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Goddess of Nothing

 

My twin sister was the favored child. She ran wild in the fields, the sun glowing off her cornsilk locks. She picked the flowers and braided them into crowns worthy of the queen she must have known she was destined to be.

My sister could do no wrong. How could she, when her only ambition was to frolic in our mother’s wake, laughing and twirling in the light of eternal summer?

Our mother worked the fields every day. It would have been backbreaking work for mortals, but our mother was not mortal, and she never felt the strain. She was the goddess of the harvest, and she was doing what she was made to do. She came in from her work every day with a satisfied smile on her face, weary but fulfilled. I often wondered how it would feel to have that kind of purpose.

While our mother planted, my sister played. While our mother harvested grain, she picked flowers. She had no responsibilities—none but keeping a smile on our mother’s face with her dancing and her twirling and her sun-bright hair.

When I played, I did everything wrong. I picked the wrong flowers, the ones that should have been left to grow into a later harvest. I scared the good bugs away, and carried squirming and stinking pests into the fields, where they ate up the plants. My mother was always shaking her head at me. No, don’t do that. No, stop that at once. Her sharp voice followed me everywhere, as constant as the sun on my twin’s hair. She never smiled at me the way she did at my sister.

In my secret heart, I was glad when Persephone was taken.

 

* * *

 

It happened like this:

Persephone was picking flowers at the edges of the field, as she often did. I had gone out to help my mother, but she had shooed me away, telling me I brought nothing but bad luck and grubby fingers. So I went up to Persephone instead, and offered her a flower for her crown, a large and stripy one that looked endlessly more interesting than the little white nothings she had picked.

But she scowled and pushed me away. “That one is poisonous! Get it away from me! Why would you bring me that?”

I trotted away, shoulders and chin high, not ready to give up yet. I came back with another flower, large and pink and proud. Again, my sister scowled. “What are you doing? That’s from Mother’s garden! Can’t you do anything right?”

Her words dug at me like thorns. I pointed at the crown on her head. “Those are from the fields, too. Why would she miss this and not those?” I wave the pink flower in her face.

She tapped one of the tiny white flowers. “These are weeds. She doesn’t need them. Can’t you tell the difference?”

I couldn’t, not like she could, and that dug at me worse than her words. We had shared a womb, so why did she know so many things I didn’t? Why did the sun always shine on her hair and never on mine? Why did our mother’s smile land so often on her, and never on me?

I shoved her. She shoved back. Her flower crown fell to the ground, and I kicked it into the dirt for good measure. That drew an outraged yell from her, which made me smirk. It wasn’t easy to scare the happiness from Persephone’s face, but it was the one thing I could get right with some consistency.

We were so caught up in our fight that at first, neither of us noticed the field was dying.

We both saw it at the same moment—the rot creeping along the shining stalks of wheat. The stalks bowed like old men as they turned gray and crumpled to the earth. We both fell silent. Already, I couldn’t remember what we had been arguing about.

Persephone put a finger to her lips, even though neither of us was speaking. “Do you hear that?” She asked in a whisper.

I didn’t. And then, a second later, I did. It was the creak of uneven wheels, and the rattling neigh of horses who had never known sunlight. In the distance, I glimpsed my first sight of Hades’s chariot.

The chariot was made of bone. The wheels, tiny white fragments bonded together. Human bones, I knew without having to look closely. Mortal bones.

Hades was no concern of ours. We were not mortal. Even so, as I watched the blight spread across the field, I felt a chill come over me.

The stench of putrid flesh swept across the field toward us. It was coming from the horses. Their rotted skin hung in meaty flaps from their bones. Their heads were little more than empty skulls. They raced toward us on legs of bare bone, and stared at us with empty eye sockets.

My sister held her nose. “What is that?” she asked, in the horrified disbelief of someone who had never smelled anything more offensive than flowers in her life.

“Trouble,” I said grimly, fixing my gaze on the chariot and the shrouded figure within. If there was one thing I knew, after all, it was trouble. “We need to run.”

But she didn’t. Persephone didn’t have enough experience with trouble to know danger when she smelled it. She probably didn’t even know the meaning of the word.

I should have taken my own advice and run, with or without her. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave my sister, even though I knew she would have left me without a second thought. Besides, a part of me couldn’t help but be aware that this was the most interesting thing that had happened in my mother’s fields for as long as I could remember. I wanted to see what happened next.

As the chariot drew closer, and the creak of the wheels became a discordant roar, the seated figure rose, hands on the reins. His shroud fell away.

His skin was as pale as bone, except where actual bone poked through the flesh. He moved with the chariot like it was an extension of himself. His mouth was set in a stern line, a foreign expression in my mother’s smiling fields. Until then, I was the only one I had ever known who didn’t smile.

But his eyes were the most arresting. They burned with a pale blue fire. One look at those eyes, and I knew that if he so chose, he could destroy my mother’s fields with power to spare.

Until that moment, I had thought my mother was the most powerful force in the universe, whatever stories she had told us about Zeus on his high throne.

When those eyes came into view, my sister made a choking noise deep in her throat. I turned to see her pale and frozen, her lips trembling, her glistening eyes wide with terror. I wondered if she had ever been afraid before in her life.

I tugged at her hand. I didn’t want to see what happened next anymore.

“Run,” I repeated, more urgently. But Persephone’s feet were rooted to the earth, as surely as our mother’s crops. She didn’t move.

The chariot slowed as it approached, but didn’t stop. Hades thrust a hand out toward us. His fingers were bare bone. Silver rings hung around his fingers.

He grabbed Persephone’s other wrist and wrenched her from my grip. She made another small noise, then nothing. She didn’t fight as he tossed her carelessly behind him. My sister had never had occasion to fight, except in our childhood squabbles, and she had never come out on the right end of those.

Before that moment, I had never understood how helpless she was.

His hand snatched out for me next. I did the only thing I could think of—I grabbed the striped flower, the one Persephone had said was poisonous, and thrust it up into his face.

He recoiled. He shouted a word to the horses, and they took off at double speed. His chariot disappeared into the distance, spreading blight behind it.

He left without me and my handful of poison.

He left with my sister.

 

* * *

 

My mother wouldn’t leave her bed. For the first time in my memory, the fields went untended. The blight spread. The crops died. The harvest rotted away.

And I was old enough to know that when the crops died in our field, all the mortals’ crops died as well. The mortals depended on us for their bountiful harvest.

I tried to tug her out of bed, and urged her to do her work for Persephone’s sake, if not for the mortals. But I was only a child, and I couldn’t move a full-grown goddess who didn’t want to be moved. My mother wouldn’t budge. Anyway, she didn’t want to see my face, let alone speak to me.

She blamed me, of course. And why wouldn’t she? I had been there when my sister was taken. I could have stopped it if I had been stronger. If I had been more capable. If I had been a good child like my sister.

Not that my sister had been able to stop it, either. But I knew that didn’t matter in my mother’s eyes. I knew which of us she laid the blame on.

She never said it aloud. To do that, she would have had to speak to me. But it didn’t matter. I knew what she was thinking. I knew it every time she turned her face away from me and ordered me, in the commanding tones of a goddess, to leave her to her grief.

I tried to work the fields for her. But everything I did was wrong. I pulled up the plants I should have let grow, and lovingly watered the weeds. I never realized my mistakes until it was too late. Even when I managed to tend the right plants, they died under my clumsy fingers. After a time, I decided the mortals were better off without my help than with it, and abandoned the fields to my mother’s neglect.
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