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PROLOGUE
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Once upon a time, eternity was simply darkness but out of that darkness, life was born. Creation was bountiful for a time until humans became greedy and Kronos had to do the unthinkable. The humans brought death upon themselves as their punishment. 

Thus, Death was created. Over the centuries, he went by many names, the most common being Hades or the Grim Reaper. It would vary in different cultures. Death would carry out his duties ferrying the souls of humans, animals, and even different paranormal creatures into the afterlife where they would spend eternity. The only rules bestowed upon him were simple; do not reveal yourself to the living and do not take a soul before its time. Simple, easy rules, but so were the ones given to the humans in the Garden of Eden.

Throughout the years, the same solitary life became heartbreaking for Death, his only interaction was with his subjects of the Underworld, other gods and goddesses on occasion and the dead he ruled over. He watched time and time again as they were reunited with their loved ones but he had no one to love himself. He longed to know how it felt to love and be loved in turn.

One day he came upon a beautiful woman at a well fetching water long after the cool morning time had passed. What a dangerous place to be alone in this time period. Her essence glowed around her, reminding him of the beauty of life coming into the world. As she gathered water, she hummed a whimsical tune. It called to him as if her siren voice was speaking to his cold dead heart.

He watched as she took the water back to the village, dispersing it to others until she came to a small hut on the far end, just outside of the small town. Death fought internally as he watched her every movement, entranced by her selfless manner.

At that moment, he decided he must know her. No one needed to know, and as long as he continued to do what he was created for, no one would, and so he disguised himself. Surely, no one would know? Right? A plan began to form. First, he would watch her, learn about her so as not to scare her. Besides, what did Death know of talking to another soul? Most of the time, his interactions were consoling the dead souls and guiding them into their eternal resting place.

The next day, he went to the well and waited for her. She came in the warmth of the day when the sun was at its peak. Death paced back and forth, rethinking his idea about revealing himself to her. He would disguise himself so that he didn’t scare her, as well as to avoid being caught breaking the rules.

Taking a deep breath, he stepped out of the inbetween and fully into the human realm. 

His first step forward a twig broke and her head snapped up, alerted to his presence, “Who’s there?” she called.

“Sorry, my lady. I did not mean to frighten you. I mean you no harm. May I have a drink?” he asked quietly.

She watched him cautiously as she scooped a small cup of water out of the bucket and handed it to him, “What would your name be, stranger?”

“Hades. What might yours be, my lady?”

“Persephone.”

He sat easily on the edge of the well, “May I ask as to why you’re alone at the well at such a dangerous time of day? Don’t you know there are scoundrels running amuck, waiting for ladies to make themselves vulnerable?” he smiled.

Persephone laughed, “Why? Are you one of them?”

He chuckled, “I must be on my way. Thank you, dear Persephone, for fulfilling my thirst. Maybe I’ll see you around again sometime...”

“Oh, the mysterious type; I’m intrigued now, good sir. I do hope to run into you again sometime too,” she replied with a smile. 

A glint of something shiny caught her eye on the edge of the well. It was a necklace made of silver with a flower caressing the crescent moon. Hades turned and left the way he came, slipping into the inbetween as Persephone ran after him.

“Hades! You forgot your necklace!” she yelled but was stumped when he was nowhere to be found.

Death smiled as he stood in front of her, his ghostly hand caressed her face as he leaned in and whispered, “That is for you.”

Her eyes widened as she glanced around at the realization that Hades was not a normal human being. She ran her fingers over the metal, tracing the intricate crevices and shape of the flower wrapped around the moon.

He left her presence, feeling alive for the first time in his entire existence. What a silly thing to feel such desire and passion for someone you barely even know. Hades knew what he must do, he must have her to spend eternity with. As the god of death, she could live as his queen in the underworld with him.

For weeks, Hades returned to the well to see Persephone. They talked the afternoon away in the shade away from the prying eyes of the villagers. Until one day, Persephone wasn’t at the well. In fact, she was nowhere to be found.

After slipping into the inbetween and searching the entire village, Hades circled back to the well to see Persephone’s soul on her knees at the well, leaning on the ledge, crying softly in pain.

“Persephone?” he called heartbroken.

At her name, she turned back to see Hades in his true form, “Hades? Why do you look so...different?” Realization dawned on her as she fully took in the being that stood before her. “You are the god of death!”

Tears fell down Hades cold cheeks, “I don’t understand. How? Why?”

Her eyes wandered downward to the depths of the well saddened.

Persephone came to Hades and took his hands into hers, “It does not matter, my love. What matters is that I will be with you in the afterlife now.”

Kronos, the creator of all creation appeared before them, brilliant in his aura surrounding him. “Hades, you have broken our sacred rules. It pains me to punish you but I cannot allow the transgressions that have passed to go on.” 

Kronos lifted a hand towards Persephone but Hades stepped in front of her, blocking his path.

“Please, do whatever you must to me but do not harm her soul. She is the light of my existence and I cannot bear for her to be punished for what I have done. I have been a faithful servant all of my life, surely that must count for something, Father,” Hades pleaded.

Taking a step back from the two lovers, he paced about for a moment before facing them again, “For breaking the sacred rules, I will not remove Persephone from this universe. Your love is great but you shall never be as one, only as two halves. Persephone will be the embodiment of life personified as you continue your days out ferrying and overlooking souls in the Underworld. Always just a breath away from one another. This shall be your punishment." As Hades begins to protest, Kronos raises his hand, silencing him. "I'm not finished, my son. You have done your job well for many eons. For that I wish to grant mercy. On the Autumn solstice, the two of you will be allowed to be with one another, but only until the night of the Spring solstice. Heed my words, Persephone must carry out her duties bringing life to the natural world and you must continue to manage your responsibilities in the underworld as well.” The threat of death due to noncompliance is left hanging unspoken on the air between the trio.

But that’s not where the story ends...in fact that’s where our real story begins. In Arcadia, South Carolina located deep in the heart of Spartanburg County, Greek mythology comes to life.

Arcadia was a mysterious place, full of mythical creatures living in it, such as nymphs or nature spirits, dryads or tree spirits, centaurs or half-human, half-horse warriors, and other non-human beings, including several gods and goddesses.

That’s just a tip of the iceberg of Arcadia’s origin. Every year on the season’s solstice, all the mythological creatures, gods, goddesses and even demigods come out of the woodwork to mingle together.

But before we can understand the present, we must keep digging into the past.

[image: image]

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1
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PERSEPHONE

I awoke, made anew. I was no longer human but now a goddess. As fields of flowers surrounded me, I looked into the eyes of nymphs. They were all around, staring back at me full of curiosity.

“Mistress, are you okay?” One of them asked with concern.

“Hush, Rose! Let the mistress gain her composure! It’s not every day you are transformed into a goddess.” The other nymph rolled her eyes.

“I know that, Lily!” they bickered back and forth before I held up my hand stopping them.

“Who are you two? My memory is a bit foggy but I remember what I think are the most important parts of it. Where is Hades?”

They looked at one another sadly, “I am Lily and this is Rose, we’re your ladies. We will tend to your needs as well as aid you in your tasks. Not only are you now the goddess of life but that of fertility and spring. The god of death, Hades, was allowed to escort you here for safety before Kronos sent him off.”

“Condemned to live only a breath from one another yet to only be as one during nature’s rest. I guess I should be grateful for the time between solstices,” I said bitterly.

In my previous life, I was treated as an outcast by those in my village. Hades never made me feel unwanted or less than. Being with him is the only time I felt whole. Now I would only be able to see my love for two of the four seasons. Half of my life to live in the Underworld and the other in the world that despised me during my human life. I was tasked with keeping them alive by blessing them with bountiful crops and children. 

How do I bring such life into a world I feel so separate from?

Rose and Lily helped me to my feet, “Demeter awaits you, mistress.”

“Who is Demeter?” I ask confused.

“She is your mother, she sculpted your new form from the clay of this earth before breathing life into you,” Lily answered me.

They led me deep into an alcove of the forest as nymphs and other creatures looked on in curiosity. I could hear their hushed whispers. Not wanting to take my discomfort out on them, I smiled and waved meekly at each one. Younglings showered my path with flowers.

Rose leaned over and whispered, “It’s not every day that a new goddess is brought to life. This is a time of celebration even in your heartache and pain.”

I reached over and squeezed her hand, feeling comforted by my new friends in this strange new world laid before me. The path would seem rough at first but at least I would get to be with my love, if only for a short time. For my own sanity, I must focus on the positives of my situation.

As we came into the clearing, Demeter sat on a wooden throne, branches weaved unnaturally together to make her seat. Next to her was a slightly smaller seat, I walked forward and instinctively bowed in front of her. The party came to a standstill and the music and festivities ceased as Demeter looked upon my face.

“My Lady, you summoned me?” 

Demeter stood and looked me over, “My dear, you are the breath of life, with beauty far superior to that of Aphrodite herself.” She lowered her voice a bit and laughed, “But don’t tell her that. She gets her knickers in a twist when her vanity is attacked in any form.” I smiled as she embraced me, “Come, come, Daughter. You must take your place next to mine for all to see.”

I looked out to all the creatures as they hooped and hollered in celebration and smiled as Rose handed me a horn of mead to drink and Lily gave me a fresh platter of fruits. Oh they tasted like nothing I had ever tried before in my past life!

“Do you like it, Daughter?” Demeter asked.

“Yes, their taste is indescribable.”

I found myself over the next few hours clapping and feasting, a few nymphs pulled me from my throne and we danced around the fire, giggling uncontrollably.

As I sat and rested on my seat, there were gasps around me as once again all eyes fell on me. Confused, I looked around to see blooms of flowers, the likes of which have never been seen before, appear all around the grove.

Lily whispered, “My Lady...” and pointed at the chair and around us.

“Oh, Daughter...” Demeter voiced in awe.

“What are they?” I mumbled, examining the newly floral throne I sat on.

Demeter looked them over, “These are new species. Therefore, you get to name them.”

“But how? I don’t understand.” Confusion sounded in my voice.

She cupped my face in her hands as she spoke to me, “You are life personified and the goddess of spring. You bring and give life to all creations, including plants. Your powers are connected to your emotions. In time, you will learn how to control them all but tonight, we celebrate your rebirth.”

“What of Hades? I am meant to spend the colder solstices with him in the Underworld.”

“My dear...has no one told you?” Demeter asked.

“Told me what?” I asked, confused again.

“You two are to be wed on the eve of the Autumn solstice. Kronos decreed it himself, unless you do not wish that. We can protect you here and come up...”

I placed a hand on top of hers, causing her to pause, “No! I still wish to be with him.” Looking away with a sad smile I said, “I just imagined it to be under different circumstances is all.”

Demeter giggled and nodded her head knowingly, “As a god, much less a goddess, things rarely ever go as we hope, my Daughter. Sadly, this is a fact. Even as a human, a woman at that, you surely had hardships based on your gender alone.”

“Well, yes but I thought once I became a goddess that things would be...” I trailed off but Demeter finished.

“Different?” Again she nodded, “Unfortunately not but we can avenge ourselves to an extent. So that is worth more than before, right?”

“Yes, indeed.” 

*****
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In the months that followed, every day was a learning experience. Demeter worked with me patiently as I diligently learned to hone my craft to the best of my ability. Some days were harder than others but in my free time, I worked on my secret projects, gifts for my love in the Underworld.

I would task Hermes to send my little creations to him. We may not be able to be together until our solstice comes, but I don’t intend to let him think I’ve forgotten or forsaken him. 

Under the cloud of darkness, with the blackened sands in Santorini from the hidden city of Thera, a strange tune plagued my head until I couldn’t resist it hitting my tongue like a siren wielding her voice.

I molded the black sand under the blood red harvest moon until a three-headed dog took form. Examining the pup, I placed a kiss on his forehead gently blowing air into his snout, thus blessing him with life. The sand dissipated leaving the live puppy before me.

Sniffing my hand, taking in my scent he flopped onto the grassy ground belly up waiting for a tummy rub. Giggling, I obliged his needs as all three tongues lolled out of their mouths. 

“Oh, I really did create a little beast of chaos with you, didn’t I, boy?” Their barks were the only answer of confirmation I needed. “You are to protect my love and the Underworld. You, Cerberus, are a special gift from me to him.”

Lily stepped forward out of the shadows, “Should I summon Hermes for you, my Lady?”

“Yes. Can you make sure Cerberus is well on his way to the Underworld? And for the last time, can you call me Persephone? I had the nickname Kore in my human life too. Either will do, Lily,” I asked politely.

“Anything for you...Kore,” she said shyly before taking Cerberus away.

I continued practicing my skills when the hairs on my arms stood up uneasily. It felt as if I was no longer alone but whoever was near, was no friend of mine.

“I know you’re there...whoever you are,” I said out loud, annoyed. My words remind me of the day I met Hades, causing my heart to ache with longing once more.

A tall man, hidden in the shadows of the trees, appeared in the dim moonlight. His long blonde hair and smirk across his face immediately gave away who he was.

Zeus.

“A fine night to stare at the stars, is it not?” he said seductively.

“What can I do for you, Zeus?” The annoyance in my voice is evident.

“Such disrespect for the king of gods?” he challenged.

“The only king I serve is Hades, and you are not him,” I rebutted.

“I could be, if that is what you desire,” he coaxed.

A snort of laughter escaped me, “Forgive me but does that line actually work for you?”

He scoffed offended, “My brother seems to have bewitched you. Why else would my charm not affect you so?” His facade breaking.

“No bewitching, simply true love. Something you know nothing of. You must possess things rather than be equals with them for fear of them taking power over you. Maybe if you opened your eyes, you could see that Hera could be your greatest asset instead of a hindrance. Especially if you quit lying with every woman, goddess and human alike,” I shot back. 

His reputation is no secret, even as a new goddess, I’ve heard of his...exploits. I have no intention of ever allowing myself to be one of them. There is nothing he can offer that would even hold a candle to my Hades.

Zeus cornered me enraged, “I could have my way with you if I so desired.” He leans in as if to touch me. I try not to cringe, but the mere thought of him touching me is revolting. “I should take you here and now, just to teach you a lesson.” He practically growls when he sees my expression.
“You have no right. You are on hallowed ground, and no god dares to disrespect hallowed ground.” Silently, I thank my mother for ensuring our safety with such sacred lands. “Why did you come here? Are you that threatened by your brother’s happiness that you have to try to steal it away? Or maybe it is fear that your older brother would show you the true strength of his power? I will be wed to Hades come Autumn solstice and you will not touch what is his.”
I push against his chest, sending him backwards quite a ways. Roots burst up between us, forming a barrier so that he could not approach again. He looked in disbelief that a new goddess could possess such strength. To me though, it felt invigorating to not be afraid of any man, human or god alike.

“This is not over yet, goddess,” he warned before disappearing into the night.

I sank to the grassy floor allowing all my fear and anxiety to escape and for the first time in my new life, I wept. Vines and plants of all kinds wrap me in a protective cocoon of sorts as I allowed myself this moment of weakness. 

HADES

“If I had known that a woman in your life was what I needed to be able to make changes to the Underworld, I would have started setting up suitors centuries ago,” Hecate said giddily.

My eyes rolled as I glanced over at Hecate. She was like an annoying little sister but has been
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