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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      They say she was taken.

      They say she was stolen to rule over the dead.

      But these tales are folly.

      For Lady Persephone had ventured to the Underworld to flee the agreement made between her mother and Zeus.

      They do not speak of her journey with the shades across the river, or how she pulled a Cyclops from its feet with her vines. They do not speak of how she ran through the caverns of Tartarus, barefoot and free. Or how she, the sweet daughter of spring, brought even Hades to his knees.

      She wore linen dresses and flower crowns. She was loved, and she was soft.

      Then she was stolen.

      And this is the story they tell.

      They do not speak of her rage when she would pull rain from the clouds and the flowers beneath her feet turned black. They do not speak of how she laughed when Icarus fell from the sky in a golden plume. They do not speak of how she grew flowers because she enjoyed watching them fade and die. They do not speak of how she pounded at the gates of Hell until they opened or how she let the pomegranate juice drip from her smiling lips. Or how even Hades trembled under her gaze.

      

      —Author unknown
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            THE FLYING CREATURE, THE YOUNGEST GODDESS, AND THE KING

          

          1192 BC: EIGHT YEARS OLD

        

      

    

    
      Helios toted his great sun behind him as he rode through the sky, joyous in the cloudless heavens. Making for a perfect day to explore. Kore tilted her head back and closed her eyes, letting his rays soak into her skin as she perched peacefully on the highest branch atop one of her mother’s tallest cypress trees.

      Demeter was very fond and cautious of her only daughter. It was because of this that she decided it would be safest to raise the young goddess in the mortal realm, where they would be closer to their work with the harvest and vegetation, tucking them away in a meadow just at the base of Mt. Olympus, on the skirts of Doliche. She surrounded them with her most favored cypress trees, twisting the trunks around into a labyrinth that stretched on for miles.

      This did not stop young Kore from adventuring to the very edges of the forest. She knew it better than the back of her hand and had created hidden coves and passageways over the last few years—her way of escaping the constant eye of her mother and her mother’s handmaids, the hamadryad nymph sisters.

      Kore inhaled deeply, letting the earthy pine air consume her. With a gentle and kind pat against the trunk of the cypress tree, she sent her positive energy through it.

      “Such a nice day,” she sang.

      The tree vibrated back in response to her touch, eliciting a soft smile that pulled at the corners of her lips. She enjoyed days like this, clear skies and fresh air. It had been quite some time since the last clear day was to be enjoyed. The mortals raged war almost constantly, and this one had left a lot of Kore’s childhood filled with black smoke and the smell of ash and death. The sound of clashing swords and screams rang through the air daily.

      Mortals did not understand the beauty of the world they were gifted. The beauty of life worth living. Instead, they caused destruction and war. There was no balance for her to understand. No give and take. The mortals only knew how to take things, and she feared they would continue to do so until their realm was no more.

      She took another deep breath and pushed such thoughts from her mind. Her mother always told her she need not worry, for it was beyond her years—but Kore knew better. War could start between the mortals at any moment. One clear day never meant they were through.

      Kore searched the sky’s horizon for any signs of doubt that this day was a good one, but she saw nothing. Only clear blue skies stretched on for miles in all their bright, blinding glory.

      She did not mind the clear skies, but it was the brightness she could do without. She always had to squint and she hated that.

      The young Goddess of Spring closed her eyes once more and let the sweet, earthy air fill her lungs. She was content. It would be some time before Demeter returned from her trades in the village. The rare days Kore was free from her lessons and practices. A day free to be herself. Nothing to worry about and nothing to do but enjoy her time alone.

      She was resting her head back against the tree when the silent air was suddenly sliced with distant cries for help. Kore’s eyes shot open as she searched the horizon for the source, and it was not long before she spotted a shiny, winged creature flapping wildly in the distance. It flipped and twisted in such ways that captivated her in its bizarre movements, and the tree beneath her vibrated with worry.

      “Nonsense, silly tree! ’Tis but a winged creature. Mama said all winged creatures must learn to fly.” She giggled, keeping her eyes on the creature as it drew closer and closer to the furthest part of her mother’s forest.

      Kore wrapped her hands around the clear quartz her mother had given her for protection. She did not feel it often worked, but it had become a symbol to her, letting her know she was awake—that what she was experiencing was real. Allowing her to differentiate between her night terrors and reality.

      The closer the creature came to the trees, the faster the young goddess’s heart thundered in her chest. The cypress beneath her vibrated again as the creature broke the surface of the upper canopy.

      “It must have needed more practice.” She sighed, and her eyes locked on the spot where the creature broke through. The tree continued to vibrate wildly, urging her to investigate the intruder.

      “Fine, fine, I will go and see!” she shot, almost irritated that the tree would not stop.

      Placing her hands at her sides, she pushed off, landing softly on a branch that had been a few offshoots below her. She did this until her bare feet touched the damp grass. To her surprise, the blades were just as anxious, begging her to find the creature as quickly as she could. Kore knew the direction, and it was still early in the day. Her mother and the nymphs would not be back until dark. She had time for a small adventure.

      “All right! I am going!” she snapped.

      In truth, she was not looking for the creature to see if it had survived. She was more interested in what kind of creature it was. Demeter did not often let her daughter venture from the meadow. She never let her venture from the meadow, leaving a lot of the outside world a wonderous mystery to the curious child.

      Kore had never even been to Mt. Olympus, though her mother went almost every week. The only other god she had seen was her older half brother, Hermes, who visited often to chat with Demeter and bring gifts to Kore from her father, Zeus.

      The young goddess made her way into the woods, following the flowers’ vibrations to where they knew the creature to be. She tried to use them to get a better look at it, but all they could show her was what looked to be a big, golden mess.

      Not useful, she thought as she jumped and ducked over twisted, fallen tree trunks. She came across one of her trails that she had lined with lavender plants. The only trail she had that passed by clearings that would lead her to the creature quicker than the one she was currently on. She grazed her fingers over the small petals as she passed, and their vibrations indicated that she was growing closer.

      She hurried along the trail until she came up to the first clearing—small in size and lined with a bed of colorful flowers that vibrated in unison upon her arrival. Their energy radiated to her in waves of worry, fear, and urgency. The energy shook her body, rattled her head, and fogged her mind. The flowers’ voices grew louder, and she cupped her hands to her ears in hopes it would stop, but their cries to her only intensified.

      “You keep saying I am getting closer, then yelling at me when I pause for but a moment!” she barked.

      But the flowers, trees, and grass did not let up. Their cries rang wild in her head as if they were speaking to her, yelling at her.

      “Ugh, stop! Please stop!” she cried, falling to her knees, her hands pushing hard against her ears. The grass grabbed at her legs, urging her to get up and continue.

      The volume of their cries and vibrations grew in Kore’s head, and the pressure made her feel as if it her head would explode.

      “Stupid flowers! I said stop it!” she hissed, shoving her hands into the ground.

      Her eyes fogged over as the earth around her began to glow. The air grew silent with a deep chill, and as the light faded from the grass, so did the vibrant colors. The bright green blades, the colorful petals from the small flowers all faded to an eerie black and wilted from her touch. The soil grew dull, dry, and barren while hideous dark and shriveled vines crawled from it.

      They looked of death but moved with such life and spoke to her in a whisper as they snaked around her ankle. She was not fearful, as the vines were not something new to her, but they were not something that would be accepted by her mother. They were her secret, something she tried desperately to keep away from Demeter, which proved difficult at times when they seemed to have a mind of their own. Another thing her mother would not approve of.

      The vines continued to creep around her legs and arms gently. Their whispers began low but quickly grew for her to understand.

      An invisible man.

      She spun around, using the plants’ sight to see what was hidden from her, and found herself facing a large, clouded figure; she could hardly make out the horse's mane helm atop the figure's head, a distorted image from whatever magic it used to cloak itself with.

      The goddess’s vines rushed to protect her, swiftly snaking around the figure's legs and ripping it into the air. The hasty movement sent the helm flying across the cove, and the figure's head smacked against a nearby fallen cypress tree, knocking him unconscious. The vines lowered him until the top of his head rested on the earth, allowing Kore a moment to investigate what she had captured.

      Before her hung a man who looked no older than Hermes. His jet-black waves sprawled out along the grass.

      She circled him, her vines still holding him aloft while she inspected his head to make sure he was not injured from the hit but found no wound or welt. She had not often seen men and found this one to be a bit more battle-worn than she found Hermes. A deep crease set between his brows, and the corners of his lips pulled down in a hard scowl.

      Where Hermes’s youthful glow was soft and warm, this man’s face was not.

      “’Tis a man,” she breathed.

      His face twitched for a moment before his eyes slowly opened. With a few blinks, his focus came to and his eyes landed on Kore. He gave her a questioning look before his attention turned to the vines around him. Jerking from one side to the next, he tried to pull free, but this only caused them to tighten their grip.

      “I wouldn’t.” Kore giggled.

      She knew her vines were a deadly trap when need be, and struggle only made them more dangerous.

      “What is this?” the man spat as he continued to wiggle, ignoring her warning.

      “Mama said I should be wary of men, and you are a stranger.” Kore got to her feet and examined the man a bit more. He was beautiful, if a man could be such a thing, and though she was young, pretty things were not lost on her.

      It was rare for a mortal to obtain such beauty, and no mortal may enter Demeter’s meadow. Which only meant that she had caught a god.

      “Your mother is not wrong,” the man said flatly. “Can you put me down, young one?”

      “How do I know you will not steal me away?” Kore countered.

      The man lifted a brow to her and glared.

      “I am not here for you,” he hissed.

      “Well, my mama is⁠—”

      “Demeter?” he questioned.

      Kore stared at him quietly without response as if she were allowing him time to realize his mistake. Interrupting her.

      “Well,” she began again, “Mama is not here.”

      The man continued to glare at her through narrowed eyes. “Hasn’t your mother informed you it is not safe to talk to strangers?” he finally asked.

      “You are a god.” Kore ignored him and it was clear that was not something this god was used to. His face twisted until it held a quizzical expression.

      “Yes?”

      “How do I know you are not here for me?”

      “How do I know you will not end me like you did the flowers, there? You seem to be more of the threat,” he snipped.

      Kore looked back at the black, barren spot she had created. Her lips pressed flat together.

      “Fine, fine. Just know, the plants are with me,” she warned, snapping her fingers. The vines released the god, and he fell to the ground with a loud thump.

      He groaned, shuffled to his feet, and rubbed his head.

      “Sorry,” Kore said sheepishly as she ducked down.

      Now that he was upright, the young goddess could get a better view of him. His dark hair flowed down to his shoulders like a calm, dark river, making his already bright blue eyes even brighter against his light skin. He was possibly the tallest thing Kore had ever seen, but still, his face was youthful and beardless.

      The man looked at her briefly, and without a word, he turned to the forest and headed off in the direction Kore was going. She watched quietly as he disappeared into the trees and wondered what he was in search of.

      Her attention fell to her feet as something hard and cold tapped against her leg. She looked down to find one of her vines wrapped around the man’s silver helmet.

      “That was not nice.” She giggled as she took it and trailed behind the man into the darkness.

      He had not gone far and looked to be trying to figure out where he needed to go.

      “Perimene!” she called as she skipped to his side and held out his helmet.

      The man froze and looked over the young girl with furrowed brows and downturned lips. He hesitantly took the helmet from her, tucking it under his arm.

      “Thank you,” he offered coldly. Kore smiled in return, but the man continued to look confused as if she were missing something important.

      “So, what is your name?” she asked innocently.

      The man lifted a brow to her, taken aback by the question.

      “I thought your mother informed you to be wary of men,” he said in response.

      She scrunched her nose, ignoring his words. “I am Kore,” she informed, but the man gave no name. Instead, he continued forward. “You know, you are not the first visitor to my mother’s meadow this day!” She ran to catch up with the man. “In fact, I was headed this way in search of a fallen winged creature!”

      The man paused and looked over the child again, his expression a bit softer. “A winged creature?”

      “Yes, it was very sparkly. I was on my way to see what it was.”

      “You know of his location?”

      Kore nodded with a smile and took the man by the hand before leading him off again. “This way!”

      They walked for what seemed like hours. The trees and plants continued to guide them and seemed to change vibrations the closer they got. The man remained silent most of the time. Only sighing a few times here and there.

      “You never told me your name.” Kore finally broke the silence as they came up to an old fallen tree. It was one of the thickest trees that had sadly dropped not too long back, and it took up a lot of space, lying across Kore’s path.

      The man tossed his helm up before lifting himself with ease and turned to offer his hand to the child, but Kore simply closed her eyes and allowed her vines to lift her up and over the trunk. He watched with raised brows before he jumped down to her side.

      “You do not know of me?” he asked in a voice less reserved, but deep.

      “Nope!”

      “You may call me Aidoneus,” he offered.

      “I have never heard of you. Are you sure you are a god?”

      “I am.”

      She was not sure what he was the god of but felt that that was the only answer she would get. She went over all the gods her mother had told her of, how they looked, how they spoke. Yet her mother had never mentioned an Aidoneus. Kore thought maybe he was the son of Aphrodite, being that he was so beautiful. Or son to Ares, being that he was so big. A question to ask the hamadryad sisters during one of their lessons.

      “Kore!” Aidoneus shouted as he snatched the child from the ground, holding her high in the air.

      Kore was confused and the movement was too fast for her to track. Her eyes fell to the ground where she once stood to find a large gray serpent, coiled and ready to strike.

      Without a second thought, Kore’s vines quickly wrapped around the serpent. Some crawled from its mouth as the ones around it squeezed. The snake wriggled and writhed before them until its movements slowed to a stop.

      Aidoneus watched quietly, but concern etched his face.

      “Did you do that?” he asked as he set Kore on her feet.

      “My vines are very protective,” she said, unbothered by the event.

      She bent down and ran her hand through the grass; their vibrations indicated the creature was just overhead in the next clearing.

      “This way!” Kore cheered as she sprinted off, Aidoneus close behind. They pushed through more brush before they made it into a large clearing shaded by trees that curved inward to make a dome shape. Kore loved this part of the forest because it was open like the meadow, but the sun filtered through the branches and leaves, creating dancing lights across the ground. With lush grass and very few flowers to worry about, it still smelled of peonies.

      However, Kore noticed something new, and it was not her mother’s fragrant peonies and cypress.

      Kore began to scan the field around them when suddenly everything went dark, and she could feel something heavy on her head.

      She lifted her arms to remove the object that blinded her.

      “Leave the helmet, child,” the man ordered, but Kore’s curiosity had the best of her.

      She turned the helmet so that one eye could see from the opening and watched as the man stepped up to what looked like a glob of liquid gold. He circled it a few times before bowing his head and speaking a few soft words.

      Kore was amazed by how kind the man seemed to care for the mass as if it were a loss to him of some sort. She took one slow step forward, and then another, and another, until she was only a few feet away from what she could now see was no glob. The smell that radiated from it was that of rot that she had never encountered; it turned her stomach but still, she stayed.

      She lifted the helmet to get a better view of the mass before her and quickly wished she had not. Now she was able to see clearly what had fallen into her mother’s meadow. It was not a winged creature; it was not a creature at all, but a boy. His wings were made of nothing more than wood, feathers, and a sticky gold substance that dripped slowly down his bubbling skin, leaving a golden streak in its wake.

      Skin peeled with the sticky solution as it dripped down into a liquid mess at her feet. The colors of blood, the substance, and mud mixed before her and brought forth a sour, rotten odor, causing Kore’s stomach to twist into a knot. She could not control the involuntary gagging that consumed her as she clutched her belly.

      “Gods!” the man, Aidoneus, hissed as he ran and spun Kore around to face the opening of the clearing from which they came.

      “Do not look,” he ordered, returning to the mess.

      She could hear him whispering a brief prayer that she remembered her mother saying only the gods of the Underworld used. A welcoming prayer, to welcome them to their new life, the afterlife. Kore turned her head just slightly so that she could get a glimpse from the corner of her eye. She could see the man bow once more and place his hand over the mass.

      She watched as it slowly sank into the earth and was quickly replaced with a patch of white asphodels.

      Kore turned around completely to face the man. She looked over him a bit harder this time, taking note of his dark chiton and the pin that held it together at his side. She had been too focused on his reason for being in her mother’s meadow and looking for the boy that she had overlooked the most identifying symbol for gods. Their pins. The golden pin symbolized Olympians and Mt. Olympus, while Kore’s mother spoke of a dark pin that only the gods of the Underworld wore.

      The same dark pin this god wore.

      She stared at him, confused. Her mother had said the Death Gods were cruel and mean. But Kore had spent much of her day with one, and he had been mostly quiet—a bit cold, but quiet. He did save her from the serpent, after all. That did not seem the act of a cruel person.

      “Are you—are you the God of Death?” Kore knew that god to be Thanatos, but she also knew that two divines managed the sun and two for the moon. She figured collecting souls could not be a one-god job.

      Aidoneus tilted his head with a smile teasing the corner of his lips, but he did not answer. He stepped to her side and guided her from the clearing toward the way they entered.

      They walked in silence for a while before Kore finally spoke. “You do not say much, do you?”

      But the man stayed silent.

      “Mama says when mortals are quiet, it is because they are either shy or scared,” Kore added after a while.

      “I am no mortal,” he finally scoffed.

      “Me either,” Kore shrugged, “but we do not differ from them much, do we? At times, I do not think we differ much from them at all.”

      “That is an interesting view.” His voice was smooth again as he thought on her words.

      “So, are you shy, or are you scared?” she probed.

      “Neither.”

      “Then why do you not speak?”

      “I haven’t much to say.” The man turned to her with a soft smile.

      “If you do not have much to say, I hope you do not mind that I do. I am not shy,” she sang, placing her hand over her chest with a smile.

      “That, I can see.” He sighed.

      “How do you expect to make friends if you haven’t much to say?”

      “I do not need friends,” the man said coldly.

      “Sure you do! Everyone needs a friend—even gods! Here, look!” Kore hopped in front of Aidoneus, stopping him. “I can be your friend!” she cheered happily. The man studied her with confusion etched on his stone-like face. “I do not have many friends either,” she added.

      He tilted his head, and for a moment Kore thought she saw a hint of sadness cross his face. “May I ask you something, Kore?”

      “Of course!”

      “Does your mother know you are capable of that? With those vines and with the plants?”

      “She does not. If she knew I caused flowers to wilt and die, she would not be too happy.”

      “You can take life?”

      “I can make it—and take it. From the plants, of course.” She sighed.

      “Of course.”

      “Mama would think it be the work of Hades himself.” She pouted. “I do not know much about him. Mama does not speak of him often.”

      “Oh, and what has she said about the Lord of Darkness?” he inquired in a more relaxed tone.

      “Not much—just that he’s cruel, and travels with hounds, and—” She paused.

      “And?”

      “Well, she said the sound of screams can be heard when he is near. But that one I am not too sure she was being honest about.” She thought back to the tales her mother had cautiously told her.

      “And that would just be horribly annoying for him—I would guess.” There was a hint of joy in his voice as he spoke, and a large smile spread across his face.

      “Do you know him? Hades?” Kore looked to Aidoneus’s dark pin that held his robes up. He took notice of what she was eyeing, and his face hardened again.

      “Have you no fear in speaking his name?”

      “Should I?” Kore stopped walking.

      She had always been confused by the fear that surrounded the God of the Dead. The fear around death in general. It was a necessary event for mortal life, for all life that was not divine. Death helped the world continue and grow, but even the Deathless Gods feared it as much as they feared its ruler.

      “Besides, I think he and I have something in common,” she sang as she reached down and grazed a small patch of chamomile.

      The petals and stalks recoiled from her, wilting and turning black until the spread of death took the whole flower patch. “We both have something to do with the process of death.” She pulled her hands up to her face and gazed at the tips of her fingers for a moment before smiling back to Aidoneus. “So, do you know him?” she pushed again with a wicked smile.

      “You could say that,” he said as he started back on the trail.

      Kore kept close behind. “Where are you going?”

      “Taking you back to where I found you.”

      “Oh, well, we went the wrong way for that. We passed that not too long ago. But we are close to the spring!” She placed her hand on a nearby trunk and allowed its vibrations to lead her to the exact spot. “This way!” Her voice rang.

      She grabbed Aidoneus by the hand and tugged him in the direction advised. Pulling him through the trees, up and under fallen trunks, and taking aid from him when needed. When they finally made it into the clearing and the branches no longer obscured the sky, Kore could see the sun was near setting.

      “Oh!” she gasped. It would not be long before her mother would be returning to the main meadow.

      “It was fun meeting with you, Aidoneus—God of whatever you are the god of!” Her angelic face lit up from the ichor that flushed her cheeks.

      “As with you, young goddess.” He bowed to her and she lifted her hand and waved it over his head, bringing forth a crown of black asphodel flowers that clung to a dark, creeping vine. The petals were weak and soft, falling limp against the vines.

      “Please tell your king hello for me,” she cooed, attempting to hide the small frustration of the flowers from her face.

      “I will be sure to do⁠—”

      “Lady Kore!” a soft voice cried from the bushes.

      “Lotus!” the goddess cheered as she skipped to her friend’s side.

      She turned to introduce them, but Aidoneus was gone with only a dark cloud of smoke left in his place and the faint smell of burning cypress and ash.

      “Oh.” She sighed.

      “Kore! What are you doing?” The small creature frantically looked over her friend.

      Lotus, a naiad nymph who Demeter had adopted not long after Kore’s fifth year. Unlike her adopted tree nymph sisters, Lotus was a river nymph and spent most of her days in the small pond Demeter had constructed for her.

      Her skin was a faint tint of blue that appeared dull compared to her seafoam eyes. Her ears were also what set her apart from the sisters. Where the hamadryad nymphs had branch-like ears, Lotus had pointed ears that matched that of a spiked fin.

      “Lotus, you will not believe my day!” Kore shot happily. “First this creature fell from the sky!”

      “Kore—”

      “Then, this invisible man comes by looking for the creature! Turns out he was not a creature but a boy!”

      “Kore—”

      “So Aidoneus—the invisible man—did some prayer, and the boy was gone!”

      “Kore!” Lotus shouted, clapping her hands together. “Do you not know who that was?” she questioned with wide, fear-filled eyes.

      “Um, Aidoneus?” Kore said curiously, watching Lotus for a moment. She had never seen such fear in the young nymph’s face.

      “No. Kore, that was—” Lotus cast her eyes to the ground, and in a voice just below a whisper, she breathed, “Hades.”
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            THE YOUNG GODDESS, THE YOUNG NYMPH, AND THE SECRET

          

        

      

    

    
      The young girls looked over the now empty spot the mysterious god had stood. The divine Kore had spent the afternoon with was nothing close to the tales Demeter had shared with her daughter.

      “No.” Kore giggled, looking back to where the man had stood. “You heard Mama’s stories. Aidoneus is nothing like Hades. I do believe he knows him, though!”

      “Yes, because he is him,” the nymph urged.

      “Mama said Hades⁠—”

      “Shh! Stop saying his name!” Lotus cried desperately.

      “Mama said Hades was followed by vicious hounds from Hell and screams of the tortured souls! Did you see any hounds, Lotus?”

      “No. But⁠—”

      “And did you hear any screams from the tormented?”

      “Well, no, but⁠—”

      “Then how are you so sure it was him? Besides, isn’t Hades—old?” Kore quizzed.

      “Because I have seen him before! My cousin is a nymph of the river in his realm. I did stay with her for some time,” Lotus reminded.

      Kore looked over her nymph friend for a moment, the realization washing through her. The pin, the prayer, the helmet.

      Kore’s heart raced as she thought back on her evening with Aidoneus, with Hades. Her mind flooded with questions. Questions she was sure Lotus could not answer, not at this moment anyway. That did not mean she could not help her find the answers. Kore reached up and grasped her crystal; the vibrations that pulsed through it reminded her that her day was just as real as she thought.

      “Lotus, I have a favor I must ask of you,” she breathed.

      “Yes?” Lotus’s voice was wary, and she knew that whatever Kore was about to ask, she wouldn’t like it.

      “I need you to keep this whole day from Mama. She must not know.”

      The nymphs had been ordered to tell Demeter of any unknown guests, specifically the gods. However, Lotus was Kore’s handmaid—so long as Demeter did not specifically ask if anyone visited, the young nymph had to follow the young goddess’s word.

      Lotus nodded as she accepted the request and turned to leave the clearing, waiting for Kore just at the edge.

      “Kore?” Lotus called and the goddess skipped to her side. “What was he like?”

      Kore filled her in on the day’s events as they made their way back to the meadow. She skipped over the part where she wilted a few patches of flowers. Even Lotus did not know of the power, and Kore preferred to keep it that way for the time being. Lotus was good at keeping secrets; it was just that Kore could not bear to hear her mother’s words leave her friend's lips.

      They laughed and giggled about the things she had said to him without thought. How she had questioned the man on his knowledge of the king and how he had acted indifferent in his responses.

      “But why would he give you a different name?” Lotus probed.

      “I do not know. I’ll have to ask him the next time I see him.”

      “You plan to see him again?” Lotus shot in surprise.

      “You never know.” Kore shrugged. “I did not think I would see him today, but I did. So, who knows? I am just saying, next time, I will ask him.”

      They made their way into the meadow—a spacious and open field with a small cottage in the center of a flourishing garden filled with flowers and vegetables, fruit trees, and bushes that held all of Demeter’s magic. It was the fruit used to make the ambrosia the gods consumed. Being the Goddess of Harvest and Grain, Demeter was tasked with producing food and nectar for all the divine.

      Next to the garden stood four simple beehives that had been crafted of twigs and mud. Kore felt they could be better, but Demeter always said, They have worked fine all these years; no need to fix what is not broken. But still, Kore felt the amount of nectar would be more rewarding if the bees’ homes were nicer. For this, too, had to be taken up to Mt. Olympus weekly, and Demeter constantly complained that the nectar harvest was slightly short. Clearly, it was not working.

      It was at the beehives that Kore saw her mother tending to the small creatures. A tall, slim woman with hair as red as fire that twisted in unified curls down her back, Demeter leaned over the hives, her long fingers dancing around the opening as she drew forth the nectar before she looked up and met eyes with her daughter.

      “My precious daisy!” Demeter’s voice sang through the trees. She righted herself and made her way toward Kore and Lotus. “How was your day? What did you spend your time on?” She happily  embraced the child.

      “I just spent the day at the spring, Mama! I am happy you are home!” Kore lied; she shot a glance at Lotus before Demeter pulled away.

      “You only spent the day at the spring? No practice? My dear, you know how⁠—”

      “Oh, but I did practice.” Kore ducked her head; again, this was not a lie but not the whole truth.

      She did practice this day, but Demeter would not consider her vines a proper practice. Kore adored her mother; she just did not like that her mother would not be able to accept her powers for what they were. Being the Goddess of Harvest, she must ensure vegetation success.

      Success Kore could rip away in seconds.

      Demeter smiled softly at her young daughter. “Go get cleaned up, dear. I have something for you.” She bent down and pressed her lips gently against Kore’s forehead, then fluffed the child’s hair. With a soft smile, she turned and returned to her hives.

      Kore and Lotus raced to the cottage, laughing and screaming with joy when Lotus reached the stone steps first.

      “Lady Kore, please!” Ampelos pleaded, the youngest of the hamadryad sisters and Kore’s handmaid, but the goddess always considered her more of a spy for her mother. She was kind, but Kore would rather not speak with her about her personal matters.

      The hamadryad sisters were orchard nymphs and thus spent their time helping Demeter in the garden and with the hives. But Ampelos more specifically was the nymph of the grapevine, and she was just as delicate and lovely as one.

      She pulled her thick, dark hair back, ready for the work ahead.

      “Do not look so serious, Ampelos.” Kore laughed, noting the fold between the nymph’s brows.

      “If you behave this time.” She sighed. Her angled jaw set tight as she exhaled deeply through her nose in irritation.

      “She is not so bad!” Lotus giggled.

      The three entered the cabin. Though small from the outside, Demeter had cast upon it a spell that caused the inside to be much larger once entered, with several large halls and a dining area with columns made of white marble. Giving Kore a small taste of life on Mt. Olympus.

      “The bath hall, ladies,” Ampelos ordered as the girls hurried in front of her, constructing another race to see who could get there first. Their laughs and giggles bounced off the marble, echoing through the chamber like music. Ampelos sighed.

      “I win this time!” Kore cheered, jumping up and down before turning in to the small chamber with a marble-carved basin set in the center. The far wall had a narrow opening that led out to a stream of fresh water. To the right sat a table lined with oils, herbs, and rags.

      “Yes, yes. Undress,” Ampelos ordered. “Lotus, please grab the rosemarinus and lavandula oil. Oh, and the rags.”

      She began filling an amphora of herb water to add to the bath and set it beside the basin before turning back to the fresh stream, handing off the mix to Lotus.

      Kore climbed in as the nymphs collected and readied the space. Ampelos grabbed the smaller amphora that sat beside the edge. She filled it and poured it over Kore’s head, rinsing the dirt and day away. The chilly water sent bumps across the goddess’s skin. “You may plug it now,” she ordered as the muddy liquid ran clear.

      Kore did as instructed, waiting as they filled the basin to its brim. Ampelos poured the mixture, and Lotus added the oils.

      “We shall take our leave now. Call for us when you are done.” The nymph bowed.

      “Can Lotus stay?” Kore pleaded.

      “As always.” Ampelos smiled before departing the chamber. The girls waited until she was well from hearing range before they continued their conversation.

      “You cannot tell the sisters either,” Kore warned, though she had a feeling Lotus knew better.

      “I do not know what I would even tell them.” Lotus giggled softly. “Besides, Lady Demeter did not seem to notice, and you are not hurt nor missing. Do you think he will ever return?”

      Kore shrugged as she thought the question over. He was only here for the boy, as far as Kore knew.

      “I do not think so,” she pouted, and Lotus’s eyes rounded.

      “Somebody has a fancy,” the nymph teased.

      “I do not! He just has a nice face is all. The nicest I have seen,” Kore mused.

      “It is kind of the only face you have seen outside of your brother’s.”

      “That does not make him any less pretty. I just thought the Lord of Darkness would be older, like Zeus and Poseidon. He is the oldest of the three after all.” Kore moved her hands over the water as she spoke, swirling the oil on top.

      “The divine all stop aging at different points. Maybe that’s why he is always down there.”

      Kore thought on that; her mother never said he was old. She only said he was an Old God. Kore drew her own conclusions from that.

      The young goddess rinsed her body of the oils and unplugged the basin to drain the cloudy water. Ampelos came without needing to be called for—sometimes it proved useful while other times it was more of an annoyance to Kore.

      “Oh good, you are finished. I brought your robes,” she sang as she set them on the marble bench just outside the basin.

      Kore stood from the bath, and Ampelos wrapped her in the cloths to dry her before helping her into her night robes. The goddess walked over to the reflective metal plate to look herself over, her thick red curls plastered to her face and neck from the water.

      She picked up the crystal comb her father had gifted her for her recent birthday and briskly ran it through her hair. Ampelos assisted with braiding it, resting it gently on her left shoulder as she usually did.

      “Anything else?”

      “My mother?” Kore asked.

      “Waiting in your chambers, Lady Kore.”

      “Thank you. Good night Ampelos, good night, Lotus,” Kore cooed before departing the nymphs and meeting her mother where she had been told she would be. It was routine for Demeter to see Kore off to sleep, a way to console the child’s fears of her night terrors that were near-nightly events. However, this eve, the goddess had a surprise to share.

      Demeter sat at the edge of the bed, waiting patiently. Her bright, electric yellow-blue eyes were piercing, but her voice was soft. “Good evening, my daisy!”

      “Good evening, Mama. What gift have you brought for me?” Kore pried.

      “Oh, just some new linen robes, dear. I already set them away for you; you seemed to be having quite the time in the chamber with Lotus. I did not want to rush you,” Demeter said softly.

      Kore climbed into the furs beside her mother, tucking herself into them.

      “What story shall I tell tonight?”

      “Um.” Kore thought. There were a few she wanted to ask for. She could ask about the Three Brothers Draw; she could ask about the heroes who had been freed from the Underworld. There was a wide range, but she needed to ask for one that didn’t draw her mother’s attention.

      “Can you tell me of the Titanomachy, Mama?” Kore pressed.

      She would start small so as to not arouse suspicion. The story of how the gods had overthrown the Titans seemed a good start.

      “Oh, dear. Have you not grown tired of that history?” Demeter sighed with a smile.

      “You do not share it often,” the child countered.

      “Where would you like me to begin?”

      “After Zeus had freed you, Mama.” Kore knew the whole story was hard for her mother, being that she was one of the divine children Cronus had consumed. The story up until that point was hazy, but it was not the part Kore found interest in.

      “Well, after your father had freed us, we all hurried to the nearest shelter we could find.” Demeter paused as her eyes glazed over, recalling those distant memories.

      “It was deep in a cave along the ocean. Zeus had convinced us that it would be for the best that we locked away Cronus so he could not do us harm once more. Something we all quickly agreed to.” Her voice fell slightly as if she thought that decision was not a well-placed one. She took a deep breath before she spoke again.

      “He allowed us to heal in the cave while he ventured deep into Tartarus to fetch the Hecatonchires and Cyclopes.”

      “Hecatonchires?” Kore blurted.

      “The hundred-handed ones, dear. There was Aegaeon, Cottus, and Gyges. Creatures born of Uranus and Gaia that bore fifty heads and one hundred hands.” Demeter raised her hands above her head, animating the size before the child.

      Kore gasped. “What did they do?”

      “Oh, they and the Cyclopes agreed to fight, and thus Zeus came back for us. Hera, Hestia, Poseidon, Hades, and myself.”

      Kore noted the slight pause her mother created around Hades’s name.

      “He took us back to Mt. Olympus and requested the Cyclopes fashion his thunderbolts. The Hecatonchires, well, they only heaved boulders,” Demeter continued.

      Kore gazed up at her mother with questioning eyes.

      “They were strong, dear, not bright.” She laughed softly. “But no matter their intelligence, they were mighty and offered much-needed aid. Once Zeus had us settled, he raced down to find Themis and Prometheus, the only Titans that felt our cause—our fight—was just. It kept them out of Tartarus for the time.” Demeter ran her hands through Kore’s hair and guided her back into the furs.

      “Hestia, Hera, and I worked in the palace for aid and supplies. We saw very little of the war. But it was loud. Zeus drew in several times to see Hera while she worked the medical aid. He had a fancy for her. Poseidon fared better, only drifting in a few times for ambrosia and nectar.”

      “And Hades?” Kore watched her mother’s eyes at the question.

      “He never entered for aid,” the goddess said stiffly.

      Kore knew that was the most she would get on that and decided to move on. “You all still won.”

      “We won,” Demeter said with a soft laugh. “It took ten days and ten nights. But we won.”

      She sighed, drawing her story to an end. Kore had other plans.

      “What about after?”

      “How do you mean, sweet child?”

      “I mean after you won. How did Zeus settle on the draw?”

      Demeter’s brows folded together as she thought on the question. Her lips pressed flat, and she looked her daughter over with curious eyes.

      “Zeus had Hera pluck three twigs from the Olympus Garden, all at different lengths.” She paused for a moment. “He drew first, then Poseidon, and then Hades.”

      “Were Poseidon and Hades happy with their lot?” Kore quizzed.

      Demeter looked to Kore with downturned lips. “They did not seem to mind. Why do you ask?”

      “I would have just thought one could only stay in the water for so long, and one could only be lonely for so long,” Kore said with her mother’s eyes still locked on her.

      “Poseidon was born for the sea. As for the King of Darkness, I cannot say. He is cold to others; loneliness is what he wants,” Demeter said in a hushed tone.

      Kore did not feel that was so. He was not so cold to her.

      “Nobody wants to be alone, Mama.”

      Demeter shook her head. “Well, he does, my daisy. Sleep now, and dream sweet dreams, my love. I shall see you when you wake,” she cooed, pressing her soft lips to Kore’s forehead. Hair swept across Kore’s cheek, sending out the sweet fragrance of cypress and freshly baked bread. A familiar and comforting scent from her mother.

      “I love you, Mama.” Kore sighed, closing her eyes.

      “I love you too, my daisy,” Demeter whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Demeter was off on another trip to the village for trade. She had been in need of a goat for cream and cheeses to take up to Mt. Olympus, and it had been some time since she had last owned one. Demeter did not tend to keep her creatures caged up, but sadly her last set of goats roamed free and met their demise in the thick of the forest. She had spent time since then crafting a fence around the garden and pasture to ensure her flocks stayed where she could watch them more closely.

      Kore rid herself of the furs and stretched her arms far above her head. It took her a moment before she sat up, and when she did, she took another deep stretch and dragged herself from the horribly uncomfortable wooden kline.

      Demeter only went to trades once a moon with the nymphs. She needed them to have knowledge of the village and mortal life so that they could break off and enjoy trades. Something Kore hoped to be a part of someday.

      The hamadryad sisters used to switch off staying behind with Kore, but her mother tended to overtrade with the mortals and began to need the extra set of hands to bring back her goods. This day seemed to be another one in which she would need them.

      The nymphs ran through the halls frantically, gathering bread and eggs, fruits that grew wild by the spring, and the sproutlings the nymphs had started to help with the trades. Lotus stood off to the farthest right of the dining hall, nibbling on a freshly baked bun as she watched the sisters zoom by.

      “Lotus! Help!” Syke, the middle sister, cried.

      She favored Ampelos with the same deep brown eyes and dark flowing hair, but where Ampelos was timid, Syke was outgoing and animated.

      “I haven’t finished my breakfast yet.” The young nymph shrugged, taking another small bite of bread and chewing it slowly. The sisters groaned in unison as they rushed past her regardless.

      Kore stepped into the open hall with a sleepy smile.

      “Good morning.” She yawned.

      “Good morning, Lady Kore,” Morea greeted. The oldest of the sisters—sharing their deep freckles and dark hair, the most proper and stern in her ways—made sure everything Demeter requested was not only completed but that it surpassed Demeter’s expectations of perfection.

      “We have your robes set and ready for you in the bathing chamber,” the nymph said in a soft voice.

      “And a platter of bread and cheeses on the table,” Syke added.

      “Thank you,” Kore said as she made her way to Lotus’s side. The young naiad nymph was still working on her bun.

      “Are you doing that on purpose?” Kore whispered and Lotus shot her a mischievous smile.

      “Of course not. I am simply enjoying your mother’s baking before we venture off.” Lotus laughed.

      “So, Mama has big plans for today’s trades?”

      “It would appear so. What are your plans?”

      The sky above was cloaked with smog and war, a day not to be enjoyed in the depth of her mother’s forest or at the rocky waterside of her spring. Today was a day she would be subject to work in the garden, practicing her sproutlings and cuttings.

      “I cannot do much with this sky,” she groaned. “I am left to tend the garden.”

      “Do you think you will get the raspberries right this time?” Lotus joked.

      Kore had been having a problem creating proper raspberry bushes. The fruit came out with odd colors and had a pungent taste. It was a plant Demeter wanted her to focus on until she had it perfected.

      Kore made a noise in the back of her throat as she shot her eyes to the nymph. “You are welcome to try one when you get back,” she taunted as she pushed away from the column they had been leaning on. She made her way to the table, Lotus close by her side, grabbed her platter, and headed to the garden.

      “What else do you plan to do?” Lotus pushed as they came to a deep stone gardening bed. Kore placed the platter on the half wall of the bed and turned back to Lotus with a shrug. “Do you think he will return today?” she whispered.

      “Who will return today, sweet Lotus?” Demeter called as she stepped from the cabin. Ears like a hawk. Lotus spun around with wide eyes. She was a horrible liar.

      “Helios, Mama.” Kore looked up to the darkened sky. “Will the village be safe for trading today?”

      “Oh yes, my daisy. The mortals rage their war in Delphi now. The trees have insisted we are safe to travel.” Demeter smiled. “I would not leave if I felt there was danger for us or you. But please do stay near the cottage, my daisy.”

      “Yes, Mama.” The young goddess bowed to her mother and rested back at her spot by the gardening bed.

      “Good day, Lady Kore.” The sisters bowed as they took their place at Demeter’s side.

      Lotus turned her back to them and smiled with cautious eyes before saying her goodbyes and parting ways as well. Kore watched as her mother and the nymphs disappeared into a golden cloud and drifted away, leaving her alone in the garden.

      She finished her breakfast and headed to the back where her berry bush grew. The branches hung heavy with light green berries and a raw, sour smell that drifted around the surrounding area. A bush Kore would be more than happy to practice a different skill with.

      The leaves brushed lightly against her arm as she passed, aware of what was to come.

      “I am sorry, my berry friends. You just are not what raspberries are supposed to be.” She shrugged, patting the leaves. The bush rustled in response while the child sat beside it.

      “Perhaps we will try something different this go-around. Grapevines maybe? Honeysuckle?” she pondered aloud, placing her palm against a thin, brittle branch.

      A warm sensation covered her fingertips and spread over her hand as she drained the plant of its remaining life. The branches snapped and bent away from her as the color faded from a light brown to a chalky white and then ashy gray.

      Shriveled black vines crept up alongside her, caressing her arms and legs as she worked. They wrapped around the base of the bush, draining the last of its energy into their stalks and up Kore's arms until there was nothing more before her but dark, rich soil.

      “That’s better,” she whispered, patting the vines as they retreated into the earth. “What to do about you?”

      She sighed, working her fingers through the soil. Her mother had taught her to mold the energy in her hand as if she were molding clay, and it seemed a much easier task when the soil was already between her fingers.

      The garden had plenty of berries and grapes, a small orchard that left the air full of sweet citrus. She did not want to add another fruit to the collection—more weight for her mother to transport up to Mt. Olympus.

      No, she would do something much different. “Honeysuckle it is.” She giggled to herself.

      It wasn’t just about the flowers that grew on the plant, but that it was crafted of creeping vines. Perfect for her to practice controlling hers without making it obvious.

      She dug her fingers further into the damp soil, pushing the energy she harnessed from the bush and crafting it anew. Closing her eyes, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth just as Demeter had shown her. A way to center herself before she crafted. She envisioned the honeysuckle vine, the white and yellow flowers, the sweet honey scent they released. She imagined it twisting upon itself with thick and thin branches. Twirling and folding in a spectacular dance while green and yellow leaves bloomed.

      The air around her grew sweet with the smell of honey, and when she opened her eyes, a twisted mess of vines and flowers sat before her. Not exactly what she had envisioned, resembling a bush more than a creeping vine. But the fragrance was there.

      Kore leaned in until the petals tickled her nose and the sweet aroma clung to her skin.

      “You, my new friends, are absolutely perfect,” she whispered.

      The vines being twisted would give her a challenge in her practice, and she planned to work on untangling them in the future days. She pulled her hands from the soil and dusted them free before skipping to the next garden bed, where a few strawberry plants sprouted.

      She worked her hands in the soil just as she did before, testing and tasting the energy of the plant that crawled around her. Tart and sweet, hints of sour flooded her mouth as she envisioned the small red fruit.

      She proceeded to practice this way at each bed, the dark, smoky sky only growing darker as the day carried on. Helios was too far shielded by the smog for her to guess the time, but if she had to, she would say that he was nearing his end for the day as the low chirping of the evening crickets began to set in. A perfect time to head in for the night, as bugs were not her most favorite creatures to roam the meadow.

      She made her way down to the bathing hall. Dirt and fallen soot had clung to her hair and skin, mixing with the sweat from her work. The smell of the day and war lay strong upon her. Exhausted from her labors, she sluggishly completed the grueling task of filling the basin with water and mixing in the oils that sat ready for her before climbing in.

      The water was soothing, from the heat to the lavender oil, as she rinsed the dirt and ash from her skin. It wasn’t long before she heard her mother’s return with a loud, gleeful entrance.

      The goddess and the nymphs laughed outside the cottage, their symphony carrying into the halls.

      “Kore, dear, come here please!” her mother called happily. “We are in the garden!”

      Kore jumped from the basin, removing the plug and drying herself. Throwing her sleep robes on, she ignored her slick, wet hair as she ran out to meet her mother and the nymphs.

      They gathered in a circle, cooing and giggling at something between them.

      “Over here, dear!” Demeter called when she caught sight of her daughter. Kore made her way to them and peeked into the circle, the curiosity burning her chest.

      “You can name them, my daisy.”

      The young goddess looked down to find two baby goats, one with brown fur all over and a white stripe between its eyes. The other with all black fur and a white tail.

      “This one is a boy.” Lotus pointed to the black one. “And this one is a girl,” she added, pointing to the brown one.

      “I can name them?” Kore repeated.

      “Yes. Anything you want.”

      Kore did not know many names other than the ones from her mother’s tales and history lessons. She thought of a nice matching pair from a recent story, one her mother said was the cause of this meaningless war, but Kore found it to be fitting.

      “Helena and Paris,” she said.

      The nymphs all fell silent and shot their attention to Demeter.

      “Are you sure, dear?” she asked between giggles.

      “Yes, I think it is fitting.”
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      The ear-shattering screams jolted her awake to find thick black smoke surrounding her in all directions. It filled the air, choking and blinding her all at once. Kore had only just gone to bed, but now she was someplace unfamiliar.

      The sounds of cries continued, stirring a pain in her head as she scanned the space. Her hands pressed down into the soil for assistance. The earth felt warm but silent under her touch. No plant life left to comfort her or even tell her where she was or what they had seen.

      She pushed up from the ground to get a better view of this new world around her and reached for her crystal, only to find it missing. Her heart continued to pound against her chest.

      ’Tis only a dream, she thought and slowly climbed to her feet. She drew in a ragged breath, the smoke and heat burning her lungs instantly.

      “H-Hello?” she called out, her throat dry from the air, adding even more difficulty to breathing.

      The only sounds that followed were distant screams and howls.

      Kore’s night terrors were usually centered in her mother’s meadow since that was all she had ever known. They normally involved her mother’s great disappointment at learning all that Kore could do. Or worse, losing her mother altogether. Never had they felt so real, nor had they been located anywhere else outside of her home.

      Through the echoed cries and screams, Kore could hear the faint crackling of a fire. She scanned the area before her but was unable to make out more than a few steps ahead.

      She took one slow step.

      The screaming continued.

      She took another step and then a third until she was halted by a stone wall. It felt hot to the touch but helped her navigate to an opening of fallen stone. She took another deep breath, ignoring the blistering pain it caused as she stepped over the stone and debris.

      In the distance, off to the right, Kore could see the faint flickering of the fire. She figured if she could make it over, maybe she could see what had the mortals in an uproar.

      “Hello?” Kore croaked but she received no clear response in return.

      The screaming continued.

      Kore stepped out, pushing from the building. Her heart pounding against her chest. The sound of rushing ichor filled her ears, muting the screams as she crept through the smoke to the fire. Her eyes locked on the flames until she was standing over them. She caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of her eye and turned to see what it was, only to be met with a black sheet.

      She gazed out to the darkness, and the darkness gazed back.

      More wailing from the mortals filled the air, but there was no sight of them. The eerie energy that drifted around shook her bones.

      The goddess turned back to the flame, her eyes watching the bright dance it offered.

      Look up, a voice whispered. The sound sent chills down her spine, but she did as told. Her heart sank when she was met with a blood-covered mortal. His eyes hungry and his teeth bared. His body shivered as if he were cold. A feral growl rumbled deep within his chest as he studied the goddess, his chest heaving wildly with every breath.

      He threw his head back, and the sound that escaped him was guttural. It was not a scream or cry. It was animalistic and hungry. Sending a chill over Kore’s body.

      He lunged toward her and shouted again, his bloodied face twisted with pain and anguish. But there was an evilness to him, a hunger for something more than food. He did not care about the flames as he scrambled through the fire and cindered logs. Kore took a step back, but before the mortal could reach her, a loud snapping sound filled the air.

      The man’s feral cries turned to a shrieking scream as he was yanked away into the smoke. There was another deep, rumbling growl as a few more mangled-looking mortals limped into view. Their hate burned on their misshapen faces.

      They hated her, she could feel it, but she was unsure why. A wave of energy raced through her arms to the tips of her fingers, the divine power within her building with every cracking of the hidden tree.

      She felt hatred for the mortals she had never known. Rage bubbled up from the pit of her stomach, stewing a bitter taste in her mouth. It flooded her head with heat. Her arms pulsed as she took a step closer. The screaming started to fall to whimpers and pleas for help, but Kore did not offer any sanctuary.

      “You dare attack a goddess?” The voice that filled the air was not her own. “You mortals know nothing. You care for nothing! Look at this beautiful land Mother Gaia has given you, and you defiled it with your war and hate! It is time she takes her revenge. Yes?” the voice raged, clearing the smoke from view. The sight of war and massacre was laid out before Kore, in a clear and vivid display.

      A few yards off from her grew a large cypress tree. Short but wide at the trunk and charred and burned from the fire. Parts of it cindered and expelled a dim red glow as it continued to smolder. It lacked leaves, but its jetting branches were not bare. Bodies of the mortals decorated them from the lowest hanging branch to the highest, their mangled bodies layered upon each other in such a way that Kore could barely see the bark that held them up.

      Deep crimson blood rained down into puddles at the roots and mixed with the mud, creating a thick, sticky mess that began to sweep down to Kore’s bare feet. She did not move. She just watched as the thick liquid slowly crept closer and closer to her. Her arms ignited from the racing energy.

      She snapped her head up to the tree and was face-to-face with a dark, eyeless figure; the one that normally drifted in the darkness of her night terrors. It was silent, at best. Normally useless, until now.

      “Persephone,” the voice whispered.

      The goddess shot up straight in her kline, back in her chamber, in the familiar cottage. Beads of sweat collected at her brow, and her chest heaved wildly.

      The bright rays of the sun spilled onto her furs. Indicating Helios had brought it a good distance for the morning.

      It was only a dream, she reminded herself.

      She struggled free from the furs and slipped from the kline, making her way to the reflective flat metal plate that sat in the far-right corner of her chamber. Her mind still reeling with thoughts on the dream as the memory of heat and energy lingered on her skin.

      Her hair was a matted mess, and her sleep robes twisted around her in such a way that it left her exposed on one side. She adjusted the linen and raked her fingers through her hair; sleep still clung to her swollen cheeks and eyes.

      Kore could hear faint talking coming from the main hall and could only assume her mother was already up waiting for her. Over the last few years, Demeter had made it a point to have Kore take daily lessons with her, some of which started from the crack of dawn and ended long after Helios had left and Selene took over the sky.

      She sighed deeply before starting her morning and making herself presentable for the day. When she had finished braiding her hair and pinning her robes, she walked out into the hall, where the chatting was more distinguishable.

      “Zeus is calling for the council today. There was a development in the mortal war, and he wants everyone in attendance,” Hermes informed, his voice like a song.

      “Everyone” usually meant all thirteen Olympians, but more specifically, Aidoneus was also meant to attend. Kore paused to listen further in fear her entrance may halt the conversation.

      “Is it about the crops?” Demeter pressed in a hushed tone.

      “Yes, I am afraid the war has spilled onto the crop fields,” he answered.

      Kore could feel the heat rise to her face. They had been practicing cloning vegetation to yield double crops. Demeter was better at calling forth the crop from seed, while Kore had been mastering cloning. This was something she could lend assistance with and possibly accompany her mother to Mt. Olympus this day.

      She took a deep breath to steady her heart before entering the hall. It was a decent reason for joining them.

      “Mama?” she greeted softly.

      “Good morning, my daisy!” Demeter cheered.

      Hermes turned with a large, welcoming grin. “Good morning, Kore!”

      Kore smiled softly at her half brother before turning back to her mother, who had only one concern this early. The dream would have to wait until Kore could speak with Lotus.

      “Mama, I overheard talks of crop loss. I was thinking I could help.” She paused to search her mother’s face for any sign of protest; when there was none, she continued, “I was wondering if I could join you today and offer my help.”

      She cast her eyes down, too nervous to see the look her mother may have created.

      “You want to go to Mt. Olympus?” Demeter finally questioned.

      “I would like to hear the council and offer aid personally.” Kore kept her eyes low. Her mother was silent for a moment more.

      “I think it would do her good, Demeter, to listen in. To speak before the other gods,” Hermes offered.

      Demeter chewed the idea over; the whole purpose of training Kore was so that she could help her mother and take charge of the meadow when the time came. Attending council by Zeus would be of great benefit for her, though it was not the benefit she was interested in.

      “Very well. We will not be leaving for some time, my daisy. Please, go eat and enjoy your morning. No lessons for the day.” Demeter smiled softly and waved toward the dining hall, where platters of fruits, bread, and cheeses lay scattered.

      Kore grabbed a small skyphos of ambrosia and a kantharos of nectar, adding a small bun and a slice of cheese to nibble on later in the morning. She had mastered folding her robes in a way that gave her small pouches where needed. She wrapped the cheese and bread in a cloth and tucked them away.

      She sat outside to enjoy her nectar and ambrosia, though the peace was not long-lived. Overhead loomed a dark, smoke-filled sky. The mortals were at it again with their war and burning. The sight flooded her dream back into focus.

      Persephone. The word rang in her head. She wasn’t sure what it meant, but she remembered her dream vividly. She needed to hurry and find Lotus if she wanted to discuss it before leaving. She gulped down the thick, sweet nectar and practically inhaled the ambrosia. Racing to put the kantharos and skyphos back on the table before running from the hall again. She cut through the right side of the garden, passing Morea and Syke on her way.

      “Slow down, Lady Kore, you need not run!” Morea shouted. A phrase heard frequently from the nymphs, and though it was true, most days Kore did not need to hurry away. Today was not one of those days.

      “Lotus!” Kore called as she came up to the small dark pond that led deep into the forest. She danced her fingers across the surface and called again, “Lotus!”

      From the darkness, two glowing seafoam eyes began to ascend to the surface. Her button nose broke through first, her skin changing from dark murky green to a pale green undertone the moment air hit it.

      “Yes, Kore?” she asked, breaking the surface of the water. Her light brown hair clung to her face in a wild dance before she cleared it free.

      “I had another one of those night terrors!” Kore began. “But—I am not sure—it was odd. I knew I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. I was angry!” Kore continued to explain the events that took place in the dream, the feeling, the attacking mortals, the tree, the voice, and even the word that Kore had been unfamiliar with.

      “I am not sure, Kore. It does not truly sound like you were even yourself in the dream. Where did you say you woke up?” Lotus pried.

      “A village, I believe. It was dark.” Kore sighed.

      “You have never been to any village,” Lotus countered, but Kore did not answer; she was not sure it was even a village she had found herself in. The smoke had clouded everything except the tree.

      After a few silent moments, the girls pushed it off as just another night terror before the goddess moved on to more exciting news.

      “Oh! I am going with Mama and Hermes to Olympus today. I will go to offer my aid.”

      “That’s good!”

      “Yes, because Zeus called all the gods to meet. So, I am hoping Aidoneus is there,” the goddess added.

      “Again with that, Kore?” Lotus groaned as she pulled herself from the water, allowing the rest of her body to transform.

      “Always, Lotus. I have not seen him in a near six years. He was . . . interesting.”

      “I think you find too much interest in the Lord of Darkness.” Lotus sighed.

      Kore could hear the concern, the fear. It was true, Kore did find a great deal of interest around Aidoneus, an interest that only seemed to grow the longer she went without seeing him. She had a number of questions piling up that she could not wait to ask.

      “’Tis true. But only—” She was stopped by a sudden snapping of branches in a nearby bush. They waited quietly, searching ahead for a sign of anyone.

      “Very funny, Syke!” Lotus called out, but no answer was returned.

      They waited a few moments more as the bush twitched here and there. Kore rose to her feet, and vibrations raced down her arms and legs, spreading heat out around her.

      “Kore, wait!” Lotus protested, but Kore continued to step forward.

      “Come out now!” she demanded. Her arms began to burn as they had in her dream, and she could hear the branches of the surrounding cypress buckle at her call.

      “Kore?” Lotus cried. But it was the soft whimper that escaped the bushes that paused Kore. She took another step, calling to her trees to aid her in sight. What they saw was only a black, drifting cloud hovering near the bush. A soft whine sounded again as Kore took a step, raising her arms to prepare an attack.

      A black hound stumbled from the bush and crawled to Kore’s side. It lopped its head over, rolling to its back, in demand of a belly rub.

      Kore looked to Lotus, who looked to the hound and then back to her baffled friend. No creature of the mortal realm could enter without aid from Demeter, who was known to bring a few mortal creatures to roam the forest. Mostly deer and small rodents. Not wolves or any creature she saw as vicious.

      “It is a divine hound,” Lotus gasped.

      “It could only be. But whose?” Kore looked about the trees into the forest but saw nothing.

      “Maybe he is Hermes’s pet?” Lotus offered.

      Kore bent down to rub the hound’s belly. She did not think this hound to be Hermes’s, for it was too dark and mysterious a creature for his liking. He loved bright and joyful things. This creature was as black as night with bright white eyes.

      “Not likely. Hermes would not be seen with such a lovely creature. He likes—more luxurious-looking things. Creatures included,” Kore scoffed.

      “His favorite creature is a tortoise. Those are not luxurious creatures, Kore,” Lotus said with a laugh.

      “I meant the hawk!” Kore giggled. “Anyway, he does not seem to be underfed. I wonder who he belongs to.”

      The hound jumped to attention as if being called, his head pointed straight into the forest. He looked back to Kore, pressed his cold, wet nose to her cheek, and then retreated into the trees as quickly as he had come.

      “Well, that was—odd . . . ” Lotus said slowly.

      “That was odd. I have never seen such a creature so close before,” Kore mused.

      “Kore.” Lotus’s voice was soft and wary, a tone she usually took when she was nervous. “Do you think maybe your dream was about you?” Her eyes stayed fixated on the trees that had buckled at Kore’s command.

      “Do you think I have such evil in me?”

      Kore could not deny that the question hurt her a bit. The monster in her dream was vengeful and filled with such hate, something she did not feel.

      “Not in you,” Lotus paused again, “but I do think you are capable of creating a home for it.” She ducked her head quickly, too nervous to see the hurt on her friend’s face.

      Kore felt a drop in her stomach at the words. “How do you mean?”

      There was another long pause as Lotus chewed at her bottom lip, thinking of what to say next. Her eyes scanned the water’s surface before she parted her lips. “You know, this river runs throughout the forest,” she began. Kore was unsure but nodded. “The water sees everything that happens around it, Kore, and it speaks to me as I do it.”

      Suddenly Kore realized what her friend was telling her.

      She was short-tempered at times and would retreat to the forest to let off steam; she also practiced her wilting and vines near her spring. She felt a tinge of embarrassment. She had not considered the water to release her secret before she could.

      She had grown out of her phases of wilting the plants of the forest and had begun creating her very own patch just to watch them wilt before her, her anger and frustration along with it. Perhaps the water saw it no differently.

      “Oh.”

      “I do not think you are evil, Kore. Nor do I think you would slaughter an entire mortal village. But I do think you are capable of it. I do not think you have it in your heart to do something like that. You are a divine, after all. Your powers will grow as you do. So, could you? I think if you wanted to. Do I think you would? No.”

      Her friend was comforting, though she was giving her a lot to consider about herself. Especially the side of her that she thought she hid so well.

      Lotus embraced Kore warmly, as she could see her words cut deep.

      “Kore, dear!” Demeter’s voice rang through the trees. “We are leaving!”
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