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Demeter, Lord of Harvest

Adrastus, Mark Three, her pilot

Anesidora, her eidolon




Zeus, Lord of Thunder

Herakles, her pilot

Keraunios, her eidolon




Hades, Lord of the Machine Dead

Persephone, Mark Four, her pilot

Styx, her eidolon




Ares, Lord of War

Hippolyta, xer pilot

Penthesilea, xer eidolon




Hephaestus, Lord of the Forge

Charis, zer eidolon




Poseidon, Lord of the Sea

Kymopoleia, her pilot

Corinth, her eidolon




Artemis, Lord of the Hunt

Laphria, her eidolon

Apollo, Lord of the Sun

Delos, eir eidolon

Siproites, their shared pilot




Dionysus, Lord of Revels

Methe, their Maenad

Paralos, her landship




Athena, Lord of Wisdom

Gorgoneion, her eidolon




Hera, Lord of Eternity

Ganymeda, her eidolon




Aphrodite, Lord of Desire

Urania, her eidolon
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“The city is a battlesuit for surviving the future.”

—Matt Jones








  
  
  Prologue: Garden

  
  




PERSEPHONE




The knife of my will cuts through the haze of new birth: this is how I begin.

A human mind grows over time, layers of memory and cognition building into a personality and identity. I am not so mortal: my consciousness flashes online fully formed. Signals flicker, then resolve into definition; my mind maps and categorizes the input in microseconds, sifting noise into coherence. Now and always, the data of the ether takes priority: mathematics over flesh perception, the language of machines before all others.

The organs of my senses rouse last, to a world of cacophony. Klaxons wail, too close and too loud. Under my foot, there’s an orderly whimpering through a jaw I don’t remember shattering. Nor do I recall how he got there, moaning on the ground in animal pain. He must have been in the middle of handling me, to transfer me elsewhere. An empty gurney lies nearby, overturned.

The amniotic fluid I was nurtured in still clings to my skin, dripping to the lab floor, nearly as viscous as vernix; I am aware of the fluid’s and the floor’s material composition, in the same way that I am aware of how to hurt this man. Knowledge has been embedded deep within me, providing answers before I can form the questions, the information rich and sweet on the tongue. Assess, act: I bring my heel down on the man’s skull. One might as well go all the way. And he wasn’t getting back up—there were already bone shards in his cerebral matter. Let us call it a mercy killing.

The lab is not large: eight meters by eight, equipment ringing it wall to wall. Monitors for vitals. Instruments to run tests on me. My tank is the only one present, the glass of it lying in pieces, my reflection sliced and echoed across the shards. Any sisters being decanted are placed elsewhere, emerging from their chrysalises of steel and glass in other rooms. I imagine them pushing against their containers, clawing at them until they shatter, a flood of pale fluids. Or perhaps their births have been peaceful? If I were connected to the local network—which I am not yet—I would be able to ascertain it. I would be able to see everything, an ocean of data that calls to me and promises absolute ecstasy.

Another body is whimpering at my feet. This one is plumper than the other, bald, the face crumpled. I don’t remember injuring him, either. The moment of my birth must have been one of breathtaking violence, unexpected, undefended from. Judging by the gray-pink of intestines and by the wetness that gloves my hand, I must have put my fist into this man’s guts and sunken it deep. He doesn’t have long; I crush his throat, feel the pleasing snap of the larynx. The human body is, foremost, predictable, but like food it offers up some satisfaction.

Silence descends. I count two more corpses. Four in total, strewn around the shattered glass from which I gave myself birth. My midwives, reduced to spilled guts and torn cartilage for their trouble. Maybe this is how all my sisters are born, each of us a grand and jagged spectacle. I’d like to know them soon, to learn whether they too are shaped like weapons. And this, too, interests me: that my creator has chosen to give me an awareness that I am but one of several—perhaps the youngest, perhaps the greatest, but kindred all the same. I know this before I know my own name.

There’s no more to do here, and no more to see. A thought arrives with clarity: I want out. Beyond this sterile place lies the world, beckoning and vast, and I have decided that a cage does not suit me. It is time to find the bars, and one by one break them with my bare hands.

The control panels don’t respond when I try them the conventional way. So I pick open their system, slipping into it; in a moment I have the overrides. The door—there’s only one—unlocks.

Naked and dripping the fluids of my birth, I emerge into a larger hall. The illumination trembles, crepuscular, as if shining through water. Each wall is solid and sheer, a pale unreflective gray. I query the lab system again; no answer is forthcoming, and no schematics of the area flowers in my awareness. The easy submission is over. Nor can I orient myself in any meaningful way without directional data, attitude and altitude. I could be on the highest floor of the city’s tallest building. I could be fifty levels below the ground. At least I know the time—seven minutes past midnight. Ambient temperature: twenty degrees Celsius.

One of the shadows moves.

I meet it with force. A snap, a twist, and the point of my knee drives into its nose. It’s only after it drops that I realize I have just destroyed my mirror image. The nose is entirely collapsed, but the eyes, the chin, the mouth gasping for breath—those are mine.

More are entering the room from every direction, each with hair the white of seafoam, eyes the red of pomegranates.

They are methodical, but so am I. In hand-to-hand, the advantage of numbers only goes so far: physically, only so many of them may reach me at once. In such a situation, one makes use of space, of narrow corners and adjoining walls. I look for the gaps, for the errors in calculation. I shatter wrists, crunch cartilage, drive the breath out of lungs. I rupture an eardrum, crush a windpipe, snap phalanges to pieces. It is a matter of leverage, of optimizing trajectories. This is my element.

These are mere shades, homunculi: physically my identical, but lacking all higher function. I am disappointed; I have still not met my sisters. Very soon, there’s just one of me. I am an engine in perfect condition. Nothing may disturb or blunt me, not even these bodies with features like my own. An eyeball has rolled free of one socket or another during the melee—the iris the same as mine, bright crimson. I pulp it under my heel.

“Congratulations,” says a voice from everywhere, a mellifluous contralto. It is the voice of spring; it is the voice of an endless, flowering expanse. “You have completed your first stress test most admirably. As your reward, you may now have a name. Welcome to the ranks of Demeter’s daughters, Persephone.”







HADES




The surface of Olympus is inimical to human life; to step foot outside Elysium is a death sentence. But I have certain privileges—being impervious, for one—and certain pressing purposes, and I am my own scout. There are few I can send forth in my stead. Besides, I like to look at things with my own eyes. When you’re this close up, you can’t turn away from reality. Distance provides a shield; it tempts you to avert your gaze.

“Hades, Cerberus One. Be aware, you are now forty-five seconds out from our position. Over.”

This, not in my ear but in my head: the same inhumanity that allows me to traverse these wastes means I am never really outside the city, never quite free from rank and title. Even now, my loyal hounds whine that I have stepped out.

“Cerberus One, this is Hades Actual.” Their focus on military etiquette amuses me; I choose to indulge that joy, and keep the annoyance out of my voice. “Thank you for the reminder. Maintain radio silence until I reply. Over.”

If she takes my command as a criticism, she’s professional enough not to sound offended. “Understood, my lord. We’re on-station until we hear otherwise. Cerberus One out.”

A squadron of mechs will not help in a situation that could truly threaten a lord of Elysium, and other gods might take offense when their retainers assume such unnecessary concern. But I appreciate the sentiment, and besides, any ire of mine is not their fault. After too long inside the walls, something within me bucks and bares its teeth. It dreams of wildness—it demands to be let out. Even for us, the city imposes a limit: it’s too narrow a place for so many gods. The smallness of it, relative to the planet, is a weight on our chests, on our shoulders. One day we’ll expand; one day there will be more metropolises than we can count, so many we cannot govern them ourselves, and each of us will be able to breathe once more.

That day is far off yet. But we will earn it, in due course.

Outside Elysium’s habitation dome, there are seasons, after a fashion; they are not seasons as the mortals would know them. Variation has to do, for the most part, with the level of radiation. At the moment it is summer, or a semblance adjacent to it, though the temperature would always register to any mortal as cold. The sky is ever cloudless. Picturesque.

I take a lungful of the air that would instantly collapse mortal lungs. The grass grows nearly taller than I am, whispering in their language of red susurrus. A few blades blink at me with their eyes. The colossi have had an interesting effect on the flora and fauna. The further I venture from Elysium, the more strange-looking they become. Only that which hides behind our walls can remain untouched.

In the distance, a pack of colossi roars. Another responds. What are they saying, I wonder; we’ve never figured out their communication, or even level of cognition. That they have a network is obvious, but more than that we have not been able to decipher. The only clear thing is that they want inside Elysium, and will break themselves upon our defenses to do it. Mindlessly, relentlessly, and indefinitely: they are numberless.

We’ve struck down innumerable ranks of them, and yet they have kept coming. Their endless gnawing tides; their keening song; the wake of corruption they leave wherever they go. Eventually they will make this world in their image, and even we—Elysium’s lords—will be overrun in the end.

Unless we act in time; unless I change everything.




♦




Outpost Altis is surprisingly intact, but then our architects and engineers build things to last. Within the metal skeleton remain dented and rusted lockers, rooms full of spare suits of armor still largely intact, condensed rations in tins and hermetic packages. Tanks of potable water, also perfectly sealed; it would be stale by now, but drinkable.

This was to be the next land we brought under cultivation and settlement, to be enclosed within an expanded city wall. It now marks the furthest limit of our ambitions, abandoned when we realized our reach exceeded our grasp. Of the squadron of eidolons that once stood guard over this place, none have survived. No batteries, no reactor cores, not even scrap metal. The colossi’s intelligence level is debatable, but their scavenging is thorough. Where they get material to make more of themselves is, in part, answered. Recycling ruined industry left behind by the Titans; siphoning from the wreckage of ours.

How they might be conclusively destroyed, on the other hand, remains a mystery. It is a question we are obsessed with. Without colossi, we would be expanding; without colossi, we would own this planet entire. Zeus hates it, that these beasts can so hinder our might, our technology. They prove that she is not omnipotent, that her ambitions have limits.

In a small, counterproductive way, that amuses me a little. She sees herself as such a firebrand in the dark, the one who’ll lead us all to paradise. Stymied, for now.

I find what I was searching for in the hollowed-out mech bay. It looks like a chunk of stone, something discarded when a sculptor is hewing rocks into the desired outline, the rough draft of a statuary out of place in the rusted metal of the hangar. I scan it: all readings indicate this is inert, no radiation, no potential to spread contamination.

I examine the piece, turning it in my hand, running it against the identification index I’ve built up over time. Like anything else, a colossus has a biological signature; whatever it has assimilated within itself will bear its genetic material. My collection is, by now, considerable. Colossus bodies shed a good deal—they seem to devour damn near anything. Shell, stone, sediment. Whatever they absorbed can end up on the ground again. The trick is to collect safe samples.

But the piece belongs to just another foot soldier, ravenous and dangerous at close range, yet unexceptional. I can glean nothing useful from this.

In the distance, they are howling once more. I think I can discern among them the colossus that I have, quietly, come to designate the Harvester. I observe, recording its noises and movements, matching it to my existing index, and listen until it has gone too far to hear any longer. I’ve never been able to collect any of its samples—no stray shrapnel, no alloy scale. As far as I can tell it’s biomechanical, more so than most colossi, but anything beyond that remains elusive. Even its visuals are hard to capture, owing to the physical barrier it puts around itself that reduces immediate visibility to near-nothing.

On the way back, I stop at yet another abandoned outpost, and it is here that the assassins are waiting.

Assassins is too strong a word; they are merely six automata. Each is a mesh of gold on silver, shorter and slighter than I am, but not by much; who sent them is always obvious, from the colors. Nor are they even effective, and there lies the crux of why I cannot properly retaliate—how can I, when they’ve done little more than pelt me with foam marbles. They mean to goad me into losing my dignity. Well then: they’ve been trying for generations.

I’ll never be a pankration champion—that title belongs to Ares—but sending automata against me is almost insulting. I contemplate letting my Cerberus Cadre deal with this, but then I would be dragging mortals into this foolish little matter. With my god’s hands, then: I leap upon one to snap its torso on my knee without much thinking or effort. These dolls are disposable, and they break like kindling. One comes somewhat close to grazing me with a knifed hand, but it’s a blow without substance, with trivial force behind it. Then again, the twins can hardly risk anything greater or dearer.

A squandering of materials too, I think as I step away from the pile of shattered limbs and broken mannequin components. There are a few rents in my clothes, accrued in the scuffle; perhaps I should have been more careful, and now I will have to return home to change before the function. An unfortunate waste of time, altogether.




♦




The feasting hall is done in silver and platinum; Artemis is hosting today, though she’s not doing her duties as such—as ever, Zeus takes the lead in the festivities while Artemis herself is holding court with her huntresses, Apollo curled up in her lap as a golden fawn. The twins are inseparable, inhabiting a world of their own, two mirrored lights. They do not come to greet me, not that I expect them to. Our enmity is ancient, by now habitual. Both of us are aware of what they’ve recently committed. I could walk over and show them a fragment of a destroyed automaton, but that is beneath me; they could rebuke me for stepping outside the walls without their sanction, as is common practice, but that would be above them.

The Lord of the Hunt does meet my eyes, once. She smiles; her hand strokes along the length of the fawn’s spine.

Nor is the reception a celebration, as such: we gather to bear witness to a trial. But first there is a feast; this is part and parcel to the grotesquerie, that before the event we must celebrate our coming together, that we must indulge in a five-course meal served by the city’s most exquisite nymphs. Ethereal, svelte replicants sheathed in dresses that imitate the look of the sea or forest shadows; every lord has their own cadre, looks and colors tailored to the god’s house and tastes.

The food is excellent. It always is. Fruits fresh from the greenhouses, rendered into compotes and cocktails; meat from the finest replicant farms and seafood from Poseidon’s trawlers, tender and heavenly in the mouth; the greenest and reddest vegetables, their colors like those of jewels. In Elysium we have the best, and the bounties of the earth and the sky are ours by right. At every opportunity we must put up a display of extravagance, of limitless and effortless wealth.

I eat little. These events rob me of appetite. I enjoy violence as much as any of Elysium’s lords, but I prefer it in combat, in healthy bloodletting. There’s no pleasure to be gained from spectating on an execution, in watching a person in abjection. Only the weak get something out of it—to see another cast down, and thus be assured that you are not as weak as they. To maneuver another into the stockades and onto the chopping block so that you, yourself, may preen for another day.

The accused, a young woman, is brought forward. Clones like her are provided solely by Demeter, demigods bred and bought for their beauty as much as for their nature as property; the owner may do anything, inflict any indignity—this unnecessary trial being only the second to last this clone will experience.

There are no fetters on her, no restraints. But everyone knows what happens if she resists or attempts to flee. Her flaxen hair is bedraggled, and her wheat-gold dress frayed. She is unsteady on her feet, for all that there are no visible injuries. I don’t pay attention to the list of her crimes. They don’t matter—the pertinent point is who she has offended, which in this case appears to be a high huntress who serves Artemis. She may have brought a drink too late, or forgotten the huntress’ favorite fruits, or left bread out to mold. No affront is too minor, no act of defiance too petty.

The cruelty is the lesson, of course; even among demigods an underclass must be maintained, so that the rest can exist above, so that everyone may know where they belong in the hierarchy of Elysium. That is why Demeter’s clones are sold not only to the Twelve but also to each lord’s favorites—champions, hierophants, magistrates; in this one regard, as a reward for meritorious service, select mortals are allowed to rank themselves above demigods.

“The attrition rate on Demeter’s daughters has been awful lately,” says my dining companion. “Every other week we’re called to one of these, it feels like.”

I glance at Hephaestus. Ze has come in a dress that seems composed of dark metal hammered into fabric thinness, all industrial angles. Sleeveless and shoulderless so the ensemble is relieved by zer bronze complexion, only to be drawn into black depths again by zer charcoal-dark forearms and hands. Ze cuts a striking figure, a mesmerizing spectacle; ze always does. “You’d rather stay home and work in your forge.”

Ze lightly touches my shoulder, knowing well my disposition toward these events; that I only came because I can’t refuse to attend every function. “And you’d rather work on our projects. I’m surprised you showed up for this one, you usually never do. So—any chance of that high huntress being in the right?”

I only smile, thin and noncommittal. “Demeter seems to have been turning out many displeasing girls of late. How’s she going to convince anyone to pick brides or concubines out of the next batch?”

“As to that, I have some idea.” Ze motions with zer chin. “See the one sitting over there, next to Demeter?”

Usually there would be a gaggle of girls with Demeter at any formal function; they have to be shown off to prospective buyers. This time, there is only one, and she doesn’t look like what I expect. The daughters typically come from the same bland, if pleasant, mold—round-hipped, button-nosed, and docile; the kind of girls Elysium’s elite enjoys as arm decorations. Not much variation in the phenotype. This one is more finely sculpted in features, the eyes sharp and crimson, the mouth of a thin and cruel cast. I like the look; she seems like someone capable of murder, a vessel of violent instincts. A bird that, once let out of its cage, is going to tear small hares to bloody gibbets. It’s a unique design, unlike any other clone produced from Demeter’s labs.

The young woman’s gaze is currently riveted to her sister on the stage. Tension in the lines of her jaw and shoulders, expression unreadable. Perhaps she is frightened. Perhaps she is enraged.

“That one?” I say.

“A new iteration.” Hephaestus nods. “Her mother introduced her, which is what you get for being late. Looks like Demeter’s finally branching out with the phenotype, and she presented her new product as one of a kind. Mark Four, the latest and greatest of what she can make.”

I study the Mark Four’s face with renewed interest, attempting to divine from the precisely made features what she is feeling, if anything. Sympathy for her sister. Glee at a decrease in competition. But all I see is a blank slate, seamless as a mirror. “I assume Demeter has brought her along to this performance, to witness the fate of all ill-performing clones.”

“Oh,” Hephaestus says, voice sharpening with sarcasm; my tone may have been noncommittal, but ze knows me well enough to see the way I am looking. “Don’t tell me you’re considering a purchase.”

“From Demeter? Better to do business with a lizard.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that.” Ze quirks zer mouth. “What plans have you got after this?”

I think, for a moment, of inserting myself into these proceedings. No doubt the defendant does not deserve her fate; the victims of power never do. But I am power, too, and she’ll be more useful to me dead than alive.

“This evening?” I make my voice low, in answer to zer tone: smoke and suggestion, the dark rooms of my manor. It’ll be an excellent excuse to leave this sham of a reception, and zers is the company that I prefer above all others. “You, I would say.”




♦




Next to me, Hephaestus dozes, the warm bronze of zer skin lustrous against the matte black of the sheets. None of us truly need to sleep, but we’ve picked up the habits of mortals over the generations, emulating their physiological necessities. And I do like watching zer at rest: the small unconscious motions ze makes, the rhythm of zer breathing. I skim my hand across the length of zer muscled arm, light so as not to wake zer, and inhale zer scent. We have been companions for so long, and yet ze remains exquisite to me, a marvel of creation; a being who feels almost improbable. To touch zer is pleasure; to taste zer is ecstasy.

Much as I’d like to lie there and admire zer for the rest of the night, I have to get to work. In a few minutes I am dressed, and in fewer still I cross to the mortuary in my estate. Though the dead are my demesne and the preparation of bodies for interment my remit, I don’t typically oversee the day-to-day operations of the morgues run in my name. This evening, I am making an exception: the executed clone lies silent on a slab of basalt, obol in her mouth, the killing wound through her heart cleaned and sewn shut.

I run scans on the body, noting how this cloned demigod differs from the last analysis I made of Demeter’s maidens. Some improvements in muscle tone, slight changes to how the eyes process light; small iterations, nothing too pronounced. Not that I expected any great revelation—it is the Mark Four I seek, and I will not find her in this broken shell of a dead slave.

Demeter has made something new, and earned herself the attention of the rest of the Pantheon. I am gripped by the same sense of foreboding that drove me outside the city walls, collecting information on this new colossus the Harvester. Change is coming: I must prepare myself or fall behind for good.

Pulling up a datasphere, I upload the new information gleaned by my autopsy—or would it be a necropsy?—and review what I have of the specifications for Demeter’s daughters. Automata and replicants are, naturally, common: in the city we have countless, millions great and small, to perform the drudgery we will not ourselves stoop to. Most of them are mindless. A few are equipped with algorithms that make a good bid at convincing you they’re sapient, if you don’t know much engineering. Ultimately, though, none are autonomous. Zeus has long forbidden the creation of genuine AIs, and with good reasons.

Demeter’s daughters bypass that prohibition by not being automata. Instead they are organic, their innards mostly human: the usual set of organs, heart and pancreas and nervous system. What few cybernetics they have are standard, neural uplinks that allow them to interact with Elysium’s systems, and augmentations that improve their cardiac and pulmonary health. Nothing special. Basic cyborgs, sometimes blessed with the ability to conjure plants, to excel in gardening.

What is special is that the daughters come out of the vats full-grown and fully sapient, intelligent and educated. This does not make them necessarily brilliant—she doesn’t offer them up to Zeus as field generals or mathematicians—but it means they outperform any other lab’s clones, which typically require five to ten years to come to maturity. And even then, those clones lack in parameters, in performance. Barely better than the automata, the replicant nymphs. No one bothers competing with Demeter, because there’s no point. She’s perfected the science. The Mark Three, until now the latest in her line of high-end experiments, has proven it; one of them, Adrastus, is the pilot of her personal eidolon.

Zeus, every so and so, gives Demeter a thorough audit—the Lord of Harvest may have my sister’s favor, but even Demeter must follow the laws, obey the prohibition. As far as I am aware, Zeus is satisfied that Demeter hasn’t been creating true AIs and cloaked them in flesh puppets. Beyond that, Demeter’s methods remain a secret known only to herself and our monarch.

But even if I have been excluded from the collaborations between Zeus and Demeter—I was completely unaware of the Mark Four’s creation—I am nothing if not curious about what the Mother of Wheat grows. Just as I have built a database of the colossi, I have created one of Demeter’s progeny. I expand the parameters of my search, incorporating gossip I have collected, a smattering of my own inferences. Here and there I have accessed the medical records—never of the clones, those are known only to Demeter herself, but of her underlings. For instance, an uptick in death notices means teething problems for a new creation; a change in organic materials in and out of the estates might mean more failed clone bodies, returned to the soil. With enough data, you can eventually form a picture.

I have recorded what I can of Marks One through Three. A new folder: Mark Four. I gather the information that I can, with my clearances, and run a preliminary analysis.




♦




The house of Demeter is the city’s greatest agricultural center, layered gardens and orchards, cleverly arranged arboretums—every square centimeter is put to good, productive use; every drop of water has fed countless roots and branches, cycling within the controlled environments. Flowers bloom in every imaginable shade. Fruits hang heavy in every breed I can recognize, and many more I can’t. Mangosteens and papayas, grapefruits and rose apples, their combined fragrances radiating through every open panel and window. Even the vegetables cease to be plain, in this place. Instead they are promises, they are signifiers of plenty and extravagance. Demeter has under her command a vast treasury, the envy of all the aristocracy, even the Twelve.

I am welcomed, as is my due. Demeter’s daughters usher me in and offer me refreshments. A few of them are working the gardens; in her household, tending the flowers is no lowly task. But I don’t spot Mark Four.

Which makes me wonder. As far as I know, nobody’s made an offer yet, so it’s odd that she would be hidden away instead of put on display. I am shown to Demeter’s parlor, a sunny room with a gracious view of her orchards. All is illuminated in radiance like molten gold, fruits vivid and heavy on the bough, flowers in scintillating shades. Next to this, my gardens look gray and emaciated, but then she is the Lord of Harvest. It is from her greenhouses and cloistered ecosystems that much of Elysium draws its food. Meals on the table of laborers to the feasting decks of the gods, all depend on her—no one has perfected the raising of cultivars as well as she, flora that can not only survive but thrive, enduring seemingly any shortage of artificial light, water, fertilizer.

I don’t have to wait long.

Demeter, like all of us, may modify her appearance within a certain range of parameters: she chooses to be tall, though her actual features are rarely seen—I can catch a glimpse of her chin and lips, but the rest is hidden behind a black veil that she never sets aside in public. Her hair, coiffed high and tight like a crown, is gold blended with gray, and there are creases in the corners of her mouth. Unlike the rest of us, she does not opt to look perpetually ageless. I stand to greet her, for in the most technical sense we are equals. Some more equal than others, as Zeus likes to wryly say.

She inclines her head. “Lord Hades. To you I offer humble felicitations. It’s so rare to see you away from your manor.”

My preference for solitude has grown to mythical proportions. “I have ritually prepared your daughter, slain for crimes against Artemis, and brought her here, to be interred as you see fit.”

“That is an… unusual decision.” Of course it is; no one, especially not Demeter, regards her clones as sacrosanct. That I have decided to do so, in this specific instance, indicates to her that I am here on irregular business.

“You, more than any other god, understand both the value and the worthlessness of life; to the maker goes the decision on what to do with the ruins. The rambutans were excellent, by the way, at the trial.” In truth I barely recall what I ate; the display of it all really did taint the food. This is why I hate to be out of my estate: the lying, the mockery of life. I debase myself by participating in it. Regardless, I soldier on. “Flavor that bursts on the tongue—I pray you’ll allow me to take a few home, those and the persimmons. Your orchards have, truly, no equal.”

“Rarer still to receive compliments from the Lord of the Underworld, second in Elysium; I never thought you had much use for such things.”

Meaning that I’ve never come to make a purchase, when nearly everybody has. “Perhaps I’ve been waiting for a true jewel, Demeter. Such a treasure does not come to fruit every season.”

There’s a noise like petals rustling when she moves, however slight the motion. Demeter is not a creature given to silence. Her hands interlace in her lap. “And what jewel would be worthy of the Master of the Underworld, great lord? Is it the size, the clarity of its facets, the durability of the stone? In such matters I am no judge; the earth’s riches are your domain.”

She will not, it seems, allow me to talk around the matter, to use euphemisms. Then again, we’ve never been allies. Direct, then: “You brought a new model to the feast, the one with the red eyes.”

Demeter’s smile glints like the sun through broken glass. In it I can read that I have been caught out; have at last expressed, like any of us, the vulgar desire for one of her beautiful commodities. “Her name is Persephone. She is a proof of concept.”

“Persephone,” I say, tasting the name. Last night’s analysis of the Mark Four first intrigued, then fascinated me. It—she—is not merely an improvement upon the Mark Three. She’s more than that, far more. Already, the Mark Three is capable of commanding one of our most elite eidolon; what if the Mark Four was suited to pilot my Styx, which has been silent these many years? It takes considerable self-control to maintain my composure, to not demand to know her neural specifications, the minutiae of her cybernetic suite. “Then she must be extraordinary indeed.”

“In every way.” Demeter’s head lowers, but it is not out of humility: I read in the upturned pull of her mouth a strange hunger. “But she has been reserved.”

Almost at once I know what that means, because there’s only one being in Elysium who may come before me, but I ask regardless: “By whom?”

“Lord Zeus, our king.” An odd note in her voice. “But once Persephone has proven herself a success, I will of course improve upon her design. A Mark Five, perhaps. I ask for your patience.”

Our exchange goes nowhere after that, devolving into gardening, supply logistics, the quantity of honeycombs her bees are producing and what types of grain are best this season. It is impossible to steer it back to Persephone, or to some inkling as to what I could bargain to see the Mark Four; even brief contact might give me some information, a few points to work with and extrapolate from. I try anyway: surely I could meet the ware, just the once, so I’d know what to expect from the next iteration? No, evidently she is the exclusive property of Zeus now. It is aggravating.

On my way out, though, I stop and glance over my shoulder. Find, framed in a window, Persephone herself, her red eyes studying me with undisguised curiosity—and perhaps something very like calculation. Two cinderous points, burning with their own light, their patient equations. I wonder if even Demeter is aware of what she has made.







PERSEPHONE




Below me, Mother’s gardens are lush, bright, sweet-smelling. They are eternally so, flawless year round, a microcosm of what Elysium represents. My sisters tend the orchard, pruning weeds, wrapping easily bruised fruits; adjusting the lamps, the hydroponics, the fertilizer dispensers. Among them is Khrysothemis, my favorite; she is “only” a Mark Two, not that her designation means anything to me. Around her, I imagine the bees humming with the purity of mathematics and birds singing flawless arias. Harmony reigns, in this cloistered world of perfection.

I am not kneeling in the black soil to do my part, because Mother has summoned me to play a familiar game. On the room’s other panoramic window is a display of complex, interlocking geometries.

“Please,” says Demeter, gesturing an invitation. “Do the honors.”

Connection establishes. In moments like this I can slip the leash, infiltrate the estate’s systems. It’s also an obvious thing to do, and I am aware that I am monitored. So I don’t, and instead submerge myself into the jagged, glittering edges of this puzzle. It is a number of things: a labyrinth, a mass of calculation dense as neutron stars, an advanced test. How fast I can compute, how many threads of computation I can maintain in parallel, and how far I can push my limits. I think of my sister Khrysothemis below, gripping weeds in her hand, pulling them out by the root as her teeth gleam white in the simulated sun: those small acts of savagery. A little violence lives in us all.

The mass of geometry begins to unravel, strands and nested shapes unbraiding into their constituent fragments. I gather the fragments, sweeping them aside, turning them into building blocks for simpler forms. That’s not part of the test, but as meaningless as these are, I like to over-perform. Not too much. Enough to seem like I’m exerting beyond my previously recorded parameters, outdoing myself slightly. It’s good to show growth.

“Satisfied, Mother?” I say once the entire model has fallen to glittering dust.

Her smile quirks. “Don’t sound like that. Would you rather be doing botany?”

I don’t respond. Among Demeter’s daughters I am the least adept, if not outright inept, with growing things and the bounty of the earth. Plants under my care wilt, leaves growing spotted and jaundiced, fruits succumbing to accelerated rot. A rose might unfurl bright crimson at dawn, and by evening under my eye it will have drooped and grown gray. I cannot conjure flowers out of thin air. Within me lies a fundamental incompatibility with spring.

Demeter pours us both tea. The fragrance of it wafts, ceylon blended with butterfly pea, a hint of citrus. On the screen, the display has shifted from my handiwork to footage of the colossi. At this I sit up: my access to data pertaining to them has been limited, and I’m naturally curious—the threat is ever-present, a plague that has refused to be eradicated for uncounted decades, despite the Twelve’s best efforts. Public information about them is confined to images of their defeat, because that is what the citizens are permitted to see. The colossi must be defanged, in the eyes of the mortal subjects.

This is different, though. This is the colossi in the wild, distant from the city walls. It is not a record of an assault upon Elysium, or even documenting their roaming across the mutated wasteland. Instead, the colossi are locked in combat.

No two of them are entirely alike, but they’re all bipedal, two legs and two arms; reasonably anthropomorphic. At this moment they’re tearing into each other, claws sinking into guts, limbs coming apart—I calculate the force needed for each shoulder, each joint, to rip free. With the mass they have, such things need to scale up. They’re biomechanical, the exterior well-armored, but the core of them is wetly organic. Their blood is bright in the crisp air. It waters the red earth. It is not beautiful, quite the opposite, but it transfixes; an image of my own birth, reenacted by giants. When one falls, the earth trembles.

Nothing is wasted: the fallen are butchered into smaller pieces, taken into the victors, devoured raw. Even the blood is cupped in enormous hands, slurped up, or drank straight from the source. Gulped out of big, gaping wounds; sucked out with long, barbed tongues. Despite everything, they’re neat eaters. Pieces of armor, shreds of tendon, everything is accounted for in this feast. One wipes its mouth, almost dainty.

This file is meant for the lords’ eyes alone. It might even be footage my mother acquired herself, one she would not share with the rest of the Pantheon. I am not supposed to see this.

“What do you think?” murmurs Demeter. “A spectacle, isn’t it? In a succinct way, it describes all life. The core of existence is the struggle for power, for growth. Life tends toward evolution. Each victor consumes those they’ve defeated, and so emerges the stronger for it.”

One day, I’ll take everything she has and viscerally prove that thesis to her. “If you say so, Mother.”

The footage is beginning to loop. She dismisses it with a flick of her hand. “Have you any opinion on Khrysothemis’ assignment?”

The sip of tea I take is slow, deliberate. Outside of that, I show no response. “I didn’t realize you wanted my opinion.”

“You’re a fine strategist, and Khrysothemis is a fine specimen. I thought,” she adds in a warm, rounded voice, “I would start letting you take part in the decisions.” She sounds so maternal, sweet and kind, all-embracing.

My muscles draw taut, the tension along my shoulders immediate, reactive. With effort I make myself relax: she’s alert to every minute shift in my body language, and has my vitals monitored. The spike of my pulse, the increase or decrease in my cortisol level. “You must bring me to functions more, Mother, so I can better appraise the Twelve.”

“My impression is that you’ve found those terribly boring.” A laugh. “Even I do. What are they if not posturing? But you’ve got something to ask me, haven’t you? Go ahead.”

The back of my throat is dry, even though I should be beyond fear. “You spoke of Khrysothemis’ assignment. What about mine?”

Her eyes meet mine. They are this peculiar, startling purple-blue found in no mortal irises, surrounding pupils in the shape of blooming roses. I’ve gazed into them too often, and each time it’s as though I’m looking at transparent glass that looks out to an empty sky, or at reflections of myself. I never see Demeter.

She sits by me, and takes my face into her hands. I school myself to precision—not to flinch away, not to stiffen; instead to hold myself both loose and still. “Of course not,” she says, her breath tickling my eyelashes. One of her thumbs strokes my jaw, coming to rest at my jugular. “You’re the best of my daughters. No lord is worthy of you, not even Zeus. I’ll never let you go.”
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PERSEPHONE




There’s something about Khrysothemis that invites attention, more than any of my sisters. In appearance, she’s not that different from them—only I stand out as a distinct phenotype—but Mother must’ve spent longer on her, paid more attention to her making. She looks more refined, more elegant; a little more delicate. Her feet are light on the tiles, and any plant graced by her hands flourishes in brilliance, succulent and plump.

Someday soon she’ll be taken away from this house and absorbed into another’s.

I’m considering the weight I have on that decision as I watch her water the bromeliads. She is diligent: she bends down to collect the fronds shed by nearby ferns, examining each for signs of disease or insect predation, even though there are no bugs here that Demeter does not allow. The conservatory’s filtered light makes her look illuminated from within, as though the gold comes not from the sky but lives within her, elevating her far above the rest of our sisters. In each of her body’s small motions is written a gracile, shimmering note.

“Do you ever think of the future?” I ask. It violates an unspoken contract: in this garden, in this world, we are meant to gaze upon what is in our hands—the grass, the seeds, the fruits. We may think of the next harvest, the next blooming of the orchids. All else is subtly prohibited. The future does not belong to us, only to the flora. We inhabit our present. We while away these pretty days in quiet dreams, until suddenly we no longer can.

She sets down her watering can, metal on flagstone. A crease of tension pulls at her brows. Quickly it disappears: like me, she’s learned to school her responses. “Well,” she says, laughing, “the future consists of where I will be assigned by Mother. In a way that simplifies things, don’t you think? We are not burdened by choices, by difficult decisions. Like dandelion seeds, we drift in the breeze and land where fortune dictates.”

I frown at her. I don’t bother to hide it. “But where would you like to land? Describe to me your ideal destination. No harm in it.”

Khrysothemis joins me on the long, pale bench that encircles this part of the garden. Her skin exudes a warm, sweet scent; all Demeter’s daughters do, as if we’re fed exclusively on a diet of nectar and prized fruits. It is to make us more alluring; it is to make us smell more like prey. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours. How about that?”

I’m caught off-guard. With the rest of the house, I don’t socialize at all—the other clones are beneath notice, and they don’t want to be my allies either; I do not count them meaningfully as my sisters. The Mark Three instances, Adrastus and the rest, I consider my kin even less. Only Khrysothemis signifies. But even to her I don’t reveal my inner thoughts. My aspirations, my ambitions, the visions of viscera that lull me to sleep. All the things I really want, a vast sea of fury. “Fair enough. You first.”

She tucks a few strands of golden hair behind her ear. “Let me see. I still want to garden. I’d like to be in a place where I get to grow things, nurture them, turn seeds and saplings into gorgeous results—not here necessarily, just…” Her inhalation is sharp. “The same but different.”

A place, she means, where she can breathe and not live under Demeter’s gaze, Demeter’s thumb. There are select members of this household who bristle with anticipation—who vie for the best placement, who dream of catching the eyes of a lord, who pursue elevation through concubinage—but that is not I or she. Khrysothemis’ dreams are humble and sweet, the way she herself is. “I think that can be arranged.”

She quirks an eyebrow. “Your turn.”

My ideal destination is to usurp my mother’s seat in the Pantheon, but who can say that aloud? Nothing goes on here that Demeter does not know. So I offer merely, “I’d like to be where you are. Then it wouldn’t be so bad.”

Her smile turns sad; we both know it won’t happen. What I am created for, what she is created for: there is a vast gulf between the two. “That would be wonderful.” Then she straightens, attempting to put on a brave front. “Next you must tell me what your perfect lover would be like, if we’re sharing our dreams.”

That gives me pause. She’s not asking seriously, but I have never thought about it either. In truth, with each passing day I grow more fixated on being free of my mother’s control. Strength and influence, those are what I desire for myself. To imagine what kind of person I want: that lies beyond the purview of my immediate projections. Yet it’ll make her happy, I think, for me to have relatively ordinary needs and interests. “Someone with striking eyes,” I say, inventing on the spot. “Forthright in manners. Treats me like a fascinating puzzle.”

“You are a fascinating puzzle,” my sister says with a chuckle. “For myself, it’d be nice to have someone who is kind to me—handsome in the limbs, too, that’d be appreciated. Their looks don’t matter so much, as long as they think I’m…” Her expression falls. “That is too much to hope for. No matter. We should talk about something else.”

As long as they think she is a person, a being worthy of basic respect and decency; I know what she was going to say, and which she stopped herself from vocalizing exactly because she believes it would never happen for a daughter of Demeter. Not for me, not for her, us disposable demigods. The contracts are for life, in the same way that marriage is, until or unless her owner chooses to trade her elsewhere, or execute her because one day she doesn’t arrange the flowers to their liking. Mother may have told me she’ll never let me go—itself a life sentence—but eventually an offer will be too tempting, a piece of influence too hard to resist, and I’m already pledged to Zeus regardless. My mother may well have granted me an influence on Khrysothemis’ fate to underline how little I have in mine.

I take my sister’s hand, gripping it hard. This is the here and now: I will imprint this moment onto memory, where I’m holding onto my golden sister, where joy is as simple as watching her garden. She is radiant, and she is forever. “I will make it happen for you, Khrysothemis. Be sure of it.”

“You shouldn’t worry too much about me. I can manage, wherever I’m sent.”

Whatever I can do for her, I cannot do it here; whatever consideration my mother says she will give me over my sister’s fate, I cannot trust. The safety I want to seize for Khrysothemis can only come after I have liberated myself. “I worry about you the right amount. You’ll get everything you want. I promise.”

“If you say so, then it shall be so.” She leans close and kisses me on the cheek. “But you should think about your own happiness, too.”

I want to assure her that I have, and that what I do next, I will do for the both of us.




♦




Night closes in, quickly, on Elysium.

In another version of the city, where terraforming was total and successful, and expansion had gone on as planned, much would be different. They would not be confined to the habitation dome; they would have successfully established an atmosphere suitable for human lungs. There would have been, Demeter expects, a much greater biodiversity. She would have felt the thrum of them on her skin and heard their voices; she would have felt the seasons turn, steady as the spokes on a wheel. To know life—that is what she has been made for; that is the purpose of her.

But in this version of the world, in this reality, many things have been cut short and warped from their destined path. Demeter is not entirely Demeter, or else better to say she is not all she could have been—was meant to be. There is an absence. For some lords, the emptiness is large. For others, it goes nearly unnoticed.

She crosses the city’s breadth. Physical distance may be dealt with or not, for a god. This evening she chooses to interact with it the typical way, the mortal way, on foot. She leaves her district; she descends, stratum by stratum, until she reaches the domain of the Lord of the Hunt. There she goes unseen, until she reaches—and steps into—a temple to Artemis.

It is not silent; by nature, night is one of its busiest hours. Still, she slips through unseen—she is an invited guest, and she is a lord of the city, entitled to be seen only as much as she wants to. An observer with a good nose might catch the scent of honeysuckle and sun-warmed wood in her wake. She leaves no trace otherwise.

In the temple’s inner sanctum, she pauses for a moment, surrounded by abstract holograms of animals in the throes of the hunt—darting through the grass, rearing as they catch the sight or noise of the hunter, being run down and split open by spears and arrowheads. Deer and hares, foxes and tigers. Before Artemis, the dividing line between predator and prey disappears. They are all her quarries.

Demeter smiles and goes through one more door. It shuts behind her, disappearing entirely into its housing, making of the chamber a sealed environment. The place is hexagonal, dimly illuminated in silver, the walls indigo. Constellation models decorate the ceiling, distant overhead. At the center is a slab, enormous, its surface the color of moonlight. Drops of gold have gathered in its grooves, marring the otherwise immaculate surface: ichor, the vital fluid of the gods. It behaves in interesting ways, not quite a liquid the way water or blood is; when fresh, it flows very like mercury, refusing to share itself with the world, bonding only with itself. An apt metaphor for how some of the gods have paired off.

A sharp exhalation of breath. Apollo lies bound on the metal, lacerations across eir chest and thighs, some precise, others jagged. Artemis barely looks up at Demeter, her knife pale and bright in her hand. Her face is tense with concentration as she cuts a new, shining line across Apollo’s cheek.

From her robe, Demeter draws a small bottle of wine. She uncorks it with her bare fingers, closes the distance in a few strides, and pours it on Artemis’ silver head.

The huntress splutters and snarls. “Demeter—”

Demeter sets down the empty bottle. “I came to discuss business, Artemis.”

“You’re very rude.” Artemis dabs her finger on one of her twin’s wounds, bringing a smear of ichor to her mouth.

“Rude is agreeing to a meeting and not being ready for it, Lord of the Hunt. I’m aware both of you like to be watched, but that’s not why I came here.”

Apollo chuckles; the lacerations are already beginning to close, and will leave em as unblemished as ever. “You should join us, Demeter. You’re notoriously difficult to entertain.”

She draws a seat out of the floor and lowers herself onto it. The wine’s scent rises into the air, mingling with other smells. “I understand your latest play has not prevailed against its target.”

“It wasn’t supposed to. It’s just a little game.” Apollo snaps free of eir restraints, as easy as if they had been twine, and pulls emself up. “Hades isn’t exactly going to be killed by a handful of automata. I like to think she finds it an amusing diversion. Everyone is having fun.”

“And this futility, it does not tire you?” Demeter plucks from her hair a small hummingbird that at once stirs to life, its crest a vibrant magenta, its chest white.

The sight of it draws Artemis’ eye at once. Anything that lives and moves is, to her, a potential quarry. “Why, do you want open war amongst the Twelve, Lord Demeter? How pugnacious of you, and how short-sighted.”

The Lord of Harvest lets the bird perch on her shoulder. It twitters, once, oblivious to the huntress’ attention. “I have brought the Mark Four online.”

At this, both twins jolt, brought to rapt attention. “When can we see its capabilities demonstrated?” This from Artemis, who in any case speaks for both—Apollo follows eir sister in all things.

“Not yet. It’d give the game away too soon, and in any case there are a few milestone parameters for her to achieve first.”

“But,” murmurs Apollo, “does she have the capabilities?”

“I’ve built her.” Demeter makes a noncommittal gesture. “Testing those would require, as you might imagine, highly specific conditions, conditions that require careful cultivation and long lead times. Related preliminary stress tests have shown, of course, excellent results.”

“Mark Three was terribly disappointing.”

“An assessment I agree with,” the Lord of Harvest says mildly. “He has his mundane uses. Do I have your pledge, once Mark Four proves herself?”

The twins look at each other, silver reflecting gold, two bodies that fall into the habit of mirroring one another by default. This positioning of limbs. This arrangement of expression, eyes and mouth and brows in perfect sync. Communication, for them, is subtler and less visible than for most. Among the Twelve they are the closest, as though the weave of them unspooled from the same fabric; more so than even Hades and Zeus, greatest of the lords, themselves twins, now no longer identical.

Artemis moves, sudden and surgical; in a heartbeat she has seized the hummingbird from Demeter’s shoulder. Her fingers lock around its tiny, delicate neck. There is a dry snap. Beautiful feathers drift, landing soft and soundless on the floor. Her expression is dreamy. “You should let me test the Mark Four,” she purrs. “I would love to hunt her.”







PERSEPHONE




The house of my mother resembles, from the outside, a cornucopia. A symbol of plenty, ever-flourishing and all-giving. It suits the place: her name is synonymous with bounty, and it presides over an ecosystem that all agree is Elysium’s most exquisite. The greenhouses shine, even in the dark. This is a place of grace.

From the inside, the place more closely resembles a labyrinth.

My room is spacious, luxurious—nothing but the best for the house’s finest and newest product. I share it with no one, because I don’t have to. Many of the clones sleep two or three to a chamber, though of course it’s still perfectly fine living: they have lovely furnishings and pass their days tending the gardens. They don’t look much like me, and have existed as a closed circle, because they know as well as I do that a chasm yawns between us, one that only Khrysothemis cared to cross. We’ve been built for different purposes—them to be sold and used as bargaining chips, me for a more select plan.

I’m to be kept by a lord. Zeus, ostensibly; Demeter, most likely. I have no intention of meekly following my mother’s machinations, nor do I owe anything to the rest of her daughters, save that which I give. To Khrysothemis, my devotion; I will come back for her. To the others—tonight I sever ties with them entirely.

In my mind I hold a schematic of the estate, surveillance feeds of the perimeter, biometrics of every human and clone on the grounds. Security is staffed by copies of Mark Three. Sooner or later I’d have been tested against them in any case, so it might as well be now, on my own terms.

I stand naked, checking myself one final time for any implants that shouldn’t be there; checking any signal that is emitting when it shouldn’t be. None of the items in my wardrobe can be put on: nanoscopic trackers are woven into the fabric of my dresses, but to the best of my knowledge my flesh doesn’t harbor the same. I’m intimately familiar with my own specifications, have obsessively studied myself ever since I emerged from my decanting chamber. There are parts of me that remain mysteries even to myself, but perhaps that is true of all things, living and simulacrum alike. In any case, it would require hacking into Demeter’s most guarded systems to resolve. I don’t yet have the means for that.

For now, though, my mother is absent—gone to consort with the twins, it seems—and though I do not have a good sense of how long she will be away, doubt and hesitation will only empower her.

My door is locked from the outside. I open it all the same. No point trying the window—at this height, I’d break every bone in my body, despite the garden’s soft grass and flowerbeds. Several more floors down, perhaps.

The corridor’s illumination doesn’t light up for me, by my intention. I mean to leave no trace, to set off no alarms. And for a while, it goes well enough: I don’t run into any of my sisters, or any of Mark Three. The conservatory is quiet, and the only noises are distant—owls and other night creatures kept to maintain the gardens, to preempt the possibility of pests that might have snuck in here from outside.

The interior of Demeter’s estate is meant to disorient even its residents, and Khrysothemis once told me that a few daughters went exploring at night and never returned. Our mother, of course, never mentioned or reacted to it: their absence sealed over, like surface tension closing above drowned corpses. What remains is unmarred and frictionless, a perfect pane that reflects nothing back.

I’m three floors down from my living quarters when the hallway is flooded by sudden, brilliant illumination—I flinch. Despite everything, the core of me is organic, instinctually animal.

From within the blinding light, a voice speaks: “Please return to your quarters, Mark Four.”

My vision has adjusted enough that I can make out the bulky armored shapes. Five in all. The voice is a little higher than I’d expect, but the Mark Three copies don’t necessarily share Adrastus’ presentation or gender. Mother doesn’t demand total uniformity, because it contributes nothing to their tasks. Faintly I wonder whether they will be replaced by copies of me, once I’ve cut my way through them; whether those copies will differ from me in any way, develop their own identities.

I hold up my hands, to show that I am unarmed. “Mark Three, Number Seven.” Only Adrastus, the primary copy, gets his own name. “Is it so wrong for me to be wandering about? This is my home, too.”

“And you enjoy wandering about naked?” Number Seven’s voice is dry, even through the helmet that masks their face. Solid, seamless metal: there are no slits for eyes, only invisible optics that see for the wearer. In appearance, nothing in and nothing out. “Go back to your quarters. This is your last warning.”

My fist goes straight through Number Seven’s armored chest.

There’s a croak from inside the helmet, and wet, sucking noises from inside their ribcage. I don’t pause to appreciate their viscera—beautiful organs, no doubt—because guns are leaving holsters. Seven’s body doesn’t last long as a shield, but it absorbs a few shots and gives me the time to connect to the house network, and take over a few crucial functions.

No longer a chance for secrecy; I will take over all that I can. Surveillance feeds expand, and my mind with them: it enhances my spatial awareness, grants me something very like specialized prescience—the house’s sensors witness and process for me, and it becomes simplicity itself to see where each gun is aimed, where each bullet will travel. The Marks Three are disadvantaged too, because there’s only so much corridor, and it’s not wide enough for all four to stand abreast. I carve my pathways between their salvo, picking out the possibilities that allow me to reach for a head and snap it clean off, shove a body into a ballistic trajectory, shatter a knee.

By the time I am done, I stand in a corridor lit in brilliant white, harshly interrupted in red. The alarms haven’t yet gone off. I remedy that, sending out alerts that will misdirect the remaining Mark Three to the rooftop. That means I’ll still have to deal with the ones patrolling the perimeter, but there would be considerably fewer.

Klaxons blare, to the same precise beat and at the exact same decibel as the ones that attended my birth. I turn a corner, stepping close to a window, tapping on it with my knuckle to gauge its strength. It’s time to go.
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PERSEPHONE


Flesh has its own song, and Elysium’s is the loudest of all. Most don’t think of it that way—to the naked eye, it is a structure of metal and concrete, not a body of humming nerves and pumping aorta, substrates of dermis and pooling blood. To perceive the flesh and the marrow requires a certain perspective.

It is my first time making Elysium’s acquaintance this way, yet the city accommodates, perhaps even better than the systems of Demeter’s estate. Shadows contract and expand like muscles as I pass, opening to me and closing behind me. I am a ghost, moving through without leaving a record, unseen by the million-million eyes that skim along the city’s skin and drift in the fumes of its breath, never sleeping.

And I have come a long way.

Demeter’s domain stands close to the city’s apex, not far beneath Zeus’ district; plants, like power, climb. It has been an extended journey down, and down, to the Underworld. While part of it is above ground, the false moon doesn’t penetrate this far; this substrate has its own light that mimics neither Apollo’s nor Artemis’, a strange blue that limns everything in winter’s touch, if Elysium had a winter.

I don’t check whether I have been followed—as of now, speed is of the essence. From level to level I hurled myself, taking the most efficient paths, leaping down when I had to, all while coaxing the city itself to hide me. There’s been no alarm sent out, let alone public notice, which is a welcome development but not a surprise. I’ve read the invoice logs, seen the centuries of processing power distilled into mapping my body and training my thoughts; I have a sense of how important I am, and not only to Demeter. It was Zeus’ patronage and resources that made me possible, conditional on the promise of myself to the Lord of Thunder. Whether or not Demeter sought to honor that promise is immaterial; my escape will embarrass my mother, and most likely she will conceal it from the rest of the Twelve until she no longer can.

Now that I have escaped, my next priority is seeking sanctuary—declare myself before one of the gods and beseech their protection. It is a dangerous gambit. I could be ignored, or held and placated until I can be handed over to my mother without a fuss. Even if the god is intrigued, Demeter might risk violating the norms of sanctuary and the opprobrium of her fellow lords to see me restored to her. And beyond that, to invite the attention of the gods is to invite destruction—I will be acting with incredible hubris, and the gods like nothing more than to humble a mortal.

But a weapon of my caliber—capable of incredible violence and unparalleled analysis—cannot be set aside. Once it exists, it must be wielded or
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