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            TEMERITY

          

        

      

    

    
      Harmonia could not take her eyes off the shiny red ruby held in her blue palm. She brought it up to her nose, smelled its sweet wine aroma, and ran a blue finger over the red leaves. It was more wonderful than anything she had ever imagined. She brought the hard skin up to her lips, kissed it, then pulled the flesh with her teeth, licking and sucking the juices as they dripped down her chin and trickled down her neck. Her tongue ran along all the perfect tiny rubies inside, biting the piquant seeds. Then she dug around the red-stained white meat, sweeping inside with her blue fingers to get out the rest of the treasure. As the juices dripped down her naked chest, it was only then that she thought of her predicament.

      Rays of turquoise crept under the great Ambitus Pyramid of Azure Blue. Still in a crouched position, snapping her head left and right, she searched for intruders. She pulled out her knife from a sheath on the animal hide around her waist. She would be less visible in the shadow of night, but still discoverable. She’d have to act fast.

      Was the fruit so wonderful because it was forbidden? The sea god, Poseidon, had forbidden nymphs to cross beyond the Blue River. So it wasn’t just that the myrle berry was fresh and sweet. That’s not what made the berry special. It was impermissible.

      When she didn’t see an intruder, she sheathed her knife and bit into more of the flesh of the fruit, savoring the red juice and making more of a mess on her body. She didn’t rise from a squatting position in the myrle berry grove until she had completely devoured her delicious ruby. Finally, when she had had her fill, she stood over the blue brush.

      Running her fingers through her long black hair, pulling it back from her eyes, she gazed back toward the setting green sun. The gilded Ambitus Pyramid towered above her home. The structure was so large that it looked like a solid wall touching the clouds. She watched as the turquoise sun fell below the wall of gold.

      A calm breeze blew. As the green rays completely faded, it became cold and dark and she yearned for the shelter of her tree canopy.

      That’s when she heard footsteps. Twigs snapped and leaves stirred. She fell back in a squatting position under the leaves.

      Four little people, dwarfs known as Mandrigel, trotted small white horses through the trees. They dragged a cart with a fallen deer. A spear jutted out of their kill. The dwarfs wore drab gray tunics with long beards and bald heads. Their skin was a darker blue than hers, almost purple, but they had the same bright azure blue eyes she had. There was no time to run.

      “Aieee!” Harmonia cried, jumping from the bushes. “Biltrie belew negotraie! Aieee! Aieee!”

      “What have you done?” cried one, looking up at her. “You trespass on our grounds?”

      “Bachee. Bachee.”

      “You can explain yourself to the king!” said another, brandishing his dagger. But if she surrendered, their king would kill her. According to their edict, to avoid repeating the battle that had taken place a century ago, justice for her violation would be execution.

      “Aieee!” she cried again, shaking her head and swinging her knife.

      She charged them. The closest Mandrigel tried to step back, but her blade cut his flesh deeply. He cried out and blood flowed from his arm. She used her knife to strike again at his belly. He fell. Then she aimed at the face of another but missed. She tripped. One of the dwarfs pounced on her, rolling with her over the ground. Being bigger, she easily pinned him down and drew the knife across his throat.

      Another dwarf grabbed the long metal spear that was jutting from the fallen blue deer. He lunged at her, and the spear chafed her left arm. She squinted wickedly. The dwarf put his hand up with bulging eyes. That’s when the last dwarf jumped her from behind; then he was hanging from her neck. She pinned the bulging-eyed dwarf under her and quickly sliced his throat. Then she stood tall with the last dwarf still hanging on her back, shaking and choking her. She tried to throw him off, but he clung tightly. One more throw and he fell.

      She and the last remaining dwarf stared at the spear lying on the ground only a few yards away. She scrambled through the mud and blue-green leaves for it. After grabbing it, she hurled it in the air, caught it, and thrust the long blade into the chest of her last victim. Then she hunched over her kill with her hands on her knees, panting.

      She searched the orchard. Everything had turned quiet so fast. But the moon was bright, and the stars were getting brighter.

      She heard whimpering. It wasn’t a stranger, it was her. Looking down at the four small fallen bodies filled her with disgust. She had never killed a dwarf. But she hadn’t tasted the myrle berry either. She would be hunted. Now they would execute her and hurt her people.
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      Accompanying the rising green sun of Azure Blue, the sound of a salpinx echoed along the valley, a sound that had not been heard for hundreds of years. But it did not come from the dwarfs. Harmonia saw the dwarfs stabbing and wrestling her sisters by their great Blue River. The sound came from above. A gilded chariot rushed down from the golden wall of Ambitus Pyramid. Then it stopped and floated for a moment in the mist and descended slowly onto the battlefield. The chariot was led by four large flying black steeds with fiery eyes and smoke blowing from their nostrils. The charioteer was a giant god, bald, with massive arms, tanned skin, and his shirtless chest displaying a strong physique. Behind him sat two others. The strong male god was Hades. Sitting behind him was a lady with long flowing blond hair and pale skin wearing an elegant white peplos. She was Sara, or Demeter, the grain goddess. The blond girl beside Sara looked like her mother, wearing a smaller version of Sara’s dress. She was Cora, the goddess Persephone.

      The Olympian gods hovered over the melee along the river, shouting at the two opposing sides to stop fighting.

      “Stand aside!” shouted Hades. “Make way!”

      Hades jumped off his chariot midair. Then he gestured toward one of the grass clearings beside the river.

      “You remain by the trees,” Hades said to the dwarfs. “Nymphs, gather in line by the river.”

      The chariot landed. Sara stepped off with her daughter gracefully, walking—no, gliding—over the blue-green grass in gilded shoes. The pair stepped over dead bodies—both dwarfs and nymphs. Sara held her hand out as if expecting someone to assist her. Cora quickly grabbed her mother’s hand, stepping around the bloody bodies beneath them.

      All the nymphs were bare-breasted, wearing only animal skins around their waists. Their blue-tinged skin, athletic with rippling muscles, was muddied and bloodied from battle. Many of her enemies wore simple gray or brown tunics. But some of the Mandrigel dwarfs wore shiny white breastplates and pteruges—their ancient armor from the mythical nymph war.

      Harmonia stood crouched over a slain dwarf. Her crime with the myrle berry would be discovered. She was finished. But she didn’t care so much for herself. She’d die for her family. And she felt pride that her family had fought and died by her side.

      Hades’ bright azure eyes wandered about and fell upon Harmonia. For a moment, it seemed the king of gods gazed only at her. But then he broke the spell by grabbing a wounded nymph beside him and pushing her in line.

      “Line up!” Hades cried. “Everyone arrange yourselves in one line by the river.”

      After the line formed, Sara approached them, holding her daughter’s hand. She gazed at each blue body covered in dirt and blood. Many were so wounded that it pained them to stand.

      “Disgusting,” Sara muttered, wrinkling her nose. “Smelly. Absolutely disgusting. Witness, Cora, the filth that lies beneath our home.”

      “Yes, Mother.”

      Sara approached one of the nymphs beside Harmonia. Her long blond hair was bloodstained, and blood oozed from a terrible wound in her chest. She struggled to breathe. Sara pressed her finger deep into her chest wound, and the nymph collapsed.

      “Stand in line!” cried Hades.

      Sara laughed and kicked the nymph, who was still lying on the ground. Then she kneeled on the ground and lifted the nymph’s head by grasping a fistful of her dark hair. “Let us see your mouth,” Sara said with a fake smile. “Come, come. Open.” The nymph tried to oblige, but she seemed too weak. Sara grabbed her jaw hard and opened her mouth.

      “She’ll be dead by nightfall,” Hades said, gazing down in pity.

      “Dreadful, disgusting, filthy animals.” Sara shook her head and dropped the nymph’s head on the ground.

      “Should Kore help them?” Hades asked.

      “I won’t!” cried Cora, shaking her head violently. “You can’t let Uncle do that, Mother.”

      “Of course not, child,” Sara said calmly. “Calm yourself.” She looked down at the fallen nymph, too sick to stand. “Let Moira decide their fate.”

      “I won’t do it, Uncle,” Cora cried.

      Everything around Harmonia blurred through her tears. The wounded nymph that had been manhandled by the goddess, now lying lifeless during the child’s tantrum, was one of her sisters.

      “Don’t worry, child,” Sara said, chuckling. “There will be no healing filthy naiads.”

      Sara glided away from Harmonia. She methodically checked each mouth. “Open.” She had to stand on her toes, for the nymphs were a tall race.

      The green sun now shone over the glowing Blue River. There by the shiny water, the dwarfs picked up their dead, even gathering slain nymphs. After checking every mouth, Sara and Cora approached Harmonia again.

      “Open,” Sara said to Harmonia. “Go ahead, now open your mouth.”

      Harmonia opened her mouth slightly, showing her teeth. Sara pressed her cheeks hard. It felt like the clutch of the strongest warrior’s hands. Sara smiled as she reached in and said, “Now, if you bite, I shall remove your tongue.” Sara reached in and swept a finger along her tongue. Then she smelled her finger.

      “This is not the smell of blood.” Sara squinted at Harmonia with a sly smile. “Not blood at all.” Then her smile grew wider, a wicked grin.

      “Is this the one, Mother?” Cora asked.

      “Yes, child. This is the one.”

      “Boy, you’re gonna get it.”

      “Is curiosity worth starting a war?” Sara asked Harmonia. Sara gestured to the battlefield. “Was it worth this bloodshed, all for a pomegranate?” She squinted at Harmonia, but Harmonia did not even know what a pomegranate was. “A myrle berry, you stupid blue ape.” She turned to her brother Hades and clapped her hands. “Bind her. Imada has its source.”

      Hades came from behind and twisted her hands behind her back. Then he threw a rope around her neck. Some of the nymphs beside her began to cry. Harmonia didn’t. She was resigned to her fate.

      “Stand tall,” Sara ordered, raising a finger. Hades forced her body erect. “Now be careful how you answer me, wood nymph, for if you say the wrong thing…” Harmonia removed a curved knife from its sheath. “I shall cut out your tongue. Do you understand?”

      Harmonia nodded.

      “Tell me, child, how is it that you have the stains of myrle berries in your mouth? Did one of the little men come and visit you with a gift? Or did you...pick them?”

      Harmonia met the goddess’s gaze. But she didn’t answer. And her silence made Sara’s eyes flicker red.

      “Hmm!” Sara grabbed her chin hard. “Speak!”

      “I ate one.”

      “So then you are to blame for this bloody battle?”

      Harmonia shook her head.

      “She didn’t know!” lied one of the other nymphs. It was Harmonia’s older sister, Guila. “She had wandered⁠—”

      With incredible speed, Sara ran to Guila. Harmonia had never seen someone move so fast. Then, with a quick turn, Sara broke her sister’s neck. Guila fell lifeless to the ground. Harmonia screamed in horror. Many of the other nymphs were sobbing.

      All the nymphs stirred. Some further down the line even dared to assume a fighting stance before the gods.

      “Stand in line!” thundered Hades. “All of you! Or we shall slay each and every one of you!”

      “It is because of you that your immortal die, is it not?” cried Sara, standing before Harmonia. “How many in your immortal family will never open their eyes after this transgression? How selfish. All for the theft of a fruit! A myrle berry. A pomegranate! Do you deny the charge?”

      But Harmonia was staring at her fallen sister, Guila, with tears flowing down her face.

      “Hmm?” Sara bent down to meet her eyes. “Are you…crying? Do I see tears? You’re fortunate that I don’t run a sword through everyone in your clan. Imada forbade you to cross the fields. What is your name, offender?”

      “Harmonia.”

      “Tell Imada why you did it, Harmonia.”

      But Harmonia wasn’t listening. She was staring down at Guila again.

      “Answer me!”

      Harmonia shook her head.

      “Answer your gods, Theoi, Harmonia,” echoed Hades gently.

      Harmonia finally glanced back at Sara. Then her eyes narrowed. “I was hungry.”

      Someone gasped. It was the witch-girl goddess. The little girl had her hand over her mouth, staring at Harmonia, snapping her head back and forth between her mother and Hades. Then Sara’s eyes burned so red that they flashed Harmonia’s face with red light. And then…

      Hades burst out laughing. Cora laughed too.

      Sara struck Harmonia with her palm. Such a slap from a mortal would just be a hit, but it threw Harmonia out of Hades’ tight grasp and to the floor. Then Sara snatched the rope circling Harmonia’s neck and dragged her across the mud.

      “It’s because of you that over a hundred of Cronos’s slaves lie dead! It is your actions that led a hundred of your people to lose their lives. All for hunger!? Did you or did you not eat the myrle berry? Admit your guilt again before Lord Cronos and Imada!”

      “I already… have,” Harmonia said, gasping for air, “Yes. I ate it.”

      “Yet you don’t accept blame?” And Sara tugged the rope hard, forcing Harmonia to gasp again as she dragged her. “Why?”

      “Let her speak, Sister,” said Hades wearily, walking beside Sara.

      Sara released her and Harmonia fell to the ground.

      “I ate the fruit.” Harmonia looked up, panting. Her neck burned terribly. It felt as if her head had been severed off. “Yes… I did. But no, I do not accept blame. Olympus made that edict. We never agreed. My people never accepted the boundary.”

      “Imada’s law is the law of the world, maiden,” replied Hades. “Disobeying Imada is rebellion against Cronos. Rebellion against Cronos is rebellion against everything.”

      “My people are hungry,” Harmonia objected, still choking on the ground. “The small land given to us, on this side of the Blue River, is not enough to sustain us. Not only am I hungry, Lord Hades, we all are.”

      Many of her sisters murmured in agreement, but it seemed that no one dared speak aloud.

      “Liar,” Hades said, looking down at her. “You have enough food.”

      “Why even speak to her!” Sara yanked Harmonia’s rope again, pulling her to her knees. Then the goddess dragged her once more, forcing her to claw on the dirt to keep up with her. “Disturb my peace? All because you were hungry!” Sara pointed at the dwarfs by the river. More dwarfs had arrived, crossing the river, and they were gathering the dead, stacking the bodies of dwarfs and nymphs. Sara approached a gray-haired dwarf with a long beard, his white armor adorned with necklaces of gold and rubies. His white breast plate and pteruges were splashed crimson. His bearded face was covered in mud and grime. The old man bowed deeply. Then all the other dwarfs, even those by the river, fell to their knees.

      “King Pangrin,” Sara said, “this Napean nymph has been caught stealing myrle berries from your lands. The deaths of your friends are because of her trespass. All because she said she was hungry. What say you? What punishment does this thief deserve?”

      Harmonia stared up at the old man. Then she was shocked to see him consider the question.

      “Banish her,” the dwarf said.

      “Banish her, Pangrin?” said Hades with a laugh. “How droll. She’s responsible for all this death.”

      “Yes, Lord Hades. But if I am to choose her fate, I ask for banishment.”

      “But why?”

      “Because she came for the myrle berry, but we chased her. She is not the only one to blame for the bloodshed. My men should have tried to capture her with her clan. We should have let her escape and then asked her clan to surrender her for trial. The nymphs are primitive and disorderly, but this one is loved by them. Let her suffer by taking her away from the family that she loves. For a Napean nymph that values family over all else, banishment is far worse than death.”

      “You fear a martyr?” asked Hades.

      “No. I ask for justice. Banishment is just, Orcus.”

      “One day, Pangrin, you shall die for clemency over ambrosia,” said the little witch-girl. The words were inhuman, as if coming from a grown woman. Hades stared at Cora.

      When there was more murmuring from the dwarfs, Hades raised his hand.

      “Perhaps this solution is acceptable, Sister,” Hades said. “Zeus can watch her. And as Pangrin says, their family is their greatest value. Banishment is a hard punishment for a Napean wood nymph.”

      Sara gazed at her brother in shock. Then she squinted and examined his face. But then…she smiled. And that evil grin made even Hades back up and squirm.

      “Cora, child,” Sara said, grinning, “return to the chariot. Mother will be with you soon, dear.”

      Cora looked up, confused, but obeyed. Sara watched her daughter until she sat inside the chariot.

      “So it shall be, Brother,” Sara replied to Hades. “So it shall be. But her punishment shall remain proper justice for Imada.” She jerked up the rope around Harmonia’s neck, making her fall to the ground. Harmonia clamored in the mud again before rising to her knees. “It appears this is the only way to get the ingrate to bow.” Sara laughed. “Do not rejoice in my decision to let you live, offender. Banishment is not justice in my eyes. But I know what will make this justice.

      “Go with her, Brother, back to her family. Bind the nymph’s mouth and eyes. Then watch her people. Discover the ones that love her dearly. The first ones to rejoice after hearing of your clemency. Watch those that are happiest with the news of her return. Then take her own curved knife, grab each and every one, and slice their throats. Only the happiest. Will that suit her selfish philautia?”

      “No!” Harmonia said, shaking her head desperately. “Kill me!” She looked up at the god known as Hades, meeting his gaze. He furrowed his brow. “Kill me, please. Please. I am to blame. God, please take my life!”

      “Kill them by my own hand, Sister?” Hades asked Sara, gazing down at Harmonia.

      Sara whirled around and glared at Hades. “This sentence is given by Imada. Their fate was given to me this dawn by our father, Lord Cronos supreme. And Lord Zeus. They will be pleased by my order. Do you question it?”

      “No. I question you.”

      “Take me and strike me down!” cried Harmonia. “Please, I would rather die than live through such a disgrace!”

      “Now be smart about it, Brother,” Sara said to Hades, with a chuckle, glancing down at Harmonia. “She shall feign coldness. Watch those that run to her. Only the ones that love her the most. Then kill them.”

      Harmonia tried to tackle the goddess. Harmonia punched and kicked Demeter. Sara merely laughed, snatched her wrist, and hurled her to the ground again. “You shall learn submission, nymph, or you will awaken in my brother’s depths.”

      “But that’s all I desire, Thesmophoros! Please, sentence me to death, no one else! I tasted the berry, not them! I deserve execution, not them!”

      “Unbind her wrists but cover those infernal lips,” Sara said, cocking her head back at her brother. “Remember, watch her closely, Orcus. Watch and see who embraces her. See who loves her the most. Then provide them Imada justice. The Mandrigel king suggested it, after all.”

      And she shoved her at Hades’ feet.

      “Deisa,” Hades said under his breath.

      “Please.” Harmonia clasped her hands on her knees before Hades. “Please! Kill me! It is my fault. I ate the fruit. I did it. They did nothing! Please, Lord Hades, take my life!”

      “But no, rejoice, my child,” Sara said with a smirk. “The Mandrigel king saved you. Thank King Pangrin. One day, decades from now, you may return. That is, if your people will ever forgive you and take you back.” Sara cackled wickedly.

      Hades gently helped Harmonia to her feet and guided her back toward her people. But when Hades dropped her knife and refused to cover the nymph’s lips, Sara impatiently rushed over, hoisted up Harmonia, tore a piece of her white dress, and tied it over her mouth.

      After Harmonia was hugged and cheered by her closest friends, Sara bound Harmonia’s eyes. But not her ears. And just before her eyes were completely covered, she saw Hades’ chariot fly off as Sara brandished her knife. Then came a curtain of darkness.

      Then came the screams.
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      Harmonia built shelters for many moons along the yellow sandy beaches of man. She was on foreign land, but she had seen this yellow and brown world before. She used to see the strange colors across the sea when climbing the pyramid by her Blue River. At first, her eyes had burned for the lack of blue. And her body had felt weighed down by thick air. But in time, she had become acclimated to this strange world.

      She lived. That was all. For she felt dread every day over her plight. And she heard the screams of her sisters every night. The dwarf king had been right, banishment was the cruelest torture for a Napean nymph.

      One day, like any other, as she bathed in a stream among the trees, running her long dark hair under the flowing waterfall, she heard footsteps in the bushes. She had grown accustomed to this weird world where the squirrels and deer were brown, but as she gazed through the green leaves, she saw such a strange animal. It was so white that it seemed to reflect the yellow sunlight. A pearl white horse, like the large horses men rode during the games, but this one had a brilliant horn on its head that shone multicolored under sunlight. And wings along its sides.

      Harmonia walked barefoot over wet leaves. Strangely, the animal didn’t stir. It stood regal. Then she gently touched the white feathered wings. They were like a bird’s feathers. She ran her blue palm along the horse’s soft mane. But as her palm touched the horn, the unicorn backed up.

      “Shh, it’s okay, girl. It’s all right. Where did you come from? Hmm? How come you’re here?”

      The unicorn slowly crept closer and bent its head down before her.

      “So beautiful. You are so beautiful.”

      The horse neighed and nodded.

      “Where are you from? Hmm? I’ve never seen an animal like you. Except the flying beasts of Hades, but you’re different. Beautiful. Hmm? You have such a lovely horn. Hmm? What is your name? I will call you…Antilus. Yes, I call you Antilus after your horn.” Harmonia kissed the animal’s head. Even the fur along Antilus’s head was soft. “But you should find better company than me. I’m just a miserable wood nymph.”

      Harmonia was surprised to see the animal shake her head.

      By twilight, Harmonia was running along the yellow sandy shore beside her new companion. The unicorn followed her everywhere. Then, by a large open, grassy field, the nymph caressed the horse’s head in her arms again. But then, late at night by the fire, while embracing the unicorn’s head, Harmonia wept. Were they tears of joy or tears of sorrow? She didn’t know. Whichever it was, for some reason, she cried all night in the company of her new friend, as hard as she had wept the night after the battle on the Blue River.
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        * * *

      

      It took a day, only a day, before Harmonia drummed up enough courage to mount the flying unicorn. First she clutched the unicorn’s neck tightly as she rode along the sands. Then she gasped in wonder as Antilus took off into the air.

      Harmonia soared so high that she could clearly see her beloved blue world from across the sea. She saw the giant gilded pyramid and, even from here, the gold seemed to shine over a quarter of the isle. The other isle was like a shining sky-blue gemstone. And as she dared to fly a little farther, she could even make out the purple shore, like an amethyst jewel.

      When she returned and bathed again under her waterfall, she had thoughts of flying over the strait and returning home. Yes, she could do it. She could fly home! But the gods. No. The Olympian gods would stop her. Demeter’s sentence was a human lifetime. But one day, one day she would fly over the strait.

      Footsteps on leaves in the surrounding foliage made her open her eyes wide. Antilus? No, it wasn’t her new friend. Between leaves and branches, she saw a tall man wearing a long black cloak. His eyes stared from under a hood. Harmonia quickly covered her body as best she could under the waterfall. Then her embarrassment turned to rage.

      “Aieee!” she cried. “Aieee! Biltrie. Biltrie!”

      The man removed the black hood from his head. Still behind branches, she clearly saw his rippling chest, huge arms, and stomach over simple dark pants. He was bald with a short beard. She recognized him as Hades, the one who had tied her beside her sisters by the river. But before she could lunge at him, the god turned and walked off.

      She covered her waist with a leather wrap and quickly followed.

      Hades stood beside Antilus, petting her white flying unicorn under a large oak tree. Antilus laid her head in his arms. Harmonia approached him and assumed a fighting stance. “Biltrie!”

      “I am a god, Harmonia,” he said, with his back still turned to her. He ran his fingers along the unicorn’s soft feathered wings. “Speak the language of Imada, not that primitive tongue, if you wish to address me.”

      “Away beast! Away! You are the beast who killed my family!”

      “That’s better.” He sighed and turned to her. “But I’ve come to make amends. To see how you are faring on the beaches in your banishment.”

      “How can there be amends for what you’ve done to me!”

      She whistled. Hades furrowed his brow. Antilus flapped her great wings before Hades and struck the god in the face, throwing him to the ground. Hades lay on the grass, stunned. Then he sat up and burst into laughter. Harmonia was still crouched in a fighting stance. He raised a hand. “Stop. Let me explain.”

      She didn’t. She whistled again. This time, the horse flapped its great wings and hovered in the air. Harmonia mounted her unicorn and flew off.

      “Wait, I wish to speak with you!”

      “Biltrie! Biltrie! You murdered my family!”

      As the red sun dipped over the horizon and she flew through clouds, she didn’t steer the unicorn in any direction. She only wanted to fly away from the beast. Antilus flew away from Azure Blue and across the sea. That was how intelligent this unicorn was; Antilus had learned how much Harmonia loathed the view of her home world.

      As the red sun shone over the horizon, Harmonia gazed at the leagues of green forests before her. To her left, she saw mountains. There were so many yellow and brown lands—this realm was so much bigger than Azure Blue. To her right a sandy beach seemed to pass forever. She flew on until the sun dipped below the horizon and changed the blue sky to orange red. But she never gazed in the direction of home, for the great pyramid was large enough to reflect sun and moonlight. That only reminded of her banishment. Slowly she descended to her hovel, praying that infernal god had left.

      Her home was simple. She used branches and twigs as shelter on grass not far from the shore. Fortunately, it was warm outside, but already it was getting cold at night. Soon it would be winter, and she would long for the animal fur coats her people wore to keep warm in the snow.

      She built a simple fire. Then she leaned back against Antilus, who had lain down beside her. She picked up some leftover meat, skewered on a stick. It was a tree mouse she had caught in the morning. She roasted it for a quick bite. Then she sucked on the stick. Dear Maina’s cinnamon spice and sharp herbs were gone. No delicacies like home here.

      “It seems you’re enjoying my gift.”

      The dark-hooded god stood over her. At least now Harmonia had clothes covering her below the waist.

      “She’s from you?” Harmonia asked, chewing on meat by the fire.

      “Yes, my queen,” he said with a short bow. Then he stroked his beard in thought. “Consider it… an apology.”

      “My family’s dead.”

      “I didn’t give the order.”

      “You killed them.”

      “The butchering was from my sister. You live because of me. I spoke to King Pangrin before Sara did.” He laughed. “Do you believe that a king who had been forced into battle and watched the deaths of a hundred of his brothers would spare you? No, you were the cause of the battle by the Blue River. Your hubris caused the deaths of hundreds. Don’t blame me for your banishment.”

      “And now I am here alive, far from home. More miserable than if I had been slain. Leave me. Away with you.”

      “No.”

      She turned and squinted. “Come here to gloat over my misery then!”

      “Captivating.” He kneeled close to her. She moved back in revulsion. “Fascinating. But my sister was right to be angry with you. For such hubris, you deserved far worse than a life cooking rats. You deserved to be taken to my realm.”

      “Is that why you’ve come? To bury me? Fine. This is no life for a Napean nymph, over brown and yellow sands. Take me to the ferryman and be done with me.”

      “King Pangrin did what he had to do to survive. Just as you shall do as queen of the Amazon. You will survive, and if you act right, you can live. You may live very well, Queen Harmonia.”

      “Why are you calling me queen?” she asked, chuckling. “Is this more mockery?” But then she smiled. She didn’t know why, but there was something about this god, this man, that made her smile. He was handsome. His muscular physique was pleasing to her eyes. He was stronger and mightier than anyone she had seen in the games. And his azure eyes, like her own, seemed oddly tranquil. Such a strange juxtaposition to his hard face.

      “Do I look like a queen to you?” Harmonia asked, chewing again. “Hmm? Or is it my bare chest you desire? My tits?” And she hit her chest. “I hear human women cover them? Is that why you’ve come? To ravish me? I warn you, I’ll fight you to my very last breath.”

      Hades laughed again. Then he shook his head and turned serious. “Perhaps.”

      She glared at him. Then she leaped up and pushed her unicorn toward him. Antilus scrambled to keep the fire from singeing her hoofs. “Take her! I don’t want her! Here! Take your gift back. I want nothing from you! I hate you!”

      Then she ran.

      When she got to the shore, she kept running along the sand. As her blue feet met a receding wave under the full moon, she stopped and stared across the strait, accidentally looking homeward.  The shadow of a gilded pyramid rose to the clouds in the moonlight under the starry sky. It was breathtaking. And absolutely horrible. She hated it. Like the pomegranate, now that isle, her very home, was forbidden.

      She ran her hand down her disheveled black tresses. She felt grimy. Somehow the salty sea had twisted and tangled her hair.

      Hades had followed. He was walking slowly with Antilus down a sandy hill toward her.

      Tears streamed down her face. The tears mixed with the salt water from an incoming wave. How much crying would be enough?

      “What do you want from me!”

      “You.”

      “What?”

      “Oh yes,” Hades said, “You were right. I desire you.” He was so tall, towering over her, staring down into her eyes. “I desire you. But I am not a beast, Harmonia. I am a god.”

      Her heart quickened. His gaze shifted to her chest, and he gently ran a finger along her curves and along her side. Then a few fingers circled over the contours of one of her breasts. He leaned down and kissed her cheek and lips ever so gently. Tenderly. So soft. So oddly soft for such a strong brute.

      “Don’t,” she breathed.

      He ran his other hand down her back and traced the contours of her lower back down to the crack of her butt and along the leather cloth around her waist.

      “Don’t.”

      He lightly kissed her lips again and pulled her into an embrace..

      “DON’T!” She pushed away from him. “I… I give you nothing! I won’t bow to you. And I won’t ever let you touch me! Rape me, kill me, if that is your way. But I am a nymph. Not a woman to be led around like a dog. I know that is the way men do things in these yellow lands. But know this, god, I shall never bow to anyone again, not even you! I’ve sworn this since the fight with the dwarfs.”

      “Even if I were to promise you anything you desire, Harmonia?”

      “No.” Then she turned from him. “No. No, not even then.”

      “Anything?” He ran his fingers through her long dark hair. “For you?”

      “No,” she said, swatting his hand like a fly.

      He laughed.

      “No! No!”

      He sat down on a stone on the shore. He picked up a stick and played with the sand in the moonlight, staring, across the strait, at her home. If she left him there and returned to her hovel, he’d probably continue brooding on her beach.

      “You’re a liar,” she said. “It was by your hand. I heard what Sara ordered you to do.”

      “That was Sara. But Sara is led by Imada. Had I disobeyed, Cronos would have imprisoned me in the depths. Believe me, Harmonia, I wanted no part of that despicable act. I would have taken far more pleasure in cutting down the dwarfs. You see—” The brute smiled again at her. “You were right to take the fruit. Indeed, it’s yours. You have every right to it.” He opened his arms wide. “The whole world is yours. Well, it could be. If you let me help you. I’m not your enemy.”

      She shook her head violently. Had there still been hope of hurting him, she would have had the unicorn lunge at him again. But Antilus was roaming along the waves now.

      He stood up and wagged a finger. “You need a name.” Then he slapped his leg and looked away, rubbing his beard in thought. “Something your people can call you and your kin when you go into battle. Your spirit will help you win. Your people are fighters. Amazons are meant for war. Your heart is fierce. With great ease, you can subdue the Mandrigel. And with Napea as a base, you can make your way into Gaia and, one day, take Argos.”

      “It is not our way to have family names,” Harmonia said, shaking her head. “Nor do nymphs wish to take the world. War is man’s trade.”

      “But it could be your trade.”

      She looked at him rebelliously, but then she looked down. “I am nothing.”

      He approached and gently lifted her chin. He touched her cheek. “You are everything. More than any mortal in Gaia. But your family needs a name.”

      “I said don’t,” she snatched his wrist. “Don’t touch me.”

      “Such spirit. Fearless before a god. Aidoneus shall call you Ambrosia. To your people, you shall be known as Harmonia Ambrosia. For your kin shall be like the bread of the gods. Eternal. A force that shall rebel against my brother forever. As for your first name…” He chuckled. “That’s a lie. There is nothing peaceful about you, Harmony. You do not hold peace, you offer order. As known in the time of Sargon, and even the ancient Ubaid people before, I shall teach you to line up your nymphs with shields and spears. But, my dear Azure queen, you will never provide peace, I suspect, not even to me.”

      “I don’t care what you call me,” she said. Then she dared meet his gaze. “You took everything. No… not you, Hades… you… You seem to have given me the only thing I care for now. Antilus.”

      “You accept my gift?”

      She nodded.

      “Do you believe me when I tell you your people were not slain by my hand?”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded. Then he raised his fist under the full moon. She gazed at his hand as if it were a weapon. “What you will do with Antilus, Queen of the Amazon, shall be glorious. You will give birth to Ambrosia, a family that—like the food of the gods—shall live eternally. The Ambrosias will seed destruction of my father, sister, and brothers. You don’t hate me, Harmonia.” He laughed and sat back down on the stone. “You hate subjugation. That was the source of your rebellion. You took the berry because you wanted to be free. I can make those seeds grow. I can teach you. For man, I gave Prometheus and Pandora. For the nymphs, it shall be you. But the price will be hard. Yet I have no doubt that out of everyone I’ve ever known, you have the strength for it. You and I shall be friends as we seed our revenge on my family.”

      “Theoi killed my family. Your family.”

      “Aye. And for your first lesson, nymph, tell me why?”

      “Punishment.”

      “No. Think, Harmony. Why? Why would Sara give such a terrible order? As powerful as my family are, Olympus fears you. I spared you because of that fear. Zeus thundered for days after your rebellion. The price was to take your friends and family, which satisfied their thirst for blood just long enough to permit my request for banishment. My niece, the child grain goddess, prophesizes that one day you shall become a powerful queen. You shall rule an empire. The only way for you to be queen is to be loved by your people. So what does my sister do? She orders the death of everyone who cares for you. She executes your family. But it’s futile. Her daughter never errs in prophecy. You are queen.

      “Ask yourself, do you hate me or subjugation, Harmonia? Theoi serves their family just as nymphs serve theirs. That is why I did not fight Sara’s order. But if you help me, we shall take our revenge. If you help me, Harmony, I will champion you. All I ask in return is that you do what you did in that field outside your home every day you breathe for the rest of your days. Take everything in this world that is rightfully yours.”

      “What is mine?” she asked with a smirk. Then she dared run her palm along the hairs of his beard.

      He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. “Everything.”

      Harmonia burst into laughter. “I am nothing. If I am something to you, then you are the stupidest of all gods.”

      “Accept my gift. Fly Antilus deep south beyond Shadow Forest. Leave the shore and don’t turn back. The banishment holds only for Napea, not Atala. Head into the first settlements of man. Learn. Unlike a human, you have decades. Use your banishment to learn from men. They outnumber you, but you were made stronger. Then, when you are ready, return to your people and teach them. Teach the Amazon to create and use swords, shields, and spears so that they can conquer all that Theoi love. Then you and I shall take our revenge.”

      “But I am a simple wood nymph.”

      “No.” He looked down at her as if in rapture again and slowly shook his head. That excited her. Then he embraced her. He ran his hand down her body once more. Then he whispered in her ear: “You are a great many things, but not nothing. Look how you fought me. A god. I’ve never met anyone who stands without fear before a god.”

      “Very well,” she said gently, pushing him from her arms. “I accept your gifts, god.”

      He laughed.

      “But I warn you.” She looked deep into his eyes and raised a finger. “Never deceive me. Never lie to me, or I shall plan vengeance on you.” But somehow she found herself in his arms again. “Perhaps there are good gods out there.”

      She let go of him and turned away with every intention of returning to her camp alone, but he yanked her wrist back hard.

      “Not yet…”

      He spun her around and pulled her close into his arms again. His embrace was steel. She had never felt such strength from anyone. He kissed her hard on the lips. But her helplessness in his embrace infuriated her. She lurched back and slapped him across the face. And yet, part of her desired him. She wanted him to take her. To ravish her. And her slap only seemed to make him hungrier.

      He rubbed his cheek. Then he smiled.

      She found herself on the wet sand wrestling him. But when he got on his knees in the sand, crouching close to kiss her on the lips again, she slugged him across the face with both fists, as hard as she could.

      “Biltrie!” she cried again. “Biltrie!”

      “Savage witch!” He wiped a drop of crimson from his lips.

      Then she shocked him, and herself, by leaping on top of him. She straddled him and raised his hands to caress her naked breasts. She leaned down and kissed him on the lips hard. He laughed between kisses as she explored his mouth. Then he laughed more as she pulled down his pants. But then, even with her heart pounding in desire, the moment he was naked on the sand under her, she leaped off him and ran to Antilus.

      She jumped on her unicorn’s back. Antilus flapped her white feathered wings.

      Hades stared up from the sand in shock as she hovered over him.

      “I shall consider your offer,” Harmonia said. “But know this, Aidoneus, I shall never bow. And if I do as you say, if I travel and conquer man’s lands, let it be known that my future shall be by my hands. Let it be known that all my conquests shall be by Harmonia.”

      “Rightfully so,” he said, with a nod, still sitting on the sand.
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      Harmonia flew Antilus over unfathomable stretches of trees. She had already flown nearly two times the distance of her entire Isle of Napea. Even as trees became sparse among vast wheat fields, the continent seemed to continue to stretch out forever. After a break in the dark woods, she explored dirt roads lined by thatched-roof cottages amid long wood fences penning sheep, goats, and cattle. She trotted Antilus along these roads, through sparse villages. And it was here, by an olive orchard, where Harmonia met her first human woman.

      Only men were permitted by the gods to sail across the strait during the Olympiad games. But this young girl was carrying a wicker basket full of fruit. Her long white robe was fastened at the shoulder by a brooch. The peplos draped down to the woman’s sandals, and her long wavy dark hair was tied back. She had a beaded necklace of stones of multiple colors. She reminded Harmonia of the female Mandrigel dwarfs…no, lovelier—more like the goddesses. When the girl spotted Harmonia, she dropped her basket. Then she stared. Harmonia made it worse when, out of habit, she pulled out her dagger and stood in a warrior stance.

      “Bentri fors Holeei? Holeei? Holeei?”

      “What do you want?” cried the stranger, shaking. Her words were in the language of the gods. Then the woman gazed at Harmonia’s naked chest.

      Another woman, farther down the road, gasped. She, too, wore an elegant long dress covering her chest.

      “You are a nymph?” asked the lady, wide-eyed. “A wood nymph?”

      Harmonia came close to the woman’s face, her blade an inch from the woman’s neck. She could slay her with one sweep of her blade. It’d be easy. But instead, she bent down, still brandishing her knife, and grabbed a red apple that had dropped to the ground. Then she bit into it right in front of the woman’s face.

      “You!” cried a man’s voice. “You there!”

      The stranger wore a bronze breastplate with pteruges. Harmonia hadn’t seen such clothes on any person, except the gods.

      Harmonia leaped on her unicorn and flew off.

      Moons passed. Perhaps years? Time lost all meaning. Harmonia learned to live, just as her champion, Hades, had instructed her to do. Most of the time she hid watching the women tilling their fields, cooking, or picking fruit from the trees. Then she learned to steal. She was good at stealing. She could hunt deer and fowl, but it became far easier to just take things. Her alien presence usually sufficed. Or, when particularly brazen, she entered their homes. And most of the men and women in these parts didn’t know how to fight.

      She protected herself by acting dumb. She knew their language, the Atalan language of the gods, but she feigned ignorance and spoke Napean. She knew her best protection was her ability to surprise, attack, and then flee.

      But out of all that fascinated her, the most endearing was the sight of battle. She witnessed terrible fights to the death between large groups of men. First, armies would stand in line facing each other with flags waving. Most wore long thick fur coats; only the leaders wore metal. They’d shout at each other and wave their weapons. Then they’d charge, brandishing axes, some on horseback, and collide with one another. It was like the games, but this was a sport to the death. And she loved it.

      When winter came, she stole thick wool coats from many of these soldiers to keep warm. When the weather turned temperate again, she stole dresses from passersby, like the first lady she met on the road. She learned to ape females’ mannerisms and, as the years passed, she knew she succeeded when she spoke to wandering townsfolk and they no longer ran.

      She finally ended her long migration by a beautiful lake. Here, where surrounding trees seemed to wrap their arms around her, sheltering her from the sun’s golden rays and frigid wind, she found the most beautiful gem in the entire continent. Streams cascaded into waterfalls, and these fell to smaller falls—she used the smallest to bathe. And she swam in the lake, recollecting her wood nymphs’ joy when swimming in the waters of her Blue River in Azure.

      She learned that this body of water was named Crystal Lake in the land of Logencia. She was told Logencia stretched all the way from the thick forests to the lake, and westward to the sea. Then she was told that one king in the city of Logenth ruled it all. His name was King Karthra. And when she learned of the king, she left her home to meet him.
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      Far south of Crystal Lake, after passing stinking bogs and ugly marshes, Harmonia came across a large stone gate guarding an entrance. And yet, as Harmonia stood by this gate, it seemed the lands inside did not look much different from those without. The only thing the wall seemed to protect was more grasslands and a city center with a huge tented structure. Here a couple of dirt roads converged. She would have headed to the tent structure had not two guards detained her by the gate.

      The guards ordered her to stand aside. She obeyed, until a guard groped her body. When he touched her, asking her to relinquish her weapons, she slew them with her dagger.

      She was shocked to discover how easy it was to kill these two men. Even in elegant bronze metal pteruges, the guards could not match her speed with her simple dagger. She had been trained to avoid the arteries in the neck and eyes in the games. But now, in battle, she aimed for these precious spots.

      Then she gazed down at her kill. She was in trouble again. This was confirmed as a wave of soldiers in bronze metal armor came rushing toward her.

      Guards apprehended her, roped her hands behind her, and led her through dirty walkways and alleys, past more farmland and thatched-roof cottages, to the large central tent. It had a stone foundation but was covered with a huge linen top. She was told this was the royal hall.

      About a hundred people filled the torchlit hall. At the far end was a wooden stage. And on the stage a king sat upon a wooden dais. Many of this warlord’s subjects, men and women, lay on the floor before the stage, eating and drinking. Some were naked, roaring with laughter and acting like silly children. Seeing bare-breasted women in public with men was very strange, indeed. Other girls wore transparent clothes, like those her nymphs wore in the games. Moving to the music of cymbals and a lyre, they danced beside the stage.

      She was escorted before the king’s throne between the two guards. Her dark peplos, pilfered many moons ago from a woman traveling on a dark path in the woods, looked like rags compared to the dresses many elegant women wore. She saw some violet peplos and lovely gold and silver jewelry. The ladies wore makeup on their faces and gold about their necks and ears. So lovely, she wished she could wear such beautiful clothes.

      “Bow before your king!” one of the guards shouted.

      Ah, so this was the king of Logenth. She would finally meet him. But she wouldn’t bow. She would never bow again.

      “Bow!” A guard struck her legs, and that made her fall to her knees.

      “Aieee! Aieee!” she snapped, whirling back.

      Everyone in the hall turned to her when they heard her strange language. Even the king, who had a woman on his lap, squinted down.

      “What pleasure do you bring me?” asked the king with a grin.

      “A habiru loitering by the gate, sire. She killed five guards and wounded a sixth.”

      “A habiru woman killed my guards?” asked King Karthra with a laugh, sitting straighter.

      Harmonia scowled at him.

      The large, short man had a long bushy beard and wore a thick animal hide draped over his shoulder. Gold rings and necklaces abounded over his animal hide. The hide was filthy, as were his greasy cheeks and beard. This was the king of Logencia? He seemed like a beastly man.

      “Who are you?” the king asked. “The color of your face is…blue.”

      “I am Queen Harmonia,” Harmonia said. More subjects turned as she spoke perfect Atalan. “I am the queen of Argos. Ruler of North Atala. I come from the Isle of Napea.”

      “I know no queen of Argos.” King Karthra pushed the young girl off his lap. Then he stood up and turned to two men. One was old with a long gray beard. The other was very handsome, dressed differently from anyone else in the Court. His armor was painted light blue, and strange black paint circled his eyes.

      “Ruler of the North, Azerius?” the king asked the handsome stranger. “Have you heard of such a thing?”

      Azerius shook his head. Unlike the king, Azerius was tall with broad shoulders, strong, and athletic. His prowess was like Hades’. He seemed overconfident, but his eyes looked about curiously with intelligence. He was what she had imagined the great king of Logencia would be. Azerius wore black paint along his eyes. She had never seen this before. And he was a beardless man, something she had not seen in her travels. His hair was dark brown and curly and flowed down his shoulders. His cheekbones were hard, and his nose was sharp. He had a large forehead.

      “We know of no queen ruling Argos, my lord,” Azerius said with a look of amusement, watching her. “Mycenae is ruled by kings under Olympus. And the Isle of Napea is ruled by no one. It is said that there is only a colony of wood nymphs and dwarfs in Napea, under the great Olympus Pyramid, the home of the gods. They’re a primitive race. There is no queen in Argos. And no one in Napea rules a thing.” He smiled at Harmonia, furrowing his brow. “But I do know of the crystal witch by the lake. She is known to be a blue nymph, sire. Legend says a blue witch there takes weary travelers to bed only to kill and pilfer from them.”

      “Well, Caravian, a habiru stands before you claiming to be not a witch but a queen of Argos,” said the king with a laugh. And with that, the whole tent burst into laughter. “How droll! Perhaps she’s mad? Are you stricken by madness, wood nymph? Hmm? You attack my guards? Kill five. Why? Well, Queen of Argos, King Karthra welcomes a Mycenean queen to Logenth. Now she shall be put to death. Your sentence shall be having your royal body thrown in the pit tomorrow morning. What say you to that, Queen?” He stomped his foot, still laughing. “Take her away. But… Be kind. Be nice. Take the poor mad woman’s life quickly. Why, she provides amusement.”

      Harmonia yanked her arms from the two guards pulling her. “I was sent by Lord Hades.” That sent gasps throughout the hall. Some made strange hand signals.

      “Wait,” cried the king, raising his palm. He looked at Azerius again. Azerius shrugged. King Karthra walked slowly from his stage and approached her. The guards by her sides held her more tightly. He turned to one of them. “How did she slay five guards by the gate?”

      “With this, sire,” said a guard, handing the king a dagger.

      The king examined the knife.

      “Crude,” he said. “It could snap in battle.” Karthra held the blade to her neck, forcing her to lift her head. “Fierce woman, you are,” he said, running the blade along her cheek. Then he said quietly, “Hades? The God of Darkness is your champion? Is this another lie?”

      “I came here by the will of Hades. I swear it. He has asked me to observe man. That man—” She gestured to Azerius with a nod. “Is correct. I am a Napean nymph. But I am their queen. This is truth. And it has been foretold that I shall one day rule Napea, so says the goddess Persephone, the young grain goddess. And one day, it is truth, one day I shall take Argos from the Myceneans. Just as one day I shall take Logenth from you.”

      He guffawed in her face, and the stench from his mouth made her reel back. Then came laughter all over the Court.

      “How droll! How droll!” He slapped his fat leg and laughed some more. “A queen? Indeed! Very well, Queen.” He threw her knife on the stage. “Now you threaten the king of Logencia? So be it. I sentence the queen of Argos to die in the pit tomorrow. It’s too bad that all of your subjects in Hellena shall miss the fall of their revered ruler.” He turned to the guards. “Take this habiru away. Forget my former order. Forget kindness. Make her suffer for wasting my time.”
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