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They were condemned to die. But death refused them.

Ariel, Jenna, and Iris were never meant to survive the crash of Flight TE901. It was a sentence—engineered by Persephone herself—meant to break them in body and spirit. Instead, they awoke beneath the Antarctic ice, wounded but alive.

Dragged into the shadowed depths of Ganzir-Kur, a forgotten underworld ruled by Ereshkigal, the trio is offered a choice: servitude... or annihilation. Six months as avatars in a cosmic game played across fractured realities—each one a brutal test of will, identity, and loyalty.

But old gods rarely forgive. And Persephone has not forgotten her disobedient pawns.

Reborn by divine error and bound by no fate but their own, Ariel, Jenna, and Iris must decide what kind of monsters they’re willing to become... never to be forced to kneel before any god.
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A portal unfurls like a slit in spacetime—sheened in violet fire—and Persephone steps through it without ceremony. It seals behind her with a soundless shimmer. The chamber is still. Too still. She expects to see her avatars—Ariel and Jenna—and the fallen goddess Iris entangled in the disheveled intimacy of post-trauma sleep. But the bed is untouched, sheets smoothed to perfection. No heat lingers in the linens. No scent of sweat, sex, or suffering.

On the dresser, a polished electrum tray gleams beneath the room’s soft glow. Centered on it: an ornate ewer brimming with liquid gold—ambrosia—and three matching chalices. Not from her own cellar. Persephone narrows her eyes. The little thief hasn’t dared return since her... correction. Then who?

Her lips curl. Demeter. Always so eager to meddle, to spite, to remind her of her place.

But there's something else—

The air. It’s clean. Sterile. No trace of burning weed, no haze of mortal narcotics clinging to the curtains or creeping through vents. The drugs she herself has grown fond of in moments of excess are conspicuously absent. No time for pleasure. Not tonight. Maybe another cycle.

She glides out of the bedroom, senses sharpened. Voices drift upward from below—not her avatars, not Iris. Strange. Visitors? Unlikely. Holovids, more likely. The infernal mortal distraction.

Moving like a ghost in the night, she descends the Mahogony staircase, melting from shadow to shadow. The house—a Nexus Advanced Systems Technology Inc. executive suite enhanced by her magic—responds to her presence with a low, ambient hum. Until she chooses otherwise, she is invisible to all.

She halts just beyond the archway to the great room. They’re here. Jenna and Iris sit together on a velvet divan, wrapped in quiet intimacy. The goddess leans into the mortal’s embrace, her celestial grace diminished, her once-luminous wings dull and inert. Jenna threads her fingers gently through Iris’s golden hair, whispering something soft. A kindness, not seduction. Though the little tart would leap at the offer if it came.

Persephone smirks. One girl crumbling under the weight of doubt; the other shattered and hiding behind affection. The wounds don’t show—no cuts, no bruises—but Iris’s damage is soul-deep. Without her wings, she is helpless. Mortal fragility without mortal resilience.

Her gaze shifts. Ariel sits apart, half-curled on a settee, arms hugging her knees to her chest. Eyes distant. Expression unreadable. Persephone doesn’t need them to tell. She knows. Of the three, Ariel is the most hollowed.

She had tried to mask it—refused to beg forgiveness, refused to grovel at her feet. She fears what she’s becoming. Fears the moment her fangs extend unbidden. Fears what she might do to Jenna. To Iris. 

The countess had nearly made her into a mirror of herself. Bathory’s warlord husband had perished in 1604, and she in 1614. Their souls cast into the Abyss by Hades himself. But her body—the husk—had risen. A soulless predator, blood-bound, insatiable. Persephone had tracked her through centuries. 

She called her soul back. Fused soul and body together. Reawakened her. Bathory lives. It isn’t over. Not for Ariel. Not for any of them. The countess will return. And next time, there will be no escape. No mercy.

Persephone wills herself into visibility. No fanfare. No glow. Just presence—so dense and cold it pulls the room’s gravity around her. All eyes turn. No shock. Expectation. Dread. They’ve felt her coming in their bones, even if they no longer flinch. Their punishment isn’t over.

Persephone offers a smirk, barbed and languid. “Perhaps my treatment of you was a bit... harsh.”

“An understatement,” Iris snaps, without rising.

A flicker of red lances through Persephone’s eyes, quick and sharp as a blade drawn. But she reins it in. Slowly. She steps deeper into the great room, heels silent on slate tile. “Iris,” she says coolly, “you may return to your duties in the citadel.”

A pause. The silence breathes. “Oh. Wait. You can’t.” Her tone curdles into mock sympathy. “Your wings no longer glow. And they may never again. Without them, you can’t open a portal, summon the Bifröst, traverse dimensions. You're... useless. No better than a mortal.”

She leans slightly, lips curling. “Your replacement, Dionysus, has already replaced you. A fitting choice. Another drunk, like you.”

Jenna rises, eyes burning, voice low and firm. “What are you doing here, uninvited?”

Ah. The unbroken one. Persephone studies her with dark amusement. Self-doubt coils under her skin like a latent virus, but she still stands. Still speaks.

“You have work to do,” Persephone replies, turning her back on Iris. “The two of you—no, three,” she corrects, glancing once at Ariel, who hasn't moved— “belong to Nexus Advanced Systems Technology, Inc.” She says the name like it tastes bitter in her mouth. “NASTI. Which means you belong to me.”

Jenna doesn’t blink. “We’re on medical leave. Vacation.”

Persephone’s smile vanishes. “Your vacation has been cancelled.”

She walks to the center of the room, gaze sweeping over the trio like a tactical scan. “Get ready. You’ll be summoned soon. Another simulation. Another test. Another layer of reality.”

She lets the words hang, like a sword over their heads. Then she turns without another glance and vanishes—no portal, no light—just absence. Like she was never there.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Iris shivers. A ripple of fear runs down her spine like ice in her veins. “We have to hurry. Persephone’s... impatient. Minutes, maybe seconds.”

“I’ll grab the MAGs,” Ariel says, already moving.

Maximum Absorbency Garments—astronaut-grade biosuits, glorified diapers by design. Necessary gear for extended simulation. In the cyberspace matrix, time dilates, but bodily functions remain stubbornly real. Pain, pleasure, thirst, hunger—even death—all bleed through.

Only death is off-limits. Persephone won’t allow that. Not out of mercy. She won’t let them die because death would be release. Escape.

Jenna crosses her arms, eyes narrowed. “Does she ever apologize? Ever feel the slightest guilt for what she does?”

“Not once,” Iris says. Her voice is flat. “Not in all eternity.”

“Then why? Why keep torturing us like this?”

Iris hesitates. “Persephone is... bipolar, in the oldest sense. Devoted to those she favors. Destructive to those she doesn't. There’s no in-between.”

“And us?”

A pause. Iris looks down, lips barely moving. “Undecided.”

Ariel returns, her stola now worn over a pale pink MAG. She carries two more, folded neatly in her arms. She hands one to Jenna, the other to Iris. The MAGs—gifted by Hestia—are seamless, adaptive, molded by divinity. The nano-weave fibers are forged for utility, not modesty. They step into them, the garments sealing smoothly to their bodies like a second skin, hidden under the folds of their stolas.

Iris, her wings not glowing with divine essence, now leans heavier on
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