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        “While you are here, you shall rule all that lives and moves and shall have the greatest rights among the deathless gods; those who defraud you and do not appease your power with offerings, reverently performing rites and paying fit gifts, shall be punished for evermore.”
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            AMBROSIA AND NECTAR

          

          1200 BC

        

      

    

    
      It had been centuries since a young divine was weaved into the Golden Tapestry, and it was no surprise to Hades that this new divine was fathered by Zeus. Only the King of Gods would make the arrival of a babe such an event, calling all others to Mt. Olympus and demanding gifts be made for the precious new one.

      It was a council Hades had not expected to be summoned to, and one he was not exceptionally enthused about attending. There wasn’t any need for such celebrations in his life, and he was not familiar with what type of gifts would be acceptable. But despite his decline to attend, Zeus was adamant in the demand, leaving Hades no choice in the matter and no hint of an idea of what to bring.

      It was uncustomary for the God of the Dead to attend festivals that celebrated life. A fact that made his presence in the chamber more gratuitous with each passing moment. He only wished for the offerings to be made and the dismissal to be announced, giving him the freedom to return to his realm.

      With a heavy sigh, he let his gaze sweep over the bright and spacious chamber. In the center of it all sat a large quartz table cluttered with foods and wines of all sorts, filling the air with a mix of savory and sweet scents that tightened Hades’s stomach and made his mouth water. But as hungry as he was, he dared not eat what they offered.

      I would rather miss a whole day’s worth of meals before giving my brother that satisfaction, he thought, shifting in his spot to fight the discomfort.

      Booming laughter echoed off the marble floors as everyone conversed and bantered amongst themselves, huddled in their groups scattered around the chamber. Soft sounds of plucked strings drifted from Apollo and his lyre, while Hermes played at singing. The noise reminded Hades of grinding rocks against metals, but that did not seem to stop the others from enjoying the festivities.

      All their joy and social exchanges were shared amongst themselves and only amongst themselves, leaving Hades to himself and his hounds. Not that he minded. He just did not see the purpose in his attendance if he was to be excluded as he usually was.

      With another sigh, he shifted uncomfortably on the hard stone bench as he scanned the crowd once more, noticing two theoi missing from the joyous occasion.

      The queen hadn’t made an appearance since Hades’s arrival, and he was sure the cause for the entire gathering was reason enough. Zeus was parading a pregnant Demeter around for all to see. Including his wife.

      However, being an Olympian granted certain clemency, and protection for Demeter and her child was a priority . . . for the moment.

      As for Poseidon, it was said he would be late. Another bothersome thorn in Hades’s side. He ground his teeth, balling his hands into tight fists. Whether against the pain in his stomach or the flame of irritation that heated him, he was unsure.

      It would seem I was the only one made to attend this atrocious gathering. He cracked his neck with a snapping sound as he anxiously waited for release from this torment.

      He looked on from the back of the chamber, nearest the garden entrance. The low and steady vibrations of the plants were much more stimulating than what the other divines had to say.

      His hounds, Nyx and Cerus, sat at attention on either side of him. They focused on the new pup more than anything else, watching as he flopped on the ground between them, running after his new ghostly tail and being an all-around distraction.

      With another deep sigh, Hades leaned over and picked up the untrained pup, placing him in his lap to rest.

      “It shouldn’t be long now, young one,” Hades soothed, running his hand over the pup’s fur. Thoughts of how he planned to train the hound spun in his head. It had not been a long process for Nyx and Cerus, though those two had been created by Hecate. This one, however, was not crafted of magic or divine power.

      He contemplated the time it would take, and whether he would need to send him with the Erinyes to train. They were fond of the hounds’ assistance in their works. It would be most convenient for him to send the pup with his brothers on their next trip.

      His mind whirled with other options and ideas that drew him further from the commotion around him. That is, until a timid presence drew near, pulling his attention back to his current situation. He waited for them to speak, but no words were spoken; they made no announcement of themselves.

      Figuring they would wander away, as most did, Hades attempted to return to his thoughts of training. But the presence lingered until it became a burning bother on his skin.

      He tilted his head up enough to see a head with a disheveled mess of brown hair bowing to him. Her white and golden robes shimmered in the light that cast down upon the chamber as she stood stiffly in her spot. Young Hebe, frantic from her labors serving the others, now found her way to Hades.

      She held out a platter of nectar and ambrosia. Her eyes cast down, avoiding him in a way she often did.

      “Lord Hades,” she finally choked out, keeping her attention on the floor as she spoke, “my father requests that I inform you it is your turn to present Lady Demeter with your gift.”

      “My gift?” Hades repeated. The stony expression he held slipped slightly.

      Hebe jumped at the sudden sound of his voice, knocking the kantharoi over and spilling the nectar down the front of her robes. Her wide eyes slowly shifted from Hades to her father.

      “Careful, you clumsy child!” Zeus thundered, catching the whole scene as it played out and gaining everyone’s attention.

      He had Demeter on his throne at the front of the chamber. A wheat crown weaved around her head, and a belt of roses lay across her ever-growing belly. Her deep orange hair appeared as blazing as the sun, and her eyes just as piercing of a heat as she caught the bright beams from above.

      Hades waved his hand, cleaning the mess and fixing the kantharoi before Hebe swiftly fled the chamber with tear-filled eyes., The entire scene stirred attention to Hades and caused the rambunctious chatter to fall silent.

      Zeus’s thick, gray brows pulled heavily above his eyes, and his mouth twisted into a grin under his unkempt beard. It was becoming clear Zeus had only requested Hades’s attendance to this event to toy with him. For what reason Hades was unsure, nor did he care to linger on such annoyances.

      Ignoring the glares from the others, Hades kept his focus on his brother. The look Zeus held was one Hades was all too familiar with. It was a look of order and threats—demanding attention and obedience or the next order would be made with words.

      Words that could not be denied.

      Hades took a deep, steady breath, placing the pup down before making his way to his brother and Demeter. The ever-present burn of the others’ eyes dug into his back and side as they watched to see what gift the Unseen One would offer to a divine crafted for life and fertility.

      He did not expect Demeter to care for any such thing from him, nor did he have an idea of what a child would need. But he made his way up to the throne, his eyes set on Zeus, not willing to back down from the ridiculous challenge.

      Stopping at the steps, he offered a slight bow to Zeus before turning to Demeter with a faint smile.

      “Lord Hades,” she breathed, holding a fixed look of indifference, but Hades could see her discomfort being so near to him.

      “What have you brought for my new daughter, brother?” Zeus boomed smugly.

      Hades’s brows furrowed as he thought of what he currently had with him. Everything he carried on his person he kept in the small fur pouch at his hip. There wasn’t much in it except for a few crystals from his realm, dried figs for the chargers, and a few biscuits for the hounds. Nothing more.

      Reaching in, he grabbed hold of whatever crystal he had recently collected. The lightweight crystal maintained a steady vibration in his palm.

      A quartz. It will do. He pulled the stone free, not bothering to look it over before he held it out and dropped it into Demeter’s open palm. Her brows pulled together as she cradled it and brought it closer to her face to examine further.

      “It is a quartz crystal. For . . . protection,” Hades explained with a shrug. He bowed quickly in attempt to flee, but Zeus had other plans.

      “What power does this one hold, brother?” Zeus asked with a cocky grin. Hades twisted his face in irritated confusion, fighting against the sneer that clawed at his features. The strain caused his eye to twitch as he glared at Zeus.

      “Protection,” Hades repeated flatly. I just said, he wished to add.

      “From what?” Zeus taunted with a smirk, pushing Hades as he often did.

      “Leave him be.” Demeter waved her free hand at Zeus in a disapproving tone. She looked over the clear crystal a moment more, a soft smile gracing her lips. When she finally looked up at Hades, the fear in her eyes had softened.

      “I have been told these assist with uncontrolled energy, is that correct?” she inquired.

      Hades answered with a nod.

      “We thank you,” Zeus boomed over Demeter as she attempted to speak. He waved Hades off, dismissing him back into the crowd as he called the next divine up to present their gifts.

      “Aphrodite and Hephaestus!” the God-King thundered as if the couple was not standing right beside him.

      Hades used the distraction and swiftly made his way from the hall, departing without a word, ready to return to his realm now that the original blessing of the child was complete. He found judgments dull, but they were nothing compared to councils on Olympus, and he was more than eager to leave.

      The hounds followed as they exited the chamber, moving as shadows behind Hades as he raced down the main step. A maddening magic placed on the palace forced him to make the long trek from the entrance to his own personal stable, which was merely a split in the mountain before the bridge, wide and deep enough for his chargers and chariot.

      It kept him from having to suffer any unwanted gatherings at the palace stables after councils.

      The sound of rushing water filled his ears as he stepped from the entrance and into the courtyard. The mist-filled air held the scent of moist soil from the crashing waterfalls that overlooked the bridge, drenching him in a thin layer of moisture as he crossed over.

      Droplets of water collected in the strands of his hair and plastered it to his face. The splashing mixture of water below sheeted the golden floor and created a slippery trap to cross. But Hades kept his pace as he marched over with haste until his feet met the soil once more.

      As he rounded the rocky mountain wall, he caught sight of Poseidon lingering by the chargers, waiting to share whatever distasteful news he had. Once he caught sight of Hades, he ran his hand through his silver-blond hair with the same smug grin as Zeus.

      The front chargers, Alastor and Nycteus, stood nearest to the god, trying to avoid his touch, jerking their heads up and away with every attempt.

      “They do not take kindly to you,” Hades said coldly.

      “All these creatures take kindly to me. I brought them to be.” Poseidon chuckled.

      “Mine do not. As you may notice.”

      Poseidon dropped his hands from Alastor just as the charger bent to take a bite out of the god’s finger. With a sharp look of disdain toward the creatures, Poseidon made his way to his brother.

      “Is the ceremony finished then?” the boastful god pressed.

      “No.” Hades did not feel like staying to inform his brother of it all. If Hades had to endure it, so must Poseidon.

      Without another word, the king pushed past his brother and made his way to the chargers to unknot the reins from the post. Cerus jumped into the chariot, while Nyx took the unnamed pup in his mouth and followed suit.

      “Another hound, brother?” Poseidon poked. “Where did you find this one?”

      The hounds were never creatures found or lost; they were creatures made of pure darkness and night. But not this one. This pup was left to fend for itself beside the river Styx only a few days before. The goddess of those waters felt it best to claim him and send him off to Hades.

      “Some mortal left him in a sack by the river,” Hades said coldly.

      Poseidon made a noise in the back of his throat. “There goes their precious humanity,” he grumbled under his breath, turning to make his way to the palace. “Good day, older brother,” he called back with a wave.

      Hades winced at the name, a term Poseidon and Zeus used loosely. It was blatantly clear they did not care to refer to him as their older brother.

      He’d been given power and isolation in a domain all mortals were told to fear. But it was his brothers’ fear and petty rage that landed him in the Underworld, and they continued to torment him with it.

      Hades stepped to the back and entered the chariot, pulling the leather straps in hand. He clicked his tongue to his cheek and guided the ghostly creatures around until they were looking down the path that would lead them home.

      With a crack of the reins, the chargers shot forward. Wind smacked against the king’s face as they descended the steep mountain. The sound of their pounding hooves against the ground filled the air around him like thunder crashing down.

      The blue sky mixed and blurred against the land, meshing the scenery around him to nothing more than a smudge. His nose burned and his throat was dry from the aggressing wind, but he did not slow their speed. With another crack of the reins, he guided the chargers forward and off the path of the horrid mountain.

      Shades of brown and green raced past him as they left the life and colors of the mortal realm behind. The fresh air soon turned to the lovely fragrance of cypress and smoke, an indication they were entering the Forest of Misery. A dense maze of cypress, moss, and fog fortressed the entrance to the Underworld. Mud and twigs kicked up from the chargers as they galloped over the river that led to his realm, leaving the pleasant scent of the forest and trees behind and entering the displeasing fragrance that seeped from Tartarus.

      The sky above his palace was clear and bright, lighting the fields that stretched out from under it, a sight few would appreciate given the added choking cloud of sulfur over Tartarus.

      With another crack, the chargers raced up the path that led to the palace stables. They swept around the mountain’s side until they arrived at the large crevice in the brimstone fit for stables and a chariot, a perfectly suitable shelter for the four ghostly chargers.

      The hounds were first to jump off once they came to a full stop, the pup falling with a light thud before joining his brothers.

      “Be gone with you,” Hades ordered them before turning back to the chargers.

      He took his time untying each and walking them to their stalls. One by one, he pampered them further, brushing out their dampened fur and combing through their knotted manes. Once he finished grooming them, he reluctantly left to return to his duties.

      A gelid breeze cocooned him as his smoke carried him up to the chambers, placing him before his throne. The babble of the shades filled his ears before the smoke slipped from his skin like fine linen.

      The false sun of the Underworld hung at its highest point, hiding the shadows from all and forcing the shades to cluster together. The hall was filled with a fair number of unplaced souls as Minos, a hemítheos divine of great judgment, attempted to sort through the scrolls of each life.

      “That will be all, Minos,” Hades said with a thankful grin.

      Minos offered a smile in return as he handed Hades the scroll, ready to proceed with his own duties. The parchment itself felt light, allowing Hades to gather that the shade had not done much for themselves in the way of living. Perhaps simply surviving, as if that was any decent way to enjoy the experiences of what true mortal life had to offer them.

      Hades opened the scroll, noting the length to be rather short. This indicated one of two things to him. Either the soul was simple, or it lived a rather short life. Both had their unfortunate outcomes in the end.

      As he studied the charcoal etchings, a tingling sensation washed over his eyes, blurring his sight and transitioning to visions that clouded his mind. The low chatter of shades drifted from his ears, only to be replaced with the sound of few life experiences, both good and bad. But as he suspected, the life was a rather tepid one.

      These were the ones that made the day easy. The shades were simply sent off with one of the three lampades nymphs to their new domain, set at ease by the creatures as they were shuffled away.

      He rolled the parchment back and gestured to Eleni, the nymph who guided the souls to the Safe-Keep Temple in the Asphodel Fields.

      She stepped forward. Her full lips pulled into a smile as she made her way to the shade with an extended arm. The soul was hesitant at first, but the nymph offered another kind smile that seemed to soften its nervousness. As she took it by the hand, a clear sense of ease washed over it. The chamber lit up with a blinding flash that faded away with the nymph and shade along with it.

      Without further delay, Hades was ready for the next judgment to be passed.

      Minos weakly wobbled over, his worn hands holding out the next scroll with a rod dipped in gold. This shade was just as simply placed but with a much more fulfilling and heroic life. He was sent with the dual-eyed nymph, Elpida, who escorted the shades to the Temples in Elysium, the destination for shades who lived a life worthy of peace and endless happiness, if they so chose it.

      Elpida skipped to the shade’s side, her frost-white hair flowing like a river behind her. She took his hand with an animated grin that always seemed to calm the shades nearest to her as well. Though, souls that chose Elysium were usually not hesitant to join her, and with an equally pleased grin from the shade, the two vanished in a beam of light.

      Interactions like these made his job easy, but it was this simplicity and repetitiveness that made his existence drudging. The same judgments, the same placements. Each mortal living a life no different than the last. There were very few exceptional mortals, with just as many sadistically vile ones to break up the sea of parallel lives.

      As Hades worked down the scrolls, he noticed a nervousness in Elpida upon every return from Elysium. She glanced at him with worried eyes and an expression she did not often show. Her lovely and captivating smile faded with each shade passed.

      He did not usually pay much mind to her, as the others had described her as a Gemini—a creation crafted from Hecate’s and Agatha’s wicked minds, combining two nymphs in one from fire and water. He was never too sure why Hecate did what she did, but the nymph enjoyed her duties in the hall. At least, it appeared so to Hades. He allowed her creation and her aid.

      When the crafted nymph returned from her last escort, she nervously joined the other two with a wave of soft hissing and whispers. After a few more nervous, wide-eyed glances in the king’s direction, the three stepped to his throne. Elpida and Eleni bowed tensely, but Agatha held a disposition of indifference that matched his.

      “My lord,” Elpida began softly, her face switching from fear to anxiousness as the words flew from her mouth. “Miletus would like to speak with you in the Great Temple.”

      Hades narrowed his eyes at her, waiting for further word, but she was the most unpredictable sort.

      “On what matters?” he pressed, wanting a general idea of what to expect from the historian.

      The white-haired nymph fidgeted with her hands, her eyes cast downward. “Uh,” she began nervously. Eleni looked to her as if trying to find a way to assist.

      “Out with it, girl,” Hades grated. His patience with the nymph only ran so long.

      “It would appear something is wrong in the fields of Elysium.” Her nervous voice shook with each word as she spoke them painstakingly slow.

      “The fields?” he repeated.

      “They’re wilting.”
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        * * *

      

      The air in Elysium was fresh and clean, unlike the mainland of the Underworld. The crisp morning breeze brushed against Hades’s cheeks, chilling his nose and ears. The land did not favor that of the chalky, dark skies above Tartarus. Elysium was vivid, calming, and peaceful.

      Fields for agriculture and orchards were filled with all varieties of trees and berry bushes that took up a great portion of the land, as did the vineyards, full of all types of grapes to be crafted into the finest of wines. Acres of land stretched endlessly with tilled soil and vegetables for residents of the Underworld, a spot of land never meant to know the hardships of decay and misfortune.

      Hades took to the stone path that led to the city of Elysium. Two overly gaudy temples, constructed in his name and favor, had been erected at either end of the main pathway. The shrines served as beacons for new souls who arrived and were carved of the only obsidian to be seen on the island.

      The further in Hades walked, the more relaxed he felt. This was the effect the land had on all who stepped into it, calming the senses and setting him at peace before he was to hear more of this disturbing news. If there was any such mortal he trusted with oversight of the daunting finding, it was Miletus.

      Many heroes and worthy mortals chose Elysium, one being Miletus, a historian from Ephyra. He was also well-known for being an oracle of the Nekromanteion, the only temple dedicated in Hades’s name in the mortal realm. At least that is what Miletus had informed him upon his arrival.

      The historian’s home sat beside the northern Temple of Hades. A perfect location since he was often found at the altar within the shrine, greeting the new shades Elpida brought in.

      Hades found the loyal oracle lighting candles around the entrance, muttering to himself under his breath words Hades could not decipher. With shaky hands, Miletus lit the final candle and turned to the king. His eyes widened, startled by the divine’s sudden appearance, before falling into a greeting bow.

      “Miletus,” Hades greeted. “My nymph has informed me that the fields are wilting. I am sure there has been a misunderstanding.”

      “I am afraid there is no misunderstanding, my lord. In the fields just beyond this temple, before the farmland, there is a small patch under the great oak tree. It is very faint, but lifeless nonetheless,” the oracle informed him eloquently.

      Hades’s chest tightened. He refused to believe his realm, especially Elysium, was under any such threat.

      Elysium was full of robust energy and fed from the souls that gathered throughout the Underworld. Since its creation there hadn’t been any life lost or dulled in any way. No harsh weather to fear, no frigid winter to worry on. Elysium was without fault, a paradise, lush and full.

      “Take me to it,” Hades requested.

      With another bow, Miletus guided the king through the temple. As they passed the statue at the center, Hades took immediate notice of the copious number of offerings from the souls. Gems and coins, clays and pottery, wines and animal sacrifices of the darkest furs all lay piled at the carving’s feet. He hadn’t felt that it had been so long since he last walked the cella and collected gifts. But it was clear he would need to gather them today.

      The air was thick with the cypress and clove that burned at the base of each column, clouding the space with white smoke and glowing orange orbs. The woody spice clung to the king’s nose, a pleasant aroma that washed away the stench of the faint, lingering scent of sulfur. However, as pleasant as it was, it was also choking, sending Hades into a short fit of coughs as they exited through the back.

      They pressed on once he was able to compose himself, passing through a flourishing garden of greens, yellows, and splashes of white that lay in winding beds. Rows upon rows of narcissuses stretched out and around the temple’s base, creating a moat of flowers.

      They passed a small, shallow pond that housed ghostly creatures that matched the likeness of minnows. They appeared innocent from above, but given the chance, the tiny creatures would devour a soul from existence.

      Miletus did not slow as he marched through the overgrown grass in a straight path that led to the oak tree. The enormous mass had grown since the king’s early days, overreaching and outstretching its branches to provide ample amounts of shade. Its vibrations were much stronger than what sat around it, giving Hades a clearer understanding of the plants' language.

      The king searched the ground for the patch, finding the faint browning at the base alongside a lifting root. Hades leaned over the fading vegetation and placed his hand beside it, the size no bigger than his palm.  It had already turned a shade lighter than the surrounding blades, their tips beginning to bow into a slight curve as decay slowly moved through them.

      The dry, brittle grass left shallow cuts in his palm as he smoothed his hand over it. Even the vibrations that pulsated into his skin were weaker than what he was used to feeling.

      “How long has it been like this?” the king pressed.

      “We are not too sure. It was noticed just the other day,” Miletus explained.

      “When were you here last? Before this?”

      The man thought for a moment, rubbing his hand on his chin as he looked over the space. He brought his gaze to the tree as he went back to whatever memory he had.

      “The last festival held for you, my lord,” he offered. That was nearly nine moons past. The king grumbled at the unhelpful timeframe. If the patch had been flourishing then, there was no real indication of how long or how fast the spread was moving.

      “Keep an eye on it for now,” Hades ordered as he looked up to the tree. The shading leaves blocked out any light to the earth beneath it. “Perhaps have this oak tree cut back to allow light to flood the soil and bring richness to it.”

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “Are there any other fields that have begun to wilt as well?” Hades quizzed once more.

      “No. Only this patch here.”

      “Very well. Inform me of any change, good or bad. But do have this oak trimmed. I will send word to Hermes and see if he can get more seeds from Demeter.”

      Seeing how the goddess took well to his gift, perhaps it would not be too much to ask for her blessed seeds. The king dusted his hands free of soil and stood from the patch. The provided information wasn’t much to go on at the moment. Nothing further to incite worry or panic, at least not any time soon. He would have to wait on the progress, for now, to decide what to do next.

      The two turned from the ancient oak and headed back down the path to the temple.

      “I will see to it that your requests are met, my lord. Is there anything else I may assist you with?”

      “That will be all, Miletus.” Hades sighed.

      The smell of cypress and clove filled his senses once again as they crossed the cella. Miletus returned to his hymns and prayers while Hades made a stop at the obsidian-carved statue. With a wave of his hand, he collected the offerings and shifted them to his chambers. He would find time later in his day to sort through them.

      After the smoke cleared at the base, he bid Miletus a farewell before departing to the soot-filled sky that clouded the dull Fields of Asphodel.

      When he arrived at the court, a loud and annoyingly cheerful voice echoed through the wind, setting his nerves aflame.

      “Ah, would you all look at that! Your king is here to greet you. Consider yourselves lucky. He does not offer this treatment to just any shade.”

      Hades turned to find the bright Olympian guiding a group of shades through the court. It was a small collection, even for Hermes. But by the looks of the hall, it seemed the mortals had good fortune this day, leaving a scanty few scattered across the crystal floor.

      “Do not tell them that,” the king demanded.

      “Tell them what?”

      “That I am here to greet them,” Hades said dryly. They would have their moment to greet the king once he called upon their names, giving him a chance to decide whether his greeting to them was warranted.

      He turned, ignoring whatever words Hermes was about to spew, and headed into the hall. The cheery god’s laughter carried on behind him, gaining the attention of the shades.

      Sets of wide, glowing white eyes gawked back at the king as he made his way to his throne. The mortals hadn’t a clear depiction of the God of the Dead other than images they crafted from what Hermes told them. None came close to his true features, save for the black hair.

      Hades did not care much for the age they assumed him to be, their depictions often comparable  to those of his brothers and their more aged appearances. But unlike their interpretations of his brothers and the rest of his younger siblings, the mortals’ depictions of Hades had garnered respect along with the fear that kept them from speaking his name.

      Once Hades was perched in his place, Minos made his way over with several parchments in hand.

      “This lot could not be placed by us, my lord.” Minos’s brows pinched as he looked out over the few shades before them.

      Shades who did not go with Agatha to the mourning fields, with Elpida to Elysium, or with Eleni to Asphodel were sent by the king’s hand.

      Being sent off by Hades meant you either lived a life worthy of rebirth or you lived one worthy of endless torment. The majority of the scrolls Minos held were the latter.

      Where there is a positive, there is a negative, he thought. It was something Hecate had said to him when he had first gained the realm. It helped ease some of his discomforts when obstacles presented themselves to him. But lately, it felt as if everything was going wrong and the statement had lost its effect.
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        * * *

      

      As the filtered light of the false sun dimmed and the blanket of darkness crossed the sky, it created space for the false moon. The faint light cast from it held nothing in comparison to the illuminance  of the Moon Goddess Selene’s. But that was most preferable for the king.

      Darkness gave way for the residents and creatures to have the freedom to roam. It also marked the end of judgments and a peaceful evening.

      Once the last shade had been sent off and the escorting nymph returned, Hades gathered the few scrolls at his feet and set them into the basket beside the throne.

      “Was the news of Elysium what Elpida claims?” Minos inquired, collecting the basket in hand. Unfortunately for him, his job was not done. Though it very well could be, the hemítheos found peace in his documenting procedures.

      “It would seem she was correct in her statements. A small bit of land is drifting,” Hades confirmed. He watched as concern flashed across the judge’s face. “I have instructed Miletus to oversee a few things. I should have a better understanding of the situation once that is done.”

      “Very well. Would you be needing my assistance in any way?” Minos asked.

      Hades pressed his lips flat as he thought of anything the hemítheos could possibly assist with. There weren’t any writings to look back to, at least not any that Hades knew of.

      “There isn’t any record of such events. So, I find your skills would be wasted, old friend,” Hades said.

      The graying divine’s lips pulled up into a sober smile. “Very well, my lord. I will be taking my leave.”

      With a low bow, Minos departed the king’s side and headed to the lower temple where he and the other judges resided. His eyes were worn from a day of reading, glossed over and red from the work. He needed rest, but Hades knew the judge’s night was just beginning.

      Hades shifted to his bathing chamber, ready to rid his skin of the filth the mortals left on him and the dirt from examining the Elysian fields. It had been a long and exhausting day on many accounts, and all he wanted was to relax and indulge in the wine the nymphs had left.

      Steam drifted from the water’s surface, moistening the air as small drops clung to strands of his hair. His fingers worked over the pin that held up his chiton, unclasping it and dropping the fabric in a pile at his feet. The cool breeze against his skin aided in calming his mind. From the worries about Elysium to the relentless judgments, Hades was ready to find peace in the warmth of the water.

      His attempts to relax, however, were soon muffled and overcome by the strong smell of moss. Though the smell was a bother, he could not deny the physical pleasures that came with it.

      “It has been a long day,” he muttered.

      “Has it?” a luscious voice echoed from the liquid.

      “Do you mind making it better?” His voice was smooth and welcoming as he watched the water.

      “I was hoping you’d ask,” the voice cooed again as a nymph broke the surface.

      Her dark curls sprung up as the water dripped free, creating perfect ringlets that framed her face. Her deep brown skin soaked in the moonlight, which gave her a luminous glow that begged for his touch. Who was he to deny such a lovely creature?

      He took her arm and pulled her to his chest.

      “Is this where you have been hiding all day?” he asked, twisting his fingers in her curls.

      Her full lips tugged up into a smile before she pressed them to his in a demanding kiss. She pulled away, leaving a raw burn over him.

      “I have been waiting for you to finish those silly judgments.” Her voice held a teasing tone, but Hades knew there was resentment in it.

      He was not dense about what Minthe gained from being so close to him. Her desire to be queen far outweighed her desire for him, and if she could not hold the title, she found peace in settling for the look of it.

      To be queen meant she would aid in judgments and councils, acts Hades knew the naiad did not care for, nor did he trust her to carry them out effectively as a queen should.

      Hades had no desire to make her queen, just as she had no desire to act as one.

      “It is the charge I was tasked with,” he reminded her as she nestled against his chest.

      “Perhaps you can charge Minos with it indefinitely,” she pushed.

      “Minthe, I have told you. It is not his charge. It is mine. He only lends aid when my attention is needed elsewhere.” His tone grew dark with annoyance as he moved from under her.

      “Your attention is always needed,” she snipped. Hades didn’t feel the need to respond. Of course his attention was always needed. He was the King of the Dead, and he didn’t feel he needed to explain that to a nymph.

      He leaned his head back as he ignored her and closed his eyes. A reaction she didn’t take too kindly to as she snapped her arms across her chest with a huff. Hades didn’t react. Instead, he waited until he heard the splash of water and the wet slap of her retreating footsteps.

      Once again, the chamber was silent, and he was alone.

      With a heavy sigh, he took a lekythos and began the cleansing ritual to rid his skin of not only dirt but of miasma as well, a bothersome mortal buildup that scratched and clawed at his skin as it clung to him.

      Holding an amphora above his head, he poured its contents down, allowing the water to rinse away all that troubled him.

      When he was done, he exited the pool, free and bare, making his way to the opening of the chamber, drying with the cool breeze that blew against his skin as he looked out over his lands. When he felt fit, he made his way inside to find his meal waiting on a platter atop the furs of his kline.

      His face pulled down into a scowl as he eyed the platter for one and the oinochoe of wine.

      This is my existence. A meal alone, he thought coldly. It wasn’t a thought he had frequently. He wouldn’t mind if Minthe joined him, but it seemed as though if she was not trying to seduce him, she was pointing out things she did not care for.

      Hades could not expect much, even from Minthe. Not many clamored at the idea of feasting with the King of the Dead. He was alone and was destined to be alone. Though he had long since come to terms with that fact after Leuce, that did not mean he did not feel any less isolated in his world.

      He took a deep drink from the wine and sat on the edge of his kline. His mind filled with other shackles far different than his daylight dealings.

      With all the divines across the realms and a world full of mortals, there was no one alive who would understand the true loneliness he felt in his heart, and there was no one alive willing to try.
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      The pungent scent of sulfur and ash clung to Hades’s nose as he made his way deeper along the narrow, jagged passage. He hissed as he pressed and squeezed through the brimstone that carved into the bare skin of his back and chest, leaving burning stings, a reminder that his power as king only extended so far.

      As much as he detested the passageway, and as infrequently as he came, he could not ignore the call of the Fates. A call that had become more and more prevalent with each passing day. A new annoyance that clawed at him.

      Nearing the opening, Hades could make out the distinctive cackling of the Fates over the low, agonized screams of the forgotten souls. The wicked laughter bounced from the stone in the narrow crevice, echoing and ringing in his ears and shaking him as he stumbled out from the crack and onto the open ledge.

      Sensing his presence above, the screaming of the souls intensified but it was no longer him they needed to fear. He paid little attention to them, their damnation in the hands of the Fates. A duty he did not envy them.

      He scanned the far-off platform where the three sisters usually resided, tending to their duties and pets. With a deep sigh, Hades popped his neck to the side to release the built-up tension that had collected. He had but one guess as to why they summoned him so early.

      As he made his way over the crystal bridge, the souls below released another wail of terror, churning the cyclone of forgotten shades and murky water in their fear.

      The three ancient ones sat in their usual spaces, working the threads of mortals into the tapestry of life. Lachesis sat at her obsidian spindle, Clotho at her weaving table, and Atropos in her chair with her golden shears in hand.

      In the center of it all was a short, black column with a well-sized, spiked kylix balanced on top. Hovering above was a large, slime-covered eyeball. The orb’s pupil darted around sporadically, never resting or stopping on any particular object as it looked through the lives now and the ones to come.

      Lachesis and Clotho seemed unmoved by Hades’s approach, but Atropos straightened in her seat as she watched him. “Welcome, Lord Hades.”

      “You sent for me,” Hades droned.

      “Has there been word on Thanatos?” Her raspy voice cracked.

      “No,” Hades responded.

      Unfortunately for the king, Thanatos had left some moons ago to collect a shade. But no one had seen or heard from the God of Death since, giving even the Fates trouble in locating him. His absence left a good deal of collections to Hades and Hermes, and those missed by them, unfortunately, lived to see another day.

      Hades could see this was distressing the wicked goddesses as they grew more anxious for their brother’s return. Though they did a decent job of acting indifferent, he could sense their worry whenever they asked of the death god.

      “Pity,” Clotho tossed, pulling her attention to Hades as well.

      “You will go in his place,” Lachesis finished.

      “Go?” Hades repeated. He balled his fists as fire ignited his skin.

      “I have snipped the thread of an inventor’s son. He is encapsulated in a thick mixture of honey and gold deep in the Forest of Demeter. You must push Icarus’s soul through.”

      “And Hermes cannot retrieve him?” Hades interjected.

      “Unfortunately, the Olympian can only do so much. You must go.” She turned to the strings before her and went back to plucking and snipping, finalizing the conversation with nothing more to be said.

      Hades made a noise of irritation in the back of his throat as he spun on his feet to storm out, annoyed that the ancient goddesses had such a pull over him. Even more so that Thanatos felt so bold as to not return.

      Their discussion of shades new and old drifted as he crossed the bridge once more. He left the ledge and squeezed through the narrow corridor. His mind twisted with thoughts on where the boy might be in Demeter’s forest, and if it was wise for him to inform the goddess of his entrance on her land or if it would be simpler to just find the boy and leave.

      The cool chill of wind stung his cheeks as he stepped out of the cavern. Going meant yet another day of pushed-back judgments, and with it came the promise of another late evening sorting them out. The aggravation of it all was beginning to weigh heavily not only on him, but on the judges and nymphs who aided in the hall as well.

      He closed his eyes, drawing in a deep breath through his nose, calling up his mist and smoke to briskly carry him back to his palace.

      Demeter’s forest was not a location he would choose to go even if she allowed it. She kept it well tucked in a labyrinth of trees and hadn’t granted access to anyone other than Hermes, leaving Hades with no knowledge of the forest or of Demeter’s routine. Hermes had only mentioned that the child of hers could often be found running free.

      With a steady exhale, he opened his eyes to find the comforts of his chambers. Despite the blazing fire beside him, his skin still stung from the cool draft that blew through the columns.

      The obsidian floor and pillars reflected the flames in a shimmering dance despite the filtered beams of the false sun, bouncing the light from every flat and angled surface to flood the chamber in a deep golden veil.

      “Alena!” Hades called out. The instant swirl of the nymph’s gray cloud beside him pleased him.

      When it drifted, it left a small lampades in its place, a kind creature who assisted Hades in his day-to-day. She resembled her sister Eleni in many ways with tight ringlet curls, the same flickering-fire eyes, and full lips that always parted into a bright, cheerful grin. Alena, however, was far more equipped to handle his requests.

      “Please inform Minos I have been demanded to retrieve a soul in the mortal realm. He must sort what he can,” Hades ordered.

      She bowed with a pleasant smile. “Will you be needing your helm, my lord?”

      “Please.” Hades sighed. If he was going to roam the goddess’s meadow, he would need to be swift and unseen.

      She parted with another soft bow as she drifted from the chamber in her cloud, leaving Hades alone for only a moment before a warm gust brought her return with the silver helmet in her soot-covered hands.

      “I will inform the others,” she said kindly as she held it out to him, dropping her head once more.

      Hades took the helm from her, shoving it on his head before offering a faint smile and calling up his smoke.

      With a heavy exhale, the prickly chill washed over his skin, cocooning him in its icy cover and darkening his vision. The low popping of the fire and the harsh smell of clove drifted away, soon to be replaced with the calming scent of lavender and cypress.

      The smoke cleared, leaving Demeter’s most favored trees circling him in all directions. He could agree with the goddess on one thing, and that was their favor of the plant. Hers had been compacted together so closely that they blocked the rays of Helios’s prying eyes. Another thing he could not fault the goddess on as the shadows brought a pleasant coolness to the king’s skin.

      If anything, at least the trip won’t be too uncomfortable, he thought as he made his way past some trees, unseen by any roaming nymphs so long as he wore his helmet.

      He was unsure as to which direction the boy had fallen, even less sure in which direction Demeter’s cottage would be. He only knew of the forest and open meadow. The sounds of the rustling leaves and their low vibrations filled his ears as he attempted to find guidance.

      A branch snapped at his side, cutting the connection and pulling his head in the direction of the noise. A woman bearing a slight likeness to Demeter stood a few feet from him. With features so soft and innocent, he knew her to be one of the nymphs of the forest as the goddess was known to keep a group of them in tow. Her fair skin, gently kissed by the sun during her labors, held a splash of freckles.

      Her gaze seemed to fall on him as he stood before her, unmoved, just as she was. It unnerved him that she appeared to be looking directly at him. Perhaps there was something or someone coming along. It was unusual for nymphs to roam alone; he most often saw them in groups for protection.

      He turned his head just enough to look over his shoulder at who was to come, but all he found were more trees. The nymph giggled softly, pulling his attention back.

      His breath caught in his chest as he looked over her.

      She cannot see me, Hades reminded himself. Yet the woman pulled a finger up to her lips, motioning for his silence as she stepped into a small opening between two trees and ducked from his sight. A curiosity came over him, guiding his feet forward, following the woman as if she had connected twine to him, tugging him into the trees as she went.

      He crouched down as he crept through the small space, coming up on a quiet argument of sorts.

      “You keep saying I am getting closer, then yelling at me when I pause for but a moment!” a small voice cried out.

      He searched the space, not finding the woman but a child with hair as red as fire and a splash of freckles that ran across her nose, cheeks, and shoulders. Around her neck, wrapped neatly in leather, was the quartz he had gifted Demeter some time ago.

      This must be Demeter’s child, he thought.

      She leaned over a patch of flowers and grass in the cramped opening alone, with no one else in sight.

      Perhaps she was yelling at the nymph, he considered, ready to turn away, when he felt a darkness emanate from the young child.

      He turned back, finding her hands fisted at her side. The cramped space lit up with a heated rage that blistered his skin. Her shoulders tensed as her body shook, sending more waves of scorching flames his way.

      A vengeful one. Let us see, then, he mused, her rage gaining his attention. He leaned against the nearest tree, watching the child as she seethed over the plants beneath her.

      The power was heavy with indescribable darkness to it. One he wouldn’t mind in his realm once she grew into it all.

      “Ugh!” She growled, “Stop! Please stop!”

      Throwing her hands up to her ears, she collapsed to her knees, struggling before him with an unseen battle. He couldn’t see anyone around other than Demeter’s child—a child born of vegetation and plants.

      “Stupid flowers,” she spat with venom, shoving her hands down deep into the soil. “I said stop it!”

      Her eyes began glowing a ghostly white as the flowers and grass around her turned black, shriveling in on themselves until even the soil they grew from was lifeless and dry.

      He had never seen such vengeance or darkness in a child so young, and for her to have been from Demeter was even more intriguing. It was a darkness in all divines destined for his realm. He looked about the forest, considering the possibility that this was the reason Demeter brought her daughter here, to the mortal realm, to raise.

      Her fit in the matter did seem a bit erratic for her. The mortal realm wasn’t any safer and still ran all the same risks. It was clear she hadn’t anything in place to keep anyone out. His very presence there was clear indication of that.

      Whatever the reason, and whatever the power, the king hadn’t the time to ponder over it any longer. He needed to find the boy, and the sooner he did, the quicker he could return to his realm. Then he could question the Fates on the child.

      Suddenly, the girl’s head snapped up in his direction, her white eyes locked on his. Her lips turned down, and her brows furrowed as more heat waves washed over the small place.

      Before he could gather a solid thought, his feet tore from beneath him, flipping him uncontrollably before a sharp pain shot through his head and everything fell black.
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        * * *

      

      The throbbing pain and smell of honeysuckle and lavender stirred him awake.

      “Tis a man!” a familiar, soft voice cheered, her tone far more relaxed than before.

      His eyes slowly opened to find the child just inches from him. A look of fascination was etched on her bright, freckled face as a smile parted her lips. He pulled back from the closeness he was not accustomed to, least of all from children.

      A sharp spasm shot up his legs as a crushing pain clamped over his ankles. He struggled to pull his head up to see what ensnared him. Frightening black vines snaked around him, contracting and twitching at his ankles as they held him up. He tugged at his legs in an attempt to free himself, but the vines only tightened around him further, cutting the circulation to his feet.

      “I wouldn’t.” Though her voice was playful, the words were haunting.

      “What is this?” the king spat angrily, thrashing a bit more trying to pull free, with no luck.

      I will not be captured by anyone, least of all a child! he raged internally. His fascination with her power was now an instant annoyance.

      The child ignored him with a grin. “Mama said I should be wary of men, and you are a stranger.”

      He paused his thrashing. It was enough to be in the meadow without the goddess’s knowledge; now he had to deal with the fear of her daughter and what she may run and say.

      This only slowed him in finding the boy. Now he needed to work even faster in locating him before the child could make it to her mother. Or worse, her mother came looking for her.

      “Your mother is not wrong,” he warned with narrowed eyes. “Can you put me down, young one?”

      “How do I know you will not steal me away?” she countered, tucking her arms behind her back.

      “I am not here for you,” he snapped, but the child did not flinch in the slightest.

      “Well, my mama is⁠—”

      “Demeter?” he interjected. The girl looked at him with a furrowed brow.

      “Well, Mama is not here,” she informed him. That was beneficial. He should have enough time to finish the collection before the child had a chance to inform Demeter. He just needed to be free of her first.

      “Hasn’t your mother informed you it is not safe to talk to strangers?” he reminded. But again, the child waved off his statement, stepping even closer than she had been.

      “You are a god,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “Yes.”

      “How do I know you aren’t here for me?”

      Why would I take a child? What has Demeter been pouring into her head? What would I do with a child who brutalizes plants?

      “How do I know you will not end me like you did the flowers there?” he countered, his eyes shifting to the dark spot of lifeless vegetation. “You seem to be more of the threat.”

      The girl glanced back, her smile falling briefly before she turned to him with a look of determination.

      “Fine, fine. Just know, the plants are with me,” she warned. As if her plants or magic were any match to his.

      The grip around his legs loosened, dropping him on his head once again. Shock waves lanced through him. He groaned at the pain as he rubbed his head and struggled to his feet, steadying himself against the spinning world around him.

      “Sorry,” the child squealed, ducking her head as she watched the king.

      When his vision was right and his focus steady, he looked over her once more. An innocent smile shone on her face, a reaction Hades did not often get.

      He took a quick look around to see if the woman from earlier was near. Surely, she was one of Demeter’s nymphs who kept watch over the child. Either way, Hades was free, and he needed to complete his task before the goddess did return from wherever she was.

      Without another word, Hades turned and ducked into the darkness of the forest once more. Leaving the child behind, the air suddenly felt cooler. If she was a divine of his realm, she was certainly one who could live in the Forest of Misery, away from him and what little life grew in his realm.

      He came to a stop at a cypress trunk that doubled as a split in the path he walked. He smoothed his hand over the wood, feeling the faint vibrations. He needed just a hint of the direction in which the boy had fallen, but the language of the forest was unfamiliar to him. Unhelpful, with no surprise as to why that could be.

      As he dropped his hand, he looked for which route to take. But the way Demeter twisted her trees rendered the path almost invisible, obstructing the ground with thick bush and fallen logs. Overgrown plants and herbs stretched wildly like a web at his feet, giving him the impression that their role was to grab at any intruder.

      “Perimene!” he heard the child call.

      Suppressing a groan, he turned to her, finding the small curve of a smile still on her face. She held his helm tightly in her hands as she offered it back to him. He looked over her expression, the fearlessness evident.

      Fearlessness or an ignorance of whom she speaks with.

      He took his helm and tucked it under his arm, his eyes watching her curiously as she cheerfully gazed up at him. He waited for her to turn and run off, to flee from him as most did. Instead, her smile only grew wider.

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

      It is the ignorance, he thought. She hadn’t the slightest idea whom she had managed to trap. It would do Demeter well to inform her daughter of gods and their appearances. If she warned the child of strangers and men, the names and physical attributes of other divines should be up for discussion as well. But Hades was in no position to give parental critiques.

      “I thought your mother informed you to be wary of men?” he asked.

      The question seemed to annoy the child as she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, releasing the breath slowly before she looked at him once more.

      “I am Kore,” she offered, ignoring the question altogether.

      Her interest in him was becoming an annoyance. His brows pulled down as he looked about the forest for an escape. Enough time had been wasted, and he just wanted to return to his realm. He turned from her again and headed in any direction that would take him away.

      “You know,” the child called, skipping to his side once more. Hades suppressed another groan as he waited for the child to share what he did not know.

      “You are not the first visitor to my mother’s meadow this day!”

      He was sure she meant Hermes; the god enjoyed every visit to the meadow, returning to the Underworld with arms full of bread Demeter had baked him.

      Paying no mind to the relentless child, Hades continued without pause.

      “In fact, I was headed this way in search of a fallen winged creature,” she gushed.

      This was worthy of a pause. He turned to her with a softer, more welcoming expression.

      Perhaps the girl will be of use to me after all, he thought wickedly.

      “A winged creature?” he repeated, softening his voice to sound more accommodating.

      “Yes, it was very sparkly. I was on my way to see what it was.” She twisted happily in place as she explained, unaware of the horrendous death she truly witnessed.

      “You know of his location?” Hades queried.

      The girl, Kore, nodded with another innocent smile. To his surprise, she reached out her arm and grasped his hand without any sense of fear before tugging him along.

      “This way,” her musical voice rang.
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        * * *

      

      The walk was slow as she grazed her hands over every bush and tree. Not quite the pace he had planned, but she was the only help he’d have in finding the boy.

      Despite her earlier massacre of plants, they appeared happy to assist her in locating what she sought.

      “You never told me your name,” Kore reminded after a few long minutes of silence. He had been hoping she would have moved past wanting that information, and lucky for him, they had come up to a fallen tree that was just as thick around as it was long.

      A distraction.

      He tossed his helm over and heaved himself up, bracing against the log before turning and holding his arm out to the girl. But she was well adapted to the forest and, seemingly, her vines. They crawled from the soil and wrapped gingerly around her arms, lifting her over the trunk completely and setting her gently on her bare, dirt-covered feet.

      He pushed himself off and landed by her side. Though she was invasive, he could not deny that she was also impressive in her control of the vegetation.

      “You do not know of me?” he tested.

      “Nope,” she said with a smile.

      Surely, she knew of the name Hades and what her mother told of him. But it was clear Demeter had never described his physical appearance to the child. He still needed her aid in finding Icarus, making it best to avoid frightening her with the title.

      “You may call me Aidoneus,” he offered.

      It was a rarely used euphemism amongst gods and mortals alike. He trusted it was unused in Demeter’s small world.

      The child scrunched her nose at the answer as she thought it over. “I have never heard of you. Are you sure you are a god?”

      Hades suppressed the urge to smile at the absurd question.

      “I am,” he confirmed.

      She chewed over the answer for a moment more, her focus on the forest around them. The grass at her feet rustled, and parting blades exposed the low glistening of scales as a serpent slithered through. It coiled up and drew back as it caught sight of the child.

      “Kore!” Hades shouted.

      In one swift, instinctive movement, he snatched her up and away from the creature. He took a few steps back, watching as the snake jerked its head around and popped up from the ground as if to jump. Its tail twisted and curled as small black vines slithered from the serpent’s mouth, snapping its jaw as three more made their way free and twisted around its slim body.

      The dark, leathery tendrils jerked to the side with a snap. The child took its life without remorse, halting the serpent’s movements as it fell limp against the ground.

      A slight shudder moved through him as he set the child down. The realization of having just been ensnared in those same vines filled him with an odd nervousness. One he couldn’t quite pin down, but it chilled him in ways he never thought a mere child could conjure.

      “Did you do that?” he inquired.

      “My vines are very protective.” She shrugged, unmoved by the creature’s loss of life and unbothered by the danger it had posed to begin with. Her gaze fell to the grass at her feet, and she bent down, running her hands along its blades. Her face grew serious as she eyed the shadows once more.

      “This way!” she called, sprinting off into the darkness.

      Hades followed behind, racing to catch up with her as she moved through the trees. Despite her short legs, the child moved briskly over the tangled mess. She rounded a large cypress trunk that was flanked by a thick wall of juniper bushes, barricading them from what lay on the other side. But Hades need not see; the light  breeze kicked up the fresh scent of earth and rot. They had found him, Icarus.

      With a gentle wave of her hand, the vegetation snapped and cracked away from the entanglement they were in, creating an opening into an enormous clearing. Yellow streams of light beamed down into the darkness, forming small puddles of gold against the dark grass.

      The air filled with the heavy fragrance of peonies and death. Cooked flesh mixed with burning honey and blood that turned his stomach as he caught sight of the boy.

      It was worse than Atropos had described. The honey and wax created a hot and sticky mess that had molded to the boy’s skin in a gruesome fashion, the heat bubbling his flesh and pulling it from tendons and muscle.

      Hades took a step forward, quickly remembering the child at his side. It wasn’t that he cared if she saw; he didn’t think she would have much feeling toward it. Rather he did not want such news to find its way to her mother. If being in her meadow wasn’t enough, having included her daughter in a death hunt would be.

      He placed the helmet on Kore’s head, blocking the scene from her view. But this was a highly inquisitive child and, of no surprise to Hades, her hands moved to remove it.

      “Leave the helmet, child,” he ordered.

      Hades turned back to the soul that called to him, begging for peace and mercy. The boy cried out in agony, confused, scared, and trapped. The honey mixture had solidified around his body while hot streams dripped from his face.

      “Eiríni,” Hades whispered as he placed his hand atop the sticky mass, still warm from the sun. The icy prickles ran from his chest and through his arm, pouring down into the cast and the shade it imprisoned.

      The child made a noise as her body heaved forward, breaking his focus from the shade.

      “Gods!” he hissed, snapping up and marching back around to her.

      He grabbed her shoulders and spun her around, forcing her to face away from the scene altogether.

      “Do not look!” he demanded, turning back to the mass.

      He leaned over it while he spoke, the strong smell of burned sugar and blood coating his throat.

      “May you find peace amongst the departed and your soul be content in the fields of the Underworld. Eiríni meta ti zoi,” he whispered, placing his hand atop the boy once more.

      The chill spread down his arm for a second time, pushing the mass into the earth, sending the shade to the temples to await further placement.

      A patch of white asphodel invaded the space at his feet, a pleasing sign that his work was done and he could return home.

      “Are you . . . are you the God of Death?” Kore asked suddenly, reminding him that he was not alone, and that he had one more task to complete.

      He looked to her, impressed that she did have knowledge of the Chthonian gods.

      Against his better judgment, he decided to take the child back, at least to the spot he found her. She had assisted him, after all. He was not so much of a monster to not return the gesture.

      With a smile, he made his way from the clearing, knowing she would be close behind. The sound of her small feet crunching through the twigs and leaves soon followed.

      “You do not say much, do you?” she probed once more, breaking the peaceful silence that had surrounded them.

      He looked down at her from the corner of his eye but continued without pause. More answers only supplied her with more questions.

      “Mama says when mortals are quiet, it is because they are either shy or scared,” she added.

      “I am no mortal,” he said boorishly.

      “Me neither, but we do not differ from them much, do we? At times, I do not think we differ much from them at all.”

      An insightful thought for one so young, for one trapped and surrounded by nothing more than trees. A thought most ancient divines would argue against.

      “That is an interesting view.”

      “So, are you shy, or are you scared?”

      “Neither,” he assured her.

      “Then why do you not speak?” Her soft voice held a hint of concern as she looked up at him, her eyes filled with more questions than fear.

      “I haven’t much to say,” he offered, hoping the child would take the hint and leave him be until he could return her to her patch of torments.

      “If you do not have much to say, I hope you do not mind that I do. I am not shy,” she admitted.

      A fact he easily picked up on. She was not a shy child, not reserved at all like Demeter.

      “That I can see,” he sighed.

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

      Another odd question, but again, she was unaware of whom she spoke with.

      The King of the Underworld found no use for friends, not that anyone had ever tried. The divine cannot spend long down in the Underworld, and he was allotted only a week’s time in the mortal realm once a year.

      No time to make an impression on the mortals as his brothers had—even less to form any sort of beneficial relationship.

      “I do not need friends.” His words seemed to upset the child as her eyes rounded.

      “Sure you do! Everyone needs a friend—even gods!” She ran in front of him, halting his movements. “Here, look! I can be your friend!”

      Hades’s brows pulled down as he stared at the child. Clearly, she was unaware of what she was offering.

      “I do not have many friends either,” she admitted, tucking her arms behind her back and ducking her head.

      He felt a slight pinch in his chest as the realization flooded him. She was just as trapped as he was, unable to make connections of any sort. It explained her extremely friendly nature. Tucked away by trees and her mother, there wasn’t much stimulation for her to grow. For her to learn of the other divines.

      On the other hand, Hades could understand why Demeter would hide her away.

      “May I ask you something, Kore?”

      “Of course!”

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

      Kore dropped her head. “She does not. If she knew I caused flowers to wilt and die, she wouldn’t be too happy.”

      “You can take life?” he pushed.

      He had watched her wilt the flowers, watched as she called forth the vines. But pulling life from the living was a dark power. A chthonian power.

      “I can make it . . . and take it. From the plants, of course.” She ducked her head again.

      Make it and take it. He repeated her words in his head. He hadn’t yet witnessed her create anything. But if it were true, that would only mean one thing.

      She had dual divinity.

      For most of his existence, he was the only divine that held such a power. But what the child held was stronger; he could feel it seeping from her. He only needed to witness her power in pulling forth life if she was exactly as he was.

      “Of course,” he said mindlessly.

      “Mama would think it be the work of Hades himself,” she continued.

      The sound of his name being spoken so freely brought his focus back to the child.

      He raised a brow. “Oh, and what has she said about the Lord of Darkness?”

      “Not much. Just that he’s cruel, and travels with hounds, and . . .” She trailed off as she thought of her next words. Her face turned golden from the flush of ichor that pooled in her cheeks, her eyes cast down from him.

      “And?” he pushed, curious to know what the goddess had told her young child. Considering she seemed perfectly content with allowing the girl to wear the crystal he had gifted, he couldn’t imagine it could be all that horrible.

      “Well.” She paused again and bit her lip. “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.” The girl’s face flushed deep gold, embarrassed of her own words.

      “And that would just be horribly annoying for him, I would guess.” He chuckled softly, unable to hide his amusement at the tales that were strung despite the truth being known.

      “Do you know him? Hades?” she added, her eyes on the pin at his side. His face fell again at the odd sound of his name coming from someone so young.

      “Have you no fear in speaking his name?”

      “Should I?” she countered, pausing her steps, confusion carved across her face.

      She waited for his answer, but when one was not supplied, she only smiled up at him.

      “Besides, I think he and I have something in common,” her soft voice cooed as she bent down and brushed her fingers across a patch of chamomile.

      The plant immediately reacted by retreating from her touch, wilting and coiling in on itself as it blackened from the tips—spreading like a sickness and consuming the patch in seconds.

      “We both have something to do with the process of death,” she said mindlessly, pulling her hands to her face.

      She stared at them for a moment, a mischievous smile painting her lips, before looking back up at the god.

      He studied the fearless child. Death was not a worry in her mind. She worked with it—caused it. A vengeful creature of darkness tucked into a kind, innocent divine. Bothersome, but insightful.

      “So do you know him?” she asked again.

      “You could say that.” He shrugged, walking past her and back onto the trail once more.

      Not that it deterred her from her line of inquiries. “Where are you going?” Her short legs somehow managing to keep up with his long strides.

      “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 pressed her hand against a nearby tree, closing her eyes as she listened to whatever words were silently spoken. Her innocent smile returned to her lips as she pulled her hand from the trunk.

      “This way!” She reached out and grabbed hold of his hand, trailing him through the twisted maze. Very few times did she require his aid over fallen trunks. More often than not, she guided the branches up and out of his way.

      After some time, the sky dimmed, and color painted the clouds, signaling the early evening and his need for departure. But the child held tight to his hand as she pulled him through another cluster of trees.

      Finally, they stumbled out into an opening that held a large, clear body of water. River rocks surrounded the edge, crunching beneath their feet as they moved. The sweet smell of fruit trees and heavy lavender filled the space.

      “Oh!” The small child gasped, taking a step forward, her eyes to the clouds above.

      “It was fun meeting with you, Aidoneus, god of whatever you are the god of!” She beamed with a bow. It was a common gesture for the divines, but he found it comical from a child. He hid a smile as she looked up at him once more.

      “As with you, young goddess,” he replied, bowing back to appease the girl.

      She lifted her hands up, filling the air with a faint smell of honeysuckle. He could feel warmth trickle over him, landing in his hair and about his robes, whatever it was.

      “Please tell your king ‘hello’ for me.”

      “I will be sure to do⁠—”

      “Lady Kore!” a startled voice cried out to the child, pulling both his and her attention to the source.

      A small nymph stood frozen with wide, glowing eyes as she gaped at the two of them. She shifted her gaze from one to the other as her mouth fell open in shock.

      Hades remembered seeing her not long ago under the care of Minthe, always in tow of the naiad until one day she was just gone. He was not even sure where she had originally wandered from, nor did he bother to ask.

      Now, he could see what became of her. Shipped off from Minthe to no longer burden her with the girl’s care. But that was not his concern. His concern was that she would remember him, and she would most certainly inform Demeter of his presence.

      “Lotus!” Kore sang, skipping to the nymph’s side.

      With her back to him, he called up his smoke, the chill engulfing him as he shifted back to the entrance of the Fates’ cavern. With his task complete, he only had one question for them burning on his mind.

      Wasting no time, he pushed through the crevice to the entry ledge, ignoring the jagged scrapes and cuts to his skin. The smell of sulfur and ash filled the air, and the cool breeze turned blistering. He marched across the bridge, his eyes set on the sisters.

      The Fates were gathered around the large eye as it darted frantically to each creature, their backs to the entrance. He hadn’t made a noise or announcement of his arrival, but the sisters turned in unison with pleased expressions.

      “The young one kept you on your toes, Hades.” Lachesis cackled.

      “What are you three playing at?” Hades spat at the three wicked goddesses. His helm fell from his hands and clattered to the stone floor.

      Their demeanor indicated they were unbothered by his words as he stormed up to them. They held their positions and stoic expressions while they stared blankly at the intruding king.

      “You gave dual divinity to the child of Demeter,” he berated.

      “There needed to be balance.” Clotho shrugged, her glossy eyes turned to the golden tapestry.

      “You do not find it unfair on Demeter’s end?”

      Hades did not often care about what was fair to the Olympians, but giving the goddess who brought life to the earth a child who could lay waste to it in seconds was grim even for the Fates.

      “Being a divine does not excuse us from life, and life is unfair,” Atropos added.

      “But to give Demeter, of all theoi, a child of dual divinity?” he pressed.

      The three women snapped their heads toward him, the eye following their movements. For the first time in all his visits to the cavern, the eye paused on him.

      “Are you questioning our placements?” Lachesis asked in a hollow and empty voice that bounced off the wall with a haunting echo.

      Hades relaxed his face, an attempt to appear more pleasing, though the ichor boiled under his skin.

      “I wouldn’t dream of questioning your placements, Lachesis. I was only curious what fun you found in it,” he said, struggling to sound as soothing as he could.

      “Sweet Hades, you may be the King of the Underworld,” Clotho began.

      “But you still carry no weight of power over us,” Atropos added.

      “This is our domain more than it is yours. If it was not for us,” Lachesis piped in.

      “There would be disorder in all realms,” they finished in unison. With a wave of their hands, they sent him free of their cavern, dropping him on the cool floor of his chamber. He fell with a loud thud that was followed by an agitated roar of pain and annoyance.

      The Fates and their games, he thought, climbing to his feet. A moment later and the clattering of his helm soon followed, falling free from a misty cloud of gray, murky smoke.

      He could not do anything about the child. She was not his responsibility, nor was Demeter, and this was her fate set by them. The issue he had now was that the child was able to see him while he wore his helmet. No divine had ever been capable of such power. That was the point of the helm.

      But this child, she saw him clearly, and that was a danger.

      He picked the helmet up, knowing of only one god holding the ability to mend it, if not make it better. One of the very few who Hades felt somewhat comfortable around.

      With a snap of his fingers, the misty smoke circled him, cloaking him in blackness to shift him to the temple of Hephaestus and Aphrodite.
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      Clusters of pink and red blooms scattered about the backdrop of dark green, filling Hades’s nose with the choking, pungent fragrance of roses before his smoke cleared from him. The dirt path lay littered with petals and leaves, trimmings, and dried-up rosehips that had fallen. It was conveniently the only temple on Olympus he could freely shift to. The inconvenience was that he was to be placed at random, but most often landed in Aphrodite’s maze of roses.

      The flowers weaved a canopy above his head, caging and surrounding him in all directions. A garden to hide the smell of charred wood and sulfur. Unfortunately for the Goddess of Love, there was no way of masking such scents.

      The path he found himself on was lined with small podiums which held various statues of Aphrodite in several poses. Some were innocent and tame, while others were a bit more sensual. Yet, they all held one common trait: she did not look happy. Despite the low marksmanship in the facial features, the scowl she held on each one was abundantly clear.

      Hades pushed through the garden, following the trail in the direction he knew the temple to be. The glowing trim of lava was hard to miss. The scent of sulfur grew as he found his way to the large wooden door, charred from a raging flame. No markings indicated which divines resided there. However, it was clear by the décor the couple chose and how they seemingly split their temple in half.

      A soft gust of wind chilled his skin before he could announce himself, masking the scent of roses with that of salt and sea moss.

      “Hades?” a song-like voice rang from above. He pulled his focus upward, spotting Aphrodite on the elevated balcony that overlooked her precious roses.

      “What brings your gloomy cloud all this way?” she chimed in a cheery tone.

      Odd and misplaced, it was not usually the greeting he received, but he was not here to speak with her.

      She vanished into a pink and white cloud, shifting her way to his side in an instant. Her golden hair fell like a river over her shoulder, giving her skin a ghostly look in contrast. A teasing smile appeared on her lips as she looked up at him. But as her eyes fell to the helm in his hands, her lips pulled down.

      “I suppose you are here for Hephaestus,” she guessed. Hades nodded one stiff time, and her lips twitched into a smile as her eyes scaled back up to his head.

      “Well, I would not have the slightest idea where he has gone. Possibly at his forge. Possibly in the dungeons. He does not tell me of his festivities,” she informed him with a shrug.

      “Have you tried asking?” he shot back. Not that he honestly cared for their affairs, but it would make his request quicker if she had an idea where to locate her husband.

      “I do not care to,” she responded quickly.

      Hades shrugged half-heartedly, his eyes moving back to the door as he waited, while Aphrodite twisted her hands together, not making further motion to announce his arrival.

      “Come in, I suppose,” she finally sighed, moving past him, being sure to leave as much space between them as possible. Her hands pulled at the iron latch and pushed forward, opening the door with a loud, echoing creak. The choking scent of scorched rose and fire flooded out like a river into the ocean.
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