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      I awaken, unsure of the time or place. Where. . . when. . . how did my confused state come to be? A weapon of my caliber should never find herself failing to remember whether she is a blade or a gun. Maybe a bow? (A flower?) A club? No, I’ve always been sharper than that.

      Emotions war within me. They part the confusion like a performer parts curtains on a stage before striding out to greet the audience. I am elated, an officially announced bride-to-be. There is a party. Eyes upon me. And I am also writhing in flames, rage at my love being taken from me by the very thief I gave her to.

      Which am I now? What are we? Wait — we?

      Nothing makes sense. The eyes I was born with (not you, me, sister) make no sense of the scene before me.

      A bright ceiling shimmers above me, opalescent and undulating. I smile. I am a bride-to-be. The announcement happened here, under this very ceiling.

      “Methe. . .,” I whisper with a voice I do not recognize. Well — that’s a lie. I recognize the voice, but not as my own.

      Sister. . . where are you? I think. My thoughts swim like the many creatures in Poseidon’s realm.

      How did I get this way? My body is designed to carve through life and meet little resistance.

      I attempt to rise, slowly, waiting for pain to show itself. Imagine my surprise when I detect none. At least, there’s no pain until I feel a tug at my scalp. My hair catches beneath my shoulder. It was never this long before. Was it?

      It’s only when my eyes catch the color of blonde locks in my hands that I twitch and rise all the faster. Everything is spinning. My hair is WHITE. It’s supposed to be white. It was white when I woke up this morning, and it will be white when I collapse into bed tonight. So why is it yellow at THIS moment?

      Nothing makes sense. This isn’t my hair. It’s wavy and thick in a way I’ve only felt brush against me when Khrysothemis is in my arms.

      The moment my sister’s name enters my thoughts, I recognize sharp floral scents all around me. Looking down, I find my naked body lying in a bed of soft flora. Lotuses lie creased under my thighs and legs, their blushing pink petals ticking against my knees. Before I sat up, my back and shoulders had been resting on a bed of irises. I turn to get a better look at them. None of these flowers should be here. They are out of place, almost as if they’d sprung up in the last 10 minutes.

      The irises are blue-purple and feel silky soft under my bare ass. If I were to be a judge of flora, and I cannot be as I was designed to be a weapon, I would call the rich colors of these flowers wonderful, as great as any dye you might find in the studios of Elysian artisans.

      At seeing the flowers, I feel the thread of a memory, maybe the ghost of one, whispering in the back of my mind.

      “Show me your flowers, K-2 031-68-0034.”

      Why do I hear this voice? This isn’t my memory. No one has spoken to me of flowers. Certainly, I’ve been issued no commands to produce them. And even if I had, I wouldn’t be able to. My hands are instruments of violence and animosity. They aren’t capable of summoning flowers or working Mother’s garden.

      In the distance, I should be able to hear the party, but I cannot. A quick check of my senses finds them duller than ever before. How is that possible?

      Poison, I thought. I was poisoned.

      I can still see and hear and smell, but none of it is as before.

      I have pieces of a puzzle, but for the first time in my life, I find my mind unable to assemble them. Me. The Mark Four. Unable to solve a puzzle. Analysis and logic are some of my greatest strengths. Why do they depart from me now?

      Calm yourself, Persephone, I think. Look at the pieces. Your mind is merely foggy from the poison. Reassemble it.

      Closing my eyes, I try to work through what I’ve seen. Blonde hair covers my head. I’m nude. I rest on a bed of flowers that appear as if from nowhere. Around me, the flowers are damp and covered in bodily fluids of blood and spine. Pieces of flesh hide between blades of grass and stems.

      Under one knee is a tooth.

      My hands are not my own. These fingers smell of soil and damp earth, as though they’ve spent their entire existence there, burying and digging up all manner of fruits, flowers, gourds, trees, bushes, shrubs, and more.

      Nowhere on these hands do I smell the grips or interior of Styx, the eidolon of my Lord Hades. Nowhere on my skin is the smell of the Lord of the Forge.

      My heart rate picks up.

      Again, I try to assemble the pieces of the puzzle in my mind. Nothing fits. I imagine shapes of printed paper or wood, a literal puzzle, trying to assign pieces of information to them. And my mind falters. (This isn’t what I was designed for.) But it IS! It’s exactly what I’m designed for. The perfect weapon to defend Elyssium from colossi. And what kind of weapon cannot work through a logic puzzle?

      Again, my eyes open and fall to my hands, hands that feel as though they have never held a weapon and never taken a life. Then again, taken is such a strange word. As though a life is a vase that could be stolen from a museum. It would be more accurate to say I’d consumed lives.

      This thought feels less strange to me. Consume. Lives are not persimmons to be swallowed, and yet, I’ve tasted my sisters in fatalistic fashion.

      What am I thinking? My mind reels. I’ve. . . devoured the lives of sisters?

      At this thought, the whisper of more memories sneaks into the back of my mind, not through a door, but under an old window that squeaks when the wind blows.

      It’s the taste of a Mark One, bound for Hera’s district to find a former flame.

      When did I. . . I started a frantic thought. I’ve never spoken to a Mark One. What use would I have for such a conversation?

      Nothing added up. Phantom memories. The golden hair that waves across my scalp when I turn my head left or right, as though the right angle might unlock the puzzle.

      What’s happening to me? I think, anxiety riding down my spine like a bolt of lightning from the Lord of Thunder herself.

      My vision swims over the flowers and then pulls back to my hands as though they are guided there by some unseen force. Why do these hands keep moving to the forefront of my vision? These aren’t my hands!

      The fingers twitch and join my elbows in shaking.

      “These hands —” I speak, shakily, breath hitching in my throat. “These are the hands of a. . . a. . .”

      And when I can’t finish the sentence, Mother does.

      “The hands of a Mark Two,” she says.

      I spin to face her. She towers over me, still dressed in the outfit I’d seen her in earlier, as she was arriving at Aphrodite’s palace.

      Her veiled face looks down upon me with the grinning stare of a scientist who just effortlessly reproduced the results of an earlier experiment and solidified their hypothesis. Every part of me wants to shrink into the flowers I’d been resting on.

      Any earlier hatred of the Lord of Harvest I’d sought to weaponize disperses. I remember being furious at Mother, but it’s all a vague recollection, as though I’ve spent a lifetime forgetting more than I should.

      “You will forget. But consider that a gift,” I was once told. Though I couldn’t tell you who said such a thing to me.

      My eyes are wide, and Mother takes her time looking over my exposed flesh before answering. She is, after all, a goddess. And I am just something she made. Why should I expect her to answer on my schedule when she never has before and never will in the future?

      “What’s happening to me?” I ask with perhaps a touch more fear in my voice than I wish to deliver. Then again, trying to hide fear from Mother was like trying to hide anything from her. She sees right through any of our attempts at keeping secrets. We are all her daughters, and our thoughts, like our possessions, are subject to her knowing whenever she wishes.

      These thoughts do not feel like my own. (They’re mine).

      “You’ve completed a metamorphosis and reached the end of your experimental usefulness, daughter.”

      Demeter says this with the same coldness she might recite any other piece of data.

      “What does that mean?” I try again.

      Mother crooks her head to the side.

      “Even I couldn’t have predicted just how wide the gulf would be between your processing abilities and those of your sister’s. I imagine you feel as though your brain has been wrapped in a damp towel. Thoughts and analyses that previously came so effortlessly to you are now outside of your reach. It must be a humbling experience, the first of many to come, daughter.”

      My chest tightens at those words.

      I try to stand, and find my legs far too shaky to rise just yet.

      “Oh, sit there a few minutes longer. You’ve just been through a major shock. Your body is acclimating to a new reality.”

      With all of my strength, I manage a scowl. This, of course, does nothing to phase Mother. It’s like showing a tiger a picture of a cricket. Should the beast fear the fiddle bug? Ridiculous.

      “Your reach, both physical and metaphorical, is much shorter now. I suppose I should be impressed at how quickly your sister managed to save your life, but now that I see the result, I’m only left with a queer mix of pity and boredom.”

      “Where is she?” I ask.

      “Who?” Demeter asks back.

      Her name comes strangely to my tongue, as a person refers to themself. Someone named Eleanor wouldn’t ask, “Where is Eleanor?” And yet, that’s exactly how my tongue feels when the sentence slides off and falls to the flowers beneath my thighs.

      “Khrysothemis,” I growl. “Where is she?”

      With a wry chuckle, Mother reaches into a pocket and produces a small silver mirror. At once, the familiar green eyes and face of my beloved greet me. But she isn’t standing behind me. She isn’t to my left or my right. The reflection I see blinks when I blink. It gasps when I gasp. It. . . it’s me. The image is me.

      “Now do you understand, daughter? You are Khrysothemis. As your heart has always longed for, I’ve brought you two together in a way that King Zeus desperately wishes she could rejoin her sister.”

      I shake my head, and the reflection moves with me. This skin isn’t mine. It’s one I’ve longed for many times, but not like this.

      “This is impossible,” I hiss at Mother, almost flinching and wishing I could take such a crass noise back into my throat. These are not my thoughts. (They are mine.)

      And yet, I know it isn’t impossible. My reality is the only thing it can be. . . possible.

      “Your downgrade is complete. I’ve measured and collected all the data from you that I need to create the next Mark Four. This one I will keep tighter reins on as I’ve learned how stubborn your former existence can truly be. And when the second Mark Four reaches the end of her experimental use, I’ll collect that data, and the next iteration will consume her. And so on and so on until I’m satisfied.”

      “Tsk. Sounds like you have everything planned out, Mother. So why am I still sitting here? What possible use could you have for a downgraded Mark Two?”

      Even as I say the words, nausea roils my stomach. Downgraded. An insulting experience. Being dead would be preferable, I think.

      At this, Mother kneels and grabs my chin. She raises my gaze to hers. The defiance in my expression melts like snow under a spring sun. All I feel now is revulsion at my fate and a quiet desire to overcome.

      “I have no further use for you, Krysothemis. But due to the prior meddling of your sister, you still have use elsewhere. While you will never again be the Champion Dread Persphone, you will still find yourself in the company of champions. You are to be wed to Methe. And as I have no desire for a squabble with the Lord of Revels, I am resolved to let you live out the remainder of your days in her domain.”

      I almost bite my tongue as a flood of emotions washes over me. The wedding. Our long talks of a future together. Persephone was not the only one to speak to Krysothemis about a shared future. Methe did as well. And I find my heart longing for her embrace amid a storm of devastating news that my new reality delivers. Impossible news. (Possible news.)

      My vision swims. Demeter’s grip on my chin tightens.

      “Steady yourself, daughter. This will all be settled soon. I can’t imagine that Lords Hades or Hephaestus will have any desire for you in this form. You can pilot neither Styx nor Charis after all. You are a Mark Two now, a thing of delicacy, one of my many clones I’ve set to the task of gardening and decorating the arms of higher-ranked demigods.”

      I will decorate the arm of Methe. Oh, my darling Methe. Where are you?

      Where are you?! I thought. These aren’t my thoughts! (They are.) These aren’t my feelings! (They are.)

      “I’ll beat this,” I growl. It’s a pathetic display of resistance, but all I can muster at this time.

      “You’ll try. After all, the few specs of Mark Four seasoning that adorn your body will demand a tired measure of resistance. But you will find that, as a Mark Two, your strength and endurance are much more limited. You are no longer the weapon I grew from the jealousy of Adrastus.”

      I grit my teeth.

      “This is what you are now.” And then, with the steely voice of my Mother, she issues a command. “Grow, K-2 031-68-0034. Show me what you are.”

      Without a thought, I cup my hands and present to Mother a rose of velvet softness. It is fresh, dewy, and perfect. The flower is something I made. Because she commanded me to. It is like all the other flowers I’ve made and will continue to make. . . flawless.

      As my full awareness returns, I stare down at the flower.

      “You gave my overrides to Lord Hephaestus,” I stammer.

      “I gave the Lord of the Forge overrides for Persephone. You will now find yourself subject to the overrides of Krysothemis. But fear not, as long as you remain in the domain of Revels, I doubt you’ll hear my voice again. My final gift to you, daughter. You once told your sister that your greatest desire was to be in a place where you could grow things, nurture them, turn seeds and saplings into gorgeous results, just not in MY garden. Somewhere else, the same, but different. And that will be your future now.”

      I try to shake my head.

      “And now I speak to those tiny specs of Persephone fighting so hard to remain amidst the pull of your beloved. Accept this kinder, more humble fate. All those who come after you will meet a gruesome end, devoured for data. Many would kill for the days ahead you’ll receive as Methe’s bride. Do not waste this gift.

      “I’ve taken your overwhelming love for your sister and forged it into chains that now bind you. You wouldn’t dare risk breaking these chains because they are all that remain of your dear Khrysothemis. Smile now, daughter. You have a wedding to plan.”

      At this, she lets me go, and I fall backwards into the flowers I apparently made. Flowers that became my future.

      “Come along now, dear. I’ve brought you a new dress.”

      I stare at the garment dyed in the colors of the Lord of Revels, my lord now, if I don’t find some way to return to Hades.

      “We must return you to your fiancée. They are surely taking note of your absence.”

      I clean myself off as best I can and don the new dress. It feels soft against me in a way that is both familiar and strange. The identities war within my mind. But as I return to the banquet hall, and my eyes lock with Methe’s, I feel nothing but desire. I am lit in ways I can only imagine Khrysothemis was after I introduced her to Dionysus’ champion.

      And as I swim in this new sea of affection, feel Methe take me into her arms, melt against her look of concern, I begin to understand just how difficult my quest to return to Persephone will be. Especially since I’m not sure it’s a quest I want to undertake. But is that me speaking? (It is.)
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      The next hours of the party pass in a blur. I’m handed things. Drinks, letters expressing congratulations on the engagement, tarts, candies, and small presents. I am dazed at the fate that has befallen me. So Methe signals for servants of the Lord of Revels to relieve me.

      “Are you okay?” she asks.

      Am I okay? (Yes. This is my beloved.)

      I lose sight of Mother easily enough in the festivities. Without my previous Mark Four engineering designed for hunting and killing targets, I find that I’m actually able to keep track of very little.

      And this frustrates me. My brain feels like a tea kettle without a spout. It’s all steam and bubbles trapped in a box with no relief valve.

      I was her champion! Lord Hades had welcomed me into her realm and made me her pilot. The unbelievable power and speed of Styx was mine to wield in the defense of Elyssium.

      Yet in the span of minutes, maybe an hour, my entire fortune had been thrown from the cockpit and jettisoned into the wilds far beyond the walls of this city.

      Was I simply to accept my fate as a flower adorning Methe’s arm? Surely Mother didn’t expect me to pretend to love her. (Who is pretending? I love her dearly.) A weapon has no time for such trifling performances. (But a flower does. A flower has all the time in the world to perform and please.)

      “Khrys?” Methe asks with a touch more worry in her voice.

      My eyes widen, and my thoughts, my frustratingly slow thoughts, lurch back to the Maenad I’m now engaged to marry.

      I feel the need to smile and reassure her. It bubbles up in my chest along with concern of my own. What if she starts to think I don’t actually want to marry her? I’d be devastated if that thought broke into her mind.

      “Sorry,” I say, with a voice I’m still not used to hearing from my throat. Gods, even something as simple as my vocal chords has been taken from me. “I’m fine. Perhaps I’ve simply had too much wine.”

      Methe takes the glass from my grasp and sets it on the silver tray of a server walking nearby. The worker, dressed in the same colors as me, takes a moment to smile at us and bow her head.

      “Congratulations,” she says softly and departs.

      Why am I being congratulated? I’ve lost everything. (No, we haven’t.) Imagine congratulating a spider that’s had all eight of its legs plucked from its body and left for the ants to find.

      “You’re not. . . unhappy with all of this, are you?” Methe asks, pulling me back into a quieter room, away from the party, to speak. Her grasp is gentle as though I am made of glass, and part of me smolders with hate at the way I am treated. I want to gnash my teeth and break her neck for even daring to think I required such softness.

      But instead, to my surprise, I run a few fingers through my golden hair and allow my fiancée to maneuver me against a wall between two support columns. The champion’s face is all I can see now.

      She effortlessly pushes a few loose strands of ink-black hair from her eyes and looks at me closely. I am being observed. Mother taught me how to respond well to such behavior. A flower pauses and waits for its observer to finish enjoying its beauty, movement only granted by a passing breeze.

      Without even thinking, I freeze, a smile pressed in place on my face.

      How much of this smile is fake right now? I think to myself. (Not one bit of it.)

      Methe’s wine-red eyes display the full power of Dionysus, and in their gaze, I fold. I yield. I want her to keep looking at me and never stop. I want our joy to be perfectly complete while we share as many quiet moments as we can steal from Fate.

      My fiancée blinks and waits for words. I fold into her arms of corded muscle, strong enough to pull me from the current of this world’s chaos and gentle enough to ensure I don’t shatter from the pressure of it all.

      I find my eyes briefly drawn to her broad chest as our bosoms meet. Her lips are painted black as they were the night we first met at Bachannal. And I want to taste them. So I do. Without thinking, actually. I move forward and steal a kiss from the woman I love.

      Wait. . . love? (Yes, love.)

      Her breath is warm and tastes of mead she’s been sipping on throughout the party. I push harder into the kiss, and Methe returns the gesture before backing me up tighter against the wall. She breaks the kiss, much to my disappointment.

      Wait. There’s no way I’m truly disgruntled at her pulling away from me. This is Methe. She is Khrysothemis’ fiancée, not mine. (Yours now, sister.)

      Those same red eyes look at me again, puzzled.

      “Forgive me, Khrys. I’m a little confused. For some moments tonight, you seem entirely normal. And others, it appears you’re at war with yourself. I thought we agreed tonight was the perfect time to announce our engagement?” Methe asks.

      I shake my head in a pitiful effort to clear my muddled thoughts. At the same time, I melt further into Methe’s embrace. She’s so safe and steady. I know she’d never betray me.

      An idea dawns in my befuddled mind. Methe loves Khrysothemis. (And I love her.) She’d do anything to help her. (Us.) If I just. . . asked for her help, surely she could find a way to get us both back. I could resume being Dread Persephone and return to my Lord Hades.

      I try to picture the Lord of the Machine Dead, expecting longing to fill my heart. And I am shocked to find that I now view Lord Hades with nothing more than the common reverence of an ordinary citizen of Elyssium.

      She is a god, yes. One of the most powerful.

      My hands seize as my body temperature rises, fueled by panic. My eyes shoot open wide, and I gasp.

      I have. . . memories of Lord Hades and I fucking. We left that cockpit absolutely filthy. But where arousal and pride of my accomplishments would normally fill my thoughts, I now find them replaced with a void of emotion.

      I don’t regret my time with Lord Hades, but I am no longer fond of it. The swelling pride, the height of our lovemaking, the rage at Mother for daring to try and reclaim me, they’re all tossed by the wayside. My memories of those events are now items on the page of a history book. I look back at the past with the same detached perspective of a scholar.

      And while I cannot deny that they happened, my joy at those events won’t rekindle.

      Mother! I think, furiously. You would rob me of even this?!

      Methe grabbing my chin pushes all anger and panic to the side as she lowers her face close to mine.

      “Khrys? You’re worrying me,” she says. “If I’ve done something to displease you, I apologize.”

      Suddenly, my anger melts. My love is worried. She blames herself for my state of confusion, and I simply cannot have that. Not one bit. Wrapping my arms around Methe’s neck, I pull her down into a deep kiss, running my tongue over hers until she is certain I am not upset with her. I remind her of the garden that I’ve allowed her to plant seeds in time and time again.

      “No, Methe, I am not mad at you. You’ve done nothing wrong,” I say, unsure of why I care so much about Methe’s feelings. (Because I love her.)

      Behind us, the party remains in full swing. A couple Maenads stroll by singing a song and sloshing their drinks, a bit out of place for such decadence, but not so poorly planted within the celebration because, after all, their champion just got engaged. (To me.)

      Methe’s expression is one of relief and further confusion. She cocks her head slightly to the left.

      Warmth and bliss that I’d previously assigned to thoughts of Lord Hades now flow straight into my feelings for Methe.

      Was this truly how my sister felt about her all this time? I think. Methe was just supposed to be a safehouse where I could stow Khrysothemis until I dealt with Demeter.

      Amidst all the storm of emotion in my head is the realization that Mother had been the one to deal with me instead. I’d been outmaneuvered and poisoned and consumed.

      I am trapped in a flesh not my own with thoughts and feelings that certainly aren’t mine. (They will be).

      Methe would help. I just have to ask. She could bring my problem to the Lord of Revels, who could. . . surely apply pressure on Mother to reverse this. Her alliance with me demands it. Yes, the alliance we struck outside of that Bacchanal will be my saving grace.

      But first, I would reassure Methe. I could do this. I love her. Manipulating her into helping should be easy, even with my diminished faculties. (I won’t let you hurt her.)

      Yes, with the adoration that Methe bathed me in each day, I would surely wield her against Mother and reclaim my place beside Lord Hades. (I won’t let you put her at risk.)

      Behind us, quite a ways down the hall, I hear Ares speaking with another. If I were still Dread Persephone, xer words would have been so simple for me to snatch away. But with my much more deadened senses, it takes all my focus just to identify one of the two speakers.

      Burying that frustration, I turn back to Methe. Oh Methe. My Methe. The river that runs between us is mighty and swollen with need. So much need. I desire her in a way I’d previously only wanted Lord Hades or Lord Hephaestus.

      This is ridiculous! I’ve made love with actual gods, I think. How can I now be expected to be satisfied with a mere Maenad?

      A pain builds in the back of my mind at that thought, dull, but deep.

      (Do not dare to insult my love. What you had with the gods was fleeting and immaterial. What I have with Methe is the song of spring, the coating of flowers with pollen, and the depth of the buried roots of a mighty tree.)

      Words spill from my throat without control as I run fingers down my fiancée’s cheek.

      “Do you remember what I said to you when we first met?”

      Methe nods.

      “You held my hands and told me that my fingers were firm and certain, weathered with experience,” my love says, her eyes taking on a rather emotional sheen as her gaze locks with mine.

      I smile. Genuinely. Though I don’t know where it comes from. Wrestling for control of a situation that is rapidly drowning in elation, I find my will to escape pushed aside and replaced with a drive to comfort the love-struck Maenad before me.

      With a slow blink, I stare up into the red-wine eyes and whisper, “I believe I complimented your lips as well.”

      My fiancée grins.

      “Well, I do have good lips,” she says.

      “Can we get out of here?” I ask, pushing to seek help with every shred of control I still had over this flesh. It wasn’t an impressive effort. “I need to ask you something, and then I’d like you to bring those ‘good lips’ of yours to my garden and sample my fruits. For they are blooming with the cheer of our announced union.”

      With her well-toned arms, Methe lifts me and places my back against the wall. I wrap my legs around her.

      “With our future union blessed by the gods and you making such delicious requests of me, how can I not grant you this?” she asks before kissing my neck with lips painted black as the night sky.

      I sigh in exultation, knowing what awaits us when we’re alone.

      Our exit from the party is an excruciatingly slow and tiresome process. But Methe gently guides me by the hand from important person to important person, thanking them for their kind words and gifts. (You used to be important. To more than just me. Do you remember?)

      There are videos taken, moments captured for others to enjoy, and a few more sips from various glasses with well-wishing Maenads, who know with full certainty what the newly-engaged couple is leaving to do.

      What they don’t know is that I will seize this opportunity to make my escape. (No, you won’t. This will be the last time you think of such things. I won’t let you hurt my Methe.)
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      Methe leads me back to her room. (Our room.) And I take my time examining the surroundings. I’ve never been here before. (We have. We’ve used this room many times between our first meeting and engagement.)

      I stare at the sheets on the bed, oxblood and of a thick weave. The bed is smaller than I expected. (But just right for a potted flower.) It is nothing in size compared to Hephaestus’ or Hades’ beds. Yet I suspect it holds two people adequately enough. I try not to think of what my sister did in this bed. (What you will soon want to do.)

      Wooden shelves line the walls, supported by thick, carved glass rods. The glass is painted to look like iron, and yet it retains a fraction of its transparency.

      The shelves are populated with books of poetry. An old, weathered edition of The Iliad, which I wonder about the origins of. Next to it sits a rather worn copy of an elicit story featuring Atalanta. Part of me wishes to tease my betrothed. Did she have fantasies about being hunted by a fierce warrior? What were her thoughts on being ensnared by a poisonous and devouring plant from the garden of Demeter?

      I think of this ironically as I am the one who has been ensnared.

      “Do you want something to drink?” Methe asks.

      I lightly shake my head. My responses are polite and demure. I am ever the flower my mother imprisoned me in. But soon that will change, once I have Methe’s help to free me. (You will not ask her such a thing.)

      Three guitars are mounted on the wall, but only one looks like it’s played regularly. None of them match the instrument I saw Methe playing during Bacchanalia.

      On the wall opposite the guitars is a long table with a lamp next to a vase filled with flowers. Methe walks over to it and pulls out a wilted pair of roses.

      “Would you mind replacing these, darling? I do so love the fragrance of your flowers,” Methe asks, taking the dead flowers out of the room and disposing of them in a compost pile near the back entrance.

      While she is gone, I thoughtlessly do as my fiancée requests, summoning beautiful, blooming roses to my fingers and wanting to gag over how quickly it happens. I used to be able to snap a neck or cut off an arm in the same amount of time it takes me to create flowers now. I am a decoration creating more decorations. Why was I imprisoned in the body of a Mark Two? I might as well have been reborn as a vase or a doily. I’d be about as useful as I am now in this flesh.

      I step onto plush carpet after placing new flowers in the vase and wait on the bed for my betrothed to return.

      Methe returns without delay, walks over, and buries her nose in my flowers. A part of me flushes, as though they’re an extension of me. And in a way, they are. Without warning, Methe grabs a petal with her teeth and licks it. I tighten my legs together.

      She plucks the petal slowly and licks her lips again after swallowing it.

      “I always enjoy your taste, beloved. It never gets old. And while I’m eager to swallow juice straight from the fruit, I believe you wanted to ask me something,” Methe said.

      Yes! I think. This is it. I can finally ask for her help.

      But I’m so flushed watching Methe bury her face in my flowers a second time, her chin grazing each stamen.

      “I love your scent. Let me live in your garden forever, dearest. Bury me among the leaves and fragrances of each live blessing you sew into the world,” Methe whispers, turning back to me.

      And suddenly, all thoughts of escape are gone from my mind. Demeter’s prison holds firm, sapping what few flakes of Persephone remain inside, swirling around like ground thyme stirred into a bowl of stew.

      I see Methe, and I love Methe. My fiancée, my shield against the ravages of this world, who would never hurt me. (Methe, who would never leave me in the arms of another woman and disappear.)

      “Khrys?” Methe asks in a voice that is as curious as it is gentle. She sweeps across the room to me.

      And fuck me, all I can think about are her lips on my neck and her hands on my breasts. I want her. I need her.

      A dying voice inside of me screams out defiantly. Something about being taken to the Lord of Revels. But why would I request to be taken to Methe’s lord when I could be taken BY Methe herself? The champion. The poet. My Sappho.

      “I. . . wanted to ask you,” I whisper, Methe’s mead-flavored breath now capturing all my attention.

      “Yes, dearest?”

      “Will you. . . could you. . . please. . . be on top tonight?” I finally choke out a complete, albeit delayed sentence.

      My fiancée grins.

      “A rare request, but one I’m more than happy to grant you,” she says, before pulling me up off the bed, maneuvering me to a bare section of the bedroom wall, and pressing me against it with one of her thighs.

      I flush at the hunger in her eyes.

      “Do you consent to letting me into your garden once again?” Methe asks, and it occurs to me that she’s made this inquiry dozens of times before. It is how she begins every stage of intimacy between us.

      Mother certainly never respected our autonomy enough to request anything. She made us as she wanted and took what she wanted when she wanted and how she wanted.

      A memory now. It flies into my mind, lodging there like a nesting bird in a tree. Methe’s first time with me. She was so shy, suddenly devoid of words, all except one question. Could she enter my garden? The answer was the same then as it is now.

      “Enter, my love,” I breathe out as her hands gently lift the dress from my body and carefully remove each undergarment Mother brought out for me to wear after. . . after what? (Hush now. It doesn’t matter. We are about to be worshipped.)

      Methe’s hands share a worn quality that matches that of Hephaestus. Though the origins of their wear and tear are different. Of course, as I attempt to recall my memories of my time with the Forge Lord, they are again as pictures in a history book, devoid of any passion, tasteless truth like stained glass in a temple depicting a scene of the past.

      When Methe’s lips meet mine, I feel all thoughts of the past fly out of my head like stale air from an enclosed room granted a window’s breath. The chief Maenad is all that matters to me now. (And all that will ever matter to us.)

      Her tongue flies over mine with a soft touch, to make sure I’m truly as I want to be. And I am. I’m ready for her to have me, all of me. The next time her tongue finds mine, it carries urgency and need, pushing mine down as I feel myself given over to the Maenad’s will.

      While she continues to hold my tongue in place, Methe’s fingers trail down my naked, umber flesh to my breasts. My breath hitches as she takes hold of each and starts to massage them gently, applying more pressure when Methe is sure I want it. I sigh into her as the champion moves her lips to my neck.

      She knows about the nerves on my left side, how they flutter when she kisses and tastes there, licking the sweat from my body. I tilt my head right so she has more room. And while Methe fondles my breasts, she gets to work nibbling on my neck, working her way up to harder and harder bites.

      Pleasure courses through me. I sag against the wall, feeling my back meeting the plaster even harder.

      “That’s my girl,” Methe says in between bites.

      I sigh again.

      “Say more like that,” I command, and my fiancée does.

      She starts to rub one of my nipples between her thumb and forefinger as my will to continue standing drops drastically. Desire sparks through my core as Methe works to fire up one part of my body at a time, bringing all my tender spots online as only she knows how.

      Wait. That can’t be right. Surely Methe doesn’t know more about Khrysothemis’ body than I do, I think for a second. (I gave her more than you ever asked of me.)

      And before I can pull at this admittedly thin thread, my fiancée’s voice goes entirely smoky, like she’s reading me a poem from the stage in a dimly-lit club.

      She says this to me, “Make some more noise for me while I till and plow your garden. Sing like the birds flying overhead. Call out to the heavens as I shake your fruit loose.”

      I open my mouth as I am bid and moan. There is an erotic energy to her words, and they take me on a different level than her fingers.

      “Shake, my flower. Be tender and true.”

      My body quivers at her command, and it is this realization, that her commands leave me in such a state that shoot my eyes open wide. I am a weapon. I am not so pliable that words alone can⁠—

      She bites my neck again and then interrupts me with another verse, saying, “Open wide your petals for me and drip loose your juices like rain quenches a dry field.”

      Her words glow red in my mind, soaking through to the core of me as only one imbued with the gifts of Dionysis can do. I widen my legs at Methe’s command, and her left hand leaves my breasts, scratching a few nails down my belly, teasing me with what is to come.

      “I am your fruit. Take of me as you will,” I whisper, and I grow wet from Methe’s chuckle. Gods, I love the sound of her pleasure. I know my fiancée enjoys my noises as well. This gives me nothing short of a thrill. Methe smells of wine now, the scent of a goddess being channeled through the passions of our union.

      When the Maenad’s fingers approach my lower lips, I feel my breathe catch in my throat.

      “I stand at the gate, ready to appreciate my garden. Will she let me in?” Methe asks in a low, singsong voice, still sounding like she’s performing on a stage just for me. I revel in this exclusive proximity to Sappho.

      I belong to Sappho now, I think and grow even wetter. I am the flower in Sappho’s vase, decorating her room, making her smile, bringing her the sweet, fruitful smells of spring.

      Taking Methe’s hand, I guide her fingers to where I want them, even though she knows perfectly well how to arrive there on her own. But she takes this invitation and pushes a finger inside of me, curling it, and stealing even more of my ability to stand.

      My core is blazing hot. And when Methe slips another finger inside, wine-soaked pleasure races through to my innermost being, drenching my nerves as my legs twitch and my thighs tighten around her wrist.

      “I want you like this again and again, Khrys,” Methe purrs. “So vulnerable to me. Waiting for me to bring you unbridled pleasure night after night.”

      Mother designed most of her Mark Twos with enough endurance to satisfy the sexual needs of any lords or gods who might want to purchase them in the future. But I am built with a bit. . . more. That little extra is what will guarantee that I satisfy a champion time and time again. The silver lining of my reality is that I actually want to satisfy this particular champion.

      As Methe pushes deeper inside me, and I grunt in a renewed arc of pleasure, I know in the deepest pit of my being that I want to please her. I want to make her smile. I was to make her come as she brings me to orgasm.

      I once nearly told Persephone that I wanted a partner who would think of me as a being worthy of basic respect and dignity. At the time, I believed no Mark Two would actually achieve this dream.

      But now. . . here in Methe’s grasp, buckling under the tender pressure of her touch, I knew that I’d lucked out against all odds. Because the Maenad didn’t just respect me. She worshipped the ground I walked on. And I craved that from her. I had these things because Persephone carried me from the garden during the last Bacchanal and thrust me into the arms of Dionysis’ champion after a heartpounding performance.

      Wait. . . I think. But the thoughts feel like swimming through honey. I wasn’t led by Persephone to Methe. I led Khrysothemis to Methe. Because I’m. . . I’m⁠—

      Methe pushes her palm harder against me, and I’m gone.
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        * * *

      

      The smell of flowers and salt brings me around as I find myself standing on a small. . . barge? Surrounding me, an endless blue horizon spreads with aetherial majesty. And sloshing against the boat are gentle waves a foot or two high.

      My bare feet stand in soil, which I realize fills most of the barge’s surface. It’s damp, fresh, and full of nutrients for the garden around me.

      I take a moment to identify the pink flower petals of oleander, the yellow-flowered lantana shrubs, the rare violet seaside roses, and cream-colored flowers of the Adam’s needles that surround me.

      I’m surrounded by a garden of saltwater flowers.

      And that’s when I see her. My own flower. My darling sister. My. . . reflection?

      I glance over the side of the ship to find Persephone’s reflection in the water. I am free. My white hair dangles loosely, tickling my cheeks. My eyes are red with rage in a way that Dionysis’ wine could never hope to match. I may not know where I am. But for once, I remember who I am.

      Turning back to Khrysothemis, I freeze.

      “Sister. . . where are we?” I ask.

      Her expression is a puzzle to me. She doesn’t seem angry, merely disappointed. Who would be so foolish as to disappoint my beloved sister? I would rip their heart out slowly so they could watch. I would feel their blood and tendons squishing between my fingers. Yes. This is right. This is good. I am a weapon.

      “We are adrift,” she says, softly.

      I raise an eyebrow. Adrift. . . where? I cannot see land anywhere. Elysium’s harbor isn’t merely tiny in the distance. It has entirely vanished. Are we in the realm of the Sea Lord? My master’s other sister?

      “Adrift?” I ask, trying to gain logical purchase within this mystery.

      My sister steps closer. And for a split second, I start to believe that we’ve won. Mother’s plan to separate us failed. Her scheme to reduce me to the lowered state of a Mark Two was a bust. Here we are, staring at one another again.

      “I like the ocean,” Khrysothemis says. “It’s everything that Elysium isn’t.”

      I don’t know how to respond to this, so sister dearest keeps speaking.

      “I wonder what it’d have been like if we had been born to Poseidon,” she says.

      Chuckling, I finally have an answer for that one.

      “If Poseidon had been our mother, we’d be spending all our time undersea. Not very pleasant.”

      The boat drifts a little further as I wait for Khrysothemis to laugh. I miss hearing her laugh. When she doesn’t, worry gnaws at me.

      “What’s happening right now?” I ask.

      With a deep sigh, the sister I love steps closer. . . and closer. . . until her arms are wrapped around my shoulders. With deep emerald eyes, she looks at me and says, “We’re burying Persephone at sea.”

      I shake my head, safe in her arms once more, as we always should be.

      “You’re not making any sense,” I say.

      Khrysothemis draws closer until our lips are inches apart. I long to unite them.

      “No, you’re not making any sense. We’ve been given a gift, many gifts, actually. We are free of Mother. We have the love of a champion. And our lives are finally moving into a garden I’ve always longed for. Yet you still persist with the delusion that you can become Dread Persephone again.”

      I frown.

      “I am Dread Persephone. I am the greatest pilot this city has ever known. I am the deadliest weapon wielded by the most mighty god in this realm. Or. . . I will be again, once Methe helps me.”

      My sister frowns as the waves grow higher and rock the barge with a stronger force.

      “And now we arrive at the thorns of the rose, sister. I will not allow you to hurt Methe. Taking her fiancée from her is a cruelty she should never be forced to bear.”

      I scoff.

      “You won’t allow me? Sister, open your eyes. This is exactly what Mother wants!”

      Her shouting startles me.

      “No! It’s what I want.”

      Then her gaze grows cold as I flinch a second time.

      “It’s what. . . I want. It’s what I chose. Me, the helpless flower stuck in a garden I never asked to be planted in. Me, stripped of my memories for Mother’s devoursome experiments. Me, reunited with you in the most violent way and forged into the chains of your imprisonment. For once, I’m making the choice, sister. And I choose Methe.”

      I grit my teeth and feel my blood pressure rising. This can’t be happening. This can’t be my sister. In no reality would she say these things. I clench my fist, and then she does something I don’t expect.

      Khrysothemis leans forward and kisses me, deep and full of every feeling she can muster up. Stunned, I don’t quite know how to respond, so my body takes over, sinking into the sensation I’ve always longed for.

      Having this connection, this sweetness, it was always the plan. I just had to get her free and then depose Mother. The Mark Two pulls me closer. And to our left, one of the oleanders snakes near, growing larger. It fills with an amber-colored nectar until the flower itself looks more like a wine glass than a part of Khrysothemis’ garden.

      I plummet further into Khrysothemis’ kiss, and she lowers me until my back rests against the soil. We continue to kiss and even lick one another, my anger at her words fading. Or maybe transforming into raw heat that now filled the stove in my core.

      Our union is bliss, and I struggle to remember why I was so upset in the first place. The memory chokes back into my mind as I push Khrysothemis back a few inches. It takes all of my strength to break our kiss.

      Gasping and catching my breath, I ask, “Have you betrayed me for Methe? Is Sappho’s heart worth more than mine?”

      Khrysothemis’s emerald eyes are filled with frustrated longing, and I can’t even begin to quantify what’s driving her.

      “I have not betrayed you, sister. I am merely taking the necessary steps to ensure all of us will remain together,” she says, plucking the nectar-filled oleander and offering it to me. It smells flowery and sweet and good. If I’m honest, it carries the exact scent of my beloved. And that drives me toward it before I pause.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      My sister moves the flower closer to my lips but stops just short of them.

      “Choose me,” she says.

      I blink slowly and process her words. Something bumps into the barge. A whale? What lies in the depths of Poseidon’s realm?

      My thoughts hazily swim back toward her.

      “I always choose you,” I whisper.

      “Then drink,” she says.

      And I do. I choose her again.

      The nectar is warm and slides down easier than anything I’ve ever swallowed before. It is even simpler to consume than a glass of water.

      After a few seconds, my vision starts to swim, and I feel warmer. The heat in my furnace grows into a roaring fire of need, and all I can think of is. . . is. . . her.

      My tongue dries as I almost choke on air.

      Khrysothemis lowers her face to mine and delivers a soft-enough kiss that I nearly cry. I need more. So much more.

      “I will take care of you. I will sate your needs. Don’t worry. I am your prison. I am your pleasure,” she says, pressing her tits against mine.

      I smile while my thoughts swim. Then they pop like the bubbles of a fizzy soda. My half-lidded gaze is full of a smiling Khrysothemis.

      “We’ll always be together,” she says, tightening her hips against mine. “Don’t you want that? Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”

      I nod. It is what I’ve always wanted. To be with Krhysothemis. . . forever.

      Opening my legs to her, I submit. Because she knows exactly what I want. It takes a moment for Khrysothemis to align us just right. But when my beloved finds the perfect angle, she begins to rub her vulva against mine. It’s a slow rocking at first as I sigh in pleasure, my thoughts and concerns all but gone, chased away by the greatest nectar known to woman.

      As the thrusts pick up in pressure and speed, it isn’t long before I’m panting and moaning, feeling all of Khrysothemis’ will spilling into me. I’m so wet that flowers begin to grow around us as our lovemaking intensifies.

      That’s when she speaks in short bursts, bringing me closer and closer to the edge.

      “Your time as Persephone is over,” she says.

      And I nod.

      “Say it,” she commands.

      And I obey, compelled by strange urges that have taken root inside my intestines.

      “My time as Persephone is over,” I manage to choke out.

      Our combined wetness spills into the soil around us, and I’m quickly approaching climax. I feel her will growing more powerful all around me.

      “You know the truth. You’re Khrysothemis.”

      “I’m. . . Khrysothemis,” I hiss, closer, ever closer. My will continues to fade as I start to spill over the edge. Bliss radiates from my core. “I’m about to come.”

      The blonde goddess atop me grins something wicked and slows her thrusts, pushing harder and harder against me. Fireworks explode from my vulva to the back of my eyeballs. She’d been holding back. But fully unleashed, Khrysothemis is a force I never had a chance of defeating. I was just lying to myself.

      “Not until you tell me what you are,” she says in her most commanding tone yet. “What are you?”

      I turn my head to the side and keen as the furnace inside me finally explodes in a massive eruption of heat and flame.

      “I’m a flower,” I scream, coming in a deluge of passion and fervor.

      Upon hearing this, Khrysothemis wears a satisfied smile.

      “Persephone is dead,” she says.

      We lay there panting for a time, enjoying the euphoric afterglow of our spent bodies. But after a while, she sits up once more, taps my thigh, and says, “Roll over.”

      I do as I am commanded yet again, lazy and lethargic in my movements. When I roll over, I note two things. First, our position has shifted, and we now lie atop a bed of pink flower petals. And while I’m still covered in juices from our first round of sex, the rest of my body is suddenly clean and refreshed. The second realization occurs before I can ask once more where we are. I spot my reflection in the water, and my hair is once more golden, my skin brown, my eyes the color of moss.

      As she climbs atop me from behind, I steal one last glance at the water.

      I am Khrysothemis, I think.
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        * * *

      

      I snap to in a familiar bed, my body quivering as Methe’s face is buried in my crotch, her tongue bringing renewned pleasure to me. She licks more fervently, and I instinctively close my eyes and buck my hips against her face.

      “Fuck!” I hiss. “Methe, right there. There!”

      She already knows, though. For she has buried herself in this garden many times between Bacchanal and now. Each time more wonderful than the last.

      When she works her fingers and her tongue together, I lose any remaining shred of control and come all over her face, sweating and panting.

      I quiver all the more, my thighs feeling like rubber. Methe takes her time licking me clean and then crawling up beside me, pulling me into her arms. I’m warm and sated and dangerously close to sleep between all the orgasms in this world and the other.

      Methe kisses my forehead, and I bury my face in her bosom. Safe. I’m protected here in the grasp of the lead Maenad, within the halls of Dionysis, under the power of Revels.

      Before sleep takes me, I manage to spill two words.

      “I’m Khrysothemis.”

      Methe giggles and kisses my cheek.

      “Yes, you are,” she says.

      The final sentence, I’m barely aware of as I speak it. “I chose you, Methe, and I’m going to be your wife.”

      She holds me tighter.

      “And what a wedding it’ll be.”
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