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        To Demeter.

        A mother who was no different than the rest when faced with the loss of her child.

        To the Goddess always labeled the villain of her own Hymn.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “For with your beams, you look down from the bright upper air over all the earth and sea. Tell me truly of my dear child if you have seen her anywhere, what god or mortal man has violently seized her against her will and mine, and so made off.”

      

      

      

      
        
        —Demeter to Helios

      

        

      
        Hesiod, the Homeric Hymns, and Homerica by Hesiod, Homer; Evelyn-White, Hugh G. (Hugh Gerard), D. 1924
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            SILENCE

          

          1201 BC

        

      

    

    
      The sound had always caused a slight sting to Demeter’s chest, stealing her breath with each echo of the blissful giggles that passed. Every journey to the mortal villages held its own heartache, but none seemed to pain her more than the sound of children.

      Oh, how she yearned to hear it echo in her chambers. A new babe’s cry for comfort and the sweet bubbly smile they’d grant her.

      With a heavy sigh, Demeter gathered a bundle of freshly cut barley.

      “We can leave if it becomes a bother,” Hestia proposed sweetly. Her soft voice came out a whisper as she tied the twine around the bundle Demeter held in her hands. Her full lips pulled up into a hopeful smile, but her deep brown eyes were apprehensive.

      “It is Zeus’s order that I focus my labors amongst the growing groups. I have not burdened him with my woes of it.” Demeter sighed, placing the sheaves of grain in the wagon before bundling another few stalks.

      “Perhaps he will send you elsewhere if you inform him. Somewhere with fewer children.” Hestia moved her hand over the browning barley heads Demeter had laid down. “It has begun to affect your crops.”

      There was no need for her to look over the plants; she knew her work to be hindered. The barley heads were slightly drier and more brittle than usual. The mortals wouldn’t know the difference, but it made the dough less fluffy in the end.

      “It will be seen as a weakness,” Demeter finally said after a long moment.

      “Wanting for a child is not a weakness,” Hestia consoled. The comforting warmth of her hand found Demeter’s shoulder. It eased the hollowing ache, but she knew Hestia would never understand the pain that clawed into the Goddess of Harvest’s soul.

      It was more than wanting a child or a companion. Demeter wanted to share the growing world with someone. She wished to teach them and watch what they would transform into, see what gifts they would offer to the realm and the beauty of it all.

      She had waited for a time in which the mortals had found peace and the divines had settled into their lives. When the mortal realm was most plentiful and vibrant. A beautiful time, if ever, to bring a babe into the world.

      But as much as she wished for a child, Demeter knew that it was not a task she could accomplish on her own. She knew that if she wished to craft one alone, she would need permission from several divines— three of which resided in the deepest pits of the dark realm—and Demeter knew better than to request any favors of them.

      “Request to be placed in a village with fewer young ones. I am sure if Zeus does not see your reasoning, Hera would gladly lend assistance.” Hestia offered another comforting smile, placing a second sheave of barley into the wagon. “This is the last of it. We should begin our travels back to Olympus.”

      Demeter loaded herself into the front of the wagon and waited for her closest sister. The sound of playful screams and harmonic laughter filled the air once more. The heavy burden that pressed into her chest only grew with each new rise of the sun, gripping Demeter’s heart with the burning longing, she felt she’d never escape.

      Hestia climbed in and took up the reins in hand. With a sharp creak of the worn harvest cart, the chargers set off on a straight path toward Olympus. The shift from the thick, heavy air of the mortal realm to the light fragrance of the divine mountain was an instant relief for Demeter’s senses, relaxing her tensed muscles and easing her mind. The heavy weight felt less crushing as they distanced themselves from the village.

      The world passed the goddesses in a blur of colors until the familiar mix of marble white and beams of liquid sun came into view. They crossed the golden bridge and the high Fountain of Poseidon, pulling the chargers to a steady halt before the stables. With the creatures stopped, the goddesses stepped down to unload the labors for the day.

      The sound of playful youth had long since ceased to echo the sacred grounds of the Olympus temples, emptying the halls of what was once an endless joy. Time had brought with it an ever-growing silence that had begun to claw at Demeter just as painfully as the sounds of the village.

      Notes of honey and wine drifted around them as they made their way up the main stairway. Long white pillars seemed to stretch to the stars and beyond, leaving the coffer open to the sky above.

      Hestia scurried up the steps with her load of harvest, but Demeter wanted to make a last detour before they labored over separating the wheat and barley heads from their shells. Hestia’s words had situated themselves in Demeter’s mind, but there were a few other beings whose opinions and suggestions were also greatly needed.

      With Hestia’s attention on the bundles, Demeter slipped into the Council Chambers and off to the main garden. Flowers of many colors and herbs greeted her happily as she entered. The familiar warming scent of the mixed flowers instantly eased her mind as she walked the grassy narrow path.

      “Lady Demeter,” they greeted in unison, their voices as soft as a whisper.

      “My flowers,” Demeter cooed back as she placed the bundle of barley down along a marble bench, “I have come to seek counsel with you all.”

      The court filled with musical chatter as the plants graciously accepted.

      “Come, sit with us,” they cheered. Demeter slipped her feet from her golden sandals and stepped into the soft, lush grass. An instantaneous connection flooded her, giving her insight to every inch of vegetational life that grew upon the sacred mountain.

      “I hope your day was as lovely and kind as your greetings,” Demeter cooed, her lips turning up for the first time that day.

      “It is always a bright day outside of the Olympus Council Chambers. Now tell us, what is it that ails you?”

      Her shoulders fell with a soft sigh as she sought the words to speak. “I thought I would request to be relocated in my work. The village I work with at the moment, it . . . it brings too much heartache. I can no longer bear it. But I fear Zeus will deny my request.”

      “Why do you think the God King will deny you, Lady Demeter?” one of the daisies chirped.

      The goddess suppressed a laugh. “Because it was he who placed me there.”

      “But his order,” a cluster of basil began, “was not on that location alone.”

      “Mayhaps, if you explain your pains to him, he will find a softness for you, his first wife,” a patch of rosemary added.

      Demeter giggled softly at the plant’s innocent ignorance. “You all think it simple. You have not yet tasted the sharp sting of rejection.” The goddess sighed again as she relaxed into the grass, smoothing her palm over the fine blades as she spoke.

      “You will not know if it is a rejection you will receive if you do not dare ask. And if it is a rejection you collect, you would only have to endure it for a while longer,” the daisies reminded. At times, Demeter loved that her plant friends did not endure such devastation, but most times, she felt they did not often understand the true difficulties that came with being a goddess. This was a time when, despite their sheltered existence in the garden, they were wise beyond their roots.

      She thought the idea over with a sinking heart. Nervousness pulled at her, but with the support of the plants, Demeter climbed to her feet and headed off to the throne room. She wanted to make her request before the day’s end left time for self-doubt to creep into her mind.

      She held her head up despite the heavy pull against her stomach as she crossed the marbled floor of the council hall. Passing a distracted Hestia, Demeter marched between the pillars that led up to the throne room.

      The bright gold glare of the tapestry behind the throne helped light up the palace and served as a deterrent for those who sought audience with the king.

      This day, it would not be as such for Demeter. She crossed the floor without allowing her eyes to adjust to the blinding light, stopping at the steps before the throne where a large, dark mass sat.

      “Demeter?” Zeus’s rough voice echoed. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      The sound of his voice shook her bones and sent her heart pounding against her chest. She inhaled, opening her mouth to speak words she had yet to prepare. No sound left her lips as she stumbled over her own thoughts. With another steady breath, she held her chin up to him, gathering the courage to speak the words that had been haunting her for the last few days.

      “Is there an issue in the village?” Zeus thundered, ready to halt a threat that was not there, but that did not stop the words from tumbling from Demeter’s lips.

      “Yes,” she shot before promptly adjusting, “I mean, no. There are no issues that are in need of intervention.”

      Zeus lifted a brow, his lips turning down as he looked over the goddess, “What brings you, then?”

      His booming voice shook her attention to him. She had not realized that her gaze had dropped, and her stance seemed to have softened under his presence. The nervousness caused her to shrink back even more.

      “I–I am having trouble focusing on my work,” Demeter stuttered out.

      “You are having trouble? With your harvest?” Zeus repeated slowly.

      “Yes.”

      “For what reason?” he asked, shifting in his seat. His voice held a tone to it that told Demeter he knew the exact reason.

      She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, attempting to steady her breath once more. “The children . . . they are”—Demeter dropped her gaze as she shrunk down even further—“distracting.”

      “The village children are distracting?” he repeated.

      Demeter opened her eyes to glare at the king, the heavy weight of the burden only slightly lifted from her shoulders.

      Zeus straightened in his throne, a twisted smile carving his face. “Have I not been fair to you, first wife?”

      After all these years, the name still twisted her stomach. She never wanted to be his wife, let alone one they would call the first wife. It was not a term she would consider enduring, and it was not one that granted her any power.

      “You have,” she lied.

      “Have I not been a giving husband?”

      Demeter inhaled deeply before supplying another lie. “You have.”

      An electric static raced over her skin as Zeus appeared before her. Patchouli and cedar suffocated her in a choking cloud.

      “I have not given you a child,” he pointed out.

      “It would seem it is not the first wife’s duty,” Demeter said coldly. A puff of air fanned the loose strands of her auburn hair as Zeus made a grunting noise her way.

      “Enough with the games. What is it you want, Demeter?” Zeus pushed.

      Every fiber in her being screamed for a child, begged for one. The words clawed painfully on her tongue as she glared up to the king. “I would like to continue my work farther away from the villages out of range from the children,” she informed him.

      With a lifted brow, the king turned from her and headed back to his throne. “Is that your request?” Zeus poked, and Demeter nodded.

      “I do not believe the village children are what causes your distractions, Demeter. But you must tell me with your words.”

      The last god she wanted to have any power over her or her young child was Zeus and his damned orders. There was no telling what he would conjure up in place of granting her a child, and it was not a risk she wished to place over herself.

      “I wish to work in a new village,” she pushed again.

      Zeus pressed his lips flat, his gaze darkening. “You are to stay near the village until your task is complete,” he said dismissively.

      Heat raced her body with boiling ichor. Though she had not expected anything less, his words still pained her to hear. A soft whimper escaped her as she caught the fleeing breath. Her muscles locked, fighting back the tears as she turned to leave the chamber, defeated once again in her attempt at any request.

      “Demeter,” Zeus’s deep voice bellowed before she passed the columns. “If it is a child you truly crave, the tides will be low at the moon’s highest point this night.”

      She froze for a moment at his words but did not turn to face him. His offer was not empty, nor would it come simply.

      “As usual,” she said flatly. With a soft bow, Demeter exited the chamber and shifted to her temple behind the palace.
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        * * *

      

      Chrysanthemum and rose flooded the garden with soft notes of lavender and citrus. Their delightful and relaxing fragrances swirled up into the air with the mist from the waterfall. The burbling stream and soft song of the birds loosened the tension that had collected in Demeter’s shoulders.

      Gentle whispers of the plants were of great comfort to her as she worked to gather a fine bouquet as a gift to Hera. If Zeus would not relocate her, maybe the queen would grant just one kindness.

      At least one for a sister.

      Demeter mixed flowers in many shades of blue, purple, green, and accents of white flowers with long stems. The queen’s most prized colors.

      “Have you thought on what you are going to say?” Thyme pressed. It was a lone herb that had drifted a tad too far during its seeding stage, a curious little sprout that Demeter often found herself chatting with when she sat alone in the garden.

      “I have. I am to meet her in the atrium beside the Council Chambers this afternoon. She said it must wait until after Hephaestus’s announcement. Whatever that may be. A new invention for the mortals, perhaps.” She sighed, adding a stem of gypsophila to the bouquet. “It is one we all have been asked to attend.” She gently set the flowers down beside her and leaned back in the grass, tilting her head up to the colorful sky. The bright constellations swirled above without the clouds to obscure them from view.

      The divine birds continued their morning song, and the soft breeze carried it up to the higher chambers. The smell of freshly baked bread and morning ambrosia drifted down like the waterfall, alerting the goddess of dawn’s arrival. A promising start to what she hoped would be a successful day.

      Olympus reminded Demeter of the beehives the mortals tended to. Everyone had a duty, and every duty began early. It was a highly efficient way to get things done.

      A smile teased at her lips as she thought of the slight bit of peace she had, the moment of silence and tranquility. One not riddled in heartache or filled with the sound of young laughter to remind her of what she has yet to obtain.

      “Stop that,” Thyme murmured to her, stealing a peek in which direction Demeter’s mind was beginning to wander.

      “It is easier said than done, my dear friend.” She paused, wanting to add more, but she knew the plants could sense it. They could hear her endless internal screaming just as they could feel the same hollowness that consumed her.

      “Demeter, dear! It’s time for the announcement!” Hestia called from the garden opening. Demeter tilted her head back in the grass to look at her sister.

      Hestia wore her dark curls pulled up and wrapped in a golden scarf—a style she had learned from the mortals in the villages they kept to. It fell as a beautiful accent against her white robes and russet-brown complexion. She held her hands behind her back, a mischievous smile upon her lips.

      Demeter rolled onto her stomach with her eyes still on Hestia. “What is that you have there, sweet sister?”

      With a giggle, Hestia held up another golden scarf that matched her own. “I thought you would enjoy not having to move your hair from your face with soil-filled hands this day.”

      Demeter sprung to her feet, grabbing her sandals as she made her way to join her sister. They looped arms with bright smiles and headed up the remaining steps that led to the great golden doors. Roaring chatter blared through the corridors as they pulled the latches open.

      The council chamber was vacant of the table and thrones, leaving the floor open for whatever display or performance Hephaestus had planned. Questions of anticipation and curiosity were the main topic of conversation.

      All of Olympus seemed to be in attendance, waiting for the announcement to be had. They spotted young Artemis waiting near the outer edge of the clamoring groups. Mud clung to the goddess’s face, and leaves tangled in her hair from a recent outing she had been pulled from.

      Artemis turned with a deep curved scowl that swiftly twisted up into a grin once she caught sight of the two. She made motion to embrace them when she paused, seemingly remembering her appearance, and backed away with only the offered grin.

      “I see the mortals have gifted you new ways to decorate your hair,” Artemis teased, her gaze shifting from one scarf to the next.

      “They have.” Hestia giggled, looping her arm through the young goddess’s.

      “What do you think he has crafted this time?” Artemis quizzed. The three women poked fun at several guesses as to the reason for the grand gathering.

      The sound of hellish howls moved through the palace, bringing the lighthearted joy to an abrupt silence. Their focus fell on the chamber doors as two ghostly hounds drifted in like a midnight fog, a frightening announcement of their master’s arrival. They only stopped the terror-inducing screams when Hades stepped through the chamber doors, his expression as dark and grim as always, setting his features in a permanent scowl.

      Though Demeter and the unseen one hadn’t much in common, the dislike for surprise councils was one they could agree on. Though, she would never say as much.

      Hades drifted past the rest of the divines in silence as if they were not there, taking his usual seat on the back bench to wait, as he often did, with his hounds on either side of him.

      Everyone returned to their conversations, waiting for Zeus and Hephaestus to make it known for what reason they were summoned.

      “I thought we were all to attend. Where is Ares?” Artemis looked about the floor, a realization forming clear on her face.

      “Aphrodite is missing as well,” Hestia added innocently as she snacked on a few grapes she had collected at some point, despite there not being a table or food in sight.

      “Hestia, where did you get—” Demeter began, only to be cut off by the king’s deafening voice.

      “Everyone!” Zeus thundered, robbing the chamber of sound and gathering the divines’ attention his way. Hephaestus’s back came lumbering into view behind his father as he tugged something in.

      With a labored grunt, he flung the mass onto the marble floor before everyone to present what it was they had summoned them all for. After a few painfully silent moments, the chamber filled with roaring laughter. The theoi crowded and clawed over one another to get a better view.

      Demeter pushed up on her toes, glad she had height on her side as she caught a glimpse of what had everyone in a hysteria. The shimmering chains rattled together on the floor before the crowd as an angry Aphrodite flung venomous words their way.

      “It is Aphrodite and Ares. In a net of chains,” Demeter informed the others.

      “Oh no, not again.” Hestia sighed.

      “I do not think they will ever learn.” Artemis shook her head disapprovingly. “Let us go then.”

      The goddesses split up with Artemis and Hestia going around the crowd while Demeter cut straight through the center. The laughter continued to rage as she stepped to the captives, ignoring the disapproving glare of Zeus.

      Once Hestia and Artemis arrived, they began working to detangle the chains. While the others shouted and booed their attempts, the women continued pulling Aphrodite free of the shackles before tossing the rest from Ares.

      Demeter took the bare goddess in her arms and manifested a white robe around her while Artemis gathered the shackles. She shoved them into Hephaestus’s arms with downturned lips.

      “Is there no other way to inform your wife of your detest for her infidelities? Must you make it a show for us all?” she berated.

      “Come, dear, let us get you cleaned up,” Demeter offered to Aphrodite, guiding her to the back garden for more privacy.

      Hestia stayed behind, scolding the others for the public ridicule. Her soft lectures trailed behind until all that was heard were the apologies of the flowers.

      “They give you their sympathy,” Demeter offered sweetly.

      “I do not need the pity of plants,” Aphrodite hissed. Demeter knew the words and tone were not meant toward her or the dear flowers. She knew Aphrodite to be hurting in many ways, trying to find her place amongst the theoi, just as much as Demeter was.

      She remained silent, watching as Aphrodite’s eyes welled up with tears until, finally, the large drops spilled over her cheeks.

      “When we said to gain his attention, we did not mean negatively, dear,” Demeter pointed out, taking the shuddering goddess into her arms.

      Aphrodite sobbed thick, muffled words that Demeter could not decipher, but she continued to pat the golden-haired goddess comfortingly.

      “It will be all right. You must remember your gifts,” Demeter continued.

      “Aphrodite.” Zeus’s bellowing voice caused the women to jump but not break the embrace.

      “Now is not the time—” Demeter attempted, but Zeus held up his palm to her.

      “Do you think this behavior will garner you much sympathy?” he asked Aphrodite as he ran a hand over his graying beard—something Demeter noticed he only did when he was struck with wild and extravagant plans.

      “I do not seek sympathy,” Aphrodite spat at him.

      “Attention then.” Zeus shrugged with a sigh, stepping closer to the goddesses. “You must find better ways to gain that. Go now, be gone with you. Leave with your husband.”

      Aphrodite reluctantly pulled herself from Demeter’s grasp.

      “This is what you summoned us here for?” Demeter demanded. Zeus kept his eyes on Aphrodite, waiting until she fully exited the garden.

      “No. Hephaestus wanted to show us his most recent creation. He wanted to test them and present to us how they work,” Zeus said boastfully with a wide grin.

      “Do you plan on a war?” Demeter took a step back as Zeus took a step forward.

      “I never plan for war. War simply happens; the chains are precautionary.”

      “’Tis no excuse to embarrass others in this way.” Demeter brushed past him, a quick escape for the exit where she could see Hestia and Artemis waiting, but thick hands encased her arm and spun her around.

      He pulled her close until their noses brushed, and the heat of his breath fanned across her face. “Tell me, first wife, what of those pretty flowers you were crafting in the lower garden earlier?” Zeus whispered.

      “Flowers?” Demeter repeated dumbfoundedly.

      “Flowers, woman. Do not toy with me. Do you think I did not notice the floral arrangements? You plan to sway your desire for a child.”

      “The flowers are a gift for the queen.” Demeter’s heart thundered wildly against her chest. She pulled her arm free, catching Zeus’s darkening gaze before swiftly retreating off to the others.
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        * * *

      

      Demeter waited on the hard bench deep within the main garden. The peacock-colored bouquet rested gently in her lap. She counted every petal of each floret three times over to steady the wild pounding of her heart. Anxiety crept over her as the shadows moved across the grass. The hollowing feeling that her troubles would find no end began to grow the longer she waited.

      “The Golden Queen awaits deep within the shadows of our branches,” the flowers murmured. The ichor ran cold in Demeter’s veins as she slowly turned to search the few dark sections.

      Shimmering bits of gold caught the soft light, reflecting a concentrated glowing pool at her feet. Demeter followed it as it trailed deeper into the garden, leading her to where Hera hid. For each step that brought her closer, anticipation sunk her heart deeper into her chest.

      The stiff prick of the flower stems dug into Demeter’s skin as she clutched the bundle to her chest. “Hera?”

      “Shh!” the queen hushed as she peeked out from a leaf far larger than herself.

      “Why are you hiding, dear?” Demeter quizzed in a whisper. She ducked into the shadows to join her sister under the large frond. They looked over each other with wide, confused eyes for a moment before Demeter remembered the bundle of flowers in her arms. She pushed it off, offering it to Hera with a faint smile.

      “Zeus mentioned you were crafting me a surprise!” she cheered in a whisper, taking the flowers with approving joy.

      “Hardly a surprise now.” Demeter pushed her irritation down as she forced the smile to stay tugging at her lips.

      “He said you were seeking help with a child. I hope you can assume, by this setting, I was asked not to assist.”

      The hollowing feeling returned to the pit of Demeter’s stomach once again. Every time, she assumed the rejection would get easier, but it only seemed to intensify in pain, carving her from the inside out until there was nothing left.

      She was unsure how much longer she could hold her false smile; eventually, her fault in the harvest would be noticed and questioned. Burning tears blurred her vision of Hera as she fought them back.

      “Do not fuss. I am here and I brought powder,” she said softly, holding out a small pouch that held a golden glow. A sacred dust, kept locked away by Zeus, that aided in creating sentient beings. Hera was the only other divine with access, and even so, it was limited and supervised. But there she was, placing the pouch into Demeter’s trembling hands.

      “However did you come by this without him?” Demeter gasped, curling her fingers around the cherished pouch. The immense power spilled out over her, shaking her arms as she held it close.

      Hera giggled softly. “He is easily distracted with wine and magic. But you should hurry before he realizes I have left.”

      They shared a swift embrace and crept off on their separate ways. Demeter delightedly tucked the pouch into her robes, feeling a wave of ease wash over her. She had a sense of hope again, and she had missed the warmth of it.

      Demeter did not slow until she found sanctuary and comfort behind her temple walls. The low-lit torches shed enough illuminance to guide her through the corridors to the large apothecary trunk she kept at the foot of her kline. She flung the lid open and moved the parchments and pouches around until a tiny section of the bottom was visible and clear.

      She pulled the pouch from her robes, held it to her face, and placed a small, loving kiss on it. With a warm heart and content smile, she gently set the gift in the cleared space of the trunk. Despite not many others venturing past her pillars, she loosely placed some parchment over the pouch and shut the lid.

      As the chest shut with a low, echoing clatter, a sudden breeze crept in and flickered the flames around her. She sucked in a breath, fighting the electrifying feeling that zapped over her skin, raising each hair on end. Her muscles locked, keeping her from moving no matter how hard she tried to break free.

      No sounds were heard, no announcements made, but the heavy looming energy encased her. It suffocated her as it constricted her chest, squeezing a silent scream from her lungs.

      “Now, now. I gave you the option of coming to me, first wife. Not only did you rebuff my offer, but you and Hera held a secret gathering nonetheless.” Zeus’s words fell low but dripped with a spiteful, icy chill.

      Rough hands scratched against her arm, gripping them to the point of pain. A piercing cry filled the temple as Zeus yanked her around to face him. His frightening, icy blue eyes had pupils the size of pinpoints, enraged with power and hunger.

      The sight sent violent chills through Demeter, and she ripped her arm from him only to be caught by his other massive hand. Her failed attempts at freeing herself only angered the god all the more. His grip tightened as he fought to push her down to the floor with a malicious grin. His chilling gaze raked over her with a disgusting hunger. Fear overpowered the pain as she kicked at him, struggling to strike him with fisted hands. She pounded and clawed at his shoulders, giving as much as she could to fight him off.

      His weight locked her down beneath him and she attempted to scream, only for his hand to cover her mouth, blocking her cries for help before anyone could gather what was happening within her temple. Her heart sank into an endless pit, dragging her last shrivel of hope with it. She had done everything she had been told she needed to do. It was but one thing she wanted. One thing to find joy in, and she could not even have that.

      She had wished for a child for so long, but now, now she only wished for it to end. For her suffering to be over in whatever way possible. She attempted to distract herself from the invasion, thinking of moments when she was most happy and times that brought her great pleasure.

      No matter her status or placing amongst the mortals, this was her placement as a goddess. A placement forced upon her, as it had been for so many others before her.

      And she despised it as much as she despised Zeus.
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            BARLEY AND WHEAT SEEDS

          

          1200 BC

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure you do not want to eat anything, dear?” Leucippe inquired. She was a gracious nymph that had taken to aiding Demeter upon Hera’s word. She held out an apricot to Demeter, concern filling her moss-green eyes. Her flowing copper-rose hair spilled over her shoulders as she leaned over the goddess.

      “No, thank you,” Demeter gritted out. Her stomach tightened and her mouth salivated as nausea pounded into her. She did not want to inform the nymph of the sickness she felt or acknowledge what she knew to be true.

      “You have missed the last few morning meals, Demeter. Is everything all right?” the nymph questioned again. Warmth flooded the goddess, shattering her fragile emotions into a million and one pieces.

      She sucked in a short breath, fighting the painful burn pressing against her eyes. She hadn’t told anyone of what had happened that night in the temple. Only the flowers and plants upon Olympus had heard her silent screams, and it was only they who shared her pain of the dreadful evening. For now, and until she was certain of her fate, she felt it best to keep it that way.

      “I will eat when we arrive in the fields,” Demeter said stiffly. Despite Leucippe not arguing the matter, she could sense the building concern in the nymph. It was natural for the creatures to sense the distress in the divines, a connection she felt was strongest between the goddesses and the nymphs whose experiences likened each other in many ways.

      They finished gathering the day’s supplies to load into the chariot, tying everything down for the bumpy travel to the mortal village. The sweet, aromatic air of Olympus usually helped clear her mind, but this day it suffocated her with an overpowering thickness. Each exasperated breath pulled in less air.

      Demeter braced herself against the rail of the chariot for a moment before stepping in. Each day it was growing more difficult to deny, and with Leucippe’s spectacular observation skills, it was becoming a challenge to excuse.

      The nymph whipped the reins against her chargers, setting them off along their morning journey. Each buck and jolt of the chariot sent Demeter’s stomach tumbling. Her skin chilled as a clammy perspiration covered her. She gripped the bar to steady herself against each bump that rocked them. The mix of rushing colors stirred the queasiness that began to bubble up, and she covered her mouth in an attempt to fight the feeling down.

      The villagers were still tucked away in their homes when the goddess and nymph arrived; even Helios had not graced the lands with his beams as soon.

      Leucippe pulled the chargers to a steady stop by a tall pile of hay. The sudden halt shook the goddess’s already sensitive stomach. Before the nymph could tie the steeds down, Demeter leaped free from the cab to heave yellow bile at their feet.

      “Lady Demeter!” Leucippe cried out, hopping down to the goddess’s side. She pulled up her deep red curls and held them back as Demeter continued to heave.

      “You must eat,” the nymph warned again, pulling a fig from the pouch at her side to offer the goddess. “Here.”

      When her stomach had finally given all it had, Demeter wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and took the fig with the other. She leaned against the chariot with a throbbing pain in her head and an emptier stomach.

      The nymph looked over the goddess with wide eyes. The realization slowly twisted her expression to shock. She opened her mouth to speak, but Demeter silenced her with a finger over her lips.

      “I am simply ill,” Demeter protested. Leucippe pulled her brows over her eyes, unconvinced of the goddess’s words. But again, she did not argue the matter.

      “Join me when you feel well enough. I will get started with everything else,” the nymph said sweetly. She ensured Demeter was comfortable on the chariot with a few fruits and nectar before heading off to the fields.

      The smell of the barley helped relax Demeter’s stomach and calm the pounding in her head. It soothed her well enough, allowing room for hunger to take its place. She took a tiny bite of the fig, chewing it with caution in fear eating too fast would trigger the nausea again.

      After a few safe bites, Demeter’s stomach settled enough to enjoy the small meal she had missed. When she finished, she scanned the golden-colored fields for Leucippe.

      Her copper-rose hair popped up from the stalks in the distance beside familiar golden curls. The sight of Hermes always set stones in the pit of her stomach, fearful Zeus would lay out more orders. But the high-pitched laughter lifted weight from Demeter’s shoulders as she pushed through the barley toward them.

      Each step she took twisted her stomach to knots, filling her with a sense of dread she could not place. Not until she was close enough did she realize the sound she had thought to be laughter was the nymph’s hysterical screams and cries, pain that rang through the fields in stomach-curdling agony. She pushed through the stalks, desperate to reach them and learn the cause.

      Demeter found Hermes comforting the nymph as she leaned over a bloodied robe. Leucippe gripped the fabric to her chest as more agonized screams ripped from her lungs. Her words were indistinguishable, mixed with sobbing and pain-filled wailing.

      “What has happened?” Demeter inquired of Hermes. His cold expression sent bumps along the goddess’s skin.

      “It is Erato. Unfortunately, there has been an . . . eh. She did everything in her power to stop him,” Hermes stumbled.

      “Stop who?” Demeter pressed.

      “The King of Thessaly, Erysichthon,” he said matter-of-factly. Demeter’s brows pinched at the center, waiting for him to explain further.

      Baffled, he asked, “You have yet to be informed?”

      Demeter shook her head. He swallowed thickly, his eyes darting from the nymph to the goddess.

      “He ordered for your grove to be cut back. Erato attempted to stop him . . .” Hermes’s words broke off with the sound of Leucippe’s screams.

      Demeter’s chest tightened around her lungs, emptying them of air. Her ichor ran cold in her veins as she stared at him with wide, piercing eyes. “When was this?” she stammered.

      “Over the past night.”

      Demeter knew the mortals to be bold, taking what they pleased when they felt the need. Though it was never without consequence, they proceeded, testing each divine with their ignorance only to acquire their wrath. Erysichthon would be no exception.

      “What of the dryad nymph, Erato?” Demeter pressed again, her eyes locked on the bloodied robes in Leucippe’s hands. Weight dropped into the pit of her stomach as the realization became clear.

      “I am sorry, Demeter. Erato did all she could, but he struck her down,” he explained. All the pain of the past few moons came tumbling down on her, sinking her heart to the pit of her stomach and churning up the little bit of food she had eaten. Heat replaced the icy chill that flooded her body, filling her mind with a fiery rage.

      “Why has he committed such a hateful act?”

      “It is said he desires a great banquet hall for lavish feasts and things of that nature.” His words fueled the wrath that circled deep in her chest, mixing with the burrowing sorrow she felt over the loss of a dear friend. It tore at her from the inside out, but she held her tears despite the sting that clung to them.

      Her stomach twisted, churning the meal up once more. Unable to hold it back, Demeter doubled over to expel the nausea that cursed her.

      “Whoa!” Hermes cried out, jumping back from the spew. “Demeter, are you well?”

      She wiped her mouth and adjusted her robes, ignoring his question as she straightened herself. “Where is he now?”

      He offered a blank stare, but when she did not recant her question, he obliged. “His palace.”

      Demeter pressed her lips flat, looking over the bloodied robes in Leucippe’s grasp, and the large slash through the fabric poured more rage into the goddess. The wordless tale of the unfortunate events boiled the ichor in her veins.

      She marched off, snagging Hermes by the arm on her way back to the chariot.

      “I need you to send word to Limos,” she said darkly.

      “Limos? The God of Famine?” Hermes echoed with a slight pause to his step. It was a strange request, considering Limos opposed everything Demeter worked for. A dreadful consequence for lost harvest: starvation.

      “Yes. Please inform him I need to see him. Urgently, as I am sure you could guess,” she ordered. Rage continued to race through her, filling her mind with means of revenge she never thought would find its way into her fantasies. Indignation fed by sorrow after sorrow.

      “Tell him to come to my temple,” she added. Hermes nodded with wide eyes and took flight.

      Demeter turned back to Leucippe as she continued to cry out to her dearest friend.

      “Come,” Demeter said softly, slipping her arm around the nymph to pull her up. Leucippe continued to grip the robes, wailing into the fabric of her loved one. Her agonized screams burrowed into Demeter’s chest, creating more space to harbor the vengeance that begged to grow.

      Demeter managed to guide Leucippe back to the chariot, cutting their workday short to return to Olympus. It wasn’t anything Zeus would concern himself with, and Demeter had made a point to avoid him over the last few moons. One mortal out of many would not be missed by him.

      She took a deep, steady breath to stamp down the climbing agony, flicking the reins against the charges to start them off along the trail heading home. Their beating hooves coupled with the echoing screams drowned out her thoughts, causing them to pass her mind in incoherent fragments, slipping incomplete ideas and plans into her mind that she filed away for later when she was alone.

      Racing water replaced the pounding hooves as they arrived at the Olympus stables. The rushing wind slowed, but the cries never stopped. Calm air and a quiet breeze let Demeter know that the news was not one the others found themselves concerned with. It wasn’t their sacred lands that had been defiled. To everyone else, they were simply nymphs and trees, but for Demeter, they were all an extension of her.

      Their pain was her pain, and she could feel it begin to cut across her skin like a blade pressed to her. It stirred the fire and rage further as she led the weak, sobbing nymph to her temple beside the Colosseum.

      Several ponds were scattered around the nymph’s domain, providing her with comforts she so missed. The moss-covered steps led them up to vine-draped pillars and an open entrance. Demeter guided Leucippe to the kline in her chamber and ensured she was tucked into the furs well. She took the tattered robes from the nymph and discarded them where Leucippe could not see.

      Leucippe’s cries faded to whimpers and sniffles, then finally drifted to steady breathing. Demeter placed her hand on the nymph’s shoulder; the steady rise and fall of her chest continued uninterrupted.

      With the nymph well asleep, Demeter exited the temple and headed home to wait for Limos. The quiet walk back allowed her mind to sort out her thoughts more clearly. The silence, however, also gave room for the pain to crawl back to the forefront. The constricting feeling wrapped around her chest again, robbing her of air and balance. Her legs gave out beneath her, toppling her forward. Her arms flew out before her, breaking her fall and bracing her steadily against a nearby column.

      The painful sting pressed against her eyes, blurring her vision with tears while crushing weight pelted her chest like thunderous fists. Erato was gone, and her killer was free, walking Gaia’s earth without consequence.

      After several long moments, her tears spilled free, clearing her vision, but it was no longer her home she wished to return to. The pain shifted her to her sacred grove in a crackling cloud. When it cleared from her, destruction took its place. Leveled fields of stumps speared out as far as the eye could see. Logs and carnage carpeted the grove floor, leaving an open clear view of the acres of demolished growth.

      Her watery gaze fell to the largest stump at her feet. Her great oak tree, chopped and massacred, held the blood of the nymph that stood to protect it. The sight gripped her, hollowing out her soul further than she felt possible. A shrill howl ripped through her until her throat grew raw and her eyes burned with fire, until the light had touched the stripped earth and awoke an idea that curved her lips.

      A punishment suitable for one so power-hungry. She called up her smoke and shifted home to await Limos for her plan. Luckily, when she arrived at her temple, the two were already waiting for her.

      “Demeter?” Hermes called softly, followed by his quickened steps as he raced to her side.

      Limos stood with wide eyes, not often at the call of the Goddess of Harvest. He loomed beside the entrance columns, his dark curls brushing over his brows doing little to hide his shocked expression .

      “Good morning, Limos,” Demeter greeted as she beckoned him to join her. Hermes took a seat and waited to hear what Demeter planned. It was unordinary for the harvest to request the aid of starvation, but here they were.

      “Good morning, Demeter. You do not often seek me out,” he pointed out as he hesitantly made his way in.

      “No, that I do not. But it would seem, your gifts are exactly what I need.” A pained smile pulled at her lips. She stepped closer to them, not caring if Hermes heard or not.

      “You . . . need my help?” Limos inquired.

      “It would seem.” Demeter nodded, intertwining her arm in his. “I am sure you have yet to hear of my sacred grove.”

      “Hermes mentioned it. I am sorry the mortal’s insatiable greed has cost you so. They have taken more than they require,” Limos explained.

      “It is an unfortunate trait they all seem to fall victim to. Particularly the King of Thessaly.”

      “Thetis’s husband? He is the one who wielded the axe?” Limos pressed.

      “Precisely. That is why I need your help. You see, it was not enough that he chopped some of my trees, but he took to killing Erato, a dear nymph charged with care and watch over the grove. He did all this to clear out my great land for the sake of a banquet hall,” Demeter explained with shaky words.

      “’Tis avarice that drives him.”

      “Yes, and hunger will drive him next. One that cannot be sustained or halted,” Demeter said coldly. A twisted smile pulled at Limos’s lips as a low rumbling chuckle escaped Hermes.

      “I can do that,” he said devilishly.

      “Wonderful; there is just one more thing with this curse.” Demeter stepped toward the God of Famine, her hands fisting at her sides. “I wish to be there to watch him as he realizes what horrors he has brought upon himself.”

      He nodded once again, extending his hand. Demeter grasped his forearm with a hard shake, and the three vanished from the temple, riding the wind to the Great Palace of Thessaly. They zoomed through the corridors in their darkened smoke in search of the king who they found celebrating his destruction over a feast. He was surrounded by his many men who aided in his mindless massacre, with greasy smiles and mouths full of swine and wine.

      The divines appeared in the center of the crowded chamber, a feast held in celebration of his misplaced success. Clouds of black and gold twisted around the hall to create a vicious cyclone, interrupting their cursed meal. It took the patrons only a moment before they realized who stood before them. Demeter locked eyes with Erysichthon, a wicked smile twisting her lips as more smoke twisted about the chamber, ripping everything up from the table.

      The mortals’ screams filled the air along with food, plates, and more. Clay shattered all around the divines as the humans took notice of their presence amongst them.

      Demeter turned her heated gaze back toward the king. Two adolescent uprooted cypress trees sat sloppily in pots at his side—trophies from his recent slaughter. Venom filled her mouth as she gazed at the man, weak and mortal, pliable for the torments that flooded her mind, a vessel to unleash her hollowing pain and seething rage into.

      Heat tore through her arms and spilled from the tips of her fingers. The powered energy stretched out to the plants, calling their branches out to take hold of the king. Over the chaos, Demeter could hear the successful snapping of the cypress trees as they weakly worked to grapple with him.

      She stepped across the table, through the mess of food and spilled wine, her darkening gaze digging into Erysichthon’s. Hermes swirled around, keeping the rest of the mortals from viewing what was to come, while Limos kept close to Demeter’s side.

      “Erysichthon,” she thundered to the king. His mouth fell open as incoherent words struggled to break free.

      “I am sure you know why I am here. So, I do not need to explain.” Her voice echoed ominously through the chamber, silencing the screams around them.

      “I-I-I,” Erysichthon stuttered, but it was much too late. Demeter turned to Limos with a soft nod. The young god stepped between her and the king, his darkening aura falling over them both.

      “Erysichthon. The king driven by hunger. A trait that once drowned you in gold and riches will now be your curse, a downfall you will try but fail to grapple. No amount of power or riches, nor food or water, will slate this lust. An all-consuming creature is what you will live the remainder of your days as.” Limos’s voice reverberated around the chamber for all to hear. He reached out his hand, placing it upon the king’s forehead to set the curse.

      “Remember this day, Erysichthon. For no man alive in this hall will forget the extent of our wrath,” Demeter thundered. At the end of her warning, clouds shot up around them, leaving the mortals with their thoughts while they returned to her temple.

      Demeter turned her attention to Limos with a content curve to her lips. “I thank you, my friend,” she said kindly.

      The young divine left with a bow, pleased to have aided in such vengeance. The bitter scent of his smoke churned her stomach once more, reminding her that the grove was not her only concern. She pressed curled fingers to her mouth and a hand to her stomach to fight the burning that clawed up her throat.

      “Are you well?” Hermes inquired.

      Once the pain subsided, she was free to speak again, “Yes, I am well. Why do you ask?”

      “Because I hear you have been exceptionally ill the last few days. You’ve also been glowing a bit brighter.” He shrugged.

      “Being ill has that effect on us.”

      “Yes, but I thought you said you were well. Anyway, I do believe Hecate has a tea that will confirm what you suspect if you’d like me to grab some for you,” he offered. Demeter looked at him through narrowed eyes, debating if he could be trusted with such a task.

      “I won’t speak a word of it until you wish to,” he added as if to read her thoughts. She weighed the options, knowing that an answer was needed soon to better prepare for it.

      She gave him a reluctant nod.

      “I shall return in the morning.” He didn’t wait for a response as he swept himself up into his cloud and shifted away. Her heart sank to her stomach as the smoke drifted from her. Soon, she would know if that night’s events had created the one thing she had desired.
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        * * *

      

      Demeter gently roused Leucippe from her deep sleep. If there was anyone she wanted to know of the news first, it was the gentle nymph. She was trusting and loyal enough to hold her tongue until Demeter was ready to inform her sisters and everyone else.

      Her puffy, red eyes and swollen face made it look as if she had been under attack in her sleep. She was worn and exhausted from a night of crying and mourning their friend. Erato’s stained robe twisted about the nymph’s body, flaking dried blood over the furs and sheets draped about the kline.

      Demeter grimaced at how the nymph retrieved the garment after she had tossed it, but she didn’t bother to dwell on the matter. There were far more pressing issues than taking the one thing the nymph had left.

      “Leucippe, ’tis the morning, dear. You must wake,” Demeter said softly. The nymph slowly cranked her eyes open, looking at the goddess through slits.

      “The mortal will pay dearly for what he has done, my dear. Now, come with me. We must meet with Hermes.” She helped the nymph to her feet and waited outside the chamber for her to ready herself.

      Her cheeks weren’t any less swollen when she stepped out, though it was clear she had attempted to fix her hair. Understandably, she did not seem too interested in her appearance, and Demeter did not care to worry her on it.

      She held out her arm for the nymph, knowing the support was needed on both ends. They took the short trip to Hermes’s temple, which was only across the path from the colosseum, finding him on his way out.

      “Oh, Demeter! I was not expecting you.” He looked the two over with sympathetic eyes. “But I can see why you would be most anxious.” He pulled a small pouch from his satchel and handed it to the goddess. Leucippe watched the exchange with rounded eyes as she realized what it contained.

      “It is barley and wheat seed from Hecate. You, uh . . . um,” he struggled to explain.

      “I understand how this works, Hermes. It is not the first time a divine has had a child,” Demeter said calmly.

      “Right, of course!”

      “I do thank you, Hermes. Hecate is the only one with the supply to craft such a tea. I hope this will remain between us until the day I see it best to share,” she warned, receiving a frantic nod of agreeance.

      Leucippe remained silent with her eyes locked on the pouch in Demeter’s hand. The goddess towed the nymph from Hermes’s temple and back to her own, stopping in the dining hall to grab a small meal.

      Luckily, Demeter did not feel as nauseous this day as she had the previous one, and she felt well enough to eat. With one thing on her mind, she gathered her ambrosia and nectar, lining the top of the meal with her favored sliced apricots and added sliced figs with a drizzle of honey.

      “I see you feel better.” Leucippe sniffled softly before realizing her words. “I mean, regarding your hunger.”

      “Well enough to want to eat, is all,” Demeter corrected, adding more honey to her fruits. Once finished, the goddess guided the nymph from the dining hall.

      “What will you do if they grow?” the nymph inquired as they placed their food upon the table.

      “Well.” Demeter sighed deeply. “I will have to tell Hera, of course. Hestia and Artemis, as you know, will be informed.”

      “What of Zeus?” Her words set ice in Demeter’s veins.

      “Yes . . . and Zeus,” Demeter added execrably, hoping that would put an end to the new line of questioning. She did not like where it was headed, and luckily Leucippe understood.

      After they finished their meals and cleaned up, they headed for the back garden with the seeds and a small dish of her urine. With shaky hands, she sprinkled the seeds into the soil and poured the collected liquid over it. Her heart plummeted to the pit of her stomach as she waited, holding her breath for each slow, ticking second. Time seemed to freeze around her as a lone sprout of wheat pushed up from the darkened soil.

      She sucked in a sharp breath, shivering against the sudden chill that sped over her skin. The tea mixed as she expected it would, and though it was everything she had wanted, she could not help feeling betrayed by her body. A creeping feeling developed deep within her that she hoped would not last.

      Leucippe smoothed her palm over Demeter’s shoulder, drawing her closer for comfort.

      “I do not know what to say,” the nymph said sympathetically.

      Demeter leaned into the embrace. “Most would say congratulations.”
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            IN CELEBRATION OF . . .

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of the morning songbirds echoed through the temple and rang against Demeter’s ears as she lay motionless in her kline. A lovely start to what should be a bright day, yet Demeter felt anything but. Stale joy filled her as she slowly opened her eyes to the bright light.

      “Lady Demeter!” a voice cried. The goddess did not turn or motion to see who it was. By the tone she knew it was none other than Leucippe coming for their morning walk, a task the nymphs had urged Demeter to do in way of the coming babe.

      “It will help you keep your strength,” they would tell her whenever she attempted to scoff it off.

      “How are you and the babe, Lady Demeter?” Leucippe inquired.

      “We are wonderful,” Demeter said dryly, remaining in her bed. Perhaps the babe was doing well. Demeter, on the other hand, was riddled with sore joints and back pain. The babe rolled, a feeling Demeter felt she’d never get used to despite it being a consistent occurrence for the child.

      A girl, according to the growth of wheat and later confirmed by Hera, who possessed a sight for children that had never failed her.

      “This day is in celebration of you,” Leucippe said excitedly.

      “You mean in celebration of Zeus. I have been ordered to attend.” Demeter knew her words to be cold and disconnecting; she knew she did not appear as a joyous mother-to-be should. She was overjoyed with the upcoming child; however, there was always the dark cloud that loomed nearby. A fear the goddess couldn’t explain in words. At least, not out loud to anyone.

      She feared for the babe and what her place would be on Olympus. She felt joy and sorrow during a time she should feel most elated. Delighted at the thought of a daughter, she was frightened of how the young divine’s life would turn out to be.

      She hadn’t come to terms with her situation, never being far from Zeus or the lingering title of first wife. Most all looked to it as a wondrous occasion, congratulating her any chance they got. It was a constant reminder of that night she didn’t care to be congratulated for. Each one was another painful reminder of how it all came to be.

      Demeter struggled to push her new weight up, holding her growing belly for support. “I suppose he has an outfit planned for me then?”

      Leucippe nodded sheepishly, lifting the garment between them.

      “And Hera?” Demeter took the robes in hand. Zeus had made it his priority to keep the two from each other, stating he feared for his unborn child who would not stand a chance against Hera’s wrath. But Hera was not angry or sore with the new babe, not as he was making it seem.

      The nymph’s face fell even more. “He ordered she not attend.” She held up a laced floral crown in her other hand. “She sends these for you to wear.”

      Demeter took the garments and readied herself for the gathering, overjoyed to finally be celebrating a new life but devastated she could not enjoy the day with the few she loved and trusted. She did not care to make her childbearing such an event, least of all when it was set up to be such an overly royal one.

      It was not as if Zeus planned to crown the child as any sort of heir or give the child any sort of true standing amongst the thirteen Olympians. The best position he could spare his own daughter, Hebe, the Goddess of Youth, was that of the server of nectar and ambrosia. A cupbearer. A servant amongst her brothers and sisters, aunts, and uncles alike.

      Demeter would rather live amongst the mortals than watch her child endure such a placement.

      “Let us be on then.” Demeter sighed, taking the offered arm of Leucippe for balance.

      “I thought we’d walk the lower garden this day; you have not been in its grasses for so long. Wouldn’t that be a nice treat for them?” the nymph gushed. It had been some time since Demeter felt well enough to venture into the lower garden. Every day that passed left her with less space to breathe, and walking the steps was a feat on its own. She never enjoyed shifting, becoming easily nauseated even prior to her current condition.

      She could not deny she missed Thyme and the other herbs of the lower garden. There was no better day to make the trip down to exhaust and excuse herself to end the night much earlier than she knew Zeus had intended.

      “That would be nice.” Demeter sighed and was met with a relieved smile from the nymph.

      The walk from her temple to the lower garden was just as grueling as she thought. Heavy, wild mixes of fragrances filled her nose instantly. The combination churned her stomach and tightened her muscles, stopping her in her steps. Her skin flushed with heat, and her palms grew clammy as the babe pushed against her stomach.

      “Is everything all right, Lady Demeter?” Leucippe asked.

      Demeter held her hand to her nose, taking slow, steady breaths to clear the nausea away. After a moment, she nodded for them to continue.

      “We can return to your chambers if you would like,” the nymph offered with concern.

      “No, no. I am well enough.”

      The light-haired creature pressed her lips flat as she looked over the goddess.

      “Very well. Come, one of the fruit trees has sprouted a lovely seed. I must show you. It is in the back,” Leucippe gushed, guiding Demeter deeper into the overgrowth. Though the goddess did not care much to view a seed, she went along with the nymph in hopes the added walking would soon exhaust her.

      Faint whispers of praise and celebration came from the plants, thankful of the new babe to come, as they could sense the power already brewing within the little one.

      The child rolled as if to respond to the plants around them, an action that brought a spark of joy to the goddess, and she placed her hand gently over her stomach.

      Leucippe came to a sudden stop, peering through the wild-growing vines and leaves.

      “That will be all, Leucippe. Please keep watch,” Hera instructed as she stepped from her hiding spot, camouflaged against a tree, a dark hood pulled deep over her head. Leucippe disappeared into the garden to guard the goddesses as instructed.

      “Is this not a bit much?” Demeter whispered.

      “Never! I did not take the necessary precautions the last time and, well . . .” Her voice fell, and her eyes grew glossy as she looked over Demeter’s belly. “I do not wish for either of us to be punished further.”

      Demeter never thought of the child as punishment, but she knew what Hera meant. Her attempts to help Demeter in the beginning were seen as defiance, and Zeus could never have defiance amongst his wives.

      Hera cleared her throat, realizing what she had said. She placed her hands over Demeter’s stomach and leaned down to cup her ear over it as well. The baby rolled, reacting to the warm touch and freezing Hera for a moment. When she lifted, her expression, though still bright, held a new look Demeter could not place. She couldn’t tell if it was confusion or concern, but it was gone and soon replaced with another cheerful grin.

      “My lady, Zeus is in search of Lady Demeter,” Leucippe informed as she ducked under the low-hanging branches. Before the Goddess of Harvest could turn around to face the nymph, Hera flung her arms around her, pulling Demeter into a tight embrace.

      “I love you, my sister,” Hera said, her voice muffled. It was an embrace that brought sadness to Demeter’s heart. It did not feel as Hera’s usual embrace, but instead, it felt as though it would somehow be the last one they would share.

      “As I love you,” Demeter said blankly, pulling away from her golden-haired sibling. They exchanged one last smile before the nymph urged Demeter from the garden bushes and out to the waterfall that cast down from the upper floors.

      With a brief pause to ensure they could move freely, they walked out to the steps leading up to the great council doors. The others already loudly gathered with conversations and congratulations to Zeus. It all sent Demeter’s heart on a wild, thundering race against her chest. Her hands grew damp and clammy, but not due to the child. With a deep breath, she gathered herself, nodding to Leucippe to open the doors. The nymph placed her hands on the golden latches with concern-filled eyes locked on Demeter.

      “Are you well?” she asked again.

      Demeter inhaled through her nose, slowly exhaling it out through her mouth. Centered and ready, she nodded to Leucippe, and the nymph pulled at the latches. The pleasant scent of cooked meats and bread instantly broke free. Sweet treats and an overflowing number of fresh-picked fruits lay scattered over the long quartz table, spilling over the edge to the floor, where it turned to gold and pink petals.

      Silence spread through the chamber as all eyes turned to Demeter and her rounded belly. Their lips turned up into gleeful and congratulatory grins and words as the nearest divines crowded her with excitement.

      “Motherhood looks fitting on you, Demeter!” Hermes congratulated. In one hand he held a kantharos of wine; in the other he balanced a few different bundles and wraps.

      “I do appreciate your kind words, dear,” Demeter thanked. Truthfully, she would have liked this gathering to be much smaller with few in attendance and at a location she found most ideal. Not in the Council Chambers and with every divine Zeus thought necessary to include. It made the whole blessing an extravagant event rather than the peaceful welcoming of life.
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