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   “All shadows of clouds the sun cannot hide
like the moon cannot stop oceanic tide;
but a hidden star can still be smiling
at night's black spell on darkness, beguiling”
― Munia Khan
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   Chapter One

   The Gilded Cage

   
    T

   

   hree songbirds perched on the marble lip of a well, their feathers glimmering like jewels. One was as blue as a summer sky, another as gold as sunlight, the third as red as a pomegranate.

   They chirped to one another in bright, looping phrases, each building upon the last in a game they played with Snow White every morning: Song Tag.

   Blue began with a flirty melody. Gold followed, echoing the tune but adding a flourish of trills. Red took a mischievous turn, sliding into a melody so dramatic that Snow White couldn’t help laughing.

   When it was her turn, Snow White sang in a voice that was clear and light. It carried through the garden like wind through reeds. Her verse surprised even the birds: she spun their phrases together, shifted a note here, bent another there, and added a teasing rhythm that made the gold bird fluff his feathers in mock offense.

   “Oh, come now,” Snow White said, laughing. “You have to admit that was clever!”

   The birds chirped in agreement—then tried, with uneven enthusiasm, to imitate her playful new pattern. The result was so offbeat that Snow White dissolved into laughter, clapping her hands as the red bird puffed up with pride.

   Before they could begin another round, a fourth bird, black as ebony—the same color as Snow White’s hair—swooped into the garden, breathless and bursting with excitement. “A double rainbow!” he cried. “Beyond the eastern trees! They say there’s a pot of gold at one end!”

   The three songbirds gasped. “A pot of gold?” 

   “Real gold?” 

   “Who says so?”

   “Everyone!” the newcomer replied. “The deer, the butterflies, even the wind!”

   The birds turned to Snow White, eyes gleaming. “We should go! Come with us!”

   Snow White’s heart leapt. “A double rainbow,” she whispered, glancing toward the distant forest. The idea of walking beyond the garden’s glowing hedges—of seeing something not created by her mother—set her pulse dancing. She’d only ever been to Mount Olympus and her mother’s garden, and there was so much more to see. “Wait here. I’ll ask.”

   She ran toward the colonnade, sunlight rippling off the white marble. Her mother stood at the far end, weaving a garland of wheat stalks and poppies.

   “Mother,” Snow White said, breathless. “The birds have found a double rainbow on the other side of the forest. May I go with them? I’ll only stay a little while.”

   Demeter looked up, her expression flat. “You know the rule, child. You are never to leave the garden.”

   “Mother, I’m not a child—”

   “No.” Demeter said sternly, her brow furrowed. “Beyond these walls lie things I cannot control. This place keeps you safe.”

   Snow White’s shoulders drooped. “But everyone else gets to see the world. Even the birds.”

   Demeter’s gaze softened. “You are not a bird.”

   “I might as well be a statue,” Snow White muttered.

   Demeter raised an eyebrow. “What was that?”

   “Nothing,” she said quickly, though her chest felt tight. She turned back toward the well. The birds still waited, hopeful. Snow White gave them a small, apologetic shake of her head.

   They sighed in unison and fluttered off toward the distant trees, their music fading with the wind.

   Snow White returned to the well and sighed, looking for her forlorn reflection. When it gave her a sad smile, she brushed away a tear and looked around at the garden. Every leaf shone, every petal gleamed. The air smelled of honey and rain, but the sweetness was cloying. She sank onto the well’s edge, watching ripples distort her reflection. The garden was beautiful, yes—but what of the rest of the world? Would she never have a chance to see it?

   She took a deep breath and sang.

   I need more than gilded blossoms,

   More than sunlight through the leaves.

   There are wonders waiting for me,

   If only I were free.

   I was meant for more than waiting,

   More than watching from these walls.

   There is life beyond this garden—

   And I hear it when it calls

   She was an adult. Why should her mother continue to control her? Why shouldn’t Snow White walk from the gates of her own accord, against her mother’s will?

   “Even the water never stills,” she said to her reflection as she plucked a flower from a nearby vine and twirled it absently. “And even the blooms are obedient.”

   “Obedience is the price for safety,” her mother’s voice said from behind her.

   Snow White turned, startled, to find Demeter standing in the nearby archway, her golden braids glinting. “Mother, I just wanted—”

   “To leave,” Demeter finished for her. “You’ve been restless lately.”

   Snow White rose, brushing her hands against her gown. “I want to see the rest of the world. You’ve told me stories, but I want to see the mortal fields, the rivers, the forests, and the animals that live there. I’m an adult now, not a child, and—”

   Demeter’s tone sharpened. “The world is full of cruelty. Have you forgotten the stories I’ve told you?”

   Snow White frowned. “I’ve memorized them. Apollo and Daphne. Zeus and Leda. Poseidon and Medusa. Zeus and Europa. Zeus and Callisto. You tell me again and again, but I am not them.”

   “Nor will you be,” Demeter said. “Not if I can help it.”

   “I can protect myself,” Snow White insisted. “You’ve seen my power.”

   Demeter stepped closer, eyes fierce. “You’re powerful, yes—but also beautiful. And beauty is a curse in this world. The male deities will want to own it.”

   Snow White’s heart hammered. “Then let them try. I’m not afraid.”

   Demeter’s expression softened, almost sad. “You think bravery will save you.”

   They stood in silence for a long moment, the well murmuring between them.

   Finally, Snow White said quietly, “You’ve given me everything, Mother. Everything but my freedom.”

   Demeter flinched. “You think freedom will make you happy? Look at the mortals—always choosing, always suffering.”

   “Then maybe suffering is better than suffocating,” Snow White said, her voice trembling.

   Demeter turned away, her hands tightening around the garland she had woven. “I will think about it,” she said at last.

   Snow White blinked. “You will?”

   “Yes,” Demeter said. “I’ll consider ways you might see the world safely.”

   It wasn’t permission, but it was something.

   “Thank you, Mother.”

   “You know, my child,” her mother began, “before I became the lady of the harvest, the earth was barren and covered in lovely white snow.”

   “You’ve told me this before,” Snow White reminded her. “It’s where I got my name.”

   “I miss the beauty of it,” Demeter added. “But your pure, white skin reminds me of its loveliness.”

   Demeter left the garden, her figure disappearing through the temple doors. The moment she was gone, Snow White exhaled and pressed a hand to her chest. Her heart still beat with the rhythm of the birds’ song—the rhythm of something wild.

    

   The temple felt colder than usual that evening. Demeter lit a torch at her altar and stared into its flame. Snow White’s plea still echoed in her mind.

   If she let the girl go, the world would devour her. Yet if she didn’t, Snow White might wither from longing.

   For the first time in years, Demeter doubted her own wisdom.

   She lifted her gaze to the night sky, where the moon hung like a silver coin. “Hestia, Hera—sisters, hear me. How do I keep my daughter safe from the world and from herself? Selene? Artemis? Any ideas?”

   The flame flickered but gave no answer.

   Then, from the shadows, a cool light spilled—a shimmer like moonlight through branches. Artemis stepped forward, her bow slung across her shoulder, her eyes reflecting starlight.

   “You call for help,” said the goddess of the hunt. “I may have what you need.”

   “First, prove yourself,” Demeter demanded. “What did we talk about when you last visited me?”

   “Corn for the deer in my favorite meadow,” the huntress replied.

   “Yes.” Demeter straightened. “Tell me.”

   “My brother possesses a mirror,” Artemis said. “A device of light that can see all places the sun touches. With it, you could watch Snow White wherever she goes.”

   Demeter’s breath caught. “A mirror that could show her to me always?”

   Artemis nodded. “If Apollo agrees to part with it.”

   “And what would he want in return?”

   Artemis smiled faintly. “Nothing from you. He owes me. But I would like a bouquet of your finest flowers. I would offer them to Callisto, to honor her memory among the stars.”

   Demeter hesitated. Zeus had once disguised himself as Artemis and had lured her friend Callisto into the lake where they always bathed. He’d tricked Callisto into an embrace that had led to her pregnancy. To protect her from the wrath of Zeus’s wife, Hera, Artemis had flung Callisto into the heavens to serve as the constellation Big Bear, with the son she bore, Little Bear, beside her.

   Sometimes the only way to protect the female deities was to turn them into something else. Daphne became a tree, Medusa a Gorgon, and others became constellations in the sky.

   “You shall have them.” Demeter crossed into the garden, gathered lilies and violets, and tied them with a ribbon of gold. 

   When she returned, Artemis accepted the bouquet with a soft smile. “I’ll speak to him for you.”

   Demeter clasped her hands. “Tell him I’ll give anything to keep my daughter safe.”

   Artemis’s eyes dimmed with warning. “Anything is a dangerous promise, Demeter. Be certain you know its cost.”

   And then she was gone, dissolving into moonlight.

   Demeter stood alone before her altar, the scent of flowers and smoke curling around her. “For her own good,” she whispered. “Whatever the cost.”

   


   Chapter Two

   Apollo’s Gift

    

   
    D

   

   emeter sat in the garden with her hands folded in her lap, listening for Artemis’s return.

   She hadn’t told Snow White about her bargain. She would see it as an attempt to control, rather than to protect, her. Snow White didn’t yet understand what it was like to be a mother, didn’t understand how terrifying the thought of losing a child could be.

   The mirror would ease Demeter’s fear. The mirror would let her loosen her grasp without losing sight.

   Still, as she waited, unease thrummed beneath her ribs. Anything is a dangerous promise, Artemis had said. 

   A shaft of sunlight struck the garden. The mist parted, and a chariot rolled through it, drawn by four white horses with manes of flame. Demeter rose to greet the driver.

   Apollo descended in a flare of golden light. His hair gleamed like molten amber; his robe shimmered as though woven from dawn itself. He smiled, and the flowers nearest him leaned toward his radiance.

   “Lady of the Harvest,” he said, spreading his arms. “Your garden rivals Olympus itself. One might think you’d stolen a piece of the sun.”

   “I’ve no need to steal what grows freely,” Demeter replied, bowing her head with measured grace. “You honor me, Apollo. Artemis said you might assist me in keeping watch over my daughter.”

   “I am always eager to assist a devoted mother,” he said smoothly, though his eyes gleamed with something sharper than kindness. “My mirror of light can see wherever the sun shines. With it, you may look upon Snow White wherever she may wander.”

   Demeter exhaled in relief. “Then I accept your offer.”

   “Not so quickly,” said Apollo, feigning hurt. “A gift such as this deserves more than a curt transaction. Let me craft a mirror worthy of your daughter’s reflection.”

   “You already have such a mirror, do you not?” Demeter asked.

   “The one I use is attuned to me,” he said, tilting his head. “It might not obey another hand. I will make you one of your own—a twin, but more delicate, more personal.”

   Demeter hesitated. “You would do this freely?”

   “Freely,” he said, smiling, “for beauty’s sake.”

   He did not say for her beauty’s sake, but the implication hung like perfume between them.

   “Then I am in your debt,” she said.

   “I prefer to think of it as friendship,” he replied. “I’ll return when it’s done.”

   With a flash of light, he was gone, and in his wake was the faint scent of bay leaves.

   Demeter sank back onto the marble bench, pressing her palms together with skepticism. “Friendship,” she whispered.

   Even as she said it, a shadow crossed her heart.

    

    

   In his palace above the clouds, Apollo spread his hands over a claypot containing hairs from Selene, the old moon goddess, and from Helios, the old sun god, along with a potion he’d procured from Circe, the castaway daughter of Helios. The chamber shimmered with heat, walls of polished gold reflecting Apollo in a thousand radiant copies.

   He loved his reflection. It never argued, never doubted. It worshipped.

   When Artemis’s silver light had entered his hall that morning, he had known his sister had come with a request. She never visited otherwise.

   He smiled to himself as he poured liquid sunlight into the basin, shaping it with divine breath. “A mirror for the goddess of the harvest,” he mused aloud. “To watch her daughter.”

   His voice echoed back at him, multiplied and admiring.

   He conjured Snow White’s image—the faint memory of her laughter during one of the festivals on Mount Olympus. She had been so radiant. There was a light in her eyes that even he could not claim to own.

   The thought unsettled him.

   “She’s too beautiful for the shadows,” he said softly, tracing her likeness in the air. “Lips as red as roses. Hair as black as ebony. Skin as white as snow. If her mother fears for her, she is right. Better to guard her in light.”

   He pressed his palm into the molten surface of the mirror. It shimmered, revealing distant lands, mountains, rivers, and mortal cities. Wherever the sun touched, the mirror could peer.

   Then he breathed Snow White’s name into it—not her nickname, but her real name: Persephone. As soon as he’d uttered the last syllable, her reflection bloomed upon the glass—her smile bright, her eyes bright. She was feeding a lamb in her garden, her laughter ringing like chimes.

   Apollo’s heart clenched.

   He imagined her looking into this mirror and seeing him—his face gleaming from its depths, his light warming her darkness. He would show her beauty beyond her mother’s garden, and she would love him for it.

   He drew his fingers through the golden liquid and whispered the words that would bind the mirror’s power to his golden light. “Light reveals all.”

   A thread of silver crept through the reflection—a trace of Artemis’s light, a promise of her interference. He waved it away. “My dear sister,” he said, “you meddle as much as you preach.”

   When the mirror cooled, it shone with the brilliance of the morning star. He set it in a frame of laurel and gold, and then leaned close to test its power.

   “Show me Demeter,” he commanded.

   Her image appeared instantly. She knelt by her altar and whispered prayers for her daughter’s safety. Her devotion moved him—more to pity than admiration.

   Apollo smiled. “You’ll have your wish, Lady of the Harvest. But you’ll owe me.”

   He lifted the mirror and admired his reflection beside Snow White’s. “You will love the light,” he told her image. “You simply don’t know it yet.”

   He whistled for his chariot. The horses whinnied, stamping fire into the clouds.

   As he descended toward Demeter’s garden, he rehearsed his words—not the ones he would say, but the ones he wanted her to believe: that he was benevolent and gracious.

   Apollo never told a lie.

   But even the truth could be used for one’s purposes.

   


   Chapter Three

   The Mirror of Truth

    

   
    T

   

   he lambs were napping beneath the poppies when she heard the sound of soft sobbing.

   Snow White turned from the well and saw a tiny bundle of feathers trembling beside a clump of violets. It was a baby bird—gray and downy, hardly more than a heartbeat. Tears glistened in its eyes.

   “Oh, sweetheart,” she murmured, kneeling beside it. “You’ve lost your mom and papa, haven’t you?”

   The little creature hiccupped. “I–I followed a butterfly,” it squeaked, “and now I can’t find my way home.”

   Snow White smiled, scooping it gently onto her finger. “Then we’ll find your family together.”

   She whistled softly, a call the garden birds knew well. Within moments, the familiar trio—Blue, Gold, and Red—fluttered down from the nearest branch, their feathers flashing in the light.

   “This poor one’s wandered from its nest,” Snow White told them. “Will you help me find its parents?”

   Blue chirped agreement at once. “Of course!”

   Gold and Red exchanged a look. “Where did he come from?”

   “Beyond the hedge,” the baby bird sniffled. “In the oak with the hollow heart.”

   Snow White hesitated. The oak stood just beyond the gates of her mother’s domain—the border where the air thickened with enchantment. But the thought of leaving the fledgling frightened and alone tore at her heart.

   “Stay close,” she told the songbirds. “If Mother asks, tell her we only went to the hedge.”

   They darted ahead, chirping encouragement. Snow White crossed the threshold—and though the magic tugged at her ankles like a tide reluctant to let her go, it did not stop her.

   Just past the hedge stood the oak with the hollow heart. Inside its dark knot, two larger birds chirped anxiously. When they saw the baby perched on Snow White’s finger, they burst into a chorus of joy.

   “There,” Snow White said, smiling as she set the fledgling inside the hollow. “Safe and sound.”

   The little one fluffed his wings and peeped up at her. “Thank you, kind lady.”

   “You’re welcome,” she said softly, stroking his tiny head. “Don’t wander too far next time.”

   As she turned back toward the garden, a shadow moved across the grass. She looked up, expecting a cloud. Instead, she saw a figure standing just beyond the gate.

    

   From where he stood, half-veiled by mist, Hades watched the young goddess kneel beside the tree. The compassion in her touch—the way even the smallest creatures trusted her—struck something deep within him, something he thought long extinguished.

   He had come only to seek Demeter’s counsel. In the past, she’d helped him grow the poppies in the realm of dreams and the asphodel in the Elysian Fields. He knew the world of the dead could never replicate the world of the living, but he wanted more life. When he and his brothers—Zeus and Poseidon—had drawn lots for the Sky, Sea, and Underworld, Hades had been sorely disappointed with his realm. Ever since, he’d been trying to make the best of it.

   Surely the goddess of the harvest could spare him a secret or two.

   Yet as he watched her daughter lift the trembling bird to safety, he forgot his questions about roots and seeds and life without sunlight. All he saw was grace. A flicker of light, fragile and fearless in the shadow.
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