
 
        “Zeus summoned Mother here and asked her to bring me.” Hades did not miss her slight frown.
 
        “Is something the matter?”
 
        “Mother does not seem happy about it. And she is angry with Zeus, though neither of them will tell me exactly why.”
 
        “... Ah.” Hades nodded, already guessing at what it could be. He did not miss the way that Zeus had looked at his sister all these years ago.
 
        “Well, the gods often argue amongst themselves. I can honestly tell you that it is not worth worrying about.”
 
        “Really?”
 
        “Yes, really.” He smiled at her warmly. “It is much better to focus on the world around you, rather than the bickering of others. I find my surroundings far more interesting, anyway.”
 
        She considered his words, nodding as she saw the wisdom in them. Had she been older, she might have caught on the double meaning of his words. When he reached down to place a hand on her shoulder, she did not flinch. His hand was surprisingly warm – everyone expected Hades to be as cold as his realm, and this warmth comforted her.
 
        “Kora!” she heard her mother yell. She turned her head in the direction of the door she had come through. In a moment, Demeter appeared through the doorway, a hand on her hip. When Kora looked back, Hades was nowhere to be seen.
 
        “Kora, we are leaving now,” Demeter stated as her daughter made her way down the marble-lined path and up the steps. When the younger goddess turned around, still there was nobody, though she could almost swear she was still being watched.
 
        “Goodbye, Kora. Thank you for coming. It truly was a joy to meet you,” Zeus said, raising his hand. Demeter quickly tugged her along, though not before Kora returned Zeus's farewell with a cheerful wave of her hand. She did not tell Mother about her meeting with the Lord of the Dead.
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        Hades had been in a contemplative mood ever since he had returned from Olympus. Even though he had known the young goddess but for a few minutes, he was captivated by her. He was no stranger to the pleasures of the female body – having had the nymphs Minthe and Leuce as lovers – but never had he been stirred so powerfully as when he had gazed into this goddess' green eyes. She had been a bit afraid of him at first, but that had quickly changed, and her smile had brought to him a certain light that not even Apollo's most radiant brilliance was lacking in.
 
        These feelings startled him. They were completely foreign to him, for he honestly had never felt such a way about anybody or anything, nor did he think or imagine that he'd ever be capable or aware of such emotion.
 
        When Hades received a summons from Minos to aid in the judgment of a particularly wicked soul, he was glad for this distraction from his thoughts.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter VII
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        Two years came and went, and Kora had all but forgotten her meeting with Zeus and Hades. Ptheia gave birth to another girl, naming her Deianeira. Sometimes Kora wished she had a little brother or sister of her own, but Auntie let her visit whenever she wanted, and with her aunt's ever-increasing brood, Kora had no shortage of playmates.
 
        The summer solstice came with one of the festivals that was now commonplace in Enna, and she became thirteen, that age where a girl usually experienced the subtle changes in her body that signaled the departing of childhood. It was something she looked forward to fervently as she felt and saw the almost imperceptible changes of burgeoning womanhood, something she first noticed just a couple of months ago.
 
        She was tired of being a little girl. She loved her parents, but they were rather protective. It was okay for her to play with Phemos or other neighbor boys, but over the last couple of years, Mother had grown increasingly overbearing, refusing to let her run off alone with the boys. They could only play with her if they remained within the bounds of her family's lands, where her mother or another adult could keep an eye on her. Kora chafed at this watchfulness.
 
        She knew what it was boys and girls – at least, those older than her – did. Anyone who was raised on a farm was usually subject to the sights of animals copulating at least once in his or her life, and Kora certainly was no exception. She had made this connection with the noises she heard from her parents' bedchamber, and the swelling of Ptheia's belly. No one had ever discussed the particular details of the dynamics between a male and a female, but being curious and intelligent, Kora had figured it out on her own. It didn't strike her as interesting, this joining or the sounds she heard, or the evidence of such intimacy. She didn't desire to couple with any of the boys, but she did feel flattered when they brought her flowers or other small tokens. Besides, these young flirtations came to the same end, with Demeter soundly shooing them away despite her daughter's embarrassed protests.
 
        Iasion was considerably more lenient – especially when Mother was gone on her tasks as a Goddess – warning her to be careful and not let any boy touch her where her clothing covered her, and if some boy did try to force her hand, she was instructed to kick him in a certain area of his anatomy and run. She had never encountered a situation where she had needed to take such a preventive measure, but it certainly was nice to know!
 
        She was always glad when Mother was absent on her duties – sometimes for a day or two at a time – so she could cavort around as much as she pleased. Phemos had asserted himself as the leader of the local boys, and often he would invite her – or tug her – along on his adventures. She romped through the woods and over the creeks barefoot, as free as any boy. And ever mindful of her father's words, she did not allow any boy to look up her skirt or touch her in these forbidden areas. Honestly, Mother need not worry!
 
        The summer beat on, the days long and warm, but nobody had any real reason to complain as there was always plenty of shade to sit under, succulent fruits to enjoy, and cool water to drink. She would play hide-and-seek or tag with her father sometimes, running up and down the rows before Iasion would pick her up, tossing her in the air and laughing at her delighted shrieks.
 
        But one day, that was all to change.
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        The long days were just starting to cool as the people of Enna made preparations for the harvest festival. Kora always enjoyed the harvest. Her mother had given her a small sickle a couple of years ago so that she could help with the crops. Rather than use her powers to make everything easy, Demeter often did the work herself, using her hands, plow, and sickle to plant and reap her bounty. Kora had received the sickle so that she could harvest, her mother wishing to instill that same work ethic in her daughter that she had in herself. Kora would not be a spoiled little goddess, and so far, Demeter's method of child-rearing had produced satisfactory results.
 
        After a morning with her grandmother and aunt gathering berries and honey, Kora decided to return to her father's plot. She had already washed the honey off herself, unmindful of the few bee stings she had earned for her efforts. Insect bites and stings had never been more than a mild annoyance to her. These stings were mere pink spots on her lightly tanned skin and would be gone within a few minutes, while her aunt would be nursing her own for considerably longer. Kora sometimes felt sorry for her mortal relatives. If they cut themselves or were otherwise injured, it always took time to heal, from a few days to a few weeks. For her? She had never suffered any serious wounds, but she had cut and scraped herself a few times throughout her childhood – what child ever escapes that fate – but they would always be gone within a few moments, and never with any mark or infection left behind.
 
        “Daddy!” she called out, moving between the thick rows, the stalks heavy with wheat the color of her mother's rich tresses. Demeter had once explained that each god usually had something to their appearance that reflected their gift. Demeter's warm golden-green eyes and blond-streaked light brown hair were the color of grass and wheat respectively. Her body was strong, and when she hugged Kora, warm and comfortable, rather fitting for a goddess of bounty. Dimly, she recollected Zeus and Hades. Hades's appearance was dark like the realm he ruled. Zeus had a powerful presence, his beard and hair silvery-white, the color of lightning, his eyes the color of the heavens he resided over. She wondered what other gods would look like. Would Apollo be bright and shining? Was Ares red-faced and thick-muscled? Was Artemis a wild-haired creature, long-legged and graceful like a deer?
 
        Her stray thoughts amused her for a while as she skipped through the field, her arms sweeping gently from side to side to brush the tall stalks out of her way.
 
        “Daddy!” she called out again. Usually, when she called for him, he would answer back so she knew where he was. This time there was no response, and she wondered if he was using the little shack set away from the house, the one he had built so that everyone could have privacy doing what he called private business. So she waited for several minutes, her skip turning to a casual stroll as she took her time. After a while, she called again. She frowned when she saw the wooden door to the shack was ajar. He wasn't in there, so where could he possibly be?
 
        Entering the house, she did a quick exploration, running from the large central chamber into the pantry, and then opening the door to the bedroom her parents shared. Nobody lay on top of the large bed. Hm. Even though she knew there was probably no need, she checked her room. As she expected, it was empty. If Daddy had any kind of errand to perform and Mother was not here, he would inform Kora as to where he was going, or take her with him. This was odd...
 
        “Daddy!” she screamed, running from the chicken coop to the goat-pen before dashing along the edge of the vegetable garden. With increasing concern, she climbed onto the fence and strained her neck, wishing she was taller so she could see better over the stalks. No telltale movement of head or the swaying of stalks being cut or disturbed alerted her to his presence. Her young heart thudded in her chest as her stomach tightened.
 
        As far as she could remember, there had always been an olive tree on Iasion's lot, not far from the border of the hills. It was a favorite spot to take a break or have some lunch, or play games. The wheat obscured her sight of the base of the tree as she made her way back through it.
 
        Iasion lay against the tree, his eyes closed, his left hand over his heart. Oh, he was taking a nap... wasn't he? Her stomach twisted even more as she saw the oddly slack expression on his handsome features, his dark beard sandwiched between his chin and chest. No one who was sleeping looked like that. This was more than the mere peace of unconsciousness.
 
        Hesitantly she approached him, her footsteps shuffling as she called for him a couple more times. He still did not move, not even when she touched his shoulder. There was no rise or fall of his chest, and no gentle, rumbling snore made its way from between his slightly parted lips. She touched his hand, the one he held over his heart, and picked it up. Due to the warmth of the day and his recent death, his flesh was still warm. But she felt no life within. And when she let go of his hand, it dropped onto the dirt with a small puff of dust.
 
        Animals had died and she had mourned for them, but not terribly. A few old people passed away here through the years since she was born, but she had never witnessed their deaths, and their funerals were not somber occasions, for these people at least had died happy. Their families had chosen to celebrate their funerals with muted, respectful festivities, praying for his or her safe crossing over the Styx and a positive reception in Haidou. Still, Kora understood it was permanent. These people would never wake up to feel the sun on their faces or see their relatives again. The animals would never get up to their feet and come running when food was offered, or nuzzle her hand when she petted them.
 
        But death had still been a distant concept to her, something that only happened to old people or animals when their time had come. Never had it occurred to her that her father might leave her mother and herself one day, forever. No. Never had she been so... afraid of the absence of life. This was her daddy. He wasn't old or sick. He had been so full of life! She had eaten breakfast with him this morning, and he had been full of good cheer, a big smile on his face as he greeted her after she climbed out of bed.
 
        Now here he was, no longer smiling. Never would he toss her into the air, or tell her a story, or plant seeds with her again.
 
        Hot tears burned behind her eyes as she spun away, running through the fields to her uncle's house, wailing at the top of her lungs in a heart-wrenching song that reflected her shock and grief.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        When the shade told Hades that Demeter was just now crossing the Styx, the Lord of the Dead was astounded. No god ever came down here for any trivial matter, and even Hermes, quick of foot, always hastened to arrive and leave as if Kerberos was at his heels. Not that he blamed them, for this was indeed a dread realm, and one that very few people – himself included – understood, much less embraced. He had been in the library, casually perusing some papyrus scrolls from Aígyptos when he received the news, and he immediately hastened to the shore of the river, its dark waters lapping at the gray sand that lined its sides. Kharon approached the pier, his face invisible under the heavy cloak he wore.
 
        Demeter sat in the ebony boat, her head hidden under a thick cloak of dark gray-brown. When Kharon anchored briefly, his skeletal head bowed in respect of the goddess. Demeter stepped out of the gently swaying vehicle without losing her balance, entirely unaided after waving away the ferryman's proffered hand.
 
        Hades waited solicitously, his hands folded under his crossed arms. When Demeter lifted her face to his, he was shocked to see that her cheeks were wet from tears.
 
        “Do you wish for the privacy of my Palace?” he asked before ushering her along, and she nodded as she started off with him. The walk was silent, but the goddess's grief was palpable, practically rolling off her in waves. What could she possibly have been sad about? Had Zeus played another trick on her, one that was truly unforgivable?
 
        The grove of dark and twisted trees they walked through was eerie, the tips of the branches looking like claws reaching out for them as they walked along the smooth path. The rock ceiling that hung above the area of souls waiting to cross the Styx faded into an overcast sky – always varying shades of gray – and his palace stood out in stark contrast to the sky, black against pewter. As Demeter glanced upwards, she wondered how Hades could live in such bleakness. Day after day, century after century in this gloomy place, she would certainly have gone mad. Yet Hades had volunteered to take this realm before anyone else could argue about who got stuck with this dismal place. Not once had he ever complained about his lot.
 
        A shade appeared at his side as the doors to the Palace opened in front of them.
 
        “Get a comfortable chair,” he whispered. The shade slunk back into the shadows, and near the throne a chair appeared, the frame made of dark metal, with a soft cushion and padding on its curved arms. Normally such a comfortable chair would not be offered to visitors, but Hades was an especially considerate host to those that he felt deserved it. He sat on his throne, propping his chin up on one elbow as he waited patiently, his eyes filled with kindness and concern as Demeter broke out in a short bout of weeping.
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        The goddess took a deep breath, collecting herself, trying to still the tremble in her hands. Oh gods, why did this have to happen? Though Demeter called Enna her home, she would appear at other temples in other cities, answering prayers, supervising festivals, giving out blessings, or in a few cases, handing out punishment as she saw necessary. She had been at Thebes when she was struck with a terrible sense of foreboding, and rushed back home only to find Kora weeping and Eurycleia wailing over Iasion's dead body as Hyalos tried to comfort them.
 
        It felt as if the earth had dropped out from below her very own feet, casting her into the darkness of sorrow. Not Iasion. Not her beloved, the man who she had brought to his fullest potential, the man who had loved her without reserve and worshipped her dearly! He had been in his prime, without one single defect or infirmity to lend any frailty to his strength. His death should have been a long way off, especially with the magically induced extension she gave his life!
 
        “Hades... brother. I have never asked anything of you before. But I ask of you... I know it is a huge favor, but please...”
 
        “Ask away.” He leaned forward, attentive and concerned amidst his slight aloofness.
 
        “My love. He just died. He may not even have crossed the Styx. I ask of you, please let him return with me.”
 
        “Mhm.” His expression was now unreadable. After meeting Kora, he had done a bit of investigating, learning of Iasion and her life in Enna. But unlike the other gods, he had absolutely no interest in causing any trouble, and had never uttered one word of his sister's affairs to anyone. He liked to know things for the sake of knowing them, and welcomed any new worthwhile information about all subjects.
 
        “I am Lord of the Dead. It pains me to see your grief, but the realm of Dis has its rules. I cannot simply return anybody to life.”
 
        It was a half-truth. Raising the dead was a complicated task, and not something that could be accomplished with a wave of his hand or a simple command. The magic required for such a task was dark and deep, and not a force that most gods ever understood or were able to tap into. And using it... well, there was a reason why most gods feared the darkness and what they could not understand.
 
        “You are a mighty god. You have powers that I do not comprehend. Please!” Demeter begged, extending her hands in a plea, something she wouldn't have considered doing for Zeus.
 
        The Lord of the Underworld let out a soft sigh. He could raise Iasion, but there were always repercussions to such a deed. Mortals were destined to die, and there was nothing changing that.
 
        “Yes, I am God of this realm, but I do not decide when they die. I simply take custody of them when they come to me. It is Atropos who cut the thread of Iasion's life. I do not command the Fates.” He sat back, steepling his hands. “I understand your grief and what it is that you ask for. But I cannot grant your wish, although I would like to. Atropos has made her decision.” As every living thing was born, his or her thread was measured and then cut before being woven into the mysterious tapestry. Iasion's entire life had been decided for him before he even took his first breath. Demeter might have infused him with vitality and given him strength beyond a mortal man, but destiny was laid out for everyone in the path of the threads the Fates spun and cut.
 
        “He was so healthy! I had been giving him ambrosia, too. How could he die? Perhaps it was a mistake? Maybe he died before his time?” Her voice was demanding and hopeful. Hades let out a low sigh and strode across the room, kneeling by his sister and placing his hand on her knee.
 
        “As mighty as I am, I have no control over the Fates. I... truly am sorry for your loss. You deserve happiness. But the laws of this place are different from the ones above.” He was certain that Iasion would end up in Elysium.
 
        Elysium wasn't reserved for heroes, like the myths said; people who were genuinely good of heart were also admitted into this paradise. Hades was Lord of the Dead, not a dour jailhouse warden to the souls that had been judged as good or simply neutral, sending them to the Asphodel Fields. Iasion would surely be sent to Elysium, provided that he had committed no crime or evil deed in his life.
 
        Iasion loved Demeter deeply, but unlike any other spouse, he would not have the satisfaction of knowing that his lover would join him sometime within the next century. There was one way for him to go back to the land of the living without the aid of necromancy, but it took considerably longer, and Iasion would not remember who he was. Hades was tempted to mention this but held off, not wishing to feed his sister false hope. If they were meant to be together again, then it would happen in due time. He squeezed his sister's hand.
 
        Demeter let out a slow breath. Of course. She had stormed down here in her blind grief, and had embarrassed herself in front of her brother.
 
        “I am sorry... I probably look terrible...” She furiously rubbed her cheeks with the cloak wrapped around her shoulders.
 
        “You may sit here and rest. I would offer you food, but...”
 
        “Of course.” Demeter knew the rules of this land. Eating even one bite would bind her here forever, and as kind and understanding as her brother was, she simply could not stand the surroundings, however elegant and beautiful they were. She almost envied Zeus's ability to take lover after lover, never attaching himself too deeply to one, so that when one of them died, he might feel sad for a bit but would quickly move on.
 
        Is there anything else I could offer you?” he asked as he rose to his feet, placing his hand on her shoulder.
 
        “I desire but one thing, and I am told that it cannot be granted.”
 
        “You have my sincerest regrets.”
 
        Demeter was mollified to see genuine sympathy in her brother's eyes.
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        Kora frowned to herself as her eyes roved along the valley, seeing the sea when her mother led her up the hill. Already she missed home, even though she had said her goodbyes to her grandmother and the rest of her family. She didn't see why they had to move just because her father was dead. After all, there was still the rest of the family, and Mother got along well with them. The villagers worshipped Mother, and the festivals every year were always fun. But what she missed most was her father. On the outside she was numb, appearing unemotional to her mother, but deep within, grief clawed at her heart.
 
        “This is where I spent a lot of my time after I escaped from Kronos. It was here that I came to my full strength and came to understand my Gift. I kept this entire valley warm and growing through the winter, as if it had always been summer.”
 
        “Why did you let winter come to Enna, then?”
 
        “Because the earth has a rhythm. I will use my gift to make things grow when it is necessary, but even the gods should not interfere with Gaea's will. When I was young, I was excited about my gift and kept everything here growing for nearly a decade without any winter.” She shook her head slowly. “But that is not what my Gift was meant for. We have seasons to remind us of change, to reflect on the ways of nature, to tell time, and to let us understand that there are certain times to do different things. Think about it, Kora. What if there was never any harvest time or wintertime? If everything stayed in fruit all year?”
 
        Kora tapped her chin for several moments, thinking.
 
        “I guess the mortals would simply sit around, eating whatever they wanted. They would not know how to work. How to harvest and store food, how to keep animals and make the tools they need for different tasks. Also, wintertime gives us time to do other things. Like when Uncle Esthanes isn't helping with the farming, he has more time for his woodwork.”
 
        Demeter smiled approvingly.
 
        “Mortals would become idle and lazy, and never invent things to advance them as a race. They would demand constant blessings from the gods.” She nodded. “But hard work is important. It helps us appreciate the good times more.”
 
        “That is why you work in the field, even if you are a goddess,” Kora replied. Her mother patted her on the head and nodded again. This island was a good place for her daughter and herself. With Iasion dead, Demeter saw no reason to stay in Enna. The curse was lifted, so as long as the valley's residents worked hard and honored their goddess, their crops would remain bountiful.
 
        Kora had a rather different opinion about that. Of course, Grandmother begged Mother to leave her behind since she was Iasion's daughter and she was happy with them. And oh gods, Kora wanted to stay! She joined in the begging, for she was closer to her father than mother. She had always found it easier to talk to her father. She knew that her grandmother and uncles would welcome her to live with them.
 
        Despite her daughter's wants, Demeter would not be moved. Even though Zeus had sired Kora, Demeter had pushed that to the deep recesses of her mind, almost believing herself that Kora was the daughter of her mortal lover. The love in Iasion's eyes for his daughter was undeniable, and they had formed a bond that Zeus would never have with the young Goddess of Spring. Together, the three of them had been a happy family, knowing contentment that most other gods never knew. She would not let go of Kora, of this physical embodiment of that happy time.
 
        And here, where no mortals resided, Kora would be safe from male eyes. The only other beings that resided here were nymphs, and they would serve Demeter. Kora would have suitable female companions to be with, and be guarded. The older goddess glanced at her daughter's lithe frame, the slight flare of her hips, the subtle sharpening of her jaw, and the barely-started swelling of her breasts. It was already apparent that Kora would be a beauty, even when she had just passed her thirteenth birthday. She remembered the Fate's prophecy and shook her head.
 
        The young goddess's deep red hair hung in loose curls and waves, fiercely glinting ruby-tinted copper wherever the sun hit it. Demeter reached out to grab a lock, idly twirling it between her fingers. Zeus said that Kora would not remain a little girl forever, but what the hell did he know? Just as Demeter could keep things growing, she could halt that very same progress. Her daughter was just fine the way she was now, as a young maiden. What need was there for her to lose her child?
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        Unaware of her mother's plans for her future, Kora stood there as she looked down at the sea and the waves crashing lazily upon the sands. Never before had she seen the ocean, and the vastness astonished her. All her life she had known only the valley. Mother had never taken her outside of it aside from that one trip to Olympus. Her heart pounded as she gazed at the horizon, questions flooding through her head. She had known there was a life outside of the valley, since her mother went there... wherever there was. And she knew that this place wasn't 'there'. There were other villages with even more mortals, and even towns and mighty city-states like Sparta, Athens, or Thebes.
 
        “Are there mortals on this island?” Kora asked as she glanced up at her mother. Demeter frowned and shook her head.
 
        “No, it is just us and the nymphs.”
 
        “Nymphs?” There had been none in Enna. Because of Ouranos's curse, the magical minor goddesses of the forests and rivers had avoided this place ever since they had abandoned it, frightened by the malevolent energies that spread when Ouranos's brain fell into Enna. A few nymphs who had been too strongly tied to their trees or streams were unable to leave, and were eventually drained dry by the ancient god's evil hunger. Because Ouranos had been there for so long, the nymphs hadn't come back yet – either they didn't know that Enna was a safe place again, or they were happy in their new homes – so Kora was both curious and apprehensive.
 
        “Yes. They will be suitable companions and supervise you.”
 
        “... Supervise?” Kora asked with an encroaching sense of dread. She wasn't a baby; she helped to mind Ptheia's children, and she could take care of herself! She could do just about any kind of chore around the farm, even cleaning up after the animals or doing laundry, and Grandmother and Auntie both praised her, telling her what a smart and mature girl she was, and how she would make a wonderful wife and mother one day. She enjoyed watching her uncle Esthanes at his woodwork, and was also interested in watching the potters make their wares and paint them. It was like Hades had told her before; watching the world around her was interesting when one really paid attention.
 
        And now she was to be penned here with nymphs, to be minded like she was a little girl! Without anything to do or people to observe! Oh gods, the boredom that she knew would come frustrated her.
 
        “Mother, I am not a child. I most certainly need not be watched over,” Kora stated with a petulant tone. Demeter shot her a glare, something that Kora very rarely received in her life. She stared back silently, her heart pounding, but she remained outwardly calm.
 
        “Have I not been a good daughter? I did all my chores and minded the other children and stayed out of trouble...” Unless one counted the minor mischief she did once in a while with her cousins and the other children, but then, she didn't get into any more trouble than any other child ever did.
 
        “Kora, I am your mother. Do not question me.” Demeter's voice was firm, and Kora was shocked. She hadn't been sassing back or trying to be disrespectful, but her mother seemed to be offended.
 
        “I am sorry, I did not mean to be disrespectful, Mother.” She looked down, looking sufficiently penitent to satisfy her mother for the time being.
 
        “This is not because I think you are irresponsible or mischievous. I do this to keep you safe. I have seen this world and its evils.” Demeter's eyes narrowed as she thought of her lover's death. “This is your new home now, where you will be safe. Come, let us meet some nymphs and see where we will be living,” she said, knowing that the nymphs had already made preparations for her and her daughter.
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        Hades leaned against a tree with one hand, watching as Demeter convened with her daughter, unaware that she was being watched. His helmet of invisibility was secured over his head, and his eyes roved along the younger goddess's body as she stood there, gazing up at her mother. He saw her frown before she looked down, and he stroked his chin. He had never forgotten Kora. She was an unshakeable presence in his thoughts, haunting his dreams and teasing him with a fierce desire he had never known before, even with former lovers. For over two years now he had been fighting with these feelings.
 
        Demeter took her daughter's hand, starting to lead her down the hill. As Kora started after her, she looked over her shoulder and Hades' eyes widened as she looked in his direction. Had she seen him? Impossible, he was wearing his helmet! She did not call out or show any alarm, and her eyes moved away from his location casually. The unseen god let out a soft groan, not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed.
 
        As she argued with her mother, Kora slowly became aware of the sensation that she was being watched. Once Mother made her decision about what to do next, Kora glanced in the direction where she felt her watcher might be, and was disappointed when she saw nothing. She snapped her head forward, following her mother, not at all in the mood to meet some nymphs. All she wanted to do was walk along the shore and be given solitude so she could think about things, but she hadn't been left alone since her father had died. She would have dearly welcomed an opportunity for some much-needed privacy, or someone who would listen to her and understand her in a way that her mother wasn't able to.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter VIII
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        Kora's prediction of boredom in her new home proved to be all too accurate. She celebrated her fourteenth and fifteenth birthday with the nymphs, and missed her family as much as ever, if not more. Every time she asked to see her family, Demeter said no. Over the last few years, she had grown especially resentful of her mother's smothering care. 'No' to visiting her family. 'No' to leaving the island and the supervision of the nymphs. 'No' to meeting other gods. 'No' to even seeing other mortals, period. At first, the island had been fun to explore, and without men present, Mother had been surprisingly lenient in letting her daughter romp around. But one could only see so many trees, flowers, rocks, and nymphs before it all became the same.
 
        The only time where she had any real fun, or got the mental stimulation that she needed so badly, was when one of the nymphs told her stories. Dryads and Naiads generally stayed around their forests or ponds, but they still had some interesting stories to tell. The Aurai – the nymphs of the breeze and clouds – often brought exotic tales from the mainland, moving amongst the mortals as light as air. The nymphs quickly learned how to keep Kora entertained. All they had to do was tell her a story, or even a myth or song. Quite a few of the nymphs had been wooed and chased after by mortals and gods, or had seen some of the world outside the island. Out of the different tales told, Kora loved these stories the best. She was hungry for news and information about the outside world.
 
        There was one nymph she especially liked, a Naiad named Cyane. Out of all the nymphs, Cyane seemed the most understanding of her boredom and loneliness. To the Naiad, Kora was a pleasant companion, a breath of fresh air to someone who was in the constant company of other nymphs, and lacking the sense of superiority that many of the Olympians possessed. While the Naiad had her own spring, she had been in other waters, and like Kora, had an adventurous streak. It was this friendly nymph that kept Kora from going over the edge from frustration. Demeter had commanded the nymphs to keep bawdy or even slightly racy stories away from her daughter's ears, but Cyane circumvented this, and had the young goddess' undying gratitude.
 
        Demeter either could not or would not see her daughter's need for adventure. Her determination to keep her daughter sheltered bordered on obsessiveness, but she refused to acknowledge that. She was determined to avert the dire prophecy that had been issued by the Fates, and even as Kora's mind and perceptiveness grew, her body remained the same. Demeter was content to see her daughter romp through the forest or valley, flowers in her hair, her body still slender and almost boyish in contrast to the curvy nymphs that surrounded her.
 
        Unlike Demeter, Hades did not see the lovely goddess as a child. Over the last few years he had stolen up to the surface more often. Unlike his subjects, he was not bound to Dis forever simply because he enjoyed the food that his staff of chefs prepared for him. He was Lord of the Realm of the Dead, and he was bound there by his duties rather than by his appetite.
 
        He would stand silently, unseen to everyone as he observed Kora. Neither Demeter nor any of the nymphs had ever caught on, but sometimes when he appeared, Kora would glance in his direction, as if she sensed he was there, before playing with her companions or listening to one of their stories.
 
        It was addicting watching her play and prance about. He knew that using his helmet and spying on her was illicit, but he could not help himself. He would go up to the surface and convince himself that it was the last time he would watch her, but then when he went back down he was consumed by insatiable desire to see her. He would struggle against this need before he gave in and left his realm again. And so it went on – need, desire, denial, giving in to desire, and then back to need. It was frustrating, perplexing, and exciting for a man who had never felt such a thing before in his long existence.
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        Kora had just passed her seventeenth summer, and it was the same as all the other birthdays she had celebrated since she was brought here. To her, her birthday had never been a special occasion, but her family made it wonderful. Her grandmother would make her baklava and other favorite foods – she did this for every one of her grandchildren every year – and it was always a wonderful treat. Being surrounded by her family, given the challenge and interaction she needed, always something to do, that was the life. Even the chores were an enjoyable part of life since she often did them with Father or other relatives, but here on the island, they provided her with much-needed distraction. She liked taking care of the animals and milking the goats or feeding the chickens and gathering their eggs, or harvesting fruits and vegetables, making a game out of it with various family members. Here, there was no one to share them with besides Mother, who could be nagging at times. She missed spinning or cooking with her grandmother and aunt, and looking for berries or nuts with her cousins.
 
        At these moments, when the homesickness was overwhelming, she would resent her mother deeply. It was clear that Mother loved and cared for her, but she just didn't listen!
 
        Kora sighed softly as she idly plucked one of the little white flowers that lightly dusted the hill, her mother just a couple of feet away and deep in meditation. She was supposed to meditate too, but she didn't want to. She always chafed when her mother told her to do something, and right now all she wanted to do was take a walk on the beach and perhaps pick up a few seashells.
 
        “I want to take a walk,” she declared, rising to her feet. She had just turned seventeen! She had always been mature for her age – something that her grandmother and father had commented on quite a few times. Yet Demeter never acknowledged that her daughter might have a mind of her own.
 
        “It is time to meditate,” Demeter replied calmly.
 
        “I have no desire to.”
 
        “Meditation is important. It helps us to keep connected and understand life's energy.”
 
        “I know that, but I do not want to do it right now. I am not calm.” How was she supposed to meditate if she could not clear her mind enough to concentrate on the earth below them?
 
        “Then calm yourself,” Demeter stated, glancing at her daughter. Kora glared back, frowning.
 
        “Mother, I am seventeen! I am not a child, and I know to avoid dangers and not be reckless. All I want to do is take a walk!” she replied, trying to not sound too exasperated or defiant – her mother hated it when she was the least bit uncooperative.
 
        “You are my child.”
 
        “I am your daughter,” Kora replied, now not caring anymore if her mother would get angry. Enough was enough. “And I will not calm myself, because I don't want to.” She raised her chin, trying to feel strong in front of her imposing mother.
 
        Demeter rose to her feet, over two heads taller and twice the weight of her daughter, her generous bosom jutting out from under the comfortable ocher-colored gown she wore. Demeter was just as tall as any man, and Kora felt resentful at this size difference. When she had first noticed that her body was starting to bud, she had been excited. But then her fourteenth birthday came around and these buds had remained... well, buds. She had been a bit frustrated, but willing to be patient, knowing that such things took time. But now she was seventeen, and she had the same exact body she did at thirteen! She had even measured herself by making a small mark on the wall in her room, and never did she grow past that mark. She wasn't sure if this was because a goddess, or in her case, a demi-goddess, took longer to grow than a mortal, but when she asked Mother about her body, she was always given a boring, oft-repeated answer such as “There is no rush to grow up, is there?” and such.
 
        “Kora, it is important that you learn to connect to the earth...” Not another one of Mother's token sayings! She had said certain things so many times that Kora knew when she was about to say them. These sayings were extremely unhelpful to the poor girl, especially because these favorite phrases of her mother were often used as evasive answers to her questions.
 
        Rather than stand around waiting for her mother to repeat something that she had said many times already, Kora turned around and started walking down the hill to the beach. It was the first time she had ever defied her mother in such an open way – and damn if it didn't feel good!
 
        She did not get far before Mother grabbed her arm.
 
        “Let me go!” Kora shouted. She was already in trouble, why should she stop? “I just do not feel calm enough to meditate! I wish you would listen to me!”
 
        “But I do listen. Have I not been a good mother?” The grip on her arm remained, but fortunately, Demeter didn't attempt to drag her back.
 
        “Not always. You just tell me what to do, not caring if it is the right thing for me to do at that time. You took me away from my family without asking what I wanted, and you just brought me here, to this stupid place! I want to go home!”
 
        Amazingly, the hand that gripped her arm let go. Mother actually looked... hurt.
 
        When Iasion had died, Kora had already shed all of her tears before her mother came home, and had been silent and numb, her emotions buried deep inside. She had been silent at her father's funeral as Eurycleia filled the air with her anguished wails. The sky had been overcast, fitting Mother's mood perfectly as she wept over her dead husband. All of the women had cried, for Iasion had been a valued member of the community, a good and generous man who was respected by his peers. It was impossible to not like the man once you met him, and now here he was, dead, never to bestow upon anyone a smile, kind words, or a helping hand.
 
        Kora had never shared her homesickness with her mother, since Demeter had made it clear that she was not going back, not to where she had spent many happy years with her lover. It was the first time that the Goddess had an openly admitted indication of her daughter's unhappiness and boredom.
 
        “Mother, I know you are a Goddess, and have your duties and everything. I know that Father's death hurt you... but I loved him too. I miss him, but that does not mean I wanted to leave Enna forever. After all, half of me is mortal.”
 
        Oh, Kora. Demeter let out a slow sigh. The truth was hard to bear sometimes. She knew that one day in the future – hopefully, the very, very distant future – her daughter would learn of her heritage.
 
        “Is taking a walk so bad? Is it so wrong that meditation is not what I want to do right now? I do not need to be told what to do all the time. I can amuse myself.”
 
        “Go take a walk,” Demeter murmured, letting go of her daughter's arm. She saw Kora's eyes widen slightly in surprise, and she simply nodded in the direction of the beach. Kora needed no other encouragement and ran down the hill, exulting at her small victory, hoping it would last.
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        Demeter did not miss the spring to her step, and sat back down in the tall grass, gazing after her daughter, feeling a bit sad. It was all too easy to think of her daughter as a little girl. However, her daughter did have a point. Back in Enna, she had been responsible and hardworking. Left alone, she generally avoided trouble, unlike so many other children. The nymphs enjoyed her company. Any defiance from Kora had always been minor, the same kind of mischief all children did.
 
        She considered Kora's homesickness, but no. That part of their lives was over, and mortal men could be just as desirous as gods – her daughter needed to be protected from all male eyes, not just that of the gods. Here Kora was safe and well cared for, what was there to complain about? But perhaps she would let her daughter alone more often and see what came from that. The warm magic she had cast around the island ensured that no monsters or other cursed creatures with evil intent come near its shores.
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        Hades materialized in the shadows that filled Kora's room as she slept, the window offering no light under the new moon. It was the first time he had ever done so, previously keeping himself to daytime observances. But he could see her and his surroundings as clearly as if the brilliance of a bright noonday sun was filtering in through the gauzy drape that was at that time pushed back to admit the night breeze. All the colors and contours on everything stood out in sharp contrast and detail, only there was no light. It was part of Hades's Gift, and it was a considerably useful one to have.
 
        The young Spring Goddess lay on a soft mat, her blanket kicked back due to the mildness of the summer night. She had on a plain white linen tunic, thin and comfortable, terminating just above her knees. Her dark hair stood out in contrast to the light cream and ochre color of the bedding, slithering along her pillow in a thick braid. Her breathing was quiet and regular, and he wondered what she dreamed of. The expression on her face was serene, even contemplative, making her look closer to her true age.
 
        To his shock, Hades realized that his heart was pounding. Pounding, as if he was some lovestruck boy with an infatuation! Why did this goddess have such an effect on him? Carefully, he reached out, his fingers sliding along her jaw, marveling in the softness of her flesh. Just this mere gentle contact of flesh set his blood ablaze, and he shuddered almost violently, torn between staying here and enjoying more of that sensation or removing himself from her room immediately.
 
        His curiosity won him over, and his fingers trailed down to her neck and collarbone, exploring the warm flesh before going along her arm, stopping at her little hand. It was slender and graceful, and carefully he slipped it into his palm, wrapping his fingers around it. He could feel the power and life within this fledgling goddess, this... wonderful warmth. It both soothed and excited him, and he raised her hand, pressing his nose to it and inhaling her scent. It was warm and natural, fresh yet alluring, and he sighed softly before kissing her hand.
 
        “Why do I desire you so?” he breathed as he set her hand back down, feeling the warmth of need in his loins. Here before him lay an entirely tempting opportunity to have her. It wouldn't be the first time a woman was seduced in her sleep, but he knew that to do that would be unfair, and wrong for both of them. He was not like Zeus or other gods who would have their pleasure of fair maidens through trickery.
 
        His hand slid back up to her shoulder before tracing her ear. Still she slept. Perhaps it was because Hades had no malicious or hurtful intent, so her body remained slack as that hand crept up further, stroking her forehead. He lowered his head, inhaling the scent of her hair and face, almost overwhelmed by the spring-sweet smell. A faint shudder passed through her body as he touched his nose to her cheek.
 
        His other hand slid along her exposed leg, luxuriating in the feel of the soft, warm skin. It was so tempting to explore her fully, to lift the hem and see what lay between her legs and explore the source of that faintly sweet, musky, almost imperceptible scent that he had noticed when he started touching her. She might have the appearance of someone younger than her years, but she smelled like a woman!
 
        How many other men, if presented with this opportunity, would simply have their way with her? He touched the hem of her tunic, but did not lift it, contenting himself with stroking her legs. With no small amount of delight, he noticed that her nipples had hardened, the thin material of her shift barely hiding them. When he ran his fingers along her ankle, a tiny whimper escaped her throat.
 
        “My goddess, have you any idea how much I need you?” he hissed softly as he leaned over, his lips mere inches from her face. Still she slept, her head tilted slightly to one side, her lips closed. Her scent – wonderful mixture of scents – was driving him nearly mad. He wanted to whisk her away from this place, away from her mother's stifling protectiveness and let her blossom into the full-fledged Goddess she did not even know she was.
 
        He imagined her staring up at him, arms outstretched in welcome, offering herself to him freely, love shining in her eyes as she bestowed to him one of her brilliant smiles. He envisioned coming to the surface and luring her away with the promise of freedom, and a man who loved her wholeheartedly and desired her as much as any man – or god – could ever love a woman. She would become Queen of a mighty realm.
 
        “You are magnificent,” he said softly, pressing his lips against her cheek. He had felt passion before, but never like this! What stirrings he had felt in the past were ephemeral, Minthe and Leuce being mere amusements. Sure, they had been enjoyable distractions, but there had been no emotional attachment.
 
        He almost wished she would wake up. What a delicious thrill that would be! As he lifted his head, she wiggled around, rolling over onto her side, her chest against the side of his leg. He held his breath, waiting for her to realize she wasn't alone. But she continued sleeping, giving out a brief sleepy murmur.
 
        Hades gazed down at her fondly, patting her head and reveling in the physical contact, content to simply sit there for a while. Regretfully, he drew away and stood up, almost wishing that he could just snatch her up and ravage her. How easy it was for Zeus to be the way he was, happy and careless!
 
        But then, I am not Zeus, and thank the gods for that! Reaching down to brush a loose strand of hair from her face, he smiled faintly. Patience. All things in due time.
 
        “Sleep well, my queen. Know that you are loved, always.” With these words, he was gone.
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        Kora's newly granted freedom was a boon to her. She could be on her own at times and meditate or do whatever she pleased, including listening to the stories that Cyane wasn't supposed to tell her. It had been hard enough before with Mother constantly supervising her, but more time to herself meant more of these exciting stories she was forbidden to hear.
 
        She wanted to see the splendor of the city-states and meet other people, whether they be god or mortal. It had been far too long since she had seen a male, and Cyane's stories made her wonder what it would be like to actually be with a man. How would it feel to be kissed? Have her hair touched? Sweet compliments whispered into her ears? What would it feel like for someone to touch her breasts, or between her legs?
 
        She let out a quiet sigh as she remembered the affection her parents had for one another, or Uncle Hyalos and Aunt Ptheia. There was one time where she was romping through the woods with a small group of children that had included her cousins. They had chanced upon a teenaged boy with his hand up a similarly aged girl's tunic, though the couple instantly pulled apart when they saw that children were ogling them. It was rather funny back then, but now as she was older, she remembered this situation with a different perspective. What had it been like for that boy and girl, to sneak off into the woods and explore their relationship with an intimacy that was absent to not-yet teenaged children?
 
        “Is something wrong, Kora?” Cyane's head emerged from her pond, and she placed her arms on the bank before propping her head up on them. Her eyes were green-blue like the body of water she guarded.
 
        “The stories that you tell me are so exciting. But I fear I will never get off this island and enjoy the things that you and your sisters talk about.”
 
        “Perhaps I should have listened to your mother and kept quiet...” Cyane's eyes twinkled teasingly as Kora gasped in dismay.
 
        “No! I would be so bored without these stories! It's just... there are never any men here. And I have seen the whole island. I want to meet new people and see all these places I hear about displaying pennies. And sometimes I do think about what being with a man would be like...”
 
        Cyane gave her friend a sympathetic smile, patting the girl's knee. “Being with men can be exciting and pleasurable, yes. But take my word for it, they are not as wonderful as they think they are.”
 
        “Really?”
 
        “I speak from experience. They think they are gifts from the gods and that women should treat them as such.”
 
        “What about the men who are already gods?” Kora shot back.
 
        “Gifts from themselves, then!” the Naiad responded, and the pair burst into laughter.
 
        “Seriously though, you are not missing out that much. I have had gods and mortals as lovers...”
 
        “Lucky you,” Kora muttered.
 
        “Oh believe me, in the whole affair of life, having a lover is not so important. A man usually is more trouble than he is worth.”
 
        “But my mother was very happy with my father!”
 
        “Pure love is rare, but it does happen. Sometimes two people will truly love one another, and it is the kind of love that only grows as time passes by, with the couple caring about the other always. I have never experienced such a love, though.” Cyane shrugged her pale shoulders.
 
        “I would like to find out if there is one for me.” Kora thought of her father. What a wonderful, generous man he was! He respected his mother and wife, got on well with his brothers, and doted on his nephews and nieces almost as much as he had his own child. He was the kind of man a woman would be proud to be with, and Mother certainly must have been very proud of him! Even after over a decade together, they hadn't tired of one another. She knew this by the glint they had in their eyes, the way they would smile so lovingly at one another, and of course, what they did away from the eyes of others. Only if Daddy hadn't died...
 
        What would it be like to be loved by someone? To know that you were always in his thoughts, to have him pull you in his arms just because he liked the feel of your body against his?
 
        “Do not look too hard,” Cyane cautioned. “Many women have made a mess of their lives because they thought that they loved someone, or that someone loved them, when all it ever was was infatuation or lust. Your parents are a rare example.”
 
        “Mmm.” Kora nodded slowly. Just look at Zeus and his endless string of lovers! Mother never had anything nice to say about him.
 
        “It is a man's world, Kora. As far as I remember, it has always been so. As a woman, you need to be especially careful. Guard your heart.”
 
        “Guard my heart...” the girl repeated thoughtfully.
 
        “Yes. One day, you will meet men, and they will admire you and tell you how lovely you are and try to bed you. But most of them only like to use women. If you ever give them any attention – and this is a big if, because you want to reserve your favor – do so to use them. Make them work for it.”
 
        “I will never be able to do that as long as Mother keeps me hidden from the world.” Kora pouted slightly, her lower lip sticking out.
 
        “Your mother wants to guard you, and with good reason.”
 
        “Oh, now you are on her side?”
 
        “No no, my dear. After all, I am telling you about men when I shouldn't be...” Cyane responded with a sly smile and a wink, “But I am quite a few hundred years older than you. The world can be ugly, but do not worry. Unlike your mother, I shall not try to get around the fact. I will tell you what you need to know so that when you do go outside in the world...”
 
        “Oh, thank you!” Kora felt contrite about making an accusation, however mild it was, and threw her arms around Cyane's neck. The Naiad laughed and hugged her back.
 
        “What I said about guarding your heart is especially important if a man makes you feel good with his touch,” Cyane explained as they pulled apart. “And men are notoriously jealous creatures. They think it's okay to have as many conquests as they please, but when a woman seeks the same pleasure, they punish her for it. Men are notorious for holding double standards, never forget that. I refuse to put up with that, though, and have navigated the stormy seas of love on my terms.” Cyane propped her chin up on one hand with a self-satisfied grin.
 
        “What... does it feel like? To be with a man?”
 
        “I should have known you would ask that!” the dark-haired woman shot back with a laugh, “You always ask the important questions!”
 
        Kora simply responded with a smile.
 
        “Depends on who you are talking about. Some men can be rather... skilled.” A smirk crept across Cyane's lips at a particularly fond memory. “There was this one mountain-god who could...”
 
        “Kora!” Demeter's voice rang out through the woods, bringing with it a slight echo.
 
        “Damnit,” Kora muttered. It wasn't a word she was supposed to know, but she had heard her uncle exclaim it one day when he drove the hammer onto his thumb by accident.
 
        “I'll finish the story next time. See you later,” Cyane disappeared into the water.
 
        Kora trudged through the trees, taking her time as she traveled the short distance to Mother's house. Mother was pulling hanks of spun wool off the clothesline, and Kora could not help but cringe. It was weaving-time – a chore that she hated with all the passion her young heart could muster. Every time Mother dyed her yarns and hung them to dry, it was always a signal that the near future held this dreaded task in store.
 
        Textile-working with her grandmother, cousin, and aunt had been a pleasurable activity; more for spending time with her family and talking and telling jokes than the actual weaving itself. Being with Mother was another matter entirely. Weaving was often a point of contention between mother and daughter, from the time Kora spent on this chore to how she wished to go about the task.
 
        “Hold out your arms,” Demeter commanded. Silently, her daughter did so, and she piled the hanks into the waiting limbs.
 
        The bright colors of the yarn did nothing to ease Kora's irritation at having her time with Cyane interrupted at her mother's whim. In the past, she had tried hiding from Mother to avoid her chores or listening to her nagging, but then Mother would become so angry.
 
        As they entered the house, they dropped the yarn into a large basket that sat between the two looms. Kora reached for an azure-hued ball of yarn, but Mother shook her head and pressed a deep orange-red one into her hand.
 
        “Your flowers need practice,” Mother stated as she picked out yellow and warm orange.
 
        “I do not want to do flowers.” Kora simply didn't care for the little details that women often liked to add to their weaving, and she found the designs Mother liked to be tire- and bothersome.
 
        “Weaving is a skill any woman needs to command,” Mother lectured. “If not for weaving, we would be stuck with animal skin for clothing!”
 
        “Let the men weave, then, if it is such an important skill?”
 
        “Do not be impertinent, Kora.”
 
        “I wasn't trying to, I just...”
 
        Mother pressed the yarns of her choice into Kora's hands. “We will work on the design I showed you yesterday...”
 
        Kora looked away so Mother couldn't see her roll her eyes, and just barely bit back a groan.
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        That night, Hades emerged from the shadows that filled Kora's room. It'd been a while since he paid a night-time visit. Even if these visits never culminated in what he was sorely tempted to do, he still enjoyed them, just so he could be at ease in her company. He couldn't explain it, but there was something about her mere presence, like some unseen glow that gave him a warmth he had never known much less missed.
 
        Hades cocked his head in curiosity as he noticed the slight frown on her sleeping features.
 
        “Oh, what troubles you, my dear?” he asked softly as he leaned down to stroke her cheek. Tenderly, he pressed his lips to her temple. He could feel the tension, especially around her hunched shoulders.
 
        Kora slowly loosened her fetal position as Hades rubbed her back. She relaxed against the outside of his thigh, her arm against its length. After several minutes, she started to stir.
 
        “Go back to sleep. Relax,” Hades whispered in a low, almost hypnotic purr.
 
        “Wha...”
 
        “You have nothing to fear from me.” He silently prayed that she would respond to his tone and do as he asked. Her eyelids fluttered open and she parted them slightly.
 
        “Who are you?” It was too dark to see him clearly, so she couldn't identify him, though he seemed familiar.
 
        “Aidon.”
 
        “Aidon...” His name was the barest whisper on her lips, and he was almost giddy at hearing her say his personal name. He stroked her temple, silently bidding her to go back to sleep. She went slack under his caress, and he let out a slow sigh of relief before smiling down at her sleepy countenance.
 
        “Remember that name well.” He rose to his feet before slipping away into the darkness.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter IX
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        Hades longed to leave the woman he loved gifts – he was the god of wealth, after all – but then Demeter would demand to know where they had come from. He ached to leave her some kind of physical evidence of his affection for her, but his sister lived such a simple life – and imposed the same on her daughter – that any kind of luxury or bauble would go noticed soon enough.
 
        He also wished to reveal himself to the goddess he loved, rather than watch her from under his helmet, or pay one of his nighttime visits. He wanted to scoop up that sleeping form and drape his cloak over her, whisking her away to his shadowy kingdom.
 
        It's not the right time yet, he reminded himself. Not quite. But close.
 
        However, he found little ways to brighten her day without alerting Demeter to the fact that the prophecy she dreaded so much was being fulfilled. Sometimes he would leave her a flower – lovely dark flowers that grew in Hades and faded away before the day was over, or a pretty stone – not cut or polished, of course, as that would alert Demeter – but freshly mined sapphires, rubies, even a diamond, all beautiful in their natural states. He would leave them in the woods or the beach for her to find and delight in.
 
        He wished he could present them to her in person, and had to content with hiding and watching as she found his gifts.
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        Hermes was known for his insatiable curiosity and his tendency to pry into affairs where he was not welcome. He was like a puppy, sniffing around anything that interested him and wiggling his way into situations where even if he bore no malice, he still caused trouble. It was rare that he stayed in one place for too long, for he was always interested in knowing what was happening elsewhere. The only thing that matched his curiosity was his ability for mischief.
 
        He was always curious about other people's business and that was bad enough, but what was even worse was that he could not keep a secret. The gods learned quickly enough that he was a poor confidant, and the guarding of secrets from him only made him even more eager to discover what they were.
 
        Of course, some of the secrets he discovered were entirely by accident due to his own curiosity. One day, on a lark, he decided to go island-hopping in a certain part of the ocean near Hellas. It had been quite a few decades since he had visited there, and there was plenty to do, namely in the sheer amount of nymphs that lived there. He truly was Zeus' son in that aspect. There was never quite anything like a good old frolic with a nymph – or several of them – out among the trees.
 
        The wide belt of forest surrounding Mt. Etna in thick profusion came into view. The sun shone on his bare torso and lean arms as he soared downwards, his winged sandals flapping gently to ensure he made a comfortable landing. His speed was handy to have, but it led to crash-landings unless he was careful. Along one area of the island was the beach, and it was here that he decided to land.
 
        Hermes had no idea about Demeter settling here and unofficially claiming this island as her own. No one besides the nymphs knew that she had a daughter.
 
        It was that daughter in question he saw emerging from the trees. She had rich, dark red hair and looked no older than thirteen, perhaps fourteen, clad in a loose light green peplos. Hermes was captivated, and was certain that from the flowers in her hair and the lightness in her step that mortal women lacked she was a nymph. She was about to step onto the sand when she froze, her eyes widening slightly as she noticed him standing there.
 
        “Hello, fair maiden!” Hermes said as he skipped over to the young nymph, eyeing her up and down. She didn't have much on her, but she was still rather pretty. She eyed him warily, tilting her head as her gaze moved down to his sandals.
 
        “You must be Hermes,” Kora stated calmly. Inside, her heart beat wildly. Here was another god – the first she had seen besides Mother, Zeus, and Hades! He was of average height and lean, his limbs well-tanned and nicely proportioned. His eyes were a warm blue – now, where have I seen that color – and had a merry twinkle to them as he grinned at her. His ears were just a bit big, but he had a handsome, almost boyish, face. His youthful features and lanky physique lent him the appearance of being a teenage boy, but the winged helmet and sandals – and the fact that she had seen him land – gave her no doubt as to who he was. He was dressed in a kilt and a matching short cape that just barely covered his shoulders. The caduceus that he was often seen with glinted silver in the sunlight from where it had been slipped into his belt.
 
        “Indeed I am. What gave it away?” he teased, approaching her. She pointed down at his sandals.
 
        “Ah! I suppose that is an easy giveaway, hmm?” he asked with a wink. She smiled. It was so long since she had seen such a cute male. Though she did not have any conscious knowledge of Hades's visits, she felt the stirrings of physical response. It wasn't that she wanted Hermes, she was just responding to a handsome god as any red-blooded maiden would. She giggled softly and nodded.
 
        “And who might you be, fair nymph?” he asked as he approached her.
 
        “I... am Kora,” she murmured with a faint blush.
 
        “You seem rather young for a nymph. Were you recently born?” he asked. She furrowed her eyebrows.
 
        “I am not a nymph, though my mother keeps me in the company of them often,” she replied.
 
        “Ooh. A goddess.” His eyes sparkled with delight, but she shook her head.
 
        “Half,” she muttered with a brief shrug.
 
        “A demigoddess is not a terrible thing to be. I knew quite a few fine ones,” he said consolingly. Mortal women had their charms, after all, and so did demigoddesses. A lovely girl was a lovely girl. “Who is your parent?” he asked, wishing to know which one of the gods had sired her.
 
        Demeter had never forbidden her to talk to any god. She was sure that keeping Kora here would keep her from the eyes of men, and though Kora received the usual warning about people who might attempt to harm her, she had been given no explicit rule as to who she could or could not speak to.
 
        “Demeter,” she offered frankly. Hermes's eyes widened slightly before he smiled. Zeus siring another child was barely news. But Demeter – a goddess that everyone else saw as chaste – with a daughter! Imagine that.
 
        “And how old might you be?” he asked solicitously.
 
        “I am in my eighteenth summer.”
 
        “Forgive me for saying this, but you do not look that old. Come now, there is no need to lie to me.”
 
        “I am not,” Kora replied firmly. Her eyes glinted stubbornly at that. If she was as tall as her mother, or even had a few years added to her appearance, she would be taken seriously! “I can count how many summers have passed in my life. I'm not a child!” Her hazel eyes flashed fiercely as she added vehemence to her words.
 
        The smile faded slightly away from Hermes's face at her words and obvious irritation. No child who lied about her age had such a fire in her eyes, and he nodded.
 
        “Okay then. I believe you. But I certainly could be fooled by that cute little face of yours, you know,” he replied. This only drew a scowl from her, which was also cute. She was lovely indeed, and one could imagine how she would look when her body was fully matured. Hell, Aphrodite might even get a bit jealous! Kora had a different kind of beauty, one that shone within her like a quiet light, as opposed to the Goddess of Love's cloying and at times overwhelming beauty. And Hermes found that quiet beauty fascinating.
 
        “I am not cute,” she replied, balling her fists at her sides. Her attitude and appearance intrigued Hermes.
 
        “Okay, I will not call you that anymore,” he promised as he glanced down at her.
 
        “Good.” Her voice was firm, sounding much older than her apparent years. He skipped up the slope that led down to the beach, where she stood at the edge of the grassy, sand-strewn field.
 
        “Is there a place we can sit down and talk? In there?” he asked, gesturing towards the forest. She tilted her head slightly, narrowing her eyes thoughtfully, remembering her father's gentle admonition to be careful about boys – something that was far more effective on her than her mother's protectiveness. And from what she knew of Hermes, he was the trickster god.
 
        “Are you trying to seduce me?” she asked, point-blank. Hermes stared at her. None of the girls he had ever given attention to had ever been so bold. He chuckled softly, seeing the opportunity to make this a memorable experience.
 
        “What if I am?” he asked, leaning against a tree.
 
        “You are the trickster god,” Kora replied, flipping her hair over her shoulder as she gazed at him in a way that he found unnerving.
 
        “I assure you, no tricks here. You are worried about your body and its charms? I will show you mine!”
 
        “Your what?” she asked.
 
        “This.” Kora barely finished her question before he lifted the cloth that covered his hips and everything between, causing her to give out a surprised little shriek. He stood there, grinning, delighting in her reaction and her pretty little blush when she had gathered the courage to look back at him, her eyes moving up and down his form with open interest.
 
        Hermes truly was a son of Zeus. One would think that with his light build he would be modestly sized down there. But Hermes was a popular one among women for a good reason, and he grinned at her unabashedly. He liked being admired and stared at, and having the girls ooh and ahh over his endowment.
 
        Kora had seen boys naked before – namely, her cousins – and what this god had was so different from the little things she saw dangling between their legs. She stared at it with curiosity for a few moments before looking away.
 
        “Like what you see?” he asked as he dropped the cloth. She did not respond, but he merely smiled.
 
        “Now that I showed you mine, you show me yours. It is only fair, after all,” he asked with a cajoling tone. She glanced back at him, furrowing her eyebrows. Why did she have to show him anything? She had never made any kind of agreement, he had simply flashed his... thing at her without asking her if he could! Honestly! She barely knew him, and wasn't about to show him her most private parts.
 
        “No,” she replied evenly. The smile froze on his face. No girl had ever rejected him in such a blunt manner, especially after seeing just what he had to offer.
 
        “No?” Hermes asked, sure she must be teasing. After all, maidens could be cute when they were being coy. It made wooing them more fun.
 
        “No,” she repeated calmly, glancing up at him with – he realized with shock – mild curiosity, but nothing more. This kind of behavior he would expect from one of the older goddesses, or one of the goddesses who chose to be chaste, like Artemis.
 
        “But I showed you mine. And I can also show you a good time.”
 
        “I never agreed to show it to you. You just... showed it to me. Just like that! Do you do this to all the girls?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips.
 
        “Only the ones I think are pretty,” he replied smoothly.
 
        “Thank you. But I am not obligated to do anything for you.” She stared at him imperiously, raising her chin. She started to inch back under the shade that the forest offered, for she found herself suddenly bored with his company. When she had first seen Hermes, she had been hoping for a window to the outside world, or the Olympians. But it was all too apparent that he had something else entirely on his mind.
 
        “Do you not want to give me a try?” he asked cloyingly. “I promise you, I will give you a good time. You will remember me with fondness.”
 
        “Our ideas of what constitutes a good time is clearly different,” she replied smartly, further deflating Hermes' considerable ego.
 
        “And what do you consider to be a good time?”
 
        “Listening to stories, or looking at the world around me.”
 
        He had never heard a woman say such a thing, and she stared at him as if challenging him to make fun of her for that. The usually suave god found himself at a loss of words as he was stared down by a pair of intense eyes. The expression on Kora's face was considerably more mature than the young features that it graced.
 
        “How about I give you a kiss?”
 
        “No!” Her eyes flashed dangerously. Even though she was just a demigoddess and he could carry her away, he had no desire to risk the wrath of his aunt, plus a maiden who was truly unwilling was no fun. He enjoyed challenges, not futile attempts.
 
        “Look.... hey, since you are not interested, I am just going to go and find a nymph,” Hermes said as he glanced over her shoulder.
 
        “Oh, Mother will not like that,” she drawled.
 
        “No?”
 
        “This island is sacred to her.”
 
        “Oh, but I do not come here to take attention away from your mother. All I seek is a good time.”
 
        “Obviously,” she replied disdainfully. Rather than try to pursue some nymphs here or take another moment of the maiden's unnerving stare, he quickly excused himself, taking to the skies.
 
        His experience with Kora had been unnerving, to say the least. Her response to his advances was something he had never encountered before. But it didn't take long for him to tell Apollo of his curious discovery. The secret that Demeter had worked so hard to keep was blabbed from one mouth to another until all the younger gods knew of the pretty little demigoddess. Hermes had described her flatteringly despite her attitude towards him, and the other gods were curious to see her. Of course, this could only lead to trouble.
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        Demeter and Kora remained entirely unaware of Hermes's loose lips. The only regret that Kora felt about her encounter with Hermes was that he had been so unwilling to consider what she wanted, flashing himself at her and expecting her to just give herself up to him! Were all the gods like that? She pushed away the encounter in her mind, wishing only that Hermes had been more willing to see her as a person or as a equal to talk to, rather than a girl that he could have his way with. No wonder Cyane was so cynical towards men! Guard your heart – Kora took these words to her own heart, and she was pleased with how she handled herself under Hermes's flirtations.
 
        One fresh autumn morning, the leaves dressed in bright flame and earth colors in sharp contrast against the warm blue sky, Kora went alone into the forest for one of her walks. Though she didn't enjoy the biting cold of winter, she understood her mother's words about the earth needing its own natural rhythm, and she did love watching the changes as the plants bloomed in the spring and then wilted in the fall. The only thing was that winter to her meant death, for the trees were bare and the grass old and yellow-brown where it wasn't covered with snow. Death meant the loss of her old life, of her father, of her family and her normal life. Death meant her own end one day.
 
        Here, autumns were fairly mild, so all Kora wore was a rust-colored chiton, the hem around her shoulders and ankles woven with gold leaves. Around her waist was a plain girdle of ocher-colored fabric that matched the color of the stitching on her gown. With her deep copper hair, she looked like a goddess of autumn, though her pubescent appearance was ill-fitting in this role.
 
        “Red and gold are such lovely colors,” she heard a deep, masculine voice state from somewhere behind her. She spun around, seeing a square-jawed but handsome and dark-haired man leaning against a tree. He was tanned but not heavily so, and his arms bulged with muscle. His eyes were as dark as his hair, and he had full lips that were at that moment upturned slightly in a smile.
 
        She did not respond immediately as she glanced at the rest of him. He had on a breastplate, that though polished, showed several long scratches from where he had been struck by weapons in the past. His arm- and leg-plates bore a few dents of their own, and his clothing was bright red, complementing the fallen leaves around his feet. In the crook of one arm was his helmet, polished brass with a thick red plume. She knew without being told who this man was.
 
        Her heart thudded as she took a step back from this thickly built, broad-shouldered man.
 
        The God of War thought about his brother's words as he glanced down at Demeter's daughter, taking in her looking up and down his form. He leaned there, allowing her to continue her perusal, noting her curiosity at his armor. Ares did not try to hide the damage in his armor, taking these marks as proof of his passion for battle. He wasn't a sissy like his brother Apollo, who demanded that his armor and garments be immaculate at all times. Hermes was right, this girl looked too young to have lived eighteen summers. Was Hermes trying to play another trick on him? Hermes was such a trickster, playing these stupid jokes instead of facing him like a man!
 
        “I take it that you are Ares,” Kora murmured, her eyes moving back to his face. Her cool hazel eyes stood out in sharp contrast amidst the palette of warm colors that surrounded them.
 
        “You would be right.”
 
        “Is there going to be a war here?” she asked. He threw his head back and laughed.
 
        “Little one, I may be God of War, but war is not the only art I know!”
 
        Kora placed her hands on her hips, biting back her irritation. War as art? Little one? Were all of the gods condescending like this? She remembered her mother's irritation with Zeus, and her own experience with Hermes. Was this why Mother wanted to keep her safe? Dealing with these gods' attitudes, she could see it from Mother's point of view.
 
        But Mother is the one who keeps you like this, her inner voice reminded her. She swallowed. How often had she wished she was as full-bodied as the nymphs that surrounded her? Was she to be the only little girl – perpetually so – among a community of women? She frowned slightly and jutted out one hip.
 
        “I am not a 'little one', so do not call me that,” she replied firmly. The steadiness of her gaze made him smile. How cute. Normally, he didn't like 'cute', but here was the kind of cuteness he could definitely like.
 
        “So it is true then, that you are all grown up in here?” he asked, tapping his own temple with a thick index finger.
 
        “I am an adult, and I expect to be treated like one!” she flared, not realizing the implication of her words until they exploded out of her mouth. His eyes twinkled, and his smile became wolfish.
 
        “Well hey, think about it – Staying young means you do not need to worry about being old and wrinkled!” he laughed. Would he speak so disrespectfully to an old woman? She remembered the senior citizens of Enna, how they had been respected. All of the village elders were well... elderly. One could see that due to their age, they had seen and experienced a lot, and that the next generation should appreciate the wisdom that came with living for so long. At this point, after all the coddling and babysitting she had been forced to endure and the patronizing attitudes of silver-tongued Hermes, pompous Apollo, and chauvinistic Triton – he had emerged from the sea onto the beach when she had been taking a walk – being a crone didn't seem like such a bad idea! Could she not have a normal conversation with a god?!
 
        “Looking like a kid means I get treated like one. And I hate that.”
 
        “Then I will treat you like a woman.” His words should have reassured her, but a feeling of alarm exploded within her gut. Hermes had backed off quickly enough, but she sensed that Ares didn't understand subtlety as much.
 
        Kora was correct in her assessment. Ares wasn't considered the brightest of gods. He and his sister Athene were both gods of war – but they represented the two sides to the same coin. Where his sister concentrated on the strategy in wars and battles, seeking out the most efficient victory, he liked pitting men against one another without consideration to strategy. War was war – the fight, the bloodlust, the heat of battle, the tension just beforehand and the euphoria of victory after a long bloody battle afterward – not some silly little strategy game like his pompous sister preferred.
 
        He didn't care for the arts or poetry. Sculpture, painting, and pottery were okay, because he liked having statues and pictures made of him fighting his opponents – but he didn't give a shit about philosophy, literature, or peaceful solutions to conflicts. What if a mortal was angry with his neighbor for some offense real or imagined? Knock him on his ass! Any insult, real or feigned, caused Ares to respond with violence. Only Aphrodite was able to quiet him – sometimes, at least.
 
        He was a capricious god – sometimes switching sides in the middle of the battle to prolong it – and he was proud of the city-state that worshipped him. Only real men lived in Sparta, and their women were strong – strong women for strong men who would bear even stronger babies!
 
        The high-spirited god did not play games with women like Zeus or many of his relatives. No subtlety, no seduction, no courtship or wooing. Maybe a bit of chitchat, maybe some foreplay if he was feeling more relaxed, but he liked to get into the meat of things – literally and figuratively. Slam, bam, thank you ma'am, usually more than once, however often he was up to on that particular occasion – and he was a very virile man! – before taking leave of the girls. He didn't like to snuggle or talk in bed afterward. That kind of crap was for girly-men, and kicking the asses of such girly-men was a sport for him.
 
        “That is nice,” Kora murmured, nodding slowly. There was no denying that Ares was handsome and that her pulse picked up just slightly. But she knew that his presence was a mere novelty in the sameness of a life surrounded by members of the same sex. It was clear that he would not be suitable company for her, anyway. “But I need to be going back to my mother now. It was a pleasure meeting you.” Her voice was polite but noncommittal.
 
        Despite the fact that Ares had a less-than-average intelligence, he was aware of the fact that she was snubbing him.
 
        “Do you run back crying to your mommy every time you see a man?” he asked.
 
        “Hmph!” Kora's eyes glinted angrily. There was no denying that she was mature, but with her young appearance, she looked... well, childish. It was hard to take a cute pout seriously.
 
        “You say you are eighteen, right?” he asked. She nodded.
 
        “That is not an age to be shy. Why, I had my first girl when I was twelve!” he boasted. As amazing as this sounded, it truly wasn't a lie. Puberty had been very kind to him, sparing him years of lanky and awkward teenage-hood, adding to his masculine reputation. Just as Aphrodite was the embodiment of beauty of the female form, so Ares was the epitome of rugged and powerful manhood.
 
        “What if I do not want to?” Kora asked calmly.
 
        “Why? Why would you not want to?” Ares asked, thinking she must be playing coy. How silly of her. He didn't like coy games, it frustrated him.
 
        “Because I just don't.” She shrugged. He frowned in further confusion, tugging at his beard.
 
        “Just do not what? That is not an excuse!”
 
        “It is not. I just don't want to, that is all.” Her calmness unnerved him. Usually when women were being coy, they'd smile a little, or their eyes would twinkle. Aphrodite was coy a lot, though she was the only woman that he would be even just a bit patient with. She was just staring at him. Not even a bit of admiration or worship or fear or anything!
 
        “Do you know what I offer you, maiden?” he asked, just to be sure she understood. She nodded, still staring at him in that unnerving and unaffected way. It only served to grate on his nerves.
 
        “Then why do you turn it down? It is an honor!”
 
        “Do all of you gods think it is an honor to communicate to a woman that you intend to have intercourse with her despite her thoughts on the subject?” she asked. He blinked. That sentence had a couple of words he didn't quite understand... And he hated big words. It was one of the reasons he didn't like Athene, because she liked using all of these big words to annoy him.
 
        “You dare act like you are too good for me! You are just a little demigoddess!” he growled. She gasped and took a step back.
 
        “It is nothing personal,” Kora replied, raising her hands placatingly. “I... am just tired and not in the mood to romp around. After all, I am only a demigoddess, without the godly strength you have,” she added pleasantly. These words served to calm him just a bit and he smiled.
 
        “Worry not about it. I have had mortal women before. They can never outlast a god, you know. Just let me take care of it.” Usually, when his lovers wore out, he would just bang away into them until he spent himself, letting them lay there and moan and plead for him to stop being so wild so they could catch their breath. Nobody could ever call Ares a considerate lover. He regarded lovemaking as he did battle – approaching it with all his ferocity and strength, not to stop until he wore himself out.
 
        Kora's heart thudded as she realized that he had come here for one thing, and would not leave until he fulfilled his goal. Now she was wishing for Hermes's company – if she had been more polite to him, would he have kept his meeting with her a secret? The nymphs spoke of his propensity to gossip. Damn! But even with his faults, Hermes was far better behaved than Ares was rapidly turning out to be. His eyes glinted darkly as he approached her.
 
        “A tumble amidst the leaves will do us good. Ahh, the colors, how they excite. So much red, just as I like it! You must agree?” he asked. She would have replied yes – they did excite her, but in an entirely different way – but she knew she had to get out of there fast.
 
        “No. I really must go, sir. Thank you for the visit!” She turned away, trying to not be too quick or look obvious, and walked away, her heart thudding, praying that Ares wouldn't go after her. For several moments she heard nothing, but then the sudden rush of wind before a strong arm wrapped around her middle, hoisting her up in the air.
 
        Her shrieks filled the air before a rough hand clamped onto his mouth.
 
        “Do not anger a god,” he growled. She looked around frantically, but there were no nymphs in the immediate vicinity.
 
        NO! This could not happen to her! Next to his considerable bulk, she was barely more than a slight weight to him, almost like a doll. She let out a muffled shout as he lowered himself, pressing her to the ground. Her heart pounded at the thought of being violated by this brute, having her virginity taken away in a greedy act rather than giving it to someone she cared for.
 
        “No! Please!” Kora cried out as he lifted his hand from his mouth so he could use it to divest her of her garments. She kicked at him frantically, only to receive a sharp but light slap.
 
        “Next one will be much worse if you cannot quiet down!” he threatened. She sobbed as her skirt was roughly jerked up, a dagger from his belt used to cut it open when it revealed to be too cumbersome to try to push the material to the waist of the struggling goddess.
 
        “Please, I beg for mercy...”
 
        “You will be begging for more once we get started!” he laughed, reaching down to push aside the necessary clothing to reveal his engorged member, bright red at the tip and pulsing with thick veins. It was an ugly and monstrous thing, surrounded with thick black hair at the base, and she felt bile rise up in the back of her throat. She wanted that... that thing far away from any part of her anatomy! It was just so gross and disgusting that the very sight of it turned her stomach. Ew!
 
        Her legs clamped together before he could reach or put himself between them, and she pushed against him frantically, looking around herself before her eyes darted back to him, seeing the anger in his face – oh oh, now his neck was becoming red!
 
        She could feel his vitality. Like her mother, she could sense life-energy, but this was the first time she had sensed something else – the raw energy that males possess, that which feeds their virility, builds their muscles and nurtures aggression in all too many of the males of any species. Ares had it in abundance, even more so than other gods. Right now, that male energy was concentrated in his groin, feeding his passion and making him blind to everything else. And oh gods, it was approaching her, her knees painfully shoved apart, his predatory grin leering at her...
 
        Kora had the ability to nurture life like her mother. She could cause a seed to grow to a blossomed flower within a matter of minutes, or encourage a wilted plant back to full green. Ares's energy was overwhelming her, and she needed to push it back. Clearing her mind like she did in meditation, she felt Ares' hot energy pulsing, glowing bright red in her mind's eye. And then she pushed, pushed hard.
 
        See it. Lock it away so he cannot use it. It spread out before her like an angry sun, almost blinding her. But she reached out with cool blue fingers and formed a ring, encasing the light within her vision, and she tightened the circle as she slid her fingers along one another, confining the energy. And then she suddenly clamped down hard, shutting off the flow of energy, causing Ares to jerk back with a surprised howl. He looked down to see his rapidly-softening flesh, and reached down to give it several quick jerks, but it only wilted further.
 
        “Kora!” she heard Demeter scream. She gasped softly and sat up, shoving a shocked Ares off to the side.
 
        “What did you do! What the hell did you do!” he roared. Kora honestly had no idea. She had just reacted instinctively, shutting off the flow of potent energy to his groin. It had been so unexpected, this... stopping life, sealing it away. She still sensed it with Ares, but he would not be able to use it until she was somehow to break that seal she had envisioned, releasing the flow.
 
        “Mother!” Kora screamed, ignoring Ares's indignant question. “He tried to... violate me!” Already she was on her feet, running towards her mother.
 
        “Violate!” Demeter shouted when she saw how Ares had cut Kora's clothes with his dagger, and she glanced over her daughter's head to see a very enraged god get to his feet, quickly straightening his kilt. It was too late, she had seen her nephew's male parts and felt disgusted at the sight just as her daughter had. Tears started spilling down Kora's cheeks, and Demeter was torn between going after Ares and soothing her daughter.
 
        “Little bitch! What the hell did you do!” Ares shouted, the frustration at his pent-up and now trapped energy giving him the balls – so to speak, at least – to remain in the vicinity of a supremely enraged goddess. However, when she charged at him, her sickle glinting in the sunlight that filtered through the trees, he was at least a bit intelligent enough to make himself quite scarce.
 
        Kora found herself wrapped up in thick and strong arms, her head pressed against a warm chest as she let out sobs. Ares had been the epitome of male energy – albeit channeled in a negative way. Demeter was the exact opposite, overflowing with female energy that was positive. It reassured her, and she let that energy flow over her, calming her violent trembling.
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        There was a commotion in the main plaza of Olympus, and Zeus frowned as he rose from the table where he had been enjoying supper with his mother. As the knowledge of Kora had been spread to only the younger male gods, Rhea and her son had absolutely no idea what could have triggered Ares's tantrum outside. But one thing was clear – he wanted his father. Well, to cut the tantrum short he would humor Ares and see what had gotten his bloodthirsty son so riled up.
 
        “Now Ares, tell me what you are disturbing my meal with your grandmother for. But not until we get a bit of privacy,” he said sternly, gazing down at his son with a slight frown on his face. He had dealt with his son enough times to know that an audience would only fuel Ares's anger further, and a calm tone towards his son also helped a lot. Ares's neck was practically purple in his anger, and Zeus had never seen his son so... frustrated.
 
        “Demeter's daughter cursed me! I was seducing her when she changed her mind and cast a spell on me!” he growled.
 
        Demeter's daughter? Fuck. Zeus suddenly felt his throat tighten. If Demeter came after her nephew...
 
        “What happened? Explain!” Zeus said firmly, his manner paternal but entirely imposing. Ares gave out a frustrated groan.
 
        “Hermes... he found a young demigoddess, a daughter of Demeter. He told a few others and...”
 
        Gaea damnit. Of course who should find Kora but Hermes, whose mouth was as quick as his feet? Demeter was going to be so pissed. Oh Gaea, please. Let her see that this isn't my fault. I've kept up my side of the agreement. Please.
 
        “And you went there to see for yourself...” Zeus prompted.
 
        “She was friendly at first... and let me approach her. But then she suddenly changed her mind, and cursed my manhood!”
 
        “She... what?” Zeus asked, not quite sure what his son meant in regards to the curse. Ares glanced around, glad that his father had pulled him inside for privacy, and had to keep himself from shouting in anger. Grandmother Rhea didn't need to hear any of this, he was already humiliated enough!
 
        “It... it does not work anymore,” he hissed furiously.
 
        “Are you sure?” Zeus asked in disbelief.
 
        “I was all... ready to go, and then she just... and then it just was not there anymore! She tricked me! Fix it! Change it back!” he growled.
 
        For once, Zeus was at a loss for words. Kora? Even though he hadn't seen Kora for years, he had the feeling that she wasn't one to lead a man on. She had been too... honest and thoughtful when he had met her. From Ares's frustrated attitude, and his propensity to shift blame to others for his troubles, Zeus concluded that it was more Ares's fault than Kora's, whatever might have happened.
 
        “I will talk to Demeter, and we can get this settled,” Zeus finally said, trying to calm his son, placing his hands on Ares's shoulders. He had no idea how to fix Ares's problem, for he did not have the gift to control the flow of life as his sister or daughter did. But he honestly didn't want to risk the possibility of having Demeter's wrath directed onto him, and...
 
        “There you are, you bastard!” he heard his sister's voice screech from outside before she emerged within the vaulted room in an instant, and Zeus instantly backed away. Rhea rose from the table at the other end of the room and approached father and son.
 
        “What is this, Ares? Running off to your father, crying after you have been justly punished for your deed!” Demeter screamed.
 
        “What deed?” Zeus asked, trying to maintain calm. It was harder to say which deity was filled with more rage – the Goddess of the Harvest looked just as ready to tear the mighty God of War apart as Ares was angry about his own painful loss of ability to feel pleasure.
 
        “I caught this lying filth here trying to rape Kora!” Demeter replied acidly, jerking toward Ares as he started to pull his sword out of his belt. At the wide doorway a few gods were hovering, listening to the fight as several more joined them. As much as he wanted to believe his son, he had no doubt that his sister was telling the truth. The rage in Demeter's eyes was unmistakable, and it wouldn't be the first time that Ares had gone on such a... firm conquest. Not that Zeus approved of that kind of behavior; violation was one thing he felt a woman should never have to go through. Sometimes a woman would be reluctant, but violence... no. He could not condone that, ever.
 
        “Is this true?” Zeus asked his son, hoping that Ares would just admit to his guilt.
 
        “She was a tease!” he growled.
 
        “Her gown was torn from one shoulder and he cut her skirt with a dagger! And she told me exactly what happened!” Demeter interjected.
 
        “What happened was that she teased me! She is a tease! Just ask Hermes!”
 
        Zeus slowly shook his head, almost amused at his son's further exacerbating the position. But he did not dare smile even a little as he felt his sister's burning gaze.
 
        The Harvest Goddess wanted to brain both of these men on the spot. Demeter had asked Kora what had happened. She told her how she had come to meet Hermes and rejected his advances, and he had been gracious enough to not press her into it. Kora had been wise enough to leave out mention of Apollo and Triton, not wishing to needlessly increase her mother's anxiety.
 
        “My daughter is virtuous, and I should castrate you for what you have done!” Demeter replied hotly. Ares yelped and ran toward the doorway, shoving the other gods aside as he sought an escape from his furious aunt.
 
        Just like any other mountain, Olympus was made of earth, and despite its place in the heavens, the Goddess had as much power here as she did anywhere else. From the white marble under Ares's feet green shoots sprung up, thorns quickly issuing from them, whipping him as he struggled against them. The more the thickening vines flailed, the wider the cracked hole around them became, pieces of marble littering the circumference. 
 
        Ares was known for his berserker rages. He would have been a formidable opponent to the fearsome Titans. He was good enough with a sword, but his infamous rages and bloodlust was what sealed his claim as the God of War.
 
        However, even his most destructive tantrum paled before the righteous wrath of a mother. Her eyes blazed, and she stared at the nephew who had refused to accept his punishment and had gone crying to Zeus instead of taking it like a man – in strictly a manner of speaking, of course – and understanding the wrongness of what he had done.
 
        Sunlight gleamed off the polished metal of Demeter's sickle, and she raised it over her head. Ares's blood dripped onto the marble around his restraints, standing out in stark contrast against the rubble.
 
        If Ares couldn't appreciate the fact that he still had his male organ, then he wouldn't have it at all. Her sickle would exacerbate his punishment, and she was eager to do so. Hephaistos had crafted it so that it would cut through the stem of anything – and plants weren't the only living things with stems.
 
        “Demeter!” Zeus' voice roared through the air, and the goddess whipped around to glare at her brother.
 
        “You would allow him to go unpunished?” she asked, fighting the urge to attack her brother on the spot.
 
        “Ares came to me, but that does not mean I take his side.”
 
        This cooled the fire in Demeter's eyes – if only just a bit.
 
        “Let him go. It is bad enough that he has to suffer the humiliation of not being able to please Aphrodite or anybody else. It is up to you to decide when to lift the punishment. And that is all I will do in this matter.” His gaze was cool as his eyes fell on his trapped and furiously struggling son. Yes, he had failed affairs with women, sometimes the couplings were a bit wild, and certainly he used trickery at times, but he had never brutalized any woman. That was beneath him, and it was an attitude that he tried to impart onto his sons. Only Ares didn't seem to understand, and why he would go after Kora when he had Aphrodite was beyond the King of the Gods.
 
        “Father! No! You cannot let her do this to me!”
 
        Very rarely did Zeus ever get truly angry with one of his children. He was a generally tolerant father, letting his offspring handle their affairs however they pleased, but this was crossing the line.
 
        “SILENCE!” His roar was like thunder, and the throng of gods now again gathered outside fell silent.
 
        “Brutalization against a woman is a vile offense. Everyone here should know that. The next god to ever do such a thing will find himself worse off than Ares. And...” he regarded his son with a frown, “If you ever hurt another woman – goddess or mortal or anywhere in between – then I will gladly heap a punishment upon you on top of whatever my sister wants to be done to you. Demeter alone decides the duration of your punishment. You might as well learn how to make amends, goodness knows you are not humble enough.”
 
        “And what of Hermes?” Demeter demanded.
 
        “What of him? He had no part in what his brother did.”
 
        Even now, Hermes was trying to inch back, using Apollo's tall and muscular build as cover. Surely pretty little Kora hadn't tattled to her mother about what he had shown her in the glade?
 
        “He found her while he was snooping around and revealed her existence to the other gods. I wanted to raise Kora in peace and she ends up being almost raped!”
 
        “Was that my fault?” Zeus asked in a firm but reasoning tone. “I cannot keep an eye on my children all of the time --”
 
        “That is painfully obvious to everyone here,” she replied acidly. The audience, of course had no way of knowing that Kora was also one of Zeus's offspring or they would have enjoyed the irony of this comment.
 
        “What can I do?” he asked with a shrug. The gods glanced at her, many of them now curious to meet that mysterious daughter and see what she was like. Gods always liked to know when one joined their ranks, or to know what offspring – bastard or not – was born to anyone on Olympus. Demeter certainly wasn't the first one to try to hide the existence of her offspring, but as had always happened in the past, these kind of secrets came to the light.
 
        “The same as I have always wanted. And I will do to others what I have done to Ares should they set foot on my island.” Zeus assumed that it was Demeter herself who had done this, and she decided to not correct him. Kora didn't seem to be aware of what she had done, much to her mother's relief. Better to have her daughter's powers activate in when she was in danger than have her use them on her own.
 
        “May we talk inside?” he asked. She glared at him stonily.
 
        “I have made it clear that violation from anybody is entirely unacceptable. Ares has received his punishment, and it is in your hands. It was a good thing you were there to catch Ares.” Ares's shouts filled the air as the thorny vines continued to flog him. “When do you intend to let him down?” he asked.
 
        “I will need to think about that,” she replied coldly.
 
        “Sounds good,” he replied dryly. Ares's punishment was more than fitting; strike where it hurts most was a saying Ares liked, and it had been used against him. It was hard to not appreciate the turnabout. How often had he scolded his errant son, trying to teach Ares that even when a god had human qualities, there were certain qualities to be avoided by deity and mortal alike. Being imperfect – and how he understood being imperfect all too well – was no excuse for evil.
 
        Only then did Demeter let him lead her back inside while the other gods enjoyed the spectacle of Ares struggling against the vines which alternated between whipping him and merely shaking or thrashing him around.
 
        “Perhaps now is the time to introduce Kora to Olympus?” Zeus asked mildly. “After all, she would be what...” he counted his fingers, “seventeen or eighteen?”
 
        “No!” Demeter shot back.
 
        “Kora is practically an adult now. Doubtless you have raised her well. I am eager to introduce her.” He did not forget her curious and intent gaze. He looked forward to getting to know his daughter better.
 
        “I said no!” Demeter growled.
 
        “Do you intend to hide her forever?” he asked.
 
        “Why not?” Kora was a delight to have around. She loved her daughter, and would not lose her.
 
        “Demeter, I have been patient enough. I honored your wishes to raise her alone. I have the fullest confidence in your parenting skills. If you are so concerned about the company she's in, there's suitable role models here. Athene, Artemis, Hestia. Mnemosyne. And our mother, of course.” His compliment and list of candidates – and he had named good ones – did nothing to soothe her.
 
        “It's not time,” she countered firmly before she turned away.
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        Kora had nearly told her mother about the naughty thing Hermes had done, but held her tongue since the playful god had backed off. She also held her tongue when her mother asked her what she had done to Ares, replying with simply saying “I don't know, Mother, I was just so afraid!” This was sufficient enough to quell her mother's demand on the usage of her power, and Kora let out her breath in a quiet huff as she rose from her seat at the window.
 
        Demigods wouldn't have that power, she thought as she tapped her chin. At least I think so. It was one thing to make plants grow, but she had... stopped Ares in his tracks, just like that. She had done to him what every man was afraid of. And there was the fact that her body hadn't grown in the last five years. Was Demeter somehow keeping her frozen in time so she wouldn't age? Had her mother also somehow channeled some of her power into her daughter for cases like this?
 
        Her head snapped up when she heard her mother's heavy footsteps. Oh, wonderful, Mother's home, she thought bitterly. Mother hadn't even asked her if she wanted to come with her to Olympus. No, she had left her daughter behind, without a second thought! Okay, not a second thought exactly – after all, her mother had an excellent reason for going up there – but Kora was the one whom Ares had tried to assault. She wanted to face her attacker, and see the other gods as well.
 
        Her mother quickly emerged through the doorway to her room. Kora glanced up at her silently, still miffed about being left behind in the supervision of the nymphs. With a wave of her hand, the Goddess quickly excused the Dryads, and the trio of nymphs slid out of the room, leaving a faint scent of trees and flowers behind.
 
        “What happened? Tell me everything,” Kora demanded, feeling that it was her right. “I wanted to go to Olympus with you.”
 
        “Nonsense.” Demeter shook her head.
 
        “I was the one Ares tried to hurt, not you! I should have been the one to offer testimony.”
 
        “Oh darling, but you had just been through a horrid experience, and...”
 
        “Mother, Ares did not get to finish his deed. And I would have been with you. I could have handled it.” Why couldn't Mother see that she was handling this situation just fine?
 
        “As it was, there is no need to worry. Ares remains punished, and Zeus decreed that any god who ever hurt a woman would face much worse punishment. But perhaps I should take you from here...”
 
        “No, Mother.” Kora's heart thudded, knowing just what her mother meant. She would be even more secluded, more sheltered and smothered... No. She managed to rein in her tone and posture, not wishing to seem too overanxious. “Mother, if the King of the Gods has made such a decree, then surely no god would be so foolish enough to try what Ares did.” Of course with men like Ares, a decree would not always be a determent, but Kora wisely chose to not broadcast her thoughts.
 
        “Would you not be losing to Ares if you banished yourself from this place? It would please him, and then without you here, he would go after the nymphs.” Contemplation and inquisitiveness had sharpened her logic, giving her insights or arguments that benefited her. Such as now, when she saw her mother stare at her contemplatively.
 
        “Why did you not tell me about Hermes before?” Mother asked, placing her hands on her hips. Okay. She had known this question was coming. Kora nodded slowly and swallowed.
 
        “He did not try to hurt me. We merely chatted a bit. And then he flew away, like I already told you.”
 
        “Why did you tell him who you were?” Demeter rebuked.
 
        “You never told me not to,” she countered evenly. She had considered all the questions her mother might or would have, being left here with the nymphs has given her the time to build a solid defense. “He was friendly, and you never said that I could not speak to anyone. Am I to be blamed for his inability to keep a secret?”
 
        “No,” her mother offered grudgingly. “Nonetheless, your safety remains an issue. You are confined to this valley until further notice.”
 
        NO! Kora wanted to scream. No wandering into the forest alone, to explore and play for herself. Until further notice... that just sounded so ominous.
 
        “Mother, you know I am a responsible person, and I managed to fend off the most violent of the gods. What am I to do all day here?” she asked. Oh gods, the boredom... hell, she'd rather put up with Hermes than sit around under her mother's watchful eyes! Damn it all to Hades!
 
        “Oh, I am sure we will find things to do. Good night.” She pulled Kora to herself, wrapping the girl in warmth and placing a kiss on her forehead before drawing back, giving her daughter an affectionate pat on her cheek.
 
        “Sleep well, darling. Mother is here to keep you safe.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter X
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        Kora lay there in the darkness, the light of a full moon shining in through the window and glinting off her newest acquisition. She didn't know the names of most of the stones in her collection – Mother was far more interested in the plants than the minerals of the earth, and jewelry and gold was of virtually no value to the goddess who counted her wealth in the bounty that fed an entire civilization.
 
        Not only that, but most of these stones couldn't have be mined on this island. The first time she had seen such a stone – the ruby that was the start of her collection – she did not recognize the rough form of the stones that were mined from deep within the earth. She also had amethyst and citrine – these her mother did know – as well as pebbly green stones that she didn't know were called emeralds, a bright-blue piece of lapis lazuli, and diamonds in several different colors. But the rainbow flecks of the much-treasured black opal in her hand captivated her, and she turned it slowly, seeing the iridescent flashes. She found these stones in various places – on the beach, near where she bathed in the forest streams or springs with the nymphs, or in her path as she did one of her solitary walks. The nymphs had never found such stones, so Kora could almost swear they had been left for her to find.
 
        Even though it was chilly outside due to the late winter night, she left the window open, enjoying the fresh air that came in. Besides, she could produce warmth under her blankets if she needed to, so she would be comfortable. This power she shared with her mother ensured that they didn't need fires at night like the mortals did, but Kora enjoyed the sight and feel of the flame and would make them on her own with dead pieces of wood she had gathered. It reminded her of the comfortable winter nights in her father or uncle's house, surrounded by family and having a good time. There would be warm pita bread and cheese, preserved fruit, or baklavas around the fire and washing it down with ice-cold but refreshing water gathered from the snows outside, or in the case of the adults, wine or ale. Once in a while she and Phemos might be allowed to have a bit of alcohol. She missed these days, for often she wished she had someone to take her walks with – not Demeter or a nymph, but a person who would regard her as an equal. After what had happened with the gods, did such a man really exist?
 
        Perhaps such a man existed among the mortals; after all, her father had been a wonderful man. But Mother wouldn't let her have any suitors.
 
        She angled the stone again, staring at the flashes of color before she set it aside, laying down and closing her eyes. Ever since the incident with Ares, her mother had been especially vigilant and smothering. Kora was treated as more of a child than before, always in the company of some nymphs and scolded when she wandered away from them. The nymphs had only so many stories to tell and their company bored her. Any time she tried to engage her mother in a serious, womanly discussion – men, sexuality, womanhood, having children, what bad things existed in the world – Demeter always changed the subject, even after what Ares had done.
 
        This resulted in a stilted situation for the young goddess, one she had borne for the last few years as she tried to learn more of the world denied her. How long could she live like this? Was she condemned to spend the rest of her life in eternal girlhood?
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        Springtime had always been Zeus's favorite time of the year. Hellas was lovely when it came to bloom, and the maidens would come out and celebrate, festivals would commence through villages and city-states alike, and he enjoyed the bustle of activities that came with the upswing in seasons.
 
        He sat in a chair next to a table that had been set on one of Olympus's balconies, the verdant fields and azure sea spread out in an impressive vista, trees and houses dotting various areas. This particular viewing point was his favorite for it faced the south and was always such a spiritually uplifting place.
 
        Hebe approached the table, bowing. She was plainly garbed as always – Hebe had never had much concern for decoration and accessories, and her hair was pulled back at the base of her neck, held in place with a pale peach-colored scarf that matched her dress.
 
        “Hades is here, and he wishes to speak to you, Father,” she announced in her pleasant and demure voice. He glanced at her curiously but nodded.
 
        “Bring some nectar for us,” he replied with a wave of his hand. She nodded and turned away, her steps light and quick.
 
        Moments later, Hades emerged onto the wide balcony, dressed in regal black and midnight blue. The ebony cloak had intricate silver stitching along the edge in an elegant design that was rather reminiscent of waves along a river. There was a subtle difference to Hades's usual method of dress, as if he had dressed up for this occasion, and then the Lord of the Dead's many rings flashed in the sun – onyx, hematite, sapphire, and diamond, matching his belt and wristbands. Now this piqued Zeus's curiosity.
 
        “Good morning, brother. How nice of you to come up here,” he stated with a welcoming smile while inside he wondered what it was that Hades might want. Was it a request or a grievance? He couldn't possibly guess – no one could ever really guess what was in Hades's mind.
 
        The dark-haired god slid into the seat opposite his brother's, leaning casually against its back. Hebe was not long in appearing, setting out a tray with a pitcher of nectar and two goblets.
 
        Hades did not turn down the offer, and let her pour him a goblet of the rose-golden liquid. The liquid was as fascinating as it tasted delicious, alternating between rose and amber and all the various shades between as the sunlight caught in it. He nodded thanks to her and raised the sweet juice to his lips as Hebe bowed out. Both men imbibed the beverage and Hades emptied his drink before setting the empty vessel down on the table. Sometimes he found nectar too cloying, but once in a while, if he was in a less finicky mood, he welcomed the ethereal sweetness of the drink.
 
        “You rarely come up here, so I think I can safely assume that you have something important on your mind,” Zeus stated. Hades did not like sweet words or vague pleasantries, so he would not bother with idle chitchat.
 
        “You read me correctly,” Hades flatly intoned. That was just about the only thing his brother could read, though, Zeus told himself dryly. He could not begin to guess his brother's purpose, for Hades had always been a very private person.
 
        “I have come here for just one thing.” The older god glanced over at the grand vista before him. “I am in need of a bride.”
 
        Zeus was so stunned that he could not speak for a moment. Hades had shown no interest whatsoever in any woman – if he had any lovers in the past, he never bragged – and he had never shown any indication of wanting a companion. Everyone assumed that since the Dark God showed no interest in anyone – not even Aphrodite – that he was dead inside, just like the realm he ruled over. Never had it occurred to anyone that he might be lonely. Everybody just called him 'different', and Hades never argued that title. If anything, he even seemed to embrace it.
 
        Zeus quickly put a stop to his wandering thoughts as he felt his brother's intent gaze. If Hades wanted a bride, let it be so! Hades's conduct was exemplary; he was a stern but fair man, and though aloof, never cruel or petty.
 
        “Well then! It has been a while since Olympus had a grand wedding feast!”
 
        “Who said I wanted a big party?” Hades growled. Zeus stared at him.
 
        “It is about me and the woman I have chosen as my bride. And I will arrange things as I see fit. If I want you involved, I will be sure to let you know,” he clarified. It was clear that 'if' was 'no'. Zeus bristled under this subtle dismissal, but bit back his rebuke. Nobody could force Hades to do anything.
 
        “And who is the lucky girl that you have chosen?” the younger brother asked, not having missed Hades's confident tone. At first, he'd thought that his brother had come here for his help in choosing a suitable bride. He should have known better – when did Hades ever ask anybody else for help? Come to think of it, why was he even here, talking to his brother about it?
 
        “Your daughter.”
 
        “I am happy to oblige you, but I am not a mind-reader. I have daughters aplenty. Which one do you desire?” Indeed, which one of his pretty girls had caught his brother's attention? Was it one of the Graces, or the Horae? Perhaps a Muse?
 
        “Kora.” his brother supplied, his stare even, his tone in all seriousness. The air itself suddenly became too thick for Zeus's liking, although realistically, he knew that was merely his own throat tightening at the implications. Demeter's daughter? The maiden who was guarded by a rabidly protective mother?
 
        Zeus frowned at this request, and his reluctance to give up one of his children – however little he knew her – was all too clear in the faint lines of his tanned features.
 
        “Do remember that you – and everyone else – owe me heavily. But I have never asked anything of you. I stood by and took the realm that nobody else wanted while you gave yourself the skies, Poseidon the seas, and Demeter the earth. Nor do I demand a city-state dedicated to me, or any favors from any of our brethren. I have already made my decision.”
 
        “Surely there are others whom you would desire. Goddess or mortal, they would be honored to be betrothed to such a god!”
 
        “My appetites are not like yours. I ask but for one girl. She is nearly five and twenty. That is a more than suitable age, especially considering some of the girls you take!” His dark eyes glittered even in the shadows that surrounded him – shadows that should not even be visible on this clear and bright day. It was only part of Hades's mysterious Gift.
 
        “She will be well cared for. After all, I am the God of Riches, and my realm is vast. You never need fear that she will ever be abused or neglected.”
 
        “But Demeter...” He swallowed as he remembered Demeter's request, and her rage at what had happened when Kora's location had been discovered.
 
        “Demeter has her own duties. All children grow up and leave their mothers. What would your daughter do? What would her duty be? Making plants grow? Her mother is mistress of everything that grows from the earth, and there is nothing left for her daughter to do. Demeter turned away your sons when they discovered Kora's existence. Is she to be forever a little girl, a maiden with such potential? But as Queen of the Underworld... is that not a worthy fate for the daughter of the mighty Zeus, Lord of the Heavens, and the Harvest Goddess?”
 
        If there was one thing Zeus knew, it was that his brother was unflinchingly honest. If he promised Kora's safety, then she would be cared for. There would still be Demeter to contend with...
 
        “When you want something you get it and I know it is useless to stand in your way. However, I know Demeter will object. She will let no suitors near her daughter and will doubtlessly hide the girl from us if she were to learn of this... discussion. Do what you can to woo her. My sister will surely calm down after a bit and accept. After all, she owes you as well.”
 
        Hades nodded slowly. Even his own siblings and parents didn't know the full extent of the power that he had tapped into in the Underworld. But they understood that something had changed him, and while he was their brother, he was also something different.
 
        Zeus was as dimly aware of that as anybody else. There were times when he could swear that he saw darkness itself in his brother's face, a shadowy mask that represented the unknown. A long time ago, he had tried to convince himself that this was a mere figment of his imagination, a psychological manifestation of his unease around his eldest brother's presence. And even now, he still tried. But no matter how many times he told himself...
 
        ...What if that happened to Kora? Zeus stiffened for a moment. He had seen Kora but thrice; shortly after her birth when he and Demeter had taken her to the Fates, when the girl had celebrated her eleventh summer, and then when he had used Hera's scrying glass to check on her after Ares had tried to hurt her. All three times, she had been a beautiful sight. Her hair was a deep dark red, a shade darker than their mother Rhea's own, and hazel eyes that were a brilliant mixture of golds, greens, and deep blues. Her skin was a light, healthy tan from the many hours she spent playing outside in the sun. Her mother's attempt to downplay her daughter had failed. Her limbs and throat were slender, and her gaze open and inquisitive as she studied him when her mother had brought her to Olympus.
 
        What would become of that girl when she was taken into the Underworld? Would she be able to handle whatever it was Hades had gone through? Would she become a shade of her former brilliant self? Hades was, after all, the realm of death. His brother was god of all the mysterious secrets of the realm of death, and these secrets were not easy to bear.
 
        “No, no,” Zeus suddenly said, shaking his head. He couldn't condemn his daughter to a life in the shadows. “I cannot give her to you.”
 
        “What is it now? Surely I have given enough reason and promise for your daughter.”
 
        “I just worry that... it is the Underworld. My daughter has spent her entire life in the sunshine and playing around in the meadows and breathing fresh air...”
 
        “I assure you, she will be taken care of. There are diversions for a god down there. Otherwise I could not bear it. She will become used to her new home.” His unspoken message was clear. I will have the girl, blessing or not. The King of the Gods knew that even if he were to take Kora away from her mother and place her in a remote and heavily guarded place, still Hades would find her.
 
        “Very well. You have my blessing.” A reluctant one, but did that ever matter? “As of now, I clean my hands of this matter.” Zeus sat back in his chair, a breeze blowing through his thick and pale hair. Hades let the barest of smirks tug at his lips.
 
        “Wonderful. There is no more reason for me to stay here, then.” Hades rose to his feet, retreating in a swish of his dark cloak.
 
        Zeus nodded to himself tersely as he sat there alone on the balcony. Yes. Surely this was for the best. The girl was of marrying age and still Demeter hid her away from the eyes of men. Hades was an honorable man – a boon for everyone who dealt with him. Feared and respected, he still had stepped back from the Council of Twelve and let Zeus place one of his own children in that seat. He demanded no lip service and stayed out of quarrels and affairs. The other gods quietly acknowledged his presence and power, and it was all he asked for.
 
        What did surprise him was that Hades desired the girl. Kora, of all girls! He could not help but remember the prophecy with a sudden shock, before becoming aware of a sinking feeling that in his complicity towards his older brother's desires, he had just played a part in fulfilling the prediction that his sister dreaded so much. Demeter had hidden the girl away in vain, and the King of the Gods certainly didn't intend to be around when she realized it.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter XI
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        The God of War thought that nothing could make his punishment worse after slinking back home and licking his wounds nearly a decade ago. He was unable to perform for any woman, and not even Aphrodite with her arousing Gifts could do a single damned thing for him. He had tried everything, even things he wouldn't have ever considered before. He was so used to being able to express himself freely, and his stifled manhood was entirely maddening and frustrating. Never had he thought he would ever encounter a problem like this! After all, he was a symbol of manhood, much like his father was. He still felt desire, and this only served to exacerbate his unfulfilled needs. Far better that he had also had his desire silenced by Kora so that he wouldn't obsess over sex and how he was now unable to enjoy it.
 
        But Hades, when he learned of Ares's shameful deed, wasn't content to simply let the God of War go on like this. Certainly it was a fitting consequence, but the Lord of the Dead wanted to augment the goddess's curse. Anyone who would dare try to harm the future Queen of the Underworld would answer to her fearsome groom.
 
        Sleep was previously the one place Ares had refuge from his gnawing desire. He would try to exhaust himself through the day with vigorous combat training or exercise so he could fall asleep more quickly at night, or drink heavily of Dionysus' powerful spirits and spiral into a stupor. However, Hades would not have this escape available. He was ruler of the darkness and the shadows answered his bidding.
 
        Ares was plagued with nightmares of failing in not just the sexual arena, but also the combat arena. He would lose miserably, be beaten by various opponents, even elderly mortals, children and animals. Once in a while, one of the monsters from Hell, including Kerberos himself, would attack and maul the god as he tried to fend them off. Indeed, Hades was right when he said there were amusements to be found in the Underworld, and he would laugh as Ares woke up screaming.
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        Unaware of these things, Kora's twenty-fifth birthday came. It was like all the others she'd had since she had been brought to this island. Nymphs would cavort in the summer sunshine, she would be given sweet treats for the umpteenth time, and they would pull her into another game of tag or some such while her mother watched.
 
        As the day wound to a close, her mother pulled her aside.
 
        “I have not yet given you your gift,” Demeter stated. Kora glanced up at her with curiosity. Usually her mother just went ahead and gave her her gifts in the morning, and it would usually be a new gown or toy or some such. The nymphs also gave her gifts – pretty flowers and the like – which got boring after so many years on the island. She expected something of the same.
 
        “I give you one wish.”
 
        Kora's eyes widened slightly. Oh, there were so many possibilities! But she knew one thing she wanted most of all.
 
        “Freedom,” she replied simply. Her mother frowned.
 
        “It has been almost ten years since that incident with Ares. I am not a child, and I would like to see more of the world. I want to see the mighty city-states where you are worshipped, and the smaller villages too, and see more gods and see what creatures there are out there.” She didn't bother to hide her enthusiasm for this.
 
        “When I said one wish, I did not mean something like that. I am your mother and your safety is my concern. I cannot have you wandering around...” Demeter replied patiently, giving her daughter a pat on the head.
 
        “That's not fair! You said one wish and now you are taking it away! You go out in a mortal disguise, why not I? There is nothing to do here, and I tire of the company of the nymphs,” she pleaded. She tried to keep herself entertained through various means, but she could only do so much when Demeter severely limited her experiences. How could she learn something new when she had heard all of the nymph's stories and was never allowed to go elsewhere?
 
        “Yes, I remember fully what Ares did, but are there not good men? What about Father, or his brothers?” Hyalos and Esthanes had been good uncles and respected members of the community. Hyalos's children loved and respected him. Oh gods. Thinking of them made Kora's heart ache. Phemos must be a handsome young man, and Alestis would be a young woman now! Her little cousins, how they must have grown! And doubtless Ptheia had had another child, even two or three! Had Uncle Esthanes finally found a bride that suited him? And what of Grandmother?
 
        “Bad things happen to good men,” Mother replied. Kora sighed softly, remembering all too well finding her father's dead body under the tree.
 
        “So we should shut ourselves away from all the good things just because of the bad?” Kora challenged.
 
        “I am your mother and I know what's best for you...”
 
        “You know what I wish? I wish you would leave me alone!” she snapped, turning away from her mother and rushing out of the room, not seeing Demeter's shocked and hurt expression.
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        Kora got her wish. Mother avoided her for several days, not even reminding her to do chores. She could take her solitary walks again, though Mother hadn't said anything about that or acknowledged her desire to see the outside world. Kora noted that with resentment, and spent much of her free time with Cyane, pouring her heart out to sympathetic ears.
 
        A week later, Kora was by herself in a forest clearing on a thick bed of moss, staring at the sunlight filtering through the trees. As she had approached the bed, she saw something glint on it. She picked up the shiny object to see half a geode, the kind of rock that, when broken open, revealed crystals inside. It was approximately the size of her fist, and she wondered where the other half was. She turned the cup-shaped rock in the sunlight, admiring the indigo and purple crystals that lined its interior.
 
        Now she sat with it loosely cupped in her palms as she stared out, her fingers idly tracing the jagged edge of the geode's interior. It was a rather warm day, and she wore little more than a cream-colored shift, making her look more innocent and childlike.
 
        “Kora?” she heard her mother call out. Her head snapped up as she saw her mother approach her on the meandering path that winded through the trees. She wondered, after a week's silence what her mother might have to say. More of her token motherly phrases? She was twenty-five, for Gaea's sake! Women were married and had babies at that age! Not that she wanted a baby now, but still!
 
        She stared at her mother levelly, chin raised slightly.
 
        “I trust you have enjoyed your time alone,” Demeter stated gently. Kora had been expecting scolding or confrontation, but it seemed as if her mother wanted to make peace.
 
        “I did.” Sometimes she was bored, but it was better than the chattering and frolicking of the nymphs, or the nagging and smothering of her mother.
 
        “Your father would have been so proud of you,” Demeter said as she settled down near her daughter on the moss.
 
        “I would hope so,” Kora replied firmly. Mother smiled.
 
        “I was thinking, this autumn when the mortals hold their harvest festivals, would you like to accompany me?”
 
        Kora's heart thudded as her mother's words sunk in. She would get to see mortals and festivals, and new places. Yes. She had to make a conscious effort to not squeal in delight like a child.
 
        “In the meanwhile, I trust that you will not make trouble.”
 
        “When have I ever made trouble, Mother?” Kora asked with a grin. After that, she got along better with her mother. And there was autumn to look forward to. How exciting!
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        As the fateful day that he had set in his plans drew near, Hades spent more time on the surface. He would watch Kora as she played with the nymphs, or when she went on one of her solitary walks. Down below, things had been readied for her. His smiths made jewelry and his tailors created fine garments for her, and doubtless his bride would enjoy these elegant offerings once they were laid out before her. He hoped she would find his bed comfortable and his Palace a worthy home.
 
        The heat of a summer day filled even the shadows under the trees, and Hades tugged at his collar impatiently, hearing the soft rustle as his bride-to-be made her way through the trees. She had on a light pink knee-length tunic, flowers braided into her hair by a few nymphs and a crown of them around her head, the pale petals almost white against her hair. Her eyes reflected the verdant forest around her, clean and bright green to match her mood. Despite the heat, she was enjoying herself. When she moved through a patch of sunlight, her hair flashed with the shine of myriad golds and coppers, and her step was light and happy as she merrily bounded along the thick grass. She was a lovely sight though her tunic was of a cut usually worn by children, a testament of how Demeter perceived her daughter. Hades imagined her in one of the regal gowns that awaited her below and smiled at the mental image.
 
        Come here, love. See what I have for you. He stood at the edge of a small clearing fully illuminated by sunlight. At the center of the clearing was a flower, but not one that grew from the warmth of the surface world. Its petals resembled that of a lily, but were almost black, shining a soft, deep indigo in the light as its iridescent sheen glittered with a smooth myriad of colors.
 
        He leaned against a tree in silence as the young goddess moved several feet past him, exclaiming softly when she saw the treasure shining there in front of her. She had never seen any flower with such a beautiful and deep color. She approached it before bending down to examine it as he watched her. She plucked up the flower, inhaling it. Its odor was not strong, but there was an undeniable note of dark sweetness that she found entrancing.
 
        His helmet had served him well during the war against the Titans, and it was just as useful here... even if the motive itself was questionable. Once in a while Hades might feel a bit dirty for spying on her as she frolicked or meditated, or played in the water, but the allure had been too powerful to resist. She intrigued him.
 
        As she bent down, he got a lovely view of her backside, supple and firm under the thin linen, and he could not help but wonder how it would feel in his hands and have her respond to his touch.
 
        Suddenly, she stood up and glanced around, apparently sensing his presence.
 
        “Who is there?” she called out sharply, trying to sound as brave as she could. Her eyes blazed fiercely, and her hands balled up in fists as she tried to sense just where the intruder might be, and looked slightly to her right, where he was standing.
 
        Hades smiled faintly as he saw her gaze in his direction and remained there, unmoving and invisible as he watched her display of fearlessness. It was just that, a display; he knew she was nervous, and for that he felt a twinge of regret that it had come to this. He licked his lips hungrily and put the regret aside.
 
        Without a word, he lifted his helmet.
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        Kora gasped softly and took a step back, feeling startled. Who...? She studied his face. At first, she didn't place him. It had been so long since she had seen him, and she had all but forgotten that meeting, but the memory came rushing back to her.
 
        This was Hades, Lord of Death himself. Was she to die now, just as her father had? Was this what Iasion had seen? She took another step back, his dark eyes seeming to bore into her.
 
        Of course, she could not know that Hades had considerably more loving intentions for her than taking away her life. He smiled at her, but this did not reassure her. His presence was intimidating, more so from the fact that he had simply appeared out of thin air. He held his helmet tucked under one strong arm and stared at her, his dark eyes shining with a mixture of emotions – hunger, need, desire, fondness – as he gazed down at her. His clothes were black, and seemed to be made of shadow itself. She took another step back.
 
        His hair was pulled back in a loose tail, and his face and hands stood out amidst the blackness that otherwise covered him. Before she could say anything, he spoke.
 
        “Do you like the flower?” he asked in a quiet, almost gravelly tone. Her gaze flicked to the dark blossom in her hand before she nodded slowly, eyeing him warily.
 
        “There are many more of that flower where I come from. It is always a splendid thing to see an entire field full of them.”
 
        “...Where does the flower come from?” She glanced at the helmet in his hands, unnerved by its resemblance to a skull.
 
        “The Underworld.” Even though she already knew the answer, his utterance caused her to shudder.
 
        “Death... please...” Her voice was tight with terror. Death had been the one thing she feared ever since the loss of her father and the rest of her family. His eyebrows furrowed in concern.
 
        “I am not here to take your life,” he said, his voice dark and soft, with an undeniable firmness.
 
        “Then... why are you here? To take one of the nymphs?” she asked with apparent confusion. Despite his words, she sensed he was nonetheless here for her. The shadows around him seemed to be alive, moving and shifting.
 
        “I am not here for the nymphs,” he said, taking a step toward her. Despite her steps back, in one stride he seemed to be right in front of her, and she squeaked out in shock upon feeling, a strong but gentle hand on her chin, caressing her cheek with the pad of his thumb.
 
        “Please, do not be afraid of me, my dear,” Hades murmured, concern in his gaze.
 
         “Why are you here?” she demanded in a whisper, surprised at how warm that pale hand felt, and how his touch caused her skin to tingle.
 
        “I am here for you.”
 
        As she gazed up at her unexpected guest, she felt a cold shiver pass through her. Death...
 
        Without a word, she turned and ran. Years of running through forest and meadow gave sureness to her step, and her hair streamed behind her, a couple of flowers falling from her hair and fluttering to the ground. She was so intent on escaping Death that she did not think to scream, though deep inside she felt a little thrill at this unexpected diversion.
 
        Hades smirked to himself as he went into pursuit. Though he was not as light-footed as she, he was still fast, and Kora's heart thudded in her chest as she ran between the trees, trying to get to the open field and stream where the nymphs played. But the tingling on the back of her neck intensified, and she felt tendrils of something slippery grab her limbs.
 
        They did not feel moist, but they didn't feel entirely dry either, due to their satiny texture. This slippery softness brushed her arms and legs, and she jerked away. She could not bear to turn around and look at what was pursuing her, and kept running. However, the feeling of his presence became stronger and suddenly she yelped, tripping as though hands had suddenly grabbed her ankles. She fell flat on the ground, managing to avoid being jostled by putting her hands out in front of her.
 
        She kicked frantically, trying to get her footing, but it was as if she was sliding on ice; her feet found no purchase. And then she felt a hand on her shoulder. Hades hovered over her, placing his other hand on the flat of her back to keep her from scrambling to her knees.
 
        “Do not fear me,” he stated, his voice velvety as he regarded his captive “I will not hurt you and I am not here to take your life, darling.” Despite his words, she felt intense alarm.
 
        “What... what are you going to do to me?” She clawed at the grass, only to feel that weird slickness underneath her, as if she were being swallowed up by the shadows, which did nothing to reassure her.
 
        “I want you,” Hades breathed, almost inaudible but for the fact that his lips were now so close to her ear, “I have wanted you for so long.” His breath was warm against the side of her head and his hand ran up along her back, rubbing slowly, feeling her tremble. She reached out, grabbing a clump of grass that still remained within her reach and used it to hoist herself forward, slipping out of his grip. She let out a shriek, hoping to alert her mother or the nymphs as she broke out into another run, her skin still tingling from where the shadows had caressed her.
 
        Between the trees in front of her she saw the spring where Cyane resided. Oh, thank Gaea! Cyane could help protect her! She called the name of the Naiad, hoping she was in her spring. She was not disappointed as her friend's head emerged from the surface, shining and dark, her cerulean eyes glinting with concern at the fright she heard in Kora's voice. Her eyes widened when she saw who was behind her friend, and started to raise herself out of the spring.
 
        “No male is allowed in the sacred forest. Demeter will not have a man assault her daughter!” the Naiad announced in righteous indignation as she noticed the fear on Kora's features.
 
        “Be silent, for this is none of your affair. And as such, you will never speak of it!” He raised his hand, the air around the entire clearing rippling faintly. The nymph cried out as she noticed her body disintegrating into water, her face the last thing Hades and his captive saw before it disappeared into the pond.
 
        “Cyane!” Kora shouted as she fell to the bank of the spring, looking for her friend. The surface rippled violently before she saw Hades's distorted reflection over her shoulder. She gasped and started to dive into the water to escape the Dark God when he quickly scooped her up with one arm, pinning her body to his own at her waist.
 
        “No! Let me go! You cannot have me!” Where was her mother? But no, Fate had not destined Demeter to see her daughter in such peril. She was alone and at the mercy of Death incarnate, his strong arms wrapping around her and pulling her against him. She yelped as satiny tendrils coiled about her body like scarves, and finally she looked down, taken aback by the sight of a seemingly bottomless chasm under their feet.
 
        He did not offer her any words, but she saw concern and sadness in his face before he lowered her head to nuzzle her. His beard tickled her cheek, and she jerked her head as she tried to bite him. He merely smiled before clamping his hand over her mouth. The sunlight and green grass swirled out of vision, and Kora found herself plunged into total darkness as Hades drew her into his realm.
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        The sensations of traversing light and shadow were shocking as she fell through the realm of the physical and into the realm of the ethereal. All around she felt her surroundings rush past her in ways that made her skin almost vibrate, her body writhing from both the binding of the shadows and the sensations shooting through her frame. At first, there had been light and warmth, and in an instant it was replaced by shadows and... well, she wouldn't call it cold, but it was a definite lack of the natural warmth that the Earth's surface held. She looked up, seeing Hades's face amongst the shadows that whipped around them. She wiggled against the iron grip around her middle, beating her fists against her captor's chest. For a moment there had been utter darkness, and then a flash of churning black water, and a brief instant of a pewter-gray sky before she felt something soft under her feet.
 
        Her shadowy binds suddenly unwrapped themselves, and she fell to her knees, shuddering and panting, shaken to her very core. She did not – could not – immediately register her surroundings due to the overwhelming dizziness she felt. Was this what being freshly dead was like?
 
        “My lady?” Hades asked from somewhere behind her. My lady? Nobody had ever called her my lady, not even the nymphs.
 
        “I... wha?” she gasped, unable to speak clearly just now as a fresh wave of dizziness struck her. She tried to rise to her feet, found that she could not. Trembling, she placed her hands on whatever was under her as she closed her eyes, stilling all movement before opening them again.
 
        She was on a soft and large rug, its surface comprised of deep red and black swirls. When she raised her head, she saw that her surroundings were luxurious and when she was able to orient herself, she slowly rose to her feet. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a large four-poster bed, and on the opposite wall was an impressively-sized fireplace done in white-veined black marble. The walls, ceiling, and floor had been constructed out of black and dark gray marble.  The rug she was on was in the middle of the room, and the colors of the drapes matched the blood tones of the floor covering.
 
        It was a sensual sort of lavishness, the soft, rich fabrics she saw everywhere. The fireplace cast a cheerful, flickering light through the room. She slowly turned to her right, the bed coming into full view. It was larger than any bed she had ever seen – it could probably bed her entire mortal family comfortably – and was covered in deep black velvet, with a generous scattering of pillows. She was unable to distinguish any more than this because she was so unused to the darkness, and her eyes were still adjusting. The next object to hold her attention was the divan near the fireplace, upholstered in indigo velvet, partially draped in a blanket of black edged with red.
 
        Slowly, she turned a bit more before she felt fingers brush against her arm. She gasped softly and instinctively pulled away. It was so dark down here, and this place didn't have... life. This lack of warmth caused her to automatically gravitate towards the fire, where she found small relief in its heated, flicking tongues.
 
        She turned around to see him standing several feet away from her, the fire reflected in his eyes.
 
        “Hades?” she whispered, unsettled under his intent gaze.
 
        “Please, Lord Hades... let me go home.” Why would he want her? People spoke of him fearfully and with good reason, but she couldn't think of what she had done. Surely Hades didn't take each soul personally? Being in what was apparently his bedroom was something that she knew was bringing it to a rather... personal level. Wasn't it? Had she angered him somehow? She remembered hearing a few of the nymphs speak about Hades, how he might very well be an eunuch for all the interest he showed in women. But she had never added anything to that conversation, and couldn't think of a time that she had ever said a disapproving word about him. Or any word of him at all.
 
        Hades felt his desire burn deep within, and was tempted to snatch her up and throw her on the bed so he could have his wicked way with her. But no. He sensed her fear and trepidation, and was wise enough to know better enough than start a relationship with his future Queen in an act of force. To her, he was a scary man who had torn her from the world she had known, and he was well aware of that fact.
 
        “I have not brought you here to hurt you. Nor are you dead as you must think.” He tried what he hoped was a friendly smile, to show her he meant no harm.
 
        “If I am not dead, then please take me back to the surface.” Suddenly, the memory of Cyane's shocked expression flashed through her mind. “Cyane! What did you do to her?” She was leaned against the arm of the sofa, and he took this to his advantage, placing his hands on the furniture, pinning her in with his arms.
 
        “I did not hurt or kill her. I only made sure she could not speak. I would not harm someone for being such a good friend to you, so I rewarded her with her life.” He let out a slow, measured sigh before he spoke again, “I can assure you that I would never punish someone for being so loyal to you.”
 
        “Really?” she asked with open skepticism. He nodded gravely.
 
        “You need not fear for her. She is unharmed, as you are and will remain so.”
 
        “I want to go home.”
 
        “No, I cannot take you back. Not after so long of needing you,” he said in a calm whisper, but she heard the heat behind his words.
 
        Kora did not miss the husky tone in his voice. Was that why she had been brought down here? To her shock, a slight warmth now pulsed between her legs, as if her body recognized its nighttime visitor. But the reality of the situation was unavoidable. She had been kidnapped and brought to the Land of the Dead by a man who apparently sought to... She shook her head, her eyes widening.
 
        “You cannot! No!” she whispered frantically, her heart pounding. Her eyes reflected her fright, the green fading back to reveal yellow and amber. He was struck by the beauty of the colors he saw, and regarded her in silence for a few moments. She shrunk back from his intent gaze, and looked away.
 
        “Uncle,” she whispered. He was her mother's brother, after all. Perhaps if she appealed to familial ties, she might be spared.
 
        “Hmm?” There was a naughty thrill in being called that by the object of his desire, and the Dark God smirked to himself. He could practically taste her fear, and reached up with one hand to stroke her arm, hoping that might soothe her. She cried out in alarm and jerked away from the touch. She escaped his embrace, her feet padding along the thick red rug as she looked for a door.
 
        After a couple of moments of feeling along the wall, she found it, but when she tried to open it – first a push, and then a firm pull of the heavy ring she found – she quickly found out that she was just as trapped as ever. She spun around to see him regarding her calmly, and she swallowed nervously.
 
        “I have needed you for so long.” He was a silhouette against the fire, making his presence seem all the more ominous. She wasn't sure whether to be relieved or worried that she couldn't see his face right now. Her vision had, for the most part, adjusted accordingly to its surroundings, but everything was still so dark to her.
 
        “Bringing a girl to a dark and dreary place is hardly a good way to gain her attention,” she replied, raising her chin and trying her best to appear brave.
 
        “Dark? Oh, I suppose that is only to be expected. Do forgive me, I should have taken that into consideration.” With that, he raised a hand, and the fire jumped up, filling the room with more light, to her relief. It was now like being in a room at twilight, where most things were bathed in a mixture of light and shadow. He raised his hands to unclasp his cloak, tossing it over the side of the divan casually. He had on a sleeveless ankle-length chiton with a plain black leather belt around his hips. When he turned she took a sharp intake of breath, seeing the clear evidence of his arousal under his clothing, silhouetted against the dancing flames.
 
        He smirked at her when she looked at the bulge and then up at his face, her cheeks warm from what she had just seen. Staring at her with that smirk of his, he reached down to rub the bulge, and when she was unable to stop the shiver that passed through her, his lips formed a lecherous grin.
 
        “No.” Her voice was soft but firm, and Kora raised her chin. God of the Dead or God of War, she wouldn't stand for having her body defiled. She would stand up for herself! She would not let herself be taken by this god, this devastatingly handsome and imposing deity... no, don't think like that! She swallowed and stepped back, but he stepped forward, his hand now at his side. His bare arms were muscled, his skin almost as pale as cream. He took another step towards her, and suddenly she felt those odd, satiny tendrils of shadow brushing against her ankles and calves.
 
        Oh, this was too much. Hades was different from Ares; he was obviously taking his time, though why he was, she could not fathom. Desire and need blazed from his eyes, and the bulge under the dark material filled her with both fear and fascination, and... ah! The satiny tendrils were at work again, and she danced away from them, inadvertently heading into the direction of the bed.
 
        “Do not think you can just take me and be done with it!” Her hazel eyes glinted, now fading from yellow to a bold green and blue, and it only served to arouse him all the more. Every bit of her skin that fell under the gentle assault of the shadowy tendrils was felt by him just as if he had been stroking her with his own fingers.
 
        “I will take you...” Hades replied matter-of-factly, but not in an unkind tone, “but... it will not be in haste, my beloved.” His tone promised pleasure at her surrender, and she shook her head. The backs of her knees hit the side of the bed and she fell onto it with a squeak and a bounce. That was all he needed. In an instant, he was upon her.
 
        “Please!” she cried out in terror, her heart pounding in fear of ravishment. Mother's warnings of rapists and enamored gods sped through her mind. “Let me go! I want to go home! Please!”
 
        “No, no, no. Please, do not be afraid. You will love it. I promise you, there will be no violation...”
 
        Kora frowned. Ares hadn't seen what he had tried to do as a violation, either! She tried to kick Hades off, and found her hands pinned over her head.
 
        “Listen to me.” His voice was suddenly more serious as he gave her wrists a firm squeeze. “You need to calm yourself and understand that I am not here to hurt you. Look at me.”
 
        Shuddering, she slowly turned her head to look up at him.
 
        “I would appreciate it if I were unrestrained.”
 
        “Fair enough.” To her shock, Hades relented, climbing off her. She sat up, placing one hand on the bedpost for support as she glared up at him.
 
        “I can understand that these new surroundings are different for you, but I promise that you have nothing to be afraid of.”
 
        “But you are the God of the Underworld.” She shivered. “I am not supposed to be down here... You took away my father...” Her eyes brimmed with tears. His hungry gaze turned to one of concern, and he sunk to his knees and took her hand into his.
 
        “No, no. When Lakhesis measures the threads of life, the destinies of humans are decided. I had nothing to do with your father's death any more than I would the life of anybody else. Your mother came down here, begging me to return him, but I could not. I do not take people. They all come to me.” His voice was gentle and kind, but not at all condescending, and it did reassure her a bit.
 
        “I did not come to you,” she reminded him. He smiled faintly before nodding and rising to his feet.
 
        “Would you feel better if I swore by the Styx?” he asked. She nodded. Making a promise by the river Styx was a vow that not even a god was allowed to break, and that was one of the few things about the world of the gods that Mother was willing to tell her.
 
        “I swear by the Styx that I did not bring you here so I could harm you, and I will never do so. I would never hurt or violate you. I did not bring you down here for a whim.”
 
        “But...” She gestured toward the obvious sign of his arousal. To her surprise, her nipples hardened as she was given the opportunity to notice just how... big it was. Why was she getting so damn excited about all of this? She should be yanking her legs away from the silken tongues that were lapping at her feet and ankles, yet here she was, feeling more aroused! His gaze held hers, and she found herself nearly lost in it before she felt a warm hand on her knee.
 
        “Have no fear,” Hades murmured, sliding his hand under her tunic and trailing his fingers along her inner thigh, feeling her tremble. She whimpered and looked away.
 
        “Look at me,” Hades' voice was firm, his palm now resting on his captive's inner thigh. When she did not comply, he sighed quietly.
 
        “I gave my word by the Styx, did I not?”
 
        This statement caused her to slowly turn her head to look at him, though he saw that she was reluctant to believe him.
 
        “Then what am I doing on your bed, with your hand up my skirt?”
 
        “There are many pleasures that can be given or shared. Just let me know what you enjoy, and what you don't like...” After all, there were countless opportunities for pleasure to be had and shared. Let her relax and become comfortable with him, and then her maidenhead would be given, not taken, and that would make it truly special. She was already aroused, much to his relief, but his statement was met with a blank stare.
 
        “But you do need to relax.”
 
        “Why should I?” she shot back.
 
        “Because it will be much more enjoyable for you if you do. Look. You are aroused.”
 
        Kora gave out a quiet gasp as she felt his finger run along her slit, and he brought up said finger for their inspection. It shone wetly in the light from the fire, and she blushed violently when he brought it to his lips, sucking on it.
 
        Unbidden, memories of past nights whispered to her from somewhere deep within, memories that she had never been sure of. Sometimes she felt that they were dreams, other times she wasn't so sure that such sensations had been spun out of her imagination. The feeling of being watched, the sensation of loving caresses along her body when she had never been with any man, or soothing whispers in her ears... Aidon...
 
        “It was you.” she murmured. Hades's caress had felt just like these caresses back then, though it was now much more intimate than the chaste touches she had been subject to.
 
        “It was me, what?” he asked, his movements relaxed and languorous though she sensed his tenseness and excitement. The desire was in his eyes – but it was different from the selfish lust that she had seen in Ares's face that time she was accosted in the grove. Unlike Ares's frightful gaze, Hades's desire made her feel pleasantly warm inside. She was still afraid, yes, but the blind terror she had felt at first was gone.
 
        Shadows slid up her arms and legs, pleasant-feeling against her skin and causing her to tremble. She was now much calmer and collected, wiggling slightly against the bonds that now had a gentle grip on her as Hades studied her.
 
        “Before. During the lonely nights. I thought someone was touching me, stroking my face or arms or hair, but there was no one in the room. And because of that, I was sure I was dreaming.”
 
        “You enjoyed these nights, did you not?”
 
        Kora blushed and looked away. Always she had enjoyed them. At first, she had been frightened, the first time she had come half-awake to gentle caresses that were not her mother's. Hades' hands had offered a sensuous but chaste touch, his fingers stroking her face or limbs, respectful of her and patient. Not like the violent coupling Ares would have forced her to endure had she not managed to do what she had done.
 
        “See, I told you that you had no need to be afraid. I would never hurt you. Ever.” Hades' voice was strong and firm. He could have been lying. But an innate sixth sense told Kora that he spoke only the truth. When his hand started stroking her thigh, she did not try to fight. The shadows that bound her even loosened a bit, allowing her more wiggle room.
 
        “Do you intend to have me?” she asked. Hades chuckled softly and shook his head.
 
        “Oh, I desire to have you... fully. But I will not force you into anything.”
 
        “I am glad you are not like... him,” she murmured. She didn't know why, but she knew that Hades was aware of what Ares had done.
 
        “Quite an effective punishment he received, though. Clever of your mother to come up with that.”
 
        “I...” She was about to explain what had happened, that it was her who ultimately prevented Ares from assaulting her. Her thoughts were interrupted as she gave out a soft gasp when her binds wiggled against her limbs.
 
        “Of course, I could not simply let that stand. He had refuge in his sleep, so I filled it with nightmares. I have seen his uncouth behavior for centuries and do hope he will learn some humility from it. But for him to have tried such a thing, and I had not been there to save you...” He frowned, his handsome features taking on regret.
 
        “... Oh. But Hades... but the fault was not yours.”
 
        “It was not yours, either,” Hades shot back firmly. So often, rapes were blamed on the woman for her 'provocative' behavior, even when said woman had acted appropriately or modestly, or had valiantly tried to flee or fight off the man. She let out a quiet sigh as she gazed up at him, seeing how badly he felt for something that had happened to her. Was he truly so concerned for her?
 
        “Can we not talk about such unpleasant matters?” she asked.
 
        “But of course. What would you have now? This?” His hand rubbed her inner thigh before she felt his thumb lightly press against the sensitive nub between her legs, hidden under its hood. Small frissons of pleasure coursed through her loins, and she let out a shaky exhale.
 
        “Please...” Her nipples were visible under the thin linen of her tunic, and she squirmed against her bonds.
 
        “You will love it.” he breathed, grasping the front of her dress in his strong hands, “You will know true pleasure.” He stared at her with half-lidded eyes, and her own eyes widened as she heard fabric tearing.
 
        “Wha... Oh!” She gasped in dismay as the light material easily tore apart between Hades's hands. What would she wear when he was done with her? She inhaled slowly as her body came in full view. Her nipples were pale pink, and she had just a few strands of soft, wispy hair above her slit, which was soft and pink and – yes, glistening! – Hades noted with pleasure. He did not bother to hide a grin of approval, and she looked away shyly as he eyed her arousal.
 
        Kora felt a drop of her own juices slide down the moist opening and along her perineum, causing her to shudder. She closed her eyes for a moment and whined out in mild dissent as she felt the tendrils tighten around her ankles, hoisting her legs into the air and spreading them wide, leaving her spread-eagled.
 
        The vision was divine, and Hades nearly came on the spot. How he longed to place his throbbing manhood in her right now. But no... now wasn't the time. Patience, Hades. You're not like the others. You know what is right. Tonight was just the start of what he knew would be an exciting relationship. She wiggled under his touch when he reached out to caress her outer labia, amazed at how soft that pale flesh was.
 
        He had pleasured himself before to various erotic mental images of her, but it went without saying that the real thing was much more satisfying.
 
        Kora shuddered again as she felt the languid caress of his fingers, and lightly chewed on her lower lip, wondering if she should be doing this.
 
        “Stop,” she whispered. The hand stroking her stilled before it drew away. When she looked up at him again, he did not look irritated, much to her relief. Her bonds also loosened, but she remained where she was.
 
        “Are you all right?” he asked gently. After a moment, she nodded slowly. He had stopped when she had said so, just like that, despite his obvious want. She let out a quiet sigh.
 
        “Would you like me to leave you alone?” Hades asked. He is willing to let me be, she mused.
 
        “No. Please... stay. And continue what you were doing,” When he tentatively placed his hand on her thigh, she remained relaxed, and nodded.
 
        “Are you comfortable?” he asked, wanting to make sure that he hadn't stretched her too far. The satin binds that circled her limbs stroked and massaged them.
 
        “Mhm,” she murmured. He smiled.
 
        “These do not bother you?” he asked, gesturing towards her restraints.
 
        “Mmm... could I have a bit more wiggle room?” she asked. He chuckled softly and nodded, the shadows acquiescing their grip accordingly. As she watched him, he lowered his head, running his tongue from the tip to the bottom of her slit, and then back up, drawing out a whimper. He smiled and started giving her firmer licks before he started wiggling his tongue in.
 
        “Oh!” Kora hissed softly, straining against her binds, pressing her heated nether-lips against his face as he ate her out with relish. He placed his hands at her sides, alternating between sucking on her clit and plunging into her with his tongue. He groaned softly, pressing himself against the foot of the bed, giving his aching manhood a modicum of relief.
 
        Kora tossed her head back, mewling as she felt the intense attention to her womanhood. She had never felt anything so pleasurable, and she gave out a soft groan when she felt a finger wiggle into her. The instant it pressed against a spongy spot deep within her, she saw stars explode behind her eyes and arched, her loins seeming to be on fire. When the licking, sucking, and this prodding of a secret place she didn't even know existed became too much, she arched again and cried out, rewarding him with her essence before slumping against her binds. Her head lolled against her arm as she gazed down at him with half-lidded eyes, lips curved up in a faint smile as she panted softly.
 
        Several loose strands of her hair framed her face, the ring of flowers she had around her head now lopsided. She shivered pleasurably as he licked her clean, his strokes long and slow as he lavished her quivering womanhood with his attentions, catching every last drop of her sweet juices.
 
        Finally, Hades raised his head to look down at her. She looked so lovely, the blush of pleasure on her cheeks and the half-lidded eyes, her nipples hardened, her chest rising and falling slowly. Mmm. He reached out with one hand to gently rub and tweak a nipple, causing her to wiggle around. The binds around her legs lapped at her inner thighs with their 'tongues', and he caught her gaze.
 
        He rose to his feet before starting to turn away.
 
        “Wait... are you leaving?” she asked. She even sounded scared at the thought of being left alone in this dark place without him.
 
        “No. I am just doing this...” With a half-smile, he undid his belt, letting it drop to the floor. His chiton came next, slid over his head and revealing a well-sculpted chest. Oh. This was nice. Kora definitely approved. Not skinny like Hermes or overly muscled like Ares, even though he was rather tall... what would these arms feel like around her? Was he the kind of man who would hold her? He stood there for a moment, letting her examine the upper half of his body.
 
        Even though her interactions with men had been severely limited by her mother, she had no doubt that Hades was an excellent male specimen. She noticed for the first time that his hair had a slight wave to it, and she couldn't help but think that the circle-beard Hades had chosen for his face had been a very wise choice. It displayed his angled jawline and...
 
        Oh, wait. I'm in the Underworld, bound by Hades's dark powers and laying here naked after being kidnapped by him, and here I am admiring him... Kora mentally scolded herself, but this scolding quickly stopped when he let his loincloth drop. Ah! Is it possible for a girl to be so excited at the sight of male passion? She had climaxed only a couple of minutes ago, and already she felt heat surge anew within her core, more intense than before.
 
        “Like what you see?” he asked. Was it just her imagination, or did she hear a hint of nervousness in his voice? He stared back at her evenly, and she would have been surprised to know that this was the first time he had ever been fully nude in front of someone else, even his former lovers.
 
        Kora shivered as she took in the finely-ridged muscles of his stomach. Honestly, Hades wasn't at all... hard on the eyes. Hard in her sight was a far more appropriate phrase for what she was seeing. Just below his navel a few black hairs trailed down, widening just before it connected with his pubic thatch. She knew it was called a treasure trail – she had overheard the nymphs titter about it before– and if Hades was the Lord of Wealth, he was rich, indeed. His 'treasure' was long and thick, smooth but for a few veins, the foreskin pulled back partially to show his swollen crown. Below that was his sac, which looked to her heavy with his essence. And his legs – what she could see of them from her position were long and powerful. Despite his nakedness, she noted that she didn't feel as afraid as she supposed she should be at the situation. Maybe it was from the pleasure he had just given her. She supposed she would figure it out later, right now she was simply enjoying herself too much...
 
        Distantly, she was aware of the fact that more tentacles snaked up her body, massaging her back, sides, and chest. She caught Hades's intent and pleased gaze. Wait a minute...
 
        “Hades?” she whispered. His eyes focused to meet hers.
 
        “Yes?”
 
        “These...” She motioned to the shadows the best she could, “Do you feel me through them?”
 
        She saw a flicker of surprise in his eyes before he smiled faintly in appreciation. “Indeed I do. Right now, I am aware of your body... all of it...” the shadows slithered along her body, and though odd, she couldn't call it unpleasant, “and anything else that I manipulate my shadows to handle.”
 
        “It must be an interesting Gift.”
 
        “And an enjoyable one.”
 
        “I can tell,” she replied dryly. He laughed before sitting down next to her, directing two of the tendrils to spiral along her breasts and squeeze them gently as they teased the nipples. Another tendril was now sliding up and down her slick opening, and she watched him stroke himself lightly. The mere sight of the Lord of the Dead manipulating himself while he was pleasuring her was almost too enjoyable.
 
        “Mercy. Please.” Kora writhed around as she was teased mercilessly, her cheeks becoming pink as her hips undulated under Hades's skillful manipulations. The god squeezed his shaft, knowing she was enraptured by the sight, and he smiled at her pleas.
 
        “Oh, but you like it, yes you do...” he coaxed, and she nodded shakily. She wiggled against the slithering sensations, making an erotic sight there on the soft bedspread. Was it possible for a person to lose his or her mind from so much pleasure? She squeezed her eyes shut for several moments before opening them and looking back at him. He was still pumping himself, and a bead of moisture had already formed at the tip. The attentions to her womanhood intensified, and now another tendril had already wiggled into her. She felt her walls clenching around it and then remembered with a bit of delight, that so did he. A while ago, she had explored herself and stuck a finger in there, feeling her slick channel clench around her fingers. Relax, clench, relax. Nobody had ever told her that such a muscle existed. But now she knew how to use it.
 
        Relax, clench, relax, and there was Hades, staring at her, groaning softly. Come on, take me already! she thought heatedly. Sure, she appreciated this foreplay and was curious about how it would feel... but oh, it was so big.
 
        As if he had sensed her trepidation, he did not offer or even suggest that they couple. The sensations all along her body intensified, and she wiggled around in frustration, tossing her head.
 
        “Hn! Ah! Ng... ooo.... oh!” She panted, now trying to break free of the bonds – not because she was hurt, but because she was so overwhelmed by the sensations – yet it seemed the more she struggled, the more intense Hades's attention became. Her clit was being teased and massaged firmly, and the tendril inside of her came to her hymen, stopping at the thin membrane. She felt the experimental prod and glanced at Hades curiously.
 
        “Like I promised... your maidenhead is yours to give.” He grinned at her, and she didn't know what it meant until she felt the tendril wiggle up the rest of her tunnel... Wait. How?
 
        The look of confusion in her eyes was priceless, and he gave her a reassuring smile. He had simply found the small opening in her hymen and guided his shadow through that – no pain, no tearing. Even now she was a virgin as the rest of her tunnel was filled up, her insides being rubbed by this clever use of his Gift. It wasn't as thick as his manhood, but when it wiggled around, she was assaulted with intense sensations that caused her to squeal softly. When she looked up her gaze locked with Hades's, and his intense stare seemed to suck her in, pulling her through the darkness.
 
        “Lord Hades,” She begged as the tendril ensconced deep within started to almost vibrate as it squirmed, sending her into a fresh fit of wiggling around. ”I... it is too much. Please.”
 
        “Too much? What do you want?” he asked, grinning devilishly as he ran his free hand along her face and throat, “Do you want it to stop rubbing your pretty little clit? Or do you want me to pull it out? Mm?”
 
        “Please. I...” she groaned softly. She hadn't orgasmed yet, and didn't want to be left bereft. Yet she found it overwhelming. Suddenly the tendril against her clit intensified its attentions.
 
        “Mercy. Oh, Hades. Please. I... need mercy.”
 
        He did not reply, and instead intensified the touches of the shadows as he gripped his shaft even more tightly.
 
        “You can take it, darling...you can take it...let the pleasure take over you, let it feed your passion...” he panted heavily as he felt his own pleasure peak, and a growl of delight escaped him as he came, ropes of pearly cum shooting through the air and landing on her chest and collarbone. A dribble of the last shot even landed on her chin, and she jerked upwards, gasping softly before she looked down at the warm substance that had just landed on her.
 
        Was it her imagination, or did this arouse her even more? She gazed up at him, and before she could contemplate anything else, the attention on her body intensified again. She screamed when she finally orgasmed before sobbing softly. Not from pain, but from being so overwhelmed by the pleasure. The nymphs, especially Cyane, had spoken of the pleasure that could be gained under a man's attentions, but oh gods...
 
        She sobbed tearlessly and tried to struggle, not to get away, but to touch her own body, to touch her surroundings, make sure this wasn't all a dream. He watched in intrigue as he felt the walls of her insides squeeze and clench, and saw her hands grasping the air, her wrists tugging against her binds.
 
        Her hands twisted and turned, the fingers curling and reaching gracefully towards him, and he let go of his manhood to touch them, squeezing them gently to reassure her. She calmed down and looked up at him. The attentions on her body came to a lull, the binds barely moving against her. She was glad for this small reprieve, though the one inside of was still wiggling around a bit. She was ready to surrender, to call it a night, whatever...
 
        “Mercy. Leave me alone, please.”
 
        “Are you sure?” Hades asked smoothly. “Do you not want another orgasm, my love? There is so much I can do for you... give you. You are mine,” he murmured, squeezing her hands again, rubbing his thumbs along the back of them to reassure her. Her body and tightness were so warm. He felt himself growing aroused again. It was going to be a long night... not that he minded.
 
        “I... I don't know,” Kora confessed. She was surprised at how kind and gentle he was being, even though the shadows were still paying attention to her. She whimpered as she felt her womanhood respond again, slowly starting its way to another orgasm. How long would Hades keep this up?
 
        Kora was to find that out quickly enough.
 
        She did not know how long Hades would pleasure her, but time no longer became a concern for her when his mouth, hands, and shadows traveled everywhere, exploring her and pleasuring her. Hours passed as orgasm after orgasm crashed down on her, pushed to the brink repeatedly with her captor's thorough attentions. She was drowning in a sea of pleasure, delight and release, and soon she was reduced to a mewling and breathless mess of feminine juices and anguished pleasure.
 
        “Ohhh! OHH! Nnnh! HADES!" She gasped, feeling yet another orgasm hit her. Oh, when would it stop? She was almost scared, was he just going to keep doing this forever? Would she die amidst this pleasure? Oh, the irony. If she died... well, she was already in the Land of the Dead. And then a hot, hungry tongue was lapping at her. Oh gods help her...
 
        “Mercy.” Her pleas were useless, of course, but Hades liked hearing them, and licked her clit more firmly – now he was pleasuring her with his mouth again. She was sweet, almost like honey, but with something darker and more tart, like a pomegranate. Suddenly, he stopped, and she gave out a low groan of frustration, left at the brink.
 
        He sat up and moved to her side, stroking her face as she looked up at him pleadingly, her blush so deep as to be almost red.
 
        “Nothing will happen that you do not want to,” Hades assured her. Kora tilted her head. For too long she had been coddled and treated like a little girl, no matter how many times she tried to prove to her mother that she wasn't. And here, she had a chance to... explore, to taste what had been forbidden to her. Though it seemed that Hades was doing most of the exploring... She let out a quiet sigh as he brushed loose strands of hair from her face, and she nuzzled his palm, grateful for the reprieve, though she knew that she would want him to resume his ministrations soon enough.
 
        As he sat there, she could not help but stare at his obvious arousal. He was bigger than Ares, and so much better-looking. She had seen male nakedness before, when she was much younger and she and her cousins would romp around in the pond or stream on hot days, innocent and uncaring of the differences between their bodies. Never had she imagined that the little things between her cousin's legs could ever come to look anything like this!
 
        He noticed where she was looking, and smiled faintly, leaning back a bit so she could see better.
 
        “It is so... different from what I have,” she whispered as she slowly looked up at his face.
 
        “Would it not be boring if everyone had the same thing?” he shot back. She let out a soft giggle before she reached for it, her bonds giving way to let her do so. He let out a low groan as she ran her fingers along the underside of his shaft, amazed at how... hard it felt. Despite his obvious need, Hades was patient as her hand trailed along the most private area of his body, squeezing the sac and stroking his weeping crown, rubbing her finger and thumb along the slickness of the little opening and causing him to tremble.
 
        Kora felt a surge of pride at the fact that he was responding like this to her touch.
 
        “I have to admit...” she murmured as she pumped him lightly, “given that you visited me at night before, I am surprised you did not ravish me when you had every opportunity to.”
 
        “Indeed. But I knew it would not be right to...” He tilted his head to one side, “take advantage. Such a deed would be a grave injustice to you. I would not be able to live with myself if I had resorted to... such a deed.”
 
        This frank admission touched her more than she would have expected it to, and she let out a soft, sweet sigh.
 
        “My brethren say that I have a heart of ice. But around you, it is warm.” His gaze was open and intent, causing a flush to pass through her, reminding her of her arousal and how she had been left so close to a climax...
 
        “Your words are sweet, but right now I long for something else...” Her grip tightened. “I was so close, and you stopped suddenly...”
 
        “You were begging for mercy,” he reminded her with a faint smirk.
 
        “And you actually listened?” she teased back before withdrawing her hand and tasting the droplet of male essence. It was slightly saline, but not unpleasant, and the sight of her actions caused Hades's manhood to throb afresh.
 
        He maneuvered himself carefully as he climbed on top of her. His position caused him to hover over her, his erection dangling over her face. She couldn't help but lick at the tip of his manhood, sucking it into her mouth and letting it go with a wet noise. Hades let out a soft exclamation of surprise and pleasure, and lowered himself slightly. Her forwardness delighted him, and he let out a low groan when he felt her nimble tongue swirling around him, her other hand now straining against its bonds to caress his sac. Mmm. He obliged, rewarded by the feeling of her hands gently cupping it and stroking and pumping his shaft as she teased him with her mouth.
 
        Kora hissed softly as she felt Hades suck and nibble her clit, making her orgasm again.
 
       “Mmmnh! H...Haaaaa....ha...hhha...” She couldn't form words like she wanted, not when he was flicking his tongue like that, oh Gaea preserve her... She was so caught up in the pleasure as well as the hard flesh in her mouth, but when it popped from her mouth, she mewled out his name, and that was enough to elicit another orgasm from the god, who growled into her moist core. His cum shot out into her mouth, onto her chin and neck, and she shuddered and turned her head away out of instinct, feeling more warm liquid splatter on her cheek.
 
        She flicked out her tongue to taste the drops that had landed on her lips even as she pumped him languidly. She swallowed what was in her mouth as she rubbed his balls before he climbed off her and settled at her side. He stared lazily down at her.
 
       “Nnh... Hades. Let me... rest. Please.” She was trembling almost violently, her inner lips soft and puffy from all the attention and orgasms. At this plea, he decided to give her the mercy she desired – and obviously needed – so the tendrils dissipated into nothingness. Now free, she simply lay there, panting for breath, conscious of how wet she was, both her intimate regions and between the cheeks of her rear end, where juices had leaked down. She shuddered, eyes rolling back. Within a moment, she felt the rim of a cup pressed to her lips. Instinctively, she drew her head away, not wanting to swallow an unknown substance.
 
        “It is just water,” she heard him say. Hesitantly, she parted her lips, ready to clamp them shut. Cool water trickled down her tongue, and she opened her mouth a little more.
 
        “Yes, just drink it. I thought you would like that. Does that not feel nice?” he asked. She nodded.
 
        “Why... why did you bring me down here? Why was I chosen for this?” she asked softly as he sat up, looking handsome, his thick black hair framing his face. His penis, even soft, was an impressive sight, and she stared at it for a moment before looking back up at him. She tried to sit up, making a valiant effort, but flopped back down in surrender. She simply had no more strength. “I... can't move,” she muttered in frustration at her helplessness.
 
        Was that good or bad? Was she hurt in a way she didn't know? She had never been able to not move before, and was entirely unused to the sensation of... utter exhaustion.
 
        “You will be fine with rest. Until then, sleep as long as you need to.” His smile was affectionate and caring, which was quite the contrast to the sensual leers and hungry grins he had given her before. “I will attend to...this.” He pulled a soft black cloth from some hidden place and wiped the mess from her face, throat and chest. He took pleasure in the idea that he was wiping his own juices from her body. He completed his task by wiping away the dampness between her legs, grasping an ankle and lifting her leg as she did so. Satisfied, he held out the towel for a shadow to whisk away.
 
        “Please tell me. Why me?” she asked softly as he scooped her up in one arm so he could prepare the bed. He did not answer until he lay her down with a pillow under her head and pulled up the comforter, surrounding her in soft velvet. He leaned in, breath warm against her ear.
 
        “Because I love you, Persephone...” The words were so lovingly uttered and she was so tired...there was no way she could respond, so weakened by this pleasured state. Her entire body still tingled warmly from what he had done. Persephone? Somehow the sound of the name suited her, so she didn't argue and say her name was Kora. Everything felt too right, now, to argue or speak, and the warmth enfolded her body so comfortingly. She gazed up at him, and him back at her before she closed her eyes.
 
        Hades let out a quiet sigh of relief as he settled down on the bed, leaning his head against the headboard. He stroked her cheek and hair softly, knowing that first thing when she woke up she would need a nice hot bath and something warm to wear. So far she seemed to be taking everything well, which thrilled him. Idly he lifted the ring of flowers from her hair, ignoring the few petals scattered along the bedspread. The poor crown of flowers was now disheveled from her thrashing around, and looked as if it had been tossed and kicked around a few times. Oh well. He had one of his shades discard her old dress and the flowers, for there were many new ones for her to choose from, and let her doze as he lay next to her, simply basking in her presence as he listened to the faint sound of her breathing.
 
        He almost could not believe it. He had waited for so long. He had been so patient. How many times had he cautioned himself to wait until the right time? And now, finally, here she was. He stroked her forehead before running his fingers along her hair, smiling when the young goddess snuggled closer, curling up loosely against his side as she slept.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter XIII
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        It was not until the sun started to set that Demeter worried about her daughter. Kora was always in the house, or at least within her mother's sight before night-time.
 
        But the Harvest Goddess decided to be patient. She could simply be playing a game of tag with some of the nymphs, or taking one of her solitary walks. After all, like Kora had said in the past, she didn't go looking for trouble. The sun went down, leaving the thin waxing crescent visible for a couple of hours before the moon too disappeared beyond the horizon. Demeter could not sleep until her daughter was safe in bed, and strode out of the house. Her sharp calls roused the nymphs nearest her, but word rippled through the forest in no time as one nymph after another reported that they had not seen Kora since early afternoon. The night seemed to stretch on for Demeter. As the sun rose, she felt her worry grow into horror. There was no reason for her daughter to be gone! Her daughter knew better than to stay out all night and cause her mother to worry!
 
        Demeter's mind was already at work, trying to think what could have happened. Had Ares decided to take his revenge on Kora, or taken her in an attempt to force her to reverse the spell? She wouldn't put it past him, and fervently hoped that that wasn't true. Damn Ares. If he actually had something to do with this... The dark frown on her face almost caused the nymph tentatively approaching her to turn away. But all of the nymphs knew how much Demeter loved her only child. No nymph excluded herself from the search, especially knowing that Demeter would notice such absences. Even the few wild-haired Oreades that lived on Mount Etna had joined in, but the search along the rocky slopes was in vain. The Aurai nymphs did not find anything as they blew through the island.
 
        “Goddess?” the nymph murmured. Demeter's face softened slightly as she looked down at the willowy Dryad.
 
        “Yes?”
 
        “All of the nymphs are accounted for but one. Cyane's pond is empty.”
 
        “No trace of her is to be found?”
 
        “The entire island has been searched. Your daughter and Cyane remain missing.”
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        As the other nymphs reported, the spring where Cyane was usually found was devoid of any signs of the water-goddess. The surface was placid, the ripples quiet and gentle, almost like soft folds of satin. The surroundings were silent, without even the call of a bird to penetrate the ominous silence. The Goddess looked up from her own reflection to see something across the pond, barely visible through the long, swaying grass by the water's edge.
 
        It was Kora's girdle, a dark rose-pink sash that had somehow worked its way from her daughter's middle... and just how did it become lost from its owner?
 
        “Cyane?” Demeter called. Suddenly, the water rippled with more energy than before, and this gentle churning of the water made her think of someone making a great effort to speak. The fact that Cyane wasn't appearing in her human form was indication enough that there was a problem.
 
        “What happened?” she asked. The water rippled more violently, and the goddess leaned down, hoping to make something out of the rippling. Why did Cyane not reveal herself? Had she been witness to some awful thing that had happened to Kora and been horrified into silence?
 
        Understanding the Demeter's effort to hear or see her, Cyane screamed, at least to the best of her abilities. She no longer had a human form; Hades had taken it from her so she could not speak in a human voice. She wondered if that was a blessing – the Dark God could have simply destroyed her outright. In her mind, all the words were there – how she had seen her friend crying for help, the tall, dark god closing in on her, and Hades taking Kora below.
 
        How did one without a voice convey that?
 
        Taken... taken... taken!
 
        “Where is my daughter?” Demeter asked frantically.
 
        Down... down...down!
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        Warmth and softness surrounded Persephone as she slowly came to. Her hand slid along her pillow, taking in the plush sensation that linen was entirely lacking. The mat beneath her was softer than anything she had ever felt, though it was also pleasantly firm, and she rolled over onto her back with a soft groan. When she opened her eyes, she couldn't even see the ceiling as it was obscured in shadows. The fire was burning low now, but she was able to make out the outline of her surroundings. Wait, how had she gotten here? This wasn't her mother's house!
 
        She lay there, feeling the weight of the comforter on top of her, and the softness of the material that rubbed against her naked body when she moved... Naked? With wide eyes, she carefully lifted the blanket and... yes, indeed, she didn't have one stitch of clothing on!
 
        There was a faint tingling between her legs, and she remembered hands and lips exploring her body and... 
 
        “Oh!” she exclaimed softly at these memories and whipped around to look before she fixed on Hades. He was reclined on the divan with a soft, loose dark robe wrapped around his form. The opening of the robe plunged down to his navel, revealing a nice glimpse of his bare chest. His hair was combed back loosely, and she wondered at how different he looked now that he was dressed casually. At their first meeting on Olympus and then the day before, he had been dressed so regally.
 
        “Are you well?” he asked, wanting to make sure that her cry of alarm didn't signal a larger problem.
 
        “I... Yes. I was just... “ She looked around again, “It almost seems as if this is all a dream...” She wiggled over to the edge of the bed, trying to stand up even as she held the sheet to herself to maintain what she could of her modesty. She didn't have quite the energy yet though to stand right away and simply sat there, blushing as she remembered the things he had done to her, and how she had enjoyed it all. How had she succumbed to Hades so easily?
 
        After several more long moments of contemplation, Persephone was finally able to pull herself up, the sheet now taut against the right side of her body. She wobbled for just a moment as she wondered what she could – or should say.
 
        “I... “ she paused. What was she going to say to Hades? Hmm. There were a few questions she needed to ask, and she plucked one out of her thoughts.
 
        “Will you be sending me back home now?” she asked hesitantly. He glanced at her for several moments before lifting his arm from the seat. He sat straight as he rested his hands on his knees.
 
        “Do you really want to go back to your mother?” he asked dryly.
 
        “I want to go home,” she said simply, ignoring his tone. This was the Land of the Dead, after all! Already, now that she wasn't lost in pleasure, the reality of what had happened was now sinking in. She felt her stomach twist at the expression she saw on his face – did he mean to keep her down here?
 
        “Really, now?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. She stared at him levelly and nodded.
 
        “Of course. You kidnapped me and brought me down here and ravished me!” she protested.
 
        “You enjoyed it,” he reminded her, smirking as he noted the angry blush on her cheeks. She pouted huffily, looking so adorable he almost smiled outright.
 
        “That is not the point! I... I did not consent to be brought down here!” she exclaimed softly. “My mother will not let you keep me down here. This is the Land of the Dead.”
 
        She squirmed around as she felt the slight dampness between her legs, evidence of what the Dark God had done to her despite his attempt to clean her. Her cheeks pinkened further as she remembered how she had asked for more of his touch, hissing words of encouragement as his lips and hands explored her body, holding her close.
 
        “Are you not going to answer me, Uncle?” she challenged.
 
        “You cannot tell me you did not enjoy your time with me...” His eyes moved along her sheet-covered body, admiring the way the sinuous material held to her slight curves.
 
        “I am a little sore between my legs,” she murmured, thinking of how he had used his fingers and Gift, “And sticky too. And you ruined my dress. I am not going to walk around naked, you know. And I cannot go home naked either,” Persephone said with a pout.
 
        “You will be given clothes, my darling. But before that, I am sure that we both can agree that a bath is what you need right now, yes? To take care of that... stickiness.”
 
        “You caused it,” Persephone replied, squirming as she felt the slickness of her private flesh.
 
        “So I did. But there is no need to worry.” He grinned as he rose from his seat. How tempted he was to rip that sheet off her body, and push her to pleasure again and again. Oh gods, if he was constantly occupied with that kind of thing, he'd never get anything done!
 
        Patience, Hades. Don't overwhelm her... or yourself. He shook his head, taking a deep breath before he approached her. His hand reached out to toy with a lock of her hair, wrapping it around her finger as he studied her.
 
        “If you are ready, would you like to go and bathe?” he asked. She noticed how he asked her if she wanted to take a bath – rather than telling her, like her mother did. And she liked that. A lot.
 
        “Lord Hades?”
 
        “There is no need to be so formal in the privacy of our apartments,” he replied.
 
        “... Our?” She glanced around with curiosity.
 
        “Certainly. Why should I keep you in a separate bed, when I can have you here every night?” he asked, patting the soft bedspread, seeing her shiver at the thought. “Now, you had a question?”
 
        “My name... you keep calling me Persephone. Perhaps you have me confused with someone else?” she asked almost shyly. He shook his head.
 
        “No. The name your mother gave you... it did not suit you.”
 
        “My parents gave me that name for a reason, and it was my father that suggested it,” she replied defensively, her eyes glinting with indignation. He had seemed nice by giving her a choice about the bath, but now he was expecting her to just... accept a new name! Mother had told her of how when she was born, they hadn't been able to decide on a name until Father had suggested Kore, and liking that, they had changed it just a bit to make it more unique before handing it to their daughter. Persephone wasn't an ugly name, but she wasn't going to just take it because someone thought her old name wasn't good enough. Of all the nerve!
 
        “Your father chose a nice name,” Hades replied. Persephone had been expecting to hear him talk placatingly, like Mother did when she tried to calm her daughter. But the Dark God offered no such condescension, and he spoke matter-of-factly. “It suited you well before. But things are different now. Kore, it means girl. Do you wish to remain a girl forever?” he asked. The goddess looked down at her own body, stunted in its growth by her mother, and frustration and resentment at Demeter's smothering sprung anew.
 
        “No!” she murmured fiercely. He smiled faintly.
 
        “I want my bath,” she added, her tone bordering on petulant as she pondered her situation.
 
        “As you wish, my lady.” There was that... my lady. It pleased her. It made her feel all grown-up. Of course, certain grown-up things had also gone on last night, but this was different. The sheet was tugged away and she instinctively covered her private parts with her hands.
 
        “Relax. There is nobody else here. None are permitted to enter my inner sanctum.”
 
        “Do you clean this place yourself, then?” she could not help but ask.
 
        “None are permitted to enter... without my specific command.”
 
        “How specific?” she asked. He smiled.
 
        “Do I ask too many questions?” she asked, blushing just a bit.
 
        “No. I like a curious mind. It is nice having someone to talk with. And no one comes in here until they have been called for, and given a task. You will find that the Palace is quiet and private,” he explained as he tugged open the door. It opened into what she figured was the central room of his apartment, large and circular in design, with a vaulted ceiling that seemed to open into a starry night – the reality was that diamonds had been placed up there – and there was that ever-present black marble. Across the room an even larger fireplace than the one in Hades's room sat, unlit for the moment. The drapes were open, illuminating the room with a gray but clear light, highlighting the table and plush furniture. Opposite from the full-length windows was a thick and heavy door. But there were a few smaller ones matching the one they had just gone through.
 
        Hades pushed the door that had been sitting ajar, revealing a room with a black-and-white tiled floor and a large tub set in the floor, white and various shades of green and blue tiles making up its sides and bottom in a graceful design much like the currents of water. The tiles were made of various gemstones – emerald, lapis, aquamarine, blue topaz, and jade – and any king would have been envious of such a lavishly decorated tub. Steam rose from it welcomingly, and Persephone's eyes widened.
 
        She was used to cool water, having played and bathed in it all her life. During the winter, Demeter would warm the bathwater brought into the house from the snow outside, but she had never experienced the pleasure of a hot-water bath. She touched one toe to the water, pulled it back with a quiet gasp.
 
        “Is something wrong?” he inquired as he glanced at her.
 
        “Should the water be steaming like that?” she asked. He smiled and stripped himself of his robe within a moment, stepping into the water without hesitation and letting out a groan of appreciation.
 
        “Come here and discover the delights of a hot bath.” He held out his hand to her. She stared at him for a moment before leaning down to take that hand. There was something about the coaxing tone that led her to trust him, and her trust wasn't misplaced. He was patient, letting her dip her toe again before trying her foot. After a few seconds, the heat on her foot was actually pleasant, so she nodded and let him gently tug her in. A soft coo of delight escaped her lips as she settled in, letting the heat envelop her, giving her refuge from that subtle cold that seemed to be everywhere.
 
        She let her head loll back against the edge.
 
        “Close your eyes and relax,” she heard him murmur. Acquiescently, she nodded, feeling water and bubbles push against her back from one of the myriad openings in the tiles, making for an unexpected but not unwelcome surprise. She shifted a bit to center it on her back and took a deep breath. As she lost herself in the heat, Hades studied her relaxed expression. It was even almost contemplative.
 
        He idly rubbed his hands along his body rather than use a sponge, letting the churning and eddying water do the rest of the work. When he was done, he pulled her into his lap, hearing her squeak of surprise. But when his hands started to rub against her body gently, she realized what he was doing. His hands were large and strong, and she surrendered, feeling firm strokes to her arms and legs. She slumped against him, facing the Dark God as his hands kneaded her back, causing her to arch against them. His hands slid to the juncture between her legs, but she was compliant as he cleaned this final part of her anatomy. At least she wasn't 'sticky' anymore, but from the glint of desire in his eyes, she knew she wouldn't stay clean and pristine for too long. And damnit, but she was actually looking forward to what he might think of next! What would it feel like to... actually join with him? She blushed at the thought. She should be demanding safe return to the Upper World right now, but... at this point, she couldn't muster the willpower to care.
 
        As if having a mind of their own, her hands slid up his arms and to his chest, feeling the powerful muscles coiled under the pale skin. She stilled, feeling his heartbeat, and glanced up at him shyly.
 
        “Go on. Please explore,” Hades encouraged. Her fingers slid along his shoulders and down his arms, squeezing the biceps and feeling a surge of feminine adoration at this sign of such... exemplary masculinity. When she touched the hands resting at her sides, she let her own slide back up his arms and along his neck before she cupped his face. Her fingers slid along his smooth and strong jawline until they came to his neatly-trimmed beard. Persephone led her index finger along that dark circle that framed a pair of strong and refined lips. These lips formed a smile before Hades turned his head to press these lips to her finger.
 
        He felt her faint tremble at this light kiss, and stared at her own lips – soft and pink, slightly parted. These were lips that were practically begging to be kissed, but if he kissed her here, who knew what would ensue. Even right now, his desire for her burned deep within, and it took all his willpower to remain collected as he sat there, letting her idly explore the upper half of his body. Persephone was careful to not let her hands travel too far down.
 
        When she was lifted out of the tub, goosebumps formed on her skin as the cool air surrounded her, and she whimpered softly before she found a thick and warm black towel rubbed against her body. His ministrations were chaste and even reverent, but he did linger on her chest, rubbing it gently with the towel.
 
        She pressed upward into his hands, holding onto his wrists as she stared up at him. Noting this, he rubbed a bit more before pulling away, not wishing for her to fall too deeply into pleasure.
 
        “Do you mind if I choose a gown for you?” he asked. She shrugged, curious as to see what he would offer her. She was led back into the bedroom to stand in front of the mirror before he waved his arm. Shades appeared, seeming like people made of smoke, with dark green material in their grasp.
 
        It was deep emerald, of the same fabric that she had slept on the night before. The shades quickly attended her, pinning the chiton up faster than she could have ever managed to.
 
        He guided her to turn around so that she faced the mirror. It was an elegant and modestly cut gown, with the soft material covering her arms just past the elbow, held up by tiny emerald-and-silver pins which glinted here and there along her shoulder and along the top of her arms. The dark but intense color of the material complemented the color of her eyes, and she was stunned with how... dignified she looked. The clothes Mother had given her were all more appropriate for younger children, but this dress made her feel so... grown-up, even lending a couple of years to her appearance.
 
        She was so lost in studying herself that she did not notice him leave her side. Hades approached her, now clothed in an ankle-length chiton and a matching himation of black and midnight blue, his arms left uncovered but for where the wrap draped, and he wore no jewelry.
 
        She realized with a small shock that his eyes weren't black as she had thought, but a deep, dark blue... why hadn't she noticed that before? She was a couple of heads shorter than him, so seeing them together in the mirror had a dramatic effect.
 
        Persephone looked up at him, entranced by his eyes. She blushed and looked down before she noticed something in his left hand, a shining object that had previously been out of view. He placed it around just above her hips, and as she looked in the mirror, she realized it was an exquisitely-crafted girdle. It was silver, set with emeralds the size of her fingernails. She ran her fingers along it as Hades clasped the ends together, and the band weighed lightly on her hips.
 
        “What is this material?” she asked, rubbing her hip.
 
        “Silk,” he replied. She repeated the foreign-sounding word softly. In Hellas, the staple materials were wool and linen. Linen came in varying thicknesses, suited for various functions and seasons. There was also leather, though that was used more for footwear, armor, and accessories rather than clothing.
 
        “I have never heard of it. Where does it come from?” What kind of plant could produce such a soft and lovely material?
 
        “It comes from a land that lies thousands of miles to the East, the Land of Chin. They spin the material from the cocoons of worms.”
 
        “Worms?” she asked with a small wrinkle of her nose, tilting her head in curiosity.
 
        “Worms,” he repeated with a smile. “Sounds strange, I know. But these must be some magnificent worms, to make such as this. And you look good in it.” He smiled.
 
        Her heart fluttered as she studied their reflections again. Oh gods, Hades looked so damn handsome. She noticed that he had a crown, a silver band set with the same jewels that adorned his belt. His hair framed his face loosely, and her heart did a little pitter-patter dance within her chest as she thought of what lay under his robes. Why didn't he have a wife already? She paused and frowned at the thought. Did he bring other maidens down here?
 
        She backed away from him, shaking her mind free of the enjoyment she had found at all of Hades's gestures. Mother would be so worried. The nymphs must be looking for her too. Would Mother think that Ares had come back despite her warnings? What was happening on the surface?
 
        “I thank you for this beautiful clothing. You have a very lovely home and you are obviously a kind host, but I cannot stay...” she murmured. Hades frowned as he saw this uncertainty, and moved forward, his hand reaching out to cup her cheek.
 
        “Persephone. Do you think I am letting you go?” His tone was calm.
 
        “Well... you certainly cannot keep me down here,” she replied. All around her, the absence of the warmth that came from life was disconcerting to her, having been surrounded by it all her life.
 
        “Says who?”
 
        “Me!” Persephone retorted, raising her chin. “This is not a game. I do not know how many maidens you have brought down here, but...” She was cut off by an incredulous laugh.
 
        “Do you see any other maidens here?”
 
        “No, my lord. But then, what have I seen but three rooms in your entire Kingdom?”
 
        “Fair enough. But I assure you, you have no absolutely no competition in receiving my attentions, nor would you ever. How many women can claim such a privilege?” he asked. My mother, Persephone thought. Even if Father did die...
 
        “Well... that certainly is nice...” Persephone replied, understanding that a loyal man was a treasure to be cherished. “But... I mean, this is the Underworld. No offense, but I cannot stay here. And my mother will be worried about me.”
 
        “You stay here,” he replied firmly. She frowned and shook her head.
 
        “If you were able to visit me up there, then why drag me down here, anyway?” she argued.
 
        “Ah, only if it were that simple. But that was my courtship.”
 
        “Courtship?” Persephone asked incredulously. “I... all right, look, these visits were enjoyable, yes. But be honest...”
 
        “Yes, be honest, would your mother have allowed me to come courting proper?”
 
        “... Well. No.” She looked down.
 
        “See. I do apologize for frightening you yesterday. You are here, safe and comfortable. But I guess you must be hungry, hm? Oh, before we go, look down,” he said. She looked down again and gasped softly when she saw sandals made of black leather, delicate but strong. They were held by wispy fingers. She stepped into them, pleased and surprised to discover that it was a good fit after the shades tied them up.
 
        “I accept your apology, but...” Was it just her, or was he cleverly avoiding the subject? Unease churned deep within her stomach, and she swallowed. He couldn't be planning to keep her down here forever, could he? The thought of never seeing the sunlight again was a prospect that truly terrified her. She was about to continue her protest, but Hades had already disappeared through the door. With a frown, she went after him, feeling the soft rustle of her skirt and the brush of the sinuous material against her legs.
 
        She stilled as she saw shadows moving around the table, setting down various dishes and foods. They were silent and efficient in their task, and moved around and even through one another. Some were tinted gray, others purple or perhaps even blue. The difference in colors was barely distinguishable, and before she could try to count them, they disappeared, leaving the table perfectly set for two.
 
        Most of the items she saw on the table were things she could identify, but there were quite a few exotic dishes that she had never seen before. Her menu had been limited to what grew on the island, consisting mainly of fruits and vegetables, but with some grain and goat-milk and cheese, and of course, honey along with the herbs that grew naturally in the forest and valley. Various scents – familiar and unfamiliar – tickled her nose, and she approached the table slowly, mindful of the rumblings of her empty stomach. Before she knew it, she sat down, relaxing on the cushion and stretching out a bit as Hades settled down at the other end, his knee almost touching hers. He reached out and grabbed the flask of wine, pouring it out into two goblets before he put several things on a plate, offering it to her. She glanced at the plate, finding its contents rather appetizing... Mmm.
 
        Without thinking, she reached for a stuffed olive before her mother's words rang in her ears. Do not eat the food of the dead, for then you will be one of them. She would never see the sunlight, or the blue skies, or feel the warm earth. She would never see her mother or friends again. She would never see another living person. The thought that struck her so violently she gasped and jerked back from the plate. Hades tried to not show too much surprise at her reaction, and picked up the piece of pita bread he had put on her plate.
 
        “What is the matter? Is there anything that does not please you? I can always have something different sent up...” he asked before biting the bread, making a soft sound of approval.
 
        “As always, the bread is delicious, fresh from the oven,” he offered. The faint scent of garlic and some other spice wafted up from the bread, tantalizing her senses. No. I mustn't. She stared at the food for a moment in shock, then up at him, her eyes wide.
 
        “I... I must not!” she replied so vehemently that he was taken aback. Did she know...? He frowned slightly. If she knew and was afraid to eat... Damn Demeter. What were the chances that she would think to warn her daughter about the food down here?
 
        She rose from the sofa, backing away from the food set before her as she shook her head, her heart pounding as she glanced at him. She saw a flicker of disappointment and sadness in his eyes.
 
        “The food will not hurt you.” Hades smiled encouragingly. “See, I am eating it. Would you come and sit with me? I will feed you if you like.” His voice was smooth and tempting, and he was gratified to see her blush a bit. All she had to do was eat one bite, just one bite – even a nibble – and she would be tied to this realm forever.
 
        “I cannot! If I do, I will never be able to return to the land of the living.”
 
        “So?” he asked, deliberately keeping his face and tone calm.
 
        “...So! You... you do not really intend to keep me down here? I will stay for as long as I amuse you, and when I go back, I will not speak ill of you,” Persephone offered, hoping to strike a bargain.
 
        “Who said I would tire of your company?”
 
        She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion and disbelief. Surely, he couldn't mean... She gasped softly as he rose from his seat, his shoulders squared. He made for an impressive sight, strong and regal, flashes from the fire reflecting off his polished crown.
 
        “Understand this, Persephone. I did not bring you here down for a mere tryst.”
 
        “Oh? And what was it last night? A simple meet and greet?”
 
        “See there, that is one of the reasons I chose you. You are intelligent and spirited.”
 
        “Oh... well, thank you. I appreciate that, but...” She paused, flustered at this unexpected praise. She had been praised for being pretty, or having a lovely voice, or for making plants grow. But nobody had ever encouraged or praised her intelligence. It felt nice... wait a minute. He was distracting her again!
 
        “What we did last night was pleasurable, yes. But you are here to warm more than my bed. You... are here to be my mate... my Queen.”
 
        Persephone could not speak for a moment. Brought down here to be his lover, sure, but... Queen?
 
        “As Zeus has Hera to rule the skies with and Poseidon has Amphitrite to ride the waves with, so now I will have a consort at my side,” he declared, as if announcing this to the entire Underworld itself. She took a step back, shaking her head.
 
        “No. You cannot! Take me home!”
 
        Hades reached out to grasp her shoulder, staring down at her firmly.
 
        “I cannot let you go. I have wanted you ever since I first met you. I have waited for so long to bring you down here. It is at my side that you shall remain.” His tone was dark, bearing all seriousness, and his gaze kept her rooted to the spot. She felt her pulse drum a steady beat through her veins as a slight wave of dizziness hit her. Mother. Cyane. The sunshine...
 
        Unbidden, she felt tears fight to break free. Calm down. You're intelligent, just like Hades said. You'll figure something out. Just don't cry in front of him... She felt the pad of his thumb rub against her cheek gently, and started shaking her head, trying to fight the panic that was clawing at her insides. She couldn't be the wife of the Lord of the Dead! It seemed impossible!
 
        “No, no, no. Please.” Persephone tried to sound calm, not wishing to give him the satisfaction of seeing her fear. His eyes narrowed at her statement.
 
        “Understand this, my lady. I have never brought anyone down here. You are the only one I would ever have at my side,” he explained, hoping that she would at least feel honored. He didn't like the panic and fear he saw in her eyes. Was staying with him truly a loathsome prospect? His expression softened as he tried to reassure her.
 
        “Give my world a chance. There are many things to see and do, and you will be kept in comfort.” He raised his hand, waving to the doorway that led to the bedroom before he gestured to her, to the beautiful gown she was wearing. “You have nothing to fear. Am I a cruel master?”
 
        Well, nothing he had done so far could be called cruel. Except for kidnapping her and imprisoning her down here, telling her that she would never go back to the surface... it was clear that his mind was made up, but Gaea be damned if she would just submit!
 
        “If you do not intend to let me go back home...”
 
        “Just one thing to remember,” Hades cut in gently, “This is now your home.”
 
        “It is not. But if I am not allowed to go back home, what is there to do down here?”
 
        “More than you would think. Yes, the Underworld houses the souls of the dead. But it is more than that, more than anyone on the surface would ever suspect. What you have heard from your mother, nymphs, or the mortals you grew up with is merely part of my realm. Do you think I would be happy down here if there were nothing but dead souls?”
 
        “Well, everyone says how gloomy you are, how your heart is as dark as your realm. No one who has ever said anything about you said you were a benevolent god,” she offered respectfully. He shrugged. People saw him as drab and gloomy, and that suited him just fine. Let Apollo have the dazzling smiles and radiant presence, the Lord of the Underworld didn't give a damn about being popular. Let the gods think his realm was a dreadful place. And it would have been to Zeus or Poseidon if either of them had become its ruler. But the mysteries of Dis suited him, and he knew this was where he belonged.
 
        “The opinions of the surface world matters not. Here you are Queen.”
 
        “... Of dead souls.” she replied flatly.
 
        “And more. You have only seen a small part of my Palace. Out there is a world for you to explore.”
 
        “I cannot stay.”
 
        “Why?”
 
        “Look around you! This place might suit you well, but it is so.... different. There is no... warmth,” she replied plaintively. A mortal overhearing her would have thought she was merely speaking of the temperature of the air, but Hades understood that she meant the lifeforce that flowed along the earth. There were many things he could give her, but this was one situation he was unable to remedy.
 
        “You will get used to it.”
 
        Persephone threw her hands in the air and sputtered angrily. First, her mother had dictated her life, taking her from a familiar and loved place to live on an island, cut off from the world. And now Hades was making these decisions, deciding where she would stay and who she would be with.
 
        “I am not letting you just decide my life like that! Nobody has ever asked me what I wanted to do in my life!”
 
        “Persephone...” Hades started, trying to placate her.
 
        “You bring me down here and tell me I am to be your wife when I was never asked about any of this! You even give me a completely different name! And tell me I cannot ever leave! Is my life not my own?” Her cheeks were pink with anger and frustration.
 
        Hades let out a low sigh. He hated to admit it, but he did see her point. But then, here she would be treated like a woman. Not a little girl. She would have freedom here that her mother never granted her. There were many things to do for an inquisitive mind like the kind that she – and he – possessed.
 
        “This place is better for you than the one above. You will see,” he replied with confidence.
 
        “Do not presume to tell me what is good for me!” she flared back.
 
        “Well, you will see more of the Kingdom when I show you around.” Seeing her scowl, he shook his head slowly. “I know you are upset, but remember the enjoyment you had last night.”
 
        Her cheeks pinkened more, but for a different reason altogether. Thoughts of him lavishing his attention on her body pressed at her other thoughts, and she shook her head irritably as she pushed away the memory of him without clothing on. Damn Hades. Damn him to...
 
        Oh, hell. They were already here!
 
        “Let me take you on the tour, so you can see some of the Kingdom for yourself. Then, you can make up your mind on this place on what you have seen, not what you heard.”
 
        Persephone wanted to be petulant and just say 'no', but she knew it would be a childish thing to do, and get her nowhere. If she went with Hades, perhaps she might see something that would help her escape. She wasn't going to sit around and wait to be rescued!
 
        “... Very well.” She looked away at the wall.
 
        “Before we go out, I have another gift for you,” she heard him say. She turned back to see him pick something from the dark surface of the table. It was an emerald-adorned silver band... no, a crown, along with a few pins, and before Persephone could say anything, two shades appeared, whisking the pins out of Hades's hands and moving around her. She felt her hair tugged at gently with a speed faster than she had ever seen any of the nymphs possess as they did their hair, and the silver band was placed upon her head. A few thick locks of her hair draped across her shoulder, and as the shadows dissipated back into nothing, she reached up to touch her hair. She felt the thick band, wrought with an intricate design that she explored with her fingertips.
 
        There was a much smaller but more than adequate mirror hanging on one wall in the large room, framed in dark gray metal studded with blood-red stones. She studied her reflection, finding herself pleased by the way her hair had been arranged, and the way the crown rested gracefully on her head, her hair arranged at its sides in a most flattering manner. The rich and dark green silk complemented the color of her eyes, and the faint blush on her cheeks infused her face with a rosy and natural glow. She truly looked like a goddess.
 
        Demeter had expensive clothing – not this silk that Persephone had just encountered for the first time in her life, but fine wools and linens with a few pieces of jewelry that she wore when she went out as a goddess. And such a beautiful ceremonial wardrobe that Mother had, as opposed to the coarser and plainer clothing she wore around the house or outside in the valley and forest. There was the chiton of the purest and most vibrant green, with deep, rich brown and various shades of gold and ochre along the edges in a pattern of wheat, or that bright, warm yellow one with flowers and leaves. There was one of a lovely brown color with embroidered grapes on a vine along the edge, or Persephone's most favorite, a deep purple chiton, the vibrant color coming from an extremely rare purple dye that was coveted after even by the mightiest and richest kings of Hellas.
 
        Her mother had always looked so majestic and regal, and though the younger goddess had always had nice clothes to wear, she had never had anything to wear that was so... Goddess-like. However, Mother's clothes looked almost like rags compared to her daughter's current attire.
 
        “A Queen cannot go out without her crown.” His voice was light and playful, but she responded by glancing down again.
 
        As Hades led her down and through the Palace, she was struck with how somber yet impressive the place was. She couldn't help but wonder what was behind the doors Hades led her. As if he sensed her interest, he looked down at her.
 
        “I will be glad to show you more of this place when we get back. There are plenty of things to see.”
 
   She fought back a scowl. She didn't need him to know that she was interested in anything in this dark place! She chewed her lip, remaining silent, biting back a sarcastic response. He apparently enjoyed her defiance, so she would give him nothing to work with. Perhaps then he would tire of her and send her back to the surface.
 
        The grand doors in the entrance hall opened under invisible hands, and a set of wide stairs descended from it, she figured perhaps twenty steps. The earth – if it could be called that – was black and gray instead of various shades of brown, and the twisted trees that grew at either side had bark that looked like broken pieces of onyx, their branches like claws extending in all directions. The sky itself was a light slate-gray, looking as if it might rain, only she saw no clouds. No color. No life. No hope. Her knees almost buckled, and she swallowed.
 
        Mother, help me, please. Oh, I want to go home. I will surely wilt down here like a flower without sunlight. Persephone contemplated death – but here there would be no release. Once she died, she wouldn't have to make the journey across the Styx and take up residence in the realm that had been determined for her. And there would be Hades. Why, out of all her possible suitors, did she have to be captured by the one that she wouldn't be able to ever escape from, even when her mortal lifespan ended? Why did her bridegroom have to be a death god, of all the possible men for her to be mated with?
 
        “The chariot awaits, my lady,” Hades's voice broke into her thoughts, and she let her eyes move past his outstretched arm. She had never seen a chariot before, much less horses, even though she had heard of both in stories. The vehicle itself was made of a dark metal, simple but elegant, and the four horses that stared down at her were as black as night, with dark gray manes and tails just a shade lighter than their glossy coats. They were magnificent creatures, but to the young goddess, they were terrifying. They looked so big, and she didn't like the way they stared at her. They had large and powerful legs and hooves to match, and one of them suddenly stamped a front hoof, causing her to jerk back.
 
        “Do not worry. They will not hurt you. They are just not used to seeing someone else down here who is alive.” Hades turned to the horses and raised a hand. The one who had stamped his hoof nickered softly, lowering his head a little. Persephone studied the setup as Hades led her even closer, seeing how it was connected to the horses, the way their harnesses were strapped, and the reins hanging off the blunt hook just below the lip of the chariot. She felt strong hands around her waist before she was gently lifted and placed into the chariot. He was right behind her, and she leaned against the side of the chariot, for it felt as if Hades had filled up the entire space with is presence.
 
        “Stand here,” he said, gently tugging her to the front center of the chariot, where the reins were hooked. Wait, he didn't expect her to... drive this chariot? Before she could say anything, he took position, standing right behind her and reaching around her to grab the reins. His tall form was rather accommodating to her smaller one, his arms circling around her as he took hold of the reins. Instinctively, she reached out, grasping the railing of the chariot in front of her, biting back a scream as the horses in front of them suddenly galloped forward, the chariot jerking into motion as she wondered how anyone could be comfortable riding one of these things.
 
        As the chariot sped along the path to parts unseen, Persephone couldn't help but take comfort in Hades's presence, leaning back into his solid form as she felt the cool Underworld air rush past them.
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        Hades glanced down as he felt Persephone's form leaned back against his, savoring her presence and her faint but pleasant odor. It was almost impossible to believe that she was actually here. All these long, lonely nights, waiting, yearning...
 
        He shook his head. With her body pressed against his, it was hard to forget the pleasures they had shared the night before. How beautifully she had responded, and when she had explored his own body with interest and admiration, mixed with a touch of shyness. It had been better than he had ever imagined, the feel of her hands exploring him a memorable experience...
 
        He chided himself as he bit back a chuckle. There was a time and place for everything. He shifted his thoughts to her comfort and ease. She seemed just fine now, holding onto the railing, the stiffness in her body remaining, but to a lesser extent as she became more used to the movement of the chariot.
 
        As Persephone glanced skywards, she didn't see any clouds, yet she didn't see a sun either. Where did the light come from, then?
 
        She looked up as the sky cut off with a great overhang of stone. She had been in caves before, but they were dwarfed by the seemingly infinite maw she found herself in. The sheer size of this one took her breath away as Hades rode further into it. Stalactites hung from the ceiling here and there as they approached a tall fence made of bars of black metal, and a wide gate made of that same metal, wrought to resemble thorns, forming thick barbs that made for a forbidding defense. At the other side of the gate was.... oh gods!
 
        Barking filled the air as Kerberos took notice of his master, massive tongues wagging as the dog bounded happily to and fro. The horses continued as they were, apparently familiar with Kerberos. She hoped they would just whiz by, but the chariot slowed and came to a stop after a firm tug on the reins. Hades did not hesitate to climb off the vehicle, but Persephone remained right where she was as he approached the large creature, giving all of the heads firm scratches behind their – its? – ears.
 
        “Come over here, he will not hurt you,” Hades said as the black dog rolled over onto his side, where he happily received a belly-scratch given with both hands by his master.
 
        “No,” Persephone replied firmly. The dog – dogs? Did Hades just refer to this as a he as opposed to them? – gave out an inquisitive whine when he caught a whiff of a faint, fresh scent. The dog yipped a bit in curiosity as he approached as she cowered in the chariot, his six ears stiff and almost quivering.
 
        The legends all portrayed Kerberos as a fearsome creature, and he was indeed. But he was also well-trained, and if this new person had come with Master, then it must be fine with Master that she was here. Otherwise, he would have wasted no time in jumping on her and fulfilling his role as a guard-dog.
 
        “Down, boy!” Hades ordered, seeing Persephone's discomfort. Kerberos was hardly a cute little floppy-eared dog, and his appearance did suit his reputation. The fangs that all three heads bore could – and would – tear through the flesh of any trespasser within a moment, and the large body rippled with muscle. Immediately Kerberos complied, crouching on his haunches and whining softly.
 
        “Good boy,” Hades said, patting all three heads reassuringly before he glanced over to the chariot, where he saw the top of Persephone's head.
 
        “Come on. He won't bite, I promise,” the Lord of the Dead coaxed.
 
        “No.” Persephone sounded angry, and Hades wisely chose to not press the matter.
 
        “Another time then, hmm?” Kerberos's master asked affectionately as he scratched the throat of the head on the right. The other heads nuzzled him, and he smiled. Hopefully she would see later that Kerberos could be her friend too. She was still pouting when he returned to the chariot, looking like an angry little girl despite her regal clothing.
 
        “I would have never let you near Kerberos if I thought he would hurt you,” he explained, only to be met with stony silence.
 
        He climbed back into the chariot and went back a short way, past the gate. Their next stop, just around the bend from the gate, was a clearing that had several other paths heading off it. More of these shadowy, faceless things hovered around, along with what she immediately knew were the souls of the dead. They looked as they had in their mortal lives, though of course they were entirely devoid of flesh. All that remained was a translucent outline, the edges of clothing, beards, and other details slightly blurred, as if her eyesight was bad. When she tried to focus on their faces, it made her head hurt a bit because of that slight fuzziness.
 
        In front of the other paths was a long black marble podium that also served as a desk. Three men sat at that counter, and she remembered what little mythology she knew about the realm of Hades. These three men – apparently flesh and bone – were clad in black robes, and could only be the judges that determined the fate of every soul that came down here. The one on the left bore a resemblance to Zeus, from the strong features of his face and the wide set of his shoulders, though his hair was black as night. His blue eyes were cold and solemn, and she remembered how Zeus's own eyes had been filled with such warmth and friendliness. The one in the middle bore lesser resemblance, leaner than his brother, but no less intimidating. The one on the right had dark brown hair and looked considerably different from the other two, though again there was a touch of Zeus in his features. She didn't know enough to assign a specific name to any one of the men, only that their names were Minos, Rhadamanthus, and Aeacus, and that all three were sons of Zeus. The King of the Gods had many children, and Persephone wondered what made those three special enough to be Judges of the Dead.
 
        Persephone supposed she would learn the name of each man soon enough, and was not disappointed as the chariot came to a stop. Souls glanced over at the newcomer, and realizing who it was, started to move towards him, clamoring, begging, crying. But the shades that hovered around the clearing moved between Hades and his new subjects, herding them back in line. Persephone couldn't help but study the scene with interest. Where did these shades come from? Had they once been mortals?
 
        She barely listened to the exchange between Hades and his judges, more intent on studying the souls and the shades that were apparently handlers as well as servants. There was a wide variety of souls – young and old, male and female, even a few children. Though their clothes were not well-defined, she was able to make out souls who had been better-off in life alongside many in plain garb.
 
        Only when her name was said did she give her full attention to Hades and the judges. The introduction was brief and perfunctory – as was appropriate in front of this throng of souls. She now knew which name belonged to which judge, and all of them bowed to her as they bowed to Hades. The fearsome judges of the dead were actually bowing to her. No one had ever bowed to her, not even the nymphs.
 
        She raised her chin slightly, determined to make a good impression. Not to please Hades – she was pissed off enough with him – but for herself and for these judges who regarded her with solemn dignity.
 
        “It is a pleasure meeting you,” she said politely, inclining her head slightly in what she figured was an appropriate gesture from a Queen to her subjects. Their expressions did not change, but she noted no displeasure or distaste.
 
        “Welcome to the Underworld, my lady,” Minos said.
 
        “Thank you.” She was aware of Hades's eyes on her, but she ignored him. She let her eyes move to the throng of souls, her shoulders pulled back, her hands at her sides.
 
        “Lord Aidoneus, will you and your lady stay and watch a judging?” Aeacus – the brown-haired one – asked. Generally Hades left judgment to these loyal men, coming to judge only when the three judges deemed a case to be important or unique enough to be worth the Lord of the Dead's time. Hades did have many duties, and as powerful as he was, he could not do everything here in the Land of the Dead. Before Persephone could speak – witnessing a judging should be interesting – Hades replied in the negative.
 
        “Not today,” he replied with a shake of his head, and the chariot moved again, going down the path the souls used to arrive at their judging. They could not wander around as they pleased – there were more shades along the road to ensure that a soul did not go where it should not.
 
        “I wanted to see a judging,” Persephone said as the chariot moved at a leisurely pace.
 
        “Oh? Well, when the tour is over, you can always go back to any spot that interests you. The Underworld is yours to explore.”
 
        “I can go anywhere?”
 
        “Certainly, though there are some places that you do need to know about first. I would not want you getting lost,” he replied. That sounded reasonable enough, so she decided to let the subject drop. There was something else that was pressing her curiosity, anyway.
 
        “Minos called you something else. Aidoneus,” Persephone asked as he wrapped an arm around her, using his other hand to hold the reins, “Why not Hades?”
 
        “Hades is the name that my mother gave me. Aidoneus is the name that I gained when I became Lord of the Underworld.”
 
        “And which one do you prefer to be called by?” she asked.
 
        “Truthfully, Aidoneus is the name that I feel is rightly mine. I care not if the mortals or my family call me Hades. I am who I am, regardless of what I am called. But you...”
 
        “Yes?” she murmured.
 
        “I like how you say my name. Say it again.”
 
        “Aidoneus.” It rolled off her tongue smoothly. Aidoneus and Persephone. It sounded... dignified, fitting. No! No! You're not supposed to think like that! Remember why you're here! Persephone quickly looked away as the Lord of the Dead stepped in behind her.
 
        “Where are we going now?” she asked.
 
        “You choose. We can go to the Styx, or I could show you one of the realms of my kingdom. Elysium, the Asphodel Fields, the Lethe waters...hmm...” He trailed off.
 
        “Tartarus,” Persephone could not help but add. When she didn't hear a response, she looked up at him.
 
        “You did not seem to want to say it. What, do you think to shield me like my mother does?” she asked. He shook his head.
 
        “I would not deny you Tartarus if you were interested. I just did not think it a suitable stop on your first day here.”
 
        “Because you are hoping that I will see things I enjoy and want to stay here.”
 
        “But of course,” he replied with a shrug. “Tartarus has many horrific sights. I do not warn you because I think you are weak-minded, but in there are sights that would make a grown man weep. I did not want to take you there unless I was sure that you were ready and willing.” His tone was all seriousness, and his concern touched her. Oh, damnit. Every time she tried to be angry with him, he surprised her with a thoughtful comment or gesture.
 
        “Do you want to see Tartarus now?” he asked as the chariot came to a stop. She frowned slightly and shook her head. She was curious to see what kind of sights the realm held, but his warning did not go unheeded.
 
        “I would like to see it later. But for now, could we just go to the Styx?” After all, it was the Styx that bordered between the living and the dead. If she could see it and study it, she could figure out a way across it and back home...
 
        “Certainly, my lady,” he replied with a nod. Persephone was ready, and grabbed the lip of the chariot before the horses sped off, bracing herself and feeling one strong arm wrap around her middle again as he flicked the reins. She sighed softly and leaned into him, feeling this embrace tighten.
 
        She considered his words as the horses galloped along at a leisurely pace. Yes, this place terrified her, but oh, Hades was being so kind and thoughtful. If he always remained this caring and respectful, then he wouldn't be a bad husband at all. Oh, not at all.
 
        She wished Hades wouldn't be so nice... kind... considerate. It would make it a lot easier to hate him.
 
        The churning and eddying of water met her ears, and the River Styx came within sight. It was a wide river, the waters black and churning, and the chariot slowed down a good distance from the empty dock where several shades hovered around, waiting for Kharon to drop off his next load. She could see many of the across the river near the other dock, where they waited for the boat that was just now approaching. Of course, she knew exactly who the boatman was. Every mortal who came to the shores of the Styx knew.
 
        The river was wider than any she had ever seen, a far cry from the brooks and streams in Enna and on the island. Forbidding, jagged rocks littered much of its shores, along with what looked like reeds, except these reeds were a sickly gray in color despite the fact that they were standing firm. It did not help that the rocky overhang of this mighty Underworld cavern offered no illumination. The only source of light in these Underworld caves were torches on the walls and on tall metal posts, emitting a pale gray light, much like the sky that hung above Hades's Palace. She frowned thoughtfully as she glanced up at one of the lantern-posts.
 
        “What you see here...” he waved at the rocky ceiling over their heads, “is the border of Dis. The Styx flows in a circle around my entire Kingdom. All physical entry points to my kingdom are through the bowels of the earth or in the shadows. But Dis is a different realm entirely. It is too big to be kept under the earth that you know,” he explained. Though she didn't understand the rules that governed Dis, she did understand his explanation. Another realm altogether? Even in caves, she had felt the pulse of life. And here... so near the surface, she felt a faint, thready pulse from across the Styx. She looked to her left, seeing where the Styx flowed into the darkness. The shore on the other side was limited, extending for a good distance on either side of the dock before being cut off by the cave walls. The souls still waiting for a ride had ample room to move, though there really was nothing to explore over there unless one considered gray sand and black cave walls to be fascinating. And as she squinted, she noticed the opening in the wall, where more souls drifted through to join the ranks of the dead.
 
        “I suppose I do not have to worry about making that journey,” she finally murmured, waving to Kharon's now-full boat as it pushed away from the dock. Hades glanced at her with a curious and contemplative expression, as if there was a comment at the tip of his tongue.
 
        “Well? When I die, I will already be on this side.” That's only if I don't manage to escape, Persephone reminded herself. She was a good swimmer, and the Styx looked placid enough. The current was fast, but if she started further up the river, she should have no problem reaching the shore... And then up and through the cave, and she'd be in the sunshine!
 
        “You are not going to die,” Hades finally replied after a lengthy – and confusing – silence. She tilted her head. Ever since Father had died, she had been more aware of death, and how one day she would die. The Styx flowed past them as they stood there by the rocks and reeds, and Hades let out a slow sigh.
 
        “What? But this is the realm of Death...”
 
        “Iasion is not your sire,” he finally said. She stared at him for several moments before indignation bubbled up within her. Iasion, not her father! Was this some cruel joke?
 
        “My father loved me! How dare you say such a thing! You have a lot of nerve telling me that this is my home, and now this! What is wrong with you!” she snapped, raising her hands as she formed fists. He remained unruffled.
 
        “I never said Iasion did not love you,” Hades replied, and she relaxed a little. “He loved you and your mother. He was a good man. But he did not sire you.”
 
        How is that possible? Her parents loved one another, and even right before he died, Iasion had been passionate for Demeter. And he loved his daughter. He treated her with far more affection than many fathers did their own sons. And Mother would not have some dalliance, would she? Not after she condemned the loose behavior of the gods, or that would be hypocritical of her, but she sensed that Hades was a serious man. He would not jest about this sort of thing.
 
        “Who is my father, then?” she challenged.
 
        “Zeus.”
 
        This simply-uttered name almost literally floored her. Zeus? Her father?
 
        “I...” She breathed, going over to the chariot and sitting down, her feet resting in the sand as she crossed her legs loosely, trying to absorb what Hades said amidst the sudden spell of light-headedness she was now experiencing. The King of the Gods, her father? She was left alone with her thoughts for several moments as Hades regarded her silently.
 
        Zeus is my sire. She stared off blankly as she mulled over this information, bits of her past now much clearer. She remembered Mother taking her up to Olympus, angry because Zeus had commanded it. Zeus had looked down at her so kindly, and he had offered her that gift. She remembered Ares and how he had tried to take her, but with her power, she had been able to stop him. Such power. The power of a goddess.
 
        She was a full-fledged goddess. Had always been. And Mother had made her believe that she was mortal! Her hands clenched in fists as her resentment towards her mother grew. How long would Mother have kept her like that, coddled and sheltered? Before, she had reasoned that her mother had stopped her growth so she wouldn't grow old and die. After all, Mother had lost the man she loved, could she be blamed for not wanting to lose her daughter? But now, to know that tactic had been an entirely unnecessary one...
 
        Damn you, Mother.
 
        The young deity collected herself. Rage against her mother was useless right now, but when she got back to the surface, oh, things would be different. I'll go to Olympus and confront Zeus and... She shook her head, trying to organize the mishmash of thoughts in her head.
 
        “I am a goddess...” she whispered.
 
        “Indeed.” Hades glanced down at her with a kind, concerned smile. Part of her was grateful for the truth, though she certainly wouldn't have expected to hear this from Hades himself. How would he know of such matters?
 
        “What makes you privy to the details of my parents' life?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.
 
        “With the right clues, anything can be inferred,” he replied cryptically.
 
        “But... Mother... and Zeus? She has no affection for him.”
 
        “He took the form of Iasion and had her believe he was the man she loved.”
 
        Oh. That was what Zeus referred to as the mean trick he had played on Mother! Oh, goodness! No wonder Mother loathed him, if he would resort to such a stunt... At least it was nice to know that her mother had been faithful to the man she still considered her father. There was a small comfort, indeed.
 
        “Wonderful, I am a goddess. Now let me go back to the surface so I can go to Olympus, please.” She almost didn't add the last word, but she figured if she was nice and polite...
 
        “No,” he replied. Persephone let out an angry hiss.
 
        “I just learned my paternity, and I would like to confront my parents!” she replied heatedly. Hades understood her position, and was willing to consider it. But not right now, and not for a while. And especially not when her eyes flashed with such anger that he saw amber and gold in her eyes.
 
        “I have already told you that I am not letting you leave my side.”
 
        “It is not fair! I never consented to come here and now you will not let me leave!” she replied, her voice softer and more pleading, hoping that she could appeal to the kind side she now knew he had. How many people were privy to this gentleness in the Dark Lord? Deep down inside, she suspected she was the first, and felt a bit flattered at that.
 
        “It's not that I will not,” Hades stated as he drew closer, idly fiddling around with a reed he had plucked from the shore as he let her process the revelation. He tossed it to the ground before he sat down next to her, draping an arm along her shoulders, looking down at her with eyes filled with warmth and need.
 
        “It's that I cannot.” He let out a soft sigh before inhaling deeply, “I have loved you ever since our meeting on Olympus over a decade ago. I have pined for you. There were so many times I wanted to snatch you and carry you down here. Every time I watched you, I had to fight the urge to steal you away. Oh, Persephone.” His grip around her shoulders tightened. “I have seen the many affairs of my brothers and nephews. I have been flirted with by Aphrodite herself...” Hades was a handsome god, and was deemed as a worthy visitor to the Goddess of Love's bed, but to her utter shock, he had felt nothing, even when she was plying her Gift on his senses. “But I felt no stirring for her.”
 
        “You have never been with anyone all this time?” she asked with surprise. Hades stiffened, realizing that he had walked into an unintentional trap. She narrowed her eyes and pulled away from him, lifting his hand from her shoulder.
 
        “Oh!” She was surprised at the surge of jealousy she felt at the thought that other women had enjoyed Hades's attentions.
 
        “No, no Persephone. I did not love these women.”
 
        “How many?” she asked accusingly.
 
        “Two.” This surprisingly low number – Persephone imagined that Hades had ample time in many centuries to have taken on far more than merely two – took some wind out of her sails.
 
        “We were friends and pleasure-companions. Nothing more, not ever. I swear it. And I was never as thorough – or open – with them as I was with you. I have shown you what no other woman has ever seen.”
 
        “Never?” she asked with a whisper as she remembered the many pleasures she had been introduced to, how loving and attentive and thorough he had been even though they hadn't even had any actual intercourse.
 
        “Never. Like I said... just friends. We had a nice time, we parted company. I had no love for them. But you... oh... I shall never part company with you. My heart has never belonged to anyone else. And I never thought it would. But it is yours, now and forever. I do love you, Persephone. That is why I cannot let you go. I need you.”
 
        She looked away, twirling a lock of her hair, trying to not let the loving, honest, pleading words and tone affect her.
 
        “But... I have needs, too,” she countered softly, still looking away.
 
        “You know you will be cared for. I am Lord of the Dead, but I am also a loving and loyal mate. Give me and this realm a chance. I promise you will not be bored. You will flourish, blossoming like a beautiful flower. Let me show you more of this Kingdom... and of myself.” His velvety tone compelled her to turn her head, and she stared up at him quietly, gazing into his eyes, seeing the fierce glint of need smoldering in the dark azure depths. Hades was weaving no magic or enchantments, but he saw the thrall in her eyes as she gazed at him, her eyes flush of color from rust to blue-violet, her lips slightly parted as they held their gaze. Her eyes and lips held his rapt attention, and he slowly lowered his head.
 
        Around them, it was quiet. The dock and path to the Judges was far away; nobody would be able to see them in this muted light. He reached up with one hand to gently cup her cheek. The lapping of water from the Styx provided a pleasant backdrop to this peaceful moment. Their hearts pounded as one as their lips drew closer. And finally, he felt the soft sweetness of her lips against his own, feeling her shiver slightly. Her lips parted just a bit more, and he pressed in, savoring the taste of light and honey as he wrapped his other arm around her. He was gratified to feel her body relax against his, and he gently sucked on her lower lip as he felt her hand slide along his arm. He had been tempted to kiss her lips during his night-time visits, but it was something he felt she should be aware of so she could remember and enjoy it.
 
        Reluctantly, he broke the kiss, rubbing her cheek with his thumb as he stared down at her. His heart was pounding in a way he didn't think possible. All from one simple kiss. Persephone looked down, touching her fingers to her lips, his taste lingering. She felt warmth suffuse her core, and did not resist when he kissed her again. When he deftly slid his tongue between her teeth, she did not resist, letting him plunder her mouth. She felt the slick muscle run along the roof of her tongue and let her own tongue wrestle his for a bit before she found the strength to break the kiss.
 
        How was she supposed to resist when she found his attentions exhilarating? She quickly rose from her seat, grateful for the cool Stygian air on her flushed cheeks.
 
        Hades leaned back against the side of the chariot, studying her as she wandered slowly near the shore, both of them deep in thought.
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        Hades grinned to himself, savoring the warm and sweet taste that lingered on his lips as Persephone glanced out at the Styx, deep in thought. She looked so regal and beautiful in her new gown and wrap, her hair pinned back to show off the graceful curve of her throat. Her cheeks were still slightly flushed, and he could not help but smirk before he set his lips in a firm line, rising from his chariot and going to her side.
 
        “Persephone, I fully intend to keep all my promises to you. I am a kind master and you will always know my love. But I am also a firm master. Any more pleas to go to the surface will be ignored. Is this clear?” he asked, his voice resolute as he stared down at her. Her eyes did not meet his, and she continued staring at the water as it churned between several rocks. She could feel his presence, tall and almost overwhelming, as if she would be sucked into the shadows that surrounded him.
 
        It was as if he had been born just to rule the Underworld. He was one with the shadows, and she could practically feel the darkness around him pulse, as if one with his beating heart. She tried to imagine him on Olympus, surrounded by the heavens as he sat on Zeus's white marble throne, swathed in light-colored fabrics. And what of Zeus, King of the Underworld, his pale hair standing out against the dark clothes Hades wore?
 
        But she doubted Hades was disappointed with his lot. When he had asked her to give the Underworld a chance, he spoke of his kingdom with love. But this place filled her with dread. It was so dark here, and so... unnatural. The sight of shades and souls did not comfort her. What were the riches of the Underworld when these cold stones and metals did not offer warmth, a pleasant fragrance, a fresh flavor, or sunlight? She wanted to shout all this out, but his statement brooked no argument.
 
        Fine. I'll just be quiet and figure a way out. After all, she could swim. She'd just do it when he was busy with one of his lordly duties. So there!
 
        “You seem to care for this place a lot. But the mortals say that you are the unluckiest brother, that you drew the worst lot,” she finally replied. Eurycleia said that the brothers decided their kingdom with a sack of three marbles – one gold, one sapphire, one onyx, and they had to grasp around blindly in the sack, not knowing which marble they would choose. But Ptheia insisted that they drew straws plucked from the site where Zeus had finally defeated Kronos. Whatever objects were used in the stories, the outcome was always the same.
 
        “While a seed of truth lies in the stories that the mortals tell of the gods, many of the details are inevitably wrong. But it is a long story, and I would not want to bore you.”
 
        “I am not worried about that,” Persephone replied automatically, already interested in hearing the true story.
 
        “You really would not consider such a story boring?”
 
        “Not at all.”
 
        “Understand that I am also a keeper of secrets, and have always been a private man. I will always be honest with you, but I also trust you to keep what I tell you close to your heart.”
 
        Persephone did not even consider the possibility of discovering a juicy secret and blackmailing him with it. Despite her anger with him, she knew it would be unfair and unjust.
 
        “I am the first one you would trust with such things,” she said as understanding dawned on her. He nodded.
 
        “You can trust me.” Her voice was earnest and honest.
 
        “You know the tale of Kronos swallowing his babies?” he asked. She nodded. She had asked Mother about it once, but Demeter refused to talk about the experience.
 
        “He did not actually swallow us in his stomach – can you imagine five gods in one god's stomach?” he asked. A faint smile tugged at her lips and she nodded.
 
        “But what he did to us was not much different. He created a pit in the earth, and threw us in there one by one after we started to walk and talk, and sealed us away with his Gift. But we worked together to keep each other sane, and eventually we were able to escape. It was a whole new world. By then, each of us had discovered our Gift, but it took a while to fully understand them. We went into the wilderness. Hestia kept us warm and safe. Demeter commanded the plants to grow so we could eat. Poseidon was able to draw water up from the earth. Hera had visions and was sometimes able to predict danger before Kronos or his allies could find us.”
 
        “And you?”
 
        “My Gift was not as obvious. All I knew was that the darkness did not bother me. But later on I found out that I could manipulate shadows and used them to keep us hidden when Titans were searching for us. We honed our powers and grew strong before we went against him. But before this, we explored the world on our own to further understand our powers and the world. Poseidon found the sea. Demeter loved the rolling fields and valleys, as well as the forests. Hestia was content near the hearth and created a refuge for us. She took care of the youngest with us, Hera. And I... had dreams. I felt something calling me. I came to the Underworld, and knew that this was where I belonged. The Fates themselves welcomed me. Nobody else would want such a dread place, which suited me just fine. I volunteered for it and let everyone else decide amongst themselves what they would rule over. Let the mortals believe I am a cold, unhappy man. That image suits me well, anyway,” he shrugged.
 
        “You like people being afraid of you?”
 
        “Better than them constantly praying to me and begging favors!” came the offhand reply. Persephone could not help but laugh quietly.
 
        “I thought all the gods liked having temples and being worshipped and offered gifts,” she observed.
 
        “Except for me.”
 
        “You are a very different person from what I expected. From what anyone would expect, I suppose.”
 
        “Is that a good or bad thing?” he asked, his tone slightly dry.
 
        “We'll see.”
 
        “Shall we continue our tour?”
 
        “Certainly.” This time, she got onto the chariot without assistance, no longer so afraid of the big black beasts that pulled the vehicle, though she still eyed them with caution. Being in a chariot wasn't so bad once one got used to it, and it did move rather speedily whenever Hades wanted. Rather than go back the way they came, he pressed on, darkness swallowing them before they emerged under a bright sky. She gasped at the sudden infusion of light.
 
        “Do forgive me,” he whispered as he saw her flinch. “I thought we would use a shortcut.”
 
        It honestly wasn't something worth being bothered about much less being angry over, and she merely shrugged and nodded as her eyes became used to the light. The path they were now on was similar to the ones that led to and from the judges, and in front of them was a high white wall with a wrought-gold gate.
 
        “The gates to Elysium,” Hades said as the gates opened, revealing a wide green expanse between the walls. The horses trotted through quietly, their pace relaxed as if they understood the sanctity of Elysium. Again, there was no sun, but the sky was a pleasant color – a warm and cheery blue with a rainbow of colors just above the horizon, just as one would see at sunrise or sunset.
 
        “Is there no sun?” she asked as the chariot moved along the now white stone-cobbled road, the grass swaying gently under a light breeze. A row of cypress trees lined either side of the path, and she saw many flowers of all kinds between the trees. In the distance, she saw the glitter of light reflecting off water even though there was no sun to reflect. How odd.
 
        “No. The sun is part of the other world.”
 
        The rows of cypress stopped at a wide marble arch that hugged the path, and beyond it she saw white houses clustered along the shore and up the hills. It appeared ordinary enough, but the people she saw were all dressed in clean, bright clothes. Everyone looked well-fed, but not overly so. They had flesh, just like the Judges. Nobody regarded them as they stopped just past the arch, and she wondered if she were somehow invisible. As if reading her mind, Hades smiled as he offered his hand to help her out of the chariot.
 
        “Nobody can see us. I want this tour to remain uninterrupted,” he explained. “Of course, you may come back later.”
 
        “Thank you.” Persephone glanced at this pristine town before her.
 
        “Elysium is the final destination for heroes, but also those who have genuinely good hearts. Here, people get to do the things they enjoyed in life. There are hills and fields to explore, and the plants always remain in fruit. Those who enjoyed crafts in life have all the supplies they need here. There is an arena, a music hall, a theater, and so on.” Though they were still very far away, Persephone was able to make out a few bright-colored squares of color from drapery and blankets that hung from looms sitting outside, and several larger buildings.
 
        “Sounds like a lovely place.”
 
        “It is for those who have earned their place here. Of course, if one feels that they are becoming too idle, they may drink from the Lethe waters and start over in the mortal world. But no matter how often one drinks of the Lethe, they come back to me,” His smile was one of good humor at that comment, and she had to struggle to not grin back at him.
 
        “Would you like to explore, or do you want to move on?”
 
        Persephone frowned thoughtfully. Elysium looked like a lovely place, but if she was to get a better understanding of this place, she should at least get a quick feel of all the locations. Here, there was still that absence of life-energy, but the brightness and peace did offer her a bit of comfort.
 
        “I would like to go on.”
 
        “Certainly.” Gallantly, he offered his arm, and she took it. The next stop was the Asphodel Fields. The sky was clear and gray, and so was the wall that surrounded this section of the Underworld. The gate was plain black metal, and Hades stopped in front of it. Through the bars of the gate, she saw a gray field with a few gentle hills and rocks. On the horizon she saw squat, gray buildings that seemed to be made out of slabs. The dead people here were nothing more than souls, just as she saw them before the Judges.
 
        “These people move around freely within there. There is nobody to punish them, but no pleasures. The only thing to eat here is the asphodels, for an incorporeal form cannot eat anything else. They can speak freely to anyone else within the fields, and it is here that they contemplate their lives and what they could have done better.  After an appropriate amount of time, they may ask for another judgment. If they prove that they have learned vital lessons in the Asphodels, they may drink of the Lethe waters, and though they become cleansed, the lessons stay with them.”
 
        Persephone wondered about paying a visit to the Asphodels later and seeing what these souls learned. It would be interesting to hear stories from ordinary people rather than limit herself to the heroes and exemplary human beings' stories.
 
        “Looks boring,” Persephone offered truthfully. No colors, no flavor, no entertainment. Just themselves and the company of other dead souls in this world filled with gray.
 
        “The Asphodels is meant as a contemplation place, a neutral point between good and evil. If mortals do not make mistakes, how can they learn and improve? Most mortals are a mixture of both, and sometimes dire circumstances or uncontrolled emotion may cause people to make bad decisions. There is no reason to suffer for eternity for mistakes. In a way, the Asphodel Fields is a penance that is designed to teach. Few mortals are truly and completely evil, and being in the Asphodels helps them to contemplate good as well.” Hades gestured to a well cobbled of gray stone.
 
        “The well draws from the Pool of Memory. Often, through one's life, people make themselves forget certain things that hurt them, or were made to forget by others. The Pool was blessed by Mnemosyne herself a long time ago, and is needed as part of the learning process. The water erases all mental blocks that mortals put on themselves.”
 
        Persephone nodded thoughtfully. She did understand a thing or two about refusing to see the truth. Before Hades told her of her true paternity, she had been completely convinced Iasion was her father. She did not question it because her mother had said it so many times. Had Demeter actually made herself believe in that lie? She remembered her mother's attitude towards the other gods and Olympus itself.
 
        “You sound so wise when you speak of all this. Do you ever listen to the souls?”
 
        “Of course, Persephone. I would not be a good Lord if I did not face my subjects. Sometimes I go into the Asphodels invisibly, so I may hear the laments and joys of those who have pondered their existence.”
 
        “You must have heard a lot of stories, then.”
 
        “Certainly. You are welcome to do the same, though you would need to borrow my helmet if you wish to travel unnoticed.”
 
        “If you can become invisible, why need the helmet?” she asked as she remembered how he had appeared before her, helmet in hand.
 
        “Here in Dis, using the gift of invisibility is more natural and I can do it almost without thinking. I am Lord of this Realm. However, up there, becoming invisible takes a great deal of concentration, much like most of the other Gifts any god would have, and I needed to have my full senses around me when I was battling the Titans. So the Cyclopes that I helped to free created the helmet for me and I infused it with the power.”
 
        “Very creative,” Persephone commented, a tinge of admiration in her tone. “But what if I wanted to speak to them?”
 
        “You could if you wanted to, though I need to make one thing clear. Be careful. If they know the Queen of the Dead is amongst them they will crowd you, asking for favors, begging you to let them go to the Lethe waters,” he explained. She frowned contemplatively, remembering his earlier words about not wanting to be worshipped because of the obligatory demands that would be made of him. If he didn't establish himself as a cold and hard god, prayers to him would be filled with pleas to save one from death or bring back loved ones. How many prayers he must hear from those who were brave enough to appeal to him nonetheless! Yet she could not help but sympathize with those who would petition the Lord of the Dead. How often had she wished for Daddy to come back to her?
 
        “Oh, you are right.” She tapped her chin. “Is there anything else you want to tell me about this place, or can we go on?”
 
        “We can go on. The next point on this road is Tartarus,” he said, pointing down the road. Paths connected the main realms of Hades to one another, and more paths connected each realm to the Judges. The paths leading to Elysium had been lined with pale, ghostly, leafless trees, starkly beautiful despite their bareness. The trees near the Asphodel gate were like the ones along the path to Hades's Palace, black and twisted, but posing no specific threat.
 
        “Do you want to see it?” he asked. She nodded.
 
        “I do not want to go in just yet, but could we pass by the gates?”
 
        “Of course.”
 
        The trees that appeared along the path as they neared Tartarus were black, and their branches looked like claws, ready to maim anyone who went near them. Several large black birds sat on the branches, their eyes red and baleful as they stared down at the chariot. Persephone shrunk back against Hades, and he tightened his arm around her reassuringly.
 
        “Do not fear them, Persephone. These creatures are pets of the Furies, and sometimes sit out when they wish to... welcome damned souls.”
 
        “Will... I meet the Furies later?” she asked.
 
        “Of course. As Queen, it is your duty to familiarize yourself with your subjects. You will not have to do it all in one day, of course. But I assure you, you have nothing to fear from them or anybody else. I told you I would not let anything happen to you.” He squeezed her shoulder. The birds still stared down at them, their eyes glowing. Even when the chariot passed under the branches, the birds only stirred just a bit, giving out a squawk here and there.
 
        The sky above them was a garish blood-red, and she swallowed as they came to a stop at the fork of the road. The left continued under more menacing-looking trees, and the right went across a bridge set over a river with water that looked like fire, terminating at a black-bricked wall holding a large brass gate.
 
        “Lord Hades, is that actually fire?” she asked, pointing at the churning, eddying brightness.
 
        “Yes, my lady. That is Phlegethon, and it circles Tartarus just as the Styx wraps around my realm.”
 
        Gently, Persephone pushed him aside so she could climb off the chariot. She approached the bank of the river, seeing the black, charred sand along its edges. Kneeling down and placing her hand above the water, she felt its warmth. She looked over her shoulder to see Hades standing behind her.
 
        “This place is like nothing I have ever seen,” she said as she rose to her feet. This region seemed to be made out of nothing but red and black, and those two colors suited this place entirely. There was no sign of Elysium or any other place from where she stood. She could feel the despair of the condemned behind the wall, and suddenly a wail reached her ears. She gasped and shivered, and he reached out with a comforting hand.
 
        “Do not feel sorry for the ones behind the wall. Their punishments have been earned rightfully.”
 
        “It's just... that scream...” she uttered. He nodded and she let him lead her back to the chariot. There were a couple of other places she would need to familiarize herself with, but not today.  He was starting to feel hungry, and wanted to sit down and relax. There were a few things at home he needed to show her as well, to help her settle in so she would be comfortable while he was busy.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        Rather than use the front door, Hades used another shortcut that led the chariot to the back of the Palace, where he had his private garden. This area was filled with his favorite flowers, including the iridescent blue-black ones that Persephone had glimpsed before she had been kidnapped, and a pomegranate tree as the centerpiece of the garden, the branches heavy with perfectly ripe fruit.
 
        The horses were and led away by shades, leaving them alone at the edge of the garden. Persephone immediately recognized the black-blue flowers, and saw a myriad of other exotic plants. Many resembled plants that grew above, but a few were completely unlike anything she had ever seen before.
 
        “My private garden. I like to come out here and meditate,” Hades explained as he led her through it. In one corner, against the black marble wall, was a fountain made of the same material, devoid of a statue or anything else resembling the human form. In fact, this garden was devoid of statues, and she could not help but wonder at that as she remembered how Zeus's garden had statues of lovely nymphs in various poses that showed off their feminine charms.
 
        Hades plucked a pomegranate from the tree and peeled back part of its skin, revealing the tightly clustered kernels inside, plucking some out and savoring their tart and sweet flavor.
 
        “Mmm,” he murmured, stretching his arm out and offering her the fruit, inviting her to take some seeds. She shook her head firmly, and he sighed softly.
 
        “Come now. Do not starve yourself, love. The seeds are just the right amount of sweet and tart. My vintners make a wonderful wine with this as well.”
 
        “I am not eating the food of the dead,” she replied as she frowned at him. “You can keep offering it to me, but I will just keep saying no.”
 
        “I hate seeing you go hungry.”
 
        “Well, I am a goddess, so it's not like I can die from hunger, right?”
 
        “Gods do not die, but our bodies still require consideration.”
 
        “You get to enjoy the food and go to the surface,” she reminded him.
 
        “My duties bind me to this place, my lady,” he replied casually. She hmphed and crossed her arms.
 
        “Come now, love. Look at these seeds. Smell the pomegranate.”
 
        “If you want to see me eat, you will need to bring me food from above. Or some ambrosia and nectar. I have never tasted any.”
 
        “Not going to happen,” Hades replied smoothly as he pressed the fruit into her hands. She frowned as she looked down at it. It had the weight and appearance of a pomegranate. But if there was no life in Dis, how could things grow? She approached the tree as Hades watched curiously, and she closed her eyes.
 
        Grow some flowers, Persephone thought as she concentrated. All of the tree's fruit was fully ripe – even though it was not the right time above for them to be ready for harvest. But there was no flow of life, no response from the tree.
 
        To cause things to grow at an accelerated rate, Demeter and her daughter had to concentrate on the pulse of life within the earth, harnessing and channeling it to enable the plants to follow their commands. But here, without life-energy, how could the Goddess of Spring use her Gift? If the tree did not need life-energy or sunlight to grow, then how did it grow?
 
        “This food... it is not real,” Persephone insisted as she looked down at the fruit before throwing it at Hades's feet.
 
        “It is. You felt its weight. And you felt the bark of the tree under your hand.” Hades raised a quizzical eyebrow.
 
        “How can things grow without sunlight and warmth?” she asked.
 
        “Aha. I see. Like I said, Dis has its own rules. This is the realm of the dead, but it is so much more than that. Life belongs in the other world. This world is eternal. These flowers, the pomegranates... there is no decay, no wilting.”
 
        “That is not... natural.”
 
        “In the other realm, you would be correct. But here in Dis, if there is no life, how can there be any dying or wilting? Everything you see here fits my needs. If I want a pomegranate, I do not need to wait for it to be in season, and I am assured that it is free of rot or insects. Just remember here, the laws of Dis are different from the laws of nature that governs your mother. And then you will understand. Everything here is just as real. Sometimes better.”
 
        She remembered the feel of heat from the Phlegethon. The pleasant and sweet air of Elysium. The sound of the churning waters of the Styx. The colors of the changing skies to reflect the separate provinces of Hades. And suddenly she knew the pomegranate here would taste like the ones on the surface world. Perhaps even better, without the imperfections of organic life. Hades bent down to pluck up the fruit from the thick grass it had landed on, eating a few more seeds from it. She saw his tongue flick out to lick a bit of jelly from his lip.
 
        “Come. Let me feed you some. It is cool and refreshing, and I am sure you would appreciate this treat after our ride.”
 
        Persephone licked her lips, feeling the dryness on the roof of her mouth. She had not had one thing to eat since breakfast yesterday – a slice of feta cheese and freshly baked pita from Demeter's oven along with honeyed dates and a jug of fresh spring water. Right now she would give just about anything for one of Mother's simple but delicious home-cooked meals. Her stomach rumbled hungrily and without thinking, she placed her hand over it.
 
        “Come. Have a few seeds, they are delicious. And when we go inside, a feast for supper. Anything you want.” He picked out a seed and placed it between his lips, letting his tongue dart out to catch it. Persephone shivered before looking away at a patch of the blue-black flowers. Hades was a Dark God set out to tempt her into the shadows. His caresses were loving, his whispers like velvet, his attentions exhilarating. Eating these seeds promised her eternity down here with this alluring male, this dedicated and faithful – at least, according to his word – lover.
 
        But she was not a creature of the darkness. To eat this simple offering would be cutting herself off from the other realm. She would miss Mother, and the fresh air, and the warmth.
 
        “I cannot,” she replied in a quiet but resolute tone.
 
        “I hate to see you struggle so.” Hades approached her. “Do not deny yourself the pleasures of the flavors here. In the gardens grow spices not found in Hellas, and all sort of plants like you have never seen. Each and every meal is fit for a king. Or a queen, of course.” He nudged her in a friendly manner, hoping to make her smile at his little comment.
 
        “A bite of this food does not change your fate. But it changes mine. Please,” Persephone implored. He held back a sigh and nodded, withdrawing the fruit.
 
        “Would you like to see what treasures you now own?” he asked, looking for a change of subject. Her eyes gleamed with curiosity, and Persephone was silently thankful that Hades hadn't sought to argue the matter of food further.
 
        They ended up in Hades' apartments, standing in the main chamber as he waved his arm to one of the closed doors. She was curious to see what marvelous gifts he had decided to bestow upon her, and pushed the door open. It swung open smoothly, revealing another grand chamber of black marble. Jewel-encrusted chests lined the walls, and there was a large mirror against the wall opposite the windows which were framed with burgundy velvet drapes. Next to the mirror was a counter littered with ornate jewelry boxes as well as various pieces of jewelry and several crowns, all put out in a pleasing arrangement. There was a velvet-covered divan in front of a fireplace, and several pieces of varying hues of velvet and silk were draped along one side of the sofa, revealing themselves to be gowns.
 
        The floor had thick and soft rugs on it, and there were several white marble busts of faceless women atop pedestals, adorned with necklaces and other pieces of jewelry for Persephone to choose from. On several small black-topped tables scattered through the room were gemstones, some uncut – Persephone's eyes widening as she recognized these stones from her collection from the surface world – along with cut and polished ones, glittering in the clean light that came in through the open windows. Among this collection of gemstones were flowers wrought out of precious stones and metal or large pieces of gems carved into the shape of a flower.
 
        More faceless statues stood near the walls, various veils, bracelets, girdles, and scarves draped along their bodies and outstretched arms, giving her a seemingly infinite variety of wardrobe choices. Even Aphrodite herself would have been jealous of all the gifts Hades had to offer.
 
        Her fingers slid along the counter as she walked beside it, examining the jewelry that, according to Hades, was all hers. Hades had the benefit of having long-dead blacksmiths in his employ, honing their skills through centuries of working the forges of Hell and having the vast wealth of the Underworld as their medium. Her fingers came against a heavy object, and she looked down to see a silver-backed comb, an intricate design of grapevines, leaves, and clusters of grapes in relief against its back.
 
        In this room was more wealth than a thousand Hellenic queens would ever own in their lifetimes. Entire city-states could be bought with some of the pieces of jewelry in here, and Hades saw from the rapt expression on her face that his efforts had not been in vain. She picked up a gem here, a trinket there, touching some silk on one of the statues.
 
        These stones and metals were cold and lifeless, but there was no denying their beauty and allure. Flowers didn't sparkle like this or show exciting flashes of the rainbow. She picked up a silver necklace glittering with diamonds and rubies, and held it against her collarbone in the mirror, admiring her reflection. Hades had obviously spent a lot of time in preparation for her arrival. She looked up at him.
 
        “There is one thing I must know.”
 
        “All you have to do is ask.”
 
        “It is clear that you were long in making ready for me. Yet you would not face me openly. Did you not think that I might have wanted to know you?”
 
        “Oh, I did. However, I had no desire for your mother to find out.”
 
        “Did you think I was going to tell her?” Persephone asked with indignation. He smiled faintly.
 
        “Your mother is an intelligent woman. She is good at reading what is not spoken.”
 
        Persephone stared in the mirror at Hades's reflection. He was right. How could she forget the times when she had tried to evade her mother's questions? Where were you? What did you do while I was gone? What did you learn from the nymphs? Did you spend as much time on weaving as I commanded? I trust that you did not go down to the beach while I was gone? And so on and so forth. If she tried to say nothing, or change the subject, Mother was quick to catch onto that and wrest the truth out of her one way or another with her penetrating gaze and demanding voice. There were so many things forbidden to her, especially when Mother was absent. It was rare that she was able to shake her mother off, and even after years of dealing with this, Mother was still a very intimidating woman when she was in an interrogative mood.
 
        “Yes, she is,” Persephone admitted. His smile widened.
 
        “Your mother might be smart, but I am smarter. And now, we can spend time together without her interference.”
 
        She quickly looked away, trying to hide her blush.
 
        “I picked out all these pretty things because I thought you might enjoy them. But nothing in this room or the entire realm is as beautiful as you.” Affectionately, his fingers slid down her cheek, and she leaned her head into his touch.
 
        “And of course, I anticipated that you might wish for a personal servant,” Hades said as he looked at their reflections in the mirror. “Much as I would love to keep you at my side, I do have my duties, and absence does make the heart grow fonder.”
 
        “I do not need a nursemaid,” she shot back, imagining whatever servant he would give her as some sort of chaperone.
 
        “I know you have no need of a nursemaid. But surely a lady would wish for a servant? You can have things fetched for you, and have your questions answered when I am not here.”
 
        He waved his arm imperiously, and shadows coalesced into a shade, practically identical to all the others she had seen but with a slight green tint to its appearance.
 
        “It, like all other shades, has a map of the Underworld in its mind, so you can call for it when you are lost, or have it perform errands for you.”
 
        “Are the shades like... ghosts?” she asked tentatively as she studied the floating, disembodied humanoid shape before her.
 
        “No. A soul was once human. Shades are not. They are part of Dis and answer to my command. And this one will now answer to you. Consider it an attendant or aide, if you like. If you need more, all you have to do is ask...”
 
        “What is it? Male or female?” she asked. The shade offered no response, and Hades smiled faintly.
 
        “They are just shades. Not hes or shes. But you could give it a name, if you like, to identify it as yours.”
 
        Persephone studied the ethereal form in front of her and its subtle green tone gave her an idea.
 
        “Cloe,” she said. Chloe meant green shoot, and she liked the color green. Green was the color of life, vitality... perhaps that was why all the other shades were blue, purple, or gray-tinted.
 
        “Hm.” Hades glanced at the shade. “It can also relay messages to me in case you are in... urgent need of my presence,” he added, a small grin on his lips.
 
        “Oh!” Persephone gave out a mock indignant huff, crossing her arms even as she felt her pulse quicken. She felt embarrassed about being teased in front of the shade, but Hades smiled and shook his head.
 
        “These shades are not souls. They are merely shadows given form. But if you wish to dismiss it, do so.” He nodded. Persephone waved her hand in a loose imitation of his, and the dark form dissipated into nothingness. After she did so, she approached the windows, which were made up of panes of clear crystal held within an ornate grid of black metal. She could see the garden as well as the Palace Wall. From the look of it, orchards and more gardens lay beyond, all illuminated by the colorless sky. On the horizon, she saw the skies that hung over the three other realms. A flash of blue here, gray there, and red-black to her left. Without a sun, how was she to tell direction?
 
        “Does the sky ever change? How do you tell time here?” Persephone asked as she turned back to him, seeing him approach her side. The light illuminated his pale skin. His eyebrows were a bit thick but not unattractively so, and arched regally. His nose was long and straight, as was his jaw, and dressed in these imperial robes... her heart fluttered in his chest. He looked good with shadows surrounding him, but nobody could say that light did not do him justice.
 
        “Time has no meaning here. There are no days and nights, nor are there seasons. Events flow into one another and are chronicled within my library, and the Fates have their own secrets woven in the cosmic tapestry. I told you, the rules are different...”
 
        “I know, but I mean... when do you sleep? Do you not have some kind of measure for your duties? If there is no sun, how do you know what time to eat?”
 
        “I eat when I am hungry, sleep when I am tired, and do my duties as I need. And of course, there is time for pleasure...” This time, there was no licentiousness or sensuality uttered with that word, much to Persephone's surprise, “and recreation. I enjoy quiet walks, or simply sitting in my library. Here we are not governed by the passage of the sun or moon, so why concern ourselves? Everything is as it is, as it has been for a hundred, a thousand years, aeons.”
 
        “You seem wise for a man who lives in a place that does not change,” Persephone replied. Demeter's wisdom about the seasons and about change had been well-heeded by her daughter.
 
        “Like I said, this place is not without its interests. Every day, new souls come in bearing stories of the upper world. It's interesting to see what the souls today have seen and know that they did not a hundred, a thousand years ago.” He spoke with the passion of a man who loved to learn new things, and Persephone found a smile tugging at her lips.
 
        “That... does sound interesting,” she admitted. “Still, I wish... for a way to know the days. I am unused to this... idea of having no measure down here. I know not how long I slept last night, nor how long you and I have explored your Kingdom. It is very discomfiting to me.”
 
        Hades frowned thoughtfully, crossing his arms and stroking his beard. He could choose to not offer a compromise, and force her to become used to it. But it wouldn't be fair, and he did understand where she was coming from. One reason he liked paying an occasional visit to the surface was to see the changes in the world and see how far the people of Hellas had evolved. He had seen the evolution from little towns into mighty city-states and the innovation of things such as the plow or chariot. But a day-to-day measure of time helped the mortals to keep track of all this, as well as reckoning the festival days of the Gods. And even the mighty gods themselves counted the days and seasons.
 
        “What if I changed the sky above the Palace? It would remain light like this during the day and become dark as it does in the surface world,” he offered.
 
        “Could the sky gradually change... like sunrise or sunset?” she asked.
 
        “I do not see why not.” He was much gratified to see the sparkle of gratitude in her eyes.
 
        “Thank you.”
 
        “I need more than just these words for such a grand gesture.”
 
        “What would that be?” Persephone asked, tilting her head with curiosity.
 
        “I ask for naught but a kiss,” Hades whispered smoothly as he leaned down, his lips curved into a sensual smile.
 
        Fair is fair, Persephone thought to herself. Besides, it wasn't as if his kisses weren't enjoyable. It was a win-win situation, so what did she have to complain about? Gently, she touched the sides of his face so she could steady his head, and leaned in for a kiss. His lips were hot and hungry, and she felt herself responding, letting her hands slide to the sides of his neck, tangling her fingers in his hair. His arms encircled her, pulling her into a tight and warm embrace.
 
        “Hades... Aidoneus...” she managed to groan between searing kisses, her hands sliding down his chest. She pressed her lips against his fiercely before finding the strength to break the kiss, catching her breath.
 
        “How is that for a favor repaid?” she asked, her voice light and warm as she was aware of feeling weak-kneed, glad of the fact that his arms were wrapped around her. Otherwise, she was fairly certain she would simply collapse.
 
        “Is that all you wish to offer?” he asked with a knowing twinkle in his eye.
 
        “No,” she admitted. His embrace loosened, and she felt his palm on her back.
 
        “Would you like to be subject to my attentions again?”
 
        “Ye... yes,” she nodded, remembering how attentive and loving he had been.
 
        “You would not object to me... tasting of you? Touching you?” His voice was a heated whisper in her ear, and she shuddered as his hand slid down to cup the left side of her rear end, squeezing in a way that pleased both of them.
 
        “Not at all.” She knew it would be useless to deny the facts.
 
        “Does my body please you?” Hades asked as he felt her hand on his chest.
 
        “It does, my lord.”
 
        “And if I wished to be intimate now?”
 
        “Hmm...” She let out a low moan, thinking of what he could do with his considerable skills and creativity. He chuckled softly, flashing even white teeth in a delighted grin.
 
        “Your eagerness spurs my passion.”
 
        “Your passion spurs my eagerness,” the goddess shot back.
 
        “Then it would appear that you and I have trapped ourselves in a vicious cycle. Only I daresay that it is a pleasurable kind of viciousness, hmm? I always thought I had been above such things. But as long as it's with you, I will be the last person to complain.”
 
        To know that she had the attentions of this handsome and reclusive man was admittedly an honor. These thoughts were reinforced with a gentle kneading of her breast, and she arched into his hand. His hands explored her through the silk of her gown, rubbing and stroking hidden areas that had her writhing and letting out soft little sounds of enjoyment. She pressed her hand on his stomach, navigating along the folds of his wrap as her explorations ventured further south.
 
        Before her hand could reach its destination, she found herself bereft of his presence and attention. She reached out for a moment, feeling nothing, all too aware of the warm ache within her core.
 
        “Hades,” she pleaded, seeing him stand just out of the range of her reach, his gaze intense. Was it just her imagination, or did she see just a tint of color in his cheeks?
 
        “That warmth within you. Savor it. Cherish it. Let it burn within you for a bit. And then we will have our pleasure,” he stated before he retreated from the room, beckoning to her. She obediently followed him, wondering what he had in mind.
 
        She came to a stop upon seeing that the table had been set out. It had probably been done when she was otherwise rather occupied with the Lord of the Dead. He sat down, nodding approvingly at the feast set for them. He had ordered his cooks to prepare the most savory and spicy foods, their aroma filling the air and causing Persephone's stomach to growl and churn in frustration. She set her lips in a resolute line and turned to retreat to her room, but that door – and all the others – were now closed.
 
        She had no choice but to endure the mélange of scents in the air and the havoc they wreaked on her neglected palate. The bread had steam rising from it in wispy curls, and she saw feta cheese baked into its crust. A platter of stuffed olives sat next to a chunk of cheese, and all kinds of fruit sat on a platter next to dipping bowls of sugar, sweet cream, and honey. A covered bowl revealed its contents to be a heavy meat-and-vegetable broth, and a glazed chunk of ham sat amidst slices of a ring-shaped yellow fruit she was unable to identify. There were a couple of other dishes made up of fruits, meats, or vegetables that she had no inkling of, and she recalled Hades's boast about having spices and foods that were not native to Hellas. All the food sat atop finely wrought dishes, looking delicious and inviting.
 
        “Why must you torture me so?” Persephone pleaded.
 
        “You are the one who subjects yourself to this torture. Why deny yourself? Come.” He patted the space next to him invitingly. She looked away resolutely, moving over to the window and peeking through the drapes for a distraction. Pressing her wrap against her nose offered minimal protection against the olfactory assault of the feast that Hades had specially designed to tempt her.
 
        “The sooner you let go of your connection to the other world, the happier you will be,” he coaxed, pouring himself a goblet of wine.
 
        “You are asking a lot from me.”
 
        “Is not what I offer a worthy trade?” he shot back before he bit into a chunk of ham, murmuring in content before he took a swig of the wine. Persephone leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the window, not answering his question. A kingdom and its king was hardly something to scoff at, especially such a strong and noble one. But she thought of the world she had been taken away from, and the peace that she had finally achieved with her mother. Why was it that just when Mother had agreed to treat her like the adult she was, she had been taken down here?
 
        After a while, Hades's voice broke into her thoughts.
 
        “Are you sure you do not wish for even a morsel? The food is about to be cleared away.” Persephone turned back to see her captor leaned back against the arm of the divan, looking well-fed and satisfied. The aroma of the food was as strong as before – the hot food had not cooled down thanks to the mysterious rules of Dis – and she felt the tug at her stomach again.
 
        “No,” she said resolutely, hoping that the food would be cleared away quickly.
 
        “Very well.” Hades replied, waving his hands. Shades appeared to clear the table and slid away gracefully. With another flick of his hand, the sky outside darkened slightly. It would take the next hour to darken almost completely, stimulating the sunset that Persephone wanted, albeit without the sun or rainbow of colors. This reminded her of the long day she had, and she let out a yawn.
 
        “I see you are ready to turn in for the night, so go ahead and get changed.” The door to Persephone's room swung open, but the first thing that caught her attention was the desire in Hades's eyes.
 
        “Why? Whatever I choose will surely end up on the floor.”
 
        “Oh, but it is fun to take your clothing off,” he commented glibly before rising from the seat and retreating to his bedchamber.
 
        She hmphed and went to her room, where lamps illuminated her many treasures.
 
        “Cloe?” she called out. Instantly, the green-tinted shade materialized.
 
        “Fetch me something modest to sleep in,” Persephone commanded, determined to rebuff Hades's advances tonight. She had learned very quickly that his attentions distracted her from what were more important things. At least, supposed to be more important. She could believe that all of these posh offerings were mere courtship gifts, and that she wouldn't be as well-treated if she succumbed to him. Demeter had warned her against men seeing women as conquests and Cyane certainly had plenty to say on the subject, but Hades's vows remained clear in her memory. He was considerate enough to give her the power over her own body. She would not be forced to give herself to him. He had said it with his own words. What would happen if she offered herself to him tonight fully? Her body ached pleasurably at that thought.
 
        When a black velvet gown hung in front of her, she nodded in approval. Cloe removed the jewelry, letting her hair fall down in thick waves. The shade held up the brush, and she nodded. The strokes were gentle, untangling the waves as Cloe slid ethereal fingers through her hair.
 
        “Braid it, please,” Persephone said as the brush was set down. This command was obeyed, and her hair was quickly woven into a thick plait before being tied off by a velvet ribbon that matched her sleepwear. She was helped out of her gown, before the black one was placed on Generally, chitons opened from one side, and some gowns required two pieces of fabric, one for the front and one for the back, much like she had worn today. But this soft velvety garment had no seams, however she turned it in her hands. It felt glorious against her body, for it was velvety inside and out. The garment fell to her ankles, and stopped halfway up her forearms. The plunge of neckline was modest, showing only her collarbone.
 
        She felt warm at the thought of Hades divesting her of her garment, and shook her head resolutely. In one corner of the room was a small fountain of white marble, and she went to it, splashing some water on her face to cool the blush of her cheeks. Be calm, cool, and collected. Don't let that handsome bastard have power over you. After several more splashes and letting her hands soak in the water a while, she patted her face dry with the towel that Cloe held in its hands.
 
        Of course, the door that led to the rest of the Palace as well as the one leading outside was locked, but Hades's bedroom door was wide open. She swallowed before looking down at the divans in the main chamber, wondering if she should attempt to sleep on one of them. She slid over to the closest one and sat down, resting her hand on its arm.
 
        “Come to bed,” she heard his voice purr.
 
        “No,” she stated, her tone clear and collected.
 
        “Come.” The voice was still sensual, but was now much firmer.
 
        “I am staying here.”
 
        “No, you are not. Do not make me come out there.”
 
        “And if I do make you come out?”
 
        “I should spank you.”
 
        “Spanking's for children,” she replied firmly.
 
        “It is also a good punishment for a naughty queen.”
 
        “You are the one with naughty things on your mind.”
 
        There was silence, and Persephone hoped she had won. But Hades appeared in the doorway, wearing nothing but a pair of loose black trousers that rode low on his hips, revealing his treasure trail and the alluring twin junctions of torso and leg, where one could follow these lines to... She shivered and looked away. She had never seen such a garment like trousers – in winter, men would wrap wool or other cloth around their legs separately and bind them down with ropes or sashes before going out in the snow. But like her own gown, the style of the clothing he currently wore was unfamiliar to her.
 
        “Come now, surely you do not prefer that cold, hard divan to the warmth of my bed. Our bed.” He leaned against the doorpost with one elbow, his hair long and loose, flowing down his back and chest. She resolutely kept her eyes averted.
 
        “This couch is hardly something to sneer at,” Persephone retorted, and it was the truth. All the seats had been upholstered, and this was actually softer than her own bed at home!
 
        “You could say the same about my bed,” Hades replied as he suddenly moved from the door, stalking across the floor to the divan and efficiently scooping her up in his arms. Her efforts to fight him off were mere token gestures, her palms slapping lightly against his shoulders. She could feel the power within his form, and knew that he could easily bind her with shadows if need be.
 
        She found herself reverently set down on the bed, a large and fluffy pillow under her head. He wasted no time in slipping under the covers, and she curled up loosely away from him before she felt a hand lightly caress the side of her foot. She closed her eyes, not responding. Fingers slid up her ankles and under the gown, and she stiffened.
 
        “No.”
 
        “No?” he asked in a teasing whisper.
 
        “Yes.”
 
        “Ah, changed your mind, love?”
 
        “No.”
 
        “Yes?”
 
        “I said no.”
 
        “Are you sure? Do you not long for my attentions?”
 
        Oh yes, I do. Persephone was painfully aware of her own arousal, and prayed he would not become aware of it.
 
        “How about a kiss, then?” Hades asked, determined to coax more cooperation from his bride, feeling her tremble slightly under his fingers. Oh, such resolve and stubbornness. Defiant maiden. But it was all good. Persephone shook her head in response.
 
        “Why not just succumb to the needs of your own flesh? You know how well I can... engulf you in passion. Hmm?”
 
        “I will not succumb to you.”
 
        “You are fighting the inevitable.” He sounded regretful as he lifted his hand, drawing it to himself. Her loins ached afresh. All she had to do was roll over to face him, touch him... he would take care of the rest. She could practically feel his hunger, and struggled against the urge to let him sate himself and her.
 
        “Good night.” Persephone was resolute, keeping her eyes closed. Mercifully, he did not press the matter. Tired from the long day and the lack of food, she fell into a fitful sleep, having been given berth by Hades. When she stirred in the middle of the night, she found herself torn between pleasure and irritation to find him spooning against her loosely, his arm draped across her middle, the warmth of his body comforting her.
 
        Resolutely, she wiggled away, refusing to allow Hades even the mere satisfaction of having her close. She could not be distracted by his kindness, and scolded herself for nearly giving in earlier when he had been touching her. She would have no master!
 
    
 
   
Chapter XVI
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        Other than the girdle that Demeter found, there were no traces of Kora, or any clue to who was behind her disappearance. Her daughter was no longer on the island, so Demeter traveled to the mainland, determined to find her daughter. She wrapped herself in a brown mantle and wandered the land, inquiring of those she met along the way for any clues as to  her beloved daughter's whereabouts and using her magic to try to track her wayward child down, to no avail.
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        Hades stared down at Persephone's sleeping form as she lay there curled up on her side, her braid coiling along the pillow, vibrant red against the black spread. She looked so lovely and peaceful, long lashes resting atop her sun-kissed cheeks. The soft black material of her nightgown draped beautifully along her lithe curves, and he rested his hand on her hip. She breathed quietly, her hands tucked under her arms. How well he remembered the need he saw in her eyes, and the fierce struggle she'd had to overcome that. Stubborn minx. He had been so tempted to go ahead and make her feel pleasure, but he respected her too much for that.
 
        He hadn't expected her to accept everything right away. She was used to a life of sunshine and the warm vibrancy of the earth. Of course there would be things she needed to get used to. But why did his poor bride have to fight against her destiny? If she would just give in, she would see the possibilities that lay before her and fulfill her potential.
 
        Lowering his head, he peppered the side of her face with loving kisses. Her skin was as sweet and fresh as ever, and he inhaled her scent, his kisses becoming more ardent as he nuzzled the crook of her neck.
 
        “Hmm....” Persephone shifted, but did not stir to consciousness.
 
        “My love. My lady,” Hades whispered, rubbing the soft curve of her hip and rear end.
 
        Persephone was lost in a haze of peace and comfort, the warmth from Hades's body drawing her in, causing her to seek refuge within his touch. The soft velvet against her skin was a sinuous comfort, and when she felt hot kisses along the side of her neck, she could not help but stir towards it, reaching out her arms to the sole source of warmth and life in this place.
 
        This place...
 
        Her eyelids fluttered open, and she gasped softly as she gazed up at him, feeling his hand stroking her stomach. He pressed his forehead to hers, their lips inches apart as he gazed down at her.
 
        “Good morning, beloved.” A firm kiss to her cheek. “How sweet it is to have you at my side when I wake up.” His other hand rubbed her side. She let out a quiet sigh, fighting against the lulling sensations of the stroking from his hands.
 
        No no no, Persephone, do not surrender to his touch... She mewled softly and rolled to her side, sliding from his hands. Wait, when did I start thinking of myself as Persephone?
 
        “Do not turn away from your lover.”
 
        Lover? No. She was still a virgin. Technically. She had done things that an innocent maiden surely wouldn't do. But her maidenhead remained, much to her relief. That was definitely one point that worked in Hades's favor. He stopped when she asked him to.
 
        “Oh, Hades,” she whispered, feeling him draw her back in gently, surrounding her with his body. She felt the life coursing within him, and the fierce passion that added raw heat to his energy. It exhilarated and frightened her, this hungry maleness that demanded all of her. But it wasn't like Ares's brutal force. She had already been recipient of the Dark God's attentions and was well aware of how he could make her feel so divine, given myriad pleasures and not being asked for much in return. He was a rather generous lover. Not that she would mind returning the favor...
 
        No, no! She pushed him away, wiggling off the bed.
 
        “Damn you, Hades,” she whispered furiously, raising her chin as she stared down at him, her eyes glinting with defiance and annoyance.
 
        “If pleasure is damnation, then I take all that you have to offer. Come here, beloved. I await your... curse.” He held out his hands, palms upturned, a knowing smile on his face as she scowled at him. “Persephone, this place is not Hell. This place is more sublime than the other realm. It is a place of punishment and one of contemplation, but it is also paradise. Without this place, the other world would not exist. Life cannot exist without its opposite. It's the natural balance of things. Here you are more free than you ever were.”
 
        “Am I truly free to do as I please down here?”
 
        “Certainly. I shall not confine you to one place like your mother did. And Cloe can assist you should you require anything.” He sounded indulgent, like an affectionate uncle.
 
        “Then I would like to explore by myself today,” she said. Hades raised her eyebrow at her request, but nodded slowly. He had been planning to show her a few more places today – more private and out-of-the-way locations reserved for chthonic deities like himself. She after all needed to meet Hekate and Nyx and the other mysterious deities who preferred the Underworld to Olympus. Already he had a banquet planned so that Persephone could meet her high-ranking subjects and peers. However, that could wait a few days.
 
        “Very well,” Hades acquiesced with a nonchalant wave of his hand. Persephone seemed almost surprised at his quick agreement.
 
        “Oh. Okay... well, thank you. I appreciate that.” Already her mind was racing, working out her escape plan.
 
        “Of course, before we go on our respective ways, we will need to get dressed and eat.”
 
        “Certainly.” Persephone nodded stiffly as the door opened. She quickly left, aware of Hades's hungry, smoldering gaze. Once in the safety of her room, she looked around, deciding what outfit to wear. She looked at the rich variety of colors that hung off the statues, and peered into the grand chests to find more fine garments, embroidered in real gold or silver thread, and even sewn in with gemstones. She paused, considering what awaited above. She might have well decided to stay right where she was, if it hadn't been for her mother finally agreeing to give Persephone more freedom and even let her see the world!
 
        Besides, Mother loved her dearly, and oh, she must be so worried! She had reached a good point in her relationship with Mother and was loath to aggrieve the woman who loved her with all her heart.
 
        She decided on a light color, and chose a flowing silk chiton and matching mantle of a pale, vivid lavender. Around her neck, wrists, and hair went gold jewelry inlaid with amethysts along with tiny diamonds that sparkled like stars. Her hair was pulled back in a graceful braid bound with a pale purple ribbon before being fastened to her head in a bun. The effect was not at all displeasing, and Kora smiled as she turned around slowly, studying her reflection. A pair of gold sandals soled with soft but firm leather completed her outfit, and she walked out of her chamber, all grace and poise, ignoring the breakfast set before her as she sat down in a chair.
 
        Hades was clad in dark red and black, as handsome as ever. She let out a quiet sigh and averted her eyes from the food and the god before her, concentrating on a vein of marble in the floor.
 
        The fare was lighter and simpler. But even then, the scent tormented her. She wanted some of that hot stew, that sweet wine, some stuffed olives...
 
        She sighed and buried her face in her hands, trying to clear her mind.
 
        “Persephone...” she heard him sigh.
 
        “I'm not eating. It's hard to take food from your warden.”
 
        Hades opened his mouth to comment, but closed it and resumed his meal. The rest of breakfast passed in silence, and he polished off his jug of wine before sitting back and letting the shades move in and clear away the dishes.
 
        “That outfit you chose is very becoming. I trust that you find your wardrobe satisfying.”
 
        “Yes.” Persephone nodded, acknowledging his generosity.
 
        “Wonderful. Now, I will be gone for a while, so explore as you please. Do not hesitate to call for Cloe when you need assistance.”
 
        “Thank you for your concern,” she replied primly, her chin upturned. He smiled at her independent streak, and rose from his seat, his black cloak swishing around him. Persephone rose to her feet and stalked towards the door gracefully.
 
        “Not so fast,” she heard Hades call out.
 
        “What is it?”
 
        “You think you can simply leave my side without a kiss or even a kind word of farewell?”
 
        Persephone slowly turned back to the Dark God, hands on her hips as he approached her.
 
        “Really, you did not think I was going to let you go so easily?”
 
        “One can always hope,” was her dry reply. He lowered his head, capturing her lips in his own, sucking gently on her lower lip and leaving her flustered as he broke the kiss.
 
        “I will see you in a while, love.”
 
        The way he called her 'love' in that warm tone caused a pleasant shiver to make its way up her spine, but she kept her expression placid, not wishing for him to see how he had affected her so.
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        The River Styx was a thick band of moving, churning, forbidding-looking water that was the sole obstacle to her ascent to the upper world. Well, Kerberos had been her first obstacle, but remembering Hades's admonishment, the dog allowed her to pass but not without some soft yelping in a bid for attention. She had skirted him carefully, keeping to the opposite side of the gate. Even though she was a goddess, she still feared the large fangs and paws, wondering when the last time was that some hapless individual had made it down here only to be confronted by this fearsome guard dog. To her relief, Kerberos hadn't actually tried to stop her, and she stood there on the dock, waiting for Kharon as he made his way across the Styx with a boatload of souls. She wondered how much a boat full of souls weighed.
 
        The ferryman was a skeletal figure under a dark cloak. She did not see his face, and the hands that held the oar were almost clawlike, and his skin – if it was skin – looked leathery. She wondered what lay under the cloak, but certainly wouldn't ask. As the boat sidled up to the dock, shades were there to collect and herd the souls, and Persephone called out the ferryman's name as he was about to push off. He turned towards her, his face still obscured.
 
        “I... Kharon, I need help, please. Only you can offer it to me.”
 
        “How may I be of assistance, Lady Persephone?” the eternal Ferryman asked.
 
        “I need you to take me across the Styx.”
 
        “You are my queen, but I first obey Lord Hades. I cannot help you here,” he replied, his tone gravelly.
 
        “Please, sir. I would be eternally in your debt, and my mother would be so grateful if you aided her kidnapped daughter home!”
 
        “Lord Hades has commanded that you are to remain here. I will not go against his orders.”
 
        “Please!” Persephone sunk to her knees, trying to not sound too frantic. She saw his hooded head shake slowly.
 
        “I am sorry, my lady.” With these words, he pushed off before she could grab his oar or step into the boat.
 
        Fine. Want to play that way, Hades? We'll see. She purposefully strode along the shore of the Styx, figuring to start upstream to compensate for the brisk current. She had chosen her outfit carefully in the hopes she would have an opportunity to escape today. Her dress was of a simpler cut, and she tied it off at the knees to facilitate swimming. She discarded her thin mantle on the sand.
 
        Slowly, she stepped to the edge, feeling frigid water splash onto her toes. Ugh, that was cold! No matter. She just had to bear the cold water for a bit and when she made it to the other side, she would simply use some of her own life-energy to warm herself.
 
        I'm a goddess. She would arm herself with that knowledge. She would not be a little girl anymore, coddled and sheltered. She would go to Olympus and see Zeus. She would meet her brothers and sisters, many of whom were also her cousins. Ares had been brutish, but surely there were gods or goddesses that she could look up to, learn from, such as Athene, the goddess of wisdom! What kind of knowledge would Athene impart? What about Rhea, the reserved and wise goddess who was honored and revered by her children and grandchildren as well as her siblings? Perhaps Artemis, who was the symbol of female freedom, a life beholden to no man. But she didn't just want to meet possible mentors. She also wanted to see the more mischievous ones. What was an orgy of Dionysus like? She remembered her encounter with Triton, and his invitation to ride the waves with him, an invitation she had considered before his pompous attitude and roving gaze changed her mind. And what kind of stories would Aphrodite have about lovers and scandals?
 
        A thoughtful frown appeared on her features. Did Aphrodite have anything to do with Hades's desire for her? Had the Dark God been struck by one of Eros's magical arrows? But Hades seemed so controlled and reserved. He had been able to overcome his own passion to respect her wishes, and like he had said, his desire had burned for many years. Surely this whole affair was more than an amusement of Aphrodite?
 
        Well... when she got to Olympus, she would find out! Perhaps... perhaps she wouldn't seek out her mother right away. No, she would go to Olympus first... otherwise Mother would just attempt to shelter her even more. Yes. Perfect plan. Great!
 
        Resolutely, she stepped through the water, almost crying at how cold it felt. With a stoic expression, she waded further in, feeling the icy water bite into her lower legs, then her knees. Kharon was on his way to the other side, so he did not notice her escape attempt. Biting back a violent tremble, Persephone continued further, the black water creeping up to her waist now, then her breasts, nipples already painfully peaked from the encroaching cold. She concentrated, igniting a spark of warmth within her, letting it flow to her fingers and toes, reassuring her. Further into the water she went, shoulders now covered by the Styx, the current fast and insistent, nearly causing her to lose her footing.
 
        Cold! Ah, it's so damn cold! How is this even possible? It seemed to seep into her bones, swallowing up the warmth that her body produced. Glaring determinedly, she pushed off, moving through the water with powerful strokes. She was aware but of two things – the cold and her goal. Her teeth chattered as she propelled herself through the water, trying to coax the warmth to flow through her veins, but the warmer she tried to become, the colder she actually got, much to her confusion and increasing panic. She pushed herself as hard as she could, frantically propelling her arms and legs to an increasingly elusive goal. The riverbank now seemed even further away, and she gave out a panicked whimper, fighting the current even as she felt the coldness penetrate her very being.
 
        “Lady Persephone!” Kharon hissed as he heard the frantic splashing, and turned to see the Queen struggle against the current, her movements becoming slower and slower. The Styx was no ordinary river. Nobody had ever been able to swim across it because of the darkness that the water flowed from. The Styx was the harshest representation of Dis – lifeless, without warmth, without vitality. It drained emotions and warmth from those foolish enough to enter it, and the far shore was littered with a few skeletons from the mortals who had tried to cross.
 
        Veering off his course, Kharon purposefully rowed over to her, making no great effort to do this because Persephone was being pushed towards him by the current. Her struggles had ceased, and it appeared as if she was about to go under.
 
        “Come now, Styx! Persephone belongs to Lord Hades!” Kharon growled. Styx would listen to nobody else, and when in a generous mood, might listen to him. Persephone disappeared under the water for several moments, but reappeared near the side of the boat. Kharon muttered a quick thanks before reaching down and grabbing the back of the girl's gown, keeping her head above the water. In less than a couple of minutes, he had her laid out on the sand, her skin deathly pale and her limbs motionless. He prodded her with a bony finger several times, growling her name, but it was as if she were dead.
 
        Persephone was numb to the world. The Styx had been so cold, searing her with freezing agony, feeding off her warmth like a thousand little greedy mouths tearing at her core, devouring her from the inside. She had wanted the pain to stop, so she had turned her focus inward, defending the last bit of her warmth. While she had neared the end of her struggle, she had to do the unthinkable – shutting away her own life-energy – so that the Styx couldn't drain it from her. And then all went black. She had faced the harsh totality of the Styx and managed to not be consumed by it, though she might have as well been.
 
        Kharon fretted next to the limp and wet body of the Queen, praying that Hades would not find him at fault for this. He had turned Persephone away as Hades had instructed; how was he to guess that she would wait until his back was turned so that she could try to cross the river on her own?
 
        He had done his service as a boatman faithfully, serving as the way to and from the realm of Dis. In the beginning, when man had just started to settle in Hellas, he had but transported a few souls at a time. But now he transported boatloads – even shiploads – of them, and did not notice the difference. His power ferried each and every one of them over, serving as a kind of guardsman, denying passage to any flesh-and-blood beings – gods with Hades's permission excepting – and plunging through the fathomless waters of the Styx.
 
        He felt pity when Persephone had pleaded to him – the young queen did have a warm way about her – but like the other deities, he had been informed of the arrival of Hades's Queen. Of course he had been surprised to hear of it, having seen Hades as an eternally solitary figure. But who was he to question Hades's orders, and what a lovely girl he had chosen.
 
        “Lady Persephone,” Kharon murmured with concern, leaning down to roll her onto her side.
 
        “Kharon,” he heard his Lord growl.
 
        “My lord. Please forgive me for not being attentive enough to stop her...”
 
        “I daresay she appealed to you.”
 
        “Yes, but I turned her away. Respectfully, of course,” he explained as Hades scooped his unconscious bride in his arms, well aware of how cold her body felt.
 
        “And I am guessing she waited for you to turn your back.”
 
        “Hrm.” Kharon bowed his head, offering no more than that grunt as his response.
 
        “I would expect no less from her, though I am surprised she did not turn back sooner.”
 
        “Yes, my lord, she was quite far along. Just about halfway.”
 
        “You may return to your duties.”
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        “Oh, Persephone,” Hades groaned, jiggling her gently within his arms in an attempt to elicit a response from her. She remained motionless, her flesh pale as one dead. Her damp red locks were pasted to her face, and the light silk clung to her curves, outlining her ice-peaked nipples. Her lips were parted slightly, but no breath issued from them.
 
        Her head lolled against his chest, and Persephone remained quiet, lost in the darkness that had tried to engulf her.
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        Persephone's flesh remained cold, her limbs distressingly unresponsive to Hades as he stripped her of her clothing, the wet material clinging to her skin as she lay on the marble floor, staring up at the ceiling with half-lidded eyes. Her naked body came into view, pale to the point of being white, and her chest did not rise with breath.
 
        “Am I truly so terrible that you would plunge into the Styx's black waters?” Hades asked sadly as he shook his head, easing her into the tub, the hot water swirling around her frigid limbs. Her cheeks seemed hollow, and her head lolled back against his chest as he held her under her arms, the water now bubbling just above her breasts. He jiggled her, gratified to hear a soft groan.
 
        Quickly stripping down to his loincloth, he stepped into the pool so he could attend her more closely. He fiercely rubbed her arms and legs, willing heat to flow through them and cursing the fact that heat manipulation was not part of his Gift. Hopefully, this tub at the highest heat level would do.
 
        Persephone moaned quietly, feeling something rub her hands and feet, heat swirling around her.... What had happened? She remembered the Styx and its churning black waters, and how it had tried to swallow her, drink deep of her life-energy and leave her a cold husk of immortal flesh, lacking in life and a heart...
 
        “NO!” she screamed, snapping awake and startling Hades as she flung up her arms in defense against her unseen enemy. Her eyes were wide with panic, and Hades quickly wrapped his arms around her to keep her from thrashing around so much. She cried out and clawed at his arms, like a dying person struggling to come to the surface.
 
        “Persephone! I am here! You're safe!” Hades said loudly, “Calm down! I'm trying to get you warm!”
 
        She fell limp like a puppet with its strings cut, her head lolling forward as she felt Hades against her back and the hot water swish around the lower half of her body.
 
        The young deity was lost deep in her thoughts, assessing the situation and what had transpired. She felt Hades rub her back as he leaned her over, his other arm hooked around her to keep her close. His hand was large and warm, kneading firmly, and she closed her eyes, letting the hot water soothe her. Nothing would ever chase away the cold that had penetrated her heart, but at least her limbs were now warm and toasty. Her immediate panic was gone at recognizing the safety of her surroundings, but a deeper, starker terror remained. She had come to the brink in those icy waters. The brink of what... she could not be quite sure. It was a chasm devoid of all warmth. She remembered the feeling of heat seeping from her limbs, sucked away in the unfathomable darkness.
 
        To save the last precious part of herself, the Gift that she had gained from her mother, the Gift of living and nurturing, she had to lock it away, seal it off before it could be seen and snatched.
 
        It no longer issued warmth to her body as long as it remained blocked off. She was immortal and undying, but she had paid a heavy price for trying to escape Dis. Damn Hades. Damn the dark realms and its God. These proclamations were silent, and Persephone allowed Hades to attend to her, lifting an arm or leg when needed. She was rubbed dry with a towel, and Cloe fetched a soft, warm gown for her along with slippers of the same fabric. Her hair was taken out of its bun and rearranged into a braid, which was a look that Hades loved on her.
 
        All the while she was attended to, she did not speak and simply stared ahead.
 
        “I want to lie down,” she finally murmured as Hades slipped on a robe of his own. He blinked and nodded, scooping her up in his arms and frowning slightly when she didn't even make a token protest. She curled up on the bed, cocooning herself within the comforter. When Hades settled down beside her, spooning up to her, she welcomed the warmth from his body, but refused to acknowledge his presence.
 
        “Persephone, am I such a terrible person that you could not stand another day with me?” he asked, sounding hurt. Something deep inside her stirred at that, wanting to comfort him. But she remained silent, the self-imposed barrier around her emotions doing its work. She felt the coldness gnawing at where her heart was supposed to be, and swallowed thickly.
 
        “My name is Kora,” Persephone replied through gritted teeth. Kora, child of the light, of earth, of the things that grew... Kora of the sunshine and the fresh air, of carefree innocence...
 
        “Kora was the hidden maiden, the little girl, the smothered daughter,” Hades replied calmly, rubbing her arm through the comforter, “Persephone is the bride of Aidoneus, Queen of the Underworld, and Goddess of the Realm of Dis.”
 
        “Please, don't...” There was a raw edge to her voice that shocked Hades. Even though she was conscious, she apparently wasn't well.
 
        “Persephone, what happened?” Hades asked, rolling her over so she faced him, his expression filled with concern. She let her eyes wander to one of the draperies on the wall, shuddering as she thought about that absolute frigidness. The memory of it sucking the warmth from her body was one she could never forget. Unless she drank some Lethe waters, hmm? Would that banish the dread nothingness?
 
        “It was cold!” was all she had to offer. Hades winced. He had stepped into the Styx once, and by the gods! Nothing could define cold like that very river.
 
        “No one has ever been able to swim across it. All the mortals who have attempted to cross die before they even get a few strokes across. I will be honest, when Kharon told me you actually made it halfway, I was impressed.”
 
        “Very nice.”
 
        “Come now, you should be proud of yourself. There should be more enthusiasm in your voice, my love.”
 
        “I do not feel like it.” In fact, the barrier prevented feelings from reaching her as they should.
 
        “Persephone, talk to me. What happened in the Styx? Did it hurt you?”
 
        “It was cold, I told you.”
 
        “Yes, but... something happened to you. If you do not tell me, I cannot help you.” How the hell was Hades so perceptive? She did not meet his gaze.
 
        “I want to go home,” she murmured.
 
        “This is your home now, remember that.”
 
        “No. My home is up there.” When Hades reached out to touch her cheek, she flinched.
 
        “You are cold.” Hades frowned.
 
        “That is what I said.”
 
        “Do you want to go back in the bath?”
 
        “No.” Persephone curled up more tightly against the comforter, feeling somehow bereft at the lack of warmth. But she felt detached from it all. Her stomach rumbled hungrily, but it was now easy for her to ignore.
 
        “Then you need to drink something warm. I can have some milk or wine heated up for you, or broth.”
 
        “I am not eating.” Her tone was dull.
 
        “Stubborn woman.”
 
        “If you do not like my defiance, send me back to the other world.”
 
        “Have I ever said that I did not like this trait of yours?” Her silence was her response.
 
        “I imagined that you would try to escape, but not so soon. Hopefully this has taught you that this is your new home, and that you will stay.”
 
        Persephone rolled over, presenting her back to him. There was a certain detachment to everything she said and did, her voice lacking its usual vibrancy. And there was the fact that her flesh was cold even after he had soaked her in the tub. Oh gods, what did he do now? Would it be a mercy to allow her to return to the surface world? Would that restore whatever had been lost? But then she might try to escape...
 
        Various options played through his head. He could simply make her stay down here and hope that she would be able to restore her warmth. But the Styx was no ordinary river. Thus, her situation called for an extraordinary remedy, and he knew of such a one...
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        Persephone had no idea how long she had been left alone. When she closed her eyes, she drifted through darkness, and she had become numb to the cold that remained in her limbs despite the thick blankets wrapped around her and the cheerful fire that blazed in the hearth.
 
        Is this to be my fate, forever cold and damned? She felt as if she were dead. She had no heart. Without a heart, she was able to regard her memories of the Styx without terror. She lay there, pondering the events that led to her current predicament. Had she somehow irrevocably destroyed her Gift by sealing it away? That thought only struck her with a vague sort of unease. Not being able to feel anything so strongly... strangely, it was a blessing. No fear, no anger, no worry... just cool detachment.
 
        The door opened, and she regarded Hades silently as he came to the bed, a flask of smooth white clay in one hand, and a matching jar in the other. She offered him no greeting, simply staring at him as he sat down at the side of the bed.
 
        “How do you feel?” he asked. His eyes were filled with warmth and concern. She stared back blankly.
 
        “I feel nothing.”
 
        “... I brought you some ambrosia and nectar,” Hades announced after several moments of uncomfortable silence.
 
        “The food of the gods?”
 
        “Yes. For you. Please, Persephone...” He opened the jar, revealing a rosy, jellylike substance. He picked some of it out, the gelatin jiggling, almost glowing under the firelight. She regarded it calmly, her eyes devoid of curiosity and interest. He faltered slightly at her unresponsiveness – oh, he faltered? Persephone noted – before pressing it against her lips. She opened her lips, her tongue darting out to catch the sweet substance. An almost overwhelming sweetness exploded within her mouth, and warmed her throat as it went down. Oh, it was so warm, and so wonderful, radiant, shining... food for the gods, indeed! Without resistance, she allowed him to feed her some more.
 
        “And some nectar.” He held up the flask, uncorking it and bringing it to her lips. She took a long, greedy swig, almost spitting it out due to the sweetness. When she tasted it again, she took a considerably smaller sip, feeling comforted at the warmth in her stomach.
 
        “Hmm.” It wasn't the same warmth of her Gift, but it was soothing nonetheless. Ambrosia and nectar came from the land of the living, and she leaned her head back against the pillow, letting out a low sigh.
 
        “Better?” he asked. She nodded slowly. When he touched her hand, it wasn't cold like before. She looked more at ease, instead of lying there stiffly, curled up and trying to ignore him.
 
        “Good. Understand that I brought this only to you because of what the Styx has done to you. I will not be bringing any food from the other world. When this ambrosia and nectar is gone, you have the option of going hungry, or eating my food.” His voice was firm as he regarded her.
 
        “I faced the horrors of the Styx and still you refuse to let me leave this realm.”
 
        “You pressed forward even as the Styx fought you back. That was your decision, not mine. I should have warned you, but I thought that you would turn back once you set a foot in there.”
 
        “How can a river be so cold?”
 
        “It is what divides this realm from the other. The river is an extension of Dis, and is the complete antithesis of what your mother's world represents. It is cold and lifeless.”
 
        “It tried to eat my warmth.”
 
        “Why do you think no one has ever been able to cross?”
 
        Persephone shuddered. Even with the warmth of the ambrosia within her, the darkness still surrounded her. She placed her hand to her heart, feeling it beat, the most basic function this part of her body had.
 
        “It was so cold, and I tried to keep myself warmer... but the harder I tried, the colder I became...”
 
        Aha. A clue as to how his beloved became like this. He moved closer, his hand touching hers.
 
        “I am listening.” He stroked her hand encouragingly, his love and concern for her radiating from his eyes. Persephone stared back at him.
 
        “I struggled against the waters and the cold... Most of my strength had already been drained away, and there was just a tiny bit left. I did not want the Styx to take it, so I sealed it away...” Her hand waved over her chest in a vague gesture.
 
        “Have some more ambrosia,” Hades urged, wanting to keep her warm and comfortable. She did not resist, and let him feed her several more morsels. Her body became a bit warmer, and he processed her words. Smart girl, having done that to protect herself. But he saw the consequences, and knew that this cool, aloof Persephone was not what she was meant to be.
 
        “I sealed it away... like I sealed Ares...” She was staring vacantly at the wall.
 
        “Ares? But I thought your mother...”
 
        “No!” Persephone's voice gained an almost imperceptible edge. “No, it was me. Ares tried to... he almost... I could feel his energy pouring from him, and I was overwhelmed, so I shut it down, made it stop. Mother came after it happened...”
 
        “Demeter took credit for what you had done?” he asked incredulously. She shrugged.
 
        “Persephone, you must now unseal that part of yourself. You are safe.”
 
        “What if I do not want to?”
 
        “Love, this is not how you are meant to be.”
 
        “Why? I cannot even use my Gift down here.”
 
        “You are. Your Gift keeps you warm and radiant. It is... part of you,” Hades whispered fiercely. She looked away. It was easier to not feel.
 
        “I am well. I am going for a walk. Fear not, I will not try to escape.”
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        Hades nearly hadn't let her out of the Palace, but she had managed to win him over with a blank stare. She briefly pondered trying the Styx again, knowing that her Gift was safely locked away. However, she certainly had no desire to face that cold nothingness again, and the ambrosia in her stomach was sending soothing waves of heat through her body. Cloe accompanied her as her guide – Hades refused to budge on this detail – and the shade floated soundlessly behind her as she silently explored the garden. Many of the flowers in here resembled lilies – Hades must really like them. Which was interesting, because lilies happened to be one of her favorite flowers, too.
 
        There was also a large rosebush with the largest roses she had ever seen – all of them black, with a faint iridescent sheen. Oh. So beautiful. She delicately touched one of them, admiring the silkiness of the petals. 
 
        Her clothing reflected her mood. It was made of several layers of soft dark gray linen, a matching wrap draped around her upper body and head, the thin, gauzy layers melding together to form the illusion of being made of barely translucent smoke. Only her face and hands were visible, and she moved along the garden paths like a wraith, her movements slow and graceful like the shade that accompanied her.
 
        An arched doorway in the garden wall led to another, this one with a considerably different feel. The air was dry and arid, golden sand surrounding the barely visible path as curious green objects jutted from the surface, covered with spikes and barbs of varying size. One towered over her head, its branches resembling limbs flung upward. Near it was a cluster of fat, stout green things with shorter barbs, its skin darker than that of the taller one. Around her she saw exotic flora, bright red and orange and yellow, many of them on top of the plants she would later learn were called cacti. She had never seen plants resembling those, or anything close. If shown these plants, would Mother be able to identify them? The sky was an almost naturally bright blue over this garden, completely devoid of any clouds.
 
        Persephone reached down, scooping up a handful of the sand, feeling its graininess in her hand as she let it flow out from between her fingers. The texture pleased her, and she played with it for a bit more before approaching some of the cacti, exploring them, tapping a spike with her finger. What mysterious hand had made these things? Could these really be plants? She followed the path, feeling the grittiness under her sandals.
 
        Quickly, she turned around and returned to the main garden, trying to process all that she had just seen. She looked up to see the clear, light gray sky and sighed softly before she ventured through another archway.
 
        The sand-garden had been arid, so the atmosphere in here shocked her with its moisture. She had never felt such moisture even on the muggiest days of summer, and was almost overwhelmed by the encroaching green around her, a very sea – and even sky – of rippling verdant interspersed with bright colors. The flowers in here were huge, reaching out with petals as lush and gracefully flaring as a woman's private parts, and emitting sweet fragrances. When she looked up, she was barely able to make out a warm, golden sky through the canopy. If not for the path before her established with smooth white stones, she would have become lost.
 
        From somewhere between the trees, she heard the gentle ripple of a waterfall. She made her way down the path, coming to a stop as she saw the graceful cascade of water into a beautiful, clear pool. Flowers fought one another for space along the edge, filling Persephone's vision with a rainbow of colors she didn't know existed.
 
        She had seen other archways lead from Hades's garden, and wondered what waited in the others gardens, given that the first one she saw was arid while this one was humid. The lushness around her stirred her, reminding her of her home. Granted, these plants were foreign to her, but they were green and plentiful. From a tree near her side, thick vines hung, making for a pleasant canopy.
 
        Hesitantly, she sunk to her knees and touched the surface of the water, relieved to find that it was pleasantly cool. The scents, the feel, the sights... Hades said that Dis was just as real, if not more so than the other realm. The proof was right here. She sat down at the edge of the pool, removing her sandals and hiking up her skirts. Idly, she fingered a bright-red flower that grew next to her, her fingers coming away sticky with nectar. Curiously, she sniffed it before wiping it on the grass, resisting the temptation to taste it. She didn't know if flower-nectar counted as food of the Dead, but she wasn't going to risk it.
 
        Hours upon hours passed as Persephone sat there like a statue, lost in her thoughts. To her, it felt like but a moment before she came back to herself. The color of the sky was unchanged, giving no indication whatsoever of the hours that had passed in her meditation.
 
        Suddenly, she felt a tingle at the back of her neck. It was the same tingle she had felt every time she suspected that she was being watched. She remembered that faint prickling feeling as she frolicked with the nymphs, or took one of her walks.
 
        “Hades. I know you're here,” she called out. At first, she thought he would deny his presence, but she heard the rustling of leaves and the swish of a cloak before he materialized in sight, standing under the canopy of vines.
 
        “Nobody has ever been able to sense my presence. I was able to sneak up on the mightiest Titans, and yet I cannot go by undetected by a young goddess.”
 
        If Persephone hadn't been feeling detached from her own emotions, she would have giggled. Her lack of response did not pass unnoticed, and Hades approached her, sitting next to her.
 
        “Let yourself laugh.” He reached out to touch her cheek.
 
        “I cannot,” she mumbled.
 
        “Are you so afraid of feeling?”
 
        “Feelings have done no good for me.”
 
        “Never say that! It is our emotions that make us who we are. The mortals, even my own family, think I am cold and unfeeling. But you know I am not. You see my desire for you. It makes you feel good... alive, doesn't it?”
 
        The memory of Hades's attentions felt distant, like an echo down a long hallway. She could not regard it as she had before, with her Gift locked away.
 
        “But I do not feel terror or pain. It's gone.” She felt Hades's hands on her shoulders.
 
        “No, Persephone. How can we recognize the good things without the bad? I have seen many terrible things in my life. I have judged the most wretched of souls. You would scarcely believe some of the things they have done. I feel pain and disgust. And when I was away from you, I pined for you. For so many years, I ached for you. The loneliness was like a knife in my heart, reminding me every day of the fact that I was alone. Yet I would not trade any of it for the joy I feel when I am with you.” His voice was earnest and passionate. “Agony and ecstasy, you cannot have one with the other.”
 
        “So you would put me through agony for your ecstasy.”
 
        “No, no. Do not lie to yourself. I have seen how you respond to my touch. I have seen the desire burn in your eyes at the sight of my need. To deny us both is agony.”
 
        “The Styx was agony. Being unable to go home is agony. Being surrounded by death...” Persephone felt her heart beat more wildly. There was a faint but intense stirring somewhere deep within.
 
        “Is there death here?” he asked, gesturing to the lush growth. Yes, there was that absence of familiar life-energy, but she couldn't honestly say that this was a dark or dreary place. The sky was warm and golden, the growth unrestrained, the waterfall placid and welcoming...
 
        “It is a whole, wonderful world for you to enjoy. But you cannot if you choose to shut yourself away. There are many wonders to come, and the love of a man who cares for you. Surely you cannot enjoy being so... cold?”
 
        No. It was easy, not feeling things, but by no means joyful. She didn't have to worry. But oh, it was so dark in here, in refuge from her emotions... so alone. Spending all eternity like this... no, no, no!
 
        A single tear made its way down her pale cheek.
 
        “Persephone,” Hades murmured, seeing that tear slide down. “Yes. Come out, please. Your humble Lord beseeches you.” His hands cupped her cheeks as he stared into her eyes, seeing the intense clash of her will against her emotions.
 
        “Aidon...” Persephone whispered, trembling. She felt her Gift struggle from within, like a seed attempting to blossom and break the harsh shell it was encased in. To allow it to warm her again would mean she would feel everything – her fear of this place, her homesickness... her enjoyment of Hades and his attentions, and her pleasure and curiosity at the marvelous things this place had to offer – and like Hades said, experience agony and ecstasy. Which one did she want more – her heart locked away, her thoughts safe from her emotions, from all feeling? Or a life full of joys and sorrows, to let herself enjoy what Hades had to offer and to let him comfort her in her fear?
 
        She let out a quiet sob when she thought of how he had attended to her so lovingly, concern shining from his eyes as he worked to ensure her comfort, even bringing her ambrosia and nectar! He had vowed that he would only offer the food of the dead, yet he had done this for her, because he had placed her comfort above his rules. The obvious concern in his eyes stirred her profoundly.
 
        “My love,” Hades whispered, stroking her head through the veil she wore, gathering her into his arms and hugging her tightly, her tears falling freely on his chest.
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        As Persephone rose from the hot water, wispy pale tendrils curling around her naked form, she glanced at her reflection in the mirror before she picked up a towel, rubbing her face. Like the large mirror in the other room, this full-length mirror had an unblemished surface, backed with silver to reveal to her exactly what she looked like. Usually, she just disregarded her form – it had ceased to interest her years ago when she had given up on hopes of seeing it grow. But she paused as she moved her towel to one hand, letting it hang at her side.
 
        Was it just her, or had her hips grown just a bit wider? And... Her free hand went up to cup one breast. Before, her chest had practically been flat, with just a hint of breasts. But under her hand... Hm. She frowned and squeezed experimentally. Yes. There was definitely more firm softness there. Her hand slid down to cup the flesh. Turning her body to one side, she kept her shoulders straight, fighting the temptation to jut out her chest.
 
        Her pulse quickened as she admired the gentle curves of her chest and stomach. Dropping the towel, she ran her hands from her waist to her hips. Had this happened naturally, or did being here in the Underworld have something to do with it? She wasn't sure whether to be excited or concerned, but right now she was definitely on the side of giddy at this long-awaited development.
 
        She turned around, eyeing her behind and legs – pleased with the changes she saw – before facing the glass again. Before, she had only had a couple of downy wisps of dark red hair above her womanhood, but now a few others had joined the slim number. She ran her fingers along the tiny pubic thatch as she eyed her reflection in the mirror, remembering how the nymphs had dark triangles around their womanhood.
 
        How long had she been down here? She tried to remember, counting how many times the sky had grown dark over the Palace. Five times the sky had darkened, after Hades set it in this rhythm for her. So nearly a week, right? From her body, it looked as if she had grown a year, maybe two. So what might she look like next week? Ooh, how exciting.
 
        Hades found himself amused by her attempts to track time in this place. Yes, the days were recorded in the library, to provide an accurate history. It was necessary to catalog his collection by the calendar mortals used to understand and organize all the information. Oh wait, she hadn't seen the calendar yet, had she? Doubtless she would be curious. Though he obligingly changed the sky for her, he had been trying to distract her from it, to take away the importance of day and night.
 
        He was alone in the bed as he lay there, already missing her presence. When he had woken up, she was gone. Too bad, he had some ideas for how to wake her up, but then, he had the rest of time to enjoy his time with her. He slid from bed, picking his robe off the floor and donning it, tying it loosely as he went in search for his bride. Over the last few days, her mood and attitude had improved considerably. She spent much time exploring his gardens, and sometimes he went with her. A couple of times he would sneak up on her invisibly. He might tease her by not saying anything, and sliding up to her – still invisible – and stroke her arms or face. Rolling out of bed, he went in search for her.
 
        The Dark God was silent as he watched her study herself in the mirror, poking and letting her fingers slide along certain parts of her anatomy. He was just as aware as she was of the changes in her body. Without Demeter's smothering hold on her, Persephone was free to fulfill her potential. Whatever other Gifts she might have would surface or augment themselves as she grew further.
 
        “You could have woken me up before you decided to take a bath. I would have been happy to join you,” Hades commented in playful reproach. He was gratified to see her blush just a bit.
 
        “So you could molest me under the water?” she shot back playfully. He grinned at her.
 
        “I might drag you back into the bath and do just that. Why, I ought to, with that mouth of yours!” he replied with a mock growl. She looked away shyly and picked up the towel again, wrapping it around herself.
 
        “Why do you cover yourself? There is nobody else here to see you.”
 
        “Nobody else? Are you a nobody?”
 
        “You dare call the dread Lord of the Dead a nobody?” Hades placed his hands on his hips, putting on an air of feigned offense.
 
        “You did say there was nobody else here,” she reminded him with a soft giggle before flipping her damp locks over her shoulder, something Hades enjoyed. It was clear that he enjoyed this banter and verbal sparring. The nymphs had never given her this kind of challenge.
 
        “Indeed,” Hades conceded with a nod, enjoying her spirit. He untied his robe and slid it off his shoulders, stepping over to the pool casually. The hot water bubbled cheerfully, and he slid into it, groaning softly at the heat.
 
        “Mmm... Persephone...” Hades purred as she started to leave the room. She stilled and turned around.
 
        “What is it?”
 
        “Would you keep me company? I would like to feel those pretty hands of yours on my shoulders and back.” He looked up at her invitingly. She knew she should say no, but... Oh, hell. She smiled before kneeling beside him, feeling him nudge her knee with his head in a bid for attention. She ran her fingers through his hair, luxuriating in the soft thickness of it as he sighed in pleasure, closing his eyes and letting his head loll back in her lap.
 
        Persephone enjoyed the tenderness between them. She could not deny the warmth she felt under his attentions, or the thrill she received when she saw how he responded to her. Idly, she started braiding his hair, and he chuckled softly when he saw what she was doing.
 
        “Sorry, force of habit. The nymphs and I spent a lot of time braiding our hair and putting flowers in it...”
 
        “I do not mind. Would you braid my hair?” he asked. Braiding wasn't something generally seen on men, but Hades had longer hair than any man she had ever seen, reaching halfway down his back. And oh, it was so silky to the touch...
 
        “Certainly.” Persephone lounged on the side of the pool, admiring Hades as he attended to himself, his muscles bunching and flexing as he scrubbed a sponge along his body. He angled himself to give her the best view, allowing her to admire his chest and well-defined abs. When she was staring at him, he shot her a wicked smile, licking his lip and letting his fingers slide down his treasure trail, where his groin lay just below water level, the churning and bubbling water obscuring his male parts. His hand hovered there for a moment before sliding back up, and he was gratified to hear a stifled moan.
 
        “If you wish for more, all you have to do is remove that towel and come join me. We can do more of what we did last night in bed, love...”
 
        Persephone looked away, her pale cheeks blazing at the memory of the things he had done to her with his mouth and hands... how sweet her surrender to his attentions had been after several more days of stifled arousal and denial. Finally, just the night before, she had decided to simply give in just so she could enjoy herself. Like her first day here, her pleasure had been the focus of the night. It had felt good to just let things go, and let him push her to dizzying heights she had never reached before.
 
        “No, my lord. I may have surrendered to you last night, but now I will not be so easily conquered.”
 
        “You call it a surrender... but was anything lost?”
 
        “A bit more of my innocence, perhaps.”
 
        “Mmm, Persephone. What is innocence but naiveté? Would you rather remain sheltered and ignorant?”
 
        Again, the young goddess had to admit that there hadn't been that much above, not with her mother's constant restrictions on her freedom. But there had been that promise from Mother, that she could finally come to the rites and see what her mother did with the mortals, and to see more of the world...
 
        “I shall not dignify that question with an answer, my lord. Simply let me know when you are done bathing so I can braid your hair like you asked.”
 
        “Spoilsport,” Hades chided as he washed the rest of himself before sitting down again, looking over his shoulder at her expectantly. She took the brush she had been using for her own hair and started brushing his, stroking the damp and slightly wavy locks. She started the braid at the nape of his neck, making it a bit loose so the hair would frame his head naturally, rather than being pulled down tightly.
 
        “I know a few nymphs who would just love to have this hair,” Persephone said as she tied it off with a black ribbon that Cloe had fetched for her.
 
        “Then I guess it's a good thing that it's my hair,” he replied lightly.
 
        “It certainly is. I have never seen any man with such long hair.”
 
        “You do not disapprove of my appearance?”
 
        “There's nothing to dislike,” Persephone answered, tying off the braid and flipping it over Hades's shoulder before she rose to her feet. He rose out of the tub, and she remained where she was, watching as water dripped off his nude form, exposing him in all of his glory. He stared down at her regally, looking majestic and imperious even without a stitch of royal garb on. Fully aware of her scrutiny, he made no rush to get a towel, his movements languid as he shot her a knowing smile.
 
        “You like tempting me, do you not?”
 
        “Oh, but it is so fun.” Hades's face broke out into an affectionate grin, and she felt her heart skip a beat.
 
        “I am going to get dressed,” she replied quickly, excusing herself from the room. He dried himself and dressed quickly, sitting down to his morning supper. Moments later Persephone emerged in a deep red gown, gold and ruby jewelry accenting the color of her hair. He had never seen anyone look so exquisite in red, and the deep burgundy color set off the increasing paleness of her skin. The dress displayed her blossoming curves beautifully despite its modest cut, and Hades had to fight the urge to run his hands along her body. She draped herself gracefully along the divan, ignoring the food set before her. She would simply eat a bit more of her ambrosia later, when she was alone. The food of the gods was so sweet that she could take a small morsel and nibble on it for most of an hour, due to its flavor. But she knew it would only last a few more days, and then after that she would go hungry again.
 
   The idea had already occurred to her that she should threaten him with crossing the Styx again, but if he knew of her plans, he would stop her from even reaching the river.
 
        “You have been spending a lot of time by yourself,” Hades observed casually.
 
        “It is nice being alone.” She hadn't ventured to visit dead souls yet, choosing to spend her time in his gardens, thinking about everything that had happened to her and contemplating her future.
 
        “I thought it would be a good idea to give you some time after what happened in the Styx, but you cannot hide forever.”
 
        “How well I know that. You manage to find me even when I am lost.”
 
        “You enjoy it when I find you.”
 
        “There is no use denying it.”
 
         “Good,” Hades replied with a smile. “Come here, sit in my lap.” He held out his arms, wiggling his fingers. She shook her head, but he saw a tiny smile tugging at her lips.
 
        “Come, Persephone. You know I do not bite. At least, not unless you want me to.”
 
        “I will remember that the next time I am in a mood to have you sink your teeth in me.”
 
        “Ah, but bites can be pleasurable, as you very well know. I would not mind you biting me.” His grin was openly lecherous.
 
        “What if I wanted to bite you now?”
 
        “I lay before you like a feast,” Hades shot back. Persephone allowed herself to giggle softly, and slid over to him, making herself comfortable in his lap as he wrapped his arms around her. Sometimes she had been tempted to shut away her Gift and the feelings that came with it, like she had done before. Being detached made her immune to his charms.
 
        She rested her head against Hades's chest, listening to the beat of his heart as he stroked her hair and back with his hands.
 
        “For a God whose heart is supposed to be as cold as his realm, you are so warm and kind. You make it hard to resist,” she murmured.
 
        “Why should you resist? You know how much you are enjoying yourself.”
 
        “Much as I hate to admit it,” she sighed.
 
        “Do not sound so sad about it, please.” Hades did not speak of the other world. His hand slid down her back to the curve of her rear end, rubbing it gently. She murmured softly and wiggled in response.
 
        “I know you enjoy the gardens, but would you like to see something new? I was thinking you would enjoy my library.”
 
        “Certainly. What is a library?”
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        The doors to the library had previously remained sealed. Hades hadn't wanted her going in there by herself her first time. He wished to see the look on her face when the knowledge of the world was revealed to her, and to be there and answer her questions.
 
        The heavy doors swung open, revealing a large chamber full of statues and other decorative pieces of art. The amount of fine objects amazed her even though she had been given her own room full of jewels and treasures. She could see into other rooms by wide, arching doorways, and the very.... largeness of this Palace overwhelmed her. It was bigger than his bedchamber or even throne room, the ceiling very nearly disappearing into oblivion.
 
        “Oh!” Persephone staggered back, gasping softly, her eyes wide as she regarded what lay before her. She felt Hades's steadying hands on her shoulders, the Dark God silent as he looked down at her with a gentle smile, waiting patiently for her to orient herself.
 
        “Amazing, is it not?” he asked quietly, nudging her forward. This chamber was full of statues, but not the ones she was used to. She had seen statues of the gods of the Pantheon and the Underworld in one of Hades's gardens, done in the classical Greek style, but a good amount of the statues in front of her were created in styles completely unfamiliar to her.
 
        “The statues you see here are from Mesopotamia,” Hades explained, waving to stiffly posed statues with flowing beards, “here statues from the Kingdoms of Chin. And way down here, from the land of Indu.”
 
        “Where are all these lands? I know there are island kingdoms like Crete, but... I thought the Ocean surrounded us all.”
 
        “The Ocean does surround us, but there is a lot more us than you would think. But have no worry. I can answer your questions when I show you the map.”
 
        “What is a map?”
 
        “I will show you.” He smiled at her questions and enthusiasm, leading her into another grand chamber, the ceiling arching up in a perfect half-circle dome. A wide table sat in the very center of the room. She approached it, and Hades bade her to stay when she had approached the table. He went around to the other side, looking regally aloof as he turned to face her, almost like a teacher, except she had never had a tutor of any kind. All she knew was to pay attention to what he had to say and she would learn something valuable. He placed his hands on the table and she looked down, seeing a grid interspersed with squiggly lines.
 
        “This is a map. Maps in general are used to describe locations on a practical level. Maps can illustrate anything from a house to the entire world itself.” As he explained, the lines and grid carved into the polished surface glowed a faint white-blue. “In this case, this is a map of the world. Think of it as s picture of Gaea, our ancestor.” From Gaea the Titans and Olympians were descended, along with the Cyclopes and other various monsters of Hellas and the land surrounding it. Her children counted in the dozens, her grandchildren in the hundreds, and her descendants – many of them now mortal due to being diluted by mating with human bloodlines – were in the thousands and eventually millions.
 
        The image stretched itself across the table, making for a large and easily readable map. Hades pointed his finger to the center of the map, just past the line that ran lengthwise.
 
        “This is Hellas. Now, look above you.”
 
        She did so, and exclaimed softly. The dome was now green, blue, and brown. It was a much more colorful and impressive representation of Terra than the simple linear map carved into the marble. A glowing white dot shone from the point that corresponded with Hades's finger on the flat map.
 
        “This is the mainland of Hellas,” Hades said, and symbols glowed under his finger. Her eyebrows furrowed at those symbols.
 
        “What are those symbols?” she asked.
 
        “These are the letters that represent the word Hellas. I know your mother did not teach you how to read, but that can be remedied. I will teach you how to read and use those symbols.”
 
        “What is the point? I mean... what is it used for, anyway? Nobody in my life ever used it. We got on along just fine. We used to draw lines to count, like how many goats, how many eggs, we had symbols for wheat and water and plants. These symbols do not... look like they could represent anything. Is this for amusement?”
 
        He stared at her in shock for several moments before he roared with laughter, his hand slapping the table, his mouth stretched wide as he cackled cheerfully at her comment.
 
        She backed away, feeling offended. What was so funny about her comment? She had been honest and logical, and he... he laughed. To her horror, she felt her eyes water with tears and she rapidly blinked them back, not wishing for him to see her cry. He caught his breath before righting himself, and stilled when he saw her hurt expression.
 
        “No, no, love. I am not laughing at you. I laugh at the idea of reading and writing as amusement. I honestly never thought of it that way because it is so important... but...” He choked back another chuckle, “when you said that I realized... I do enjoy it. It is fun for me. It is not just important, it's fun. It took me centuries to realize that!”
 
        “...Uh.” Persephone murmured, staring at him. He let out a quiet sigh.
 
        “I honestly was not laughing at you. I was laughing at myself for having failed to grasp that all these years.” He was relieved to see the corners of her lips tug in a restrained grin.
 
        “Yes, it is enjoyable. But also interesting, and necessary. You speak of lines and symbols. That may be sufficient in many parts of Hellas, but the city-states are using these symbols, what will be called 'letters'. By using letters, one can write stories or chronicles to be preserved and handed down generation to generation. Before, there were no written words, just pictures painted on cave walls or animal skins. These letters will become more widespread and refined. The written language will become more complex as time goes on, and civilization itself will improve as a result. I have watched Hellas change and grow since I took the crown of the Underworld.”
 
        Though at that moment she was just barely processing the idea, she had an understanding of its potential. She felt almost overwhelmed, but fixed her attention on Hades's words, determined to make the most of this session. She could think about it all later.
 
        “Anyway, here is Hellas. This is the island where you had been living with your mother.” The glowing white spot on the overhead map moved to a green spot surrounded by blue.
 
        “And Mount Olympus?” Persephone asked.
 
        The white dot moved back to Hellas, stopping at an area marked in brown.
 
        “The brown you see represents mountains, while the gold you see is desert.”
 
        “And the blue is water, right?”
 
        “Yes.”
 
        “How much of this... land is Hellas?” she asked. In response, the white dot moved in a circle, encompassing the Helladic lands. On the map, compared to the rest of the land in the world. Hellas seemed rather small, and she stated just that.
 
        “That is true, but much of the land you see across the entire map is uninhabited. Mortals have barely begun to explore the world around them. And mortals at this point do not see beyond the world they know.”
 
        Persephone stared up at the map, overwhelmed by the vastness that surrounded Hellas. Could Hellas truly be so small?
 
        “The Gods of Olympus... do they know?”
 
        “Most of them, no.”
 
        “But they are gods! Surely they must know, like you do. What about Zeus? He is the King of Olympus, after all!” she replied fervently.
 
        “Trust me, Hellas is a big country all on its own. Like I said, most of the world is unexplored. You have people here...” he pointed out several areas, and named them as well – Mesopotamia, Chin, Indu, Wa, Aigyptos, the Dark Continent, and so on and so forth. A continent to the west of the one that held Hellas was identified as the land of the Great Spirit's children. To hear about these different people and tribes of gods intrigued her. It had never occurred to her as a child that there might be any other gods than those of Gaea's brood!
 
        “How can there be all this land and so little is known of it?”
 
        “That is how the world is,” Hades replied patiently, at ease with her questions.
 
        “I want to see these lands,” she finally said after several moments of silence. Naturally, Hades hadn't expected her to give up her inclinations to see more of the upper world, even after what had happened in the Styx.
 
        “There is not as much to see as you would think,” Hades said, trying to whet her curiosity for the time being, “These lands are wild, and will not be settled for a long time.”
 
        “How long?”
 
        “For some of these areas, centuries. For others, thousands of years.”
 
        “What about the lands that are already settled? I would like to see these people.”
 
        “We will see,” Hades replied cryptically. “First, you must accept the Underworld as your home. Then we may discuss it,” he added. Persephone stared at him for several more moments, debating with herself as whether to carry the argument further, or shelve it for another time. Her curiosity won over, and she let him steer the topic back to the map, asking him more questions as she tried to learn as much as she could.
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        After her session in the library, she spent some time alone in the main garden, processing what she had just learned. The knowledge that had been bestowed upon her had floored her. She was privy to knowledge that not even Zeus had access to. And there was Hades's cryptic comment about her accepting this place as her home. Granted, it wasn't a horrible place. Elysium was a beautiful place and the Asphodel Fields were interesting in their own right. And there was Tartarus. Ahh, Tartarus. She hadn't forgotten these evil-looking birds, but she was also immensely curious about what horrors awaited for wicked souls.
 
        She would ask Hades to take her there. Despite his thoughtful warning, her curiosity impelled her to go and see what were sure to be unpleasant sights.
 
        Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the pomegranate tree. The fruit hung heavy on the branches, deep red almost like blood, only a few shades lighter than the seeds she had seen inside. Sometimes she wanted to grab a pomegranate and just devour the seeds – pomegranates had always been one of her favorite fruits – and her stomach nagged at her as she stared at the temptation. If she ate some seeds right now, without anybody to see her, would she be bound to Hades? Would he somehow know she had sampled the food of the Underworld?
 
        The sky was starting to darken, already becoming slate-gray as she sat there, contemplating her choices. The taste of the ambrosia she had nibbled on a couple of hours earlier still lingered at the back of her tongue, and she longed for something to actually chew on. Some bread, a piece of meat, a carrot, anything. She was tired of gnawing on her tongue or the inside of her cheek, and she only had just a bit of ambrosia left.
 
        “Persephone.” The name rolled off Hades's tongue as he appeared on the terrace before descending the steps, approaching the bench she was sitting on.
 
        “My lord.” She cast her gaze downward out of the fear that he might see her personal dilemma in her eyes.
 
        “It is getting late. Come inside with me,” he said. Rather than the commanding tone she might have expected with these words – and Mother had said such words quite a few times – Hades's tone felt more like an invitation.
 
        “Why should I?” Persephone asked as she raised her eyes up, gazing at him. Her tone was light and playful, and he smirked.
 
        “Well, I was thinking of something we could do before we go to bed...”
 
        “Just because I let you seduce me before does not mean I will let it happen again.”
 
        “We will see about that.” Hades descended upon her, scooping her up into his arms before she could dart off. Her surprised squeal was accompanied by his laughter, and he spun around a few times.
 
        “Put me down!”
 
        “You like being in my arms,” he replied smartly, and she looked away with a small grin, her arms wrapped around his neck. She felt him nuzzle the side of her neck fiercely and she responded by nuzzling him back, inhaling his scent as she rubbed her nose against his cheek. Though their lips came close a few times, their nuzzling remained chaste, and Persephone lifted one arm from his neck so she could cup the side of his face, her thumb running along his cheek. His gaze was warm, filled with affection as well as desire, and Persephone found it impossible to not want to respond to that.
 
        Finally, Hades pressed his lips to her own. She offered no resistance, and he was delighted to feel her little tongue darting out to caress his lower lip. Hades parted his lips as he pressed her body closer, savoring the treasure in his arms.
 
        “I should not be enjoying this. Why do I desire you so much?” she asked.
 
        “Why ask questions when you can explore... and enjoy?”
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        Still basking in the afterglow of her orgasm, she was pleasantly aware of him stroking her arm. It had been so easy to say no to Hermes or Ares – how many young women would say no to a god – but with Hades, she could feel nothing but joy under his attentions. Her breasts were assaulted by his mouth and hands, and she arched in delight as she felt him squeeze them. Her erect nipples were teased by sucking lips and a flicking tongue, and she wrapped her arms around his neck, letting him taste of her body as much as he pleased. What would it be like when she grew more, as her breasts became bigger and she grew taller? She felt rather intimidated by his sheer height, and hoped that as her body grew outwards, it would at least grow a bit upwards. Not that she minded the size difference overly, it felt nice to be handled by him and feel his body wrapped around her own.
 
        However, due to Mother arresting her growth, everyone on the island had been taller than her. She was tired of always being the little one.
 
        His hands rubbed her sides, and she groaned contentedly, wiggling around.
 
        “Have you any idea how beautiful you are?” Hades whispered as he placed kisses along her stomach.
 
        “You have told me before, but I like hearing it anyway.”
 
        “Cheeky little vixen.”
 
        “And you love it.”
 
        “I do indeed.” Hades lifted his head to regard her fondly, noting the pleased flush in her cheeks and the relaxed yet aroused half-lidded expression of her eyes. She shifted, pressing her leg against his arousal and purposefully rubbing her thigh against it.
 
        “Are you going to...?” She was so aroused at that moment that in her haze of lust, she was almost completely willing to give up her maidenhead. Who better to give it than him? The fog of pleasure she was lost in demanded it of her.
 
        “Do you want me to?” Hades asked as he nibbled along her ear. It was so tempting to just slide it in when she was pliant and comfortable. He wanted to feel that heated tightness engulf him, to have her claim his body with hers. He could feel his cock weeping with impatience, its juices rubbing along her flesh.
 
        Want? Yes. Oh gods, I want him to. She imagined this powerful and handsome god buried deep within her, lost in his need for her, and her pulse quickened. But the more logical part of her – the part that had been pretty much ignored since he had swept her up in his arms in the garden – protested gently, reminding her that she was aroused and would agree to just about anything he proposed, just so she could sate the burning within her flesh. Burning that could be soothed away if he pleasured her again. It wasn't that she cared for her maidenhead in the way that society – particularly the male half – did. It had no deep personal value to her, even though she had some understanding of it from what she now called her 'mortal' life.
 
        She remembered her father's gentle admonitions to not let boys touch her, and her grandmother and aunt's talk of womanly virtue. Good girls might kiss a boy here and there, but they were to remain chaste until their wedding night. Too bad the same didn't go for boys, which she thought was supremely unfair. Giving up her maidenhead would be pleasurable – she knew that Hades would make sure of it – even if having her hymen torn asunder might hurt at first. It was one thing Mother had impressed upon her as a scare tactic, that it would hurt, that she would bleed, but the nymphs told of an entirely different experience...
 
        No, what held her back were the implications of such an act. She would be giving herself to him. Once her maidenhead was lost, there was no getting it back, and that was what made it so important. She would never be able to change it, take it back, and decide to give it to another person. Yes, Hades was a very good candidate to deflower her, but he was still the man who had kidnapped her. During her thought process, she had stared off at the ceiling while he waited patiently, caressing her body lightly. But as she made her decision, she stared up into his eyes. Would he be angry or disappointed?
 
        “No,” she murmured, her body protesting silently – but not weakly – at that.
 
        “Very well.” He did not move away, but his movements stilled.
 
        “It's not that... I don't desire you. It's just... I do not feel like tonight is the right time, you know?” Persephone didn't know why she felt as if she had to explain herself. He had accepted her decision without protest.
 
        “I am not angry or offended. But I realize that it is an important... event.” He sounded so loving and patient, and she took a slow breath. Sometimes she wished he were more... asshole-ish, so she could resist him more easily.
 
        “Event. Sounds so impersonal.” She was smiling faintly, and he relaxed, seeing that she hadn't changed her attitude after saying no.
 
        “Maybe, but it's still an important decision, and I would be sorely remiss if I were to pressure you into it,” Hades replied, inwardly relieved that she had said no. Like her, he had the niggling sensation that tonight wasn't the right time. She hadn't accepted her situation yet, and he didn't want her to think that she could just have sex with him to make herself feel good and then still try to escape to the upper world.
 
        “Thank you.” She touched his face.
 
        “We do still have needs that should be attended to,” Persephone reminded Hades as she looked up at him, a smile playing on her lips.
 
        “That we do.” He pressed his lips to her neck, feeling her fingers trail down his stomach.
 
        “Mmm. Yes.”
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
   
Chapter XIX
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        For nine days Demeter wandered Hellas, seeking out information of her daughter's whereabouts. Cyane, condemned to muteness, could not tell the Harvest Goddess that Kora had been taken by the God of Death himself. Demeter used her Gift to try to track down her daughter's distinct life-energy, but the trail ran cold, no matter how she tried to employ her magic.
 
        Demeter had very few close friends and was loath to go to the Olympians for aid. She commanded the nymphs of the island to expand their search and spread the word among those on the mainland. Nymphs heard many things, for mortals and gods alike were often unmindful of the Dryads who saw and overheard their trysts in the groves. The Naiads heard the talk of fishermen, hunters, and wives who did their laundry in the streams and lakes. The Leimoneides listened to the voices of the herders and farmers who worked in their pastures and fields, or the women who would traverse the meadows to collect flowers and herbs. The wispy Aurai could pluck the words of mortals out of the air. If Kora was held in a rocky place, one of the Oreades would know, but they had no more information to offer Demeter than any of their sisters.
 
        Anything worthwhile was quickly passed from nymph to nymph, even to the distant Nereids who frolicked in the oceans and could hear the sailors who plied the Mediterranean.
 
        Word often traveled ahead of Demeter, and the nymphs were eager to please her. Because of her mighty Gift, the nymphs lived comfortable lives, their forests and fields fertile, their streams and ponds clean, their habitats vibrant with life. Most of them preferred the rich and warm earth of Hellas to the cool and deep oceans they were born from. Demeter sunk into despair as day after day went by with no result to the nymphs' efforts or her own. If her daughter could not be found in Nature, then where on earth could she be? Though nymphs had eyes and ears in many places, there were still a few venues they could not pursue. If Kora was prisoner in the palace of a king or the temple of a god... well, Demeter didn't want to think that, but as day by day passed with no result, she knew she would have to explore other options.
 
        Who would want to kidnap this innocent maiden and hold her hostage? What kind of person would do such a thing? She imagined her daughter scared, lonely, captive. And other things too terrifying for her to name.
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        After the pleasurable time they had the night before, she lay there loosely curled up on the soft spread of blankets. He had unbraided her hair as she slept, luxuriating in the feel of her thick locks as he ran his fingers through them. He had every opportunity to molest her as she slept, but kept his touches chaste despite her nakedness.
 
        The Lord of the Underworld was rather pleased with his self-control. He wanted to take her right now, and wake her up in a most rousing way.  At moments like this he found himself almost overwhelmed by the passion he felt and the mental images that his desire stirred in his imaginative mind.
 
        Persephone stirred as he stroked his arm, and he smiled to himself as his fingers traveled to the inside of her elbow. After several more touches she moved again, rolling over onto her back and opening her eyes, gazing up at him. She regarded him quietly, and he continued smiling, his fingers trailing down to her wrist and petting her there. He was pleased to note that she did not pull her arm away, nor did she make any haste to wiggle from under his form.
 
        He felt her palm land on his side before it wound up to his back. Hades leaned down, pressing his lips to her forehead. She tilted up her pretty face, her lips seeking out his own. He obliged her happily, capturing her lips and rewarding her silent request with a deep kiss. Her other arm found its way around him, and he relaxed into her embrace. When the kiss broke, she buried her face against his throat, feeling his beard against her forehead. Despite the warm succulence of her body, Hades was content to simply lie there and hold her.
 
        “What are you going to show me today?” Persephone asked, feeling him rub her back.
 
        “What are you in the mood for?”
 
        “Hmm, I do not know. I had a lot of fun in the library yesterday.”
 
        “I would hope so,” Hades replied dryly. She giggled softly.
 
        “When do you intend for me to meet the other Underworld gods? You have spoken of their importance a couple of times.”
 
        “I am glad you brought that up. We will be having a banquet tonight. You can meet some of your fellow deities.”
 
        “What?” She stiffened in shock. She had never been at a banquet of the gods before. With her mortal family, meals were casual affairs and on the island, it had just been her and Mother and the nymphs. Suddenly she felt rather intimidated by such a prospect. She had imagined that she could meet them one by one and get a distinct impression of each one. With annoyance, she started to wiggle free of his embrace.
 
        “What is the matter, Persephone? I thought you were curious to meet the other gods of Dis.”
 
        “Not all at once!” she huffed, starting to climb off the bed. He reached out and pulled her back, hooking an arm around her middle.
 
        “It is just a simple dinner. Nobody will be putting on airs. It is simply a... meet and greet, for you to get a glimpse of your subjects, and for them to get to see their Queen. You can get your impressions from them while they are not doing their duties.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. She remained tense.
 
        “I would not be having this banquet if I did not think it was a good way for you to meet the others. You can simply listen to the others, if you like. Or ask them questions. They are really not a bad group of gods, like the mortals think.”
 
        “So they are fearsome, but friendly? Like you?”
 
        “If you want to put it that way, sure. I think you will like Hekate. She will be glad to have you as a companion.”
 
        “Companion to what?”
 
        “A peer. A goddess she can talk to. Hekate has a lot of knowledge to offer. And even if I might be your lover, I am unable to provide the kind of companionship that a woman can get only from others of her kind.”
 
        “...Quite thoughtful of you,” she dryly commented.
 
        “I really think you will like each other.” His voice was earnest. Hekate was a longtime friend of his. Most would not see their relationship as a friendship, because they did not spend much time together, but there had always been an easy rapport between them. Like Hades, Hekate did not enjoy the atmosphere on Mount Olympus. She had wandered into Hades's realm, and recognizing that she had a dark kind of Gift like his, he had welcomed her to his realm. Like Hades, she could travel freely between the two worlds but spent much of her time in solitude. She would offer Persephone a woman's wisdom.
 
        “If you say so,” she replied neutrally. “But do not expect me to touch any food just because we have guests.”
 
        “Come now, do you really intend to continue denying the food I offer?” he asked. She looked away, her cheek pressed against his shoulder.
 
        “One bite of the food here ties me to this realm forever,” Persephone replied, looking down at her pale shoulder. Her light tan was slowly fading away, and she was unable to use her Gift down here. She ached to feel the sunlight on her skin, to frolic with the animals, to take joy in the earth's bounty. As caring as Hades was, he could not provide for her every need.
 
        Hades knew that, but he chose to not acknowledge it. After all, he reasoned to himself that she was growing used to things down here. All he had to do was show her more things and let her enjoy this place.
 
        “Is it such a terrible fate?” he asked gently, fingers trailing up to the underside of her breast, stroking her lovingly. She groaned softly and tried to wiggle free, but his embrace was firm. Her struggles quickly died down as she felt him nuzzle the side of her face.
 
        “I cannot bear the thought of cutting my ties to the other world.”
 
        “I cut myself off from the Olympians and have never regretted that decision.”
 
        “It was a decision that you made. I was offered no such choice,” she countered.
 
        “We will speak no more of this matter,” Hades growled, nuzzling her fiercely to divert her attention. She whimpered in frustration, lightly batting his arms with her fists.
 
        “I alone will be master of my fate,” she replied staunchly, managing to break free, climbing off the bed before he could grab hold of her.
 
        “Fight it all you want, but you are destined to rule at my side.” Hades's tone was imperious and self-confident.
 
        “How do you know that?”
 
        “I just do. I have lived long enough to trust my wisdom in these matters.”
 
        “And I suppose that as I am only a quarter of a century old, my wisdom is not as great?”
 
        “You said it, not me,” Hades teased, seeing her cheeks turn pink as she glared at him. His lips widened in a grin, baring his neat and white teeth. “Come now, I do not enjoy arguing this matter with you.”
 
        “Then let me go home.”
 
        “This is your home.” His expression hardened, “Stop fighting it. I enjoy your spirit, but your stubbornness over this matter is frustrating both of us.”
 
        “But-”
 
        “No.” His voice was hard and strong. She was about to protest again, but the edge of his tone unsettled her. Why did she continue to argue with him when she knew he was not about to change his mind? It was hard to not feel defiant when he was so confident about her fate. And she did take a perverted sort of pleasure in defying him.
 
        “I am getting dressed,” she declared, turning away from him.
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        Despite the rich and hot scent of the food set on Hades's table, Persephone again refused to partake of the meal. She kept her face steadfastly turned from the smorgasbord before her, making no move to accept a plate Hades had made up for her with things he thought she would find pleasing or tempting. He could see her inner torment by the way her hands shook slightly as they remained rolled up in fists on her lap, and shook his head in consternation. She scowled at him.
 
        “Just stop offering me food. I will not eat.”
 
        “I know you are almost out of that ambrosia I gave you. I can assure you, there will be no more. Are you going to go hungry for eternity?”
 
        Persephone did not answer, and fixed her eyes upon the soft carpet under the divan she was reclined on. She would have left him to eat alone, but like before, the doors were sealed for the duration of the meal to keep her from escaping his tantalizing offers. She tried to ignore the warm and welcoming aroma, resolute as she turned away the plate that had been filled with a variety of appetizing morsels.
 
        Seeing her stubborn silence, he let the matter drop, and ate his fill as she ignored him, staring off in meditation. After the meal, everything was cleared away and the all the shades but one disappeared. It spoke in an eerie and almost inaudible voice – no mortal would have been able to hear it – and Hades raised his eyebrow.
 
        “What is it?” Persephone asked as she observed his expression.
 
        “The Fates have invited you to meet them,” he informed her. Despite his casual tone, she suspected that when it came to the Fates, it was unwise to turn down a summons.
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        The splashing of the River Styx was a whisper in the distance as Persephone meandered along the cavern path, Hades at her side in silence. She wondered what mysteries the Fates might reveal to her. Who knows, they might reveal a way out of here if she asked them nicely.
 
        The path widened a bit, and Hades stopped at the opening that looked more like a hungry maw.
 
        “The Fates await. Listen to their words.” He gestured for her to go forward. She was to go alone? As she looked into the opening, she saw a glow at the end of the tunnel. She gave a brief nod and strode forward, feeling a wave of vertigo at the dimensions of the cavern and how it changed, no longer having the appearance of rock. The floor was polished and smooth like marble, but instead of veins, she saw tiny glowing points of almost imperceptibly different sizes, and looking down felt as if she were standing on top of the very universe itself, the stars below her feet. The cavern walls themselves didn't look solid either, and contained myriad glittering points also that looked like stars. The ceiling was no different. If she hadn't been able to see the plane of the floor and feel it under her own feet, she would have sworn that she was floating inside the night sky. And she wasn't sure if the walls really were walls.
 
        The feeling of vertigo almost overwhelmed her, but she took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, walking along the floor and approaching the figures that regarded her silently.
 
        When she was able to discern a step in front of her, she stopped, for she was already little more than a body's length away from the Fates. She knew of them well enough to be able to identify them easily. The young maiden clad in a light yellow ankle-length chiton and a matching cloak that was woven with poppies and other festively colored flowers was obviously Klotho. Her slender fingers were deftly pulling tufts of glowing substance and twisting and spinning it into thread, her skein in one hand. Shimmering threads hung in the air, plucked out and measured or tied by a tall middle-aged woman, her hair streaked with gray. Covering her body was a dark, muted green chiton and mantle. The green was a color that Demeter would have chosen for her own clothing, and Persephone felt a pang of homesickness as she gazed at Lakhesis's clothing and the grapes and light green leaves along the hem.
 
        Atropos was clad in dark gray that was woven with black zigzags that resembled barren branches. Her hair was as white as snow. Her hands were thin but strong, and she handled her shears with ease, nipping at a thread here and there before placing it into a tapestry with a constantly shifting and moving pattern.
 
        “Welcome, Lady Persephone.” The Queen of the Underworld wasn't quite sure which one of them had said it. Perhaps all three?
 
        “Greetings... Klotho, Lakhesis, Atropos.” Hades had not instructed her on anything to say in particular, only that she be respectful. Respectful was easy enough to pull off; she was sufficiently impressed enough by the Fates and their surroundings. She bowed her head, bending her knees slightly in what she guessed was a proper bow. When she righted herself, the Fates didn't look displeased. So far, so good. Quickly, she glanced over her shoulder, but she didn't see the opening to the chamber.
 
        “What a good queen she is already.”
 
        “Should we expect differently from someone born to be a ruler of Dis?”
 
        “Ah, but it is a role she says she does not want.” All three Fates looked at her. Persephone's cheeks warmed, but she raised her chin.
 
        “Indeed. Hades snatched me from the earth and would keep me down here forever. Since you know everything, can you tell me how to get to Olympus?”
 
        “Olympus is not as grand as you make it out to be.”
 
        “Though of Olympian blood you are, you walk a different path from that of your parents.”
 
        “Only through acceptance of your fate will you be free.”
 
        Well. That was no help. Were the Fates like this to everybody, with vague and mysterious comments which only caused those seeking answers to have more questions?
 
        “That is not a very helpful answer,” Persephone shot back, trying to not sound rude.
 
        “It is the answer you need.”
 
        “Nothing of value has been lost. Or will be lost.”
 
        “You are asked for little. In turn you are offered the world.”
 
        Oh! Damn them! Would they all remain on Hades's side, insisting that she belonged down here with them, like Kharon?
 
        “I will escape the Underworld, with or without your help. I mean no disrespect, but I will not allow Hades to keep me hostage.”
 
        “Your life was intertwined with Hades's before either of you were born.”
 
        “Fighting against one's own fate fulfills it.” There had been enough tales in history of men and women who tried to avert the dire prophecies issued to them only to have their destiny come to fruition.
 
        “The Harvest Goddess tried to prevent your fate, but in doing so, made it easier for Hades to claim you as his own.”
 
        Such words did not settle well with Persephone. She thought of her mother's protectiveness, and how it had led to her kidnapping. Mother had been warned by the Fates, hadn't she? She thought of her mother's constant guard, her refusal to allow her daughter to grow. And it had all been in vain...
 
        “Does my mother know where I am?”
 
        “No,” Atropos intoned as she neatly snipped a thread, holding it between two fingers before letting go.
 
        “She is goddess of the world above. Down here, she has no power.”
 
        “But you do. You have but to embrace it.”
 
        Persephone frowned. How could she? She was unable to use her Gift down here!
 
        “Have patience.”
 
        “Keep an open mind.”
 
        “Do not see what you do not have, but what you do have.”
 
        “I cannot deny that the Underworld is an interesting place,” Persephone argued, raising her palms in supplication, “But I cannot stay down here forever.”
 
        “You have but to listen to our words.”
 
        “And accept their wisdom.”
 
        “It will take time.”
 
        It will take time. This answer only further frustrated her, and she was feeling cross. She felt the urge to shout and stamp her foot at their... unhelpfulness!
 
        “You may go now.”
 
        Before Persephone could say anything, the Fates grew distant, almost as if floating away – or as if she was being pulled back from them. Due to the vertigo that this place induced, she could not tell. With a soft gasp she jerked back, finding Hades's arms wrapping around her to offer her support. She remained in his arms for several moments, orienting herself. She blinked several times, now hearing the rush of water from the Styx, and the faint scent of the inky water – cold and almost metallic.
 
        “Hades...” She looked up to see the dark, rocky ceiling of the cavern, and to her right, she saw the Styx in the distance.
 
        “Are you all right?”
 
        “Yes. It... just... their chamber...”
 
        “It feels endless, does it not?”
 
        “So vast...”
 
        “Doubtless that's the impression they want to place on visitors. What did they say to you?”
 
        “Nothing.” she muttered, looking away. She wasn't about to tell Hades what the Fates said. He'd just be smug and happy about it. The last thing she wanted to give him was fuel for his argument!
 
        Hades was wise enough to not press the matter further, though he noted Persephone's unhappiness. She was silent as he draped his arm around his shoulders, and did not look up at him as they walked along the path.
 
        Persephone did not resist as she felt this touch. The warmth of his presence in this dead land did offer her comfort, and the pair walked along without a word exchanged between them. What sort of undiscovered powers did she have? How much time would it take to discover these powers, or to figure a way out of here? It rankled her that others saw fit to shape her future... Mother, her biological father, her captor, even the damned Fates themselves.
 
        My destiny is my own, and I will find a way to shape it, she vowed to herself.
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   END OF BOOK ONE
 
    
 
   
     This book is the first of three volumes. Stay tuned for more on Hades and Persephone, their budding romance, as well as the adventures – and mis-adventures – of gods and mortals in the world of the living as the search for Persephone intensifies!
 
   
Notes
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   Greek clothing was very different from what we wear today. Sewing was used in limited quantities, and most of the time, pins or belts held garments together. Many garments were usually one piece of cloth held up by pins or closed with a belt or girdle. Patterns were achieved by weaving rather than sewing.
 
        A tunic was one of the most basic pieces of clothing for the typical Greek man or woman. It was usually knee-length, and was more of a masculine garment along with the peplos, a similar article of clothing. This was often worn by children as well.
 
        The chiton was the usual choice of clothing for women, and usually terminated at the ankles. It would sometimes be worn by men as well, especially for formal occasions or for warmth.
 
        For warmth, a himation was often worn. Sometimes it was draped across one shoulder, and would often complement a tunic or chiton. It would add modesty to an outfit in milder weather and could be pulled up over both shoulders or the head as suited the needs of the wearer. Hats could be worn, though this was more for protection against the sun, especially by farmers or others who worked outdoors.
 
        Women, especially older ones, would often wear cowls, especially in colder weather, but the cowl was also used for modesty. Tunics would also be worn over chitons, or if a piece of cloth was large enough, it could be folded over at the shoulders to form a double layer of fabric that would cover the upper half of the body. The typical choice of footwear was either sandals or boots, and for pants – used as warmth or protection more often than not than as a fashion statement – one would need to wrap cloth or leather around their legs and wrap cord around them to keep them in place.
 
        Looking at the various choices for clothing that we have today, it sometimes amazes me to see how far we have come.
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        Many of the names for countries we use today are very different from the ones used back then, and some countries did not even exist. I decided to use the older names for these countries as they would have been referred to in the past.  Greece is a relatively modern name for the collection of city-states and villages that made up the ancient country of Hellas, which drew its name from Hellen, the son of Deucalion and Pyrrha. The myth of Deucalion and Pyrrha is comparable to that of Noah's ark, with them being the survivors of a flood brought on by Zeus in his displeasure with humankind; in this case, the Pelasgians, ancestors to the Greeks, also the indigenous people of the Aegean Sea region before the advent of Greek culture and language. It was a lot of fun learning about all of this while doing my research.
 
        In one version of the myth, Deucalion is the son of Prometheus and was warned of his father about the flood, so he built an ark. Like Noah, he had three sons. Hellen was the oldest, and the patriarch/progenitor of the Hellenes (Greeks) and the various peoples/tribes within the Hellenic ethnic group. It is from Hellen's name that we get the Greek prefix 'Helle' to describe anything Greek – Helladic, Hellenic, and so on.
 
        Japan is referred to as 'Wa', one of its most ancient names and given it to by China to refer to its position to the far east of the world. Mesopotamia and Sumeria were old names for what is currently known as the Middle East, especially around the Levant.
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        Mycenaean Greece is the time period before the Trojan War and the Greek Dark Ages (c. 1100-800 BCE) and was more warlike, which may have been one of the reasons that Myceneaum fell and lapsed into the Dark Ages (largely attributed to the Doric invasion from the north in about 1200 BCE, though some historians dispute this) before Greece revived itself in the Classical Period.
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        The circle beard is a mustache attached to a goatee, this making a circle around the mouth. The reason I chose this is because of varying depictions of Hades in classical Greece and in today's media, or various artwork done in the past and today by classical artists and modern artists alike. About half the time, I see him with a smooth completely shaven face and looking younger than his brothers. Other times he is depicted as an older man with a full mustache and beard, and both look good on him. I decided to go for a happy medium. Likewise for Persephone, she was variously depicted as having dark hair like the typical Greek, or blonde, so again, I went for a medium.
 
        My imaginings of Zeus and Poseidon are how they are usually depicted in classic art – tall, strong, well-built men with rippling muscles – two prime examples of the male specimen and also poster-children for male passion and virility, what with all their consorts and children. I have done my best to imagine and flesh out the character of the gods and mortals alike. 
 
        Some depictions may seem stereotypical to some – especially for Zeus – but after doing in-depth research and being awed by the number of lovers and children he had, I imagined him to be an ancient Greek version of today's 'player', often careless of the feelings of his lovers and neglectful of his children. Ancient Greece was a very, very patriarchal society, and women had less rights in Greece than they did in Egypt or Rome, so Zeus' attitude would have been typical of a man at that time, exacerbated by the fact that he was a god rather than mere mortal.
 
        Some of the minor characters have had their background changed from the original myths to fit the purposes of my story. I have tried to give everyone more substance and depth – to the degrees that I felt appropriate for them – than what is shown in the myths, which were usually simplistic when it came to character development.
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        Ouranos is the Greek spelling for Uranus. Some of the names we use today are Latin/Anglicized spelling of the names of Greek characters. Same with Kronos – many people today are more familiar with Cronus (who, due to the spelling, was sometimes confused with Chronos, god of time) In Rome, Uranus was known as Aion and Caelus (sky)
 
        Many of the names in this story bear the original Greek spelling (Hephaistos, Athene) though I did choose to keep a couple of Anglicized names (Dionysus, Kharon)
 
        The story goes that Ouranos was hacked into many pieces, and one of the two main origins of Aphrodite myths has her coming from a certain severed part of him after it had landed into the sea. The part about lizards and worms eating Ouranos’s flesh and becoming dragons and serpents is supposed to explain the origin – at least one of them – of these fearsome creatures. I thought that perhaps Kronos and his brethren scattered the parts, not thinking about what might have happened to his brain, since Ouranos was a very old/powerful god, and I figured that he wouldn't go down so easily.
 
        Thermasia – warmth – was one of Demeter's names. To me, this warmth wouldn't be one that came from fire or heat, but from the production of life, such as sunlight feeding plants or the body temperature of animals. Other names that Demeter was known as were... Malophorous (apple-bearer or sheep-bearer) and Chloe (green shoot) Of course, her Roman name – Ceres – means 'of grain' and is where we get our word cereal from. A fitting tribute to her, though I can't help but wonder what she'd think of seeing all the multicolored and sugar-blasted kid's cereals nowadays.
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        The myths vary in small details often, and this does not just apply to Greek mythology. I see it all the time in folklore and fairy tales. My story takes liberties with some of the classical myths. Vital elements remain, but the 'laws' that apply to this universe that I set up is that while mortals cannot kill a god, another god can – provided that they are strong/determined enough to do so. Kronos did have Gaea's assistance in killing Ouranos because of what Ouranos did to the Cyclopes and the other offspring of Gaea that he deemed ugly. And like this story shows, despite that, Ouranos managed to stay alive for a long before Demeter annihilated him even if he was no longer whole, because enough of him remained.
 
    
 
   o0o
 
    
 
        If you're well-versed in the myths and are able to spot the changes I made to these stories, great. Knowledge is power. But wouldn't it be boring if I followed these old myths exactly? In classical mythology Minthe and Leuce came after Persephone, which implies that Hades cheated on her. I hated the idea of that, so I made them previous lovers. I figured that a couple of women would at least give Hades a bit of experience in what a girl would enjoy. Otherwise it would have been very long and lonely centuries for the Dark One, and I did not want him to be some lonely hermit as he is sometimes depicted in myths.
 
        I had Kronos bury his children in an underground pit instead of swallowing them, because to me five fully grown gods emerging from his stomach was hard for me to swallow – pun totally intended – even knowing it’s just a myth. I figured, throwing them in a sunless pit would be like being in his stomach, only without the digestive juices. It was and is my fullest intention to remain true to the heart of these myths, but I took liberties with details here and there to make the story smoother, more cohesive, and more realistic.That may sound odd in a story containing mythology and magic, but it is what I felt was best for the tale.
 
        There were different versions to some myths, and the myth of Hades and Persephone is no exception, with one version claiming that Aphrodite was responsible for the mess and that she had her son hit Hades with one of his love-arrows. I didn't want Aphrodite have Eros shoot his arrow into Hades because she didn't like that Hades was the only one yet untouched by love. Yeah sure, that's one version, but like I said, I want this story to have meaning. I wanted Hades' actions triggered by true love, not the mischief of a capricious and bored goddess or her son. Aphrodite already caused enough trouble with the Trojan War among her other foibles.
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        I imagined Nyx to be more exotic-looking than the members of her extended family, almost like an Indian woman. Of course, she would still have Greek facial features, but I imagine the Goddess of the Night to have dark, dusky skin. I just couldn't imagine her with pale skin, though I have seen beautiful artworks that depict her as such and I do think she can look nice either way.
 
        As for Hekate, I imagined her as a more cheery character than she is often depicted in mythology, at least to her friends and loved ones. Mythology makes her such a fearful character, and some versions even make her older than the Olympians. Being associated with witchcraft inevitably brought her negative connotations with the rise of Christianity, so I wanted to make her personal character unique.
 
        In Rome, she was known as Trivia – literally 'three roads' – due to her being the guardian of the crossroads. In medieval times, 'trivia' came to mean the three ways (trivium) in education – grammar, rhetoric and logic – think of our own current-day three R's. This was more of a primary school education, with the higher-education quadrivium being arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy, back then considered more challenging than trivium. Trivia came to mean what we know it as today in the 1960's, at Columbia University as part of a game, where people challenged one another with such 'trivial' questions. It was further popularized by the game shows that were becoming popular in this era. And of course, now we have 'Trivial Pursuit' and Tri-Bond.
 
        I hope you feel smarter for having learned trivia about Trivia!
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