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        To my readers:

        Happy Holidays and Welcome Home.
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        Before You Read:

      

      

      
        
        If you are confused by how this novella begins, read the HxP Series Epilogue.

      

      

      
        
        This novella takes place three years after the events in A Touch of Chaos.

      

      

      
        
        Aphrodite and Hephaestus’s book, Temptress of Fire and Fury, begins where A Touch of Chaos ends (literally, it starts at the coronation from Aphrodite’s perspective).

      

      

      
        
        I want to be clear that the relationship dynamic between Aphrodite and Hephy in this novella comes as a result of the events in TOFAF.

      

      

      
        
        Has that book been written yet?

      

      

      
        
        No.

      

      

      
        
        When will it be out?

      

      

      
        
        I don’t know, but I promise you it will come.

      

      

      
        
        I love you guys so much!

      

      

      
        
        —Scarlett

      

      

      
        
        P.S. Please read the author’s note.
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        If you would like to view a larger map, please visit my website here.
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        English | Greek : English Pronunciation

      

      

      

      Major Characters:

      

      Hades |  Ἅιδης : HEY-dees 

      God of the Dead, King of the Underworld.

      

      Persephone | Περσεφόνη : pur-SEF-uh-nee 

      Goddess of Spring, Queen of the Underworld.

      

      Hecate | εκάτη : he-KA-teh

      Goddess of Witchcraft, Magic, the Night, the Moon, Ghosts, and Necromancy. 

      Also known as: The Triple Goddess. 

      

      Circe | Κίρκη : SIR-see

      Goddess of Sorcery, specifically transmutation, illusions, and necromancy.

      

      Hermes | ερμής : HER-meez 

      God of Trickery (cunning), thieves, herds and flocks, travelers and hospitality, roads and trades, heralds and diplomacy, language and writing, athletic contests, gymnasiums, astronomy and astrology. 

      

      Aphrodite | Αφροδίτη : AH-fro-die-tee 

      Goddess of Love, beauty, and pleasure.

      

      Hephaestus | Ήφαιστος : ha-FEH-stus 

      God of Fire, metalworking, and stonemasonry. 

      

      Leuce| Λευκή : LOOS 

      An Oceanid, an ocean nymph, once Hades’s lover. 

      

      Ariadne | Αριάδνη : air-ee-AD-nee 

      In myth, a daughter of King Minos and wife of Dionysus. In New Greece, a detective with the Hellenic Police Department. 

      

      Dionysus | Διόνυσος : DI-oh-nye-sus 

      God of Wine, festivity, madness, and frenzy.

      

      Acamus (Acamas) | Ακάμας: a-KA-mas

      The son of Theseus and Phaedra, nephew of Ariadne. 

      

      Thanatos | Θάνατος : THAN-a-tos 

      God of Death (non-violent).

      

      Poseidon | Ποσειδώνας : po-SI-din

      God of the Sea, earthquakes, floods, droughts, and horses.

      

      Minor Characters:

      

      Naia | Ναϊάς : NAH-eea

      A maenad, a follower (and friend) of Dionysus.

      

      Medusa | Μέδουσα : me-DOO-sa

      A gorgon, also known as Gorgo.

      

      Zagreus | Ζαγρεύς: ZAG-ri-us

      God of Pitfalls/Traps, Son of Hades and Persephone

      

      Melinoë | Μηλινόη: me-lee-NO-e

      Goddess of Nightmares, Daughter of Hades and Persephone

      

      Theseus | Θησέας : THE-see-us

      An asshole. Also a demi-god and son of Poseidon.

      

      Creatures/Nymphs/Daimons/Animals etc:

      

      Kallikantzaroi (plural) | καλικάντζαροι : ka-lee-CAN-za-rye

      Kallikantzaros (singular) | καλικάντζαρος : ka-lee-CAN-za-ros

      Malevolent creatures who dwell underground sawing at the tree of life until Christmas Day when they come to the surface to cause chaos for twelve days.

      

      Lampades | Λαμπάδες : LAM-pa-des

      Torch-bearing nymphs who follow Hecate.

      

      Maenad | μαινάδες : MAY-nad

      Female followers of Dionysus.

      

      Naiad | ναϊάδες : NAI-ad

      Female nymphs associated with fountains, springs, streams, and other fresh bodies of water.

      

      Ophiotaurus | Ὀφιόταυρος : oh-fee-oh-TAUR-us

      A creature that is half bull and half serpent.

      

      Cerberus | Κέρβερος : SIR-ber-us

      The hound of Hades and guard of the Underworld. Cerberus can appear as a dog or a three-headed monster.

      

      Orthrus | Ὄρθρος : OR-thrus

      Another hound of Hades, one of the three heads of Cerberus. In mythology, Orthrus was a two-headed dog who guarded cattle. He was killed by Heracles.

      

      Typhon | Τύφων : TIE-fin

      Another hound of Hades, one of the three heads of Cerberus. In mythology, Typhon was the name given to the son of Gaia and Tartarus. He was a monstrous serpentine giant and very deadly.

      

      Aethon | Αἴθων : AY-the-on

      One of Hades’s horses, described as “swifter than an arrow.”

      

      Alastor | ἄλαστος: AL-uh-stir

      One of Hades’s horses, described as “branded with the mark of Dis.”

      

      Nycteus | Νυκτεύς : NIK-tus

      One of Hades’s horses, described as “proud glory of Hell’s steeds.”

      

      Orphnaeus | Ορφεύς(Orpheus): Or-FE-us

      One of Hades’s horses, described as “savage and fleet.”

      

      Locations:

      

      Aeaea | Αιαια: eh-EE-a

      A mythological island and home to Circe. 

      

      Monastiraki Square | Πλατεία Μοναστηράκι : mo-na-ste-RA-kee SK-ware

      A flea market neighborhood in Athens, Greece; a gathering place in New Greece. 

      

      Lemnos | Λήμνος : LEEM-nos 

      An island in the Aegean Sea, sacred to Hephaestus and home to his forge. 

      

      Phlegethon River | Φλεγέθων ποταμος : FLE-ga-thon RI-vr

      A flaming river in the Underworld.

      

      Tartarus | Τάρταρος/Τάρταρα : TAR-tuh-ruhs

      A prison for gods and mortals sentenced to eternal torture. 

      

      Lethe River | Λήθη ποταμος: LEE-thee RI-vr

      The river of forgetfulness in the Underworld. 

      

      Staffs:

      

      Caduceus | Κηρύκειον :kuh-DOO-see-uhs 

      A winged staff with two snakes entwined around it that belongs to Hermes. This image is often confused with the Rod of Asclepius which has a single snake and is considered the true symbol of medicine. Hermes’ staff has the power to put people to sleep. 

      

      Thyrsus | Θύρσος: THEAR-sus

      A pinecone (fennel) tipped staff carried by Dionysus. In mythology, it was carried by his followers.

      

      Festivals:

      

      Haloa | Αλώα: a-LO-a

      A festival that honored Demeter, Dionysus, and Poseidon. It was celebrated twice a year (once in midwinter) and described as “obscene.” Apparently, the women who celebrated had figurines in the shape of sexual organs and also ate food that was shaped like phalluses and vulvas. Sounds fun. 

      

      Poseidonia | Ποσειδώνια: po-si-DO-nia 

      A festival honoring Poseidon which took place around the midwinter solstice specifically for the seafaring communities.

      

      Dionysia | Διονύσια: di-oh-NEE-sia 

      A festival celebrating Dionysus where revelers carried large phalluses (in the name of agriculture), baskets of breads, grapes, and large jars of wine. 

      

      Lenaia | Λήναια: LEE-ne-a

      A festival also honoring Dionysus which focused on theater, a huge part of Greek culture.
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            Persephone

          

        

      

    

    
      Persephone lay on her side, body twined with a firm pillow. At this point in her pregnancy, it didn’t provide much relief. Everything hurt, even her lungs. She was sure she hadn’t taken a deep breath for six months. Even if she managed to get comfortable enough to sleep, she would likely wake up in a couple of hours to pee.

      The babies had rejected every concoction Hecate crafted for sleep, no matter the flavor or form, expressing their dislike by ensuring she had the most awful nightmares when she finally slipped into slumber.

      From the time of conception, the twins had demonstrated their power over dreams. When they were upset or uncomfortable, they worked together to pull from her memories and craft the darkest realities. She’d faced Zeus, Theseus, even Demeter, but none of them had instilled fear the way the Fates had.

      At least when she woke, she knew the first three were dead, but the Fates…they were very much alive, and despite her elation at discovering she was pregnant, there had also been dread.

      Dread for what she would owe the Fates for weaving this blessing into their lives.

      Hades tried to act unbothered, but she knew he worried too. He’d sacrificed his ability to have children long ago, granting immortality to Dionysus’s mother in exchange for a favor from the God of Wine.

      As much as Persephone wanted to believe the Fates had given them these two souls as some kind of gift for saving humanity, she was not so naive. She knew the Fates. Eventually, they would ask for something in return. The thought turned her stomach.

      A sudden, loud snore pulled her from her thoughts. There was something about lying next to her sleeping husband that ignited rage in her blood.

      Why should he slumber peacefully when she could not?

      She knew that wasn’t exactly fair. Hades had many sleepless nights over the years, even more after he’d met her, constantly on edge and worried. She was glad he slept now, though she couldn’t say she was enthused about the snoring.

      That was new.

      He’s probably just tired, she thought.

      He had spent the day assembling furniture for the nursery the mortal way. They’d both agreed to take a hands-on approach preparing for the arrival of their babies, though that was before she’d ordered all the furniture for the nursery.

      Hades had tried to hide his grimace behind a soft smile when he’d seen the boxes stacked outside Nevernight, but it hadn’t escaped her notice.

      Persephone pushed her pillow off the bed and sat up. The pressure that had settled in the upper part of her body rushed to the bottom as she rose to her feet. Hecate had spelled some kind of magical band that fit around her belly and relieved some of the pressure on her back and hips, but the closer she got to her due date, the less it seemed to help.

      She made her way out of the bedroom and headed for the kitchen. When she couldn’t sleep, she turned her attention to baking and decorating for their annual Christmas Eve celebration which also happened to fall on another Ascension, when souls who were ready to incarnate left the Underworld in an emotional and beautiful display of light.

      It felt a little unfair, that the two events would coincide, but they’d had quite a few Ascensions this year. They were always bittersweet. It meant souls were healing, and though their absence would be felt by those who remained for months to come, it was a sign the scales were tipping toward balance—a restoration of lives that had been lost during the Olympian War.

      Seeking a reason behind her surprise pregnancy, she’d asked Hades and Hecate if the twins were part of the Fates initiative to repopulate Earth. They’d both agreed it was possible. Many gods and goddesses had died alongside mortals, but like her, they did not trust it was their only motive.

      “Fucking Fates,” she found herself muttering as she entered the kitchen, switching on the light. The time on the stove read 4:00 a.m. Christmas was so near and she had a lot to do—sweets to bake, food to make, and trees to decorate.

      Like Hades who was assembling the nursery, Persephone also insisted on doing most of the holiday preparation by hand. It kept her focused, distracted from her discomfort, but she had other reasons.

      The twins could arrive any day now. She knew they were ready. She was too. As important as it was to prepare for them, it was also important to her that the residents of the Underworld had a magical holiday. Celebrations had always been significant to the souls, but in the aftermath of the war, Persephone cherished times like this even more, seeking ways to make each event extra special.

      Her motivations were multifaceted, even before she discovered she was pregnant. More than ever, she valued gathering with those she cared for most, especially after so much loss. Though she was able to see her friends as souls in the Underworld, Lexa and Apollo specifically, it was impossible to interact with them without thinking about how they’d died.

      It was a different type of grief, something separate from mourning someone who no longer existed. When she looked at Lexa, she saw the person she knew in her day-to-day life, and yet she were different. Lexa had no memories of their time together, though there were moments when she sounded like the old Lexa. Apollo sounded the same, but he looked different. He was a god, not only stripped of glamour, but walls. He was a soul made of sorrow, thin and broken.

      Her heart ached for them both, but it also swelled with hope, knowing they were healing.

      Persephone focused on the island in front of her. She’d given Milan a list of ingredients she needed left on the counter for her task. She was going to make gingerbread cookies and hot chocolate with marshmallows.

      Today was particularly special because Hades was going to make it snow, and she wanted the children to have activities and something warm when they came in from playing.

      “You know I can make it snow without the cold,” Hades had said when she’d told him her plan.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. The cold is part of the experience.”

      It made cheeks and noses rosy and the night quiet and still, like the world was holding its breath, and she relished the peace.

      “You call all this work peace?” Hades had countered.

      “It keeps my mind occupied,” she replied.

      She didn’t need to explain herself, Hades understood. They were haunted by the same demons and worried about the same things.

      So yes, all the work was worth it.

      She was excited to see the children react to snow again. It was one of her favorite parts about Christmas.

      “You will see snow next year,” she said, smoothing her hand over her belly, speaking to the twins. “And in a few more years, you can play in it too.”

      Her last word was breathless as one of them stretched.

      She imagined the twins dressed in matching snowsuits, making snowmen and sledding. She could hear their belly-deep laughs and shrieks of sheer joy. It was a sound that made her chest tighten and her eyes well with tears. It was one thing to dream it, another thing to know it would soon be real.

      It made her giddy for everything that was to come, maybe that’s why she was particularly invested in this holiday season despite being so pregnant. It felt important to establish traditions now, knowing they would be the foundation of their family for years to come.

      Persephone preheated the oven, then went to the refrigerator and took out part of the dough she’d made before bed. She would have to make the cookies in batches so she could keep it from getting too warm. She rolled out the first round of dough and cut gingerbread men until she ran out of room. Once she was finished with her first batch, she returned the cookies to the refrigerator.

      She was rolling out the second round of dough when she felt a subtle change in the air, a slight charge that lifted the hair on the back of her neck.

      Hades approached, slipping his arms around her waist, resting his hands on either side of her stomach. He kissed her shoulder then her neck.

      “Can I help?”

      She smiled.

      “Do you want to roll or cut?” she asked.

      “Is one better than the other?”

      “It’s not rock, paper, scissors,” she said. “You really can’t lose.”

      The corner of his mouth lifted, dark eyes glinting with amusement.

      “You pick. I’ll do whatever you say.”

      She handed him the rolling pin.

      “Anything is a generous offer, my lord,” she said.

      “Generous or fair? You are carrying my offspring.”

      One of the babies kicked, or gave it their best effort given their lack of space. Still it didn’t feel great. She took an audible breath and glared at Hades.

      “Could you sound any more antiquated?”

      He chuckled. “I think it’s funny.”

      “It’s good to know your sense of humor has morphed into bad dad jokes ahead of the babies arrival.”

      “You think I had a sense of humor before?”

      She gave him a wry look as she returned to her task.

      “I assume you will play with the children for a little while,” she said.

      “That was the plan unless you need me,” he said.

      “No,” she replied. “I would never take you away from them. Besides, I have plenty of help.”

      Hecate, Yuri, Alma, Tyche, and Lexa had volunteered to set up the ballroom. Hermes and Apollo had also said they would lend a hand, but everyone knew they would get drawn into the snowball fight.

      As Persephone put the first tray of cookies in the oven, she spoke. “Once the children are settled, I’m going to decorate the tree in the entryway.”

      “Another one?” Hades asked. He sounded a little exasperated, though she knew it didn’t come from a place of anger. He thought she was overexerting herself. “You’ve put up five already.”

      “The one in your office doesn’t count,” she said. It was small and sat on his desk, but otherwise, he wasn’t wrong. She had three in the ballroom because it was so large, and one in the library. The one in the entryway was the largest and the most important.

      On Christmas Eve when their guests arrived to celebrate the Ascension and prepare for Christmas Day, they would enter through the main doors. She wanted everyone to feel like they’d stepped into a winter wonderland.

      “It takes a lot of effort to brighten these halls, Hades.”

      She pulled two more rounds of dough from the fridge and brought them to Hades who had just finished rolling what he had.

      “I’m just trying to say, given your condition, no one will be disappointed if things are quieter this year.”

      “I’m not dying, Hades,” she replied. “I’m pregnant.”

      Silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken fear. They had both considered it, that the babies’ souls were granted so hers could be taken. It didn’t seem like an irrational worry given the Fates involvement in almost every aspect of her life since the moment she was conceived.

      In many ways, she was grateful to them. They had twined her thread with Hades’s and blessed her with a love she had never thought possible. That was a gift, even though her mother had seen it as a curse and tried to sabotage her destiny.

      Now the Fates had blessed her again, and again she felt a love she never thought possible.

      As wary as she was of their intentions, she could not help feeling grateful.

      If she died giving birth, it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.

      Where do I go if I die? she wondered.

      It wasn’t a question she was willing to ask Hades, or one he would be willing to answer, so she was forced to speculate. It was possible nothing would change beyond her ability to go to the Upperworld. She would lose her magic, but she had lived that reality before.

      The other option was drinking from the Lethe, a thought she quickly pushed away. She didn’t want to think about forgetting. As much peace as it might bring to the darkest parts of her mind, nothing was worth losing what she found most sacred—her happiest memories.

      Hades approached and wrapped his arms around her, his head falling into the hollow of her shoulder.

      “Are you well?” he murmured, his voice quiet and warm. It made her shiver, but she smiled and looked up, turning her head toward his.

      “I am,” she replied. “I love you.”

      “I love you,” he said and kissed her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      While the cookies cooled, Persephone left to get ready for the Winter Ceremony.

      Hecate was the only reason she still dressed for the day. As her pregnancy progressed, the Goddess of Witchcraft had a series of gowns made. Never one to sacrifice style for comfort, each one was more beautiful than the last. She looked forward to seeing what the goddess had dreamed up for today.

      When she arrived at her suite, Hecate was there, her lampades hovering like a small army. The silvery nymphs always helped with hair and makeup.

      “I’m sorry if I kept you waiting,” Persephone said, breathless.

      “No apologies, my dear.” Hecate crossed the room to meet Persephone, placing her hands on her belly. “It’s expected, given your condition.”

      “Not you too,” she groaned.

      Hecate lifted her gaze and smiled. “They’ll be here any day now.”

      “How much longer, do you think?”

      The goddess straightened, one hand still on her stomach. “Perhaps we will have twins for Christmas.”

      “That is days away.”

      She’d had a lot of feelings about giving birth over the last few months. Anxiety and fear were definitely there, but as she crept closer and closer to the end, she also felt ready. She wanted to meet her children.

      “We can always try to expedite things with a little walk around Asphodel,” said Hecate. “You can also have sex with Hades.”

      “Tell him that,” Persephone said, unable to hide her frustration on the topic. “He’s worried the babies will retaliate.”

      At first, he’d been afraid he’d hurt them. It had taken a lot of conversation and reassurance to convince him to try. She’d been so relieved when he’d agreed, her lust insatiable at the time, but her victory was short-lived when he noticed a pattern. Each night after they’d been intimate, she’d wake up screaming from horrifying nightmares. He put two and two together and determined that the babies were not fans.

      Needless to say, they hadn’t been having sex. While she didn’t blame the twins, she missed connecting with Hades in that way. When he made love to her, it was worship, and that worship gave her energy, something she needed now more than ever.

      And honestly, she would take the nightmares if it accelerated the birth of these babies.

      Hecate sighed. “Divine babies certainly have their challenges. They have no control over their powers, and you have two working together in there.”

      “I know.” Persephone frowned, looking down at her belly. “I wonder how much trouble they will get into outside the womb, considering they are already so mischievous.”

      “Don’t wonder, my love,” Hecate said. “Prepare.”

      Persephone gave a short, breathless laugh as the goddess nudged her to sit.

      “Let’s get you ready for the ceremony,” she said.

      Persephone took a seat at the vanity and the lampades descended. They spent more time on her eyes than usual, likely struggling to lighten the dark circles that had appeared in the last few weeks. She could glamour them, but that took effort, and she had just enough to get the palace ready for the holidays and the babies, so the lampades would have to work their own magic.

      They kept her hair down at her request. She didn’t want to bother with the headache of tight ponytails or braids.

      When the nymphs were finished, she rose to find Hecate ready and waiting to help her into her gown. It was white and satin, and as the goddess slipped it over Persephone’s head, she found the fit comfortable and flowy. The waist was high, the sleeves long and billowy.

      “The dress is lovely, Hecate,” Persephone said, smoothing her hands over her satin-covered belly, turning to the side as she looked in the mirror.

      “It is lovely,” Hecate agreed, lifting her hands as a crystal crown appeared between them. It looked like a cascade of falling ice and gleamed like snow under the sun. Persephone bent so that Hecate could place it upon her head and took a step back to admire her work. “Almost as lovely as you.”

      The last additions to her outfit were a pair of slippers for her swollen feet and a white fur stole for warmth.

      “I believe you are ready for the first snow of the season, my dear,” Hecate declared just as a knock came.

      “Come in,” Persephone called.

      She expected Hades, but was also not surprised when Hermes threw open the door and sauntered into her suite dressed in a puffy white snowsuit. The sleeves and hood were lined with fur.

      “Never fear, I am here!” he announced.

      “I don’t think any of us feared you weren’t coming, Hermes,” said Hecate dryly. “We all know how competitive you are.”

      “I’m not competitive,” he argued, hands on his hips. “I simply have a title to defend.”

      “What title is that, Hermes?” Persephone asked.

      Hecate gave her a look, as if to say, Why are you encouraging him?

      “I am the two-time champion of the Annual Underworld Snowball Fight,” he said. “And it’s about to be three.”

      “I had no idea it was a contest,” Persephone said, a note of sarcasm in her voice Hermes either did not hear or completely ignored it.

      “Well, that’s embarrassing for you, Sephy. Aren’t you queen of this hellhole?”

      Her eyes widened and then narrowed at his comment. “If you think my realm is a hellhole, why did you ask to stay until Christmas Day?”

      “I’m just using a synonym, Sephy. Chill.”

      “Hellhole is not a synonym for the Underworld, Hermes. Where do you learn these things?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, his cheeks a little pink. “I didn’t exactly learn that one,” he admitted. “I overheard it on the street.”

      “Hermes,” Persephone chided. “We talked about this.”

      The God of Trickery had a habit of picking up phrases and idioms. He often used them incorrectly or misremembered them which led to some awkward situations.

      “It sounded cool!” he argued.

      “Well, it isn’t,” she said. “And it’s wrong.”

      The only part of her realm that could be consider a hellhole was Tartarus, though many mortals thought the entire Underworld was dedicated to eternal torture.

      “I didn’t mean it, Sephy,” said Hermes.

      “Next time you hear something like that, you should take the time to educate. I am sure several mortals would love to hear about your successful reign as the champion of the Annual Underworld Snowball Fight.”

      He grinned. “You think so?”

      “Of course,” said Hecate, gliding toward the doors. “There is no way for them to know the truth.”

      “Are you calling me a liar, Hecate?” Hermes whirled, trailing behind.

      “I would never.” Hecate’s reply echoed in the hallway.

      Persephone looked at her belly, hands on either side as she spoke. “Please, for the love of all that is good and gracious in the world, do not take after them,” she said. It was both a plea and a prayer, one she wasn’t sure would be heard or answered as she left her suite to follow her friends.
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TERMINATION
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