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      Persephone, the primary character, suffers with disordered eating, anxiety, and would be considered to be mildly “on the spectrum” by today’s standards.

      

      While there are no scenes of sexual intimacy in Persephone Lost & Found, in the Goddessverse Fantasy Series, women kiss women, men are coupled with other men, and tolerance is high for all manner of sexual and relationship preferences outside of the heteronormative.

      

      This story also contains references to pregnancy and childbirth; to amicable separation and divorce; to past acts of violence perpetrated by goddesses and gods from the Greek pantheon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary of Mythological Figures

          

        

      

    

    
      Bold= Figure/place has a role in Persephone Lost & Found

      

      Italic= Figure/place only mentioned in Persephone Lost & Found

      

      * Figure also appeared in book 1 of the Goddessverse Fantasy Series, The Goddess & the Woodsman

      

      
        	Achilles: (Greek) Mortal son of Thetis and Peleus. Hero of the Trojan War.

        	*Airmid: (Irish) Goddess of Herbal Healing. Member of the Tuatha Dé Danaan.

        	Aphrodite: (Greek) Goddess of Love and Beauty.

        	Arkė: (Greek) Messenger Goddess. Sister of iris. Sided with the Titans. Zeus punished her by cutting off her wings and remanding her to the Underworld’s prison, Tartarus.

        	*Astrape: (Greek) Goddess of Lightning. Shield Maiden to Zeus. Sister of Bronte.

        	Atalanta: (Greek) Warrior goddess. Said to be competitive + a runner.

        	*Aušrinė (Rini): (Lithuanian) Daughter of the Dawn. Daughter of the Goddess of the Sun, Saulė.

        	*Baubo (Babs): (Greek) Goddess of Mirth. Crone.

        	*Bé Chuille (Bé): (Irish) Sorceress and witch. Daughter of Flidais. Member of the Tuatha Dé Danaan.

        	*Bronte: (Greek) Goddess of Thunder. Sister of Astrape. Shield Maiden to Zeus.

        	*Charon: (Greek) Ferryman of the River Styx in the Underworld.

        	*Creirwy (Ciri): (Welsh) Daughter of Ceridwen (Goddess of Grain + Sows).

        	*Demeter: (Greek) Goddess of Harvest and Agriculture. Mother to Persephone.

        	Dionysus: (Greek) God of Winemaking, Theatre, and more.

        	Dryad: (Greek) Tree nymph

        	Eleusis: Greek city Elefsina, and home to the Eleusinian Mysteries

        	Elysium: A place separate from, but associated with, the Underworld where mortals and others related to the gods could reside.

        	Gaia: Ancient Mother Goddess

        	*Habonde (Habs): (Celtic) Hearth Goddess, celebrated with fire and ale. In The Goddess & the Woodsman, she is the owner of Bone Fire Croft. Bruiser, her dog, was given to her by Hekate.

        	*Hades: (Greek) God of the Dead. King of the Underworld.

        	*Hekate: (Greek) Goddess of the Crossroads, and more.

        	Hera: (Greek) Goddess of Marriage, Women, and Family.

        	Hermes: (Greek) Herald of the gods. Psychopomp. Soul guide

        	Iris: (Greek) Goddess of the Rainbow, and servant to the other Olympians.

        	Kronos: (Greek) Descendant of Gaia. Leader of the Titans. Patron of the harvest. Overthrown by Zeus and sent to Tartarus.

        	Lesser Mysteries: (Greek) Secret, religious initiatory rites in the cults surrounding Demeter and Persephone.

        	*Minthe: (Greek) Nymph (or naiad) associated with the Underworld river, Kokytus. Mistress of Hades.

        	Mount Olympus: (Greek) Highest mountain in Greece, and home to the Greek gods and goddesses.

        	*Naiads: (Greek) Spirits residing within bodies of fresh water (streams, wells, springs).

        	Patroclus: (Greek) Friend and companion of Achilles.

        	*Persephone: (Greek) Goddess of Spring. Queen of the Underworld. Married to Hades.

        	Tartarus: (Greek) Prison of the Titans located far beneath the surface of the Earth.

        	Titans: (Greek) Pre-Olympian gods/goddesses. The twelve children of Uranus and Gaia.

        	Underworld: (Greek) The world of the dead.

        	*urisk: (Scottish) Household spirits playing a tutelary role in the lives of humans and others.

        	*Zeus: (Greek) King of the Gods, Rules from Mount Olympus. Also, god of the sky and thunder.
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        A period of renewal entered into by beings graced with immortality. The location of their tomb, the length of their rest, and their method of reawakening is known only to the individual. During their Godsrest, the immortal cannot be contacted. Whether to partake of a Godsrest, or not, is a matter of personal preference.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          THE UNDERWORLD. LATE-FEBRUARY.

        

      

    

    
      I stride through House of Hades’ central foyer toward my husband’s half of the estate, my steps echoing against a tableau of slate, metal, and sand-blasted glass. Goosebumps pebble my forearms. The sleeves on my dress end above my elbows and I almost spin on my heel, thinking I’ll return to my wing of the mansion and grab the sweater I should have added to my outfit. But if I deviate from my mission, I might be tempted to abandon it to the next day, and I’m already on a tight schedule.

      No amount of heat warms these rooms enough to make them habitable for me, let alone hospitable. Briskly rubbing my arms, I continue onward. Every time my stilettos connect with the floor, the movement jars my bones and rattles my teeth, punctuating the fact that I can’t see myself ever referring to the architectural monstrosity Hades designed as “my” house or even “our” house. Though newly built and furnished, this place will be, always and forever, The House of Hades - and not just because those exact words are engraved on the plaque bolted to the formal entrance doors. Or because the building’s four wings and central entertaining area form an “H” when viewed from above.

      Simply because everything about the property reflects my husband’s minimalist aesthetic. Everything but my private rooms.

      Passing the public entertainment area requires thirty evenly spaced steps. The King of the Underworld believes in high ceilings and sharp angles. Un-curtained windows offer sweeping views towards the capital, Asphodel City, perpetually entombed within an overcast sky. Hades’ single nod to sensuality, at least by my definition, is candles. He hired a “scent-ologist” to create signature blends for every room, like whiskey and cinnamon for the library to encourage reading and conversation, and bergamot, ginger, and oregano for the Club Room and the formal dining room to encourage eating and drinking.

      It continues to feel like a snub that he didn’t ask for my input; he’s aware I have a sensitive nose. I have no idea which scent he chose for his personal suite of rooms, though I suppose I’ll find out soon enough. Our annual meeting with our legal and fiduciary advisors is scheduled to take place in three days, and my plan is to pre-empt that session by convincing Hades to meet with me alone. As far as I’m concerned, our marital arrangement is unsalvageable, and we don’t need a roomful of besuited advisors to confirm what we already know.

      Thing is, I want the two of us to re-negotiate our situation before I leave the Underworld for my mother’s house; before I trade my collection of jeweled crowns for wreaths of fresh flowers; before I trade my duties to the dead for those to the living. And I want the discussion to take place between us. Just Hades, and me. No bystanders, no experts, no meddling relatives, no formalities. Surely, he and I owe it to one another. Deep inside, I feel he owes it to me.

      If that doesn’t work, I’ll initiate Plan B and have a third party I already vetted and put on retainer to serve him with divorce papers.

      My breathing grows strained as I mount the free-floating, metal and black-stained wood stairs to the second floor. I’ve done little to regain muscle tone after my most recent Godsrest, and I’m regretting it now. I hope I can do a credible job of masking my discomfort.

      I near the horned guards positioned in front of the double doors to Hades’ suite and stop. Relax my hands and jaw. Pressing my fingers to my breastbone, I flip the scrying mirror hanging from the chain round my neck, so the cheery pansies enameled on the backside face outward.

      “Is the king here?”

      Me asking is merely a formality. If the demons Hades recruited from the Eisochsen Realm are standing legs apart and ceremonial spears in hand, as they are now, rather than lounging in the adjacent reception area, the king is in residence. And as Queen of the Underworld and his wife, I am to be granted passage through any door, at any time.

      Or so I’ve been promised.

      “He is,” the taller of the two says, making no move to let me pass. Flaring my nostrils, I add his impertinence to a growing list of similar slights.

      “I want to see him.”

      The beefier one lifts his chin slightly. “Hades said he was not to be disturbed.”

      I lift my chin higher. “I assume that means he has company. Would one of you inform him the queen is here, and that I’m in a hurry.”

      Which isn’t exactly true. I’m not in any more of a hurry than usual to exit this side of the estate, but these two don’t need to know that. The guard with the big chin pushes down on the door’s gleaming black handle and slips his burly shoulders through the opening. A strong whiff of mint sneaks past him as the other guard closes the door.

      Mint, annoyingly bright and sprightly, at least to my nose, seems a peculiar choice for a bedroom. Before I can mull over that information, someone opens the door from inside and Hades steps forward. He’s in the middle of drawing a slender, black leather belt through the loops on his black wool dress slacks and his hair is slightly damp. I wonder if I’m seeing the post-coital version of my husband. At least he’s showered. How considerate.

      “Persephone. I almost didn’t believe it when my guard said you were here.”

      “I have a proposal for you. And no,” I say, raising my hands at his attempt to interrupt, “it cannot wait.”

      “A proposal.” Smirking, he fastens the belt without looking. “Must be terribly urgent if it drove you to mount my stairs in the middle of the day.”

      The guards show no interest in leaving us alone, and Hades seems disinclined to dismiss them. I do what I can to tune out the demons, resisting the persistent urge to wipe my sweaty palms on the apple blossom pink dress I’ve chosen for its ability to bolster my confidence. The style gives me curves where my own are wasting away, and the color can’t be ignored, especially against the estate’s unrelieved palette of blacks and grays and whites.

      “We are getting a divorce.”

      I hold my breath as Hades’ features go from shocked, to annoyed, to calculating.

      “That sounds less like a proposal and more like an ultimatum.” One of the guards snorts. Hades shoots him a quelling glance before bending forward and bringing his mouth close to my ear. “Why must we get divorced? What is it about our current arrangement that has you unhappy now?”

      Our current arrangement keeps me in-residence in the Underworld six long, contiguous months of the year, from the autumnal equinox to the vernal equinox. I can go anywhere, do anything, see anyone, spend however much I like - and every day I spend under the mansion’s hulking mansard roof brings me closer to the death of what little is left alive in my soul.

      Hades lowers his voice even more. A lock of still-damp hair hits my cheek. “I have done as we agreed and stayed away from your bed, as you have stayed away from mine.”

      Stop being so dramatic, Persephone. I don’t wait for those to be the next words to leave his lips. “Our arrangement suits you far better than it suits me,” I hiss. “I want out.”

      “But you have duties, Persephone, and—”

      “There’s no reason I can’t do my duties in the Underworld half the day or less and spend the other half in the aboveworld. With my friends. And my mother.” I’ve told no one of my plan to divorce Hades, not even Demeter. Outside of ruling at Hades’ side, my duties—are restricted to the Court of Souls. Squaring my shoulders and putting distance between my nose and his mint-infused hair products, I can’t help adding a little dig. “You’ve been gone so much the past six months, even the staff has noticed.”

      Hades doesn’t have the courtesy to blush or apologize. Muscular shoulders strain under his crisply ironed button-down as he draws cufflinks from his pocket and appears to consider my request. “Listen, Seph.” He gentles his voice to a more persuasive timbre. “I know you’re not happy here, but I’m concerned about how Zeus will react. He really doesn’t like it when changes are made to the status quo.”

      I knew Hades would deliver his reply in that cajoling tone, the one that can turn condescending in the space of a breath. I also knew he would mention the philandering King of the Sky and I’ve prepared a counterpoint. “I’m not the only one who thinks Zeus is long overdue for his Godsrest and if I were you, I would seek Poseidon’s help and double-team him. We know what happens when any of us goes too long without that period of renewal.” I drop my gaze to Hades’ hands. There was a time when I wished those confident, nimble fingers would touch me, would show me affection. Not anymore. The only thing I want them to do is take up a pen and sign on the dotted line. “He’s not well, and you know it.”

      I continue to avoid seeking Hades’ face. He slots a cufflink into one set of holes, and I shove my hands in my dress’ side pockets. My fingertips meet the pieces of fulgurite that always seem to find their way onto my person. Energy runs through the fossilized lightning whenever Zeus is in a ‘mood’, which has helped me avoid face-to-face encounters with him ever since his former shield maiden presented the rocks to me last summer.

      Hades shifts his stance and fixes his other cuff. “I’ll make time to talk, I promise. Just not—” I hear the distinctive click-click of luggage tabs being closed and look up in time to see him signal to whoever’s in his suite. “Just not today, okay? Something urgent has come up and I expect to be away for the next week or two. We’ll have to reschedule our annual meeting.”

      I adjust my face to a neutral expression. “I won’t be here when you get back. As you know, I leave for the aboveworld soon.” Four days, two hours, and twelve minutes. Which Hades likely counts with the same precision. “Just say the word, and we can have the paperwork done and signed by this time tomorrow.”

      His hands tense into fists, causing the tendons to stand out against his flawless skin. My request bothers him. Score one for me.

      “I cannot round up my lawyers and draft a divorce agreement today.” And cue the condescension. “As I said, I must get going. I’m already late for my— appointment.”

      “I’m sure your guest will forgive you.”

      “My what?” He relaxes his fists and fakes a tight smile. “I have no guest, Persephone. Say hello to your mother for me. I’ll be in touch.”

      I’ll be in touch. My composure cracks. I reach out to grab his wrist, wanting to dig in my nails, the ones I sharpened to points and tipped with gold lacquer, and draw blood. Force him to take me seriously.

      “Hades, wait—”

      Shame heats my cheeks as the smooth cotton of his sleeve flows beneath my outstretched fingers. Hades slips like smoke into his bedroom without a backward glance, without acknowledging that coming to him and speaking face to face has cost me. I would almost rather we had a relationship fueled by spite or even a common enemy than this lifeless… whatever this is.

      The guard with the obtruding chin exits with two carry-ons, while the taller guard makes a point of allowing the door latch to smack the strike plate. I cringe, pressing the back of my hand to my heated cheek. The last of the bravado I mustered drains from my legs; the persuasive words I rehearsed lie like ash on my tongue. There’s nothing further I can say to the closed door or to the guards or to whomever is helping Hades ready for his trip; there’s no one I can appeal to. In this, as with many other things related to being Queen to Hades’ King, I am on my own.
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      Turning my back on the most fractious part of my life, I face the floating staircase. The descent gives me plenty of time to replay what I said, and what I should have said, and to muse on Hades’ possible destination. Tossing my head, I firm my grip on the steel railing. I should have utilized one of my tried-and-true tactics, like channeling Demeter’s regal bearing or Zeus’ implacable mask, before I confronted Hades.

      Instead, I remain, as always, Persephone the Compliant.

      I step onto the slate floor and nearly break into a run while wearing the precarious heels I paired with my dress. Today, height does not equal might. As soon as I’m out of sight of the guards, I remove the shoes and bolt. Across mirror-polished marble floors. Across a priceless carpet added at my insistence to help mute the noise made when Hades entertains, and his guests are deep into his wine cellar’s offerings. Past the doors facing the circular driveway at the front of the mansion and the French doors opening to the gloomy gardens in the back.

      I pass the corridor leading to the kitchen and almost - almost - make it to my wing.

      “Is that you, Persephone?”

      The head chef, another recruit from the Eisochsen Realm, is a horn-sized thorn in my side and no matter how much I complain about their cooking - excuse me, their ‘art’ - no one on Hades’ staff believes me when I say I think the demon is trying to starve me out of existence. That, or they’re deliberately plating overwhelmingly beautiful compositions of underwhelming nutritional content as a joke.

      I skid to a stop and compose my features in preparation for lying. “Did you need something? I’m late for my afternoon appointments.”

      “Would you try this combination I just whipped up? The King requested I update our spring menu and I would love to get your thoughts before you leave.”

      Chef Keldt beckons me to follow, a long-handled silver spoon in one beefy hand, their other cupped beneath to catch spills. I’m unsure whether their mangled smile signals a peace offering, or a taunt. Behind them, the large, round windows in the kitchen’s swinging doors provide a view to a stainless-steel prep table and the unfriendly stares of four under-cooks. Or sous chefs. I couldn’t care less what they prefer to be called. Every one of them makes food I find inedible.

      Wary, I hold back my hair and sniff at the glistening, ruby red sauce. Underneath the raspberries, vinegar, herbs, honey, and lemon, I detect the presence of pomegranates. This is clearly a taunt. Chef Keldt knows how I feel about pomegranates, as does everyone else working for the House of Hades. Yet the fucking fruit keeps popping up in sauces and garnishes, embroidered on table linens, even embossed on bars of soap in the guest bathrooms. I should have fired the insufferable demon, their helpers, and every other staff member who’s in on the unkind joke.

      But I haven’t. Because clearly, they aren’t mine to boss around if they can’t even bother to call me by my proper title.

      “It’s a gorgeous color,” I say, keeping my voice neutral. I’m not prepared to take up arms against him and his culinary cohorts, not over something as trifling as a scoop of sauce, but one of these days... “Will this become a reduction, perhaps a sauce to go on meat?”

      “No, no. This is the base for House of Hades’ new signature salad dressing.”

      Four days, two hours, seven minutes.

      “Well, the concept sounds lovely.” I manage a brittle smile before I walk away to the accompaniment of Chef Keldt’s high-pitched whine.

      “But you didn’t even taste it!”

      By Atalanta’s arrow, if I thought I could throw my shoe with enough accuracy to hit Chef’s craw, I would hurl one of my stilettos at the demon and call us even. Barely breathing, I double-time it up a curved staircase. The moment I’m through another set of doors, my feet land on a plush, mauve rug. I drop my shoes and sink my aching toes into comforting clumps of shaggy, twisted wool. My fingers fumble for the nearby chair and the soft folds of a cashmere blanket. A rapid-fire pop-pop-pop sends me jerking sideways and I fall, landing on one of the shoes.

      Ouch. I twitch as more pops, snaps, and crackles spark the air, until it registers that someone has lit a fire.

      Oh. I’m in my home, where lamp bulbs glow behind silk shades; where everything is soft and over-stuffed and done up in muted lavenders and blues, where everything is familiar. I tug the shoe out from underneath my sore hip and replace it with the blanket.

      Better. I wait for my heart to settle, and for the soft tap-tap that will announce my personal assistant’s arrival now that I’ve returned from my failed mission. Gilda eases the door open and shuts it behind her.

      “I heard you flying up the stairs, my sweet.”

      The middle-aged golden salamander and her sister, Tilda, are two of the few employed by the House of Hades who have my complete trust. Like the guards and Chef Keldt, they each draw a salary from the estate’s bottomless accounts. Unlike most of the other staff members, they also draw a competitive salary from my aboveworld accounts to keep their ears and eyes open, and to prepare most of my meals in my kitchen from ingredients they hand-select or purchase.

      “I’ll have your lunch ready in a few minutes and I’ve made a list of supplies we could use to restock the pantry. I’ll do the shopping prior to your return in September, and have it delivered.”

      “Thank you, Gilda. Do you and Tilda have plans to go home?” Most of the sisters’ extended family live in the Ukrainian underlands. I know the humans’ war has reached the point where it’s impacting the Magicals living there.

      “We do. We’re desperate to see firsthand how everyone’s coping, and how we might help.”

      She and I exchange hugs. I slip my feet into fuzzy slippers a darker shade of pink than my dress and follow her into the kitchen, choosing my usual perch atop one of the padded, low-backed stools at the center island. I find it soothing to watch Gilda and Tilda prepare food, and I appreciate they respect my tastes and never try to force me to eat more than my increasingly finicky stomach can handle.

      “Have you spoken with anyone from above?” Gilda faces the cutting board. Shimmery scales on her arms and backside ripple in response to her every action, and I know she hopes I’ve shared my distress over the Hades situation with my trio of best friends.

      “Not recently,” I say, confessing, “I’m waiting to talk to everyone in person. I… I have a hard time baring my soul over the bathroom sink.”

      Cell phones don’t work in the Underworld. Scrying via mirrors or over a bowl of water is a reliably secure method for communicating one-on-one with those living in the aboveworld, but I find that talking at a flat surface isn’t exactly conducive to intimate conversation.

      “Plus it’s not a terribly flattering angle.”

      Snorting at Gilda’s comment, I fold my arms atop the placemat, rest my head, and wait for my sandwich to arrive. “Your mother sent a message,” she adds, setting the griddle on the stovetop and turning the knob to ignite the burner flame.

      Dread drops like a rock into my head, making it heavier, denser. The situations with Hades has dominated my emotional bandwidth and I’ve been ignoring Demeter’s summons. “I expected she would. Anything new? Or just the usual ‘pack this, pack that, remember your jewels,’ etcetera, etcetera?”

      “She sent a list, yes. She also mentioned she hopes to hire Astrape’s company to oversee security for the Lesser Mysteries.”

      Astrape. The weight inside my head lightens a bit as I mouth her name. I haven’t seen her in months, not since that day last summer when I hugged her in thanks for bringing her protective capabilities to a tense situation between me, my mother, and Zeus. The hug we shared woke up something inside me, something lonely and curious and absolutely starved for touch. Whatever I hoped might develop, hadn’t been given an instant to take root. Demeter insisted she needed me for some ritual or another, and Astrape had left Scotland to resume working security at outdoor concerts and festivals. By the time my mother released me from her schedule, Astrape was on her way to the Southern Hemisphere. Rather than seek her out, I’d taken an unscheduled Godsrest. The promise of being disconnected from everything and everyone proved too alluring.

      I curl the tip of my fingernail under a loose thread in the woven placemat and tug. Unfortunately, that last Godsrest didn’t alter a thing. The judges of the Underworld still expect my presence during the hours allotted me; Hades still wears a titanium marriage band on his left hand; and Demeter still expects her malleable sidekick to show up whenever summoned.

      “Did my mother specify which site she’s settled on for the rites?”

      “She may have decided, but she did not share the location with me.” Gilda sets a plate on another mat and slides it beside my elbow. “There you are, my sweet.”

      Leaving the stray thread alone, I raise my head, take a deep sniff, and exchange one placemat for the other. “Grilled cheese on brioche. My favorite.” Talk about belly-warming, soul-soothing food. I cut the sandwich on the diagonal, and again, and bite into the first buttery triangle. Gilda stands across from me, cutting her own sandwich.

      “Is there anything you want to talk about?” she asks. Concern suffuses her voice. “You seem preoccupied.”

      I’m still thinking about strong, competent Astrape, and opportunities I’ve missed or avoided. Another one of the goddess’ hugs would feel good right now. Really good. “Is there anything you want to talk about?” I counter. The delicate, frilly gills on the sides of Gilda’s neck turn rose gold at my question. “Any gossip you want to share? Because when I confronted Hades, it was obvious he either had one of his lovers stashed in his suite or was on his way to meet them.”

      Gilda’s scales make the softest susurration as she shakes her head. “I’ve heard nothing, which is very, very unusual for this meddlesome household. Whether Hades knows it or not, demons love to collect and trade gossip. His staff thrives on seeing who confirms what, first. Did you notice anything at all when you spoke with him?”

      “He was in the middle of getting dressed when he came to the door.” I finish my second triangle and toy with the third. “Oh, and I picked up a strong scent of mint. Hades is more of a whisky and wood kind of guy.”

      “Mint. I see.” Gilda presses the pad of her clawed finger onto her plate and brings the collected crumbs to her mouth. “Do you want to know who I would guess he’s been with?”

      I picked up the faintest scent of mint. The identity of Hades’ lover could not be more obvious and yet somehow, I completely ignored what I already know. I gag on the half-chewed food in my mouth. Gilda presses a paper towel into my hand, and I spit out the offending bite.

      “Minthe.”
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      Some lifetimes ago, I banished Hades’ former lover from Asphodel City. After I had Minthe escorted to the city’s border - because contrary to the types of punishments usually meted out by the council on Mount Olympus, I couldn’t stomach the thought of having her killed or sentenced to Tartarus - I completely wiped her from my mind.

      Gilda reaches across the counter and pats my shaking hand. “She was my first guess too.”

      “I— I’m not sure I want it confirmed they’re seeing each other again,” I continue. “Because honestly, what difference would it make? Neither Hades nor I are happy with what our marriage has become, and I’m ready to do whatever it takes to end this… this sham.”

      I nibble on the quarter-sandwich in my hand, then set the rest back on my plate. The bread has cooled, the melted cheese is hardening, and the constriction in my throat signals I’m not going to get any more down. But more words force their way up and out.

      “I’m ready to find out who I really am, or could be, if only my life wasn’t defined and constrained by actions taken eons ago. Thing is, I don’t think Hades remembers why he wanted me to rule at his side in the first place. And if we ever had a contract, those vows are lost to time.”

      “And to the Godsrests.” Gilda’s tone is gentle, instructional. “You retire more frequently than most other immortals. And every time any one of you reawakens, you gain more options for shaping the coming chapter of your life. Yes, you lose more of your memories and connections to the origins of your current situation, but that seems a small price to pay for broadening your future possibilities.”

      “If only the reshaping could take place outside of this mansion-sized cage.” I carefully refold my napkin and tuck it under the plate. As much as I appreciate Gilda’s caring words, at times her presence feels overly-tutelary. Stifling. Like she’s waiting for me to grasp the obvious, and the obvious has absented itself from my understanding. “Thank you for the sandwich.”

      She shoos me off to my bedroom suite with an empathetic look and the promise of something chocolatey later. I promise her I’ll lay out my clothes for packing. Or at least start. I get as far as opening the doors to the walk-in closet containing my spring and summer wardrobes and turning on the lights.

      Tilda’s organizational expertise glitters along glass shelves laden with shoes, handbags, and other accessories, or hung from racks organized by color and style. Most everything in this closet was ordered for me by my mother during one fashion week or another. She adores having a fuss made over her at couture shows. I do not. Something about spotlights and camera flashes and people touching me, measuring me, judging me— ugh. I drop to my hands and knees, crawl across the plush carpet to the free-standing set of drawers in the middle of the room and contemplate the bottom drawer.

      If I hug my knees to my chest, I can fit my entire body inside that drawer. I know because I did it after a particularly nasty encounter with one of Hades’ groupies. She came into the Club Room when I was there and ordered me to unlock the cigar humidor. I had timed my visit to coincide with Hades being away from the estate. Stunned and startled, I refused. The nymph - I knew she was a nymph because the king has a thing for her kind and she smelled like a woodsy copse redolent with animal rut - yanked my hair, dragged me to the glass-front cabinet, and demanded an Arturo Fuente.

      Lucky for me and my hair follicles, a couple of Hades’ guards heard me yell. One pulled the nymph off and sent her packing; the other escorted me to my wing with muttered apologies. Neither Gilda nor Tilda were home at the time, so I found solace in the scented embrace of a cedar-lined box.

      I ease open the drawer where I hide clothes my mother would relegate to the burn bin and pull out a pair of worn flannel pajama bottoms patterned with floating otters. Emptying my pocket of the fulgurite and removing the necklace with the macaron-sized scrying mirror, I strip out of my dress and undergarments and into the pajamas and an equally worn oversized tee. With my arms and legs tucked in like a pill bug, I find I still fit within the drawer with room to spare. If I could figure out a way to close myself in, I could hide until the voices in my head finish declaiming their familiar litany.

      You’re weak. You should be stronger.

      You bend too easily. You should grow a backbone.

      You’re a QUEEN. You should act like one.

      A buzzing sound forces me to surface before I’ve sunk too far within the labyrinth shaped by my own dark thoughts. I bruise my elbow trying to clamber out of the drawer and flip over the mirror that keeps me connected to my innermost circle.

      It’s Aušrinė. Another daughter of a powerful goddess mother, and one of my best friends. Pressing my fingertip to the mirror’s surface, I swipe a clockwise circle. Rini’s sunny smile drops into a frown.

      “Persephone! Are you wearing those pajamas again? Dammit, you’re supposed to call me when shit gets real.”

      “I know.” I nudge the drawer closed with my foot and tuck my arm under my breasts. “Things just kind of snowballed.”

      “Are you okay now, or do you need to talk?”

      “I’m ready for bubble tea and fuzzy blankets and a sleepover with you and Bé and Ciri.”

      “You sure that’s all you need? Because I can meet you at the portal in, like, half an hour.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Then you got it. One girls’ night coming up as soon as you get here. Are you stopping at your mom’s place first? Or are we all meeting her at the ritual site? The festival channel is buzzing with rumors about where the Lesser Mysteries are happening this year. Betting’s heavy on either Lake Wañaka, or that private island in Finland.”

      Once Rini gets going, she will not stop until she gets all her questions out. She blames it on being blessed with the immortals’ equivalent of ADHD. “My mother hasn’t said a word about the location, but everything’s frozen in Finland in February, and Lake Wañaka’s in New Zealand. You know how conscientious Demeter is about not overstepping into other goddess’ territories.”

      “Hmm, that’s true. Then got any hints for your bestie? I could keep that info to myself and make a killing off these suckers.” Rini tucks her fingers beneath her chin and bats her lashes.

      “Not even a whisper,” I say, receiving a fake pout in return for my honesty. Once Magical social media got wind of the rites my mother performs twice yearly, the Greek authorities closed off access to Eleusis, forcing her to search for other sites capable of hosting multi-day initiatory events. I won’t know the identity of our destination until we arrive, and the only hints my mother gives before we leave are frustratingly generic, such as, “Bring an extra sweater” or, “Pack plenty of sunscreen.”

      “Well, my phone is charged, my bag is ready to roll, and I’ll make sure Bé and Ciri head for the portals as soon as you say go. All joking aside, we’re honored Demeter is allowing us to assist. My own mother even hinted she’s proud I was chosen again.”

      “Saulė should be proud, and I’m glad you’ll be there.” I lean back against the chest and prop the mirror on my bent knees. “Rini? Can I tell you something?”

      “Always.”

      “Can you promise you won’t get mad at me or threaten to cut off anyone’s balls?” Aušrinė snorts and draws a big X across her chest. “I told Hades we’re getting divorced.”

      The disconnect I experience daily expands the space between me, and Rini’s incredulous face. I’m ready to hightail it back to the site of my Godsrest and implore whatever magic infuses the ground there to not release me until my mind and body are once again tabula rasa.

      Rini’s features rearrange into a radiant smile. Slender beams of her light reach forward until I’m anchored in her warmth. I can’t go as far as forgetting everything, because then I wouldn’t have her. “Babe. I am so proud of you. How did he react?”

      “He did his usual not-now-I’m-busy thing, but I’m not taking that, not anymore.” My voice drops to a whisper. “I found someone willing to serve him papers.”

      “Noooo! Seph, that’s so brave of you!”

      “It is brave. And expensive.” I snort softly. Plan B includes the services of a succubus I found online. She assured me she could track anyone, anywhere, any time. All I had to provide was a piece of clothing or jewelry that had been in contact with Hades’ skin for at least twelve hours prior to being removed. The dirtied sock I presented her with at first had her turning up her nose - until she got a sly look in her eyes and congratulated me on making her job even easier.

      I didn’t ask why. I just paid the deposit she requested out of the funds Hades’ financial team funnels into my household account.

      “Anything worth having carries a hefty price tag.” Rini holds up a squat round jar with a matte gold lid. “Especially my latest beauty serum. Can’t wait for you to see the products I’ve been working on. I’ve got your swag bag all ready. And don’t worry about me and Ciri and Bé. We will be the epitome of helpful, then we’ll whisk you away to Bé’s estate. Her mom’s off doing something Big and Important and the place is ours for as long as we need.”

      Bé’s the daughter of the Welsh goddess, Ceridwen. I’ve been to her estate before. Its lavish spa and ocean views with endless horizons are exactly what I need.

      “Maybe that’s a better plan. I’ll spend the next few days resting up for the rites, give my mother my undivided attention for twenty-four hours, and then—” And then what? Wait to hear how Hades responds to being served? Follow my mother from one public event to another until crops and orchards throughout her realm are budding and blooming enough, they don’t require our combined gifts?

      “Seph.”

      I wedge my finger under the bottom of the drawer beside me and start to slide it open.

      “Seph! What’re you thinking? You just kind of imploded in on yourself.”

      Lowering my hand, I smooth the carpet’s soft pile. Waiting. Following. Obeying. “I need a break, Rini.”

      “You said the same thing this time last year and—”

      “And the moment I entered my mother’s estate, she swept me up into her life, even though I swore I was going to work on setting better boundaries with her and with Hades.”

      Persephone the Capitulator surfaces again. Just like she did last summer at the end of the gathering of goddesses, when I thought I might have a few days with Astrape, and my mother thought differently.

      “It sounds like you’re making progress with Hades though, right?”

      I don’t have the energy to shrug or get up and find a tissue to blow my runny nose. “We’ll see.”

      “Sephie?”

      “What?” I whisper.

      “Pack. Your. Bags. You have only what, four days more until you’re up here, in the light?”

      “Four days, and forty-nine minutes,” I say, sniffling again.

      “You can handle four days and forty-nine minutes. In fact, I promise you that the girls and I will meet you at Demeter’s.”

      “You’d give up Carnival for me?”

      “Oh, sweetie, you need your squad more than any of us need to go to Rio or Venice for a random hook-up.”

      “Okay.” Relieved to know I won’t be facing Demeter on my own, I waggle my fingers at the cookie-sized mirror. “I gotta go. There are shades at the gate, and I don’t like to keep the dead waiting.”
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