
  
  
      
        
          Seeds

          
		      
          Angie Paxton

        

        
          
          Rising Action Publishing

        

      

    


  
  
This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events, places, names, or persons, is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2024 by Angie Paxton

All rights reserved. For information regarding reproduction in total or in part, contact Rising Action Publishing Co. at http://www.risingactionpublishingco.com

Cover Illustration © Nat Mack
Copy Edited by Marthese Fenech    

ISBN: 978-1-998076-84-0
ebook: 978-1-998076-91-8

FIC010000  FICTION / Fairy Tales, Folk Tales, Legends & Mythology
FIC009030 FICTION / Fantasy / Historical
FIC009090  FICTION / Fantasy / Romance

#SeedsBook

Follow Rising Action on our socials!
Twitter: @RAPubCollective
Instagram: @risingactionpublishingco
TikTok: @risingactionpublishingco









  
  



To Nick    


for the continual supply of support in the form of laptops, 


writing software subscriptions, 


hours of listening, hours of solo parenting, 


and bottomless belief in me. 


This book wouldn’t exist without you.










  
  


Seeds










  
  

1

Persephone





A scream shattered the early morning quiet of the village, penetrating the walls of the hut Persephone shared with her mother. Persephone jerked, nearly dropping the cup she held, and some of the barley water slopped out. The shrill cry sounded as though someone had taken a mortal wound.  

Persephone set the vessel on the table. Then, wiping her hand on her tunic, she hurried to the door. The dried reeds clicked against each other as she pushed it open and peered out.

A short distance away, Thais darted out of her home and into her daughter’s. A moment later, she emerged supporting Nadira. The two women took a few steps before Nadira curled over her distended belly and gave a short, sharp yelp, softer than the scream that had earlier startled Persephone but just as distressed. Thais tightened her grip on her daughter’s waist, then spoke to her for a moment. The pair commenced stumbling toward the House of the Mother Goddess as Thais shouted, “It’s Nadira’s time!”

The two women disappeared into the temple. Moments later, doors all over Henna opened, and women spilled out. In groups and pairs, they moved toward the temple answering Thais’s summons. Persephone slunk back inside her hut, pulling the door tightly closed behind her.

Her gaze went immediately to Doso’s basket resting on its shelf. The older woman was gone. There was no one to help Nadira bring her child into the world, except perhaps, Persephone—if she had the courage to try.

With only a few strides, Persephone crossed the small space of the hut. Hands shaking, she took the basket down and sorted through its contents. Doso had filled it with supplies, leaving it in good order, just as she had her bed of blankets, folding and stacking them in the corner before disappearing in the dead of night with no word of farewell a handful of days ago. 

Clearly, Doso had intended the basket be put to use again. As Doso had taught Persephone, and only Persephone, the various purposes of the basket’s contents, it also seemed apparent Doso expected Persephone to step into the place the old woman had vacated. Yet how could she? She’d never attended a birth. Even if the women didn’t hound Persephone from the temple the moment she entered, her failure still seemed likely. But if she succeeded, an enormous reward awaited her, something she wanted for as long as she could remember. For that reason, she had to try.

Hands still trembling, heart thundering, Persephone slid the basket’s handle up her forearm and left the safety of the hut.

She had nearly reached the temple when a pack of girls darted across the path in front of her, all gangly limbs and tangled hair as they churned through the dust in one of those games peculiar to childhood. Persephone cowered back, but they didn’t pay her any mind. Instead, they raced away, sharing a camaraderie Persephone had never experienced. So much of their lives were and would continue to be different than hers. By the time they reached Persephone’s age of twenty years, the promise of their future, wedding, bedding, and ruling their own hearths, would be fulfilled. Persephone, however, would never be taken to wife, not in this village where the men feared her curse would shrivel their man-parts. She was sentenced to languish in her mother’s hut unless she carved out a different path for herself today, one that could lead to a surcease of the villagers’ fear of her and the unkindness with which they treated her. Then, she might find a place among them and a home of her own.

Straightening her spine, Persephone closed the small distance to the temple. As she lifted a hand to pull open the door, a familiar voice called her name. Stomach plummeting, Persephone turned. 

Her mother strode toward her. Demeter’s presence in the village at this time of day was unusual as her work in the fields generally occupied her daylight hours. That, combined with Demeter’s narrowed eyes and pinched lips, forecast an oncoming confrontation. Sweat slicked Persephone’s hands.

Demeter stopped in front of Persephone then gestured at the House of the Mother Goddess. “Why are you here? This is no place for you.”

“Nadira’s babe is coming.” 

“So it is. What concern is that of yours?” Demeter asked.

“I mean to aid her.” Though Persephone intended to convey confidence, the tremble in her voice betrayed her.

“No. I forbid it. Return to the hut.”

Persephone drew in a breath, tilted her chin. “Mother, the woman labors unaided. I must—”

Demeter barked laughter. “Unaided? Every bedded woman in Henna is with her and most have at least a rudimentary knowledge of midwifery. If they weren’t so addled by suspicion, Nadira would have more than sufficient help to bring her child into the world.”

“But they won’t settle enough to assist Nadira until one who has the Mother Goddess’s favor attends upon the birth.”

“Perhaps that’s true, but you are not that one, Persephone. On the contrary—”

“Had I not broken Her image the villagers wouldn’t be so afraid. As it was me who knocked her statue to the floor, it’s my—”

Demeter waved a hand. “Nonsense. You were a babe. You can neither be blamed for your actions then nor the villagers’ ridiculous suspicions now. Go back to the hut. There’s more than sufficient work to do there that’s within your abilities. Aiding Nadira is not.”

Always the same argument. Persephone was too young, too foolish, too incapable to do any but the most menial of tasks. This time, however, her mother was wrong. 

Persephone tightened her grip on the basket’s rough handle. Pain shot through her fingers. It helped steady her, helped pluck the quaver from her voice as she said, “I won’t return home. I’m going to help Nadira. I have the knowledge to do so.”

“And much good will it do you,” Demeter snapped. “Doso was a fool to teach you herblore and midwifery and you a fool to attempt to learn. None here in Henna will accept your help.”

Blinking rapidly so the tears pricking her eyes wouldn’t fall, Persephone said, “Doso wouldn’t have passed on her knowledge if she believed—”

“Doso’s gone!” Demeter shouted. “What she believed doesn’t matter.”

The tears escaped the dam of Persephone’s eyelashes and spilled down her cheeks. Using the back of her hand, she wiped them away with quick, furtive motions.

Nostrils flaring, mouth tight, Demeter continued, “You grieve as though your mother abandoned you, not some old beggar woman.”

Persephone couldn’t deny the assertion and admitting to it would only further enrage her mother, so, instead of making any response, she turned to the door of the temple. 

Demeter’s hard hand closed on Persephone’s upper arm, and she spun her daughter back around. “I’ll attend the birth.” Demeter released Persephone and extended her open palm. “Give me the basket. The Sicani believe I have the Mother’s favor. That will settle them enough that surely one of the other women will recall that she has the necessary skills to aid Nadira.” 

Shaking her head, Persephone stepped back. “What if that doesn’t occur? Please let me go. I can do this.”

“You can’t. Should you cross that threshold they’ll drive you from the temple and beat you bloody to ensure you don’t return.” Demeter grabbed the basket’s handle and tugged. “Quit your obstinance. Let me have this.”

Something large and hard bumped Persephone’s back, and she stumbled into her mother. Demeter released the basket to catch her. 

Persephone turned in her mother’s grip to see what had struck her. Thais stood on the threshold of the House of the Mother Goddess. Hands coming up in a warding off gesture, the woman staggered back, only halting when she came up against the door which had swung closed behind her. “Go! Go, Goddess Breaker! You must not be here.”

Tears sprang to Persephone’s eyes again. Always the loathing. Always the fear. It hadn’t lessened one whit over the course of Persephone’s life. Her chance to change the villagers’ perception of her was now, and it was slipping away.

“You see?” Demeter reached once more for the basket.

Persephone jerked it away.

“Kore!”

Persephone twitched. Her mother’s use of her other name was like the sting of a lash on her skin. Kore meaning ‘girl’ or ‘daughter,’ in the way a dog is only Dog, as a creature is only Thing.

Demeter took hold of the basket again. This time, Persephone allowed the rough handle to slide from her fingers and then it was in her mother’s possession. A waft of lavender and sweetened oil curled up Persephone’s nose. Doso’s scent, the only thing Persephone had left of the older woman and all the love she gave.

“You mean to attend Nadira, Demeter?” Thais asked.

Demeter gave a curt nod. Thais’s sweat-sheened face broke into a grin. 

“Come. Come then.” The woman opened the door of the House of the Mother Goddess and bustled inside. Demeter moved around Persephone to follow.

“Why won’t you call me Persephone when the villagers can hear? They don’t know it’s meaning and even if they did, none here would dispute that ‘destroyer of light’ suits me.” 

Demeter stopped. Her head swiveled a bit. Her profile was shadowed by the crown of her golden braids, and Persephone could find no clues in her mother’s expression as to what Demeter thought or felt. Perhaps, though, her question would elicit some kernel of explanation as to why her mother had chosen to name Persephone as she had. In that lay the mystery of why Demeter despised Persephone and what, if anything, Persephone could do to change her mother’s opinion and, hopefully, treatment of her.

After a long moment of silence, however, Demeter turned fully from Persephone, her neck and spine rigid as she moved inside, the bang of the door swinging shut Demeter’s only response.

The battle was lost. Persephone’s position in the village and in her mother’s estimation set as surely as the stone in the walls of the House of the Mother Goddess.

Shoulders slumping, Persephone walked back to the hut. Once inside, her muscles still quivering with pent up pain and anger, she found all of those mindless tasks for which her mother deemed her abilities fit—scouring the dishes, sweeping the hearth, carding the wool—waiting for her. But the hut was too close, too confined. She had to get out and away, at least for a time.

Persephone collected a basket of soiled clothes, moved toward the door, then stopped. She knew what awaited her at the washing place. Because most of the women were attending Nadira, there would likely be none to shift down the streambed away from her, lowering their voices as if even their conversation would be tainted should it reach her ears. The children would find her there, though, with stones in their hands and fear in their hearts, their taunts of ‘Goddess Breaker’ and ‘cursed one’ ringing in her ears as she hunched over her task.

She looked down, unsure what to do, and her gaze fell on a partially blackened blossom lying near the fire. It had been part of the garland Persephone crafted for her mother only the day before. Persephone had given her mother many such simple gifts, but this one enraged Demeter in a way none of the previous ones had. She’d taken it up in her fist, stood over Persephone where she sat on her bed, and shouted at Persephone to tell her where she came by the blossoms.

When Persephone explained she procured them from the Mother Goddess’s Meadow, Demeter extracted from Persephone a promise that she never return there, then flung the garland into the hearth fire. Yet another of Persephone’s tokens that wasn’t enough to bring a spark to her mother’s cold blue eyes, a smile to that severe mouth. However, this was the first time Demeter willfully destroyed one of Persephone’s offerings. The burning of the garland had been unexpected and painful, giving rise to an ache in Persephone’s breast that had been revived by the morning’s confrontation.

With her toe, Persephone nudged the flower. It had survived her mother’s rage, but it was still doomed. In the dry heat next to the hearth, the blossom would shrivel up and crumble to dust, just as Persephone would if she stayed any longer in this village where she was feared, in this hut where she was hated. She had to go, had to carve out a home in a place where the villagers didn’t dare venture and her mother would never think to look for her.

A strange calm settled over Persephone. She turned from the door, put the basket of laundry back in its place, picked up one of Doso’s blankets, and spread it out on her bed. Then she moved about the hut gathering the few belongings that were hers alone, set them on the blanket, and tied the four corners of it together.

With the small bundle tucked under one arm, she grabbed a stack of honey cakes then walked out the door. As she hurried away from the hut, childhood memories nipped at her heels: the many dolls made of grain Demeter crafted for Persephone when she was little, the colorful wooden tops Demeter set to spinning over and over again before Persephone’s fascinated eyes, the saffron tunic embroidered with lilies that Demeter laid across Persephone’s lap the night after Doso left—the tunic Persephone wore even now. Most haunting, though, was the remembrance of the feather-soft touch of Demeter’s lips on Persephone’s brow to which she woke that morning. No doubt meant in recompense for burning the garland the night before.

Persephone’s step faltered, and she almost turned back to the hut. But no. That was Demeter’s way: a slap, a lashing, cruel words, then a touch of kindness, some token of affection. Kindness followed cruelty but so would cruelty follow kindness. Always.

Brushing her hand across her forehead as though that could erase the memory of her mother’s kiss, Persephone hurried to the scrap heap on the far edge of the village. The area was, as usual, deserted, the smell alone enough to keep most folk away. Stepping into the fringe of the forest, Persephone made a soft chirruping sound. After a few moments with no response, she tried again. She wanted to be well away from the village by the time Demeter finished with Nadira’s birthing, but she would wait as long as necessary. Leaving without Phlox was unthinkable. He would be her only companion in the new life she meant to make for herself.

Persephone peered at the undergrowth, the deep shadows making it difficult to distinguish any movement on the forest floor. But, yes, there it was, a flick of vibrant orange in all the dimness and then another as Phlox drew closer. 

Persephone crouched, a bit of honey cake in hand as the fox emerged from the underbrush just a few feet away. Phlox limped toward her, favoring the back leg from which Persephone pulled an arrow some years ago, the act that had begun her friendship with this wild creature. He was young then, barely more than a kit, and with Persephone’s care had recovered well. In the last few months, however, the old injury seemed to be taking its toll.

The long trek to the Mother Goddess’s Meadow promised to be a painful one for Phlox to make. And what could Persephone offer him should she succeed in using the honey cakes to lure him to follow her there? She had no warm dry den for the old fox to curl up in on cold nights, only a dank cave with a few dusty and worn furnishings. Persephone intended to subsist off the various plants which she knew to be edible, but Phlox wouldn’t be able to do so. He needed meat to fill his belly. There was no scrap heap in the meadow from which he could scavenge leavings and his limp made it nearly impossible for him to hunt. Here, at least, he could spend the little time he had left to him in some comfort and ease.

With his sharp white teeth, Phlox carefully took the honey cake from her fingers, then sat, his bushy tail curling around his feet. Persephone went to her knees and put her arms around his neck. The coarse hair of his orange ruff pressed against her cheek for only a moment before Phlox, with a high-pitched bark, jumped back out of her arms. He watched her with his yellow eyes, black-tipped ears tilted forward, wary of this new and strange behavior. 

With tears burning in the bridge of her nose, Persephone laughed and put a hand out. Phlox stepped forward, sniffed her fingertips, then licked them with his rough pink tongue. She was forgiven, but what would he think when she didn’t come with honey cakes in hand to visit him as she did most days? He wouldn’t seek her in the village. The arrow through his back haunch had taught him to fear all humans except Persephone, but would he believe she had stopped loving him? Would his wild mind even notice her absence? For her part, she would miss Phlox desperately. Without him, she would be utterly alone in the Mother Goddess’s Meadow. And yet, even that was a better fate than the one which awaited her if she stayed in Henna.

Persephone rose to her feet. It was time to go. Delaying would only make this farewell more difficult. Persephone tossed the stack of honey cakes to the ground. Phlox immediately set up on them.

“Farewell, my friend,” Persephone said. Phlox looked up, but his eyes were uncomprehending. After only a moment, he went back to his work on the honey cakes, the meal a touch of sweetness in the last fleeting days of the old fox’s life. At least she could leave him with that much.

With tears sliding down her cheeks, Persephone set off on the downward sloping path through the woods. At the bottom of the hill, deep in the interior of the trees, she stopped at a forest pool. She lay on her belly and submerged her tear-swollen face into the cool, sweet water. She never would have dared this in the village where she always had to be on guard for one of her mother’s harsh rebukes or the villagers’ kicks, hits, and thrown stones. 

After the water cooled her face, Persephone rolled to her back. The deep, rich scent of the earth under the trees and the distinct sweet smell of sap from the ash trees curled up her nose. The light from Helios’s chariot high in the sky filtered through the branches. She put a hand in a beam and it glimmered, turning the pale reddish hair on her arm golden. Something in her chest loosened. She still had this, the peace and beauty of forest and meadow. No one could take that from her. It would be her solace in her new life.

Persephone rose to her feet and set out once again. She adopted a purposeful pace for the rest of her trek through the trees and soon emerged into the Mother Goddess’s Meadow. Flower-dotted grass covered the vast treeless expanse. Some distance out, Helios’s light gleamed on the surface of a lake. Beyond that, the forest took over the landscape again.

This place was forbidden to all but the Henna village elders. Even they only ventured here when in dire need and with no choice but to petition the Goddess on her own ground. 

Persephone was perhaps ten years old when she realized that, as she was already cursed, the Goddess could do no more to her. One day, seeking a haven from her mother’s wrath for some task not done or done badly, she risked visiting it and here found a sanctuary from her mother’s unkindness and the drudgery of daily chores. Doso allowed her to play here but warned her—in the garbled language only Persephone could understand—not to tell Demeter. Demeter’s ire when she had discovered Persephone had ventured here clarified why Doso counseled Persephone to keep her time in this place a secret. Persephone still had no explanation as to why her mother wanted her to keep away from the meadow and now, she would likely never get one.

Persephone stepped from the trees. The long grass and nodding blossoms brushed against her legs as she moved across the meadow to the cavern she had discovered on one of her many excursions here.

It was danker and darker than she remembered; however, the inexplicable furnishings present during her first foray into the cave still resided near its mouth. The depredations of time had hardly touched the table and chairs, which were constructed of dark, glossy ebony, and the pair of golden goblets on the tabletop still glimmered faintly under a thick coat of dust. The bedframe, however, canted to one side, most of the leather long since gnawed away by denizens of meadow and cave. Persephone would need to tie it together with cords of braided grass before she slept there, if she could sleep there. It was cold in the cave, and she only brought one blanket.

Instead of starting on the necessary cleaning and repairs, Persephone dragged a hand across her eyes, then pulled one of the dust-rimed chairs out and sat on it. She hadn’t even had the foresight to bring sufficient bedding. Her mother was right. She was foolish, a dullard, not fit for anything but the meanest labor, certainly not suited for life on her own. 

A thud came from within the reaches of the cave. Persephone peered into the darkness but she could see nothing there and the sound didn’t repeat. Perhaps she’d imagined it. 

She put a hand on the table to push herself to her feet just as the noise came again: a thump, this time followed by a snort and the jingling of metal. 

Persephone rose and stepped toward the dimness. “Is someone there?”

For a moment, silence was her only response. Then came a soft repetitive scuffing, the same noise her feet made on the dirt floor of the cave when she’d entered it. The sound was close enough now she should have been able to see its source, but only darkness loomed in front of her.

The skin on the back of Persephone’s neck prickled and her hands grew damp with sweat. 

The footsteps stopped. Warm air bathed her face but still she could see nothing. Fingers trailed through a length of her hair. 

A deep voice whispered, “Kore?”
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Persephone





Persephone screamed and stumbled backward, tripping over the chair and nearly tumbling to the ground. Scrabbling at the edge of the table, she hauled herself upright, then raced for the safety of the light. 

When she was some distance into the meadow, Persephone spun to look behind her. The blank, black eye of the cavern stared back, keeping its secrets as it always had. The rest of the day was serene; birds chirped and a breeze soughed through the trees as Helios’s chariot raced through the cloudless blue sky.

Air concussed against Persephone’s back in a soundless explosion. At the same moment, a violent gust of wind shook the trees. Persephone screamed again and whirled to face this new threat. 

Among the long grass and nodding flowers stood a group of women unlike any Persephone had ever seen, save perhaps her mother. They all had long, graceful, well-formed limbs, smooth skin that seemed to capture Helios’s glow, berry-red lips, and magnificent crowns of hair. Rather than tunics, they wore tops cut below their breasts that laced tightly to their torsos. Long skirts in every color Persephone had seen, and some she hadn’t, fell in flounces from their waists. Jewelry draped their necks and wrists and hung from their ears, but the baubles couldn’t compare to the brightness of their gaze as every pair of gemstone eyes turned to her. 

One of the women said something in a low voice and the others laughed, a clear, ringing sound. 

At their merriment, Persephone surveyed herself. Mud from laying on the bank of the pool still spattered her tunic. Dust from the chair and table in the cave filmed her hands and arms, and her feet were black from her trek through the forest. Scurrying away as she longed to do would only increase their amusement at her expense, and might even, as it did in the village, lead to a pursuit and a hail of stones. 

Persephone brushed down her tunic and smoothed her hair back from her sweat damp forehead. “Good day to you.” 

“You can look upon us?” one of them asked in a voice as clear and lovely as her laughter. 

The woman spoke in the language Demeter used with Persephone rather than that of Sicani, so they couldn’t be of Henna. Perhaps Persephone didn’t need to fear them. “I can. Should I be unable to?”

“Can it be her?” one of them whispered. 

Another replied, “She does have red hair.” 

And then another, “She looks so very . . . mortal.”

“As do we when in our earthly forms,” one with kind brown eyes chided.

Another woman with hair like gleaming black water said, “Strange tastes for a strange God, I suppose.” 

Strange God. Earthly form. Their words were nonsensical, and Persephone wanted no part of their odd conversation.

She opened her mouth to take her leave, but before she could, the black-haired woman looked at her and asked, “Who is your mother, Little Sister?”

Persephone’s brows drew together. “My . . . mother? Demeter of Henna. Why do you ask?”

The women erupted into a furor of musical cries. Then the black-haired one broke away from the group, walked to Persephone, and took her hand.

Persephone gasped. This woman was the only person aside from Demeter and Doso to ever touch Persephone willingly and the warmth of her hand on Persephone’s skin was a wonder. However, the woman seemed unaware of the magnitude of her gesture. She merely introduced herself as Ianthe as she drew Persephone toward the others. 

When Persephone joined their circle, the women folded their legs beneath them and sank to the ground with the airy elegance of falling flower petals. Persephone’s own descent, by comparison, was that of a branch crashing through the treetop canopy. 

“Are you Kore, then?” one of the women with golden hair asked. Before Persephone could reply she continued, “For if you are, you’re one of us.”

Persephone looked from one lovely face to the next. “One of you? How can that be?” 

They made no response to her but shared glances with one another, lips turning up and eyes twinkling. 

Rolling to her knees in preparation to stand, Persephone said, “I know enough of mockery to recognize it well. I’ll bid you good day now.” 

“No mockery, Little Sister. We only want to know you. Now, are you Kore?”

These women couldn’t be aware of her reputation as an outcast in Henna. If they were, they wouldn’t have welcomed her into their midst. Ianthe wouldn’t have touched her. Perhaps she could trust they meant no offense by their words. 

Persephone settled herself back on the ground. “That’s what my mother calls me.”

Ianthe laughed delightedly. “We thought to seek you out, yet here you appeared to us, Kore.”

That name coming from such lovely lips was unbearable. “You may call me Persephone.”

“Persephone? Did you give yourself such a name?” a flaxen-haired beauty asked.

Face heating in a blush, Persephone looked down. “I am twice-named by my mother.”

“We need have no doubt as to how Demeter finds motherhood and mortality then,” Ianthe said. 

The women tittered.

Persephone raised her eyes, tilted her chin. “Though it’s an unkind name, it’s the one I choose to be known by.”

“Very well,” Ianthe said. “We welcome you, Persephone.”

“Welcome, Persephone,” the other women said as one, and in their ringing voices it sounded like a blessing and their names, when they gifted her with them, were like poems. 

“Do you not know us now?” one of them asked when they finished their introductions.

The women were so alike in their perfection it was hard to recall who was whom, but this one had a bow and a quiver of arrows slung over her shoulder which set her apart from the others. She called herself Artemis.

“Should I know you?” Persephone asked.

A long moment of silence ensued as the women once again exchanged glances. 

“Your mother has been neglectful,” Artemis said.

“Bitter,” Ianthe corrected.

“We are your dear ones,” another said.

“Your beloveds,” they chorused.

“Your sister Goddesses,” added one with hair of burnished gold, similar to Demeter’s, but her eyes were warm brown rather than austere blue. Her name was Aphrodite.

Persephone shook her head. “I don’t understand. The only Goddess I know of is the Mother Goddess, yet you say you are Goddesses as well.”

“I am,” Artemis said. “And Aphrodite as well. Ianthe and the others are nymphs. They’re free to come and go from Olympus as they like, but they have none of the power we Goddesses possess. All of us, however, are Immortals. The blood of the Titans, one of whom is Rhea, or the Mother Goddess, as you call her, runs in all our veins, including yours. If it didn’t you wouldn’t be able to look upon us without going mad.”

Looking from Artemis to Athena, Persephone repeated, “I don’t understand.”

Ianthe reached for her. “Lay your head, Persephone, and I’ll tell you a story.” 

Persephone hadn’t been cradled in a lap and told a tale since she was a little girl curled up with Doso in her nest of blankets on the floor. It was an odd request for one grown woman to make of another. Much about these women was extremely strange, but they were offering her friendship, something that she had felt but little of in her life, and not at all since Doso’s departure.

Persephone allowed Ianthe to tug her down until her head rested on the warm curves of the woman’s thighs.

“We,” Ianthe raised her hand and gestured, encompassing the circle of women, “live in a place called Olympus, in a realm few mortals can reach. It’s a place passing fair, where everything is delightsome, lovely, and wondrous.” 

Ianthe dropped her hand, plucked a few blossoms, and began to twist them into Persephone’s hair as she spoke. “In a place where beauty abounds, one Goddess stood out among all the Immortals. She had eyes as deep and blue as Poseidon’s Sea and hair of such beautiful, glorious gold that even Helios wept with envy. Zeus, ruler of us all, Immortals and mortals alike, desired her greatly, in the way a man desires a woman.”

“You’ll have a lesson in that soon enough, Little Sister,” Artemis interjected, her hazel eyes sparkling as she smiled at Persephone.

Persephone smiled back, but hers was quirked with puzzlement. “I don’t—”

“Hush now, Artemis. You know we aren’t to speak of that,” Ianthe said, then continued. “Zeus favored this Goddess above all others, even his wife Hera. He plied her with music, food, wine, laughter, and kisses, but she spurned him. This Goddess’s Immortal birthright included an affinity to plants. In a last attempt at gaining her affection, Zeus granted her dominion over all the green and growing things that spring from Gaia’s flesh. In return, the Goddess gave herself to Zeus. They hid their love from Hera, but after a time the Goddess found herself, as a woman will when she lies with a man, expecting a child. Zeus promised the Goddess that, should she give birth to a healthy Olympian son, she would replace Hera as his consort. To keep the babe safe from the prying eyes and jealous heart of Hera, Zeus asked his lover to leave Olympus, take on her mortal form and live in a cave on an island near the barbarian Sicani, those who know nothing of we Olympians. Zeus spent much more time with the Goddess on her island than he did on Olympus. His heart had grown cold toward his wife, for she had given him only one healthy girl child. Their second child, a boy, was so malformed Zeus hurled it from Olympus. Hera felt his coldness, noted his absence, and suspected her husband had taken yet another lover. She found Zeus and the Goddess in their hiding place and worked a rite to steal from the Goddess her immortality, trapping her in her mortal form. The Goddess gave birth to a girl. Zeus, in his disappointment, left the Goddess and her child in their exile.”

Ianthe stroked Persephone’s furrowed brow. “Can you guess the name of the cast-off Goddess, Little Sister?”

Persephone drew in a breath that coursed like flame down a throat gone tight and swollen. “Demeter.”

“Our lost one,” Aphrodite said.

“Our love,” the other women chorused.

“My mother,” Persephone said.

“And now you see how you are one of us?” Artemis said.

Persephone didn’t see. She couldn’t be one of them. She had nothing of their beauty, grace, or self-assuredness ... but her mother did. It was easy to believe Demeter belonged among them, easy now to understand why she was so different from the Sicani, easy to see why she resented Persephone. 

No doubt when Demeter returned from Nadira’s birthing and found Persephone gone, she would waste no time grieving her daughter’s absence. Joy would speed her feet all the way to Olympus where she would regain the life from which Persephone kept her. The little hut where they’d lived together in Henna would be left to be reclaimed by nature, for no one would dare lay their head where the Goddess Breaker once slept. Even if the hut were habitable, the Sicani wouldn’t permit Persephone to live among them without Demeter’s mitigating presence. Persephone would have nowhere to go should life in the meadow prove too hostile. 

Persephone tugged her hair out of Ianthe’s grasp and sat up. “If I’m truly one of you, take me with you when you return to Olympus.”

Ianthe’s violet eyes widened. She looked beyond Persephone at the other Goddesses. 

Artemis’s warm hand encircled Persephone’s. Her expression was earnest, eyes soft with compassion. “Though you are a Goddess, you haven’t a place on Olympus. Zeus wasn’t best pleased with your birth. He won’t thank us for bringing you into his palace.”

Persephone’s heart was a hard, hot stone in her chest. The prickle in her nose warned of tears to come. She drew her hand out of Artemis’s and stood. Even if she was a Goddess, as they kept claiming, she had no place with them, either. The threatened tears sprang to her eyes.

Aphrodite also rose. She crossed the circle of women and settled her hands on Persephone’s shoulders. “Don’t cry, Little Sister. Though we can’t take you with us to Olympus, we’ll come to you again in this place.”

“We will,” they all agreed.

Aphrodite smiled, and it was so lovely Persephone’s heart cracked. 

“You’ll visit me here? You vow it?” Persephone asked.

Giving Persephone’s shoulders a gentle squeeze, Aphrodite said, “You may soon find yourself resident in a different place, but until that day we’ll gladly visit you here. And none of us needs depart yet. Come, let’s make a game of the time we have left.” Aphrodite tapped her cheek with one elegant finger a few times then said, “I want to know which of the blossoms in the meadow rivals me for beauty, but not by sight. I want to judge only by scent and texture.” Removing her hands from Persephone’s shoulders, she looked around at the other Goddesses. “I command you all to gather one of each flower in the meadow, so I can compare them and choose.”

At Aphrodite’s pronouncement, the Goddesses erupted into laughter and chatter. 

As they got to their feet, Persephone asked, “This is how you mean to spend your time? Surely you have other duties to which you must attend?”

Persephone’s life, from the moment she woke until the day was done, was a series of dull, onerous, and exhausting tasks. Immortals, with their duties stewarding humans, must have at least as much to accomplish. However, Persephone snuck away often enough for an hour or two to gambol in the forest with Phlox or to lay in the sun in the Mother Goddess’s Meadow. Perhaps that’s what this was, a small slice of time stolen from the arduousness of being an Immortal.

Artemis, still standing at Persephone’s side, chuckled. “Ah, Sister, there’s nothing we must do save please ourselves.”

This wasn’t then a bit of respite for them, but rather simply what it meant to be an Immortal. Is that why mortals toiled under so much strife? Because those who could lighten their burden chose instead to occupy themselves with seeking out pleasurable ways to pass their time? No, she had to be mistaken. These wonderful beings couldn’t be so indolent, so selfish. She need look no further for proof of that other than the kindness they lavished on her.

“Bring me the loveliest, Persephone,” Aphrodite commanded, her face robbed of its liveliness and individuality by the cloth now tied over her eyes.

“I shall,” Persephone called and darted away as the others scattered in their search for the most beautiful blossom.

Though the undertaking put before her seemed simple enough, Persephone couldn’t bring her mind to bear on it. Instead, her thoughts bumbled like a bee searching for more nectar. This strange day had exceeded all her hopes for a different life. She could be happy here in this place with the Goddesses’ visits to look forward to. The time they spent with her here would alleviate her loneliness, though she would still sorely miss Phlox. And, surely, they would help her should she find herself in any extremity. Given time, they might even convince Zeus to let her join them on Olympus. Perhaps that was what they meant when they said she’d soon be resident in a different place.

A trace of laughter floated to Persephone on the breeze. The Goddesses flitted through the meadow, consulting each other as they plucked blossoms. Persephone hadn’t picked so much as a single bud. It wouldn’t do to disappoint in the first duty they’d charged her with.

Persephone moved through the grass, dissatisfied with each flower until her search for the perfect blossom took her back to the cavern’s mouth. A lone narcissus bloomed there. It shone out startlingly white against the black of the cave at its back. Persephone stared. If it had been here when she arrived, she would have taken note of it. Yet, it must have been here. Flowers didn’t spring up fully formed in the matter of half a day. Or perhaps they did. Perhaps it was tangled up in the mystery of the sounds she had heard within the cavern, the touch she felt, the disembodied voice.

Regardless of its origin, the narcissus was the most beautiful flower by any criteria. Aphrodite was sure to be pleased by it and flower or no, Persephone had to make her peace with the cavern before nightfall if she meant to spend this night and those hereafter in its shelter.

Persephone moved toward the cave but paused a short distance outside. All was silent and still. She took a few more cautious steps, stopping just inside the cavern’s mouth. Then, after listening for some time more, she bent to pluck the flower. 

She gave a gentle tug, but the stem resisted. Persephone doubled her efforts and still the stem refused to give. She didn’t want to slay it, but needs must. She grasped its base and pulled. The entire plant came up abruptly in a shower of dirt.

Persephone grunted and lost her balance. She laughed a little as she landed on her backside. With her dirt-bespattered skirt, filthy hands, and clumsiness, no one, least of all herself, would believe she was the daughter of two of Olympus’s chosen. 

Holding the narcissus carefully, Persephone got to her feet. A sudden wind came up, howling over the meadow, flattening the grass, and churning the tree branches. Heavy thunderheads rolled in where only moments before the sky had been an expanse of serene, unbroken blue. 

A boom ripped across the sky, strong enough that it shook Persephone’s bones. When the growl of it died away, the vibration continued in her feet and legs. Its source, however, wasn’t thunder but a low rumble which issued from the dark reaches of the cavern. 

The sound from within the cave pressed on Persephone, growing more ominous with each moment. Sweat sprang from every pore, and her heart thudded in her breast.

Persephone turned and dashed away from the cavern back toward the Goddesses. They had gone far in the quest Aphrodite set them. Their mouths were open, in laughter or conversation, Persephone couldn’t tell. The crashing thunder and screaming wind seemed not to concern them as they traipsed about, filling their hands with flowers. 

Persephone opened her mouth to call out, but all that escaped her throat was a low, hoarse caw. The rumble behind her grew unbearably loud, throbbing in her ears. She looked over her shoulder.

The red, flaring nostril of a horse filled her vision. To one side and behind the animal’s muzzle, a chariot wheel spun furiously. 

Another boom split the sky. It mingled with the crack of a whip, and a man’s voice exhorting his steed to go faster. 

The beast was almost on her. Persephone would surely be trampled. She jerked her head around. Her legs churned. Her breath pumped in and out. The heavens roared. The wind howled.

Despite her desperate burst of speed, the horse quickly pulled alongside Persephone. She saw then that there were four of them, great, black, gleaming beasts. In less time than it took to blink, they passed her, and the chariot wheel rolled by. 

A hard hand closed on Persephone’s upper arm. Calluses rasped against her skin. Legs still pedaling, she was lifted into the air, swung around, and yanked backward.

The rear of her ankles slammed into the edge of the chariot basket. She sucked in a sharp breath. Her captor hauled her up. For a moment, she faced the cavern, before the man who had seized her once again spun her, his arm snaking around her waist. 

The horses’ heaving backs and bobbing necks came into focus. Beyond them, the Goddesses still frolicked under the looming sky, unaware of her plight. Persephone didn’t waste breath calling out to them again. Her voice couldn’t compete with the cacophony of wind and thunder.

Still pinned to his side by a granite arm, Persephone looked at her captor. A swath of blue-gray wool stretched across a broad, muscled chest. She tilted her head back. A black beard covered the lower portion of the man’s face. Hair of the same color fell in curls behind the whorl of one pale ear. Turning his head, he looked down on her with slate-gray eyes that held not a spark of warmth or kindness.

Persephone twisted out of his grasp and lunged for the edge of the chariot. He grabbed her upper arm, halting her. Snarling, screeching, she clawed at his fingers but couldn’t break his grip. 

The chariot wheeled and Persephone was thrown hard against him. His arm came around her again, anchoring her to his side once more. She strained and struggled, but he held her so tightly she couldn’t free either of her arms to fight. She spat at him all the Sicani curses that had been hurled at her over the years. He made no response. It was like doing battle with a stone.

The horses raced back to the cave. Without so much as checking their stride, they plunged into the darkness. Persephone craned her neck to look behind her as the light receded. 

The churned earth of the meadow where the chariot had pursued her threw out tender shoots of grass at an astonishing rate. Inside the cavern, the dust resettled itself in their wake to fill in the indentations of hooves and wheels. Any who thought to find her would have no reason now to venture past the mouth of the cavern. 

Persephone let the narcissus fall. The plant slid from the chariot’s basket and landed on the floor of the cavern. The white star of its blossoms shone in the black of the cave for a moment. Then its blooms withered and crumbled into dust. At the destruction of this last sign of her descent into the cavern’s depths, Persephone called on the God that the Goddesses claimed was her father, the all-mighty Zeus. If she was his child, surely he would come to her aid. If not, she was lost.








  
  

3

Demeter





Opening her eyes, Demeter rolled in bed, the leather straps creaking beneath her as she turned. Pale gray light streamed through the smoke hole in the ceiling, lighting up the hearth and the tattered, blackened blossom that lay at its edge. Demeter’s breath left her in a long sigh, and she shifted her gaze to where Persephone still lay in her bed on the other side of the hut. Even in sleep, a small groove marred the skin between the girl’s brows. 

Demeter threw back her covers, rose, crossed to Persephone and knelt at her side. When Persephone didn’t stir, Demeter pressed a kiss to the small indentation on her daughter’s forehead and waited to see if she would wake. Her eyes remained closed.

Sighing again, Demeter got to her feet, returned to her pallet and pulled the coarse wool blankets up over it. As she smoothed them down, the material snagged on her red, work-roughened hands. If their ache wasn’t a constant reminder that they were indeed attached, she would scarcely believe they belonged to her. Her hands should be lily-white, petal smooth, free of pain, and capable of so much more than the dreary labor she used them to accomplish every day. 

Bitterness, black and viscous, leached through her, driving out all her earlier contrition. She looked at her daughter once more. Persephone’s eyes fluttered open. Demeter spun and hurried toward the door. With this mood on her, it would be best for both of them if she was gone before Persephone fully woke. Demeter had caused enough hurt the evening before. No need to risk another disagreement.

When Demeter exited the hut, she almost stepped on a basket containing a loaf of bread and a small wheel of cheese that had been placed outside the door. A smile turned her lips, but it wasn’t a pleasant one. The villagers’ simple offerings of gratitude were nothing compared to all Demeter would have now if Persephone had only been a boy. Leaving the items for Persephone to collect, Demeter made her way to the outskirts of Henna.

Although the day was still pale gray, Helios not yet riding the sky, some of the villagers already toiled in the fields. Despite their many shortcomings, Demeter could say this for the Sicani: they listened well when she showed them how to determine which soil was best for growing, how to irrigate it, and how to cultivate the crops. These bounteous fields were proof of that.

Before joining the villagers in their work, Demeter strode through the grain to check the health of the plants. A sticky, light brown substance coated some of them. She squatted to study it. It was, as she feared, the blight that displaced seed heads, leaving dark purple or black growths in their stead. Without intervention, it would spread to the entire crop. 

Demeter’s hands hovered over the infected stalks. She could cure them with a single touch, but it would cost her dearly, a depletion without repair, for she no longer had her Immortal essence or the power provided by her worshippers on which to draw. 

Demeter raised her head and looked in the direction of her home. She looked back at the plant, at its fellows clustered around it also suffering from the same disease. 

Demeter cursed. Her gaze traveled once again to her hut, but no. No matter the cost, Persephone must be kept from the knowledge of her Immortal heritage and abilities. Any use of them could draw the notice of those on Olympus. Then they would come here, fetch Persephone, and leave Demeter forsaken and utterly alone among the mortals.

Demeter called to two of the villagers. “These plants are diseased. This quadrant must be ripped up by the roots and the earth here left fallow for a year at least.”

“But, Lady,” one of the men protested, “surely there must be another way.”

Demeter turned her chill blue stare on him and lifted one eyebrow.

Bobbing his acquiescence, he set to work pulling up the plants.

A scream rang out through the early morning silence, a sound of pain, of violence. Eyes wide, heart thumping, Demeter turned in the direction from which it came. 

Thais bolted from her hut and ducked into her daughter’s home. Moments later, she emerged again, supporting Nadira who wept and lolled against her mother’s shoulder. The pair of them stumbled toward the House of the Mother Goddess as Thais shouted, “It’s Nadira’s time.”

In answer to Thais’s call, women came out of huts all over the village, grouping together as they moved toward the temple. Instead of the good cheer and camaraderie that was usual before a birthing, the women were subdued, hardly speaking to one another. No doubt they were frightened because Doso wasn’t here to help the laboring woman, but at least Demeter wouldn’t be called upon to attend. The Sicani women had learned better. 

Demeter took up a hoe and hacked at the earth around the infected plants to make it easier to remove them. After much too short a time, her back protested. She winced, put a hand to it, and straightened. As she did so, she caught sight of Persephone striding purposefully toward the House of the Mother Goddess, Doso’s basket over one arm. Surely, her daughter wouldn’t be so foolish, but, after a short pause to let some children race past, Persephone continued on her course, walking toward certain disaster.

Demeter dropped her tool and set out to intercept the girl. She must be stopped before she came to harm. 

When she was close enough that her daughter would hear, Demeter called, “Kore.” 

Persephone stopped, turned, chin tilted, lips set in a grim line that said she wouldn’t be easily persuaded to keep away from Nadira’s birthing.

As Demeter feared, Persephone proved to be unusually recalcitrant, insistent on moving forward with her ridiculous plan despite its risks. Demeter had no recourse but to offer to attend the birth in Persephone’s stead. Even that wasn’t enough to dissuade her. It was only when Thais emerged from the House of the Mother Goddess and reminded Persephone just how deeply the Sicani feared and loathed her that she at last relinquished Doso’s basket.

Demeter meant to watch until she was sure Persephone was on her way back to their hut but then the girl asked why Demeter didn’t call her Persephone when the villagers could hear. There was too much history, too many secrets and too much old pain wrapped up in why Demeter named her daughter as she had and why she kept that name a secret between the two of them. It wasn’t a conversation Demeter ever meant to have with her daughter so she followed Thais inside, allowing the bang of the door to serve as response to her daughter’s question.

The moment she found herself shut in the temple, Demeter gagged at the combined smells of smoke, unwashed bodies, and old blood. The stench, the rush-covered floor, and the dark red walls with their ominous, black figures were the same as they had been when last she was here. 

Contrary to that night, however, a throng of women, their dark eyes expectant as they looked at her, waiting for her to guide them in one of the basest of mortal processes, one of blood and pain and sacrifice that had brought Demeter to depths from which she’d never risen. A pulse pounded in her temples. Sweat trickled down her back. She couldn’t do this. Wouldn’t do this.

She turned back to the door and put out a hand to push it open but paused. If she left, Persephone would once again attempt to take up this task, and there was no guarantee Demeter could again dissuade her. If Persephone entered this building, she wouldn’t leave it unharmed. 

Gripping the basket handle, Demeter forced herself to turn back around. The crowd of woman parted. Thais took Demeter’s arm and led her toward the center of the room. Nadira lay on a pallet in the middle of the floor, writhing and moaning.

Sights, sounds, and sensations Demeter never wanted to revisit rolled over her. When she labored with Persephone she’d also lain on the ground, contractions racking her body, but she hadn’t moaned. She’d screamed Hera’s name when her traitorous sister left her laboring in the cavern in Nysa. Demeter also hadn’t had a room full of attendants as Nadira did. Not at first. She’d been alone until a shadow had separated itself from the deeper darkness at the back of the cave and approached her.

Demeter thought it a creature sent by her sister to end her life. Far from being afraid, she welcomed it. Death would have meant an end to her suffering. As the shadow approached, however, the light from the cavern’s entrance revealed it to be only an old woman. 

The crone came to Demeter’s side, rolled her to her back, and slapped her legs apart. The pain when the old woman stuck her fingers up Demeter’s cunny and prodded at her had been excruciating, though only a fraction of the agony that was to come. 

Nadira, too, was just taking the first steps down the long, arduous path to motherhood and she was managing them no better than Demeter had. With each contraction the young woman’s eyes rolled wildly, as she wailed and thrashed as though she could somehow flail free of her suffering.

Thais turned to Demeter, eyes huge in her pale face. “Help her.”

Demeter looked around. Surely someone else, someone with the necessary knowledge and skills would answer this woman’s plea, but the other Sicani only blinked back at Demeter out of faces wrinkled with worry. They truly expected her to act as midwife. The fools.

“Chant. Pray,” Demeter snapped, flapping a hand. After a moment, Thais began a litany. The other women soon joined in, their voices gaining in certainty and volume as they voiced the familiar words.

Demeter wasn’t sure what more to do. She set Doso’s basket on a nearby table and pawed through packets of herbs and small stoppered jars. She plucked up container of oil scented with mint and lavender, the only thing in the entire basket she knew the use of. She should. Doso had used it often enough on Demeter’s aching hands.

Demeter held it out to Thais. “Knead this into Nadira’s lower back. It will help loosen the muscles there and ease her pain.”

Thais thrust out her palms and shook her head. “It must be you, Lady.”

Nadira sobbed and moaned. The other women’s chanting grew ragged, the young woman’s distress affecting them. If Demeter couldn’t calm Nadira the others would soon give way to hysteria. The absurdness of the situation maddened Demeter. She shouldn’t be here. Persephone and her foolhardiness bore all the blame for Demeter’s current predicament.

Demeter pursed her lips and huffed out an impatient breath through her nose. “Very well. Help Nadira kneel and rest her upper body on one of the benches against the wall.”

Thais did as Demeter commanded. Demeter went to her knees behind the young woman, raised Nadira’s tunic above her waist, poured a measure of oil onto her lower back, and began to work it in.

During her next contraction, Nadira whimpered, but gone were her earlier hysterics. The other women formed a semi-circle behind them, their chanting regular and in unison once again. 

Demeter’s hands were cramped and aching from ministering to Nadira by the time the young woman’s moaning and shifting indicated that, not only were her contractions coming closer together, they were also gaining in strength and length. Surely now, one of the Sicani women would take over, but they, it seemed, were content to chant while Demeter bungled the birth.

Demeter had no choice but to harken back again to her labor in the cave as it was the only birthing experience she had. At this point in the process, Doso had hauled Demeter to her feet and chivvied her to make the long walk across Nysa through the forest to Henna. It made for a brutal journey, Demeter cursing and weeping every step of the way, but it had helped her progress in her labor.

Demeter addressed Thais. “Nadira needs to walk.”

Thais stepped forward out of the circle of women, reached for her daughter’s arm, and pulled her upright. Another woman hurried to Nadira’s other side, tucked in next to Nadira, and drew the girl’s other arm over her shoulder. Demeter rose from her knees. The chanting women moved back against the walls to make room for Nadira to pace. As much as she hated to, Demeter slotted herself in amongst them.

Nadira sobbed and pleaded to be set back down at first, just as Demeter had done. Eventually, however, the girl settled as she shambled in slow circles around the perimeter of the room.

Though the walk was difficult, the hardest work was yet to come. There would be no rest for the girl at the end of her trek to nowhere, just as there hadn’t been for Demeter when she and Doso had finally reached Henna. Doso had dragged Demeter up to and through the doors of the House of the Mother Goddess. Soon after, the village women trickled in to attend Demeter. 

Doso again subjected Demeter to the indignity of having her nether parts bared to strange eyes, though by that time Demeter hadn’t cared. Indeed, she begged them to pull or cut the thing out before it killed her. Nadira would likely feel the same in her extremity.

Nadira’s walk turned into more of a shuffle. The women holding her arms paused more frequently to allow for her contractions. Her moans carried over the Sicani’s prayers. Finally, the trio came to a stop in front of Demeter.

“Is it time to see how her labor’s progressing?” Thais asked. 

“Yes, I think that would be best,” Demeter responded, her voice confident, though she wasn’t so sure. When would these dolts realize she hadn’t the necessary skill to deliver this child?

Thais and the other woman lowered Nadira back to the pallet on the floor, then encouraged her to bend her legs, draw them up, and part them.

After Nadira complied, the women looked at Demeter. Making a small sound of dismay and disgust that reached only her own ears, Demeter sank to her knees in front of Nadira. She extended a hand toward the juncture of the girl’s legs, but before Demeter even touched her, Nadira cried out, arched, and bucked. A small dark moon appeared for a moment, nudging at the threshold of the world.

Demeter gasped, and in her shock reverted to her native tongue. “I see the head.” The other women stared at her blankly. She repeated the phrase in Sicani.

“She labors quick,” Thais said. “Time for the stool now, I think.” 

At last, the woman seemed to have comprehended Demeter wasn’t suited for the role the Sicani wanted her to play here. Obligingly, Demeter moved out of the way as Thais helped Nadira to her feet and led her to the birthing chair. Thais lowered her daughter onto its low, narrow seat so Nadira’s nether regions were framed by the empty circle of wood. Then she moved around to the seat back and reclined it until Nadira was in a position to best facilitate her child’s emergence.

“Will you catch the babe, Demeter?” Thais asked.

Sighing, Demeter nodded, then went, once again, to her knees in front of Nadira. 

When the next contraction tightened the muscles of the young woman’s belly, Thais commanded her daughter to push. Nadira shook her head and sobbed that she couldn’t. 

Demeter had said the same words as she’d squatted on the same stool, the scent of her own blood in her nostrils, certain she would die there because she could fight no longer to expel the child from her body. In a misguided attempt to give Demeter strength, one of the women had put a simulacrum of the Mother Goddess in front of Demeter. With its bared breasts, flounced skirt, and upraised hands twined about with serpents, it looked so much like Hera, Demeter wanted to strike it to the floor. She had been so exhausted, however, she only slumped on the birthing chair and sobbed, no better than any other weak, puling mortal.

Gods, she wanted to be free of this place, free of these memories.

Demeter grabbed Nadira’s hands and bore down until Nadira groaned and focused her rolling eyes on Demeter’s face. 

“You must do this. Hold to me and push.” 

Seeming to take strength from Demeter’s determination, Nadira drew in an enormous breath, tightened her grip on Demeter’s hands and, with a grunt, bore down. She ended the push with a shout that quavered up to a high keening note. 

The cry of another female voice, low and harsh with fear, mingled with Nadira’s scream. Cold fingers traced their way down Demeter’s spine. She looked around. The cry certainly hadn’t been Nadira’s but none of the other women showed any signs of distress. 

“Demeter?” Nadira panted.

Demeter gripped Nadira’s hands again, snapping, “Save your breath to push, girl. No more screeching.”

As Nadira grunted her way through another contraction, the call came again: a throbbing cry of abject terror. This time there was a word in it, but Demeter couldn’t make it out. 

Half rising to her feet, Demeter looked once again around the room, “What was that? Which of you called out?”

“Nadira, of course,” Thais said.

“No, the other cry. Didn’t you hear it? The low …” 

The women began to shift and mutter, their eyes moving quickly around the room, peering about for omens and portents. Their suspicions would soon get the better of them, and the temple would descend into chaos, delaying the birth and Demeter’s departure.

Demeter smoothed the worry from her face, then turned once more to Nadira and said, “Bear down now, with all your might.”

Demeter had received no such niceties from Doso. Instead, the old woman slapped Demeter and, with burning eyes, commanded Demeter give into her body’s demands. So, Demeter pushed until it felt like her eyeballs would burst from their sockets and her teeth would crack. Past the point of utter exhaustion, she strained and cried out into a void that seemed to have no beginning and no end. 

A void, it seemed, Nadira wouldn’t descend into. With just one more push her babe entered the world, sliding into Demeter’s hands as neatly as an egg into the nest. A hush settled over the room, waiting for the cry of a living child to break it. 

Nadira’s babe was as well formed as Persephone had been, all his limbs and fingers and toes present and in the correct number, but he was silent, still. Thais snatched him from Demeter, laid him belly down over her forearm and vigorously rubbed his spine. The infant began to cry, a lusty, healthy sound. It was quickly followed by the laughter and chatter of the Sicani women. They could celebrate now it was apparent this child wasn’t affected by the curse they believed Persephone had brought on their town.

Persephone had cried in the same full-throated indignant way: ugly, purple-gray, and howling in Doso’s hands. A healthy child hadn’t been enough for Demeter though. She sobbed when Doso showed her what was between the babe’s legs. 

Ignoring Demeter’s obvious distress, Doso deposited Persephone into Demeter’s arms. Rather than curling her babe to her body, Demeter held Persephone away from her, sure she couldn’t have produced something so hideous. 

Her cries spiraling higher, Persephone flung out both slime-covered arms. One of them dashed the statue of the Mother Goddess out of the hand of the woman who held it. It fell to the floor and shattered. It had given Demeter great satisfaction, but the village women screamed and cowered away from the babe. That was the origin of Persephone’s status as a blight on Henna, a blight which, according to the villagers’ ridiculous superstitions, could only be held at bay if the laboring mother was attended by one they thought had the Mother Goddess’s favor. One such as Demeter, inept as she had proven herself to be.

Persephone, rejected by her mother, reviled by the villagers, was accepted by only one after her birth. Doso stepped forward and reclaimed the infant from Demeter, a beatific smile on the old woman’s face.

Nadira reached for her child just as Doso had reached for Persephone, and Thais passed him into his mother’s arms, then prepared to attend to the afterbirth. 

Nadira’s tears dampened a face already wet with sweat. She smoothed a hand over the little head, pressed a kiss to his brow, and looked up with shining eyes. “He’s beautiful.”

This girl comprehended more quickly than Demeter what a miracle her child was, but Demeter had realized it eventually. Doso presented the infant to Demeter again once she was cleaned and swaddled. This inclined Demeter to hold the child no more than right after the birth, but a dangerous glint in Doso’s eyes convinced Demeter to cooperate. Once Doso settled the babe in the curve of Demeter’s arm, she pushed back the blankets so Demeter could see her child’s face. 

From the curl of eyelashes on Persephone’s rounded cheek to the opening of her little hand, like the blossoming of some rare and precious flower, this child was painted with the brush of perfection. She was Goddess born, though fully encapsulated in her mortal form. 

Tears had pricked Demeter’s eyes. “My kore.”

Doso patted the babe on the head, and ground out with her stump of a tongue, “Kah.”

Demeter wasn’t naming the babe, only stating what she was, girl, daughter. Eager to correct the old woman’s misunderstanding, Demeter had said, “No, I mean to call her ...”

It was a cruel name, though, one that seemed especially harsh for such a tiny being. It was also a name that made it clear how unkind Demeter’s feelings had been toward her own child. No one need know she thought of her daughter in such a way and so she’d finished the sentence with a whisper for her ears alone. “Persephone.”

But it seemed her daughter heard and understood, for she opened her mouth and wailed.

Someone jostled Demeter, pulling her from her reminiscing. It was Thais. She pushed in front of Demeter, shouldering her away from the birthing stool. With abrupt, jerky motions, Thais plucked her grandson from Nadira and passed him off to another of the women. Then, grasping her daughter’s arm, she barked, “Help me lay Nadira down.”

A woman hurried to Nadira’s other side. She and Thais pulled Nadira from the birthing stool then settled the girl back on her pallet on the floor. Blood oozed from Nadira’s nether part and soaked the rushes around her.

“What’s happening? What’s wrong?” Demeter asked.

Thais looked up. “She’s bleeding too much. We must stop it.”

Thais commanded the women to pack Nadira’s cunny with cloths, then said to Demeter, “Doso has a tincture for this. Look in her basket,”

Demeter gave the woman a hard, cold look. She wasn’t to be ordered about like some slave, but it was wasted. Thais paid no attention, just returned to frantically packing more rags around Nadira’s lower body. They became saturated at an alarming rate, and Nadira had gone as pale as the limestone walls of Zeus’s palace. Her eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back in her head. The girl was dying. 

“Demeter, please!” Thais shouted as her grandson began, once again, to cry.

Demeter moved to the basket. She picked up jar after jar in her shaking hands but there was nothing to indicate any of their uses. That knowledge was lost with Doso’s desertion and Demeter’s banishment of Persephone. 

The women began to keen, a wild ululation of grief, Thais’s voice spiraling higher than all the others. Demeter turned. 

Nadira, head lolled to the side, arms outflung, lay pale and motionless on the floor. The cloths were soaked with blood and still it continued its slow, lethal ooze. 

There was no doubt the girl had died, her shade likely falling out of her body, sinking through the ground to the Underworld. There she would stand on Styx’s bank and wait for the inexorable ride across those dark waters, a journey Demeter had set her on in her zealousness to protect her own child. No, the blame for this couldn’t be laid at Demeter’s door. The Sicani should have seen Demeter didn’t know what she was about here and taken over.

Thais, on her knees at Nadira’s side, clutched her hands to her chest. Her long, graying hair dragged back and forth over her daughter’s torso as the woman rocked in a paroxysm of grief. Nadira was Thais’s youngest child and only daughter, the child her heart had longed for, as she often said. 

Thais’s pain at the loss was unbearable and yet bear it she must, as would Demeter if Persephone was ever taken from her. Though death would never steal Demeter’s Immortal daughter, Zeus could choose to reclaim her at any time should he be reminded of her existence. These thoughts were ridiculous, of course. Persephone was safe at home, completing her daily tasks, but still Demeter spun away from the grieving women, flung open the door of the House of the Mother Goddess, and hurried toward her hut. She wouldn’t feel easy again until she looked on Persephone’s face.

As Demeter walked, memories cascaded over her: Persephone sitting up by herself for the first time, screeching for the sheer joy of hearing herself; Persephone wobbling about the hut on unsteady legs, undaunted in her determination to walk by even the most painful falls; Persephone’s sparkling green eyes flitting from Demeter’s face to some wooden tops spinning on the table between them which Demeter set to turning over and again merely for the reward of Persephone’s little girl laughter.

For every good moment, however, there were thousands of bad ones: so many nights when Persephone refused to settle to sleep and Demeter could scarcely refrain from shaking the child until her teeth rattled, and so many days when Persephone whined from dawn until dusk and beyond. Then, as she’d grown older, Persephone proved herself unable to accomplish many of the tasks so necessary to survive in the mortal world or completed them so shoddily Demeter had to set to rights what Persephone had done wrong then do the rest of the work herself. More recently, it was disagreements like the one this morning, when Persephone needed to be argued out of some foolish plan that would result in danger to herself and inconvenience to Demeter. On nearly all of these occasions, rage rose up to choke Demeter, and she wasn’t able to stop herself from striking out at Persephone, sometimes just with angry words but other times with a pinch or a slap. 

Guilt burrowed like a tick into Demeter’s mind. She had to find some way to quell her bitterness, to quash her anger. Now that Doso and all the comfort she gave Persephone was gone, Demeter needed to be kinder to the girl. If those on Olympus tried to lure her daughter away, Demeter’s love would be all she could offer to tip the scales in her favor. Thus far, that love had tussled with resentment and most often came up the loser. That had to change. Demeter had to show Persephone it was going to change. Perhaps she could give Persephone some token of her resolve, something akin to the many little favors the girl had showered upon Demeter over the years. 

Demeter stopped and looked about. Flowers grew just off the village path. Demeter dropped to a crouch to pick them. She could weave them into a garland for her girl and perhaps undo some of the hurt she caused by burning the crown of flowers Persephone had given her the previous night.

Persephone had never seen a Goddess-woven garland before. Its intricacy and beauty were sure to please her. It would be better if it were made with blossoms from Nysa, that place Persephone knew only as the Mother Goddess’s Meadow. The blooms there were almost as beautiful as those that grew on Olympus. It was no wonder Persephone sought them out for the crown she made for Demeter. It had been a beautiful gift, but its destruction was necessary to make Persephone understand she wasn’t ever to visit Nysa again.

The burning of the garland had likely been what led to Persephone’s uncharacteristic disobedience that morning. An uneasiness slithered under Demeter’s skin, but she was being foolish. Persephone wouldn’t dare break her vow to Demeter and visit Nysa again. Even if she had, Demeter had no reason to believe her daughter was in any danger. Except those cries, the low terror-filled cries she’d heard not once but twice while helping Nadira bring her child into the world, chilled her. The chaos of the birth and all that followed had driven them from her mind and yet, now, thinking of them, she felt sure it had been Persephone’s voice she’d heard. Some harm had come to her daughter. 

Heart stuttering in her chest, Demeter hurled herself down the path toward Nysa.










