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Introduction

 

This collection came together because I wrote a bunch of stories that just… weren’t what they were supposed to be. I had a superhero story that didn’t really feel like a superhero story, an urban fantasy story that didn’t feel like urban fantasy, a dragon story that wasn’t high fantasy… no matter the subgenre, these stories stubbornly insisted on being not quite right.

But the closer I looked, the more I saw the common thread. These stories were all about characters who had made themselves smaller to meet other people’s expectations. And they were about those same characters finding the strength to stop being who the people around them wanted them to be.

This theme is personal to me. Growing up on the autism spectrum, I spent a lot of time absorbing the message that my natural way of being is wrong. Working to unlearn that lesson has been one of the most rewarding things I’ve done in my life, and one of the hardest. There’s a piece of that struggle in every one of these characters.

These stories span the breadth of the fantasy genre. A couple are set in other worlds, with dragons and monsters. A couple are set in our own world and our own time. There’s a superhero story, and a fresh take on a familiar myth.

What ties them together—aside from a pinch of magic—is that at first, they all looked like they didn’t fit. But nothing was wrong with them after all. Like their characters, they just needed a space where they were free to be what they were.


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.

The last of the crops withered and died. The cold in my mother’s heart spread across the land. A chill settled over the bare fields, and grew with each passing day. I felt I would never be warm again.

It was on one of those numberless days of intolerable cold that I set out to hunt for Persephone. It occurred to me that this was finally my chance for adventure, my opportunity to see something beyond the fields. A tiny, secret spark of gladness awoke in my heart. The fields had never spoken to my soul the way they had for my mother and sister.

I tried to smother that spark with guilt. But it burned in secret as I set off.

I walked the cold, unwelcoming earth. I shivered in clothes that had been sewn for summer. As I walked, I picked dead flowers, only the striped poisonous ones. I gathered them into a deadly bouquet, and held it out before me like a weapon as I followed the ruts in the earth that Hades’s chariot had made.

I walked, and I walked, and the fields never ended. I had never known my mother’s domain was so large. Just the thought of tending all this made me feel as tired as a mortal. Because I wasn’t the goddess of the harvest, I supposed.

I wasn’t the goddess of anything. Unless there was a goddess of screwing everything up. Not that the mortals needed any help in that regard.

The longer I traveled across the endless barren fields, the less I felt the guilty call of adventure. It didn’t even feel like I was setting off on my own—more like following in my sister’s footsteps all over again. I kicked at the grooves in the earth, and took some small satisfaction in the way the dry earth crumbled—until I remembered I would need those paths to find my way home, and forced my feet to trudge joylessly forward.

The sun set. The cold deepened and settled into my bones. I had never been out after sundown before. Working the fields was a daylight job.

I imagined my mother back home, shivering in her bed alone, with no one to look after her. I had been cooking for her every day, making sure she ate. Everything I cooked came out underdone on one side and burned on the other. Even I could barely choke it down. But she always ate, even if it was with a look of trusted displeasure on her face.

Would she think to eat if I wasn’t there to feed her? Would she bring herself to rise from her bed and cook a perfect meal for herself, or would she wither away to nothing?

My sister needed me, but I was beginning to feel that I could walk for another hundred years and never reach her. And meanwhile, our mother was at home, and needed me as much as Persephone did. I could still get home and feed her dinner, if I hurried.

As the moon rose, I turned around and took quick steps back home.

So much for my first real adventure. But it hadn’t been much of an adventure anyway, walking a path my sister had traveled long before me.

I consoled myself with the thought that if our positions had been reversed, Persephone would never have thought to turn back for our mother’s sake. Cooking when you didn’t have the knack for it was work, as was coaxing food down our resistant mother’s throat. And Persephone didn’t understand work, any more than she understood danger.

 

* * *

 

When Persephone came back, she was a grown woman. At first I marveled at the magic that had taken identical twins and made them no longer of an age. Until I looked down at myself and saw a woman’s body where a lanky child used to be.

But we were no longer identical. And now the differences ran beyond her bright hair versus my lank locks, or her carefree smile versus my sour look. Her sunshine hair was now as black as a starless night. The right side jutted out in unruly twists, while the left was shaved bare, showing the harsh angles of her skull.

Her eyes were no longer as blue as the summer sky. They were as dark as secrets, with the glimmer of stars shining deep within. Beside one eye, a glimpse of bare skull peaked through. I quickly looked away.

For the first time since my twin had disappeared, my mother rose from her bed. She had no words of thanks for the one who had kept her fed all these years. No gratitude for the one who had dug roots from the earth when the food supplies had run out. Not a nod of acknowledgment for the daughter who had bled over a sewing needle until we both had thick coats and blankets to ward away the cold. No, she only had eyes for the lost daughter returned.

She didn’t seem to notice the changes in Persephone’s appearance. She only murmured, again and again, about how the sun had returned to her life. Never mind that Persephone seemed more moon than son now. Never mind that my sister’s smile was smaller and more secretive, and the light didn’t catch her hair the way it once had.

Persephone warned her that it was only for half the year. That she was promised to Hades for the other half, in some deal I didn’t fully understand. But that didn’t dim our mother’s joy.

“I was so alone,” she said into Persephone’s hair, again and again. “I’m not alone anymore.”

I wanted to remind her that she had never been alone, not for one moment, save for the few hours I had thought I might have a chance to see the world. But I didn’t bother. She would never have heard me.

Bitterness curdled in my stomach like sour milk.

So I left. They didn’t need me curdling their moods along with my own. I went out to work the fields, which were already coming back to life again now that the sun’s warmth had returned. I had become a half-decent cook by the end; maybe now I would find I was also a better hand at farming than when I was a child.

Late at night, when I stumbled in bone-weary long past sundown and collapsed into my bed, Persephone was sitting on the bed opposite mine. I was surprised she wasn’t asleep already. “Were you waiting up for me?” I asked. “You didn’t need to.”

Persephone shook her head. The moonlight caught her hair the way the sun used to. “I feel more at home in the night now,” she said, with a wistful note in her voice that sounded nothing like the summer child I remembered. “I wanted to be alone in the moonlight for a while, and get a taste of what I left behind to come here.”

There was a world of loneliness in that voice. It hadn’t occurred to me until then that coming home might mean something other than joy to her.

I patted the space next to me on my bed, the way I used to when we were children staying up too late. It wasn’t always arguments and shoves between us. There were also sweeter times—when we were alone, when we weren’t competing for our mother’s favor. If it was fair to call it a competition when only one of us was ever aware of the game.

She lowered herself to the edge of my bed as gracefully as a queen. She folded her alabaster hands in her lap. I rubbed my own hands together under the covers, and felt the calluses there from doing my mother’s work.

“What was it like?” I ventured, when the silence had stretched on for too long. “Was it terrible?”

Persephone took a long time to answer. “At first, it was,” she said, soft and distant, like she was struggling to remember back so far. “But Hades was kind, and his kingdom was quiet and gentle. After a time, it came to feel like home.”

“Kind?” The word burst from my throat with none of my sister’s regal elegance. I still remembered the man I had seen—the grim set of his mouth, the cruel fire in his eyes.

“There are other ways to be kind than with a smile,” was all she said.

Those words struck at something deep within me. Smiles had never come easily to me. I had always known it for one of my flaws.

I didn’t speak.

We sat awhile in silence—her staring out the window at the moon, and me studying her. She looked grown up now, in a way that went beyond the years that had passed. She looked like a goddess in her own right, easily the equal of our mother, although I doubted our mother would ever see her as anything other than the girl she had been.

I ran a hand through the tangles of my hair. I wondered if it would ever my turn to grow up.

“I wish it had been me.” I said it without meaning to, and immediately clapped my hand over my mouth. What a thing to say—to wish the lord of the underworld had stolen me away! To admit I was jealous of her nightmare! I thought about amending my statement, pretending I wished it had been me in order to spare her the pain, but I knew there was no point. We were twins. She knew me better than that.

I expected her to storm out in a huff after that. But that had always been my style, not hers. She only smiled—a wistful, faraway smile. “Don’t be,” she said, with no heat in her voice. “It may not seem it, since you only remember the child that I was, but the underworld was perfectly suited for me. And you and I have always been very different. You would have been miserable there, I suspect.”

I wondered if I would ever find a place perfectly suited to me. “Then I wish someone else would come and steal me away instead,” I said, with more than a hint of childish petulance in my voice.

Persephone last softly at that, but her laugh was troubled. “Don’t wish for that.”

Another rush of guilt came over me. Me and my hasty words. She might have grown to love the underworld eventually, but what must she have endured in the meantime? “I only mean I wish I could find the place I belong. I wish I could learn who I am in my own right, and be more than my mother’s failed daughter.”

“And you think that’s what I’ve done?” Persephone smiled, but there was no happiness in it this time. “It was Hades who took me away. Hades who married me. Hades who tricked me into the deal—I had no say in that. I might have made the same choice, if he had offered it to me. I might even have chosen to stay with him full-time. But he never thought to ask.

“I was my mother’s daughter. Now I am Hades’s queen. And I am happy. I am who I was meant to be.” Her sad smile fell away as she gave me a long, searching look. “But you… you are claimed by no one. You are free. Never wish that away.”

Her words were so alien to me, it took a moment for me to understand what she meant. My sister, the golden child… my sister was jealous of me.

Me, the one who couldn’t tell
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