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      Some flowers bloom only in the dark…

      In the land of the dead, Queen Hades' word is law. Hades gets what she wants—always—and what she wants is a certain goddess of the springtime.

      Innocent Persephone chafes beneath her mother's hawkish gaze and mercurial temper. Demeter has rebuffed all her daughter's suitors, but she is not yet satisfied; she strives to crush Persephone's spirit.

      Still, when Hades pulls her into the dark realm of the underworld, Persephone longs for the world above, even if it means an eternity under her mother's thumb.

      With her tears and pleas for freedom ignored by pitiless Hades, Persephone must learn to satisfy her keeper in all ways, lest she suffer the consequences.

      And though she cannot deny that something blooms within her, something forbidden, Persephone despairs of ever feeling the sun upon her skin once more.

      No matter the cost, Hades intends to keep her.

      Forever.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Captive in the Underworld is a standalone dark lesbian romance novel set in mythological ancient Greece. It is rooted in the misogyny and cruelties of the Hades/Persephone myth and contains sensitive material. Due to mature content and dark themes, this book is intended for adult readers only. It contains scenes depicting death, abuse, kidnapping, assault, rape, and other intimate partner violence. It is not recommended for readers sensitive to such content. Neither the publisher nor the author endorses any behavior carried out by any character in this work of fiction. Additional content tags are available at: https://go.lianyutan.com/underworldtags

    

  


  
    
      For my precious flower.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Content Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Captive in the Underworld is a standalone dark lesbian romance novel set in mythological ancient Greece. It is rooted in the misogyny and cruelties of the Hades/Persephone myth and contains sensitive material. Due to mature content and dark themes, this book is intended for adult readers only. It contains scenes depicting death, abuse, kidnapping, assault, rape, and other intimate partner violence. It is not recommended for readers sensitive to such content. Neither the publisher nor the author endorses any behavior carried out by any character in this work of fiction. Additional content tags are available at: go.lianyutan.com/underworldtags

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Something You Want

          

        

      

    

    
      No one would blame Persephone for being so nervous she could vomit—no one except her mother, of course. Demeter’s breath was hot on her cheek; Persephone focused on maintaining her smile. Bland smile, modest clothes, and a silent tongue. Gaia forbid she do anything to embarrass her mother.

      Demeter adjusted Persephone’s girdle for the seventeenth time and smoothed the curls back from her forehead. “You’ll remember what I told you?” she asked.

      “Of course.” Persephone cleared her throat. “Mind the wine. And no promises.”

      “No promises,” Demeter echoed. She stepped back from her daughter and smiled. “Lovely.”

      Persephone did her best to look gracious, but the woolen himation wrapped around her shoulders was stifling her. It did its intended job to conceal her figure—she might as well be taking vows of chastity today, instead of attending her first celebration in what felt like forever.

      The gates of Zeus’s palace loomed above them, sparkling gold in the afternoon sun, as glorious as ever. A pair of guards nodded to them on their way in. As they passed through the gates, strains of music and laughter met their ears. The crisp, warm scents of Olympus in autumn mingled with the sweet fragrance of nectar and ambrosia. A minor godling stumbled past them, reeking of wine.

      The outer courtyard was littered with guests. It seemed like everyone in Olympus had been invited, including nymphs of the rivers, forests, and seas, and a few mortals. Persephone maintained a polite smile, even when some of the mortals passed too close and their acrid sweat offended her senses.

      Once they had reached the palace proper, a servant announced both of them. “Demeter of the Grain and her daughter, Persephone.”

      Her mother guided them through throngs of well-wishers toward the depths of the palace. Persephone followed, though her mind wandered. She ought to use this opportunity to reconnect with Athena and Artemis—it had been years since the three of them had been in the same place. The other guests, though...

      “Greetings to you upon this wondrous day.”

      Persephone turned to find Hephaestus watching her, his crooked smile endearingly shy. “And to you,” she said, trying not to stare at his leg. He’d strapped some kind of metal contraption to it, which allowed him to walk almost as if it were undamaged. The mechanics seemed more complex compared to the last time she’d seen him, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint any specific changes.

      “A good day to you, Hephaestus,” Demeter said. “We have yet to speak with Zeus.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Persephone felt his eyes upon them as they continued walking, heading toward Zeus’s throne room. Her cheeks grew hot, which she did not much like. “I wonder what he wanted,” she said.

      “What do all gods want?” Demeter asked, her lovely face marred by a scowl. “Mind you dissuade him firmly.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Persephone said, distracted by the graceful curve of the arches above them. The colonnades were decorated with carvings of nymphs and small animals, cavorting as they upheld the high ceiling. It reminded her of the solemn dignity of a forest canopy.

      It was not long before they reached Zeus’s throne room. Her father, an immense hulk of a man, his face dwarfed by his beard, loomed larger than the earth herself. His voice boomed with the echo of thunder, his laughter emanating from his belly.

      Hera was not by his side, only his true-born daughter Hebe, standing behind him with her hands clasped, her gaze wandering. Despite the vast hall filled with people, Persephone wondered if he might sometimes feel lonely.

      “Kore!” Zeus said, still referring to Persephone by her childhood name. “Let me look at you. Where have you been keeping her all these years, Demeter?”

      Demeter’s forehead creased in a frown, but she prodded Persephone’s side, pushing her forward.

      Persephone stumbled for a few steps, then fell to her knees in prostration. “Skyfather, I renew my allegiance to you and your rule. My sword and my shield are yours,” she said.

      “Persephone, fruit of Demeter, daughter of mine, I accept your fealty.” Zeus took her hand, helping her rise to her feet, then slapped her back, nearly bowling her over. “Now, eat. Drink! The day is young, and we rejoice as one family.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      His attention was already gone from her, moving on to the next visitor—Poseidon, who had eyes not for Zeus but Demeter. Persephone gratefully took the opportunity to slip away whilst her elders were distracted.

      A breeze had picked up by the time she found her way into the courtyards. She ran her hands over the leaves of an ornamental fig, yellowed by lack of nutrients. The leaves brightened when she touched it, though the effect would not last long without further treatment.

      She had not escaped the other revelers, but everyone else seemed preoccupied, clustered in little groups and arguing over petty trifles. She took a cup of wine from a passing servant and sipped at it, feeling its heat rush to her cheeks. A little wouldn’t hurt.

      Hephaestus found her in a courtyard. She heard him approach, distinguishing him by the unusual scuffle he made as he walked, favoring his lame leg.

      “Persephone, well met, again. I was hoping to find you; we see you so rarely. Have you the time now to entertain my attentions?” he asked.

      Persephone smiled and then stopped herself, her mother’s words echoing in her mind. “I—yes, of course. But—”

      “I wish to give you a gift on this loveliest of days.” With a flourish that seemed practiced, he revealed a small box from under his chlamys and held it out to her.

      “You shouldn’t have,” she said but saw no way to refuse him that would not seem rude. She opened the lid of the box, revealing a small metal bird nestled in cloth.

      “It winds with this key,” he said, pointing out the mechanism.

      Persephone held it on her palm and turned the key several times. To her delight, the bird flapped its wings and opened its beak, trilling out a few sweet notes.

      “Oh!” she said, enraptured. “How clever.”

      “You like it?”

      “Yes, of course! It’s beautiful.”

      The spring powering the mechanism wound down, and the bird returned to its original stationary position. Persephone placed it back in its box.

      “My forge is known best for its weapons, but I can create so much more than that,” Hephaestus said. “I prefer to make scythes over swords, at any rate.”

      “You have a true talent.”

      He smiled at her, seemingly encouraged by her words. His face set him apart from the other gods and goddesses, all paragons of beauty. Had he ever forgiven Hera for her rejection?

      “I see you’ve found us again,” Demeter said as she walked over to them. She plucked the wine cup from Persephone’s hand and drank deeply.

      Persephone uncovered her box, presenting it to Demeter. “Look, Mother. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      Demeter made an ambiguous sound, and placed her hand on Hephaestus’s shoulder. “Lovely. May I speak with you, my dear boy?” she asked, taking his arm before he could object.

      Hephaestus shot Persephone a look of alarm before Demeter led him away.

      Persephone took this opportunity to head back into the palace. Inside, a large circle had formed of dancing youths, their brows slick with sweat, their arms linked. Persephone skirted around them and grabbed a chalice of ambrosia, draining it before her mother could take this from her, too.

      She recognized Aphrodite’s perfume before she saw her—cinnamon and balsam, spicy and sweet. Aphrodite sashayed up beside her, turning to face the dancers.

      “Wonderful, isn’t it? All those beautiful bodies on display.” Aphrodite sighed, her long lashes perfectly framing her eyes as she pouted.

      “Hello to you, too,” Persephone said.

      Aphrodite dragged her gaze from the dancers to glance at her. “I wasn’t expecting to see you. It’s been an eon, hasn’t it?”

      Persephone shrugged and forced herself to smile. “Not quite, but I’m pleased to have come.”

      “Mm. Are you cold? You can’t possibly be cold. Here.” Aphrodite reached up and unwrapped Persephone’s himation, throwing it to one side. She then rearranged the neckline of Persephone’s chiton, pulling it lower to reveal more than a hint of cleavage.

      The tips of Aphrodite’s fingers tickled her skin. Persephone drew back, her face flushing. “I’m fine.” She hoisted her neckline back to its proper position.

      Aphrodite’s assessing gaze traveled from the brown curls coiffed around Persephone’s head to the smattering of freckles across her sun-kissed arms. “Yes, you’ll do,” she said. “You’ll find love tonight, I’m sure of it.”

      “I’m not looking for that.”

      Aphrodite’s eyes widened, and she leaned forward, taking Persephone into her confidence. “Everyone is looking for that. So tell me who it’s to be. Apollo? Ares? No, too pig-headed for you. I know, how about—”

      “I’d sooner join Athena and avow chastity.” Persephone reached for her himation, but Aphrodite slapped her hand away.

      “Trust me, you don’t need that. Don’t tell me Demeter will be mad. She isn’t here!”

      Yes. Her mother wasn’t here. Persephone glanced around the room, but all she could see were the dancers and their admirers, her mother nowhere in view. She inhaled, light-headed from Aphrodite’s perfume, or perhaps she had imbibed more than was wise on an empty stomach. She set Hephaestus’s gift down on a nearby table for fear of dropping it by accident.

      “Come on,” Aphrodite said, grabbing her by the wrist. “Dance with me.”

      “I don’t know the steps,” Persephone said, trying to pull away, but Aphrodite’s grip was as tight as her girdle.

      The dancers were halfway through a song, a mixed group of gods and goddesses. The circle parted to admit Aphrodite and her unwilling find; Persephone found herself staring at the feet of the dancer opposite to mirror their steps. Everyone else seemed to know the motions as she alone fumbled her way through the song, doing her best to follow the cues whilst not stepping on anyone’s toes.

      Time crawled. Through sheer dint of repetition, Persephone learned the dance well enough to take her eyes off the floor. She could not help but notice most of the dancers and onlookers staring at Aphrodite—at her golden curls and long legs, the unrestrained bounce of her chest. Persephone’s face grew hot when Aphrodite turned to her and smiled.

      “That explains so many things,” Aphrodite murmured, glancing at Persephone up and down. Her smile grew wicked.

      “I have no idea what you mean.” Persephone tore her hand from Aphrodite’s grasp and broke rank with the dancers. The circle closed behind her as she slipped out through a side passageway.

      The sounds of music and festivity faded as she walked further from the main hall, her footsteps echoing as she headed down a vast corridor. She wiped her palms on her skirts, her hands trembling. The way Aphrodite had looked at her—as though she’d been staring straight into Persephone’s heart. She could still feel Aphrodite’s fingers on her wrist.

      She wandered aimlessly, taking turn after turn until her heartbeat slowed to a more regular pace. She found herself on a walkway overlooking a courtyard, the ground one story below. She leaned against a column and covered her face with her hands.

      If Aphrodite knew, then everyone would know. Demeter would know.

      She’d not intended to have that conversation with her mother quite so soon—perhaps, not ever. It wasn’t a crime, of course, but Demeter had so thoroughly charted out the arc of Persephone’s life that she would no doubt be displeased by this revelation.

      When Persephone heard voices approaching, she froze, terrified that somehow her thoughts had summoned her mother’s presence. The voices came from the level below; she pressed her back against the column concealing her and grasped her skirts in one hand, lest the wind reveal her presence.

      “You must consider the merits of my case. Semele’s life was inordinately short, due to my dear wife’s meddling. She deserves a second chance,” said a booming male voice that she was relieved to recognize as belonging to Zeus.

      “Perhaps you should direct your question to the Fates,” said a quieter, female voice. She sounded familiar, but Persephone couldn’t quite place the speaker.

      “Bah! They have no claim over her now.”

      Persephone sank to a crouch and peeked through the banisters. Her father stood in the courtyard below, talking to a goddess whose back was turned to Persephone. She had black curly hair swept up in braids and wore a long, flowing chiton as dark as night, held firm by a belt of gold links.

      A virtuous girl would have turned and walked away immediately to avoid intruding on what was clearly a private conversation. Demeter would expect no less from her.

      Persephone did not move.

      “I have noted your concerns,” the goddess said.

      “And?”

      “Lives end every moment of every day. Some are long, and some are short. I cannot make exceptions simply because you chose to make this one a vessel for your seed.”

      Persephone clasped her hands over her mouth to prevent a gasp. She should’ve left when they’d first entered the courtyard; this was not a conversation meant for her ears. She did not care to displease anyone who could speak so imprudently to the great Zeus.

      “There must be something you want,” Zeus said.

      The goddess did not speak for a long time. When she broke the silence, Persephone had to strain to hear her. “What could I possibly want? No god can match my riches; not even you.”

      “Perhaps that was a mistake.”

      Persephone heard the smile in the goddess’s voice. “Ah, well. But the great Skyfather could not possibly make mistakes, could he?”

      “We’ll discuss this later,” Zeus snapped and strode off, the fabric of his robe flying out behind him from the speed of his steps.

      Persephone glanced around, wondering how to make a discreet exit. If she suddenly appeared and continued on her way in full sight of the courtyard, it would be obvious that she’d been eavesdropping. If only—

      The goddess turned and looked directly at Persephone’s hiding spot. Persephone understood now how she’d been able to speak so disrespectfully to Zeus, not caring if she offended him.

      Even the gods feared her realm and the secrets within it.

      “You might as well come down,” Hades said.

      Persephone’s face flushed. She longed for the ground to swallow her whole, for the earth to claim her as her own and hide her shame, but her feet found nothing but solid stone as she trudged down the flight of steps leading to the courtyard.

      “Well?” Hades asked. “What do you have to say for yourself, Kore?”

      She was tall, pale as though she’d never seen the sun. Her aquiline nose looked carved from marble. It had been a long time—decades, perhaps—since they’d last met.

      Persephone lowered herself to one knee and gazed at the ground. “Forgive me, Queen Hades. It was wrong of me to eavesdrop.”

      “And yet you did,” Hades said. “Did Demeter teach you no manners?”

      Persephone risked a glance. Hades’ face was unreadable, still as a statue. “Of course she did. The fault is mine alone.”

      Hades considered her in silence. After a moment, she made a sharp gesture with her hand. “Let me warn you now: if you wish to forgo conventions, you had best avoid getting caught.”

      Persephone rose to her feet, stilling the impulse to brush the dust from her chiton. “You won’t tell her, will you?”

      “That remains to be seen.” Hades jerked her head toward the next courtyard. “Walk with me.”

      She couldn’t disobey a direct order, no matter what Demeter might’ve said. Persephone hurried to match Hades’ long strides. “Have you been well?” she asked. “I hear you’ve not been seen for some time.”

      “Well enough. And you, Kore. Are you keeping safe?” Hades asked.

      Persephone blushed, wondering what Hades thought she had to fear. “Yes, thank you.”

      Hades led them up several flights of steps to a wide balcony at the back of the palace, overlooking the ocean. There was only one path down from the balcony, the walkway coiling in clear view below them. Someone ascending would be seen long before they reached the top. The pathways were heavily planted, overgrown with ivy that sprawled across the railing and steps. Hades leaned over the balustrade and closed her eyes, the breeze tousling her hair and billowing out her skirts.

      The sun glittered over the ocean’s waves. A few gulls danced close to the shoreline, tiny specks of white swooping down over the water to fetch their prey.

      It was pretty enough, but that alone did not explain Hades’ pensive expression. The silence stretched on as Hades studiously ignored her, seemingly forgetting Persephone’s existence for all the mind she paid her. Persephone could not leave without a clear dismissal, and so she waited, caught in a formless limbo where she began to doubt her own memory of whether, in fact, Hades had requested her presence at all.

      The silence grew overlong. Perhaps Persephone’s frustration at being ignored gave her courage, for she could not blame her next words on the ambrosia. “May I... may I ask you a question?” she asked, stumbling a little over her words.

      Hades turned her head, as if seeing her for the first time. “Out with it.”

      “Do plants grow in the underworld?”

      Hades stared at her as though she were addle-brained. “Yes. Is that all?”

      Persephone blushed. “I meant—are they growing then, truly? Or is it simply their souls taking on a different form? I mean, do plants have souls? I’ve always thought that trees would, of course, but as for annuals—”

      Hades cut her off. “I would rather not discuss matters associated with my function.”

      “But when Zeus—” Persephone bit her lip, horrified at her mistake. Of course Zeus could ask Hades whatever questions he deemed fit; she would not dare compare herself with her father in the same breath. Except she’d done just that.

      “This is why we do not eavesdrop on our elders,” Hades said, her eyes slitted.

      An apology came quickly to Persephone’s lips, but words alone seemed inadequate. She unconsciously took a step back, her hand brushing the ivy-covered guardrail. The plant grew a new tendril, which slithered across her arm, as if trying to comfort her.

      Hades’ gaze dropped to the ivy. She reached out and touched its leaves, then crossed the distance between them. Persephone froze in place as the ivy wound up her bare arm and across her back, followed closely by Hades’ fingertips grazing her skin.

      Hades’ hand lingered on her shoulder, a warm and heavy weight. Persephone’s breath caught in her throat.

      “Fascinating,” Hades said.

      She was no longer looking at the plant. Instead, her gaze focused on Persephone, her pupils large despite the warm afternoon light.

      They were close enough that Persephone could have kissed her, had she the mind to. Not that she wanted to.

      Hades’ hand trailed across her collarbone. She placed her fingers around Persephone’s neck, her thumb brushing over the hollow of the girl’s throat. Her perfume was floral and green—gardenia? No. Asphodel. Persephone’s pulse beat a mad staccato rhythm as she stood motionless, the stillness of prey caught in the hunter’s sight as she searched for what to do, to say, to make Hades unhand her.

      “Persephone! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

      Demeter’s voice. Hades didn’t release her, not immediately. Her mouth curved into a slight smile, and for a moment, her fingers tightened around Persephone’s neck, squeezing the breath from her. The ivy coiled around Hades’ wrist, temporarily binding them.

      Demeter’s footsteps. Hades released her and took a step back, tearing the ivy from her wrist. Persephone gasped and clutched at her throat, her other hand clinging to the railing as the greenery wound its way toward her.

      Demeter’s sandals slapped against the stone steps as she climbed the last few stairs up to the balcony, the hem of her chiton held up in one hand as not to trail in the dirt. Had she seen… what must she think? Perhaps the distance had been too great. Persephone could only hope.

      She did not know what to think herself. She almost wished she’d the courage to ask Aphrodite whether she believed—but no. Persephone couldn’t ask anyone for help in deciphering Hades’ smile. Had she simply meant to frighten her? She’d succeeded.

      “My dear Hades!” Demeter flitted over to her, placing one hand upon the goddess’s cheek. “How pale you are! How have you been keeping? You look so severe, you might as well have dressed for a funeral!”

      “I would prefer a funeral,” Hades said, moving aside from Demeter’s touch. “Wouldn’t you?”

      Demeter tittered. “I’d forgotten how droll you can be. Will we be seeing more of you this year?”

      “I think not.”

      “Why ever not?” Demeter pouted.

      Hades glanced skyward, toward the ocean. “The same reasons.”

      Demeter simpered. “Why, that’s nonsense, of course. I don’t see how you bear it, being trapped in that awful place, year in, year out! Could you imagine it?” she asked, directing this last question to Persephone.

      “No,” Persephone said as she gently extricated herself from the ivy, supplying what she thought was the desired answer.

      Demeter wrapped her arms around herself and shivered theatrically. “Simply dreadful!”

      Hades said nothing. She briefly met Persephone’s gaze. Was she amused? Annoyed? Persephone couldn’t read her well enough to tell.

      Demeter sighed. “We each have our burdens to bear.” She took Persephone’s arm, her mirror-bright smile wide enough to cut her face in two. “Speaking of which, I must get this one home.”

      “Of course.” Hades inclined her head. “It was good to see you again, Demeter. Persephone,” she said, annunciating the syllables in her name with care.

      Her name shouldn’t have sounded indecent coming from Hades’ lips, but all the same, Persephone shivered. She mumbled her farewells as she stared at her feet.

      Demeter gave a little tug on her arm, and then they were away.

      “Must we go so soon?” Persephone asked once they had made their way downstairs.

      “This is not ‘soon,’” Demeter said. “It is almost dark. Let’s get you to bed.”

      Persephone glanced up at the sky. The sun was not quite set, and there was still plenty of light. “We must find Father,” she said. That would take some searching, surely. “To make our goodbyes.”

      “I’ve already said our farewells to Zeus,” Demeter said.

      Persephone blinked. “I would’ve liked to see him again.”

      Demeter did not slow her pace as they headed down the corridors of Zeus’s palace, weaving around groups of inebriated party-goers. “What was that? Speak up, child.”

      Persephone bit her lip. “It was nothing.”

      They drew near to Zeus’s private wing, where he and his immediate family lived. Persephone glanced up to see Aphrodite descending the staircase, re-pinning a fibula to secure one shoulder of her chiton. It did not match the brooch on her right shoulder. In fact, Persephone could’ve sworn she’d seen something of that design adorning Hera’s clothing.

      Aphrodite winked at her.

      Demeter’s grip tightened on Persephone’s arm, and once they were a safe distance away, she sneered. “Strumpet.”

      “It is only her function, Mother,” Persephone said, made bold by the hum of conversation around them, the laughter pealing through the evening air.

      Demeter didn’t deign to respond. Outside, a servant waited for them with horses and a chariot. Persephone would rather have walked, barefoot, to feel the hum of the earth beneath her toes. She did not bother suggesting such a thing to her mother. Walking would have looked plebian.

      Demeter waited until they were well out of the shadow of Zeus’s palace before she spoke again. “What did she want from you?”

      “Who?” Persephone asked to buy herself time.

      Her mother gave her a sharp look.

      “Hades and I spoke of nothing of consequence,” Persephone said. “Plants,” she added. She resisted the impulse to rub at her throat.

      “Don’t harass her with your inane prattle in the future,” Demeter said. “Don’t you know she hasn’t been seen above ground for at least seventy summers? She must have much more pressing things to do. Whatever would a silly little girl like you have to say to the Queen of the Underworld?”

      Persephone bit her tongue. She hadn’t asked to be caught with Hades; in fact, she’d had no intention—none!—of conversing with her at all, if one could even call their interaction a conversation. She’d squandered the day, and now Gaia only knew when she’d next be able to speak with Athena or Artemis.

      “And what of our agreement?” Demeter asked.

      “I kept my head. I hardly had a drop,” Persephone said.

      Demeter sniffed. “And the other?”

      “No promises.” They had left so early, what did Demeter suppose she had done with the scant time available?

      “Even a kind smile is an invitation, to some,” Demeter said. “And what happened to your himation?”

      Persephone rubbed her bare shoulder, shivering as she remembered Aphrodite’s knowing smile. “I—danced a little. I must have dropped it. I’m sorry.” She had also left behind her gift from Hephaestus. She hesitated, opening her mouth, but stopped herself before she could commit the sin of asking to turn around to fetch it.

      Demeter rolled her eyes skyward but remained silent the rest of the chariot ride home. Once their driver had brought them to the back of the house and departed, she turned to Persephone. “You’ll not try to bother her again, will you, dear?”

      “Hades?” Persephone asked.

      Demeter twirled a lock of hair around her finger. “It’s just I would so hate for her to take offense at your prattling. She can be vindictive, you know.”

      The warning was unnecessary. Persephone touched her fingertips to her neck, echoes of their conversation repeating over and over in her mind. Did Demeter teach you no manners? “I won’t bother her,” she said. It was an easy promise to make.

      Demeter smiled and placed an arm around her shoulders. “Come, the hour is late.”

      Persephone obediently followed her mother up the steps to the house. Though she could not quite forget her brief audience with the Queen of the Underworld, they spoke no more of Hades that evening, nor any evening thereafter.
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      Seasons passed, and Persephone’s chance meeting with Hades became a distant memory. She did not think of her overly much except in spring, when all her flowers were in bloom, including the star-shaped white asphodel. There was something imperfect about their scent, mismatching what she remembered wafting from the heat of Hades’ skin—they were too warm, too bright, too… immaculate.

      She spent a season watching a nest of ospreys learning to fly, the chicks molting from ugly gray lumps to trim little juveniles, finally growing up to leave the nest and find territories of their own.

      Spring brought rain and warm breezes before giving way to hot, dry summer. Once the heat had passed, the trees grew golden, their leaves turning brittle in the flush of autumn. The weather changed, and spring came anew, tiny shoots bursting through the earth as if summoned by the sun.

      Demeter was always busy, busy, busy. There were new kings to teach, new fields to plant. Humanity seemed destined to spread like an entangling weed, even as the machinations of Athena and Ares sent generation after generation of mortal sons to Hades’ realm.

      The house was never empty—there were always acolytes and attendants about, all to serve Demeter, of course, but few of the other gods deigned to make an appearance.

      So, it was with some surprise that Persephone found Hephaestus lurking at the front of the house one summer, apparently summoning the courage to knock upon their door.

      Persephone shifted her flower basket to her other arm and brushed back a lock of hair from her face. “Hephaestus! What brings you here?”

      He smiled nervously at her, his face glazed with a sheen of sweat. “You, dear Persephone.” He shifted from one leg to the other, the metal contraption that encircled his damaged leg squeaking slightly.

      “Why don’t you come inside and share some wine with us?” Persephone asked.

      Hephaestus coughed. “Well, actually, before that—I would rather speak plainly with you, if I may.”

      “Of course.” Persephone smiled at him in an attempt to put him at ease, but it only seemed to make him more nervous. “I still remember the mechanical bird you gave me. It was the most charming thing I’d ever seen,” she said.

      “Ah.” Hephaestus seemed to draw courage from her words. “I’m glad. It was over a hundred summers ago, you know.”

      “Really?” Persephone’s eyes widened. Had it been that long since she had danced at Zeus’s palace? “I’m sure your skills have only grown since that time.”

      “And I would fashion many more delights for you, each one more wondrous than the last, if you were to permit me to—to—”

      Persephone waited, biting her tongue to keep herself from interrupting.

      “—if you would permit me to court you,” Hephaestus said, almost sagging with relief to have the words out.

      Persephone blinked. “Oh!” She flushed and glanced away. She could not say that she felt strongly about it one way or the other—and it was not that she minded his limp, nor the misshapen slope of his face. She had simply never thought of him in that way. Then again, he seemed kind enough and was clever with his hands.

      A vision of their future flashed before her. He would not despise her, as Hera despised Zeus, and he would be mindful of his conquests, pursuing them quietly without compromising Persephone’s reputation, unlike the other gods. Under his wing, she would be free from her mother’s house, at last.

      She could do worse. “I—I would be honored,” she said and tried to smile. She offered her hand. “Let’s go inside and tell Mother.”

      Hephaestus gingerly entwined his fingers with hers and allowed himself to be led inside.

      Persephone found him a seat and was pouring them drinks when Demeter walked into the room.

      “My dear boy,” Demeter said. “What brings you here today?”

      Persephone set down the wine jug and offered a cup to Demeter. “Hephaestus has asked to court me, and I’ve accepted,” she said. “We humbly request your blessing.”

      Demeter glanced between the two of them, and then she began to laugh.

      Persephone froze in mortification. Her outstretched hand trembled, and she set down the cup, wine sloshing over the sides.

      “Please forgive me,” Demeter said, wiping an imaginary tear from her eye. “I mean you no ill will, Hephaestus. It’s simply that my Persephone is yet a child and lacks the maturity to be anyone’s potential bride.”

      “I’m no child, Mother,” Persephone said. She gestured toward Hephaestus. “He said it’s been over a century since I was last seen at Zeus’s palace.”

      Demeter airily waved her hand in the air. “Another five centuries, perhaps, and we could talk.”

      Hephaestus rose to his feet. “It seems clear that Persephone believes she is ready for the trappings of adulthood, Demeter.” He glanced at Persephone.

      “Yes,” she said. “I am.” She took Hephaestus’s hand, squeezing his fingers. “And this is what I desire.”

      Demeter’s eyes grew cold. “You can’t possibly know what you want. An eternity with him? Really?”

      “It’s a courtship, not a contract, Mother!”

      “Ladies, please—”

      “Enough!” Demeter shrieked. She snatched up the wine jug and threw it at Hephaestus. He ducked, and the pottery shattered behind him, but he could not avoid the wine splashing his face and clothes.

      “Mother!” Persephone exclaimed. She searched Hephaestus’s face for signs of injury, but the only wound seemed to be to his pride.

      Hephaestus wiped a hand across his eyes. “Father said you would listen to reason, but I see now you are lost in your delusions.”

      “Get out of my house,” Demeter said, holding a plate in a threatening manner.

      “Mother, please—”

      “You can’t keep her a prisoner forever—”

      “Get out!” Demeter said, throwing the plate for emphasis. This time Hephaestus blocked it with his arm, and it shattered on the floor.

      Persephone grabbed his other arm, leading him out of the house before her mother could hurl anything else. Once they were a safe distance outside, she released him. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I had no idea she would treat you so badly.”

      Hephaestus squeezed wine from his tunic. “It’s quite all right. Ares warned me about her temper, but I didn’t listen. I thought she might look upon me more favorably. I was wrong.”

      “Ares?” Persephone asked.

      Hephaestus glanced away. “Perhaps I spoke out of turn. You didn’t know he was trying to court you?”

      Persephone grimaced. “There was that year I received a severed gorgon head as a present, but I thought... Mother said it was a mistake. I didn’t actually see him in person.”

      “Demeter has something of a reputation.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Persephone asked. The gorgon head incident felt like it had been years ago; decades, even.

      Hephaestus grimaced. “I don’t know. A while, perhaps.” He hesitated. “You may think this cowardly of me, but I have no desire to cross the goddess of the harvest. A pity. If you manage to change her mind, by all means, send a message to my forge.”

      Persephone smiled to hide her mixed emotions. “Of course. I understand.”

      Hephaestus pressed a kiss to the back of her hand and bowed slightly before leaving her alone in the gardens. She watched him walk back to his chariot, and then he was away, with no one left to stand between herself and Demeter.

      She took slow, measured steps up the path back to the house. Inside, servants had already cleared away the wreckage of Demeter’s temper, leaving the floor clean, albeit damp. Demeter herself was seated, idly shredding a lettuce leaf between her fingers.

      “Well?” she asked as Persephone approached. “Did he see reason?”

      “He left,” Persephone said.

      “Good.”

      “Mother...” Persephone hesitated. “He said you treated Ares in a similar manner.”

      Demeter dropped the lettuce. “Of course. I don’t discriminate.”

      “But why? They are both worthy gods, aren’t they?”

      Demeter rose from her seat and walked toward her, placing her hands upon Persephone’s shoulders. She gazed down at her daughter, her eyes dark and solemn, the afternoon sun setting her pale hair aglow. “None of them are worthy.” Her grip tightened until her nails dug into Persephone’s skin. “Anyone who would take you from me is my enemy.”

      Persephone pushed back against her mother’s hands, but Demeter’s hold was firm. “Mother, please... You’re frightening me.”

      “Swear to me, then,” Demeter said, shaking her by the shoulders. “Swear that you will not leave me.”

      “Of course. Of course,” Persephone said, the words slurring together as she tripped over her tongue. “I do so swear.”

      Demeter was pressing hard enough to leave bruises. “His ichor runs through your veins. How can I forget it, seeing it there plain on your face? Your father has whores in every corner of the civilized world. You know that, don’t you?”

      Persephone fumbled for something to say that would not be considered blasphemous. “His children are many—”

      “And you would seek to follow in his footsteps?”

      “No—no!” Persephone’s throat constricted. Aphrodite had not divulged her secret, then. Her preference for goddesses was not a topic she particularly wished to discuss with Demeter, ever.

      Demeter studied her. Persephone did her best to project an aura of frightened honesty. She spoke the truth, besides—though perhaps not all of it.

      Demeter released her. “I cannot stand the sight of you,” she said, waving her off.

      Persephone stepped away with relief, rubbing her shoulders. “I’m going to help in the kitchen,” she said and ran before Demeter could think of something else to blame her for.
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      The servants were quiet around Persephone, as if they could avoid invoking Demeter’s wrath by not engaging with the current object of her displeasure. That might have bothered Persephone, if she’d let it, but she was too busy contemplating how to defuse her mother’s anger to be concerned with the rest of the household.

      She was lugging an overflowing pail of scraps to the midden when she saw the most remarkable thing mixed in with all the trash. Persephone set down the pail and pulled out a bouquet of cut flowers. They had some life left in them, although not much, their narrow white petals frail and wilting.

      They would not respond to her touch. There was a kind of chill about them, despite both the heat of the summer’s day and the warmth of the midden.

      Persephone saved the freshest stalk and brought it inside with her, placing it in a cup of water at her bedside. She tried running her fingertips over it again, and still, she could feel no sense of recognition in the plant. It wasn’t simply that it had been cut; there was something else wrong. As if it had died and been reborn and now was dying a second time.

      Downstairs, she beckoned to a maid and pulled her aside. “Kyra... those white flowers. Who brought them?”

      Kyra scrunched up her nose. “Couldn’t say, Miss. Only your mother’s sent word they’re not to be kept in the house.” She shrugged helplessly.

      “You mean this has happened more than once?”

      Kyra opened her mouth, then seemed to realize she’d said too much. “Well...”

      “How many times?”

      Kyra gulped and shook her head, silently begging Persephone not to ask more.

      It was answer enough. Persephone sighed and waved Kyra off; she seemed grateful to return to her work.

      How long would she let Demeter rule her life?

      She went back upstairs to her bedroom and climbed into bed, staring at the lonely flower in its makeshift vase. So Hades hadn’t found her bothersome and insolent after all—or perhaps she had but hadn’t cared.

      Persephone shivered and rested her chin on her hands, closing her eyes as she inhaled the asphodel’s faint fragrance. This time, it matched her memory—icy, green, with a faint trace of smoke like a freshly snuffed candle.

      She ought not to leap to conclusions. She couldn’t think so highly of herself; Demeter may have been wrong about some things, but she was right in saying that a girl like Persephone could hold no interest for the Queen of the Underworld.

      Hades had to think her rude; she’d never once sent back a word of thanks.

      She was still pondering whether she dared to acknowledge Hades’ gift when the door of her room flew open, swinging back against the wall with a bang.

      Persephone sat up at once, shuffling to the side of the bed to try to block the asphodel from view. “Whatever is the matter?”

      “Ignorant children like you are so naive about what it takes to survive in this world,” Demeter said, as if they’d never ended their previous conversation. She stood in the doorway, blocking the only exit. “I’ve bled so that you could live a charmed life, free from struggle and sorrow—the kind of childhood I never had.”

      “I’ve always been grateful for what you’ve done for me—”

      “Grateful!” Demeter sneered. “Is that what you call cavorting behind my back? Consorting with cripples?”

      Persephone bristled. “That is unkind of you, Mother, and besides, Hephaestus and I never—”

      Demeter pushed her aside and leaned over the bed, snatching the asphodel from its cup. She stood up, holding it as water dripped down her wrist, staring at it as though it were a pig’s leavings or something equally foul. “What is this weed doing here? In my house?”

      Persephone said nothing, which was not the correct response, as Demeter threw the flower in her face. It landed wetly on her cheek, then fell to the floor.

      “I won’t have such filth in here,” Demeter said.

      “It was a gift,” Persephone said. “For me. You had no right to throw it away!”

      She’d gone too far. Demeter’s eyes widened. “No right? No right!” She raised her hands to the heavens, as if imploring the gods of the sky to hear her. “My hearth and home, and this ungrateful child tells me I have no right!”

      Persephone picked up the bloom from the floor and stood, moving toward the door.

      “And where do you think you’re going?”

      She held up the asphodel like a talisman. “You said you didn’t want this here, so I’m taking it out of your house—”

      “When I’m talking to you, you will sit and listen,” Demeter said, her arms folded over her chest. Her cheeks were in high color, and her gaze could’ve cut marble.

      Seeing no way out, Persephone sat back down on the bed, her eyes lowered.

      “When you were born, you were such a little
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