
	Praise for Winter Harvest:

	 

	 

	“WINTER HARVEST is a retelling that feels as primal as the myth itself. In her struggle to define and wield her divinity against her power-hungry brothers—Zeus, Poseidon and Hades—Demeter discovers the essence of Nature: that the power to nurture is also the power to starve, that creation and destruction are two sides of the same coin. Demeter’ s quest to save her abducted daughter, Kore, depicts her as a true ancient goddess, vindictive, arrogant and volatile. And yet, we cannot but sympathize with her, for the abuse she has suffered, for the injustice her siblings have inflicted upon her, for her unrelenting motherly love. Demeter’s story is symbolic and vast in its scope, yet immediate and raw; mythical yet painfully personal. Demeter is a mother, a goddess and a force of nature who speaks to every woman who suffered the pain of loss.”

	 

	— Jelena Dunato, author of Dark Woods, Deep Water

	 

	“Winter Harvest chronicles the long and tumultuous journey of Demeter through a landscape of mercurial, scheming gods whom she defies in order to reclaim her power. Ioanna Papadopoulou deftly weaves a tapestry of stories as ancient and timeless as nature herself.”

	 

	— Eugenia Triantafyllou, Ignyte, Nebula and World Fantasy Awards nominee

	 

	 

	“A Greek myth retelling by a writer with such a deep connection to the culture and landscape of Greece is a rare, beautiful thing. Here you will find the Greek gods as you have never encountered them before.”

	— Natalia Theodoridou, Nebula Award Finalist and World Fantasy Award winner

	 

	“There is a dark, merciless, and terrifying side to motherhood not every mother is forced to face, but every mother is aware that it lurks behind her ribs, waiting for that one moment that changes everything. Papadopoulou unflinchingly exposes this side of motherhood in Winter Harvest. The transformation of Demeter from a grain harvest goddess to the harbinger of death is brutal, devastating, and left me breathless. She holds nothing back. This is Demeter like you have never seen her before.”

	 

	— Heather Ventura Vassallo, co-editor of Musings of the Muses and Daughter of Sarpedon and co-owner of Brigid’s Gate Press
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	To my husband,

	I couldn't have done it without you.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


PROLOGUE

	 

	 

	 

	I told myself that letting my little brother run his rough hands all over me was simply an act of initiation and a way for him to gesture power.

	It wasn’t me prostituting myself. 

	Similarly, I told myself that making sure my womb clutched onto his seed and turned it into my first-born child, my Kore, my Persephone, was an act of love. It was evidence of my need to become a mother and have someone to call my own.

	It wasn’t an attempt to hold leverage against him.

	Sometimes, though, when I am alone and I fall into the, admittedly rare, mood of self-criticism, I wonder whether I am lying to myself. Am I just finding excuses? The same as all my family has done for all the evil we have committed against others? Even against each other? 

	I am, after all, from a family of kin slayers. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	WINTER

	 

	 

	 

	I remember light when I was born. Fleeting and vanishing light. I was crawling my way out of Mother’s body, slowly realising that this was the beginning of everything. Thoughts of my identity formed in my mind, and I could see that glorious light and wriggled faster to reach it. It was beautiful. It was powerful, and I was irresistibly drawn to it, so eager and willing to meet it and claim it as mine. But, as I reached the end of the birth canal and Mother’s internal muscles helped release my head from her body, I was snatched away. 

	Two powerful hands grabbed my head and pulled me out of Mother, still wet from her fluids as a newborn. I never got to suckle on my mother’s breast, to gain from her that powerful link of comfort and safety in life. I never got to feel her skin. 

	Instead, I was lifted high and faced my father, Kronos. Our eyes met, and I was dumbstruck by his grandness. He was strong. Beautiful, even. The first thing I saw was him, and I was amazed by all the wonders the world offered, by all the bright light that existed in this world I had just ventured into, so much bigger and more interesting than the womb I lived in before. I was made of his majesty. We stared at each other, and I never forgot it. 

	Then, just as I was getting accustomed to the light and was eager to start my life, to live under that glorious clarity of the world, Father opened his mouth and let me drop. 

	I am not sure if I screamed. It was cold as I fell into his mouth and landed on his wet, dark red tongue. He tipped his head backwards, forcing my small body to roll down his throat, through his oesophagus, ensuring I had no chance to escape this new, dark place. The oesophagus was tight, and I squeezed and choked in it until I reached its end and fell to a lightless pit in which I was sentenced to spend the rest of my life. 

	I lay down there for a moment, all alone. It was bigger than the womb I had been in before. So much bigger, and that extra space made it worse. I hated it because it made me feel smaller, weaker, and cold. I had little concept of the world, of feelings, and even less of my situation, but I knew it was all wrong. I began to cry, wailing because I was so afraid, so helpless, without any option to save myself from that misery. All I could do was cry.

	That feeling of vulnerable loneliness didn’t last. Not long after, I felt arms around me and a low but constant warmth of power that was like my own. “I have been so lonely,” a sweet, girlish voice said. She didn’t introduce herself, nor explain how she was there. She simply held me tightly in her embrace, keeping me safe. She never let me go.

	The embrace lasted my entire childhood. I was lucky and blessed to be born second. Hestia, my eldest sister and first born to Kronos and Rhea, was there to offer shape to the dark. Her body was my bed, my food, my home. She placed me against her girlish flat chest, and I felt her divinity burn inside her. Pressing my head against her chest and listening to the core of her power helped me realize my own existence. Through my close examination of all she was, of the flicker of power and divinity that resided in her—even though Hestia’s shrivelled without sun and nurture—I felt my own self and power, a spark that humans might call soul, but my kind called divinity. 

	I stayed in her hug for days, years, or maybe centuries, listening to her body and being grateful for its ability to give shape to the nothingness that surrounded us. Time did not exist within our pit of darkness. During our time together, I wished I could see her face. I wished I could learn her features, understand her form, and see how similar or different we were. 

	Soon, I learnt to see with my hands. Each time I felt she had a nose or eyes, I was scared. She was like Father, the one who stole the world and its light from me. The only face I had ever seen.

	“You are like him,” I said once when I first ran my hands over her face. “Why are you so much like him?” 

	Hestia kissed my forehead and caressed my hair. “Father?” she asked. I was surprised she wasn’t angry at my words. Her voice and body changed then, as if by having this discussion, Hestia was forced to take a new self. Her chest slightly rose with breasts and her figure grew fuller and curvier. She took my hands in hers and guided them over her face and then down her whole body. She repeated this act, allowing my hands to familiarize to her new shape and memorize all her details. 

	Then she lifted my hands and placed them on my face. She guided them over my body. I also possessed a nose, lips and all the features she did. The image of Father’s face flashed in my mind. I was also like him. “Are we monsters?” 

	Hestia chuckled in the darkness, and I went back to her body, hugging it tightly, in need of the comfort it gave me. “No, sweet sister,” she said. “Not yet, at least.” 

	I didn’t like her words, nor the realization I wore a face so like Father’s. Why couldn’t I have been born without his features? 

	“But we will one day become monsters?” I asked. I trembled in her embrace and pressed my head against her chest, above her growing breasts, feeling both of our divinities link in recognition of our similarity. That was the most intimate experience a being like us could have with another, to let them feel all they were. 

	Hestia kissed my hair again. She was the world in that never-ending darkness. She and I, alone but united in our bond, stronger like that. “It’s not noses and lips that make a monster. Just because you have a mouth doesn’t mean you will choose to use it as Father does.” 

	I nodded, even though I didn’t understand. Hestia sensed my confusion and kissed my cheek as proof of her point. “I used my lips to kiss you and give you love. See?” 

	I lifted my head and kissed her in return. “Me too.” 
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	Hestia and I spent a long time hugging each other, and we would have never separated if not for the first of the four bangs. Each one would mark an extra step of separation between us. 

	Whatever fell into our darkness was loud and fought against its demise. The walls of Father’s stomach clenched until the new arrival dropped into the stomach and lost any chance of escape through the oesophagus. 

	The noise disrupted the entire world. It was the second time in my existence I had experienced fear. I clung onto Hestia, trying to keep her close to me but, for the first time in our shared life, she didn’t hug me back. Instead, she stood. Her body changed more with that act. Her divinity changed and leapt outside of her body. This time not for me to share intimacy with her, but searching for something. Someone. 

	Someone who wasn’t me. 

	The jealousy of that moment was my first dark thought. I hated with such passion whatever had stolen Hestia from me. My sister tried to walk away, but I held her hand tightly, terrified I would never find her again in that never-ending darkness. 

	Eventually, she gave up trying to separate from me. She linked her fingers with mine and pulled me up with her. “Let’s go together, Demeter.” 

	I followed blindly as she searched. Her divinity returned, and she sent it out again, each time in a different direction until she must have found what she was looking for. 

	“Hello,” I heard her say. 

	There was a baby’s cry in response to her words. Another of Father’s children. One more eaten. Still holding me with one hand, she lifted the baby with the other.

	“Demeter,” she said and guided my hand over the naked babe. I shivered as I felt its body. It was covered in fluids, like I had been when I was born. It was a terrible feeling, but Hestia held my hand on the baby’s body, leading my fingertips over its face. Like me and Hestia, like Father, the baby had the same features. “This is our sister, Hera.” I am not sure if Hestia chose our names, or we did and told her in that first hug she gave us. 

	I didn’t know how to respond, so I did what I always did when I felt lost. I leaned closer to Hestia, sucking in the comfort she gave me. To my dismay though, I found my space over her chest partly taken. I was face to face with Hera, as she also was pressed against Hestia’s chest, finding home in her as I had once done. More jealousy and a touch of hatred filled me as I faced this new sibling. I didn’t want to share Hestia with Hera. I didn’t want to share the only thing I had in that darkness. “Wrap your arm over her, Demeter, to keep her warm.” 

	I obeyed Hestia, more in fear of losing her love and being left all alone in the darkness, than because I truly wanted to comfort this new baby. I hated the feeling of the slimy gooey fluids over my arms, but I was loyal to my eldest sister. 

	Hera wasn’t easy. She cried and fought us for all her infancy. Despite the tantrums and never-ending unrest, Hestia never complained. However, I felt her struggle. The crying stole our peace. The stress and hardship changed Hestia even more.

	By the time Hera was a young girl, Hestia had the body of a full woman and her power was significantly spent compared to what it had been when I entered the stomach. It was as if the support she offered both me and Hera had been something she could never replenish inside her. Each flicker of power, each caress, each moment of warmth took its toll on my eldest sister. She kept us alive with a dire cost to her own self. I didn’t know how to explain that or why it happened. I am very sorry that it happened to Hestia. I wish it didn’t. Perhaps life would have been different if she had loved us less and herself more. Perhaps the world would have been better if she had done that.

	Hera didn’t bond with me and Hestia quickly, and never as strongly as Hestia and I had in our first era of life. Our little sister never held onto us as tightly as we did, but it would be unfair to say she didn’t love us. She simply, for reasons I didn’t understand, did not need us. I think even if she had fallen in that darkness alone, Hera would have survived. If she had fallen first, I wonder whether she would have helped the second child the way Hestia had helped me? 

	But we did love each other. It just was a harder love than the one I felt for Hestia. Hera never completely let go of us, even if she never held us as close. She guarded her divinity, allowing us to feel only small parts of it, as if she never managed to trust us fully. “It feels nice to let our powers meet together,” I tried to convince her. 

	“No.” Hera always refused. “What if it never comes back to me?” 

	“It will always come to you,” I promised, even though I didn’t actually know if that was the case. Mine had always come back to me. 

	Hera tried. I had to give her that. She tried to let go and trust us as completely as we did each other. Small bursts of her power reached us, and I let my own divinity, the essence of all I was, had been and could be, out as well. Yet, the moment my power touched hers, Hera shook in our arms, as if she was in extreme pain and panic. “No. No. No.” 

	“Shhh,” Hestia and I said in unison, withdrawing our own selves away from her to ease her pain and destress. Hera swallowed back her power. She tried many times to bond with us deeper, but the result was always the same. Always the same fear of losing herself in us made her give up.

	 Perhaps for this reason, she left Hestia’s hug quickly, preferring to only hold our hands and maintain a distance, but too afraid of the darkness to completely let go. 
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	For reasons unknown to me, Hera matured faster than I did, even though I was older. I often speculated about it. Perhaps it was because she was a loner, or because she was more self-sufficient than me. 

	She was a grown woman when our world shook again. It happened the same way as it did before. The stomach clenched, and there was a loud bang of something—someone, as I now knew—arriving to change our dark world once again. Hestia turned her head towards the sound and, as with Hera, I felt her send her divinity outside of her body, in search of the new arrival. 

	I leaned towards Hera. “We will follow Hestia,” I warned her and kissed her forehead, one of the rare times I showed her direct physical affection.

	We followed Hestia in the darkness, each of us holding one of her hands, until we reached where the new child had fallen. 

	“Hello.” We heard a voice in the darkness, different from ours. 

	“Hello, little brother,” Hestia greeted. “Will you guide us to you? Keep talking.” 

	The little boy did, and soon our small family string of holding hands reached him. Hestia passed me Hera’s hand to free one of her own and we all lowered on the spot as she searched in the darkness for the little boy. “Hades,” she said, and I felt the new body added into our embrace. 

	 ”You are so old already,” I said when Hestia passed me the young boy to feel him, to meet him through touch. “Did Father not eat you as you were born?” 

	The question blurted out of my mouth. I was mad with jealousy of all the light he could have seen. Mad with envy and bitterness that he had that chance and not me. My hands were rough and hard with his face as I felt his features, so like mine, Father’s and our sisters’. I must have hurt him with my careless touch, but he didn’t complain. I respected that strength in him, which made me hate him even more. 

	“No,” Hades answered. “I just got stuck in his throat. I went the wrong way and he choked, so he had to bring me back into his mouth and swallow me again.” 

	“That’s nasty,” Hera said next to me. “Can I have him?” 

	I passed the young boy to her. Hera, to my surprise, took him in her lap and made cooing sounds. I had never expected her to be motherly, or anything like Hestia. But then, she had never liked being our baby, always so eager to grow up. I was shocked to see she possessed a tender side. 

	“Hi Hades, I am Hera,” she introduced herself. “The middle one is Demeter and the first one to hold you was Hestia.” 

	“Hello,” the little boy greeted us again. 

	Hades, like Hera, didn’t depend on us much. He never strayed away, and we all held each other’s hands, in a circle now instead of the tight embrace we had before. We were too many. Unlike Hera, Hades was quiet, which might be why she tired of him eventually, but he was also more willing to let us see him, more open with his divinity. Unlike mine and Hestia’s, his was cool but never cold. He liked to let his power out slowly, feeling Hestia’s and mine. 

	Hades was the second most important person in my childhood. The connection I shared with him further illuminated further aspects of my own self. By exploring him I saw traits of myself, new similarities that I didn’t share with either of our sisters. I also possessed something cool, a less boiling aspect of power. Mine was mixed, confused perhaps, but so clearly like his own coolness.

	Despite that, I didn’t love him as I did Hestia. I didn’t take his distance from us as personally as I had with Hera either. I was beginning to suspect that perhaps all three of my siblings—even Hestia—kept something just for themselves. 

	It was only me who offered everything out without inhibition. This realization changed me, my first real and painful change. I couldn’t believe my siblings never mentioned the pain of growing. My body stretched and my chest ached as it grew larger. My joints hurt and I grew stiff more easily than before. It was horrible, but I kept my complaints to myself. I didn’t want to be thought of as weaker than Hera, who was younger than me, and I wanted to be steady like Hestia. 

	As I changed, I also withdrew from my siblings, finding their touch painful in many ways. As we all grew, each in our rhythms, our relationship became complicated and mixed with more difficult emotions. Hades grew fast. He was a large man before I managed to reach my full adulthood, and I started to fret that something was wrong with me. Something was different with me, and everyone was growing faster. Something was wrong, and because we were swathed in darkness, it wasn’t visible to them, but I felt it. 

	How could they all be so far ahead of me? Hades and Hera were younger. I should have been more advanced than them. 

	“Relax, Demeter,” Hades whispered whenever my worries got the better of me, causing my divinity to flicker and spike. He placed his hand over mine and squeezed it, letting his coolness seep into my skin. That act always mediated my power, restoring a fragile balance inside me. But it never lasted long during those terrible days of my growth spurt. 

	I wanted to stand up and walk. I wanted to stray off on my own, but without any light, I would have no way of finding my way back. Even Hera, the most independent of us, had never let go of our family. How could I do such a thing? 

	Why did I want it? How could I want to be separated from my family, to let them go when they were all I had in the darkness? How was that in any way logical or healthy? 

	Something was wrong with me. The pain returned in my joints and my mind spun. 

	“Relax, Demeter,” Hades said, and I surrendered to his coolness. His hand changed as I held him. I felt his fingers grow larger than mine. His smell changed. He got hairier. All in the space of that one touch as he let his power guide me, taking responsibility for me. I hated him as I grew grateful for his support. In that one touch, which steadied and restored my insides, he had surpassed me. 

	I was last. 
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	It was perhaps because of that bitter thought that, when we again heard something crashing into the dark stomach, I stood up first. I didn’t want to be last anymore. By that time, I knew the sound meant a new sibling had arrived, eaten by Father, like us. I was determined this new baby wouldn’t get ahead of me too. 

	“Demeter, don’t pull so hard,” Hestia scolded me as I led our family string towards where I felt the bubbling new-born power. “Demeter!” I felt her power mix with Hades’s and Hera’s. I ceased my pulling and waited for the overwhelming flow of their powers to end. 

	“I am sorry,” Hades whispered in my ear, and the pain slowly faded. 

	We continued onwards, this time me and Hestia together leading the way. That new baby felt different than Hades and Hera. Its power came as a slap to us and then withdrew. We were only able to chase it whenever it made its position clear. 

	I was impatient and sent my power searching for it. 

	“Demeter, no!” 

	Hestia’s warning was too late. My divinity had spread and found the babe. I was shocked at how unstable the baby’s power was. It clutched onto mine. 

	“Come on. Let’s hurry,” Hestia urged and pulled us towards the new arrival. 

	This time, I didn’t want to reach that greedy creature, whose power had clung onto me so tightly I felt I was suffocating. I wanted to let go of Hades’s hand and free myself from having to meet this new sibling. But it didn’t let go of me. It clawed at my power, demanding my attention. That demand made my body hurt as I grew further. Hestia pulled us ahead and I was too weak and too scared to resist. 

	My whole body shivered when we reached the baby. It reached for me like a beast and tried to nearly merge with me, overpower me. It was a little boy, but nothing like Hades had been. He was wilder as he leapt at me, and I felt him bite my chest and suck at my power. I tried to push him away, but the boy dug his teeth deeper. 

	“Take it off me!” I cried. 

	“You need to calm down. He latched onto you, and he needs you now to grow,” Hestia said. “Hold him and show him he is safe. Then he will calm down.” 

	I didn’t want to do as she asked. I didn’t want that monster, which in my mind was so much more like Father than any of us, eating me. I didn’t want anyone else eating me and reducing me to a shell of who I was. Myself was all I had in that darkness; the only guide left.

	“No,” I protested, and grabbed the boy with both hands and threw him away. 

	His cries were raging and his anger so harsh. Hestia let go of Hera’s hand and my little sister cried at her loss. 

	“I am going to find him and return. Stay together and make noise,” she instructed. Her voice faded as she walked further away from us. 

	I wanted to let go of them because I didn’t want that hungry beast to come back to me. I wanted to cut myself away from them. I tried to untangle my fingers from Hades’s grip, but his hand froze against mine, nearly merging our cold flesh. “Hestia said to stay together.” 

	“No. I don’t want to stay like that anymore,” I said and tried to break off, but my flesh was not mine anymore. My power spiked, and Hades’s own divinity attacked me. This was the first battle I had. The first time I felt that divinity could be a weapon and not simply an extension of one’s self, meant for bonding and expressing closeness. 

	As I realized that my siblings had the power to hurt me, I felt my own ability to reciprocate the pain. Something wild, something which could both freeze and burn—but which I didn’t know how to control—existed within my chest. It banged against my body from the inside and demanded my whole body to change in response to it. It wanted to destroy my skin, give it scales. It wanted to change my face, to change my hair, turn them into hunger omnipresent. 

	It scared me that such monstrosity resided in me. It scared me that within my core, I had the capacity for such hunger, such desperate desire to consume all. 

	His face, always at the edges of my mind, flashed at the centre. His eyes, whose look I still didn’t know how to describe, started right at mine. The only light I had ever seen. The only part of the world I knew was Father’s eyes and their ugly, ugly glee. I had always feared that because I had a nose and a mouth just like him, I was a monster. But until I could see my eyes, to see if they had the same mad-with-fear look, I could never be sure. 

	That coldness inside me banged against my chest, demanding me to change. I didn’t want to. I let Hades win the battle, surrendered to his control, and he pacified my divinity, which calmed that rage which lived in me. The banging eased. The monster in me withdrew, but its presence had become too well known. I could never again ignore it. 

	I stayed still and cold under Hades’s power. I was lost to the world. Whatever they said to me, or to each other, I never heard. I was only gazing at Father’s eyes through my memories. I was again living through the moment when he held my right leg, which often ached, and inspected me. Then he opened his mouth and let me fall. I lived through that moment again and again. Each time it restarted, I noticed something new. I noticed the cold of the wind and the burning of the sun. I smelt Father’s terrible breath, and I heard a cry somewhere behind me. I fixated on that one haunting memory, the only one I had of the world outside, like a wound that pained but was also pleasurable to poke. I scratched at it, never letting it fade. I would never again push it to the corner of my consciousness. I promised myself it would always be at the centre, the memory that my own father had eaten me. 

	The realization that my own siblings could fight me, change from my comfort to my pain was a shock. The realization that I could turn into their pain and none of them knew—understood at all—that I hid a monster in me was a form of self-discovery I wasn’t ready to face.
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	I don’t know how long it was until Hestia returned with the crying boy. 

	“Meet Poseidon,” she said and handed the boy to Hera, who passed it to Hades and then he to me. By the time Poseidon reached my arms, he had grown into a child. He held onto me with despair, similar but less urgent to that he’d exhibited as a babe. He grabbed my long hair, not pulling it, but holding it tightly in his fist. “He is afraid to lose you again,” Hestia explained. “Give him time.” 

	I did as she asked. My ice merged hand with Hades took a very long time to separate and when it did, Poseidon sat in between us. I was sad about it. I missed the cooling and balancing help Hades’s presence offered me. Our youngest brother was a loud child who turned into a loud and difficult teenager. He held me tightly, never losing that hunger, but managing to control it in some ways. 

	That made our relationship bearable. But he was always the sibling I loved the least. 

	I never let my divinity mingle with his again. He tried very often. He showed me all of him, that pulse of power that came and went in and out of his body, always expecting me to reciprocate. I never did. 

	This caused him to be more vocal. “Demeter,” he constantly proclaimed. “I will get you out of this darkness. I will grow strong and big, and my power will tear Father’s stomach. I will set you free. You will see how grand my power is.” 

	The subtext of his words was a plea. Would I love him more if he managed to offer me the world? Would I let my power caress his and give him some of the peace he thought I had to offer? 

	“Hmm,” I replied. “You need to grow first. And grow right.” 

	“I will,” he promised. 

	“Demeter, Demeter. Always Demeter. Don’t you want to save the rest of us?” Hera mocked Poseidon. 

	He never replied to her comments. He only held me tighter, squeezing my hand as if we shared a secret that the others didn’t know of. I am not sure why he thought that. I didn’t understand why he loved me so much more than the rest, when I was the one that showed him the least affection. 
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	There was a fourth bang. It shook the stomach and we all trembled as it crashed. It was different from the previous times. It was heavier, and the stomach didn’t take well to this new incomer. The walls clenched and acid was expelled in large quantities. 

	“Stay together,” Hestia ordered. 

	I felt her presence vanish, as it did when I had thrown Poseidon away. I didn’t try to escape this time. Poseidon held me tightly. His power clung over my skin, begging for entrance. Begging for some attention and comfort. I didn’t want to let him in, but I felt pity for the poor child, and I leaned my body closer to his, letting my lips touch his forehead and offer him a kiss. 

	These scraps of love flickered happiness in him. He wrapped his arm over me, letting go of Hades momentarily, and placed his head against me. It reminded me of what I used to do with Hestia, back when she was my whole world. When her body was my home, my comfort and all I ever wanted. I didn’t want to become that for Poseidon, but I knew I couldn’t throw him away as I did when he was a baby. Instead, I let him hug me, climb onto my lap and latch onto me, but my hands never reciprocated that love. That one forehead kiss was all I could give him. 

	“He is with me,” I said to Hades and Hera. “He is scared.” 

	“I am not scared,” Poseidon reacted but didn’t let me go. “Not at all.” 

	“Hold my hand then, Demeter. To make sure we don’t get lost.” 

	I did as Hades asked. His coolness had changed, matured since the last time I held him. His skin was different. I had forgotten how much bigger his hand was to mine. Our fingers interlocked, and his coolness travelled over my skin like thousands of cold kisses. I couldn’t resist smiling at his comforting touch. I had missed him, and I didn’t even realize how much. 

	I let some of my divinity go to him, my own soft coolness reciprocating the act. 

	Poseidon dug his nails in me as I did that. He was probably filled with jealousy over my bond with Hades, but I didn’t care that much for him. I didn’t care at all for him, really. So I completely ignored his reaction, until he realized that it was futile and gave up. 
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	Hestia returned alone. “It was just a stone,” she told us, and sat down next to Hera. The moment she was back, Poseidon moved back to his seat between me and Hades, ending our brief reunion. His attempts to gain my attention never stopped. Instead, he grew more persistent and I could feel, each time I rejected him, how his bitterness increased. It was reflected in the way his body grew. His insecurity was sickening and nearly made me feel guilt. I had failed to be to him what Hestia was to me. I didn’t like that thought. Did Hestia feel for me as I did for Poseidon? Did she resent me and the others deep down for the way we clung onto her, always demanding from her? 

	It hadn’t gone unnoticed that Hestia had grown weaker than when I met her. After my experience with Poseidon, I wasn’t surprised. She had been depleted, given us pieces of her power to raise us, leaving her less than she was born with. 

	“But why a stone?” Hera asked. “Why would he eat a stone?” 

	Hestia didn’t have an answer. None of us did, and the silence of that lack of knowledge increased my insecurities. It was evidence of how little we knew of the world and our parents. All I knew of our father was his hunger, his greed, that overcame his fatherly instincts and sucked us all into that terrible darkness. But I was struck by the thought that he had to be something more than just hunger. He rarely ate other food, which we then ate in his stomach, allowing us to sustain ourselves. 

	That stone meant something. But I couldn’t figure out what. It weighed on my mind, and I think it was the same for the others. Maybe we were all shocked with our own lack of knowledge, but no one spoke of it. 

	Sometime after the stone, we found a piece of fabric had also fallen alongside it. I puzzled over it. Why would the stone and the fabric go together? I had no answer to my question, only a realization of how little I understood the world. 
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	The world was ending. That was my first thought when the entire stomach shook and gurgled. I held in my hand some food that had come into the stomach. We were all ready to eat it when the shaking began. 

	“What’s happening?” I asked, terrified. “Hestia, what’s happening?” 

	Even after all these years, I went to her in my moments of fear. My power trembled. I felt the same from all my siblings. The stomach clenched, suffocating us inside it, pushing our bodies together.

	“I don’t know, Demeter,” Hestia said. “Hold onto each other.” She offered the only piece of advice she was able to give. A phrase she had raised us with. Staying together was our only weapon in that dark pit we had been thrown in to grow and rot. Out of sight. Out of mind. 

	The stomach kept clenching, suffocating us but also pushing us upward. Our bodies were tightly pressed against each other until we reached the top of the stomach, at the opening to the oesophagus, where we had all fallen through once. My face ached as it was pressed against the stomach walls, as acid was released and fell around me. I felt it damage me and I used my power to fix the wounds, but it kept coming, and I knew that there was no way to evade it for long. 

	“The only way is up!” Hera said. “We need to go up.” 

	We didn’t know what we would encounter. I had longed for freedom all my life. I had longed for light, fixated on the one moment of life between Mother’s womb and Father’s stomach, but the stone and the realization I knew nothing about that world made me equally fear the way out. Facing Father was a terrible thought. I didn’t want to see his eyes again, face that hunger. 

	I didn’t want to be eaten for a second time. This time he could chew me instead of simply swallowing me. 

	“Poseidon first,” Hestia ordered, and I felt Hades pulling Poseidon away from me. He tried to stay close, pulling my hand with his, but I let him go and Hades was too strong and managed to break us. 

	Hestia spoke again. “Hades, go with him, make sure he finds his way out. Hera, follow them.” 

	My two younger siblings did as they were ordered, and it was only me and Hestia left in the darkness of the stomach. I reached her and touched her. If the tightening ended now, we would fall down together, and life would be as it originally was. 

	“You go up,” I told her. I still didn’t know if I preferred the familiar darkness of the stomach over the unknown light. 

	“No,” she said. “I will be last. You go first and then pull me up.” 

	I didn’t want to obey her. Yet, the one time I hadn’t done exactly as she asked was with Poseidon, and it had ended up turning into a nightmare relationship for me. I never wondered how Hestia knew so much. I never wondered how she gained such wisdom. Had she perhaps lived in the world above more than us? Had she not been eaten as she was born? These questions rang through my mind as I obeyed her words. I climbed the small pass. It was dark like the stomach, but tight. A tube which I was nearly too big to crawl through. 

	“Grab my leg,” I told Hestia. She did as I asked, and a few moments later, the oesophagus clenched even more, pushing us upwards as it choked us further. I felt her right behind me as we both travelled up. 

	The light was sudden as we reached the tongue, and then we both rolled out of the mouth. My head hit against Father’s teeth. They scratched my body as he spat me out. I was covered in his saliva, his acids, his stomach fluids. I was cold again. I was as cold as I had been when I was first born. 

	I crashed against a bush. The branches broke my skin, and I was shocked at the feeling of physical pain, so different than any unpleasantness I had experienced in the stomach. 

	Father’s stomach was filled with darkness, void of nearly all sensation, and my body had never experienced the pain of the world outside. His stomach had shielded me from that, even though I knew it wasn’t planned by him. I let out shrieks of pain and discomfort as I untangled myself from the branches. My escape from the wooden arms caused further scrapes, but then I was on the cold ground. I dared to look around to see the world. Father’s large form was bent in two far away, surrounded by a bright, glorious blue. 

	It was beautiful. My whole being shook in admiration of the colour. It validated my desire for light, that there was something worth finding outside of the stomach. How could anything ugly and bad exist under such a magnificent colour, which engulfed in that moment my entire self and remade it? I inhaled deeply, and the cold air shook my lungs, but I didn’t want to give it up. It was glorious. It was a feeling of pleasure for which nothing in my life had ever prepared me. Even the stinging pain as my eyes adjusted to the light was wonderful, because it was so new and different from anything else I had experienced before. I couldn’t believe that such a feeling existed. 

	I looked below, and put my hand over the earth, feeling its strength. Gathering a fistful of the soil, I brought it to my nose. I was overwhelmed by the smell. I rubbed the soil over my face, letting it drip over my naked body. I held one of the branches that had broken my skin before and examined the way it felt in my fingers. Their edges were fragile, but their roots and core were strong. I smelled the leaves that had grown over them, and my nostrils were hungry for more. 

	I stood up and walked away from my landing site. I was desperate to find more. I didn’t understand what more meant. I think it was everything. More smells, more textures, more colours. Perhaps even more pain. Even the stinging of my flesh as my divinity healed it contained some pleasure. I was desperate for it all. 

	I walked to so many places. I didn’t stop for anything. I couldn’t stop. I wanted it all. I wanted to see and feel everything within my reach and explore all the experiences that were beyond it. I let my power out, so harshly that I was shocked to see it interact with the world. I was shocked to feel that everything in the world contained a power, a feeling of self on their own, and it mingled with me. Only, it did so differently from my siblings. I saw hunger in the world, clear and unashamed hunger but, I think, most of the things I encountered didn’t possess greed. 

	I managed to reach a large pool of water eventually, changing the scenery from the forest I had landed in and its green hues. The water was another interesting colour. I approached and examined it closely, surprised it was see-through, as I could see the life residing in its body, but all together, it somehow absorbed the colours around it and showed its own blend of them. 

	“Oh my, you are determined.” A young male voice spoke behind me, and I jumped up scared. 

	I screamed and let all my power out. It was the face of a monster, a face that had so many similarities with Father’s that the memory of him eating me resurfaced. I had just managed to see and feel the world. I couldn’t lose it all again. I couldn’t return to that darkness when I now understood all I was missing. I wasn’t going to. Never.

	He was speaking, but I couldn’t hear anything beyond my screams. He dashed at me and put his hand over my mouth. The monster inside me leapt out, and I fought him off. He met my clash, but he was so much stronger than me in brute strength that I was overpowered quickly. His hand remained pressed against my mouth, clasping it shut, and our eyes fixed against each other. 

	“I will remove my hand and you will not scream again.” 

	Despite his phrasing it as a statement, I still nodded my agreement. Strength wouldn’t save me. If I was to escape his eating, I needed to act differently. He pulled his hand away and, as I promised, I remained silent.  

	“My name is Zeus,” he introduced himself. The name meant nothing to me. “And you must be Demeter, right?” 

	“How do you know my name?” 

	“The rest of our siblings told me.” 

	Our siblings. I had been so overwhelmed and hungry for the world that I hadn’t thought of them once. Before I was able to ponder over their fate or my own lack of thought for them, the possessive adjective he used made me ask other questions. How could he be one of my siblings when he wasn’t eaten by Father? How could he be my family when he hadn’t experienced the same darkness, nor faced Father’s hungry eyes as he let his body drop in his mouth. I didn’t know how to describe my feelings to him. My confusion. I just stayed silent, staring back at him. 

	I didn’t see it in his eyes. I didn’t hear it in his voice. Rather, I felt it. I recognized it is perhaps the better phrase, because I had it in me too. I had felt it in all my siblings. Kinship. We were made of the same thing. That realization scared me more than it comforted me. I knew where we came from. I remembered my old fear that we were all monsters. 

	I remembered Hestia’s cryptic words when I expressed that specific fear to her. We weren’t monsters in the darkness of Father’s stomach. Yet. 

	That last sound had poisoned all the comfort her words had offered me. I wondered about Zeus, this new brother I had gained, who had never felt the darkness and the loneliness, that complete absence of nearly everything. Had he become a monster as he grew up? 

	“You weren’t eaten?” I finally asked, to break the silence. 

	He shook his head. “No. Mother saved me. She gave Father a stone to eat.” 

	“That explains the stone,” I said, remembering how puzzled we had been when it crashed in the stomach. “Mother?” I asked and felt something trigger in my own stomach. I had so rarely thought of her. 

	“Rhea,” Zeus said her name with such comfort, such ease that I wanted to slap his face and scream of how unfair that was. “But she didn’t raise me. She hid me in a cave in Crete.” His words were odd, even to a creature like me who knew so little. Why did he feel the need to tell me he wasn’t raised by Rhea? What did he hope to achieve by telling me? To prove he had suffered too?

	“And why did you come find me?” 

	“To take you to the rest of us. So, we can fight and take back what is rightfully ours. Kronos needs to pay for what he did to Uranus. Gaia asks for that. He needs to pay for what he did to us, his own children. Rhea wants that.” 

	The idea of fighting was a foreign concept to me. But my short time in the world outside of the stomach had been enough to learn its meaning. The world was filled with stories of fights and wars, passed down from the times before my birth. Nobody forgot such terrible things; the world was marked by them forever. It was why I knew that war and fighting were terrible. 

	“Fight? Alone, against Father?” 

	I couldn’t imagine a point to that fight. How could there be any chance of victory against such an enemy? He was bigger and stronger than all of us. 

	“I have gathered allies,” Zeus answered. “Father has made many enemies.” 

	What a horrible idea! We would join in hatred of one entity. Even I understood that such allyship was weak, and likely to turn into a different war once the common enemy was defeated. 

	“Come with me, Demeter. When all six of us are united, then I will tell you all my plans.” He offered me his hand. I didn’t want to take it. I didn’t trust him and feared him, but I wanted to see my siblings. I wanted to see their faces, which my fingers knew but my eyes didn’t. 

	“OK,” I finally agreed and held Zeus’s hand. He placed his arm around my waist and, to my discomfort, took a moment to squeeze my breast. He let out a laugh at my displeasure, as if it was funny.

	I didn’t have enough time to register his action, though. Gasped in wonder when Zeus’s divinity overpowered me and took me in a few powerful jumps towards Crete, to the cave he had grown up in. I was dizzy and ill when we landed. I fell on my knees, holding my head as I tried to get the world to stop spinning. My eyes couldn’t focus on any object and my stomach swirled, making me feel terrible nausea. 

	“Demeter,” I heard voices call my name. 

	A long cloth was wrapped around me, the first time I was dressed, and I felt the comforting coolness of Hades as well as the nurturing warmth of Hestia. I closed my eyes and relaxed in their presence, retreating into the familiar darkness I had longed to escape from. Hestia wrapped her arms around me, and I rested my head against her chest. I kept my eyes shut, choosing to be in the dark, enjoying, after years of separation, the feeling of her, the way she could be, even now in our older age, my home. My comfort. My Hestia. 

	That beautiful feeling didn’t last long. Before I knew it, Poseidon’s greed took over. I felt him claw at me with his power before his body reached mine. He clung to me, wrapped his arms over me, not with comfort and tenderness like Hestia or calmness like Hades, but with that terrible hunger which had always overpowered our relationship. 

	“You are OK,” he whispered against my ear. He had grown hair on his face since I last saw him. It pricked my skin, and I opened my eyes in annoyance. 

	I still hadn’t seen the siblings I grew up with. I still hadn’t seen their faces. I hazily knew my own face. As I opened my eyes, still in the embrace of my siblings, I found myself looking at Zeus. He had retreated from us, and there was a strange look in his eyes. Something was trying to be hidden, to mask itself, but I had caught a glimpse of it. I contemplated whether it was envy of the bond the five of us shared because we had grown up together? Was it anger that he wasn’t the centre of attention? Or was it pity for the clinginess? 

	I looked around, waiting to see the faces I had touched all my life. Through Poseidon’s unruly black hair, I saw Hades standing with Hera next to him. He was a tall, lean creature, with wavy black hair that reached his shoulders. Hera also had black hair that ended in curls above her breast. She was beautiful. I was shocked at how beautiful my little sister was. She wore a red dress that ended just above her ankles, while Hades was bare chested, with a cloth wrapped around his waist. 

	I turned to my left and saw Hestia. Her face was older than the rest of us. She was wearing a yellow dress identical to that of Hera, but her hair wasn’t black like Poseidon’s, Hera’s and Hades’s. It was a lighter brown colour, very similar to Zeus. Her eyes were brown with a tint of yellow. I wondered why it was only her face that was so much older, so much more tired than all the others. 

	“It is nice to finally see your face, Demeter,” Hera said. 

	I turned back to my little sister. “Me too. You are beautiful.” 

	She
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