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Demeter, Lord of Harvest

Adrastus, Mark Three, her pilot

Anesidora, her eidolon




Zeus, Lord of Thunder

Herakles, her pilot

Keraunios, her eidolon




Hades, Lord of the Machine Dead

Persephone, Mark Four, her pilot

Styx, her eidolon




Ares, Lord of War

Hippolyta, xer pilot

Penthesilea, xer eidolon




Hephaestus, Lord of the Forge

Charis, zer eidolon




Poseidon, Lord of the Sea

Kymopoleia, her pilot

Corinth, her eidolon




Artemis, Lord of the Hunt

Laphria, her eidolon

Apollo, Lord of the Sun

Delos, eir eidolon

Siproites, their shared pilot




Dionysus, Lord of Revels

Methe, their Maenad

Paralos, her landship




Athena, Lord of Wisdom

Gorgoneion, her eidolon




Hera, Lord of Eternity

Ganymeda, her eidolon




Aphrodite, Lord of Desire

Urania, her eidolon








  
  
  ELYSIUM

  
  




“The city is a battlesuit for surviving the future.”

—Matt Jones








  
  
  Prologue: Garden

  
  




PERSEPHONE




The knife of my will cuts through the haze of new birth: this is how I begin.

A human mind grows over time, layers of memory and cognition building into a personality and identity. I am not so mortal: my consciousness flashes online fully formed. Signals flicker, then resolve into definition; my mind maps and categorizes the input in microseconds, sifting noise into coherence. Now and always, the data of the ether takes priority: mathematics over flesh perception, the language of machines before all others.

The organs of my senses rouse last, to a world of cacophony. Klaxons wail, too close and too loud. Under my foot, there’s an orderly whimpering through a jaw I don’t remember shattering. Nor do I recall how he got there, moaning on the ground in animal pain. He must have been in the middle of handling me, to transfer me elsewhere. An empty gurney lies nearby, overturned.

The amniotic fluid I was nurtured in still clings to my skin, dripping to the lab floor, nearly as viscous as vernix; I am aware of the fluid’s and the floor’s material composition, in the same way that I am aware of how to hurt this man. Knowledge has been embedded deep within me, providing answers before I can form the questions, the information rich and sweet on the tongue. Assess, act: I bring my heel down on the man’s skull. One might as well go all the way. And he wasn’t getting back up—there were already bone shards in his cerebral matter. Let us call it a mercy killing.

The lab is not large: eight meters by eight, equipment ringing it wall to wall. Monitors for vitals. Instruments to run tests on me. My tank is the only one present, the glass of it lying in pieces, my reflection sliced and echoed across the shards. Any sisters being decanted are placed elsewhere, emerging from their chrysalises of steel and glass in other rooms. I imagine them pushing against their containers, clawing at them until they shatter, a flood of pale fluids. Or perhaps their births have been peaceful? If I were connected to the local network—which I am not yet—I would be able to ascertain it. I would be able to see everything, an ocean of data that calls to me and promises absolute ecstasy.

Another body is whimpering at my feet. This one is plumper than the other, bald, the face crumpled. I don’t remember injuring him, either. The moment of my birth must have been one of breathtaking violence, unexpected, undefended from. Judging by the gray-pink of intestines and by the wetness that gloves my hand, I must have put my fist into this man’s guts and sunken it deep. He doesn’t have long; I crush his throat, feel the pleasing snap of the larynx. The human body is, foremost, predictable, but like food it offers up some satisfaction.

Silence descends. I count two more corpses. Four in total, strewn around the shattered glass from which I gave myself birth. My midwives, reduced to spilled guts and torn cartilage for their trouble. Maybe this is how all my sisters are born, each of us a grand and jagged spectacle. I’d like to know them soon, to learn whether they too are shaped like weapons. And this, too, interests me: that my creator has chosen to give me an awareness that I am but one of several—perhaps the youngest, perhaps the greatest, but kindred all the same. I know this before I know my own name.

There’s no more to do here, and no more to see. A thought arrives with clarity: I want out. Beyond this sterile place lies the world, beckoning and vast, and I have decided that a cage does not suit me. It is time to find the bars, and one by one break them with my bare hands.

The control panels don’t respond when I try them the conventional way. So I pick open their system, slipping into it; in a moment I have the overrides. The door—there’s only one—unlocks.

Naked and dripping the fluids of my birth, I emerge into a larger hall. The illumination trembles, crepuscular, as if shining through water. Each wall is solid and sheer, a pale unreflective gray. I query the lab system again; no answer is forthcoming, and no schematics of the area flowers in my awareness. The easy submission is over. Nor can I orient myself in any meaningful way without directional data, attitude and altitude. I could be on the highest floor of the city’s tallest building. I could be fifty levels below the ground. At least I know the time—seven minutes past midnight. Ambient temperature: twenty degrees Celsius.

One of the shadows moves.

I meet it with force. A snap, a twist, and the point of my knee drives into its nose. It’s only after it drops that I realize I have just destroyed my mirror image. The nose is entirely collapsed, but the eyes, the chin, the mouth gasping for breath—those are mine.

More are entering the room from every direction, each with hair the white of seafoam, eyes the red of pomegranates.

They are methodical, but so am I. In hand-to-hand, the advantage of numbers only goes so far: physically, only so many of them may reach me at once. In such a situation, one makes use of space, of narrow corners and adjoining walls. I look for the gaps, for the errors in calculation. I shatter wrists, crunch cartilage, drive the breath out of lungs. I rupture an eardrum, crush a windpipe, snap phalanges to pieces. It is a matter of leverage, of optimizing trajectories. This is my element.

These are mere shades, homunculi: physically my identical, but lacking all higher function. I am disappointed; I have still not met my sisters. Very soon, there’s just one of me. I am an engine in perfect condition. Nothing may disturb or blunt me, not even these bodies with features like my own. An eyeball has rolled free of one socket or another during the melee—the iris the same as mine, bright crimson. I pulp it under my heel.

“Congratulations,” says a voice from everywhere, a mellifluous contralto. It is the voice of spring; it is the voice of an endless, flowering expanse. “You have completed your first stress test most admirably. As your reward, you may now have a name. Welcome to the ranks of Demeter’s daughters, Persephone.”







HADES




The surface of Olympus is inimical to human life; to step foot outside Elysium is a death sentence. But I have certain privileges—being impervious, for one—and certain pressing purposes, and I am my own scout. There are few I can send forth in my stead. Besides, I like to look at things with my own eyes. When you’re this close up, you can’t turn away from reality. Distance provides a shield; it tempts you to avert your gaze.

“Hades, Cerberus One. Be aware, you are now forty-five seconds out from our position. Over.”

This, not in my ear but in my head: the same inhumanity that allows me to traverse these wastes means I am never really outside the city, never quite free from rank and title. Even now, my loyal hounds whine that I have stepped out.

“Cerberus One, this is Hades Actual.” Their focus on military etiquette amuses me; I choose to indulge that joy, and keep the annoyance out of my voice. “Thank you for the reminder. Maintain radio silence until I reply. Over.”

If she takes my command as a criticism, she’s professional enough not to sound offended. “Understood, my lord. We’re on-station until we hear otherwise. Cerberus One out.”

A squadron of mechs will not help in a situation that could truly threaten a lord of Elysium, and other gods might take offense when their retainers assume such unnecessary concern. But I appreciate the sentiment, and besides, any ire of mine is not their fault. After too long inside the walls, something within me bucks and bares its teeth. It dreams of wildness—it demands to be let out. Even for us, the city imposes a limit: it’s too narrow a place for so many gods. The smallness of it, relative to the planet, is a weight on our chests, on our shoulders. One day we’ll expand; one day there will be more metropolises than we can count, so many we cannot govern them ourselves, and each of us will be able to breathe once more.

That day is far off yet. But we will earn it, in due course.

Outside Elysium’s habitation dome, there are seasons, after a fashion; they are not seasons as the mortals would know them. Variation has to do, for the most part, with the level of radiation. At the moment it is summer, or a semblance adjacent to it, though the temperature would always register to any mortal as cold. The sky is ever cloudless. Picturesque.

I take a lungful of the air that would instantly collapse mortal lungs. The grass grows nearly taller than I am, whispering in their language of red susurrus. A few blades blink at me with their eyes. The colossi have had an interesting effect on the flora and fauna. The further I venture from Elysium, the more strange-looking they become. Only that which hides behind our walls can remain untouched.

In the distance, a pack of colossi roars. Another responds. What are they saying, I wonder; we’ve never figured out their communication, or even level of cognition. That they have a network is obvious, but more than that we have not been able to decipher. The only clear thing is that they want inside Elysium, and will break themselves upon our defenses to do it. Mindlessly, relentlessly, and indefinitely: they are numberless.

We’ve struck down innumerable ranks of them, and yet they have kept coming. Their endless gnawing tides; their keening song; the wake of corruption they leave wherever they go. Eventually they will make this world in their image, and even we—Elysium’s lords—will be overrun in the end.

Unless we act in time; unless I change everything.




♦




Outpost Altis is surprisingly intact, but then our architects and engineers build things to last. Within the metal skeleton remain dented and rusted lockers, rooms full of spare suits of armor still largely intact, condensed rations in tins and hermetic packages. Tanks of potable water, also perfectly sealed; it would be stale by now, but drinkable.

This was to be the next land we brought under cultivation and settlement, to be enclosed within an expanded city wall. It now marks the furthest limit of our ambitions, abandoned when we realized our reach exceeded our grasp. Of the squadron of eidolons that once stood guard over this place, none have survived. No batteries, no reactor cores, not even scrap metal. The colossi’s intelligence level is debatable, but their scavenging is thorough. Where they get material to make more of themselves is, in part, answered. Recycling ruined industry left behind by the Titans; siphoning from the wreckage of ours.

How they might be conclusively destroyed, on the other hand, remains a mystery. It is a question we are obsessed with. Without colossi, we would be expanding; without colossi, we would own this planet entire. Zeus hates it, that these beasts can so hinder our might, our technology. They prove that she is not omnipotent, that her ambitions have limits.

In a small, counterproductive way, that amuses me a little. She sees herself as such a firebrand in the dark, the one who’ll lead us all to paradise. Stymied, for now.

I find what I was searching for in the hollowed-out mech bay. It looks like a chunk of stone, something discarded when a sculptor is hewing rocks into the desired outline, the rough draft of a statuary out of place in the rusted metal of the hangar. I scan it: all readings indicate this is inert, no radiation, no potential to spread contamination.

I examine the piece, turning it in my hand, running it against the identification index I’ve built up over time. Like anything else, a colossus has a biological signature; whatever it has assimilated within itself will bear its genetic material. My collection is, by now, considerable. Colossus bodies shed a good deal—they seem to devour damn near anything. Shell, stone, sediment. Whatever they absorbed can end up on the ground again. The trick is to collect safe samples.

But the piece belongs to just another foot soldier, ravenous and dangerous at close range, yet unexceptional. I can glean nothing useful from this.

In the distance, they are howling once more. I think I can discern among them the colossus that I have, quietly, come to designate the Harvester. I observe, recording its noises and movements, matching it to my existing index, and listen until it has gone too far to hear any longer. I’ve never been able to collect any of its samples—no stray shrapnel, no alloy scale. As far as I can tell it’s biomechanical, more so than most colossi, but anything beyond that remains elusive. Even its visuals are hard to capture, owing to the physical barrier it puts around itself that reduces immediate visibility to near-nothing.

On the way back, I stop at yet another abandoned outpost, and it is here that the assassins are waiting.

Assassins is too strong a word; they are merely six automata. Each is a mesh of gold on silver, shorter and slighter than I am, but not by much; who sent them is always obvious, from the colors. Nor are they even effective, and there lies the crux of why I cannot properly retaliate—how can I, when they’ve done little more than pelt me with foam marbles. They mean to goad me into losing my dignity. Well then: they’ve been trying for generations.

I’ll never be a pankration champion—that title belongs to Ares—but sending automata against me is almost insulting. I contemplate letting my Cerberus Cadre deal with this, but then I would be dragging mortals into this foolish little matter. With my god’s hands, then: I leap upon one to snap its torso on my knee without much thinking or effort. These dolls are disposable, and they break like kindling. One comes somewhat close to grazing me with a knifed hand, but it’s a blow without substance, with trivial force behind it. Then again, the twins can hardly risk anything greater or dearer.

A squandering of materials too, I think as I step away from the pile of shattered limbs and broken mannequin components. There are a few rents in my clothes, accrued in the scuffle; perhaps I should have been more careful, and now I will have to return home to change before the function. An unfortunate waste of time, altogether.




♦




The feasting hall is done in silver and platinum; Artemis is hosting today, though she’s not doing her duties as such—as ever, Zeus takes the lead in the festivities while Artemis herself is holding court with her huntresses, Apollo curled up in her lap as a golden fawn. The twins are inseparable, inhabiting a world of their own, two mirrored lights. They do not come to greet me, not that I expect them to. Our enmity is ancient, by now habitual. Both of us are aware of what they’ve recently committed. I could walk over and show them a fragment of a destroyed automaton, but that is beneath me; they could rebuke me for stepping outside the walls without their sanction, as is common practice, but that would be above them.

The Lord of the Hunt does meet my eyes, once. She smiles; her hand strokes along the length of the fawn’s spine.

Nor is the reception a celebration, as such: we gather to bear witness to a trial. But first there is a feast; this is part and parcel to the grotesquerie, that before the event we must celebrate our coming together, that we must indulge in a five-course meal served by the city’s most exquisite nymphs. Ethereal, svelte replicants sheathed in dresses that imitate the look of the sea or forest shadows; every lord has their own cadre, looks and colors tailored to the god’s house and tastes.

The food is excellent. It always is. Fruits fresh from the greenhouses, rendered into compotes and cocktails; meat from the finest replicant farms and seafood from Poseidon’s trawlers, tender and heavenly in the mouth; the greenest and reddest vegetables, their colors like those of jewels. In Elysium we have the best, and the bounties of the earth and the sky are ours by right. At every opportunity we must put up a display of extravagance, of limitless and effortless wealth.

I eat little. These events rob me of appetite. I enjoy violence as much as any of Elysium’s lords, but I prefer it in combat, in healthy bloodletting. There’s no pleasure to be gained from spectating on an execution, in watching a person in abjection. Only the weak get something out of it—to see another cast down, and thus be assured that you are not as weak as they. To maneuver another into the stockades and onto the chopping block so that you, yourself, may preen for another day.

The accused, a young woman, is brought forward. Clones like her are provided solely by Demeter, demigods bred and bought for their beauty as much as for their nature as property; the owner may do anything, inflict any indignity—this unnecessary trial being only the second to last this clone will experience.

There are no fetters on her, no restraints. But everyone knows what happens if she resists or attempts to flee. Her flaxen hair is bedraggled, and her wheat-gold dress frayed. She is unsteady on her feet, for all that there are no visible injuries. I don’t pay attention to the list of her crimes. They don’t matter—the pertinent point is who she has offended, which in this case appears to be a high huntress who serves Artemis. She may have brought a drink too late, or forgotten the huntress’ favorite fruits, or left bread out to mold. No affront is too minor, no act of defiance too petty.

The cruelty is the lesson, of course; even among demigods an underclass must be maintained, so that the rest can exist above, so that everyone may know where they belong in the hierarchy of Elysium. That is why Demeter’s clones are sold not only to the Twelve but also to each lord’s favorites—champions, hierophants, magistrates; in this one regard, as a reward for meritorious service, select mortals are allowed to rank themselves above demigods.

“The attrition rate on Demeter’s daughters has been awful lately,” says my dining companion. “Every other week we’re called to one of these, it feels like.”

I glance at Hephaestus. Ze has come in a dress that seems composed of dark metal hammered into fabric thinness, all industrial angles. Sleeveless and shoulderless so the ensemble is relieved by zer bronze complexion, only to be drawn into black depths again by zer charcoal-dark forearms and hands. Ze cuts a striking figure, a mesmerizing spectacle; ze always does. “You’d rather stay home and work in your forge.”

Ze lightly touches my shoulder, knowing well my disposition toward these events; that I only came because I can’t refuse to attend every function. “And you’d rather work on our projects. I’m surprised you showed up for this one, you usually never do. So—any chance of that high huntress being in the right?”

I only smile, thin and noncommittal. “Demeter seems to have been turning out many displeasing girls of late. How’s she going to convince anyone to pick brides or concubines out of the next batch?”

“As to that, I have some idea.” Ze motions with zer chin. “See the one sitting over there, next to Demeter?”

Usually there would be a gaggle of girls with Demeter at any formal function; they have to be shown off to prospective buyers. This time, there is only one, and she doesn’t look like what I expect. The daughters typically come from the same bland, if pleasant, mold—round-hipped, button-nosed, and docile; the kind of girls Elysium’s elite enjoys as arm decorations. Not much variation in the phenotype. This one is more finely sculpted in features, the eyes sharp and crimson, the mouth of a thin and cruel cast. I like the look; she seems like someone capable of murder, a vessel of violent instincts. A bird that, once let out of its cage, is going to tear small hares to bloody gibbets. It’s a unique design, unlike any other clone produced from Demeter’s labs.

The young woman’s gaze is currently riveted to her sister on the stage. Tension in the lines of her jaw and shoulders, expression unreadable. Perhaps she is frightened. Perhaps she is enraged.

“That one?” I say.

“A new iteration.” Hephaestus nods. “Her mother introduced her, which is what you get for being late. Looks like Demeter’s finally branching out with the phenotype, and she presented her new product as one of a kind. Mark Four, the latest and greatest of what she can make.”

I study the Mark Four’s face with renewed interest, attempting to divine from the precisely made features what she is feeling, if anything. Sympathy for her sister. Glee at a decrease in competition. But all I see is a blank slate, seamless as a mirror. “I assume Demeter has brought her along to this performance, to witness the fate of all ill-performing clones.”

“Oh,” Hephaestus says, voice sharpening with sarcasm; my tone may have been noncommittal, but ze knows me well enough to see the way I am looking. “Don’t tell me you’re considering a purchase.”

“From Demeter? Better to do business with a lizard.”

“Don’t let her hear you say that.” Ze quirks zer mouth. “What plans have you got after this?”

I think, for a moment, of inserting myself into these proceedings. No doubt the defendant does not deserve her fate; the victims of power never do. But I am power, too, and she’ll be more useful to me dead than alive.

“This evening?” I make my voice low, in answer to zer tone: smoke and suggestion, the dark rooms of my manor. It’ll be an excellent excuse to leave this sham of a reception, and zers is the company that I prefer above all others. “You, I would say.”




♦




Next to me, Hephaestus dozes, the warm bronze of zer skin lustrous against the matte black of the sheets. None of us truly need to sleep, but we’ve picked up the habits of mortals over the generations, emulating their physiological necessities. And I do like watching zer at rest: the small unconscious motions ze makes, the rhythm of zer breathing. I skim my hand across the length of zer muscled arm, light so as not to wake zer, and inhale zer scent. We have been companions for so long, and yet ze remains exquisite to me, a marvel of creation; a being who feels almost improbable. To touch zer is pleasure; to taste zer is ecstasy.

Much as I’d like to lie there and admire zer for the rest of the night, I have to get to work. In a few minutes I am dressed, and in fewer still I cross to the mortuary in my estate. Though the dead are my demesne and the preparation of bodies for interment my remit, I don’t typically oversee the day-to-day operations of the morgues run in my name. This evening, I am making an exception: the executed clone lies silent on a slab of basalt, obol in her mouth, the killing wound through her heart cleaned and sewn shut.

I run scans on the body, noting how this cloned demigod differs from the last analysis I made of Demeter’s maidens. Some improvements in muscle tone, slight changes to how the eyes process light; small iterations, nothing too pronounced. Not that I expected any great revelation—it is the Mark Four I seek, and I will not find her in this broken shell of a dead slave.

Demeter has made something new, and earned herself the attention of the rest of the Pantheon. I am gripped by the same sense of foreboding that drove me outside the city walls, collecting information on this new colossus the Harvester. Change is coming: I must prepare myself or fall behind for good.

Pulling up a datasphere, I upload the new information gleaned by my autopsy—or would it be a necropsy?—and review what I have of the specifications for Demeter’s daughters. Automata and replicants are, naturally, common: in the city we have countless, millions great and small, to perform the drudgery we will not ourselves stoop to. Most of them are mindless. A few are equipped with algorithms that make a good bid at convincing you they’re sapient, if you don’t know much engineering. Ultimately, though, none are autonomous. Zeus has long forbidden the creation of genuine AIs, and with good reasons.

Demeter’s daughters bypass that prohibition by not being automata. Instead they are organic, their innards mostly human: the usual set of organs, heart and pancreas and nervous system. What few cybernetics they have are standard, neural uplinks that allow them to interact with Elysium’s systems, and augmentations that improve their cardiac and pulmonary health. Nothing special. Basic cyborgs, sometimes blessed with the ability to conjure plants, to excel in gardening.

What is special is that the daughters come out of the vats full-grown and fully sapient, intelligent and educated. This does not make them necessarily brilliant—she doesn’t offer them up to Zeus as field generals or mathematicians—but it means they outperform any other lab’s clones, which typically require five to ten years to come to maturity. And even then, those clones lack in parameters, in performance. Barely better than the automata, the replicant nymphs. No one bothers competing with Demeter, because there’s no point. She’s perfected the science. The Mark Three, until now the latest in her line of high-end experiments, has proven it; one of them, Adrastus, is the pilot of her personal eidolon.

Zeus, every so and so, gives Demeter a thorough audit—the Lord of Harvest may have my sister’s favor, but even Demeter must follow the laws, obey the prohibition. As far as I am aware, Zeus is satisfied that Demeter hasn’t been creating true AIs and cloaked them in flesh puppets. Beyond that, Demeter’s methods remain a secret known only to herself and our monarch.

But even if I have been excluded from the collaborations between Zeus and Demeter—I was completely unaware of the Mark Four’s creation—I am nothing if not curious about what the Mother of Wheat grows. Just as I have built a database of the colossi, I have created one of Demeter’s progeny. I expand the parameters of my search, incorporating gossip I have collected, a smattering of my own inferences. Here and there I have accessed the medical records—never of the clones, those are known only to Demeter herself, but of her underlings. For instance, an uptick in death notices means teething problems for a new creation; a change in organic materials in and out of the estates might mean more failed clone bodies, returned to the soil. With enough data, you can eventually form a picture.

I have recorded what I can of Marks One through Three. A new folder: Mark Four. I gather the information that I can, with my clearances, and run a preliminary analysis.




♦




The house of Demeter is the city’s greatest agricultural center, layered gardens and orchards, cleverly arranged arboretums—every square centimeter is put to good, productive use; every drop of water has fed countless roots and branches, cycling within the controlled environments. Flowers bloom in every imaginable shade. Fruits hang heavy in every breed I can recognize, and many more I can’t. Mangosteens and papayas, grapefruits and rose apples, their combined fragrances radiating through every open panel and window. Even the vegetables cease to be plain, in this place. Instead they are promises, they are signifiers of plenty and extravagance. Demeter has under her command a vast treasury, the envy of all the aristocracy, even the Twelve.

I am welcomed, as is my due. Demeter’s daughters usher me in and offer me refreshments. A few of them are working the gardens; in her household, tending the flowers is no lowly task. But I don’t spot Mark Four.

Which makes me wonder. As far as I know, nobody’s made an offer yet, so it’s odd that she would be hidden away instead of put on display. I am shown to Demeter’s parlor, a sunny room with a gracious view of her orchards. All is illuminated in radiance like molten gold, fruits vivid and heavy on the bough, flowers in scintillating shades. Next to this, my gardens look gray and emaciated, but then she is the Lord of Harvest. It is from her greenhouses and cloistered ecosystems that much of Elysium draws its food. Meals on the table of laborers to the feasting decks of the gods, all depend on her—no one has perfected the raising of cultivars as well as she, flora that can not only survive but thrive, enduring seemingly any shortage of artificial light, water, fertilizer.

I don’t have to wait long.

Demeter, like all of us, may modify her appearance within a certain range of parameters: she chooses to be tall, though her actual features are rarely seen—I can catch a glimpse of her chin and lips, but the rest is hidden behind a black veil that she never sets aside in public. Her hair, coiffed high and tight like a crown, is gold blended with gray, and there are creases in the corners of her mouth. Unlike the rest of us, she does not opt to look perpetually ageless. I stand to greet her, for in the most technical sense we are equals. Some more equal than others, as Zeus likes to wryly say.

She inclines her head. “Lord Hades. To you I offer humble felicitations. It’s so rare to see you away from your manor.”

My preference for solitude has grown to mythical proportions. “I have ritually prepared your daughter, slain for crimes against Artemis, and brought her here, to be interred as you see fit.”

“That is an… unusual decision.” Of course it is; no one, especially not Demeter, regards her clones as sacrosanct. That I have decided to do so, in this specific instance, indicates to her that I am here on irregular business.

“You, more than any other god, understand both the value and the worthlessness of life; to the maker goes the decision on what to do with the ruins. The rambutans were excellent, by the way, at the trial.” In truth I barely recall what I ate; the display of it all really did taint the food. This is why I hate to be out of my estate: the lying, the mockery of life. I debase myself by participating in it. Regardless, I soldier on. “Flavor that bursts on the tongue—I pray you’ll allow me to take a few home, those and the persimmons. Your orchards have, truly, no equal.”

“Rarer still to receive compliments from the Lord of the Underworld, second in Elysium; I never thought you had much use for such things.”

Meaning that I’ve never come to make a purchase, when nearly everybody has. “Perhaps I’ve been waiting for a true jewel, Demeter. Such a treasure does not come to fruit every season.”

There’s a noise like petals rustling when she moves, however slight the motion. Demeter is not a creature given to silence. Her hands interlace in her lap. “And what jewel would be worthy of the Master of the Underworld, great lord? Is it the size, the clarity of its facets, the durability of the stone? In such matters I am no judge; the earth’s riches are your domain.”

She will not, it seems, allow me to talk around the matter, to use euphemisms. Then again, we’ve never been allies. Direct, then: “You brought a new model to the feast, the one with the red eyes.”

Demeter’s smile glints like the sun through broken glass. In it I can read that I have been caught out; have at last expressed, like any of us, the vulgar desire for one of her beautiful commodities. “Her name is Persephone. She is a proof of concept.”

“Persephone,” I say, tasting the name. Last night’s analysis of the Mark Four first intrigued, then fascinated me. It—she—is not merely an improvement upon the Mark Three. She’s more than that, far more. Already, the Mark Three is capable of commanding one of our most elite eidolons; what if the Mark Four was suited to pilot my Styx, which has been silent these many years? It takes considerable self-control to maintain my composure, to not demand to know her neural specifications, the minutiae of her cybernetic suite. “Then she must be extraordinary indeed.”

“In every way.” Demeter’s head lowers, but it is not out of humility: I read in the upturned pull of her mouth a strange hunger. “But she has been reserved.”

Almost at once I know what that means, because there’s only one being in Elysium who may come before me, but I ask regardless: “By whom?”

“Lord Zeus, our king.” An odd note in her voice. “But once Persephone has proven herself a success, I will of course improve upon her design. A Mark Five, perhaps. I ask for your patience.”

Our exchange goes nowhere after that, devolving into gardening, supply logistics, the quantity of honeycombs her bees are producing and what types of grain are best this season. It is impossible to steer it back to Persephone, or to some inkling as to what I could bargain to see the Mark Four; even brief contact might give me some information, a few points to work with and extrapolate from. I try anyway: surely I could meet the ware, just the once, so I’d know what to expect from the next iteration? No, evidently she is the exclusive property of Zeus now. It is aggravating.

On my way out, though, I stop and glance over my shoulder. Find, framed in a window, Persephone herself, her red eyes studying me with undisguised curiosity—and perhaps something very like calculation. Two cinderous points, burning with their own light, their patient equations. I wonder if even Demeter is aware of what she has made.







PERSEPHONE




Below me, Mother’s gardens are lush, bright, sweet-smelling. They are eternally so, flawless year round, a microcosm of what Elysium represents. My sisters tend the orchard, pruning weeds, wrapping easily bruised fruits; adjusting the lamps, the hydroponics, the fertilizer dispensers. Among them is Khrysothemis, my favorite; she is “only” a Mark Two, not that her designation means anything to me. Around her, I imagine the bees humming with the purity of mathematics and birds singing flawless arias. Harmony reigns, in this cloistered world of perfection.

I am not kneeling in the black soil to do my part, because Mother has summoned me to play a familiar game. On the room’s other panoramic window is a display of complex, interlocking geometries.

“Please,” says Demeter, gesturing an invitation. “Do the honors.”

Connection establishes. In moments like this I can slip the leash, infiltrate the estate’s systems. It’s also an obvious thing to do, and I am aware that I am monitored. So I don’t, and instead submerge myself into the jagged, glittering edges of this puzzle. It is a number of things: a labyrinth, a mass of calculation dense as neutron stars, an advanced test. How fast I can compute, how many threads of computation I can maintain in parallel, and how far I can push my limits. I think of my sister Khrysothemis below, gripping weeds in her hand, pulling them out by the root as her teeth gleam white in the simulated sun: those small acts of savagery. A little violence lives in us all.

The mass of geometry begins to unravel, strands and nested shapes unbraiding into their constituent fragments. I gather the fragments, sweeping them aside, turning them into building blocks for simpler forms. That’s not part of the test, but as meaningless as these are, I like to over-perform. Not too much. Enough to seem like I’m exerting beyond my previously recorded parameters, outdoing myself slightly. It’s good to show growth.

“Satisfied, Mother?” I say once the entire model has fallen to glittering dust.

Her smile quirks. “Don’t sound like that. Would you rather be doing botany?”

I don’t respond. Among Demeter’s daughters I am the least adept, if not outright inept, with growing things and the bounty of the earth. Plants under my care wilt, leaves growing spotted and jaundiced, fruits succumbing to accelerated rot. A rose might unfurl bright crimson at dawn, and by evening under my eye it will have drooped and grown gray. I cannot conjure flowers out of thin air. Within me lies a fundamental incompatibility with spring.

Demeter pours us both tea. The fragrance of it wafts, ceylon blended with butterfly pea, a hint of citrus. On the screen, the display has shifted from my handiwork to footage of the colossi. At this I sit up: my access to data pertaining to them has been limited, and I’m naturally curious—the threat is ever-present, a plague that has refused to be eradicated for uncounted decades, despite the Twelve’s best efforts. Public information about them is confined to images of their defeat, because that is what the citizens are permitted to see. The colossi must be defanged, in the eyes of the mortal subjects.

This is different, though. This is the colossi in the wild, distant from the city walls. It is not a record of an assault upon Elysium, or even documenting their roaming across the mutated wasteland. Instead, the colossi are locked in combat.

No two of them are entirely alike, but they’re all bipedal, two legs and two arms; reasonably anthropomorphic. At this moment they’re tearing into each other, claws sinking into guts, limbs coming apart—I calculate the force needed for each shoulder, each joint, to rip free. With the mass they have, such things need to scale up. They’re biomechanical, the exterior well-armored, but the core of them is wetly organic. Their blood is bright in the crisp air. It waters the red earth. It is not beautiful, quite the opposite, but it transfixes; an image of my own birth, reenacted by giants. When one falls, the earth trembles.

Nothing is wasted: the fallen are butchered into smaller pieces, taken into the victors, devoured raw. Even the blood is cupped in enormous hands, slurped up, or drank straight from the source. Gulped out of big, gaping wounds; sucked out with long, barbed tongues. Despite everything, they’re neat eaters. Pieces of armor, shreds of tendon, everything is accounted for in this feast. One wipes its mouth, almost dainty.

This file is meant for the lords’ eyes alone. It might even be footage my mother acquired herself, one she would not share with the rest of the Pantheon. I am not supposed to see this.

“What do you think?” murmurs Demeter. “A spectacle, isn’t it? In a succinct way, it describes all life. The core of existence is the struggle for power, for growth. Life tends toward evolution. Each victor consumes those they’ve defeated, and so emerges the stronger for it.”

One day, I’ll take everything she has and viscerally prove that thesis to her. “If you say so, Mother.”

The footage is beginning to loop. She dismisses it with a flick of her hand. “Have you any opinion on Khrysothemis’ assignment?”

The sip of tea I take is slow, deliberate. Outside of that, I show no response. “I didn’t realize you wanted my opinion.”

“You’re a fine strategist, and Khrysothemis is a fine specimen. I thought,” she adds in a warm, rounded voice, “I would start letting you take part in the decisions.” She sounds so maternal, sweet and kind, all-embracing.

My muscles draw taut, the tension along my shoulders immediate, reactive. With effort I make myself relax: she’s alert to every minute shift in my body language, and has my vitals monitored. The spike of my pulse, the increase or decrease in my cortisol level. “You must bring me to functions more, Mother, so I can better appraise the Twelve.”

“My impression is that you’ve found those terribly boring.” A laugh. “Even I do. What are they if not posturing? But you’ve got something to ask me, haven’t you? Go ahead.”

The back of my throat is dry, even though I should be beyond fear. “You spoke of Khrysothemis’ assignment. What about mine?”

Her eyes meet mine. They are this peculiar, startling purple-blue found in no mortal irises, surrounding pupils in the shape of blooming roses. I’ve gazed into them too often, and each time it’s as though I’m looking at transparent glass that looks out to an empty sky, or at reflections of myself. I never see Demeter.

She sits by me, and takes my face into her hands. I school myself to precision—not to flinch away, not to stiffen; instead to hold myself both loose and still. “That needs not concern you,” she says, her breath tickling my eyelashes. One of her thumbs strokes my jaw, coming to rest at my jugular. “You’re the best of my daughters. No lord is worthy of you, not even Zeus. I’ll never let you go.”








  
  
  One: Spring Song

  
  



 
PERSEPHONE




There’s something about Khrysothemis that invites attention, more than any of my sisters. In appearance, she’s not that different from them—only I stand out as a distinct phenotype—but Mother must’ve spent longer on her, paid more attention to her making. She looks more refined, more elegant; a little more delicate. Her feet are light on the tiles, and any plant graced by her hands flourishes in brilliance, succulent and plump.

Someday soon she’ll be taken away from this house and absorbed into another’s.

I’m considering the weight I have on that decision as I watch her water the bromeliads. She is diligent: she bends down to collect the fronds shed by nearby ferns, examining each for signs of disease or insect predation, even though there are no bugs here that Demeter does not allow. The conservatory’s filtered light makes her look illuminated from within, as though the gold comes not from the sky but lives within her, elevating her far above the rest of our sisters. In each of her body’s small motions is written a gracile, shimmering note.

“Do you ever think of the future?” I ask. It violates an unspoken contract: in this garden, in this world, we are meant to gaze upon what is in our hands—the grass, the seeds, the fruits. We may think of the next harvest, the next blooming of the orchids. All else is subtly prohibited. The future does not belong to us, only to the flora. We inhabit our present. We while away these pretty days in quiet dreams, until suddenly we no longer can.

She sets down her watering can, metal on flagstone. A crease of tension pulls at her brows. Quickly it disappears: like me, she’s learned to school her responses. “Well,” she says, laughing, “the future consists of where I will be assigned by Mother. In a way that simplifies things, don’t you think? We are not burdened by choices, by difficult decisions. Like dandelion seeds, we drift in the breeze and land where fortune dictates.”

I frown at her. I don’t bother to hide it. “But where would you like to land? Describe to me your ideal destination. No harm in it.”

Khrysothemis joins me on the long, pale bench that encircles this part of the garden. Her skin exudes a warm, sweet scent; all Demeter’s daughters do, as if we’re fed exclusively on a diet of nectar and prized fruits. It is to make us more alluring; it is to make us smell more like prey. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours. How about that?”

I’m caught off-guard. With the rest of the house, I don’t socialize at all—the other clones are beneath notice, and they don’t want to be my allies either; I do not count them meaningfully as my sisters. The Mark Three instances, Adrastus and the rest, I consider my kin even less. Only Khrysothemis signifies. But even to her I don’t reveal my inner thoughts. My aspirations, my ambitions, the visions of viscera that lull me to sleep. All the things I really want, a vast sea of fury. “Fair enough. You first.”

She tucks a few strands of golden hair behind her ear. “Let me see. I still want to garden. I’d like to be in a place where I get to grow things, nurture them, turn seeds and saplings into gorgeous results—not here necessarily, just…” Her inhalation is sharp. “The same but different.”

A place, she means, where she can breathe and not live under Demeter’s gaze, Demeter’s thumb. There are select members of this household who bristle with anticipation—who vie for the best placement, who dream of catching the eyes of a lord, who pursue elevation through concubinage—but that is not I or she. Khrysothemis’ dreams are humble and sweet, the way she herself is. “I think that can be arranged.”

She quirks an eyebrow. “Your turn.”

My ideal destination is to usurp my mother’s seat in the Pantheon, but who can say that aloud? Nothing goes on here that Demeter does not know. So I offer merely, “I’d like to be where you are. Then it wouldn’t be so bad.”

Her smile turns sad; we both know it won’t happen. What I am created for, what she is created for: there is a vast gulf between the two. “That would be wonderful.” Then she straightens, attempting to put on a brave front. “Next you must tell me what your perfect lover would be like, if we’re sharing our dreams.”

That gives me pause. She’s not asking seriously, but I have never thought about it either. In truth, with each passing day I grow more fixated on being free of my mother’s control. Strength and influence, those are what I desire for myself. To imagine what kind of person I want: that lies beyond the purview of my immediate projections. Yet it’ll make her happy, I think, for me to have relatively ordinary needs and interests. “Someone with striking eyes,” I say, inventing on the spot. “Forthright in manners. Treats me like a fascinating puzzle.”

“You are a fascinating puzzle,” my sister says with a chuckle. “For myself, it’d be nice to have someone who is kind to me—handsome in the limbs, too, that’d be appreciated. Their looks don’t matter so much, as long as they think I’m…” Her expression falls. “That is too much to hope for. No matter. We should talk about something else.”

As long as they think she is a person, a being worthy of basic respect and decency; I know what she was going to say, and which she stopped herself from vocalizing exactly because she believes it would never happen for a daughter of Demeter. Not for me, not for her, us disposable demigods. The contracts are for life, in the same way that marriage is, until or unless her owner chooses to trade her elsewhere, or execute her because one day she doesn’t arrange the flowers to their liking. Mother may have told me she’ll never let me go—itself a life sentence—but eventually an offer will be too tempting, a piece of influence too hard to resist, and I’m already pledged to Zeus regardless. My mother may well have granted me an influence on Khrysothemis’ fate to underline how little I have in mine.

I take my sister’s hand, gripping it hard. This is the here and now: I will imprint this moment onto memory, where I’m holding onto my golden sister, where joy is as simple as watching her garden. She is radiant, and she is forever. “I will make it happen for you, Khrysothemis. Be sure of it.”

“You shouldn’t worry too much about me. I can manage, wherever I’m sent.”

Whatever I can do for her, I cannot do it here; whatever consideration my mother says she will give me over my sister’s fate, I cannot trust. The safety I want to seize for Khrysothemis can only come after I have liberated myself. “I worry about you the right amount. You’ll get everything you want. I promise.”

“If you say so, then it shall be so.” She leans close and kisses me on the cheek. “But you should think about your own happiness, too.”

I want to assure her that I have, and that what I do next, I will do for the both of us.




♦




Night closes in, quickly, on Elysium.

In another version of the city, where terraforming was total and successful, and expansion had gone on as planned, much would be different. They would not be confined to the habitation dome; they would have successfully established an atmosphere suitable for human lungs. There would have been, Demeter expects, a much greater biodiversity. She would have felt the thrum of them on her skin and heard their voices; she would have felt the seasons turn, steady as the spokes on a wheel. To know life—that is what she has been made for; that is the purpose of her.

But in this version of the world, in this reality, many things have been cut short and warped from their destined path. Demeter is not entirely Demeter, or else better to say she is not all she could have been—was meant to be. There is an absence. For some lords, the emptiness is large. For others, it goes nearly unnoticed.

She crosses the city’s breadth. Physical distance may be dealt with or not, for a god. This evening she chooses to interact with it the typical way, the mortal way, on foot. She leaves her district; she descends, stratum by stratum, until she reaches the domain of the Lord of the Hunt. There she goes unseen, until she reaches—and steps into—a temple to Artemis.

It is not silent; by nature, night is one of its busiest hours. Still, she slips through unseen—she is an invited guest, and she is a lord of the city, entitled to be seen only as much as she wants to. An observer with a good nose might catch the scent of honeysuckle and sun-warmed wood in her wake. She leaves no trace otherwise.

In the temple’s inner sanctum, she pauses for a moment, surrounded by abstract holograms of animals in the throes of the hunt—darting through the grass, rearing as they catch the sight or noise of the hunter, being run down and split open by spears and arrowheads. Deer and hares, foxes and tigers. Before Artemis, the dividing line between predator and prey disappears. They are all her quarries.

Demeter smiles and goes through one more door. It shuts behind her, the seams of it disappearing and making of the chamber a sealed environment. The place is hexagonal, dimly illuminated in silver, the walls indigo. Constellation models decorate the ceiling, distant overhead. At the center is a slab, enormous, its surface the color of moonlight. Drops of gold have gathered in its grooves, marring the otherwise immaculate surface: ichor, the vital fluid of the gods. It behaves in interesting ways, not quite a liquid the way water or blood is; when fresh, it flows very like mercury, refusing to share itself with the world, bonding only with itself. An apt metaphor for how some of the gods have paired off.

A sharp exhalation of breath. Apollo lies bound on the metal, lacerations across eir chest and thighs, some precise, others jagged. Artemis barely looks up at Demeter, her knife pale and bright in her hand. Her face is tense with concentration as she cuts a new, shining line across Apollo’s cheek.

From her robe, Demeter draws a small bottle of wine. She uncorks it with her bare fingers, closes the distance in a few strides, and pours it on Artemis’ silver head.

The huntress splutters and snarls. “Demeter—”

Demeter sets down the empty bottle. “I came to discuss business, Artemis.”

“You’re very rude.” Artemis dabs her finger on one of her twin’s wounds, bringing a smear of ichor to her mouth.

“Rude is agreeing to a meeting and not being ready for it, Lord of the Hunt. I’m aware both of you like to be watched, but that’s not why I came here.”

Apollo chuckles; the lacerations are already beginning to close, and will leave em as unblemished as ever. “You should join us, Demeter. You’re notoriously difficult to entertain.”

She draws a seat out of the floor and lowers herself onto it. The wine’s scent rises into the air, mingling with other smells. “I understand your latest play has not prevailed against its target.”

“It wasn’t supposed to. It’s just a little game.” Apollo snaps free of eir restraints, as easy as if they had been twine, and pulls emself up. “Hades isn’t exactly going to be killed by a handful of automata. I like to think she finds it an amusing diversion. Everyone is having fun.”

“And this futility, it does not tire you?” Demeter plucks from her hair a small hummingbird that at once stirs to life, its crest a vibrant magenta, its chest white.

The sight of it draws Artemis’ eye at once. Anything that lives and moves is, to her, a potential quarry. “Why, do you want open war amongst the Twelve, Lord Demeter? How pugnacious of you, and how short-sighted.”

The Lord of Harvest lets the bird perch on her shoulder. It twitters, once, oblivious to the huntress’ attention. “I have brought the Mark Four online.”

At this, both twins jolt, brought to rapt attention. “When can we see its capabilities demonstrated?” This from Artemis, who in any case speaks for both—Apollo follows eir sister in all things.

“Not yet. It’d give the game away too soon, and in any case there are a few milestone parameters for her to achieve first.”

“But,” murmurs Apollo, “does she have the capabilities?”

“I’ve built her.” Demeter makes a noncommittal gesture. “Testing those would require, as you might imagine, highly specific conditions, conditions that require careful cultivation and long lead times. Related preliminary stress tests have shown, of course, excellent results.”

“Mark Three was terribly disappointing.”

“An assessment I agree with,” the Lord of Harvest says mildly. “He has his mundane uses. Do I have your pledge, once Mark Four proves herself?”

The twins look at each other, silver reflecting gold, two bodies that fall into the habit of mirroring one another by default. This positioning of limbs. This arrangement of expression, eyes and mouth and brows in perfect sync. Communication, for them, is subtler and less visible than for most. Among the Twelve they are the closest, as though the weave of them unspooled from the same fabric; more so than even Hades and Zeus, greatest of the lords, themselves twins, now no longer identical.

Artemis moves, sudden and surgical; in a heartbeat she has seized the hummingbird from Demeter’s shoulder. Her fingers lock around its tiny, delicate neck. There is a dry snap. Beautiful feathers drift, landing soft and soundless on the floor. Her expression is dreamy. “You should let me test the Mark Four,” she purrs. “I would love to hunt her.”







PERSEPHONE




The house of my mother resembles, from the outside, a cornucopia. A symbol of plenty, ever-flourishing and all-giving. It suits the place: her name is synonymous with bounty, and it presides over an ecosystem that all agree is Elysium’s most exquisite. The greenhouses shine, even in the dark. This is a place of grace.

From the inside, the place more closely resembles a labyrinth.

My room is spacious, luxurious—nothing but the best for the house’s finest and newest product. I share it with no one, because I don’t have to. Many of the clones sleep two or three to a chamber, though of course it’s still perfectly fine living: they have lovely furnishings and pass their days tending the gardens. They don’t look much like me, and have existed as a closed circle, because they know as well as I do that a chasm yawns between us, one that only Khrysothemis cared to cross. We’ve been built for different purposes—them to be sold and used as bargaining chips, me for a more select plan.

I’m to be kept by a lord. Zeus, ostensibly; Demeter, most likely. I have no intention of meekly following my mother’s machinations, nor do I owe anything to the rest of her daughters, save that which I give. To Khrysothemis, my devotion; I will come back for her. To the others—tonight I sever ties with them entirely.

In my mind I hold a schematic of the estate, surveillance feeds of the perimeter, biometrics of every human and clone on the grounds. Security is staffed by copies of Mark Three. Sooner or later I’d have been tested against them in any case, so it might as well be now, on my own terms.

I stand naked, checking myself one final time for any implants that shouldn’t be there; checking any signal that is emitting when it shouldn’t be. None of the items in my wardrobe can be put on: nanoscopic trackers are woven into the fabric of my dresses, but to the best of my knowledge my flesh doesn’t harbor the same. I’m intimately familiar with my own specifications, have obsessively studied myself ever since I emerged from my decanting chamber. There are parts of me that remain mysteries even to myself, but perhaps that is true of all things, living and simulacrum alike. In any case, it would require hacking into Demeter’s most guarded systems to resolve. I don’t yet have the means for that.

For now, though, my mother is absent—gone to consort with the twins, it seems—and though I do not have a good sense of how long she will be away, doubt and hesitation will only empower her.

My door is locked from the outside. I open it all the same. No point trying the window—at this height, I’d break every bone in my body, despite the garden’s soft grass and flowerbeds. Several more floors down, perhaps.

The corridor’s illumination doesn’t light up for me, by my intention. I mean to leave no trace, to set off no alarms. And for a while, it goes well enough: I don’t run into any of my sisters, or any of Mark Three. The conservatory is quiet, and the only noises are distant—owls and other night creatures kept to maintain the gardens, to preempt the possibility of pests that might have snuck in here from outside.

The interior of Demeter’s estate is meant to disorient even its residents, and Khrysothemis once told me that a few daughters went exploring at night and never returned. Our mother, of course, never mentioned or reacted to it: their absence sealed over, like surface tension closing above drowned corpses. What remains is unmarred and frictionless, a perfect pane that reflects nothing back.

I’m three floors down from my living quarters when the hallway is flooded by sudden, brilliant illumination—I flinch. Despite everything, the core of me is organic, instinctually animal.

From within the blinding light, a voice speaks: “Please return to your quarters, Mark Four.”

My vision has adjusted enough that I can make out the bulky armored shapes. Five in all. The voice is a little higher than I’d expect, but the Mark Three copies don’t necessarily share Adrastus’ presentation or gender. Mother doesn’t demand total uniformity, because it contributes nothing to their tasks. Faintly I wonder whether they will be replaced by copies of me, once I’ve cut my way through them; whether those copies will differ from me in any way, develop their own identities.

I hold up my hands, to show that I am unarmed. “Mark Three, Number Seven.” Only Adrastus, the primary copy, gets his own name. “Is it so wrong for me to be wandering about? This is my home, too.”

“And you enjoy wandering about naked?” Number Seven’s voice is dry, even through the helmet that masks their face. Solid, seamless metal: there are no slits for eyes, only invisible optics that see for the wearer. In appearance, nothing in and nothing out. “Go back to your quarters. This is your last warning.”

My fist goes straight through Number Seven’s armored chest.

There’s a croak from inside the helmet, and wet, sucking noises from inside their ribcage. I don’t pause to appreciate their viscera—beautiful organs, no doubt—because guns are leaving holsters. Seven’s body doesn’t last long as a shield, but it absorbs a few shots and gives me the time to connect to the house network, and take over a few crucial functions.

No longer a chance for secrecy; I will take over all that I can. Surveillance feeds expand, and my mind with them: it enhances my spatial awareness, grants me something very like specialized prescience—the house’s sensors witness and process for me, and it becomes simplicity itself to see where each gun is aimed, where each bullet will travel. The Marks Three are disadvantaged too, because there’s only so much corridor, and it’s not wide enough for all four to stand abreast. I carve my pathways between their salvo, picking out the possibilities that allow me to reach for a head and snap it clean off, shove a body into a ballistic trajectory, shatter a knee.

By the time I am done, I stand in a corridor lit in brilliant white, harshly interrupted in red. The alarms haven’t yet gone off. I remedy that, sending out alerts that will misdirect the remaining Mark Three to the rooftop. That means I’ll still have to deal with the ones patrolling the perimeter, but there would be considerably fewer.

Klaxons blare, to the same precise beat and at the exact same decibel as the ones that attended my birth. I turn a corner, stepping close to a window, tapping on it with my knuckle to gauge its strength. It’s time to go.
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PERSEPHONE




Flesh has its own song, and Elysium’s is the loudest of all. Most don’t think of it that way—to the naked eye, it is a structure of metal and concrete, not a body of humming nerves and pumping aorta, substrates of dermis and pooling blood. To perceive the flesh and the marrow requires a certain perspective.

It is my first time making Elysium’s acquaintance this way, yet the city accommodates, perhaps even better than the systems of Demeter’s estate. Shadows contract and expand like muscles as I pass, opening to me and closing behind me. I am a ghost, moving through without leaving a record, unseen by the million-million eyes that skim along the city’s skin and drift in the fumes of its breath, never sleeping.

And I have come a long way.

Demeter’s domain stands close to the city’s apex, not far beneath Zeus’ district; plants, like power, climb. It has been an extended journey down, and down, to the Underworld. While part of it is above ground, the false moon doesn’t penetrate this far; this substrate has its own light that mimics neither Apollo’s nor Artemis’, a strange blue that limns everything in winter’s touch, if Elysium had a winter.

I don’t check whether I have been followed—as of now, speed is of the essence. From level to level I hurled myself, taking the most efficient paths, leaping down when I had to, all while coaxing the city itself to hide me. There’s been no alarm sent out, let alone public notice, which is a welcome development but not a surprise. I’ve read the invoice logs, seen the centuries of processing power distilled into mapping my body and training my thoughts; I have a sense of how important I am, and not only to Demeter. It was Zeus’ patronage and resources that made me possible, conditional on the promise of myself to the Lord of Thunder. Whether or not Demeter sought to honor that promise is immaterial; my escape will embarrass my mother, and most likely she will conceal it from the rest of the Twelve until she no longer can.

Now that I have escaped, my next priority is seeking sanctuary—declare myself before one of the gods and beseech their protection. It is a dangerous gambit. I could be ignored, or held and placated until I can be handed over to my mother without a fuss. Even if the god is intrigued, Demeter might risk violating the norms of sanctuary and the opprobrium of her fellow lords to see me restored to her. And beyond that, to invite the attention of the gods is to invite destruction—I will be acting with incredible hubris, and the gods like nothing more than to humble a mortal.

But a weapon of my caliber—capable of incredible violence and unparalleled analysis—cannot be set aside. Once it exists, it must be wielded or destroyed. I suspect that each lord of Elysium would like to use me, in one way or another; their self-interest will serve me where compassion does not. I do not have the power of a god, cannot assure my own freedom and safety, and so I must serve a lord. My mother had that same plan for me; the difference is that I chafed at having no say.

When the choices are framed like that—a decision between owners—there’s only one god who has the power to stand against Zeus and Demeter, and who has already expressed an interest in my services.

My destination I know to the precise coordinates, but even so it comes upon me by surprise, seeming to materialize into view as though it wasn’t here a moment ago. A natural feature of the place, perhaps, cloaking itself in the shade and spurning the light. Like much of the Underworld, the architecture of this estate is light-drinking basalt; it looms taller and broader than any other edifice here, high-walled and built to trick the eye into believing it goes on without end, that its angles encompass the entire district.

I stop to stare up at it, like a fool, taking in its long spires and fathomless windows. Eventually, I walk the remaining few meters to the estate’s gates.

“Master of the Machine Dead,” I hiss into the frigid night air. “I request sanctuary.”

The gate is tall and black, shot through with gold in thin, delicate capillaries. It appears unguarded; the entire area looks empty. But I know Hades is listening—in her domain, to exhale her name suffices to invoke her. She cannot fail to hear.

I stand there with dried gore on my hands and stuck to the soles of my feet. The silence is complete. The Lord of the Underworld, by all accounts, prizes her privacy.

This is a test, too. I breathe in, out. The sensation of cartilage breaking under my fist lingers, now only a tactile memory. I try to predict when my pursuers will catch up, and how many Marks Three I can take down with me. Quite a few, even accounting for my lack of body armor. The delivery of mortality comes easily to me, has been written into the grain of my genesis. Everything carries within itself a seed of violence, and I have flowered brilliantly, an exception above other blooms.

More than that, I have nothing to lose.

The gate parts, revealing nothing but a yawning maw of black. I step through, and the city quiets. Hades’ demesne swallows me down.




♦




No attendant appears. A line of light, pale blue, leads me down a dim, long-throated corridor. There is no sound of habitation—no muted conversation, footsteps, movement; it’s as if I have entered a mausoleum. Pieces of viscera work loose from my feet, leaving behind the evidence of what I have been doing. But the lord would have seen me through her cameras; she has admitted me nevertheless. What is a little debris? I will not be cast out because of a bloody footprint.

I ascend stairs; I make turns. The place’s enormity is evident from the outside, but from the inside it is overwhelming. The ceiling is distant, and each hallway stretches wide enough for a combat cadre to walk abreast. My footsteps echo, even unshod. I can’t tell, yet, whether this place has been built to make you feel small, or whether it is simply Hades’ preference to have so much space.

The light brings me to a door, high and paneled, and then it too opens to let me through.

I stand in an observatory, walls and ceiling flowing together into a single, curved window that runs the length of the room. The glass is so clear and unreflective that at first I think we are under an open sky, pale blue lights sparkling beyond—stars, on my first impression, and then I remember I have descended deep under Elysium, far from the domed expanse that soars above Demeter’s estate. Distant city lights, then, or some natural phenomenon that mimics the night sky: the glittering of underground crystals, the outgassing of ancient vapors, a bioluminescent strain of algae—I have theories, but the data I have on the Underworld is sparse. This adventure of mine will be a learning experience, in more ways than one.

Beneath this alien vista, a long dining table unfolds before me, an expanse of gray basalt limned in wood tones. Actual candles fill the hall with as much shadow as they do light, illuminating a feast in flickering gold: glutinous rice, spiced herb sausages, marinaded tendon fried in batter, small bowls of curry, and a platter of pomegranates. The table has been set for two. At the far end, framed by an ornate throne, are two more candles, like eyes watching me in the dark.

The candles move as metal clinks against ceramic and a glass is put down. I realize, then, that these are not candles; I am looking into the eyes of Hades, Lord of the Machine Dead.

I am no stranger to the sight of her. Statues of her dot the city, footage of her is ever-available. With my own eyes, I saw her at the feasting hall of the gods, overseeing the execution of a clone sister; again I met her gaze when she brought the clone’s corpse to Demeter, and I watched her back as she left my mother’s house. But I haven’t witnessed her like this, in the intimacy of cloaking dark. As my eyes adjust, I realize that there is more and more of her to take in, that what I took to be shadows are her broad chest, her long limbs, her thick neck and sharp jaw. Even seated, she is imposing—tautly composed in a fitted dress shirt and trousers, knees rakishly apart, her eyes the harshness of exhumed gold. The size of her expands to fill my vision, and then all my senses: the rustle of fabrics in my ears, sandalwood and incense in my nostrils, a taste of Stygian dark on my tongue.

The gods may take any shape they choose, and this evening she graces me with a vision three meters tall; even with the length of the table separating us, I must crane my neck back to follow her eyes as she stands. She rises like a mountain, her eyes signal fires at its summit, a warning and a welcome. All the lords of Elysium are beautiful, but in this place, the seat of her power, she burns as a singular flame.

“I am having a late meal,” she says, gesturing toward the arrayed food. “You’re free to join me, if you are hungry.”

I make a bow. It is less than what her station demands; I should have sunken to my knees the moment I knew I stood in her presence, I should have averted my eyes and not held her gaze. And yet I pull myself up to my full height, peer again into those peerless eyes. To be here, in this moment, has required the breach of countless protocols; what is one more?

“I’m not precisely clean,” I say, forward and unrepentant, the only hint of admission that my current attire has left me ill-equipped to receive her grace.

“A bare statement,” she says, and chuckles at her own joke. “I don’t believe propriety matters much to either of us. But…”

The shadows move. And then at my back I feel an oppressive power, the crushing weight of every stone and rock of the great subterranean dark. But warm, too, like one imagines the blackness must be, mantle heated by pressure, and even lower, the radiance of magma that has never known sunlight but glows all the same. A hand, soft and rough both, contradictory sensations necessary to contain the impossibilities of a god—the fingers of the general that slaked the Pantheon’s thirst for freedom in their progenitors’ blood; the grasp of a savior who lifts up a supplicant from her misery. This hand takes mine, rolling it over, examining the lines in my palm, my fate to be scried in the rivulets and riverbeds of crimson found thereon.

“The appropriateness of your attire aside”—I am naked, save the gore—“it is decorous for a host to wash the hands and feet of a guest just arrived from a long journey.” This close, there is a distinct rumble when she speaks, like an earthquake felt remote, an unexpected vibration that makes my hindbrain scream for shelter. I am so focused on willing my body to absolute stillness that I do not see where the washbasin has come from, noticing it only the moment my hands are lowered into warm water that most definitely wasn’t there a second ago.

She is a god; could whisk the blood away and render me as clean as ritual demands in an instant. Instead, she has summoned this basin and this water to wash me in the old way, her thumbs gently probing the muscles of my hands, her long and sturdy fingers sliding between mine. I watch as blood blossoms in the clear water, the proof of my sins dissolving to nothing. Or not quite: Hades lifts them from the basin to show me her handiwork—she has left each nail painted a vibrant red, the hue of them shifting in time with the beat of my heart.

I am so enamored with the look that I suck in a sharp breath of surprise, as next the shadows take my ankle in a firm hold, lifting my foot to rest in another basin. She shows the same meticulous concern she showed my hands, the arches carefully washed, each toe cleaned with agonizing attention. I am left clean of hands and feet, but still bloodied elsewhere, as if a wraith of gore had pulled on gloves of human flesh.

The shadows depart, the basins restored to the nothingness from which they were summoned. I am again standing across from the sitting Hades. The blazing eyes rest easy on me, cataloging and measuring. To see if I am self-conscious, if I have the composure befitting a supplicant; to see if I am guilty.

But I simply move as I always do, precisely because I know I’m being put to the test. I dip my head once. “I am honored that the Lord of the Machine Dead would stoop to deliver holy ablutions to one as lowly as myself.”

“All must eventually enter my estate, though few do so as willingly as you, nor so wreathed in victory. I will grant you sanctuary, but as the guarantor of your safety, I place the following stipulations on your behavior while under my roof. You will not harm me or mine; you will follow the laws particular to my district; you will not mistreat my attendants, no matter how lesser they appear to you. If you accept these terms, then sit, and eat your fill.”

I signal my consent by taking up a fork and making for myself a serving, a little of everything. If this is to be my last meal, then it could at least be varied. But my first bite, the symbolic sealing of this compact, is a single pomegranate seed, exploding with a rich tang. A provocative choice, considering Hades’ rumored preference for the fruit—but more practically, a full mouth will only interfere with the inquisitiveness that burns at my tongue. “I am appreciative of your hospitality, my lord, and will not betray the kindness shown to me. But may I inquire—you have not asked me to explain my request for sanctuary, nor even asked whose blood I’m wearing.”

Another low chuckle, as if she is in a state of perpetual wry amusement. “There is no question there, my guest, and the second part of your statement seemingly answers the implication of the first: you require sanctuary because you have felled many tonight. As for who the blood belongs to, I would assume either attendants of Demeter or of Zeus.”

“And this does not concern you?”

“I think I am due a question, no?” She reaches to fill her own plate—eating, it seems, to demonstrate that the food is not poisoned. Not that a god could be affected by toxins which would kill me. “As my guest, what do I call you?”

“You already know my name.”

“The one that Demeter gave you, yes. I am asking in case you have a different idea.”

It has not occurred to anyone, including me, that I might be in want of a different appellation, and I am a little taken aback that I would be consulted on this choice. As much as I have glowered under my mother’s yoke, have thought endlessly about escape, I have not contemplated what freedom actually looks like, what it entails; I have always operated under the assumption that I would be replacing one master with another. “Persephone serves me well enough, for now.”

“Then you will be Persephone, for as long as you wish.”

For all I have committed to this path, Hades has proven more than accommodating, generous and of good humor—far in excess of my most outlandish predictions. I return to my previous question. “Are you truly unbothered by whose blood I have spilled?”

A rustle of fabric as she takes a sip from a crystal glass. “I’ve let you into my estate. The request for sanctuary has been granted. There are protocols to these things, as I’m sure you were aware when you came to my door, and I’m bound by the conventions of asylum to harbor you for a certain period, whether that blood belongs to Zeus or a street rat.”

It is such an amusing thought, and she says it with such gravity. “Nothing so dangerous as that. The blood belongs to my siblings.” And strikingly the smell doesn’t seem to offend her.

“Then perhaps your mother will convene a trial and demand restitution for how one of Demeter’s clones has grievously wronged her.” The tone with which she suggests this outcome indicates she does not regard it with any seriousness, and a broad smile flashes across her face as something occurs to her. “It was just the other day that Hephaestus mentioned to me that the attrition rate on Demeter’s clones has been awful lately. It’s not clear to me why I should suddenly become concerned about the fates of a handful of demigods, when the Twelve treat them as disposable fodder. No, what interests me more is, why did you come here?”

“I do not wish to be sold to Zeus.” The reason is true enough, a synecdoche of my motivations.

She observes as I sample the meal. Everything is good, of course; the pomegranate is lovely, and I don’t recognize it from any of my mother’s greenhouses. Grown here, then. I eat it seed by seed, and she watches me do so, and eventually gives a slight shake of her head. “You have not told me anything I did not already suspect. Allow me to rephrase my question—why did you come here, and not seek sanctuary elsewhere? Both Zeus’ and Demeter’s demesnes rest at the top level of Elysium; you have passed through every other district to reach mine.”

“Are we not taking turns with the questions, my lord?” The gods are mercurial, savage beasts, and more than one would flay me alive for this impertinence. But I have the measure of Lord Hades, I think. “Let me answer your question with one of my own. The clone who was executed for offending one of Artemis’ women—why did you return her body to my mother?”

A long pause, gravid with thought as she weighs the difference between the best answer and the most correct one. “I will not dissimulate and say the clone was owed a special consideration; in this city, a dozen of Demeter’s demigods die every year, acceptable targets for Apollo’s hunts or falling as soldiers in Ares’ ranks. I also took no step to save her, even though what happened to her was unfair, if technically just. Instead, her death provided another of Demeter’s clones that I could analyze, and her corpse provided an excuse to visit your mother.”

“At which point you no doubt inquired after the white-haired, crimson-eyed model you had seen the day before, only to learn that I had been promised to your sister. And that is why I came here, and not to Dionysus or Ares or even Hephaestus.”

Hades’ eyes flash with sudden passion; she has been caught out, surprised to have been seen and anticipated.

I spear a link of sausage on my fork. “Compliments to your chef, my lord,” I say, giving her space and time to nurse her pride. After all, it pays to be courteous, and I am telling the truth—food in Demeter’s house is adequate, but tends to favor salads, bowls of fruits and vegetal things; I was seldom served meat. Here I have chewed sinew between my teeth, and I am discovering that I enjoy the sensation.

“I don’t keep a chef.” A faint smile plucks at her thin, plum-dark lips. “But I accept the compliments.”

Startled, I put down my utensil. “You make your own meals?”

“I’m not an ascetic. There are others to clean up. This place has attendants, not to worry; you shall not need to perform menial work during your stay.” She drains her glass of chilled tea the same stark red as the pomegranates. “Are you aware of why I inquired after you with your mother?”







HADES




It is a pleasure to watch this woman’s face. I thought so at the banquet, I thought it again when I met her eyes through Demeter’s window; I think it now, as she observes me. There is a certain forthright dishonesty about her, a crass self-interest made captivating by the raw, untapped potential that I might yet command… but only if I make her mine, pledge my might to her defense. I can read the flow of her thoughts as easily as I might listen to the babble of a brook.

At least, I thought this until she baited me out, demonstrating that to her eyes, I am just as legible as she is to mine. She has anticipated my interest in her with such certainty that she has acted in Titanic and unnerving ways—murdered her guards and fled her mother’s estate—and now trusts that I will react to this unprecedented outrage in a fashion she can both predict and exploit. And she is right; I have done exactly as she assumed I would—granted her sanctuary immediately, because I know her value, and am even now broaching what comes next.

But for all that she tries to find the right word to convince me, emphasize the best fact to spark the correct emotion, she glares at the world with a mixture of clinical disinterest and a furious belief that she has been grievously wronged by the world. This I also understand with ease; I, too, once suffered the indignities of careless, cruel progenitors. I am reminded, not for the first time, that it is from wounded and driven children that new regimes spring. I have seen in her anger a mirror that reflects back to me my own face, young and brash and ready to tear the Titans from their heaven. She is dangerous, the sort of woman that can slay a god.

So I ask her why she thinks I want her. I have told no one, not even Demeter; let us see again how well this red-eyed and crimson-handed witch can intuit.

She spreads her hands. “My lord, you ask a freshly forged knife its intended purpose. I know the reach of my blade; I know how I have been crafted to rest in the hand. But until I have a better sense of what I will be cutting, I know not if I am a broadsword, a machete, or a paring knife.”

“You believe you have the measure of me. You probe my defenses with verbal feints, certain I will not retaliate with wrath; you make bold insinuations that my actions are known to you before they are known to myself. I didn’t ask you to speak of yourself—explain to me what you think I want you for.”

I see a quip flash across her face and then fall unsaid. Prudent. She takes another bite of food, buying for herself the time she gave me when I needed to collect myself. “Of Elysium’s lords, you are one of the greatest, second only to Zeus, and then only by a technicality and perhaps by choice: you were the gods’ commander during the Titanomachy, the General Most Triumphant.”

A forgotten epithet from a forgotten time; that Persephone is even aware of this title, that she understands its context, places her in the company of perhaps a dozen living mortals. I am intrigued, even a bit angry; she invites herself to my house and then shows no deference, casually reveals she knows me in ways she ought not. No, I am incorrect: it’s not the lack of reverence that I find offensive, it’s her lack of fear. Not since my first pilot Leuce have I been spoken to like this. I am… unsettled. But I do not interrupt.

“And yet despite your power, you have all but withdrawn from the governance of Elysium.” Persephone swallows down a bite of glutinous rice dipped in curry. “To you are dedicated the fewest number of temples, your feast days are infrequent and characterized by solemnity and reflection, not adulation. You have vanished into your own shadows, a shade of the authority and respect you wielded in the old lore.”

I do not consider myself temperamental; I believe myself to be in command of my passions—magnanimous and thoughtful in the face of offense, of criticism. I do not like to learn otherwise; I do not relish the ire that burns through me. Still I hold my tongue.

“But that has begun to change,” she continues. “In the past two years, you’ve ventured beyond Elysium’s walls at least a dozen times—”

“How do you know this?” I have explored with the utmost secrecy; my fellow gods most certainly know—Artemis arranged her automata to intercept me—but among the mortals, only my Cerberus Cadre has been kept abreast of my movements, and that only as the formality a master owes her pets.

In the next sentence, Persephone says as much: “Your personal honor guard of eidolons has taken to longer and longer patrols into the wastes—but they never engage, just loiter in the general vicinity of colossi herd movements or anomalous weather patterns. Ares’ mech corps does the same when they are escorting a survey team or Dionysus’ Paralos: they stay on-station in the event their firepower is needed, but don’t follow too close lest their presence attracts the colossi toward the team they are escorting. Yet there were no science or survey teams deployed during the Cadre’s flights; I’m making an educated guess that your honor guard was escorting you, something your reaction seems to confirm?” Her tone changes, as if she is delivering a footnote to justify her conjecture. “And before you ask: the flight paths of all eidolons are registered with the Combat Information Center’s traffic control, access to which is provided to each lord. That is twelve estates’ worth of security vulnerabilities for me to exploit.”

That last point is a worrying development, to address at another time. “So I’ve started to go on walkabouts. Why does a need to stretch my legs make you think I’ll protect you from my sister’s and your mother’s wrath? What’s the causal connection?”

“You have also intensified the output of the mines under your control, for a twenty percent increase in overall yields during the same two-year period. This has not fueled any great construction projects; the extra output has gone entirely to Hephaestus’ R&D labs and forges.” She again cites her source: “Zer facilities have had a comparable increase in their energy draws, which has necessitated you run the geothermal plants at higher outputs. You are working with zer to grow the city’s eidolon corps, the largest expansion of Elysium’s standing forces since the Twelve’s victory in the Titanomachy. You are preparing for something, and I think acquiring me is part of that effort: my ability to process information, to grasp the logistics trains that fuel this city—I am meant for something more than my clone kin, more than even Adrastus who pilots my mother’s personal eidolon. You don’t have access to my specifications, but you have an intuitive sense of this. That is why you came to Demeter’s estate, and that is why I have come to yours: we need each other.”

The flare of anger in my chest has been replaced with something like genuine respect. It is one thing for this blood-soaked vision to step into my home and claim she has preternatural analytic capabilities. It is another to see her produce in real-time a report that would take a whole team of my logisticians a week to prepare. What a joy to watch a creature so beautiful shift so easily from charismatic manipulation to a passionate exposition of technical minutiae, then pivot back to eloquent locution. If this interview is taken as a proof-of-concept, I’m convinced that in birthing Persephone, Demeter has outdone herself.

The question I must now answer is how much I trust this stranger, and to what degree I will take her into my confidence. “A leap instead of a toe,” I mutter.

Persephone blinks, confused by the seeming non-sequitur response to her explanation. “What was that, my lord?”

“It was a saying of Leuce’s, my first and only pilot. Apparently of her own devising, as I have never found any trace of it outside her thoughts and writing.” She said it at the conclusion of that first council—before this version of Elysium, when there were more of us gods, and we were less than we are now—committing us not to minor acts of rebellion but open war against the Titans. And at the end, too: it was her last words to me, as she gave everything she was to Styx. “It means that there is a virtue to committing fully, rather than taking dilatory or cautious action.”

“No half measures,” Persephone says, grasping my meaning, albeit in a more martial vernacular. She nods once. “I cannot tell you how you must decide, or even what precisely you are deliberating. I will not suppose that my choice to come here necessitates a reciprocal obligation from you, that my decision to commit fratricide and denounce my birthright demands your appreciation. You are a god of Elysium; I could more easily negotiate with the sea than you. But I will say that I have leapt from a high story this evening, and plummeted the entire height of Elysium to land at its lowest level, and that I sit before you now, committed as fully as a mortal life may be to whatever endeavor springs forth between us.”

I make my decision, and leap.

“For decades,” I begin, “there has been a careful homeostasis between Elysium and the colossus-dominated hinterland—one maintained by the blood and effort of pilots, be they the more numerous, smaller mechs or the bespoke Banner-class models. We have not been able to claim new territory, but the colossal taint cannot encroach on what we presently hold, and Wall Caryatid has not been breached in force. Over the past several years, however, a cohort of the gods—myself, Hephaestus, and Ares—have become convinced that the colossi are evolving, in both forms and tactics. Our opinion is… not shared by the majority of the Council.” Despite my careful tact, I still grimace, remembering the months of ongoing, meaningless debate on this topic. “We have been limited to a modest expansion of the eidolon corps, of which you are already aware.”

Persephone’s eyes dart back and forth, as if she is reading a field of scrolling numbers that only she can see. “It should be easy enough to use data to evaluate your claim. Are the colossi demonstrating increased muscle mass? Faster reaction times? Heavier chitin? Duplicated internal organs? Appearing in greater numbers? Have our own losses accelerated? Have—”

I hold up my hand, interrupting as gently as possible. “Maybe you will have luck where we have not, finding the incontrovertible and unassailable proof that convinces them all. But Elysium is no longer ruled by the Titans’ technocracy and its heartless belief in scientific, numeric perfection. It’s not simply a function of determining the reality of our station; competing demands for limited resources define fractious visions of what our city can be. The homeostasis isn’t just between the city and the hinterland, or humans and colossi; there is an equally necessary balance between the factions inside Elysium. If Ares had xer way, if Hephaestus could industrialize as much as ze wants, the Elysium we know will be over, as surely as if the Titans returned. Dionysus, Artemis, Poseidon—each and every lord embodies a virtue and a focus that in excess will destroy the very life we are meant to nurture and spread to every corner of this planet. Hells, even Zeus—never mind, never mind.”

I didn’t mean to admit all of this; I was not even aware, consciously, that I harbored these thoughts. But I feel, as sudden as a lance through the heart, a crippling loneliness: to again speak like this, with such passion, with such challenge, is to remember what I lost with Leuce’s passing.

Persephone opens her mouth, but closes it quickly.

I do not inquire what she intended to say and instead push on. “To return to the topic at hand: yes, I am in need of your abilities as a logistician. But I also believe the colossi have evolved a new subtype, one we have not yet encountered in force. I’ve dubbed it the Harvester, on account of my belief that it covetously seeks out and consumes our expended or abandoned materiel. After careful consideration, I’ve decided that it is necessary to reactivate Styx.”

I have always known that this conversation would lead here, but it seems Persephone, for all her perceptiveness, did not. This disruption of my evening, of my life, is almost worth it, to learn that a woman of this caliber can be stunned. “You mean to make me your next pilot—of Styx, your personal eidolon? The Banner-class unit?”

“There will need to be tests, of course, to see how well you synchronize with her systems, and it can take a pilot months, if not years, to unlock an eidolon’s full potential. But I don’t foresee any issues; you have said yourself that Demeter’s Mark Three, Adrastus, pilots her Anesidora. I believe you capable of even greater feats.”

I watch as Persephone processes my offer, as she deduces how I have desired this outcome since my visit to Demeter. “Swearing your oath as my pilot will supersede your invocation for sanctuary,” I go on, “but you are under no obligation to me. Your sanctuary will be honored even if you do not accept, nor is becoming my pilot the only path that sees you free from your mother’s estate. I will appoint you my chief logistician immediately, if you think that better suits—”

Oblivious to my assurances, Persephone interrupts, her eyes sharpening to two crimson points, with all the luster and hardness of rubies. “What must I do to accept this honor?”

My voice becomes solemn, as if the ancient stone of my estate could speak with the weight of their untold ages. “In this place, speak the oaths that will bind you, on this day and on all others, in this life and in all that may come after.”

The table disappears, the distant lights fall dark, and the room fades into oblivion until it is just us: Hades on her throne and Persephone at her feet.

She kneels before me as Demeter’s Mark Four, and begins.

The words come at an even tempo, ceremonious, as though she’s rehearsed for it. “To the Lord of the Underworld, Master of the Machine Dead and the General Most Triumphant, Persephone pledges her loyalty and allegiance. I shall serve you as you see fit; I shall be your instrument in any matter you desire; I shall abide by all your laws and requirements. To you I shall bring every victory and every grace. From every peril and treachery I will defend you. In all matters, my lord, you shall be my god before every god. To you and only you all my secrets are open.”

She rises as Persephone, chosen of Hades and pilot of Styx.







PERSEPHONE




My god looks down from on high, her eyes the blaze of magma, her voice the melody of a dirge. “I accept your fealty, Persephone. Henceforward you are a retainer of the Underworld, bound to the house of Hades until your final breath or if I see fit to release you.” She nods, grave, and helps me to my feet. “I will see you to your quarters.”

I rise. I make sure she gets a good look: this body coated in blood, built to lure and capture the gaze. But she stands, too, and she is breathtaking. At full height, the breadth of her becomes more evident—her suit has not been cut to hide the mountain range of her shoulders, the boulder circumference of her biceps. She stands shorter than when I first entered her estate, in height only having about twenty centimeters on me, rather than a full meter or more. But the more realistic her proportions, the more acutely I feel her size and the more easily I can imagine her strength overpowering mine; this close to her, I realize the game of seduction will not be one-sided.

The suite she leads me to consists of three sections—bathroom, bedroom, a parlor that doubles as a study—and is considerably larger than my quarters in Demeter’s domain. Lushly upholstered in burgundy, richly paneled in black wood. These are the quarters meant for an honored visitor.

“Anything you’d like to try on in the wardrobe will resize to fit you,” says my new patron. “If you require anything, you’ll find that I prefer machines for my house attendants. I trust that will not bother you.”

I incline my head. This feels both momentous, and yet completely unceremonious, a transition reduced to the mundanity of being shown to my accommodation. “Not at all. It is your house, lord.”

She bows to me—in irony, I think—and leaves me to my devices.

Considering what I am, that can be a dangerous proposition, and she cannot be ignorant of the fact. But it’d be rude to infiltrate her domain and crack open its systems like a fruit just to satiate my curiosity, at least on my very first night.

In Hades’ absence, I think over the contradictions in her behavior. She neither offered me clothing nor facilities to clean myself with until after I’d sworn fealty; she made a feast of my naked body as surely as the food on the table. And yet she washed my hands and feet herself, never once leered at me, never once treated me as anything less than worthy of consideration and even respect. Perhaps to a god, we are all forever naked; perhaps there is an honesty in overtly acknowledging that fact. Maybe I should test this hypothesis—and the limits of Hades’ grace—by dispensing with clothing more often.

No—I cannot be taken in by fancies of shared humanity. The gods are as different from us as we are different from a rock; I will need to be as careful here as I was in the place of my birth.

On the other hand, I do have access to a bathroom now, and I’m no longer tracking gore around. The bathroom in question is cavernous, an expanse of black marble and a tub I can only think of as comically large, made of pale gray stone, two by three meters. I run the water and step into the shower to remove the worst of the grime. My skin’s less penetrable than most, or I would have suffered far more scrapes on my way down here, but a good deal of dirt and worse have crusted in the creases of my skin—the peril of forsaking your mother’s house with not a stitch on you. A pang passes through me: if Khrysothemis was here, she would chide me for my recklessness, and then help scrub my back, and wash my hair. Under her hands the tension would seep out of me, centimeter by centimeter, until I can breathe again.

But soon, she will be safe. I will ensure that.

I sink into the tub until the water comes up to my chin. For the immediate future, I’ve achieved my goals. One test passed, a dozen others that I must now succeed at or fail forever. In me there is no capacity for fear—my psyche has been tailored a certain way; I’ve seen the documentation—but that can be a liability in any number of the unpredictable situations I will find myself in. Going forward, I will have to take the utmost care with how I behave, what I do or do not say; I now represent Hades, I am now her pilot. (Her pilot! I have not even contemplated what commanding an eidolon will be like.) It shall be a tightrope that I walk, and below me a minefield.

For a few brief hours I was no one’s; now I belong, once more, to a lord. Briefly I wonder if I should have told Hades that my siblings and I killing one another is nothing new; that one such event was my very first stress test. But nobody who buys meat wants to hear the grisly details of how the butcher prepares it. They prefer the cuts arrive in their house prim and clean, drained of unfortunate fluids and flensed of gristle.

Then again, it is Hades who oversees the last rites of every human in Elysium. While not every death on my mother’s estate is reported—the soil of Demeter’s estate is fertile with carrion—it is a dangerous psychopathy to think that I am the only mind capable of reading statistics and making deductions. Hades has been my mother’s peer for generations; she must be aware of Demeter’s methods.

Blood floats to the bathwater’s surface. Armor coolant clings to my skin, oilier and more tenacious. It requires a good lather to get that off, but once I’ve rinsed myself, no trace of Mark Three lingers. It is as if they’ve never existed. It is as if, of my house, I alone have emerged strong and whole. The sole glittering gem. The one and only victor.

All that remains of my evening’s travails are my gleaming red nails, gifted to me by my new lord, beating in time with my pulse. Bloody-handed Persephone, pilot to the Master of the Machine Dead.







HADES




The replicant starlings in my study chirp, soft, as I enter. A gift from Hephaestus, who can never sit idle. Ze is ever inventing or crafting something, often dangerous, always lovely. These two birds have been made as a pair, bright-eyed and bright-collared, their breasts the color of sunset. An early suitor’s token, and by now quite old; like everything else ze makes, they have lasted.

I feel a pang of regret, that Hephaestus was not here for what has transpired. Ze and I have shared everything together—meals and beds, acts of creation and moments of frivolity, two separate lives alloyed into something stronger and better. To take a pilot is an immensely personal moment, not something that can be shared. But I said that about grief once, too, and joy.

There are also practical questions. I have taken an almost incalculable unilateral risk, one that will place me in open conflict with not one but two of my fellow gods. In the generations we have ruled over Elysium, no god has ever moved so overtly or so crassly against another—we use human pawns to take human pawns off the table, and limit our engagements to minor brush fires. When matters have threatened to spiral out of control, it has been Zeus who’s had the unenviable task of stepping in and restoring order—but this time, she is one of the aggrieved parties, and my involvement will escalate this to the level of a personal betrayal of my sister.

Briefly I check on my new guest. I don’t wish to breach her privacy—it humanizes and dignifies, to grant a being such—but I do need to make sure that the viper I’ve taken into my nest will reserve her fangs for her enemies. At the moment she’s cleaned up and going through the wardrobe, examining each dress, robe, trousers. She runs her fingers over the fabric, shakes out a skirt, presses a shirt to her body. Hard to guess whether Demeter allowed her to choose her own attire. Either way, Persephone is making no attempt to intrude into my estate’s network. I set aside the surveillance feed.

By now, Demeter will know her newest daughter is long gone. That the Mother of Wheat is not already at my door means Persephone masked her movements with some skill. But the secret will come out—and after that, it will depend on how quickly Zeus wants Persephone, and how willing Demeter is to admit that she was foolish enough to let the Mark Four escape. I am torn on how to proceed, who to let into my trust, what alliances I should make while others are kept ignorant. Any misstep and I plunge Elysium into civil war the likes of which we have not seen since the Titans fell.

The door opens and shuts, nearly soundlessly. “My lord,” says my chief attendant, curtsying. Orphne is one of Hephaestus’ finest works, a replicant nymph of severe lines and a polished metal mask for a face. Her throat is fringed in gold filigree and a web of lapis and mystic quartz, and her nacreous eyes glitter with heuristics that approach true intelligence. “What will you want done with your guest in the morning?”

Most likely I will be preoccupied and unable to deal with Persephone myself. “Let her know that my manor is hers to use and enjoy. She is free to move about as she wishes.”

“That seems unwise.” Her tone is without inflection, but it sounds almost dry.

“I trust her to be sensible.” Though perhaps I shouldn’t; Persephone is new-made. But I see in her a spirit bent toward survival. She will do nothing to jeopardize her own preservation. Besides, I’m curious what she will do if given free rein. What someone does in a cage, what she does outside of it, those can tell me much about a person’s character.

I am about to say as much to Orphne when I am interrupted by a chime, the signal that a fellow god seeks an audience. For a moment I freeze, certain that I have been caught. But it is Ares, which is unusual, and at such a late hour. I consent.

The Lord of War and I have a relationship of earnest professionalism and brutal honesty. It was to me that Ares first brought xer concerns about the changing colossus threat—not because I have more power than xer on the Council, but as a friend trying to confirm a growing suspicion. As a sign of respect and trust, xe often appears in our private meetings as a ruddy human, handsome and muscular in an androgynous way, hair cropped close. I know that xe takes this form as a sign of respect for the men and women who guard Wall Caryatid—unusually tanned due to the wall standing beyond the radiation shielding of the habitation dome, hair short because of the sweltering heat of their shielded suits. It pains xer that xe cannot don it among them, that xe must always be their god, distant and armored. That I know and understand why xe presents as xe does—it’s why xe trusts me; there is some universe where it was not Hephaestus and I that came to an understanding these past years, but Ares and I.

But tonight Ares materializes in my office in the aspect of the iron-skinned warrior, flesh of metal and eyes of coal; the smell of blood and battle hangs on xer shoulders like a cape. Is my theft of Persephone already known—has this already escalated to flagrant threats of violence?

Except Ares steps forward and clasps my forearm. “My thanks,” xe says, solemn, “for deploying your Cerberus Cadre to our aid. My soldiers would have died by the dozens to buy the time Hippolyta and Penthesilea needed to get into position—but the presence of your hounds kept our losses mercifully light. It is always an honor to fight alongside your pilots.”

I hide my confusion, ransacking through datafeeds and alerts from the past several hours to see what I am missing. I have been so focused, so enamored by the red-eyed kinslayer now ensconced in my vaults, that I have been oblivious to the going-ons in the city. A colossus attack at perimeter segment 279, smaller than some variants but impressive all the same; ten dead, several more grievously wounded. A success, and fewer casualties than we’ve seen in previous engagements—but more concerning is how the colossi masked their approach during a sandstorm that disrupted our sensors.

And as for my pilots: the Cerberus Cadre launched even before the assault, the timestamps of their take-off corresponding to… Persephone’s arrival. Despite the grim news, I almost laugh: my foolish hounds, deploying to protect me from late-night guests. At least they understood what was truly important and sortied to the wall within seconds of enemy contact.

This could also explain some of Persephone’s success; perhaps resources that would have been dispatched to find her were seconded to the defense effort. And there is always confusion after a colossus attack. Maybe I will have a few days yet to—

“I’ve already demanded that the Council meet tomorrow,” Ares says, oblivious to how this complicates my own affairs. Xe is almost in tears with anger and frustration. There is a blood price for Elysium’s rule, and no god knows it more acutely than Ares: xe memorizes the names of every soldier sworn to xer service, and each death increases the scorn and spite xe heaps on xer fellow gods. “I will again beseech them for aid, and I know I can count on your support. We need—” Xe twists with a choking sound, as if suddenly struck. “One of my Amazons, Myrina Pitane, was mortally wounded; she will pass in moments. I must be at her side when she does.” Xe grabs my shoulder, tight. “Every day I pray you find a pilot for Styx. Be well, Hades. I will see you tomorrow.”

And then Ares is gone. Xe will realize later that I never got a word in edgewise, and profusely apologize. I count my blessings; I have not been obligated into speaking, into either keeping a secret or sharing it before Hephaestus knows. I send a brief congratulations to my hounds, passing along Ares’ personal thanks. “Keep this up,” I warn them, “and Ares will insist you wear xer heraldry.”

Ares might not know it, but xer prayers have been answered. Styx will take to the field soon. Maybe we can turn the tide; maybe we can win. All we have to do is survive until then. And that starts by surviving tomorrow’s council meeting.

But rest does not come; war and the fear of war fill my thoughts. Onscreen, I pull up images of Hephaestus’ forges. Three half-completed eidolons hang suspended, shown from various angles, each gleaming with coiled calculation. Zeus’ prohibition against truly autonomous machines makes animating eidolons a problem with suboptimal solutions—they can be controlled by simple algorithms, and thus of limited use in combat, or they can be piloted by mortals. The latter presents its set of issues: I dislike components I cannot calibrate myself, components that are at best unreliable, at worst prone to glitches and failures. Human pilots chosen from the populace are creatures of unpredictable temperament, a psyche that is easy to manipulate or bend to the point of breaking. In mock combat, even in the arena, some of them can perform well. Out in the field—beyond the walls—most of them perform… much less well. The colossi reach deep inside the mammalian brain, invoke a wild and visceral fear.

A small handful of human pilots hold up under that pressure, my Cerberus Cadre among them. But we cannot force the colossi to retreat with a small handful of eidolons, let alone to march on them and destroy them for good. We need our personal eidolons taking the field; we need all of us, shoulder-to-shoulder, to push back the colossi and usher in Elysium’s new dawn.
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HADES




We meet above Elysium, in the stately superstructure that hangs from the center of the city’s habitation dome. What was once utility conduits and access panels has grown into a sweeping, palatial complex of diamond and durasteel, the most visible expression of not only our power, but also the argument that we are different from the regime that came before. The Titans had no use for such flagrant displays; they preferred their authority to be invisible, embedded within the population, an eye that sees all but which cannot be seen in turn. I understand the mentality, even agree with it, but Zeus is not so reserved in her inclinations. “We must give our subjects a reason to look skyward,” she said to me once. “They must know we are here.”

She means this quite literally: as each of us enters the main meeting hall, banners unfurl along the exterior of the complex, announcing to all below which lords are in attendance for the day’s conference. The grand sweep of Elysium lies beneath our feet—our demesne of immaculate green, visible through walls and floor as thin as a sheet of paper and stronger than the hull of a warship. But the same materials that appear to suspend us, as if on thin air, also render us legible to the population below: banners or no, it is well known that our subjects watch the heavens with powerful telescopes, track our comings and goings as a matter of public record.

This too is part of Zeus’ machinations. My sister, the visionary, does not simply fight for legitimacy; she has succeeded in defining what legitimacy is, and has built for her supposed equals a glass prison of expectation and responsibility. Each time we do not heed her call, we undermine our own position in the social and political reality she has crafted: millions of invisible eyes monitor the twelve of us in the collective—the worshipers we would govern, forcing us to commit to battle on a field of Zeus’ design and choosing.

In this regard, the table we sit at is the most dangerous of war zones I have ever fought in: bloody in the way of a melee, innervating boredom in the way of a siege. My sister has not yet found a way to craft monopole magnets, a world that can turn on one point alone, so we are obligated to face one another from opposite ends of the table. She and I are, unfortunately, preternaturally suited to be each other’s foil. We are the same height, but she is lean where I am powerfully built; her hair glows like burnished gold where mine is the very definition of Stygian—of any word, that is mine alone. My eyes gleam like the riches of the deep earth, while hers are as black as the void of space.

The table itself is a long oval—Zeus at one end, me at the other, five chairs on each side between us. Only my spot and hers are fixed; the positions of the other gods change from meeting to meeting, a formalized-if-unspoken language where seating arrangements reflect accord and dissent on the matters up for debate. There are, however, general rules as to which seat each lord gravitates toward. Hera sits to the left of her wife, except when she doesn’t; Ares and Athena sit across from each other in the third position, perfectly balanced between myself and Zeus; Hephaestus, more often than not, sits at my right, as zer estranged wife Aphrodite heaps scorn from afar. Dionysus, youngest and scrawniest of us, typically opposes Demeter, who’s the very image of motherly heft; Poseidon projects an image of herself from whatever undersea deposit she is studying that week, or—as today—sends one of her blue-scaled nereids to keep her seat warm. On and on it goes, the bitter contempt of familiarity.

This morning, I warned Hephaestus ahead of time—not in so many words, but I recommended ze sit in the middle of the table. Later, the other lords will assume I confided to zer before the meeting was convened, regardless of reality; this way, at least, it will appear ze responded to my confidence with polite dissent and a shift to the neutral position.

Zer eyes pinched in a mixture of concern and annoyance; ze saw through me immediately, of course. “I deserve more than a hollow forewarning, Hades. It’s not like you to play games.”

And ze did deserve more consideration than I am giving. Of any relationship amongst the lords of Elysium, ours is the rarest and most dangerous of all: we respect each other. “Come to my estate later today. I promise you, I will show you everything then.”

Show, not tell. I can see Hephaestus trying to work through what is at stake, now, even as the meeting comes to order. But ze respects my request and does not sit at my right; Ares takes zer position, giving me a nod as xe sits, still believing this is about last night’s assault on the wall.

We have all assembled, and the glass around us grows opaque. Our worshipers must know us, but only to a point; the actual meetings of the Twelve are not for mortal eyes. It helps preserve our mystique, the enigmas that make our power possible. It would be unbecoming for the humans to see Athena put Ares through the table again—there is a time and place for us to air our bloody grievances to the public: the arena, not the council chamber—but it would be equally damaging to our reputation for uplifted eyes and bated breath to discover us conducting a banal board meeting, with charts and handouts.

The meeting begins formally enough, short updates about each of our domains; no calls for blood quite yet, no swearing of dark curses as one or another of us suffers mortal umbrage that will be forgotten by next week. I watch the other lords more carefully than I typically do, looking for any sign that information concerning Persephone has leaked. If any of them know of her, they keep it to themself for now; no doubt they, like I, are interested in seeing Demeter’s reaction first.

The old witch carries herself with her typical calculating distance. The first comment she makes is a short, withering criticism of Aphrodite’s status report on lichen yields. “Your rosy prognosis is undercut by the numbers in the appendix,” she says, voice as barren as the lifeless rocks the organisms are meant to colonize. “Oxygen output is only a third of what you promised us, and you somehow managed to increase the organism’s vulnerability to radiation.”

“There continues to be difficulties adapting the lichen to this planet’s environment.” Aphrodite gives the same excuse every meeting; she is surly and chafes at the ignominy of handling what she believes is a demeaning assignment. “The symbiosis of the fungus and cyanobacteria continues to fail, for reasons that we have not yet discerned.”

“I think the reason, singular, is clear enough,” Demeter replies, not looking up from her tablet.

“I’m certain she would appreciate your help in the endeavor,” Ares pipes in, earning xer glares from both of the quibbling gods. “What? Everyone says the terraforming project is of critical import, but all I see is Aphrodite being handed a shit assignment with no assistance from her colleagues.”

“My mandate is the cloning and breeding of sapient species. Show me one involved in the lichen project, and I’ll start assisting. In addition, I have my hands full keeping this city fed.” Demeter gives Ares a narrow look. “Would your militias care to assist in Aphrodite’s efforts?”

“Would that we could hammer our swords to plowshares.” Ares is a complicated lord: flippant humor one moment, sardonic analysis the next. “I’ll take that as a sign it’s my turn to speak—I demanded we meet today, because we have once again suffered an attack. Perimeter segment 279 was breached last night; a sub-leviathan class was repelled, at the cost of twelve soldiers.”

“That’s fewer than normal,” Zeus remarks. “Congratulations.”

Ares shakes xer head. “Eight of them were specialists and officers. They were targeted, and the beasts moved under the cover of a sandstorm to get in close, denying us the use of our greater range.”

“We’ve always known the colossi capable of adapting and evolving physically,” Dionysus chimes in; she projects her voice poorly, almost mumbling. “It stands to reason that their tactics would change over time, too.” It is an unexpected position for her to take. Perhaps she is signaling a change in her stance on the colossus threat; her vote will be appreciated, even if her Maenad auxiliaries are of limited efficacy.

“I warned you all that this was not just a possibility, but a certainty,” Ares growls. “Instead, we have hidden behind walls for decades, waiting. My men cannot hold forever, so we either need the terraforming efforts to succeed or we need a pilot cadre. Make up your godsdamned minds and give me the tools I need to win this war.”

Zeus nods pensively, as if this is the first time she has heard such a clear assessment of our predicament—trapped in a walled city by hostile fauna, lacking either the science to turn nature to our benefit or the martial might to sally forth—then pivots to Demeter. “You brought the Mark Four online recently. How is it performing?”

Aside from our terraforming efforts, we are—ostensibly—wed in a combined endeavor to find and cultivate a cadre of pilots qualified enough to command our war machines into battle. Each of us maintains a small army of mechs, piloted by the best this city has to offer. We make a great show of it, because participation brings comfort to the mortals, and because the image of a dozen eidolons in parade formation does a remarkable job of strangling dissent in the crib. But our resources are not limitless, and even one colossus is a match for a score of lesser warframes.

No, what the gods speak of when we discuss pilots is the never-ending effort to find the pilot. Each of us had one, once, a singular human soul that piloted our personal units into battle during the Titanomachy. They were our first champions, bound to us as we were to them, and together we performed miracles. They each fell in the final battle against the Titans, and we have spent the subsequent years acutely feeling their loss.

Since then, a handful of us have found new humans that can rise to the challenge of being our chosen pilots, and it is on those burdened shoulders that the defense of Elysium ultimately rests: at present, we can muster only four of our mighty war machines at a time. Zeus’ Banner-class eidolon Keraunios has as its pilot Herakles, who is wed to Hippolyta, the pilot of Ares’ Penthesilea. Artemis and Apollo share Siproites between them, as they share most things, but that means only Laphria or Delos may take the field. Demeter’s pilot, Adrastus, performs his duties with great skill, but this has not earned him his lord’s love or even respect. My understanding is that Poseidon, never present, has a pilot, though the rumor is that her eidolon Corinth has been so modified that it is now forever bound to the sea, useless in our defense. Last and least is Dionysus’ so-called cult. They have eschewed the heavy war mechs of their peers and instead field a team of smaller exo-suits, outriders for the landship Paralos. An unruly and unprofessional lot: I would sooner count on our mortal auxiliaries than rely on their service, and I do not reckon them among our defenses.

Of the other Banner-class models, my Styx and Hephaestus’ Charis have stayed silent for decades. Athena’s Gorgoneion, Hera’s Ganymeda, and Aphrodite’s Urania have had pilots only intermittently. We all know that a god’s eidolon, commanded by a worthy pilot, is the only weapon that can truly best a colossus in battle. But for all our coveting, such champions are exceedingly rare, virtually bespoke to each god.

Worse, there is bitter disagreement about how best to conduct the search. The hunt is the most intimate undertaking a god can commit to—and the most public. Any discussion of the process invariably collapses into acrimony: too many cooks in the kitchen, each grievously offended by every other, violently fighting over the food to be prepared, the recipe we ought to follow. Even, to carry the metaphor to its strained conclusion, whether we are actually chefs, or to whom the meal will be served.

So each of us pursues or does not pursue, hinders or ignores the efforts of the other lords as we see fit. Zeus is, characteristically, the most humanist of us all: her stated belief is that there is greatness, ever sleeping, in the ants below, and that in the moment of crisis one of them has always risen to the occasion as her champion. To the great vexation of Zeus’ wife, mortals have indeed risen to the challenge time and time again, in at least one manner of speaking.

The other lords trust the vagaries of mortals less, involve themselves more directly in hunts colored by their own preoccupations. Ares believes martial prowess is what will serve us best, and xe looks for xer champions among the armed forces and the gladiatorial pits; it was in the former that xe found Hippolyta. Athena argues that strength must be cultivated through mastery and learning, and has focused on educational uplift. Hephaestus has toyed with the prospect that lesser artificial intelligences might succeed where a human would fail, to the great rebuke of Zeus and even Hera. Dionysus’ approach is aptly described as esoteric—insofar as none of us know a damn thing about their approach. The end result is eleven disparate voices, each finding a new way to state the same truth, again and again: that our war machines and our pilots must embody the best of us, the strongest of us, the wisest and bravest and shrewdest of us… and that we have no idea how to meaningfully and consistently get from here to there.

For my part, I stood outside of this fool’s errand until meeting Persephone. Historically, I have had no need of demigods since my first pilot, have not sought companionship nor understanding beyond Hephaestus. Better I focus on what I can control directly, seize the future with my own hands. We need the pilots, yes… but the effort has become a fetish, an excuse to deliberate and ponder and never, ever act. Every day we hem and haw on genetic markers and caloric deficiency and education engrams, we burn the only resource that matters—time. We have now ruled Elysium for three mortal generations, and where others choose to see the first buds of progress, I have witnessed only a useless struggle intended to assign meaning to endless meetings.

Demeter has always argued that the perfect pilot can be bred—Adrastus is proof—and she has used her command over the forging and decanting of clone bodies to gather evidence, iterating on physical specimens. Of the Twelve, she is probably the closest to actually achieving our goal, as sacrilegious as her methods seem; it’s why I expressed my own interest in the Mark Four, and it’s why the first model was to be gifted to Zeus. Unfortunately for both Demeter and my sister, Persephone had other ideas.

The Lord of Harvest nods to Zeus. “The Mark Four has exceeded all previous performance hallmarks by at least thirty-five percent—cognition, memory, and physical ability are all up across the board.” This elicits a murmur from the table; Demeter is as duplicitous as the rest of us, but she never overstates her findings—and if what she is saying proves true, it’s the most promising development we have had since we seized control of Elysium.

Zeus leans in, an almost lecherous smile on her face. “And when will I be able to take possession of my investment?” A power play, more crass than is typically her wont. Then again, her stumbling block has always been the need to prove that she is the first among equals.

“I am experimenting with its developmental pathways,” Demeter answers, noncommittal. “Once we’ve put the Mark Four through its paces, I’ll arrange transport of it to your estate.” Zeus is Demeter’s foremost ally, with reach and resources that exceed even mine, potentially; she’s clearly hoping a white lie will give her time to control the situation.

“Interesting,” Athena pipes up, for the first time since the meeting began. “You have custody of the Mark Four at this very moment?”

Demeter’s eyes flicker—she knows there is only one reason that Athena would ask this specific question—but the gray-eyed owl doesn’t wait for Demeter’s reply. The table hums to life with security footage of a naked and blood-soaked Mark Four—Persephone—murdering her way down a corridor. A team of armored security try to trap her in an enfilade, and she dances between the bullets, pulls one guard apart with her bare hands, snaps a neck, guts a third. It is breathtaking in speed and brutality; were it not for the circumstance, Demeter could have shown this footage as proof of her claims of heightened performance.

The footage cuts to the exterior of Demeter’s compound. A figure hurls itself from the glass and steel of a high floor, lands in a perfectly executed roll, eliminates another security team in a shower of gore, and then in one single leap clears the perimeter walls and sprints—still naked save the blood—into the metropolis beyond.

“There continues to be difficulties adapting the Mark Four to this planet’s environment,” Aphrodite says, getting her pound of flesh.

Demeter doesn’t rise to the bait. Her attention remains on Athena. “First, I will point out that you have gained illicit access to my personal security files; blood has been spilled on this council for less. Second, as you are no doubt aware—this was a trial for the Mark Four, which it passed with superlative skill. The specimen has now been recovered.”

So that is how she intends to play it—the first overt lie of the day. I ignore the impulse to check my estate’s security, to see if Demeter has learned the truth and is even now laying siege to take back her creation; I stay quiet for a moment longer.

“Interesting,” Athena says again. “I must take your word for it.” She fixes me with one of her stares, but adds nothing further. So she knows. Is her silence intended as proof that she stands behind my efforts? I cannot say; Athena’s predictive abilities—borderline prophetic—make her one of the most unreadable of my kin.

Since last night, I have contemplated how to reveal the truth. For all my love of shadow, I am not known to dissemble or conspire; the longer I say nothing, the more I invite suspicion and rebuke. A leap instead of a toe.

“You have not recovered the Mark Four, Demeter,” I say this simply, without malice. But I no longer require Demeter’s grace. “It arrived at my estate yesterday evening, apparently of its own volition. It was still there when I left to attend this meeting.” A murmur goes up; rarely is a god caught out so explicitly, so incontrovertibly.

“I would,” Demeter replies, slow and even, “appreciate your consideration in the return of the specimen. I have, evidently, overestimated its cognition.”

“The Mark Four invoked the right of asylum, the documentation of which will be supplied to each of you presently.”

The artifice of Zeus’ good nature begins to crack under the growing awareness that this situation is spiraling out of her control. “Clones are unrecognized entities and cannot claim asylum,” she declares, a hint of thunder in her voice.

“But pilots can,” I answer. “I hereby claim Persephone as mine.”

The hall erupts in shouting.







PERSEPHONE




When I wake, it’s to the sight of a replicant standing at the foot of the bed. She informs me that she, Orphne, will tend to my needs, and will answer any questions I have. I may wander the lord’s manor as I please, so long as I do not leave its perimeter. Not that I want to: to set one foot outside is to expose myself. And I’ve always been curious how a lord lives, what it is like to have independence and power, to be supreme. Demeter allowed me into her chambers, gave me a pretense of agency, but it was a sham—she never let me into her labs or her sanctum.

One day, I will return to the cradle of my genesis, and then raze it down. I will see Demeter’s gristle bared before me. Perhaps in the ruin of her body, I may discover how divinity is made, whether it is a flame that you can seize and assimilate within yourself.

I dress in fabrics that unfurl against my skin like blossoms, in burgundy and cream. I put on a gold bracelet heavy with rubies because, ever since my decanting, I have not been permitted jewelry: Mother finds it gauche. For my sisters, ornaments are allowed; for me, the craftsmanship that went into my making is too flawless to be obfuscated by such trifles. You alone shine better than any gemstone, Demeter told me. The thought tenses my jaw.

“What is Lord Hades like, Orphne?”

“The Lord of the Machine Dead, of the Underworld, of the Riches of the Earth.” Every lord has several overlapping domains of authority, united more by metaphor than fact. Hades is no different, albeit the through line is particularly somber. Orphne’s recitation of them stirs in me the vertigo one experiences on the cusp of a great fall.

Of course, that is the effect that the Lords of Elysium have cultivated, their empowerment of words into a chain of commands that lash us all to their will. “And what is Lord Hades, beyond that?” I know what she is beyond that, based on history; I do not know her as a person.

“That is not within my purview, esteemed guest.” Either a question she cannot answer because she’s not equipped with the power to form opinions, or because she will not answer.

“What are you, Orphne?”

The nymph’s head tilts, at an angle that would be at best uncomfortable for a human. “Nothing like you, esteemed guest. It is forbidden to create autonomous intelligences.” Another deflection; here, as in all Elysium, the truth is always a shade in a land of shadows. Orphne’s reply is the central mantra of this city, one instilled into every soul that resides under its dome. In my case, it is the coldest of comforts: if true AIs could be made, Mother would never have bothered with us.

Even the smallest comment is a reminder that Elysium is a structure of rigid hierarchy—the lords mandate, and we obey. Life is regimented in every way. To eat and to want, to love and to hate, each basic need and act is regulated by the Twelve. To worship, most of all. The hours in which to do it, the prayers to utter during it, the sacrifices to make to the lords. Even I have not been exempt from compulsory acts of faith.

But then, I’m now in the house of a god. I amuse myself with the idea of what she would require for worship. There is the act of piloting Styx, which seems to be my primary form of service to her estate: is this a professional role, or imbued with religious ecstasy? Or perhaps she’ll require me to kill for her, which appeals to me in a different way. I have never felt so alive as that first moment of consciousness, and again last night, escaping the labyrinth; death flavors life with such seasoning. And, of course, there is my body—very well, I’ve been created to appeal to the most stringent of tastes, and I am curious enough to go along. Only time will tell.

Corridors shift and reflow around me, a familiar feature from Demeter’s house. Connecting to the place’s security would let me keep track, access its map and schematics, but that is bad manners. For now, I’m content to explore the place as it comes. Orphne asks if I’d like to see the garden, to which I reply—a little sharp—that I have no interest in botany. Then she asks if I would like to explore on my own. I say yes, and she slips away, a slice of shadow returning to its proper place.

For a time I stand alone, regarding the vast hallways. How novel it is to be in a place I cannot instantly navigate. Even the city itself, a maze to most, was as simple to me as a garden path. I let intuition and whim guide me both. Most rooms I pass through are mundane, if grand in dimensions: a library (with actual paper books), a parlor, a second dining hall. This one is long and high-ceilinged, meant for banquets, but plain compared to where I met her. Maybe she hosts, on occasion. The thought that she might want me for that, to be the face of public events, entertains me. Demeter neither trained nor programmed me in etiquette.

Several twists and turns bring me to a hexagonal chamber. This one is unfurnished entirely—no seats, no tables. Instead, each wall is taken up by a panoramic view of Elysium, only it’s not the Elysium I know. The architecture, even the urban planning, is all wrong. This version of the city is crowded with high spires, beehive buildings clad in black glass, warped spiral pathways that hurt the eyes. It’s Elysium as it used to be, under the ownership and rule of the Titans, the gods who preceded and were usurped by the Twelve.

When I touch the plinth in the center of the room, projections shimmer into being. High walls laden with artillery—Titan tech again, relatively outmoded now—and then, armored figures as tall as the walls. It takes me a moment to realize these are the colossi, but in a form somewhat unlike what I’ve seen in the arena or combat broadcasts (all of which display only victories, spearheaded by mighty Ares). More refined, more industrial. This must be what they were like before their masters’ defeat. What remains are ragged and devolved, feral outside the walls. No doubt I should take that as a sign the Twelve are winning their long war.

Yet why does Hades have a room dedicated to images of the Titans and what they owned? I manipulate the plinth, and the projections rotate through avatars of Oceanus, Hyperion, Mnemosyne, Rhea, and the rest—the same number as the Twelve. It seems a shrine. It seems an altar. This doesn’t look like studying the enemy; it strikes me, instead, as a quiet sacrilege. Zeus would never countenance this chamber. She has wiped Elysium clean of the Titans’ images.

Excitement beads under my tongue, spiking my pulse. I don’t intend to blackmail Hades exactly, for this chamber has been made intentionally open to me—she wouldn’t have allowed me to enter a place she cannot afford me to witness. I’ve been granted a glimpse into, if not a secret, then a minor scandal. For what reason I do not know yet. But the access signifies.

“I helped her build it,” a voice says from the dark.

I turn to find an interloper standing amongst the sculptures, bronze-skinned and well-made, as if ze is a living statuary zerself. Hephaestus’ uptilted eyes gleam copper, two matched coins, newly minted. A narrow nose; a full mouth; a fall of hair the same brilliant red you might glimpse around a crematorium’s door.

For a few seconds, I consider my response and position. “Lord Hephaestus, First of the Forge, Master of the Flame.” I bow.

“You must be a curious creature.” Zer head cocks as ze studies me. “Mark Four.”

“I was informed by an attendant of the lord’s that I may wander her manor as I please.”

“No doubt.” Ze gestures at the images surrounding us. “Why do you suppose Hades keeps a chamber like this?”

“I have been sworn to her for less than twenty-four hours,” I say mildly. “To guess seems a presumption.” Immediately, I realize Hephaestus does not care for bland, noncommittal answers; ze is here because ze wants to see what I am willing to risk, to transgress. I must give zer something. “But this is clearly a reminder of what came before, that power which seemed absolute may be dismantled and overthrown in an instant. Why most of the Twelve would prefer to forget this is obvious.”

“Strong words, for a woman so new to the world. If she knew what you were capable of, Zeus wouldn’t covet you—she would have you destroyed, and every data related to your genesis deleted.”

“You wouldn’t be baiting me to catch me at treasonous words, Lord Hephaestus, only to confess that you helped my patron create this room.” I do not ask where Hades is. She may have returned; she may not have. Either way Hephaestus is unlikely to be encountering me without her knowledge; most likely, my new lord has sent her confidant here, to draw zer own conclusions.

“My first memory of Hades is as a godling, eagerly pouring over blueprints that looked a little like the monsters you see here—Euterpe, showing her and I the designs of the next-generation unit the Titans were creating to terraform Olympus. ‘This is my mother Mnemosyne’s life work,’ she told us, ‘the sum and total of her desires and imagination. It’s going to change the face of this planet. Imagine that.’”

An appeal to a shared history, a belief that this makes Hades intelligible to zer in a way I cannot parse: a threat. “I believe I understand your meaning, my lord.”

Zer eyes are unblinking. It lends an interesting effect to those odd, inhuman irises. “Are you aware of how much trouble you have caused?”

“Have I, lord? Any trouble my patron has taken on would, I must assume, be voluntary. Who can make the Master of Machine Dead do anything?” I widen my eyes at Hephaestus, let the long pale lashes do their work. Much of what Demeter has done to me is objectionable; the appearance she gave me is not among the issues.

It takes a good deal of self-discipline, I can tell, for zer not to roll zer eyes. “I see you’re determined to be insufferable. Hades is busy. Come along, if you wish.”

That, I suppose, is more purposeful than continuing to aimlessly wander the place. I follow, for lack of anything else to do. Hephaestus has ten centimeters on me, and dresses in exact corners and precise pleats. I watch zer back and return to my preoccupation: are the gods made the same as I am, and would I be able to take them apart with my bare hands, or conventional weapons? I have a full awareness that I haven’t been created the same way as Elysium’s human population, and I find Mark Three as easy to kill as kindling is to break. Zeus wouldn’t have commissioned something that can harm her. Yet I find that I must learn, one way or another, what constitutes the lords’ substance, its vulnerabilities and defenses; I am consumed by the thought. And in the meantime, I must take some account of the trouble the Lord of the Forge has spoken of—difficult, with insufficient data; necessary, long-term.

Hephaestus authenticates, and the wall parts in low hisses and the muted noise of metal on metal.

The space beyond is enormous, the ceiling high to the point of invisible, the lights harsh to the point of blinding. My sight adjusts quickly, and only after it has done so do I step in after Hephaestus. Frigid air, nearly beyond the range of my tolerance. And yet the space is populated: bays line either side, and at each is a crew of technicians and engineers, calling to each other from various altitudes. The air is filled with the sound of industry.

The people working here are all mortal; demigods emanate certain signals that the human citizens do not, and I detect nothing but humble flesh and bone in Hades’ hangar. They also all match, in the way that a horde of bugs might: black-and-gold uniforms, each bespoke not by cut and trim but by virtue of being worn slightly different by a hundred slightly different souls. Rolled sleeves here, revealing a scarred and stained forearm; an unzipped front there, exposing a sleeveless shirt underneath. They have the pragmatic affect of people who work with their hands, unromantic and practical—but at the sight of Hephaestus, every crew stops what they are doing, a few clambering down to greet and bow to zer. Ze holds up a hand, projects zer voice just enough that it rings through the cavernous space. “As you were. I am merely showing a guest around.”

We march down the long, wide launch corridor that runs the length of the hangar, the bays and their machines looming over us like an honor guard. The mortals return to their work, shouting instructions and rebukes to each other over the sound of spooling up power tools; welding sparks flare into the air like the most ephemeral of dandelions.

“You know what eidolons are, I take it.”

These are zer life’s work, weapons forged by Lord Hephaestus zerself to combat the threat of the colossi. I could point out that every citizen of Elysium—even I, decanted not so long ago—knows about the eidolon corps. Instead I gesture at the one we are passing, a thing of spindly torso and elongated limbs, clad in matte alloys. “That one is a Vindicator-class, twelve meters at the keel, light armor, meant for long-range offense; it is able to achieve a maximum velocity of 300 kilometers per hour on most terrain.” I nod at the one in the next bay: smaller but denser. “Retribution-class, nine meters, heavy armor, meant for close engagement. Maximum velocity: 450 kilometers per hour on the ground, and—”

“You have a database in your head from which you can recite like a parrot; congratulations.”

I try again. “Eidolons are an extremely capable mechanized weapon platform, resilient under fire, highly mobile, and easy to maintain. Each lord has a lance of eidolons, all based on designs created by the Lord of the Forge zerself, as well as a unique mech of singular power: the Banner-class, commanded by their chosen champion.”

“More rote memorization,” Hephaestus mutters, and ze actually sounds disappointed. Zer body language shifts, too, as if the conversation is over and we are now just two strangers awkwardly walking toward the same destination.

Fury flares; I have found the limit of my tolerance. There is an element of alarm, too: this is a test, and I am failing. I do not need Hephaestus to like me, or even think highly of me; I need zer—this close ally of Hades—to find me interesting enough to think of me at all. I was able to convince Hades of my skills last night; I can do so again.

So I let the anger in my chest leap onto my tongue. “Your machines make for great political theater and not much else. They’re hollow and pretentious and deployed more to bolster morale in lopsided engagements rather than ever being truly risked in undecided combat. This wasn’t their goal, of course, and it must kill you to see them relegated so. But in their intended purpose as an offensive force capable of defeating the colossi, they are failures: the beasts are not intimidated or impressed by their grandeur, but even more damning, the machines are too costly to be deployed in great numbers and too poorly armed and armored to be deployed in small teams.”

I succeed in my immediate objective: Hephaestus comes to a halt, then slowly pivots to face me. Zer copper eyes darken, evaluating me anew; this must be what it feels like to be one of zer weapons, glowing from the forge, held in zer grip while ze seeks out any point of brittleness. “And how—”

Ze does not get a chance to finish; our attention snaps to a crash from one of the eidolons, followed by shouting and a cry of fear. A shield generator being hoisted by a gantry swung into the scaffolding of the next bay, toppling it to the ground; the mechanic that stood on it is now dangling off the side of the mech, hands slipping toward a ten-meter fall.

I watch, enraptured: a woman is struggling for her life in front of me. I have killed before, but I’ve never seen someone struggle to live, not like this. I want to take all of the scene in, to know it from every angle. Her arms strain under the stress of self-preservation, her jaw clenched in concentration, but it isn’t enough. I want to hear the noise her body makes when it impacts against the floor below, too hard; I want to smell her perspiration as she succeeds in pulling herself to safety.

Hephaestus does not hesitate. In three long strides, ze closes the distance to the eidolon, then leaps with preternatural grace up the leg of the machine. Ze moves without fear, climbing its uneven surface as easily as walking on level ground, and just as quickly. I was bred with enough aesthetic sensibilities to appreciate how zer shoulders and arms flex, how ze radiates confidence; zer brilliant red hair and bronze skin shine against the somber off-whites and slate of the eidolon under zer.

Ze is just a meter away when the mechanic’s grip gives out. Hephaestus’ eyes flash, and ze throws zerself off the side of the eidolon to catch the woman mid-fall. When ze lands, there is a report like thunder, and the concrete under zer feet cracks. But the mechanic is alive, even if she now wishes otherwise; she scrambles to her feet only to drop to her knees, begging forgiveness for her trespass against Hephaestus’ time. The rest of her crew follows, and then every other soul in the hangar is kneeling in obeisance, except myself and Hephaestus; when a god saves one of your work colleagues, it is prudent to show more than the requisite gratitude.

Hephaestus stills, as if a statue of zerself, a passive and silent receptacle obliged to accept the worship directed up to zer. And then ze pulls the luckless mechanic to her feet. “The eidolons,” ze says in no more than a whisper, one that is in the ear of every mortal listening, “are nothing without your prayers. Your hands give shape and form to the will of the Twelve, and all our hopes and dreams rest on your labor. Eidolons may be repaired and rebuilt, but you are irreplaceable. Make every effort to preserve yourself.”

No mortal eye is dry after Hephaestus’ short speech. One tech openly weeps. Ze steps away, face already returning to polished stone; the prerogative of gods is to withdraw, to regain distance.

“This is also a type of sacrilege,” I whisper to myself, one that is all the more hidden for being out in the open. Follow the logic of zer statements, and one arrives at the reversal of the natural hierarchy, a world where power is given to the ruler and not taken. Hephaestus’ speech, Hades’ cenotaph to this world’s late rulers—these are reminders that Zeus’ hierarchy is a constructed thing, built on the graves of tyrants who also styled themselves gods.

I wonder if Hephaestus destroys as much as ze builds; I wonder if ze looks at Zeus’ palace complex, high above, and sees it as I do, the multitude of ways it might be made to plummet. Sees, in the beautiful curves of this city, that all which has been built may be broken.

Hephaestus does not reply to my whispered taunt, does not acknowledge my comment in any way. “Your analysis of the eidolons—continue,” ze instructs, as if there has been no interruption in our conversation, as if we are not being observed by a worshipful audience. But zer tone is focused now, tight. Not offended; something else.

“The first generation of eidolons were attrited to one-fifth their number within six months of the commencement of offensive operations. The outer wall marks the extent of their farthest advance, almost unchanged in decades; the outposts, built beyond as staging grounds for future expansion, have been abandoned.” I twist my fingers, willing a data stream between just the two of us; a visualization of the tempo of military operations springs to life, for our eyes alone. “Since then, the second and third generations have been deployed far more sparingly, used to bolster defensive lines and only rarely committed to operations beyond the walls.”

“No eidolon has ever been irretrievably destroyed,” Hephaestus counters. Zer tone is still measured; again, this is not defensiveness, but a testing of my reasoning. An audit of the service history of each eidolon overlays my graphs. “The machine in bay two is even a first-generation mech, retrofitted with superior systems and armor.”

“Because the Twelve have made a pageantry of never losing a mech, not because your machines are actually impervious. By definition, weapons are to be used, exploited, and expended—but for the peace of the realm and the placation of the people, the war against the colossi must not only be winnable, it must always be in the progress of being won. So you make a show of how your mechs are constantly being upgraded, how a daughter pilots the same machine her mother did, how this-or-that chassis has seen combat for as long as the Twelve have ruled—”

Ze interrupts to pull out a webbed array of data. “Your conclusion here, about our attritable reserves: how did you reach it?” There is an edge to zer voice, as precise as a knife across the throat: the unspoken accusation that I have either fabricated my claims or I have illicitly gained access to evidence far beyond my remit. I am speaking of force dispositions and current eidolon strength—the most valuable knowledge in all Elysium, perhaps.

And it is true that I don’t have access to the command backbone of each lord’s hangar, cannot read the serial numbers from this mass driver or that flechette round. But here, in its full glory, is the purpose of my design, the apotheosis of my function: to discern the unknowable from its effects on the known, to perceive the hidden truths of this world and close my fist around them. “Each lord may jealously guard the information networks of their respective estate, and I have never been able to procure a copy of your own blueprints. But your weapons, at least the mass-produced ones, leave a trail in the physical world: this much ore refined over the past generation, drawn from Hades’ mines, this much tungsten and this much depleted uranium for armor hardening, the polycarbonates used for the pilot canopies. Then there is the software installed in each eidolon, and how it has been iterated over time. The size of the pilot training cadres. Collect enough logs, arrange them in the right way…”

The cluster of data Hephaestus is looking at explodes outward, filling the hangar with a pattern that could be a root system or a cancer cell, an interlinking web of nodes and connections: engineers walk through ore yield projections from twenty-five years ago, are occluded by graphs of forge outputs broken down on timelines that stretch back to before some of them were born. It is a maddening level of detail, completely meaningless in both isolation and when clumped with every other metric and statistic that quantifies this domed city. But between those extremes I have walked and found Elysium wanting: the losses in materiel and pilots are unsustainable.

“You harvested your information from less secure databases—still illegal, naturally, but… not mortally offensive…” Hephaestus trails off as ze begins to manipulate the data, tracing the lines of my conclusions through physical space: surveys of new mining prospects, resource projections, manufacturing quotas—the ebb and flow of time converting raw materials into war materiel. A whole logistics chain begins to take shape, discernable in its absence, in the depletion of resource stockpiles, the requisition or transfer of new parts and labor.

“Why didn’t I hide this?” ze asks, rhetorically, chagrined—and, I hope, impressed. “I should have. Anyone could… no, not anyone.” Ze turns back to me, visage hard as hewn granite. “Explain, as briefly as possible, your final conclusion. No niceties, no hedging. Just your unvarnished analysis.”

I take a breath, steeling myself. This is a contest, deadlier than any I faced in my mother’s estate. This must either be my first victory or my last defeat: if I do not convince Hephaestus here, impress zer beyond all measure, then there is no future for me. My words must be sharp, deft—

No, that’s wrong. I see my error at the last moment and, on instinct alone, adjust.

“You’re losing the logistics war, Hephaestus,” I say—not a keen edge but blunt, as blunt as any hammer in the lord’s forges. “The humans don’t know it, most of the other gods are probably ignorant of it. But the resources necessary to expand the eidolon corps are being siphoned away to simply maintain the machines you have and hold the ground you’ve taken.”

And then I take a gamble: “The only thing that can prevent a slow bleeding death and break the stalemate is deploying the power of the gods’ personal mechs, en masse, which hasn’t been repeated since the defeat of the Titans. The Twelve, collectively, don’t have the pilots to do it. That’s why my creation is so important, and that’s why you need me.”

I fall silent after that. I have made my point as well as I could. Now I must live or die with the consequences.

Hephaestus is quiet. I doubt anyone, even another god, has spoken to zer like this in a long, long time. Behind that copper brow must churn an ambivalence of emotions: the offense my words have caused, the wounded pride, the self-perception of being a just and reasonable lord pitted against a desire to tear out the offender’s heart. Or maybe I project: it is more probable still that the minds of the gods are truly alien.

Finally, Hephaestus turns to look at the massive hangar door ze was leading me to. “Behind me,” ze explains, “in a hangar that has lain dark and dormant for generations, resides Styx. She is the greatest of us, the personal eidolon of the Lord of Machine Dead. Even now, I can hear the hum of her reactor coming online, systems awakening from dreamless slumber. I had thought to show her to you, but—I have changed my mind. That is an honor best left to Lord Hades herself, and she has just returned from her sister’s palace, no doubt with ill tidings. We will both join her presently.”

And then ze steps close to me. I flush—heat radiates from zer, naturally, but at this proximity I feel more than that. Zer chest rises and falls, heaving like a great bellow; it is more than my skin that warms. When ze speaks again, zer voice is thrown low, like the scrape of iron across the anvil. “Like Styx, Hades is the greatest of us. She is unique, special to me, and it is my sworn duty—even greater than the obligations I owe Zeus or Elysium itself—to test the armor that she girds herself with and to purge it of the impurities which might weaken her defense.”

“I believe I understand you, Lord of the Forge.” The heat is almost unbearable now; I know not if I want to flee or step closer to the flame.

“I’m not certain you do. You have the confidence of a gun that has never been fired, Persephone. That makes you a danger to more than yourself. But you need not worry—after all, it was you who so astutely explained that weapons are to be used, exploited, and expended. I’ll be putting you through your paces soon enough.”

And for the second time today, I wonder what it feels like to be one of Hephaestus’ weapons, glowing from the forge, held in zer grip while ze seeks out any point of brittleness.
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“I would like a word with my sister. In private.” Zeus is the master of lightning, but she may as well command the ice: she speaks with such a cold, controlled ferocity that the other gods, joined in a cacophonous chorus, fall silent.

But such deference is rarely respected beyond the passion of a single moment. No god would typically be seen commanded by another; it has been many years since they followed my orders on the battlefield, and the ignominy of their submission still rankles.

It is in such situations that the nereid who sits at the table in the name of Poseidon is useful: she represents the divine but is herself mortal, a fruitful paradox for thorny situations. So it is she who stands first, languorous enough that she might maintain the pretense that she is her master’s will made manifest, uncowed by the other lords but choosing of her own volition to leave, and this provides the pretext the other gods need to save face. Soon enough they are filtering out. Even Demeter—who is in truth the aggrieved party and must have opinions beyond those which Zeus will scream at me in a moment—settles for a withering, veiled glare as she departs.

Hephaestus is not the last to leave—ze is committed to appearing impartial, does not want to linger nor betray guilt with a too-speedy exit—but ze does catch my eye as ze passes. With one look, I know ze understands, that ze will depart from here and travel to my estate, and there ensure the safety of my pilot while I am otherwise occupied. I expect Hephaestus will use that time to form zer own dismal opinion of this meddlesome mortal—and it will be dismal, because ze is protective—but I also know ze will provide sage counsel. I trust zer.

I once trusted my sister in the same way—trusted her, understood her, flesh of my flesh. But it has been years, and what has been cleaved apart by time may not become one again. Perhaps that is the lasting curse of besting Cronus: that all might wither and decay. I cannot see her face now; she stands looking out at Elysium below, her back to me.

But her shoulders quiver with ill-contained emotion, and when she finally speaks there is a crack to her voice that I have not heard since we were new. “You’ve spent decades hiding in your estate,” she almost spits. “Not leading, not engaging, just lording over your shadows and your dead. And this”—she pivots to glare at me, her void-black eyes lit by wrath, her lip curled with rage—“this is how you finally decide to speak up. Your petulance, your ego, your myopic need to be right, to be justified. Well, justify yourself, sister. Explain your reasoning, about why you have fucked this up for all of us.”

I have a dim but growing awareness that Zeus’ bitterness runs deep, deeper than just this precipitating incident, deeper than I have ever realized; Persephone is but the scalpel, lancing a generations-old boil, and from Zeus’ mouth spill the thousand slights that have festered and then metastasized. This, I rationally understand. I should let her spew her bile, and then in considered and considerate words tend the wound, console her punctured pride.

But I am as time has forged me, and it is not careful thought that moves my tongue. “Let’s not pretend this is about me, dear sister. I’ve done as you asked, with nary a word of dissent. I’ve sat at the opposite end of your table for a mortal lifespan and more, watching as you fritter away time and resources in asinine vanity projects. I’ve tolerated your efforts to keep us divided, turned a blind eye to your witless decisions about which of us may marry, and to whom. I have bitten my tongue as you cavort with every mortal that flashed their eyes at you, every few years naming some new strumpet—”

She hits me. I don’t think she means to. Her chest heaves with emotion, and her teeth are clenched, but I know she’s as surprised as I am—her, standing with balled fists, knuckles glistening with my ichor; me, staring up at her, my bloodied nose hurting less than the shock of having been knocked on my ass. She has never hit me before, not like this—the instinct of wrath overriding our familial bonds, anger obliterating our shared history for one critical moment. A boundary has been transgressed, and what comes next is unknown. The moment is pregnant with every possible outcome: we laugh, and she pulls me to my feet; we maul and tear and die in each other’s arms.

I cannot blame her for hitting me. I could tell her this; I should. I have grievously offended her, an insult that can only be met with violence. Dispassionately I understand this, even consider her actions just and reasonable: I would tear every star from the sky and rain them down upon any soul, mortal or divine, who spoke ill of my Leuce, and here I have all but called her revolving stable of pilots a harem of whores. And yes, there is resentment here, long held by me, a venom that I have spat out into the world with malice. I have long fantasized about voicing these cutting remarks. Do you not remember Leto? I have wanted to scream a thousand thousand times, as Zeus presents her newest pilot for Elysium to fawn over. The twin of my own Leuce, as dissimilar as you and I are, sister. But why am I the only one that remembers the way your pilot sparkled as brilliant as the sun? These years on, must I be the only one to recall her greatness, her skill and tenacity?

But of course, it is my sacred role to remember, to deliver the eulogies that others cannot. Perhaps I ask too much of my sister; perhaps she grieves in her own way. Perhaps I should show her grace.

I do not.

My sister maintains enough self-control that she does not hurl herself at me while I am prone, does not press the advantage of her lightning strike. She watches, silent, as I pull myself upright and rub my jaw. I spit the ichor that has pooled in my mouth at her feet, and then make a show of taking off my jacket—our clothes are often the stuff of ether, commanded by our thoughts and whims, but mine are physical fabric—and with the solemn finality of a funeral procession, begin to roll up my sleeves.

“Do not test me, sister,” Zeus barks, in the same tone a master might use to order a dog to heel before it lunges for her throat. The certainty of command to the bitter end: that realization, that hubris, is what finally makes me snap.

I throw myself at Zeus. Even when we sparred as newborns, I was stronger; our reach may have been identical, our heights in perfect step, but I could hit harder, fight longer, take a punch and swing back. This should have inclined me to defensive strategies, to battles of attrition, my doggedness outlasting all who opposed me. Instead I honed my resilience as one might forge a suit of armor, made of it a tool that allowed me to seize the initiative, close the distance, land the killing blow. This—my strategies, my way of war—was what defeated the Titans, and it will be what bests my sister.

Except she does not stand the way I anticipate, does not block nor counter in the ways she used to. At the last moment she pivots on her feet, sidestepping my thrust, touching me only gently. My momentum is not blunted so much as redirected; I tumble past my sister and into the far wall.

“My next pilot after Leto was Othreis.” Zeus speaks low, as if the words are grinding along her tongue, as if she hates the taste of them. “In her youth, she cut her teeth in pankration, and under the Titans’ regime was something of a darling athlete.”

I fail to grasp the purpose of this lecture; I charge again at my sister, and this time she grabs me by my chest, her other hand on my back, and flips me up and over. It is my turn to be thrown through the conference table.

“I met her when she was already old, gray but still vital,” she continues, glowering down at me as I scramble up from the pieces of furniture. “What attracted me to her was not her skill, but the fact that she had sworn off the violence of the arena and, in her later years, devoted herself to perfecting a pacifist fighting style, one designed to redirect your opponent’s momentum and rage to your benefit. If you haven’t realized it yet, I learned quite a bit from her.”

“Good work, sister,” I mock through a wheezing breath. “In the grim aftermath of the Titanomachy, you sought out a mortal that helped you love again. Congratulations, you’ve deluded yourself into thinking bloodless fighting was possible.” I stand, heavier and slower than the last time, but furious as ever. “Throw a colossus through a table and we can all go home friends.”

This time, she doesn’t wait for me to come to her; the rest of my pithy retorts are knocked from my mouth when she grabs a fistful of my hair and uses it to slam my face into the edge of the broken table. A powerful rejoinder, but it takes more than that to stun a god. I may have withdrawn from the world, but I have not ceased my training, physical or otherwise. I have sparred with Hephaestus for a mortal’s lifespan, and when we grew to know each other’s move and countermove as intimately as our own thoughts, ze set about crafting automata to test my mettle. So as Zeus lifts my head for a second pummeling, I push into the upward momentum, spinning my body as I tuck up my legs, bringing a hard knee into her exposed stomach. She twists off of me with a pained noise, then recovers the roll into a standing position, as deft as Elysium’s finest dancers.

“Endymion,” she explains, “was my champion following Othreis’ retirement. Ze was an acrobat of surpassing skill, and showed me that even a mortal body—so bound to flesh, so shackled by gravity—could possess superlative grace that defies its limits. Could, for select moments, appear as light and aerodynamic as a bird’s.”

I clamber to my feet, and she is already closing in again, fighting without remorse or quarter. I barely dodge one swing, only to find I have moved within reach of the next—have missed the feint, opened myself to the true blow that catches me square in the nose. Were I a mortal, I would not be breathing right for a long time. As it is I reel back, and she pursues, determined in the way of an army that can scent its victory and the defeat of its opposition.

Still I will not go down without a fight, and when she gets in range again—her grip on me once more, to keep me in place while she inflicts more damage—I pull back and ram my forehead into her face. She snarls, though the sound is somewhat strangled, before slamming her fist full-force into my eye.

My vision goes white, then red. As I stagger, my grasping hand hits the hard material of a seat. I stumble, and my sister bears me down.

“Do you understand now,” she shouts, “what it means to live and not just sit in your home, mourning and gazing at portraits of your Leuce? Do you grasp what it is to grow and learn and develop, Hades?”

My hold on the chair slips, and I go down with it. Zeus steps over me, grabs the chair and lifts it high—and when she sees I make no move to block, tosses it away to pin me beneath her with her own hands. She is panting, exhausted, her face is cracked where my blows have found purchase, though I know I have fared even worse. These bodies we wear are not the sum of our being, but they feel as flesh does, carry the wounds we receive here and elsewhere, the passions and the pleasures. I ache; I bleed.

She has outfought me, grown as she has from the knowledge of the mortal lives that have touched her: a library of fighting styles and birthdays and funerals, laughter and tears, the pains of separation and the joys of renewal. I wonder if she can feel more deeply than I can, now; I wonder what it must be like, to honor those you care for by carrying them with you always, letting them live through you—a cenotaph that has a life of its own, the etchings of the names of the dead spiraling together to make something new, something divine. I am chagrined for having lost, for having lost control, but also that I have only just understood something so important, so intimate, about my sister.

She grabs my head, her hands at my ears, her fingers curling into my matted hair. Her eyes are closed tight, painfully, as if she is trapped in a nightmare she cannot wake from. I think for a moment that she is bracing to resume the fight, but she doesn’t. Instead, my sister pulls our heads together, our brows touching, as if she is willing her thoughts into me. As if she is willing us back into one flesh, desperately trying to restore the unity that we have lost. “I’ve listened to every one of your reports about the fauna, you fucking fool.” There is still fire here, angry and bright, but it sputters like cinders under rain; her tears wet my face. “Your damned Harvester is out there, waiting. The colossi grow in numbers, and what do we have? Nothing but time that we are hemorrhaging away. You’re right, you’ve always been right.” She lets out a sob. “We need pilots. And I did it: I cajoled Demeter, seduced her into making a new template that we could all use. A dozen of our divine eidolons, taking the field!” She holds us together for one final, long moment, and then pulls away, standing.

“I’d have given you the Mark Four instantly, if you had but asked. If you had told me, before the meeting, I would have smiled and lied for you and explained to Demeter that all was well. But you lied to me, by omission until the moment it served your fucking sense of theatrics.” She is panting again, her fists tight with disappointment and betrayal. “Forget the insult you have inflicted on me. You’ve ensured that Demeter will salt the earth and never collaborate again on this project. She’ll sooner burn her gardens and kill her clones than accept you benefitting from her work, after what you have done.”

“I’m… I’m sorry,” I say, surprising even myself. “I didn’t know.”

“Of course you didn’t. You never asked. You’ve just sat in your estate, grieving, while I soldiered on for the both of us.” She doesn’t reach down to help me up, turns her back on me to again look down on her city. We have, I realize, resumed the same positions that opened the fight. Nothing has been healed, nothing has been resolved; our old wounds have been torn open and the sutures are nowhere to be found.

“The Mark Four has no right to claim asylum,” she repeats. “It’s a weapon system, not a person. Either return it to Demeter within the day, or receive her blessing to field test it for her. Those are the only outcomes, Hades; I won’t stand with you on this.”







PERSEPHONE




Hades does not return in glory.

It is a stunning sight—the lord, my lord, laid low and brutalized. Her mouth is split; cracks radiate through her face as though it is glass that’s suffered intolerable impact, and through these fault lines bleed the light of her divinity. The perpetrator of it is obvious; no one could so wound a god but another god, and it’s easy to guess whom Hades has clashed with. She favors one side as she comes in, and Hephaestus and I move nearly as one, each of us taking a shoulder as Hades stumbles.

Ze hisses at me. “Go to your quarters, Persephone.” I’m clearly not meant to see this, the Lord of the Underworld covered in bruises and cuts, each seeping and swollen. That too fascinates me—I didn’t imagine they would injure in a manner so analogous to mortals, so peculiarly normal.

“Let her.” Hades spits out a tooth. It skims, burnished in golden fluid, across the floor. “This concerns her, after all. Fatally so. But let us get somewhere I can sit.”

The mass of her is dense, but between the two of us we maneuver her from the vestibule to one of her parlors. There she drops heavily into a chair and lets Hephaestus take off her stained jacket. It exposes more of her injuries, though most are concentrated on her face; I am seized by an odd impulse to lick her wounds, to lap at them until they close or I’ve had my fill. I want to dip my fingers in her, infiltrate her flesh with my mortality. I imagine her ichor in turn staying within my body once I’ve sucked at it, the effulgence of it shining through my skin, making of me a vessel for this priceless gold.

My lord squeezes her eyes shut, as though the room’s illumination is too bright. “Hephaestus. Give me a frank assessment of the Mark Four.”

“Persephone,” the Lord of the Forge says again, motioning at me to get up and out, to make myself scarce.

“No, she has to be present. You’ll understand why shortly.”

Hephaestus glances at me sidelong. Then, “She possesses too much audacity for her own good, but she is a fine data analyst.” Zer expression creases; ze is grudging as ze adds, “An unmatched one among mortals, certainly among Demeter’s clones. She could yet prove duplicitous, but this is—to her—the best position she could possibly have achieved and which allows her a measure of independence, so she is invested in keeping it.”

Unconsciously, I’ve sat up straighter; embarrassment niggles at me, but this is as good a judgment as I could have hoped, delivered to Hades from the one person she trusts above all others.

Hades opens her eyes; they remain creased with pain. “By your estimate, is she worth going to war for?”

At this, my spine turns to a ramrod. In all my prognostications, this was a possible outcome—an escalating confrontation between prideful gods, each unable to back down, spilling into open warfare. But I cannot know the future, not the way Lord Athena might; I exist in probabilities, in likelihoods and chance. It was hubris, I comforted myself, to think that one mortal—a clone, at that—would precipitate a civil war; I put the idea out of my mind. But I asked myself, in the darkness of my innermost thoughts, what limit I would put on words and deeds to be rid of my mother. Would I throw Elysium into open conflict to escape Demeter’s grasp? Would I topple the heavens, shatter the dome of Elysium, let all the works of god and man come to ruin, just to be free?

The answer, evidently, is yes.

My pulse speeds as I look from one god to another. Hephaestus’ mouth is slightly ajar, stupefied at the enormity of the question. A day ago, all was well and the lords of this city were at peace. Now, overnight, Hephaestus’ only confidant—the most stable and unchanging of the Twelve—is contemplating sororicide. Zer throat works around zer surprise, zer objections, zer sheer outrage. In a moment ze has swallowed them all and answers in the most reasonable manner ze can: “In the sense of a unique asset, perhaps. In practical terms, you can’t. I don’t have a pilot. You have one that’s entirely untrained. Any of your allies, or potential ones, are likewise without pilots. Ares might side with you, but Ares’ champion will never fight Zeus’, seeing that they’re married.”

“And Poseidon will maintain absolute neutrality. She’s never taken a side.” Hades nods, then with a rueful laugh shakes her head. “I have made a fine mess of it, Hephaestus, and I have greatly mistaken my sister.”

In part or in whole, she relays what the Lord of Thunder said to her, even the bitterness. I am rapt: what does it mean that I have been allowed this confidence, when I’m so new both to the world and to Hades? She may claim it’s because this concerns me, yet that in and of itself has never mattered to the gods; it is not as if I have been privy to my mother’s conversations with Zeus. I am regarded—not as an equal, certainly not, and yet regarded all the same. I’ve thought her a being most high, sure in herself, unimpeachable. For her to confess, aloud, that she has made a grave misjudgment startles me more than when she accepted my fealty.

I try to see a way out of this impasse—if not for myself, then for my patron. “Can this dispute with your sister not be settled in the Panathenaic, Lord Hades? Is that not one of its purposes?”

“Hah.” The sound is a flat, acrimonious huff. “Normally, yes. For a disagreement this severe—and even if that were feasible, you’d be no match for Herakles.”

“But I could be a match for my mother’s pilot Adrastus.” What freedom I’ve seized for myself may well be short-lived, but I will fight to retain it all the same. I will find it in the guts of my sibling, if I need to. “I haven’t fought him, but I’ve bested all his instances. It would be an honor to defeat the original with your eidolon, my lord.”

Hades shakes her head. “Zeus’ ultimatum was that either Demeter blesses your presence here or that I return you to her estate before the day is out.”

Hephaestus shakes off zer shock with a burst of genuine anger. “Persephone has claimed asylum, a fact that can be vouched by not one but two of the Pantheon.” Whatever zer other reservations, ze is offended by this transgression of norms, that their prerogatives and authority as gods might be ignored by their supposed equals.

Hades gingerly touches one of the wounds on her cheek. “My sister has said that as a clone, Persephone is a weapons system and not a sapient capable of requesting sanctuary.”

Both of them fall silent, contemplating the impossible: the heinous possibility of civil war between the gods. This is about more than just me. In truth, it may have never been about me: the anger that touches Hades’ tongue makes it clear that she knows her sister could have said anything, but chose the response that would harden the battle-lines most and pushed my master into the least tenable position. Their strife has festered for generations, and the bone of contention could have been anything else. I just happened to arrive at a point where the wound can suppurate no longer. We are at an impasse, and beyond lies an uncertain country filled only with ruin.

I seize on the one thread of choice we still have. “Then I will go to my mother.” Two pairs of divine eyes snap to look at me. “Zeus said that she would accept my presence here if Demeter consents to it. I have lived for such a short time, compared to the time she has sat beside you both in the Pantheon. But I have known her as a daughter, and I know what she wants most.”

“That—” Hades begins.

“—is the only solution we have,” Hephaestus interrupts, zer copper eyes looking at me with such intensity that I know, for a moment, what it is like to be kissed by the heat of zer forge.

I nod to zer. “In my oath to the Master of the Underworld, I swore to defend and honor Lord Hades. Let me attempt it. We are not yet out of options.” After a moment, ze nods back: another test passed; another battle before me.




♦




The streets are bustling with activity and the air is filled with the promise of coming celebration. But for me, to return to the house of my mother so soon seems like an admission of defeat, this honeyed and perfect prison. I choose to keep my head high, to stride into Demeter’s estate with the air of a conqueror; I tore through the bars of this cage and left havoc in my wake. Now I return in triumph, I tell myself, the master of this battlefield.

Khrysothemis is the first to rush to meet me—she’s beaming as she all but sprints in my direction, and when she pulls me into her arms I nearly forget all else. For a time, we simply stand there wrapped in each other’s scent. Lungful after lungful I take hers in, the warmth of it, the brightness. Just a day ago, I prepared my final goodbyes. In her arms, the fear that I’d never see her again recedes. In its absence, I want to disappear into her; I want to never part again.

We withdraw from each other and she says, “You look splendid, Persephone. Dashing, even.”

And I do. Very intentionally I have come garbed in my lord’s colors, a request I made of Hephaestus, who clothed me in something that is not the pilot’s suit—I haven’t earned that yet—but which nods at it, at martiality, at sharp angles. It is less a dress and more a soldier’s uniform, and what I wear on my hands resemble gauntlets more than gloves. My eyes are lined in black and shadowed in gold, my lips painted dark and glazed dichroic.

“I take it,” says my sister, “that you’re not coming back to ask for Mother’s forgiveness.”

“Not precisely.” I pull her close again, into the intimacy of a whisper; my uniform, dark and severe, against her white linens. “I must ask for your consent: if I could arrange a marriage for you, to a member of another lord’s estate, one that would keep you beyond our Mother’s reach and ensure your everlasting happiness—could you do it? Would you?”

“Yes,” my sister answers, without reservation. And then, with another second of thinking, she adds stuttering qualifications: “I’d love to meet her first, of course. I don’t need much. Thoughtfulness goes much further than good looks. I’m—quite skilled at housework, if the need arises, and I would make my spouse the finest gardener. Even a maid for an eidolon mechanic or an agri-farmer…”

“Khrysothemis, I am aware of your affection for strong arms in sleeveless garments.” She blushes at this, a furious red. “But you deserve a much higher station, in both who you are wed to and how you are treated. I must go speak to Mother now, but here: a gift for you.” As I reach into the breast of my jacket to pull out a book—not a dataslate but printed and hand-bound, taken from Hades’ library—I kiss her on her forehead, communicating through it that before all else, we belong to one another. “I love you, sister. I will see you again soon, perhaps as soon as this evening. Until then, take this book and enjoy its poetry.”

And then it is time to meet the Lord of Harvest.

As I stride toward her inner sanctum, the other daughters give me wide berth, not wanting to associate with the traitor to the house, kinslayer, the tainted Mark Four. They stay behind trees and greenhouse walls as they observe my passage; even though they look identical to Khrysothemis, their contempt could not be more different.

Demeter stands beneath a tree of cultivars, heavy with fruits grafted into its boughs, spliced into its chimera DNA. Pears and figs, plums and persimmons, loquats and lemons, each branch laden with produce of different sizes, shapes, colors; a beast of many arms. One of her most prized plants because it is so miraculous, every leaf so succulent it glistens like lacquer, every fruit vivid and flawless. It is a statement; this is the might of the Lord of Harvest, what she can do against the harsh environment of this planet, the interventions she can make in spite of Olympus’ best efforts to kill all life friendly to humans. That, more than any other lord, she is the one who makes this possible.

Her gaze examines me through that heavy, near-opaque veil. “So you’ve returned, Persephone. It doesn’t seem that Lord Hades is here to apologize and hand you into my custody.”

“She is otherwise occupied.” Hard to tell whether my mother is aware of my lord’s injuries. Likely. “I would request an audience with you, Mother.”

“Ah, so you still call me mother; how gracious.” I catch the curve of her smile. “Well, you have my attention, daughter.”

Demeter does not invite me to a more private room, does not conjure for me a logistic puzzle to solve. Despite myself, I feel the absence. For no good reason at all, I thought I’d be greeted with familiar things, and that my mother would speak to me without her veil. Instead it stays on, shrouding her features from me, turning her face into a blank canvas I can read even less than before.

For a few seconds, Demeter looks elsewhere, as though distracted. “If you had wanted to leave my house, you needed only to say so. To me, your happiness is paramount.”

She means to make me feel childish; that what I have done is rather silly, when I could have just asked. “Is that why Mark Three obstructed my path, and used deadly force to do so?”

Her laugh is gentle. It slips under my skin like a scalpel. “They were no match for you. You were never in any danger. And you enjoyed the exercise, didn’t you?”

“They opened fire—”

“Which was beneath your ballistic calculations. No gun is as fast as you. You came out of this without a scratch; I would not have put you in harm’s way. You should walk through the world, my daughter, with the knowledge that you’ve been made to meet every challenge. That you are perfect.”

“That is not what you spoke before the Council of gods.”

Even obscured, I can track the movements of my mother’s head, extrapolate the expressions her occluded face wears. The need to anticipate the moods of their parent: Demeter’s clones and abused children both share this. She has narrowed her eyes. “What has Hades told you of this? Assess.”

“Nothing. I know I was discussed before the Council today. From there, I made a calculated guess that what you have implied to me in this conversation was different from whatever lie you told the other gods—a calculation that is, evidently, correct.” The same baiting I did with Hades’ motivations: the gods are so sure of themselves that they give away their own duplicity at the drop of a hat. I patiently await my mother’s next question.

She looks cross for a moment more, and then snorts. “‘Evidently.’ There’s that backbiting I miss. You have come here of your own volition?”

“Yes.”

“And is this your plan or Hades’, the one you no doubt want to sell me on?”

“Mine.”

“Very well. Continue. As I was saying: what is public is different from what is private. Once you came to this desire for independence from my house, you merely had to request it. I would have let you go, and finessed it for you with Zeus, citing that you would be better tested elsewhere, in a more… trying environment.”

I shake my head, regaining my focus. “Is that not where I am? Water finds its mean, Mother. The weapon you have so carefully crafted may have flown from your hand, but it has found the right whetstone. Zeus would not have challenged me as Hades will. What is lost by allowing me to thrive in this environment? Give me your blessing to remain in the Underworld.”

Demeter spreads her hands. “I cannot grant it, Persephone. Hades has caused such chaos, and now I must abide by the will of our king. How could I defy Zeus in this, any more than the wheat may defy the scythe? You must understand, daughter, and return to my house—at least for a time; perhaps something else could be arranged, later on…” She pauses, interrupting her own duplicitous justification with a sudden, unspoken realization. “How did you determine Hades was a superior patron than Zeus? Assess.”

As before, I dutifully answer. “That Zeus has had many pilots is both the stuff of legend and innuendo. Dour Hades has never selected any. She visited your estate and asked after me: uncharacteristic, so she must have a newfound need, overcoming the inertia of years without. So I knew I was already sought after by the Lord of the Machine Dead. I knew that if she came to possess me, she would be possessive of me. For her, the arrival of such a rare and desired pilot at her door would seem poetic, even fated. Against fate, even the gods struggle; she would hesitate to return me. I concluded that the Underworld was a more suitable ecological niche for my needs than Zeus’ glass prison.”

Demeter’s veil flutters. “You speak of manipulating gods so easily. But that’s not the sum of it, is it?”

I feel the tug of compulsion; I know what she means, and so must respond correctly. “I detest your plans for me and seek their ruination at every turn; I would sooner work on the wharfs than serve Zeus, solely to spite you.”

“There it is.” A knowing smile. “And what of Hephaestus? You must know ze presents a stumbling block to your ambitions with Lord Hades. How do you plan to win over her bronze guard dog?”

“Ze has a reputation for both ingenuity and honesty. I intend to be frank with zer, highlight with truth how I can be an asset to zer cherished friend.” Demeter has not directly asked for specifics, and her choice of tense gives me flexibility with the truth: how I will earn Hephaestus’ trust, not how I have already begun. I elide my analysis about the unsustainable attrition of lesser eidolons.

“As reasonable an approach as I could devise, though I doubt anything will pierce the metal that guards zer heart. Continue.”

I stumble; I forge on. There’s no retreating: at my back is a hard wall, fortified by thorns. If I agree to come back to her, I’d never be able to leave again. “I have a solution to our ills: yours, Hades’, even Zeus’. Allow me the opportunity to secure through marriage another alliance for you, Mother. You suggested only a few days ago that I might have a say in how Khrysothemis weds.”

“Daughter,” she says lightly, “you’ve been gone for less than twenty-four hours. What hubris grips you, that you think you can not just chart the orbits of the gods but alter them? You must be thinking of a pilot to wed her to, no? They’re the only mortals that have the cachet to seal an alliance between gods. What eligible pilot would possibly stoop to take the hand of a clone like Khrysothemis? Your taste for her is eclectic at best, Mark Four, and not shared by anyone of import. Do you think Siproites, consort of both Artemis and Apollo, would brighten when a Mark Two walked through zher door? Herakles and Hippolyta do not want another. All that leaves is Dionysus’ cult of fools and—the bacchanalia. Methe.” My mother deduces faster than I would like, frustratingly so, and then dismisses the thought with an annoyed chuckle. “You are more of a fool than I believed, Mark Four.”

I keep my face still, giving nothing away. “Were Methe wedded to one of your daughters, she would not raise a hand against you, even if Dionysus willed it. This is the strength of Herakles’ and Hippolyta’s relationship, is it not? Zeus and Ares will not war so long as their pilots are spouses. A similar situation would tip the balance for you. You may have the favor of Zeus, but outside of that only Artemis and Apollo are your allies, and Hades has the allegiance of far more gods than you.”

“Let us pretend that you could move mortal hearts. Dionysus would not support it, for it benefits them most to be neutral in all things. She has always stood apart from us, more comfortable with flesh and blood than the divine; she seeks no entangling alliances.” A disappointed sigh. “I had such high hopes for you, Mark Four. You must study the politics of the Pantheon more attentively.”

This time, I do not succeed in keeping a neutral expression; my jaw clenches and, despite my best efforts, a cheek seizes, pulling my lips into a half-formed snarl. It is only for a moment, but still my mother sees it, and it seems to surprise her, or upset her, or some other emotion that I cannot read but must if I am to avert my fate. The scrying of possible futures, divination from half-remembered nightmares, scapulimancy from the bones of my defeated foes, all to avoid a raised voice or a lifted hand. (Has she ever struck me? No. And yet I behave as though she has.)

At her feet the grass rustles, a little too loudly when the air is so still. She peers off into the far distance, as if dreaming or imagining. “What do you think of, when you look upon the gods? Assess.”

“When I look upon Zeus’ palace, suspended above the city, I think of the ways it might be made to fall. How many precise explosions would sever the metal and plunge all into chaos? When I look upon Hephaestus’ flesh, I wonder how warm it would be, pressed against me, or pressing into me.” I try to stop myself, hoping that the answers I have provided will satisfy her curiosity. But I know her will, and I must give her the answer she wants: “When I looked upon Hades and saw her bleed, I felt hunger. I wanted to know what divine spark separates her from me, and how I might obtain it.”

“And what do you think when you look upon your mother?”

I glare into the veil. No need to bite my tongue now; the tributaries of my desires all flow into the same torrent. “I want my jaw around your throat. I want to tear you, limb from limb. I want you out of my life, and out of Khrysothemis’ life, out of all life. I want to eclipse you; I want you to wither in the shadow of my success.”

“Then don’t let me stop you. Continue.”

I take the command word as an invitation. I lunge at her. This was not the diplomacy I intended, but it would be a victory all the same. My hand finds her throat—

“Stop.” I am frozen for a moment, my fingers curled around my mother’s neck, and then I am hurled back several meters, landing and then sliding along the ground with such force that I tear up chunks of Demeter’s perfect lawn. I stagger up to see her touching her neck, pulling her hand back to find it free of ichor. “Tsk,” she complains, almost melancholy. “Another lesson for you, Mark Four. Gods may only be felled by two things: the colossi that wander beyond our walls, and other gods. You, as yet, are neither.”

I spit my own blood—rich and red—onto the torn dirt at my feet. I am disoriented in more ways than just physical. “You’ve… you’ve got some sort of conditioning in me, haven’t you? You… you made me assess, and I just shared my thoughts with you…”

“Kneel,” my mother commands, and my body moves without thought; I fall to all fours, my face centimeters from the dirt. “I tell you this every time you remember: I need some way to pry open the black box of your brain and review the thoughts within. And, to my vexation, you always figure it out, whenever I use the overrides too frequently. Pull your hair back and expose your neck to me.”

I try to stop my hand from moving. I dig my fingers into the dirt, hold tight to the earth, as if trying to stay, to not fall off its surface and into the sky, into the endless well that is my mother’s will. But I cannot fight the inevitable; all I succeed in accomplishing is blemishing my skin as I drag mud along the back of my neck, mixing brown into the perfect white of my hair.

My eyes stay downward as she approaches. I see only her feet, and the gentle movement of the grass around them.

“Your little rebellions delight me, daughter,” she says, standing over me. “They have so much potential. I could ask you for the precise details of your plot concerning Methe. I could ask how it benefits you, what your true motivations are, and you would have to tell me, in detail as exacting as I want. I could even ask you how you really feel about Khrysothemis, and if you look upon her with the same hunger that you do the gods. But I like not knowing all the answers, Mark Four. I like that you, alone among my creations, can surprise me.”

I feel breath at my neck, the faint touch of her veil along my skin, the tiniest prick of teeth along my spine. She is proving a point, leaning down above me to recreate the imagery that I admitted to her: prey before the fang-lined maw, a neck in the jaws of a great predator. I can only imagine the unnatural angle her body must be contorted in. This too is instructive, as it is now when I imagine Demeter bent perfectly at the waist to place her teeth against her own daughter’s flesh, that I understand how eldritch and inhuman the gods truly are.

“This time,” she whispers, “I think I will let you remember: I have built within you overrides. You move as I please; you continue to exist as I please. With a word, I can stop your heart, or make you stop it for me. Let that knowledge give you pause before you attempt to undermine me, daughter dearest. Now stand and make yourself presentable.”

I do as instructed, as best my shaking hands allow, smoothing my crumpled uniform, trying to brush away the stains and only grinding them deeper. I am humiliated, torn open, vulnerable in a way I never believed possible. I have been made to feel small.

By the time I raise my eyes to look for her, she has retreated to the edge of the garden; our negotiation is concluded. “I’m satisfied,” she says. “I won’t say no to the friendship of Dionysus. You have my leave to negotiate on my behalf. Succeed and, perhaps, I will agree to Hades field-testing you.” Once more her mouth has curved into a smile, succulent and cruel. “Continue, then, dear child.”








  
  
  Five: Bacchanal

  
  



 
HADES




Once Persephone departs, I beg my leave from Hephaestus. We have much to discuss, matters of urgent and critical import, but it has been a tumultuous day, and I need time to collect my thoughts. Ze acquiesces. I return to my study and, for a long time, sit alone.

It is a place of comfort for me, of commemorations: the things Hephaestus has given me during our courtship and in the relationship that ensued thereafter, the keepsakes from Leuce. Of the latter, there are many, and often fragile—pressed flowers that I have tried so hard to preserve, but whose petals are finally falling apart; a single butterfly caught in amber, the blue of its wings distorted by the resin; embossed bookmarks that she made in her rare spare time, cream paper going brown. Leuce, too-mortal, with her poor eyesight and weak hands, yet a heart that burned stronger than anyone’s, a will to rival any god’s. It was she who roused me to action, who first ignited the spark of what would conflagrate into revolt.

And in my folly I could have failed her. In my arrogance I have ruined my sister’s plans, and embarked on a path that may yet bring ruin down upon Elysium—Elysium that Leuce loved, in spite of its flaws; Elysium that she wanted to see continue, in spite of its ugly beginnings. That was her dearest wish: that life went on, after her death. That I went on. And now I may well have squandered her sacrifice.

I want you to be happy again. I want you to inhabit the present after I’m gone. And I thought I had, with Hephaestus. Have I not lived; have I not been joyous? Yes, but the two of us are peas in a pod. Ze and I mourn our pilots, and neither of us has appointed another since. We grasp the present, look to the future, yet there are parts of us that’ll always stay behind, where zer Euterpe and my Leuce were. Any less and it feels like we are unfaithful to our first loves. So I’ve holed up in my estate, believing Zeus my nemesis because she’s moved on—because she has inhabited her persona of the cocksure king so well that I started believing in it, too.

I touch my mouth where she struck me, lick where I tasted my own ichor not so long ago. My injuries have mostly healed; even my lost tooth is reforming. We all recover fast, physically. My pride isn’t doing half so well. Each of us Twelve is certain of our own wisdom and righteousness, and equally certain the other lords are bumbling fools. Until now I believed myself truly objective, that I alone have a clear view of our crisis. Not being my sister has been central to my self-regard. What a pernicious, sweet-tasting poison.

Not all is lost yet: I know that. There are still maneuvers to make, gambits to attempt—hells, even apologies to tender. And though Persephone’s effort to negotiate with her mother cannot possibly succeed, it might buy us time—

As if from a great distance, I hear laughter, cymbals, voices raised in song. For a moment I believe that I have truly gone insane, that the memories which are my duty to guard have begun to haunt me in a more literal sense.

And then I remember the day.

The Council may convene unpredictably—at our whims, quite literally—but it is an immutable rule of Elysium that the night after we meet, a bacchanalia is proclaimed. The sun is still high above the city walls, but apparently the festivities have begun with such enthusiasm that the sounds of revelry have reached even my halls. The whole city will be turning out, each quarter rejoicing in its own unique way. The bars and taverns and alleys of the city will have their drunken debauchery, but that is not the only way a bacchanalia is celebrated. The coffee houses will stay open all night, bringing out the richest roasts reserved for this occasion; more than one great work has been attributed to a sleepless bacchanal delirium. In the fields dedicated to Hipparchus, lay-astronomers will haul out their telescopes to give the interested a chance to peer through the dome above and trace the paths of planets and satellites. In the auditoriums, plays will be put on, and in the stadiums contests of physical strength proclaimed: actors ready at a moment’s notice to assume a role they have practiced for seasons, athletes who have trained for a future competition then unscheduled, now suddenly arrived. Tonight, a thousand tiny events—some spontaneous, some not; some loud and others silent—will unite the city in one glorious song.

To link our council meetings with the bacchanalia is a stupendously effective method of control: every meeting of the lords, however mundane or contentious, will inevitably lead to festivity. The two thread together, action and reaction coalescing into tradition. Mortal joy held in tandem with deific duty, their exultation made possible because of our leadership. In these moments, the bacchanalia becomes a type of primal worship. The exhalation after the bated breath, the cry to close a hard day, the catharsis that follows foreplay: every mortal soul waits for the next meeting of the gods, waits to be given permission to live. That they look to us to provide this release is so enlightened, so perfect in its ability to inspire, that I am crestfallen, these years on, that it was not I who first realized the potential.

That honor falls to Dionysus. They would probably not take kindly to my analysis, accuse me of being unsentimental and unromantic—but I can only make an educated guess as to their reaction. Of all the gods, my relationship with Dionysus is the least… existent. The Lord of Revels and the Lord of Remembrance often collaborate on events of shared responsibility, of course, but any congress I have had with her has been workmanlike, professional. Even the appearance they take on—short and lanky, more skin and bones than muscle, soft-spoken as they stand in the heart of cacophony—is a way of moving through the world that is foreign to me, more human than divine. She and her cult keep their own counsel, and I am content in the knowledge that she is trustworthy, insofar as I ask nothing of them and they ask nothing of me.

The one obligation placed on me by Dionysus is the same placed upon the other ten lords: save Dionysus, we do not typically make an appearance at a bacchanalia. We could easily reveal ourselves in one of our temples or lead parades through the streets, and make this evening about us. We don’t, even though no oaths or force of arms maintain this norm. Much as Aphrodite and Demeter fight over the lichen yields, we all know that it is ill-fated for a lord to meddle in another’s realm of expertise. The bacchanalia is Dionysus’ explicit demesne, as surely as Poseidon’s waves, Demeter’s cloning vats, or Hera’s vaults. But even beyond that, we are often bruised from the Council’s proceedings, left in no shape to cavort and lead. We may have the temper of gods, the unchecked power combined with the pride and quickness to anger, but we know, too, how easily a misstep can grow into a loss of confidence, how that escalates into a loss of faith: this is how the Titans fell. So it is prudent, sometimes, to stay home. Allow Dionysus an evening as queen, so that the rest of us might have reprieve.

Yet I am not at rest. For the past day I have been in turmoil. I have within me an ocean, churning and howling, crashing against the obsidian shores of my self. But I am in motion too, in a way I have not been for years—not since Leuce.

Loath as I am to admit it, my sister was right. I have atrophied in my silent halls, as if the sepulchers I maintain and my body were one and the same, dust and time coating us each in oblivion. But I am more than a remembrancer of the lost, more than a cairn of onyx—this truth, I had forgotten. Now is a time of growth, of rebirth: I will take inspiration from my pilot, as I once did, not to remember but to live.

I summon the nymph Orphne. “Send word to my eidolon crews and to my temples. We have a consecration to perform.”
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The gods can be made to bleed, I remind myself. I have seen Hades wounded and covered in her and her sister’s ichor; my mother touched her throat, as if she believed I could have penetrated her flesh. The gods can be made to bleed: I hold tight to this fact like the survivor of a shipwreck clinging to flotsam.

Encounters with my mother always taste like defeat, but I have technically secured a victory: a stay of execution until I can implement my plan. Knowing my mother, she will no doubt claim, once I have done the impossible, that I have failed because my foot fell out of bounds, or because I did it too fast, or too slow, or whatever reason she gave in her exercises. Or maybe she will not; perhaps she wants to see me succeed in the alliance building I do in her name. That the only constant of her win conditions is that they are arbitrary is the most pernicious of her many abuses. I have read that the training of a dog follows much the same logic: introduce just the right amount of uncertainty into rewards and punishments, and the beast craves the affection of her master that much more.

No matter: I will win this contest in the time adjudicated by the Lord of Thunder. That it must happen on this night of all nights is a blessing in disguise. The overrides—that I must deal with, in time.

I find Khrysothemis where I left her, sitting on a garden bench, the very picture of idyll. She has, evidently, become absorbed in the poetry book I handed her.

“I hoped to see you before you left,” she says, ironically not looking up from the pages. “I’ve read Sappho before, of course, but some of these poems are new to me—” She stops when she sees me, and her face darkens in a way that I have never before witnessed, storm clouds closing over a joyful sun. She stands, the book tossed to the bench, already forgotten. “Mother hurt you.”

Evidently I have not hidden the signs well enough. “I have her permission to take you out on the town.” This is not technically true—I am gripped with the sudden fear that my mother will choose to bar Khrysothemis from leaving her estate—but I will have to risk it. I take up the book and put it back into my sister’s hands. “Look at the second to last poem.”

My sister keeps her gaze on me. I know she wants to tell me that this isn’t over, not the conversation but the fight—that it can’t be over, that my anger is not only justified but that there must be consequences for how Demeter treats us. And I want that. I want that more than anything I have ever felt in my life. I want my sister to have the strength I do not. I want her to take me by the hand and hold me, lead me back to my mother’s bosom, and then from her divine body rip out the retribution that will make us whole. I want a reckoning. I want healing.

So Khrysothemis looks at me and, knowing what must be done and that it cannot be accomplished, allows herself to be distracted by my request. She flips to the back of the book—“I didn’t know Sappho wrote of keeping a garden. I mean, she’s always explicit with her fruit and nectar metaphors, but this is written by someone who actually tends plants.”

I remember what my sister seeks, how she wants a garden free from our mother. This is the best plot I’ve managed to find. “How would you like to meet the poet who wrote these?”

“You cannot possibly know who Sappho is!” she says, somewhere between a cry and a giggle. She’s trying too hard to ignore how scuffed I am, but I appreciate it. “It’s a pen name, and a closely guarded secret at that.”

“No secret of god nor man is safe from me,” I crow. And I don’t believe it, not right now, not with the dirt of my mother’s garden on my knees and under my nails. But I can feel my mouth moving to make the words, and it is as if I believe. I am again donning the most familiar of tools—rage hammered down and shaped into a shield. From earnest lies come impossible truths.

It is at the gate’s threshold that Khrysothemis surprises me, taking my hand and curling it into hers, pulling our entwined fingers tight to her chest. I turn to face her, there at the edge of our mother’s demesne. The Mother of Wheat knows all that transpires here, and yet my sister says it all the same—not out on the town, in a hushed whisper that only she and I will know, but here, in the garden where every leaf is Demeter’s ear: “It is a noble futility, holding anger in the palm and letting it burn you; and it feels like bitter defeat to put it in your pocket and let it warm you.” She leans so close that her lips graze my cheek, making an intimacy of the secret that our mother will hear in the next moment. “I swear this upon the names of eleven gods and seal it with spit upon the twelfth: if it is the last thing I do, I will tear her heart out and make of it a gift to you.”

The gate does not slam shut, and we are permitted to leave unmolested. Perhaps Demeter is as surprised as I am by the steel in my sister’s voice; perhaps later, Khrysothemis will be made to pay. She has done more than test the limits of maternal understanding; she has promised matricide. Mortals greater than her have been destroyed for far less, but my fearless sister is allowed to leave with her head high. From earnest lies come impossible truths; to promise the impossible—this, for now, must be victory.
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My injuries have healed; my mind is clear. What remains is the vertigo of standing before a fathomless abyss. The past is mapped, delineated in the most fundamental meaning of the word: lines already written, regrets made immutable. And there is a safety in regret, the poisonous comfort of a self-admonishment that can never rise to the level of action, of change.

Because it is only in the undiscovered country of tomorrow that change might live, where wounds can mend and wrongs be righted. Leuce threw herself into that abyss and lit it like a peerless comet, burning herself away to illuminate what my future—what Elysium’s future—might look like. And now my new pilot has done the same, plunging over the precipice, first into my house and then again, to descend back into her mother’s den and find a way through our impossible predicament.

And where they leapt, I stand. Before me is my hangar bay, my eidolon crews arrayed along its wide floor. The space is cavernous, but there are only a few war-machines here; Ares’ work demands scores of mechs, the raw numbers to hold the wall, but I have the luxury of commanding the elite of the elite. On either side of me are two bays, each holding the most cutting-edge eidolon which Elysium can manufacture, outside of each god’s bespoke mech. One bay is always reserved for cycling out damaged chasses, leaving me an honor guard of three, the finest pilots I have ever commanded as my own: Menippe, Metioche, Cedalion.

Would that any of them could pilot Styx, slay the colossi that threaten our dream—but they are a touch too mortal, incapable of shouldering the neural load. Nonetheless, my Cerberus Cadre are the match of any mortal, capable of besting ten times their number—they are my most loyal hounds, and would storm Zeus’ estate at my command.

Ever attuned to my movements, they sense when I approach. The three of them straighten and salute in perfect tandem, clenched hands across their chests. Their dress uniforms are dyed the deepest black, the asymmetric golden buttons shaped like obols placed in the mouths of the dead—because of course Hephaestus designed the uniforms with an eye for the theatrical. Behind them are assembled each machine’s work crews—mechanics, engineers, payload specialists—who serve me with their sweat and blood in the same way a priestess might serve with song. They are permitted certain liberties in dress and demeanor; they understand that worship is an act of creation, that it takes the shape of drilling out a stripped bolt, or pulling off damaged armor with a gantry, or welding a panel shut. But this is a momentous occasion, and even the dirtiest of them have scrubbed the grease from under their nails and smoothed down their hair; on their deathbeds, they will tell their great-grandchildren that they witnessed the reactivation of Styx, and that they were not found wanting.

And behind them, in a long row just in front of the mechs’ anchored feet, are the priestesses and acolytes who oversee my temples. They are, ironically, the most disheveled of their lot, mismatched in attire and adornment, summoned with such little notice that they abandoned preparations for the bacchanalia to throw on whatever clothes at hand to brave the city’s filling streets; they would sooner be trampled underfoot than live with the knowledge that they did not heed my call.

Before this assemblage I have taken the irregular liberty of including Hephaestus, who stands behind me and to my right, honored but not at the forefront.

“You could have waited for Persephone’s return. Without her—” ze whispers to me, sotto voce.

“Without her, I am still Hades, and Styx is still Styx.” I smile as I feel the rightness of that statement. “I’m surprised, old friend. I thought you would have counseled me that she’s just a weapons system, not worth risking open war for. And to any observer, I have spent the past day going quietly insane.”

“I trust you to know yourself.” Hephaestus’ voice is brusque, as it always is, but the words are so thoughtful, as precisely chosen as the jewels set in a crown. “If Persephone is the one, then she is. But her position as your pilot is not yet secure.”

I turn to rest my hand on Hephaestus’ shoulder; let the mortals see this intimacy. Let them see that we are moved by passions that they can relate to, even see themselves in—that our love is aspirational, a purer ideal they might strive toward. I grin at zer. “You, who forewent all pomp and circumstance to very nearly show Persephone my eidolon within the first hour of meeting her, are now concerned about acting too rashly.”

Ze almost flushes. “That’s not—”

“I know. You don’t believe I am making a fool of myself, but you don’t want me to be made a fool of, either. That you recognize the distinction is why I love you, Hephaestus. And yes, it’ll be very embarrassing if we make a big show of pulling Styx out of mothballs, only to have my pilot incinerated by her mother.”

“I’m glad that the Lord of the Underworld is still capable of gallows humor.”

“Persephone came to me—to us—in an act of blind trust. I will reciprocate that faith and believe that she can find a way out of this mess to stand by my side. Did not Leuce and Euterpe also perform miracles?”

“Let’s not forget who we are dealing with here,” Hephaestus answers, and zer voice has turned to ice. “Our pilots gave their lives in the final battle. Demeter ate Hecate.”

I feel the same anger, but now is not the time. “Enough of that. Let’s look pleasing for our faithful. I’ll give Persephone a personal tour later.”

I pivot back to the ceremony which my worshipers have hastily assembled. There is no set custom to reactivating a god’s eidolon. Hera and Aphrodite have had pilots infrequently, sometimes going decades without sortieing; in those cases, Ganymeda and Urania have been onlined in jubilees, with analysts and media personalities providing breathless, round-the-clock commentary on live feeds. Artemis and Apollo announce their new pilot—they have shared frequently—with vigor, typically in a ritualistic hunt through the streets. Demeter holds no ceremony, not even an acknowledgement, which lends itself to its own brand of devotion; there are fanatics who chart the comings and goings from her estate in such detail that they might’ve known about Persephone’s escape before I did.

I have opted for something more private, an intimate ceremony with my most devout. It is sudden, unnecessarily so; the eidolon’s core began warming the moment Persephone swore herself to me, but it will be days before every subsystem has been brought online. Zeus will no doubt see in this more rash action, another provocation as I operate on the assumption Persephone will stay my pilot. My sister, who…

Her eidolon has never been deactivated. Since the days of the Titanomachy until the present, Keraunios has never been taken off the line, has never been out of the fight for longer than a repair, the recruitment and introduction of new pilots always staggered to maximize operational integrity. It is only now that I see what Zeus has done, and for how long: for generations, she has been Elysium’s unbroken sword and unfaltering shield, and in my myopia I saw vainglorious pride.

I made a mistake with Zeus. The real harm has come not from my disruption of her plans (as improbable as Demeter’s prolonged cooperation is, even under the best circumstances), or from my uncalled-for insults of her cherished pilots (however profligate they may be, something I increasingly understand to have been necessary for Elysium’s safety). No, I have failed in my obligations to her, as both a sister and as a leader. No apology can suffice. She needs me to be something I once was; the only way I can make good on this wrong is by advancing.

And so I take my step forward, flanked on every side by my crews. Every single mortal faces straight ahead. But it is the provenance of the gods to do the impossible: I look each one of them in the eye simultaneously, holding their gaze as I move past, walking between my followers until I reach the far wall—a set of additional hangar doors—and turn to face them again.

There will have been rumors that I had found a new pilot, and the location of this ceremony does lend credence to such. But for some of my faithful, it will be from my lips that they first learn about Persephone. I do my best to say something memorable. “Ever since the gods’ triumph in the Titanomachy, Styx has lain fallow, dreaming of a pilot who might ascend her hull and command her once again.”

I pause and allow the massive locks on the hangar door to talk for me, the deep thrum of metal grinding against metal sending vibrations through the floor. With an equally loud fump and a pop of every human ear in the hangar, the doors begin to slide open. Cold nitrogen floods out of the breach—Hephaestus recommended I warehouse Styx in inert gas, to reduce the likelihood of a spark catching while in storage—and the fans along the hangar ceiling click on, sucking it away. Between the pressure and temperature differential, a fog hangs in the air, making it all the more ominous when the optical units in Styx’s head ignite.

Styx is much, much larger than the lesser eidolons; at sixty meters, even the tallest of her cousins do not come up to her waist. To accommodate her prodigious size, the bay that holds Styx is set deeper into the earth, with this level of the hangar only opening to the eidolon’s neck. The result is that Styx’s sensor mount—her head—is framed in the bay doors behind me, and through the mist my followers see her open her eyes for the first time since their great-grandparents were young—lustrous gold-orange, a perfect match for mine. The light diffuses through the murky air, creating a silhouette of Styx’s shape, elevating the eidolon from just a gargantuan war-machine to something more. Something divine.

Humans have a limited number of ways to respond to the trauma of witnessing a god open her eyes. One of the mechanics—a rough, powerfully built woman—is the first to crumple, overcome by this spectacle of divinity. My hounds are next, again moving in such perfect sync that their knees touch the floor at the same time. Others just stand, weeping; none can look away.

“I tell you now,” I say, projecting my voice to every crevice and hollow of my halls, “Styx awakens. A new pilot has made herself known to me. Soon, my eidolon will take her place on the walls of Elysium—and it is you, my holiest of crews, who have been blessed before all others to ensure she is operational.”

The hangar’s atmosphere is again clear, and the lights reveal a mech of Stygian black and highlights of gold. Despite the long inactivation, every part of my eidolon gleams: more precious than any substance of the earth, hungrier than any wolf. Though its weapons remain in their housings, as yet unsheathed, every centimeter of it sings for the coming war.

The enchantment of the moment passes, and the overwhelming joy and dread these mortals were crushed under slowly lifts. A profound silence follows, the sound of final sniffles and labored breaths. And then a yell goes up, louder than my voice, so loud that the hangar bay quakes for a second time.

Styx has awakened, they shout, and Elysium’s dome shakes with their zeal.
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Elysium’s walls form three-quarters of a rough circle, with the final quarter opening into a deep natural harbor. Over time, the city has built up into the coastal hills overlooking the sea, its walls incrementally expanded—more so in the city’s youth, less frequent today—to enclose undeveloped land under its life-sheltering habitation dome. But even if the fate of Elysium lies in the hinterlands of the continent, the city will always face the sea: its buildings ascend like stepping stones up the cliffs, each a little taller than the last, a fact that ensures every rooftop has a view of Poseidon’s domain. The city, out of necessity, has grown down, layering upon itself—but even within the warrens of my lord’s city quarter, the sea air can be tasted.

I have not existed for long, but I’ve parsed enough data to draw conclusions on historical trends. It occurs to me that Poseidon spends hardly any time within the city’s walls, because she does not have to. She rules this city in her own way, an absent lord allowing others to warm her throne: with arable land a coveted luxury, all of Elysium depends on the fish her trawlers bring into the city and the kelp farms tended just beneath the waves. The Titans poisoned the land with their rampaging genetic abominations, but the sea was mercifully spared; it is a blessing seldom recognized, that no monster threatens our seaborne lifeline.

We see the sea before us when the road crests over a hill and grants us an uninterrupted view of the docks below. It is such a sight, the black expanse of the water contrasted with the light of the land. Elysium roils; it scintillates. This is our first bacchanalia, and even in the moment I know this is special, that I must burn into my memory its smells, its sounds, the feel of my sister’s hand in mine. Informal parades dance through narrow streets; fireworks arc into the sky and explode in loud pops and raining fizzles, each time reflected in the dome above. Possibilities warm the air; on such a night, anything could happen.

“So you know Sappho?” Khrysothemis yells over a crashing wave of people cavorting in the street; we turn a sharp corner into the darkness and sudden silence of an alleyway.

“I know who she is,” I say with genuine confidence. The poet’s real identity is a secret that years of sleuthing haven’t been able to pierce; from the shoddy analysis I’ve read on the city’s networks and news sites, I’m not surprised that it has never been discovered. But common people don’t have the god’s-eye perspective that I do, the ability to look down on the uncoiled spools of raw information and parse from them something actionable.

It took me a day to understand the ebb-and-flow of Hephaestus’ eidolon projects, glean their actual efficacy in the war against the colossi. The woman behind the Sappho pen name? Metadata from when the poems were first posted to the city network, matched against the millions of users online at the time; the content of the poems, dissected to deduce what experiences informed them, cross-referenced against who could have possibly lived those experiences. She tends a garden, a hobby only possible among certain strata of individuals, and in certain districts. She describes sunrises and sunsets in a way I have not known, a view free of the mitigating veil of the habitation dome—therefore, she must have gone beyond the wall at least once. Within five minutes, I identified Sappho as one of Dionysus’ Maenads—Methe, their leader.

“And we’re going to meet her?” My sister lowers her voice as we descend toward the docks. The byways in the dock quarter are empty, their exuberance for the bacchanalia muted. Much of Elysium is automated, but the fishing industry is manpower-intensive; Poseidon’s people rise early and sleep early, and they celebrate life on the waves, not in the streets. We are moving further away from the festivities, not closer, and a shade of doubt clouds Khrysothemis’ next question. “Meet her here?”

“I promised you a handsome groom, sister—Sappho herself!—and I will deliver,” I answer, but this time there’s more bluster behind it. I don’t actually, specifically know where Sappho will be.

At the heart of every bacchanalia is the appearance of Dionysus and their Maenads. This was how the bacchanalia began, according to legend—at the conclusion of the first Council of lords, following the gods’ victory in the Titanomachy, Dionysus appeared before the battle-weary inhabitants of Elysium and inspired them to embrace their new future. In the decades that followed, citizens would throw larger and larger parties, competing with each other to attract Dionysus’ attention. Now, the bacchanalia has taken on a life of its own and Dionysus’ presence is portrayed more as a spiritual force, as if she is present everywhere music or delight might touch.

Nonetheless, the Lord of Revelry and the Maenads still appear before mortals, enticing some corner of this city to a frenzy. All I have to do is predict where Dionysus will appear. It isn’t random—unexpected to the supplicant watcher, no doubt, but there is some method to her comings and goings. She has never appeared at the same venue twice and rotates between districts with regularity; Poseidon’s domain is overdue. And all miracles must leave a trace in the real world: does she magic wine into existence, or does she pre-position casks of it? The gods may materialize as they see fit, but rare is it to hear of a mortal, even a pilot, teleporting this way and that; like a secretive band or a black ops team, they must be in transport somewhere.

That is the ideal, of course. Nailing down the particulars has been elusive, even more difficult than accessing covert eidolon information. I’m left with a series of best estimates—venues that Dionysus has never visited, ones off the beaten path, fulfilling certain requirements of access and size. They’re all in the dock quarter—a bar, a warehouse, a pier—and the nature of this is that I must make an educated guess about which to visit.

The challenge reminds me of Mother’s tests. Hours, days of endless combat training, taxing beyond any human limit—target practice with assorted firearms; unarmed combat against soulless husks bred for speed and strength; tactical analysis of constantly evolving scenarios. Then without a moment’s notice, I would be asked to interpret a poem, write a short story, capture a scene with watercolor. “It’ll make you a more capable weapon,” my mother said, “to be able to describe the different shades of red. Imagination is crucial to combat.” I have a skill set, an ability to make connections between pieces of information, but it isn’t perfectly applicable in all situations or at all times. Sometimes there are multiple right answers and sometimes none, and just because your fingers can pull a trigger doesn’t mean they are good at holding a paintbrush.

This self-criticism, this grim acknowledgement of my limitations, is what flashes through my mind as we step into my choice of venue: a dive bar two blocks from the water, a place of dim lights and awful beer. It’s populated, but not crowded. Insular, too: all present here—a bartender, the sullen longshoreman she’s serving, a trawler crew fresh off the water—look up to stare silently when two of Demeter’s immaculately crafted clones waltz through the door, as out of place here as flowers or soap.

My first instinct is to dash out back outside and head to the piers. My second is to strangle the first impulse. Data analysis is more than raw numbers—I should stay the course, commit to the hunch. All the same, I have to put on a brave face as I seat us at one of the booths.

“Alright,” Khrysothemis says, leaning in surreptitiously. “Which one is she?”

“She’s… she’s not here,” I say, the sheer stupidity of my flying leap into the unknown falling squarely on my shoulders. Doubt gnaws at me—the Maenads, performing here? “I can’t believe I thought she would be.”

“Well, if she’s the longshoreman,” my sister continues, “I’ll have a hard time making that work. But the bartender is easy on the eyes, from certain angles. And if her fingers have the experience her poetry claims, I’ll be screwing my eyes shut more often than not.”

Before I can respond, Khrysothemis reaches across the table and takes my hand in hers, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I know you’re trying to get me out of our mother’s house. I know you need this to work, for yourself and for me, and that you’ve used your humongous brain power to bring us here for a reason. I trust you, Persephone.”

“For a Mark Two, you’re unusually sentimental,” I mutter. The adrenaline of effort and success is gone, and all that remains is dread, the crushing certainty that I’ve finally reached the end of both my luck and prowess.

“Even if it doesn’t work out,” she says, “I want you to know… well, it feels like a silly thing to say, but this has been the happiest day of my life, running through the streets. I appreciate you doing your best to get me out.”

“It’s a short, shitty life, if this—” Something shifts in the air, and my head snaps up; on instinct, both my sister and I move to protect the other from this new threat.

But we’re not in the bar anymore. None of us are—the bartender is still the same distance from us, the longshoreman now standing instead of sitting across from her, the ship crew wheeling around in bewilderment. We’re on a wind-swept moor, at the summit of a cliff overlooking the sea. The ground beneath our feet is green with grass, the smell of rich earth in our nostrils; no dome obscures our view of the stars, infinite in their number, and the wind doesn’t scour the flesh or taste of barren iron. I try to record it, to connect to the city’s networks, to bounce a signal off an orbiting satellite and determine where we are, but there’s nothing—just the sound of the wind in our ears and the crash of the surf below.

It’s impossible, and I see all of us realize it at the same moment—Khrysothemis, the bartender, all of us: this is not the world that is, but the one that will be, once the terraforming effort succeeds. This is what we are all working towards, each of us contributing to Elysium: a future of freedom and life, of green and blue. I want to stop and step outside the vision, but I can’t; there’s nothing to step into, no way to think myself out of the experience, no way to avoid feeling. It is beautiful in a way I have never known, a way no art or words might ever capture.

A wave crashes hard against the cliff face, and a gasp goes up as we watch a spout of water shoot far into the air; this must be an illusion too, but I feel the sea-spray all the same, taste brine on my tongue. And then a shout: in the water are people, walking toward us as easily as if they are crossing the street. As the tide recedes and murmurs of recognition go up, we realize—how could I have forgotten?—that we are now at the heart of the bacchanalia.

The Maenads now stand on the precipice of the cliff, musical instruments arrayed before them. They are always a rough lot, eschewing the martial uniforms of Ares and the clean lines of Zeus in favor of workmen’s garb and mechanics’ coveralls. Tonight, they are in even finer form, ripped clothes that showcase lean muscle and flowing tattoos, piercings of every sort on full display, thick-soled boots, spikes, chains, electrical tape in daring places.

One of them stands before the others. Her short raven-black hair, wet from the sea, clings to her head and falls over her eyes; rivulets run down arms of corded muscle pulled taut, as if they strain under the weight of the guitar she carries in her hands. Her broad chest is exposed under a vest that struggles to hide her nudity; her breasts rise and fall with great emotion or effort. She lifts her face to reveal lipstick of black and eyes that glow with the wine-red power of Dionysus.

“Your ways are known to Poseidon, the lord of the sea, she who watches over your ships and preserves your harvests,” says Methe, first of the Maenads. “But in your revelry and in your drinks, in your elation at returning to land and the odes you sing to your storm-eyed beauty, the harsh mistress that lifts your feet and dashes you to the rocks… in these ways you are also known to our lord, Dionysus. We have come here at her bidding to sing with you of the ocean, and to learn how the followers of Poseidon exult.”

“Now that,” I say, murmuring to Khrysothemis in the last moment before thunderous music drowns everything out, “is your Sappho.”







HADES




I give my crews leave to celebrate as they see fit. What better way to inaugurate the activation of my eidolon? Some of them depart—to return to their temples or their families or both, all while spreading the joyous news. A few decide to stay. In a moment, the rough mechanic who first fell to her knees—she has no family or friends save the remote comradery of her coworkers, is struggling with the revelation she experienced only minutes ago—will volunteer to head out to find food to bring back to the estate’s dormitories. Several members of her team will join her, and in a strangely quiet alley they will find a blind shopkeep, lost and disoriented by the commotion, vainly trying to wheel her provisions to a distant stall. Everything my crews could want will be in that cart—including, they will discover late in the night, an amphora of the gods’ own ambrosia. The engineer will pay twice what the shopkeep asks, then insist that she and her colleagues escort the old woman back home. It is there, after the crone crosses the threshold, that she will turn to thank them, and they will peer into the darkness of her home and see her milky eyes glow with a familiar amber light.

None of them will find that home or that alleyway ever again, but it will exist in their memories for all time. Will the experience change their lives, give them clarity, bind them together in a shared moment? I cannot say. I do not dictate how my followers live, do not attempt to manipulate them beyond bestowing upon them a singular vision. Their lives are theirs to lead, and I prefer when mortals achieve their own greatness because they are inspired to it, not because they are made to.

I tried to take a similar approach with my Cerberus Cadre, but they have been pledged to me since their first breath—quite literally. Menippe, Metioche, and Cedalion were not vat-grown like the majority of Elysium’s residents, but naturally conceived. Their mother’s water broke before she could reach her neighborhood clinic, and the nearest aid was one of my temples. My handmaidens served as her midwives, and in appreciation she dedicated all three of her newborn daughters to my service.

Such a magnanimous gesture necessitated my personal appearance. She could not know that no offspring of the Titans would ever accept an oath made by a parent in their child’s name, so I diplomatically set a gentle kiss on each babe’s brow and charged them with the duty of being kind and thoughtful daughters in their mother’s old age.

And then on their twenty-first birthday, the three appeared before my estate and knelt in the dust, eschewing food and even water until I gave them audience. They explained that the year before, their mother had passed peacefully in her sleep, surrounded by a community who adored her. They had returned her body to the earth—specifically, in the pomegranate groves that she so loved—and mourned for the requisite period. And now, the first order of their Lord Hades ably fulfilled, they were presenting themselves to receive the next.

There in the archway of my estate, watched by curious throngs, I knelt beside them and divulged—for their ears alone—my feelings about my birth and my progenitors, and how they were not bound to my service because of their mother’s wish. Their response, spoken in unison, was to swear themselves to me with their own tongues and in their own voices, for as long as they might live.

Fortunately, the triplets have proven to be prodigies. Menippe once explained to me, with the clear-eyed certainty of a true fanatic, that the three of them had dismissed their mother’s belief in divine grace in their youth. But as their physical and scholastic honors began to accrue in their teens, they had no recourse but to conclude that they were truly blessed by the Lord of the Machine Dead. How could they not honor the generosity of their lord? Was it not proper to dedicate their lives to the Underworld? To do anything less would be to disgrace the kindness that had been bestowed upon them.

Metioche, least serious and most sacrilegious of the trio—relatively—had the perspective to point out that their collegiate successes were self-fulfilling, each win driving them to ever greater challenges and triumphs in the name of their lord. But any attempt of mine to explain that I did not put my thumb on the scales of their youth, that they were the mistresses of their own success, only convinced them further that they have chosen the right, humble lord to serve. Eventually I gave up; to belabor the point any further seemed to disrespect the choices they have made and the loyalty they have given me.

The sisters were almost perfectly identical in their adolescence, and the few physical attributes that differentiated them have been winnowed away by age and engineering. Today, their hair is arranged in a single, long black braid that runs down their back, filaments of gold—and in Cedalion’s case, copper—woven amongst the strands. I cannot see their eyes, downcast to the floor, but they are a perfect match for mine, precious amber and brilliant sun both; I know this because I bestowed those eyes upon them as a boon for their victory in the last Panathenaic. Their skin, also carefully tailored by Hephaestus, is a tessellating field of nanocarbon filaments, capable of taking any shape and color they can imagine. Today, they have chosen to appear as resplendent statuary, flesh of gray marble marked here and there by obsidian.

As I watch them kneeling in my study, I think—isn’t this what we gods have wanted, all these years? These three, born to the first generation to not know the Titans, are the future: true belief, true loyalty, the creation and adoption of an outlook and a worldview whose boundaries are perfectly coterminous with the walls of Elysium. Why, then, do I shirk from the realization of this dream? Why do I obsess over my followers having choices, when I know the place free will has in the manicured garden we intend to turn this planet into? I have no answer, except the grim realization that if I intend to take a more active role in the governing of this city, I will need to confront this paradox eventually.

“At ease, my hounds,” I say, and it is in the movement of standing that their differing temperaments are finally revealed. Menippe, the first-among-equals of the trio, does not relax; she reminds me of the eidolon she pilots, always assessing, always awaiting the order to engage. Cedalion spent a year seconded to Hephaestus, learning the ways of the forge, and though she regards me first and foremost as her lord, she steps to stand equidistant between myself and Hephaestus, honoring us both. Metioche, never one for half measures, interprets my request as literally as possible: even as she reclines across a banquet couch with a big stretch, the nanocarbon adorning her hands and feet shape into ebon paws, and the tips of her ears rise to a point. Cute, if eccentric.

Menippe speaks first. “The interloper last night—”

“—she never left our sights, my lord,” Cedalion explains. “We’d have neutralized her before she brought any harm to this estate.”

“It isn’t often that you have late-night guests coated in blood. And it meant we were already suited up when the colossus attack happened,” Metioche concludes, drawing the words out into a half-purr. “It all seemed very… portentous. We’re not ones to mess around with fate.” And then she sits up with sudden realization. “She’s to be your new pilot.”

Metioche’s siblings glare at her, annoyed that she would so crassly announce her arrival at the realization everyone else in the room has known for some time. I say nothing; to watch the three of them verbally spar and problem solve is one of my finer pleasures.

“She is made by Demeter,” Cedalion says, turning back to her sisters. Her tone is laced with contempt; she is well aware of the hostility between me and the Lord of Harvest.

“And originally meant for Zeus,” Menippe says, then adds a “so I’ve heard” to distance herself from knowing secrets she ought not. “So she will pilot Styx?”

It’s a sore point for them that they haven’t qualified. In simulation, none of them could achieve more than a ten percent synchronization rate with Styx, a disappointment not only to them but to myself. Hephaestus theorizes that it’s because the triplets are so bound to each other, something that makes them a superb team for the Cerberus eidolons, but impedes them from individualizing enough to pilot the divine machine. It doesn’t mean they’re not excellent—they are the only pilots, outside of the chosen champions, to have colossus kills to their names.

“Yes,” I say, “that’s most likely. But she is as yet untested, in any eidolon. The three of you are the superior pilots, and victors of the Panathenaic for that matter.”

At this, all three brighten, thrilling to the praise.

Menippe sobers a little sooner than the rest, and cocks her head. “You mentioned your guest for a reason. What do you require of us, great lord?”

“She’s out in the city tonight, on an errand of politics. This is a moment of considerable… sensitivity between the Lords of Olympus. I would have you shadow her, observe her methods, and ensure she comes to no harm.”

It is a command worded carefully, imparting the idea that they are to watch her—to see that she does not commit treachery—because I trust them that much, to be my eyes and ears. In truth, I don’t expect double-crossing from Persephone, but it’s clear the triplets do by virtue of what she is and where she was made; let that drive them to observe her that much more. It works; the three of them almost preen with the mission I have charged them with.

But then Cedalion, always the one to see how parts fit into the whole, twitches her nose, as if catching a scent. “And if agents of other gods attempt to waylay her?”

That is a real concern; I play it off. “It is a bacchanalia. Many strange and wondrous things happen on nights like these, many small fights in dark alleys that no one ever learns of. If there is a tussle, embarrass them but no more—no murder, no unnecessary violence. I expect all three of you to escort Persephone through my front gate before sunrise.”

The three form back up, and in a perfectly synchronized move bow their heads and snap their fists across their chests. “Your will be done,” they say in unison, and march out of the library in lockstep: machines of war and hounds of the hunt, ordered to blend into revelry to trail a target. What a strange day this has been.

Silent this entire time, Hephaestus finally speaks. “You actually gave them a curfew. How quaint. It’s for their own good, no doubt; you know the Mark Four will have a go at making them her playthings.”

“You think too highly of Persephone or too little of them. They’re loyal,” I point out, “and steady, not prone to flights of fancy. They won’t sleep with Persephone until at least the second date.” As if it is an inevitability, which it might be; the gods’ retainers have a reputation for mingling.

“I’ve spent enough time with them, and Cedalion especially, to know their type. The three of them share a love of cruel women, and they share a love of you. To get in bed with your holy pilot is a way of exalting you. Persephone is a skilled manipulator; she’ll have them eating out of her hand and licking her feet within the hour. And it’s the bacchanalia; inhibitions will already be lowered.”

The hounds are not zer real worry. “I am sorry you were not present for Persephone’s arrival. You have taken my madness of the past day on complete faith, have not judged me for taking such rash action without your input.”

Hephaestus is quiet, contemplative, a hammer at rest. “I will never second-guess your decisions, Hades. I didn’t when you led us into battle, and I won’t begin now.” I start to protest, and ze raises a hand. “I have met Persephone, and I know you. You described your hounds with the same words I would describe you: steady, not prone to flights of fancy. I trust you, Hades. Sometimes the iron must be struck while it’s hot. And I… I know the loneliness the loss of a pilot leaves, and the joy, the completion, one brings. Of course I support you.”

In the most unprecedented way possible, Persephone has introduced a wild card to my relationship with Hephaestus. “This changes nothing between us. You know this, yes?”

“Naturally I do, old friend. I’ll test the Mark Four, like I would any other weapons system.”

A laugh, a knot of stress loosening in my chest. “I cannot believe we sat here, weighing the odds of my new pilot sleeping with my existing cadre.” I give zer a pointed look. “Wait a moment. You’re not concerned about our hounds; you’re concerned about Persephone.”

Hephaestus sniffs, noncommittal, the exact noise ze makes when ze is feigning indifference. “I’ve used the same anvils for decades without sparing them a single thought; it will take time for Persephone to rise to the level of a tool I worry about.”

“What if I told you,” I say, drawling my words and making them as slow as the steps of a courting dance, “that I like it best when you worry?

“I wasn’t worrying—” But zer cheeks have colored a touch, caught out, and I smile in a way that I know will excite zer further. Over and over we affirm what we are to each other, but on this occasion I especially want zer to know I honor zer the most—that, among all our relationships, it is this one which takes priority over all others.

I step close to Hephaestus and lower my voice. “I was thinking today about how the mortals use the bacchanalia as an excuse to finally live their lives. I thought myself better than that.” I put my nose to the crock of zer neck and inhale the scent of the forge deep into my lungs. “But this evening, I’ve realized how long I have been waiting for someone to give me permission to live. My pilot, the activation ceremony… thank you for being there with me. Thank you for that permission.”

Hephaestus burns hotter under my touch. “I think the appropriate thanks,” ze says, brushing zer lips across my ear, letting zer foundry breath scorch my skin, “begins with you on your knees.”

So that is how we will enjoy tonight’s bacchanalia. I kneel down before zer, the supplicant’s position and more.

Ze unbuckles zer belt and lets me peel off zer trousers. Zer bronze flesh is a marvel—always has been, ornamented by blemishes and stretch marks that are retained by choice. Less voluntary is the retention of damage to the thigh. There are certain ways to damage us that leave permanent injury, or at least injury that’s incredibly difficult to undo, to erase. Not a matter of flesh but something far deeper. The scar on Hephaestus’ thigh is one such.

I place my hand against the hardened tissue, pale among all the bronze. The muscle and ligament beneath have suffered too, changing the shape of zer gait, though ze allows very few to see it. To this I apply pressure, gentle at first, then much firmer.

Little by little tension bleeds out of Hephaestus. Ze lets out a long sigh, leaning back against the arm of a recliner for support. Once I’m sure ze will be comfortable, I kiss where my hand has been. Then I pull down zer underwear, and breathe in the fullness of zer arousal.

Zer cock is small and elegant today; it fits neatly into my mouth. Sensitive, too. One of my favorite things to have between my lips. I swirl my tongue around it as I brush my thumb over zer vulva, to find zer already wet, along with zer growing erection.

I suck zer as I might suck a favorite sweet. I delve into and fill zer with my fingers. We’ve slept together for a long time, and command deep fluency in the dialect of each other’s body. I know what will make zer clasp zer legs over my shoulders, squeeze tight; I know what will make zer grind, insistent and urgent, against my chin. There is a precise art to it, and I’ve taken pleasure in refining my familiarity with Hephaestus. We learn and reverse-engineer, each other’s confidant in the intricacies of our flesh.

Hephaestus bucks like a wild thing, filling my mouth with sharp, lightly burnt salt, the taste of climax particular to zer. I swallow. Ze grips the back of my head, panting as ze says, “I’ve missed the sight of you on your knees, Hades.”

I look up at zer from between zer thighs, offering zer my hand. “Why, you can see me thus any time, my finest friend. You only need to ask.”

Ze licks zer own taste from my fingertips. “Tease.”

I climb into the recliner to take zer into my arms and kiss zer on the lips. It is such simple comfort, this closeness, and it has grounded me. I can feel myself orienting toward a new direction, a right direction. Together we will march toward it.







PERSEPHONE




When you are in a storm, lashed by rain and driven by wind, there are experiences that blend together, sensations that feel unbroken in your memory. I remember the noise of it, the beat of the music in my chest; the taste of it, strangely enough—the sky like a purple persimmon, as rich on the tongue as the sparkling firmaments above. A throng of bodies, pressing together, the salt of the ocean and sweat mingling.

And then, like a crack of lightning illuminating a raging sea, there are frozen moments of time. I remember Methe before us, stalking back and forth like a beast of prey, the music something she was tearing out of her guitar like the entrails of her quarry. I remember curling my fists into the earth and feeling the warmth there, the life of it; I remember collapsing to the grass beside Khrysothemis and turning to see her face enraptured. That memory—it will stay with me for as long as I live.

Slowly, we return to our own reality, to the dingy bar with the dismal beer. There are more of us here than when the concert started. Perhaps people unwittingly walked into a live concert on the shores of our future world; perhaps they were attracted here, drawn by some vibration deep within the soul, a siren song keening beyond the range of human perception.

People stagger out into the street, silent and shell-shocked by what they have just witnessed. There is no talking, just a thundering silence as our ears continue to ring. What is there to say? In the data, I’ve seen the effects participating in a true bacchanalia has on the human psyche: there will be a depressive phase, as the bystanders attempt to integrate this experience into the humdrum banality of their normal lives. When they do find their tongues, they’ll speak about this evening for the rest of their days, as best they can, lips of flesh struggling to find the shape of divinity. They won’t succeed—a miracle cannot, definitionally, be contained by rote reality—but the need will only grow, and a demand for expression will take root, consuming and changing them. To realize that art can move the soul, to find within you a story you want to share, to realize that with time and effort you can learn the craft of expression: the bacchanalia will make poets of these longshoremen, writers and artists and cinematographers.

It must be a foreseen outcome of Dionysus’ events—the gods always act with intent—but I admire it all the same. My mother’s gardens are so manicured, so perfect and precise, designed to be appreciated from certain angles and no other. And here the Lord of Revels throws out a handful of seeds, to see what flowers might grow in the wild, what new fruits might now bestow Elysium with their as-yet untasted nectar.

Beside me, Khrysothemis rouses herself, stupor replaced with a keen expression and keener eyes. She does not move toward the exit, but instead forward, hunting through a crowd as a panther through tall grass. And sure enough, in the corner she finds her quarry: the Maenads, slick with perspiration, panting as if they’ve just run a marathon. So complete was their victory over the crowd, so total was the experience, that no one but my sister has thought to seek them out; even I was unaware of my sister’s goals, following along only because I wanted to keep her safe.

The five of them look surprised to be acknowledged at all, apparently used to escaping their concerts unseen. Khrysothemis beams at them, utterly unafraid, the picture of a virginal nymph before a host of hungry wolves. “I very much like your poems,” she says, extending the book of poetry toward Methe. “May I have your autograph?”

A look of pure bewilderment crosses Methe’s sweat-flushed face. She licks her lips when she sees the cover, sucks down another breath. “Now why would a girl like you mistake a woman like me for Sappho?”

“The lips are certainly a hint. But it is your hands that give it away.” She dares take Methe’s fingers into her hand, tracing along the tips with her thumb; the entire time, her spring-green eyes never look away from Methe’s face. “They’re so firm and certain, weathered with experience; your nails are neatly trimmed. They’re the hands of someone who plucks the mountain hyacinth before the shepherds’ feet trample her scarlet petals. And here, along the cuticle—dirt, from digging deep in rich loam. I think you have quite a skill planting seeds, Methe. I’d very much like to see you garden.”

The other Maenads whoop, their glee mirroring my own. I didn’t know Khrysothemis had this sort of aggressiveness within her, this hunger and fire; her behavior here, the threat she leveled at our mother—within my sister is a beast I have only just come to appreciate.

It seems that Methe is appreciating it, too; she smiles, almost bashful, as she slicks her hair back. “You seem to have the measure of me. And who might you be?”

And with this, I slip back into the stunned crowd, and then out the door. Tonight, my sister will be well taken care of, in at least one manner of speaking; what comes next is entirely in her hands, in at least two manners of speaking.

But the night isn’t quite over, not for me. A suspicion niggles at me, as surely as the breeze coming off the water, a cutting chill of growing certainty.

Down the alleyway, behind the bar, I spot it: a lone person loading audio equipment into the back of a motorized cart. She’s short and scrawny, a splash of cropped, claret-red hair above a sleeveless top and faded pants; the carabiner clipped to her right belt loop completes the impression of a roadie, diligently packing their band’s gear.

I approach and then bow. “Dionysus, Lord of Revels. It was an honor to participate in your bacchanalia.”

They are shorter than I am, so when they turn to face me they must tilt their head back. I wonder what drives them, to present so—

“It’s because I like to be underestimated.” She smiles up at me. “So you’re the woman at the heart of this mess. Please, don’t ‘my lord’ me a single time tonight, just talk like a normal person would to a short dyke in a dark alley.”

“I—yes, I’m the woman of the hour.” I’m discombobulated, talking with Dionysus. She has none of the grandeur and pomp of every other god. Even Hades, with her sense of justice, still presides above. But Dionysus radiates a frank and common energy, like you could meet her in a bar or in the cheap seats at a gladiatorial pit. “That’s actually why I wanted to talk with you.”

“It took you long enough.” They turn back to loading the equipment. “You guessed the wrong venue, by the way. We were originally going to play on the pier, but once you popped in to the wrong venue, I had to rush us into position.”

“I am humbled by your consideration.”

“No, you’re embarrassed. Don’t look at me like that,” she says, her back still to me. “You shouldn’t be—you did remarkable work, hunting me down. And fortunately for you, I wanted to meet you, too. It isn’t like Hades to lose her cool; I had to see why.”

“Then you are aware of the time constraint Zeus has placed on my lord: to either return me tonight or receive my mother’s blessing.”

“I am. I’m also aware that you left Hades’ estate to visit your mother—wearing Lord Hades’ colors, so it wasn’t a pleasant conversation, that—and then departed from Demeter with your sister in tow, who is even now making my foremost pilot blush like a schoolgirl.”

“You are remarkably perceptive, Dionysus.”

“I do not have Athena’s spying owls, but on the night of a bacchanal, the streets are mine to know.” A sigh. “So are you here to arrange a marriage alliance between myself and Demeter, to secure her blessing for your elopement? Do you think this is how it works?”

No god is to be trifled with, but I have the growing impression that Dionysus is in a class of her own—beneath their unadorned appearance and their lack of ceremony is an unusually keen mind, all the more perceptive for appearing so unassuming, even to their fellow lords. No shred of information I gleaned from Demeter’s estate ever spoke of Dionysus as being this dangerous. “No. I’m here to secure a marriage alliance between yourself and Lord Hades.”

I watch the back of her head as it cocks to one side. “Explain.”

If she wants to be treated like a mortal, so be it; I approach so that I am standing at her side, like I am taking her into my confidence. “If my sister Khrysothemis were assured a future outside our mother’s estate, it would be as good as if I were married to one of your pilots: I would never raise a hand against you or yours, and would consider your estate to be a friend to mine.”

Dionysus laughs, a loud and braying noise so at odds with their small frame. “You’ve actually surprised me, Persephone. That’s very tempting—two alliances for the price of one. The gall you have! I understand Hades’ attraction now. Help me with this, will you?” She motions to the remaining pile of musical instruments.

But when I reach down to pick up a pair of cymbals, I find in my hand not an instrument but a bloodied bag, the stained cloth wrapping around the decapitated head inside; the fabric obscures the eye sockets, but the gaping mouth is perfectly captured in all its pain.

“The head of Cronus, our dearly departed king,” Dionysus says, and the softness is gone from their voice, leaving only a dry and desiccating rasp. “The others, too.”

The instruments have vanished, replaced by eleven other heads in bloody bags. I do as instructed, stooping to lift the macabre cargo one at a time. Each oozes in my hands, the gore running down my forearms, syrup-thick. The reek is savory, repellent. Dionysus names each: “Phoebe. Oceanus. Theia. Themis. Coeus. Crius. Hyperion. Iapetus. Mnemosyne. Tethys. Rhea. And the last one, please.”

There were only twelve Titans, but a thirteenth head, free of cloth but face down, now lies at my feet. I know, in the logic of this nightmare, whose it is; and still I am compelled to lift her head, and turn her face toward mine, all so that I might stare into the dead and vacant eyes of my Lord Hades. Irises dulled, mouth ajar. The air whispers with dead voices.

“I don’t like to be placed in untenable positions, Lady Persephone,” Dionysus says, their voice cold and cutting. “You have chosen to make this squabble between sisters my issue, you have brought this shit to my door. You have made me the one who decides the fate of Elysium—obligated me to either agree to your inane marriage plan and involve myself in the petty quarrels of my kin, or doom this city to another bloody war that will see the gods toppled.”

The vision fades, and I am left standing in an empty alleyway, the instruments and even the cart disappeared. Through tears, I see Dionysus leaning against the far building, eyes of luminescent magenta glaring at me through the dark. “Revelry isn’t all fun and games, Champion of the Underworld. There is a bitter and black cost to both play and playing god, and someday we’ll all have our heads in a sack.”

A hand slaps my shoulder and I almost shriek; I turn to find it is Dionysus again, now smiling with calm good humor. “This isn’t a negotiation,” she says affably, “and you have no terms to dictate to me. I will send word to Demeter that Methe is most intrigued by your sister and insinuate that a marriage alliance between our estates is viable. This is mostly for my benefit, because Demeter will loathe being committed to me in any way, and will also think me a stupid, groveling imbecile for letting the caprices of a lowly Mark Two dictate my politics. Whether Methe is truly interested in your sister is up for her to decide; I will not demand any follower of mine place themselves in bondage. But I will give you my word that Khrysothemis will only be returned to your mother’s estate at her own explicit wish; even if Methe is not interested in her, I will find her a bunk on the Paralos. In turn, I will consider there to be an alliance between my estate and you. Not Hades, but you.”

I try to wrap my mind around the distinction. “What could that possibly entail?”

“For starters, not having to care what Hades thinks of me and mine. And second, that the contents of this negotiation are never to be spoken of, to anyone.”

“I have sworn an oath to Hades, that to her I will have no secrets.”

She snorts. “Yes, that’s very sad. I don’t care. I’ve told you, this isn’t a negotiation. I’ve stated my terms; accept them, or return to your mother with your tail between your legs.”

I don’t relish the idea of keeping a secret from my new lord—but at the end of the day, it isn’t even a choice. Anything for my sister. I nod with a scowl. “If Khrysothemis comes to harm while in your house, I will find the umbilicus of life that animates you and tear it from your chest. As you said—someday we’ll all have our heads in a sack.”

Dionysus tosses her head back, emits again that feral, braying laugh. “You’re very fun, Lady Persephone! Not since my very first pilot has any mortal threatened to kill me. Now you should be getting along—you’ve got an escort home.”

She is gone, leaving me to collect my thoughts and myself. I have been humbled—I thought myself quick, able to outwit the lords, but here I have been shown up. Still it does not feel like I’ve been humiliated the way I was before my mother. Dionysus, despite everything, treated me like a person.

I emerge from the alleyway. And sure enough, at the far end of the square stand three women, around my height, all identical in features: soft mouths, blunt noses, eyes the same striking gold as Hades’, if less starkly luminous. By this, and by the obsidian collars around their throats, I know them immediately for who they are. Still I wait for them to approach, curious what they will do. They are slimmer than my lord by a fair margin, but there’s no denying a certain appeal in their trim waists, their thick biceps, the way they hold themselves. Those dress uniforms sit quite prettily on them. Excellent tailoring, and honed muscles underneath.

One of them steps forward. “We are here to escort you home, my lady.”

She has neat, long hands—they all do—and I identify her, based on her online profile, as Menippe. “You’re the Cerberus Cadre. The Hounds of Hades.” I smile, slow, and Menippe stiffens slightly; interesting. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintance. We will be fellow pilots in service to our lord, no? The three of you are very famous.”

Metioche’s head twitches my way. “You know of us?”

I lean forward a little, letting my scent waft toward them. It’s nice to feel in control again. “Of course. Who hasn’t heard of the triplets who won the Panathenaic despite not using a Banner-class? I’ve been studying everything I can about eidolons and pilots, Hades’ in particular. You three command Cocytus, Phlegehton, and Lethe: customized Vindicator-class, one of them a sniper, the other two meant for closer range… capable of incredible speed and momentum, every one of them a marvel. The ballistic force of that sniper rifle is amazing, it can punch through multiple colossi at once. Maybe you could show them to me when you’re able?”

Cedalion flushes, the color showing delightfully on her light skin. It looks like I’ve hit my mark. I wonder what’d happen if I told these adorable hounds to bark. She clears her throat. “We trust your… errand has gone well.”

Which means they must have been observing me for some time, blending into the audience, and I never noticed. Well: one can’t be the master of every trade. I widen my grin. They’d be good practice, if I mean to advance toward seducing a god, and they could teach me the art of espionage.

“It has. Let’s go home together,” I tell them. “I look forward to working with you, Hounds.”
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The night of the bacchanalia has ended, and a new day begins.

It does so with good tidings, too. A notification sounds when I return to my quarters, refreshed from my tryst with Hephaestus. I let the link through, and projected light coalesces into a two-dimensional image of my sister’s face. “Well, it seems you’re having your way after all,” she says, voice dry and cold; she has not yet forgiven me. “I’ve just received word from Demeter that she’s consented to you field-testing her… weapons system. Congratulations, sister: victory from the jaws of defeat, as is your wont.”

The other notification is a contract for Mark Four, outlining the terms, parameters, and my ownership of Persephone. Unlike the typical contract for Demeter’s daughters, it is not for life—rather it is for the duration deemed necessary by the Lord of Harvest, until the Mark Four’s performance is proven satisfactory. Not perfect, but sufficient for now.

“You know that I didn’t achieve this myself,” I tell my sister.

Her smile flashes, brief but genuine. “Galling to be outdone by a being that’s been online for less than a year, isn’t it? Must be how the Titans felt. Undoubtedly Demeter extracted a price from her daughter; you’ll need to ask your new champion for the details. Of course, the Lord of Harvest is unlikely to provide the Mark Four template to each of the Pantheon now, so your error has still fucked this up for everyone.”

“My apologies,” I offer weakly, my thoughts churning over the crucial question of how Persephone has managed this, has prevented calamity. Did I believe in her? Yes. That does not make her success any less improbable.

“Noted. I’ll unfuck this on my own, but I’m not happy with you, sister. In the meantime, you better make actual good, scientific use of your new acquisition.”

Said as though I might be tempted to uses more lascivious, more frivolous. But I grunt in assent, and then we end the call.

An hour later, Persephone is through the estate gate; she asks, through Orphne, to meet in my gym. Odd, but fair enough—a champion who’s returned in triumph may have almost anything she likes.

I have the Cerberus Cadre come in to debrief first. “We followed Persephone, as ordered,” Menippe explains. “By the time we caught up to her, she had entered a bar in Poseidon’s district. She and her sister watched live music performed by the Maenads, after which her sister stayed to talk with the band. Persephone exited, spoke to a woman loading the band’s gear, and then approached us. We escorted her back to your estate.”

“The Maenads—so she found the heart of the bacchanal, then?” The location of Dionysus’ performances isn’t a piece of information commonly guessed or anticipated, even among the gods—not that we care to learn, but it is esoteric knowledge all the same. Another feat from my pilot.

“It was just music,” Cedalion says, unromantic. “I don’t know what all the fuss is about. I’ve heard better.”

“Khrysothemis”—Metioche is the only one of the cadre to use the Mark Two’s name—“remained in the company of the Maenads. And what my illustrious and serious-minded sisters failed to realize is that it was Dionysus whom Persephone met with in the alleyway.” The holy fool gives a toothy grin, all fangs and too-long tongue. “It’s not my fault if they can’t sniff out gods masquerading as subby dykes.”

“And this, Metioche,” I say, ruffling her hair, “is why we trust your nose. Speaking of which, all three of you smell like my pilot. Go freshen up and get some rest.”

The three of them execute a perfectly synchronized blush, and then make themselves scarce. That leaves me to attend to my victorious pilot.

The estate gym is high-ceilinged, one wall given to glass that overlooks my garden, the floor clear and without conventional equipment. Instead, inactive automata are lined in a corner, neatly arranged according to their combat style, speed, and strength. All of Hephaestus’ invention, more durable than any other automaton in the city, gifted to me for when ze is not able to be my partner.

I find Persephone standing by them, examining their cabled limbs, running her fingers along their seamless faceplates. Each is a minimalistic mask, bronze or copper, the suggestions of features impressionistic—and strikingly expressive, for how few lines and hachures are employed. “They’re elegant,” she says. “They remind me a little of how I was born.”

A disquieting thing to say. “A day of success for you, my pilot, but it’s been sleepless—you should consider getting some rest.”

She continues to examine the automata, the image of her face distorted by the curve and shine of metal. “I have spent most of my life asleep, my lord. As my body took shape in the cloning vat, my sleeping mind dreamed of this world, envious of those that moved with freedom and strength.” She looks at her hand now against a metal pauldron, her fingers splayed wide on its reflective surface. “I need rest, as anything that draws breath does; even Hephaestus’ bellows must be cool for maintenance. But allow me this, please.”

“You have won the day and then some. I could not do better—in fact I’d have done significantly worse, considering the relations between myself and the Lord of Harvest. I would tell you that any reward I can bestow is yours, but seeing as you called me here, I assume you already know that.”

Persephone nods to herself, and I have the impression that she is not responding to me but to some thought in her own head. “Thank you for sending me an escort. The Hounds were perfectly chivalrous.” Then she raises her eyes to meet mine. “Spar with me, my lord.”

My immediate thought is to inform her that I’m vastly stronger and faster than she could ever be; that in my divinity I outmatch her to the point that it would be as if I were to fight an automaton made of kindling. But I stay myself. Hephaestus called her untried and untested, but that also means that we don’t yet know what she’s truly capable of.

“Not to the death,” she adds, as she takes off her gloves and jacket. “That would be a waste. But in my mother—in Demeter’s estate, sparring was one of the few outlets I had. It brought clarity where meditation never did, let me work through my anxieties.”

She goes through her exercises as she speaks, pulling and stretching with sinuous grace, creating graceful arcs of her spine, her limbs. The dress Persephone wears under her martial jacket is compact, conjured by Hephaestus, limning her like the hard light it is rather than fabric: the sharp lines of the bodice follow the structure of Persephone’s muscles precisely. Less to inspire lust, more to remind the onlooker that she is a weapon.

“Very well.” I nod to her, smiling lightly. “No breaking bones. Score three hits on my upper body and I declare you the victor.”

We take our positions on the mat. For a minute or so we stand meters apart, assessing one another. Then she lunges.

I’ve seen her in the footage, and so I’m prepared for how aggressive her approach is—she intuits and follows the logic of my guard, testing first with light blows, seeking weak spots. I don’t have any, at least not to someone as new as her, but I keep up my defense: no point being complacent and letting her easily win. She fights quite differently from my sister and from Hephaestus. There’s weight and heft to her strikes, each designed to crush the opposition for good. One might look at her and expect a combatant who relies on agility, but she leans more on her sheer strength. In her eyes I see the glint, too, of her computation as she calculates force and trajectory, adjusting each as I block and evade. A glimpse of her inner workings, fascinating to see up close: how fast can she process, how much can she keep up with?

And evidently that distracts me enough that her fist gets past my guard and into my stomach. The impact would have shattered a mortal’s rib cage and ruptured several internal organs; on me it is startling.

“One hit,” I acknowledge, and Persephone grins.

We return to our starting positions.

“Before I departed my mother’s estate, she had teased that I might have input in the placement and marriage of my sister Khrysothemis,” she says, using the movement of her body to break loose the thoughts that worry her. “So when I returned, I invoked the privilege, and asked for the opportunity to use Khrysothemis as a bargaining chip in a marriage alliance.”

She charges without warning, and this time her motions are explosive—very fast, much harder to track. But I pay more attention; I focus. There is a pure and simple joy to simply dodging her, as if we are two different mathematical equations striving toward our respective solution: me, calculating the deflection needed to disperse the force of Persephone, the movement required to separate her strikes from my body; her, the speed and power required to penetrate this blockade.

I catch her foot as it comes within a hair of my chin; without thinking, I grip her ankle, swing her around, and throw her across the room. An instant of terror—that I have severely damaged her, am about to have to collect her from between shards of broken glass and broken bones. Yet somehow she bends herself so that her head doesn’t impact the window, and in a movement that defies gravity rights herself mid-air, and leaps back onto the mat. A flawless landing. Her control is exquisite, exhilarating to watch.

Still I have no intention of letting her win. I become a fortress wall, impervious to her siege; each blow I catch, redirect, sidestep.

I riposte—she catches my wrist, then uses it as a bar, and vaults high over me. She lands behind me and, before I can counter, she strikes my back, open-handed.

“Two,” I say, not exactly breathing hard; feeling exerted all the same. She is only a demigod, closer to mortals than she is to us. And yet something has been perfected in her, elevating her above every demigod that has come before.

Persephone tosses her head, making a show of ambling to her side of the mat, languorous and insouciant. Despite myself, I’m ensnared—her easy, vulpine confidence; the supple sway of her hips; the sweat that alloys her brow and throat. An image seizes me, of her hair spreading across a pillow—

I shake myself. It’s time to reengage.

“Khrysothemis is one of your clone sisters?” I thought Persephone considered herself free of familial attachments. “If she means this much to you, I will see her secured in my estate immediately.”

“Lord Hades! Stealing two of Demeter’s daughters in as many days.” She flashes a coy little smile, utterly intoxicating. “I put her across the path of Methe; she’ll have that Maenad wrapped around her finger within the fortnight.”

I can’t imagine Dionysus’ cult is a better place for her sister—but then again, the Lord of Revels is known to harbor misfits and renegades, and whatever the Maenads’ other faults, they do not prey on cloned demigods the way other estates are prone to. “And you executed it with a god whose power will not tip the scales in Demeter’s favor. Astute.”

An unreadable emotion clouds Persephone’s face, then departs. “Be that as it may, my mother considered this result sufficient, and has granted me to you. Now put your hands up, my lord. You’re down by two, and I won’t serve a loser.”

For this round I’m more proactive, jabbing back, moving to impede and disturb her balance. She adapts, her expression drawn into ferocious delight; finally being pushed toward her limits, and eager to see them herself. If she was fast before, she is faster now, as much as any mortal can be—in the first days of my making, when I was new to my body and divinity, she might have even cornered me.

Then she drops to the floor.

I step back, quickly, but she’s already ducked under my guard and coming up, her elbow stabbing into my gut. It jars, and somewhere in this—she teeters—my own balance is upset: we go down together, landing softened by the mat. An instant later I realize I let myself fall, because I want this, to have her above me, her hair a veil made iridescent by the blue-white radiance of the Underworld.

She gazes down at me; sweat rolls down her cheek, lands above my mouth. Impulsively I lick it—a bright tang. The smell of her perspiration is human in a way neither Hephaestus nor I am. I raise my hand to touch her clavicle, feeling the bone beneath, the drumming beat of her pulse under my thumb. It is fast. She is panting, and her mouth is parted, glistening. Each breath I draw is fragranced with Persephone. Hunger laps at me, and I can see that it laps at her the same: this little victory does not satisfy her. She’s famished for more.

Her tongue darts out, a smile on her lips. And then it shifts to something more serious. “My lord, there is something I have to tell you. But first ask me a question, and then follow it with the command ‘assess.’”

Something has been interrupted: a moment ago she intended on quite something else, but a thought has occurred to her, weighing her down. It’s not a difficult request, so I say, “What troubles you, my pilot? Assess.”

She is still atop me, silent, as if waiting for a pin to drop. Then she lets out a harsh breath. “That didn’t work. Not with you, so it means…” Her head jerks. “When my mother gave you my contract, she didn’t give you my overrides.”

I draw myself upright, not quite dislodging her; rather securing her in my lap. My hands I don’t quite know what to do with. Awkwardly, I brace them against the mat. “The contract didn’t contain any mention of it, or any data packet that might constitute it. Until this moment, I was not aware you had overrides.” Only of course Demeter would have built her with those. Control, always, for that witch.

“She’s able to use them to compel me to answer any question, give her my analysis on any subject she chooses. It… makes me a liability to your estate.” This last she admits with reluctance, and yet it impresses me that she admits it at all: she could have kept it to herself, maintaining the image that she is beyond price.

“I will not cast you out,” I tell her. “Be assured of that. Today you have more than proven yourself: you’ve seized hold of your fate, defying both my sister and your mother. Whatever the consequences, I will have you by my side—your mother has only shared this because it suits her to poison what we are building.”

She half-laughs, the sound acrimonious. Her hand rises as though she means to touch me, to rest it against my body, but it falls back to her side. “Seized hold of my fate—that remains to be seen. Even when I am victorious over her, it feels like defeat, as if every time I rebel I am in truth speeding along a path she has paved for me. My lord, please examine me. There must be a tell, a code within my brain that we can reverse-engineer together.”

“I’ve already arranged the examination room,” a new voice announces, and we turn to find Hephaestus leaning against one of zer sparring automata. A work of bronze flanked by bodies of copper: only now do I see the similarities, how each visage and chassis is imbued with an aspect of the Lord of the Forge. On consideration, this is unfair to myself; I’ve always known how Hephaestus cares for me, that zer handicrafts are shaped with such dedication and love—but it is nice to remember this fact, to appreciate it in a new light.

Persephone scrambles to her feet, putting distance between us, as if she has been caught and must now feign detachment. I am amused by her instinctive need to stand on her own two feet, rather than nestle deeper into my lap for protection—absurd, to immediately disregard the aegis of her patron to face a problem alone, but pilots are a breed apart.

The humor of the situation dulls the bite of Hephaestus’ intrusion, the hard edge of distrust that girds zer tone. Ze has not looked at me yet, only at Persephone; zer pose and the hard, unblinking look ze fixes on Persephone give zer the affect of a panther stalking its prey. Ze moves like one, too, circling Persephone, halting zer wide orbit only when ze is finally positioned between me and my pilot. I am still sitting myself, and zer back is to me; I am treated to the sight of the hard lines of that back, like hammered metal, and the allure of zer long, powerful legs. I cannot see zer face, so I can only imagine the withering glare ze is subjecting Persephone to.

Despite my appreciation for this theatrical spectacle, I find my own tone laced with annoyance. “This isn’t necessary, Hephaestus. She suggested the idea herself, even before you arrived; she’s as disappointed by this revelation as we are.”

“I’m responsible for bringing Styx online; my remit is to ready each part of her for combat. The Mark Four is just another weapon system that must be tested, perfected—and replaced, if it is found lacking.” I can imagine zer eyes narrowing, zer lips growing taut. “You’re a poisoned, barren seed, Mark Four, sent to us by a witch of ill tidings, meant to kill a thing of grace and beauty that Demeter both hates and covets. I’ll tear you out by the root before I allow you to bring ruin to this house.”

Persephone flinches as if struck, even as the far door of the training room opens and a cadre of security automata—of new make, unknown to me, each a faceless mannequin composed of bulky chasses and industrial angles—marches in. She does not look to me for salvation, just gives a single nod. “I’ll make myself available for the examination,” she says, and leaves with her thickly armored escort.

Once she has departed, I give voice to my anger. “Hephaestus, you have no right—”

“I’m not going to kill Persephone,” ze says, zer voice warmer, zer shoulders relaxing. Ze turns around and extends a hand to me, pulling me to my feet. “Eventually, she’ll realize that, and then she’ll start treating me with some of that impertinence she already regards you with. In the meantime—she has raw talent but no experience, and it is my responsibility to evaluate every part of Styx.”

“Then why this performance?”

“It serves my purposes to have her—for now—believe I’m jealous, that I fear she’ll get between us. I’m interested to see how she would behave then, whether it’d hinder her assuming her duties as pilot.”

I grimace. “That’s…”

“Manipulative,” ze agrees. When ze moves, it’s with a slight limp, a sign that ze’s overworked zerself—all those new automata, all this emotion. With a snap of zer fingers, several of the sparring mannequins reconfigure themselves, limbs and torsos rearranging into a recliner. Hephaestus sits and stretches zer legs, sighing in relief. “But it’s necessary to view her from every angle. You’re too generous to do it, so I’ll do the dirty work for us both.”

“I do not approve.”

Ze laughs—I don’t know precisely what is amusing zer. “Noted. Well, she’s where she is supposed to be. Let’s observe her together.”

I nod and one of the room’s screens activates.

The security automata are keeping watch outside the door. Persephone, in the clinic with my second nymph Myia in attendance, looks up when the feed comes online—as if she is aware of being watched. Which she may well be: as I understand it, she can infiltrate and integrate herself into nearly any system. My cameras are secure, but not yet hardened against her. Probably Zeus’ manor is, having been prepared for Persephone’s arrival; I have lacked the advantage.

Just as Myia is telling her, “Esteemed guest, that will not be necessary,” Persephone begins to strip.

I’ve seen her naked before, though much was obfuscated by gore and gristle then. She now emerges piecemeal from her dress, the glimpse of a thigh and hip, the proud crest of a shoulder. Nude, she is sublime, though of course she would be—Demeter does not see the use of making something less than breathtaking, less than exquisite. Persephone is taller than most of her sisters, her skin like honeyed gold, her silhouette like a painting. Each rise and fall of her body is accounted for on the ledger of beauty, and from any vantage point, she is without flaw—there is no unflattering angle. Her shoulders are narrow and her waist trim, but none of her is weak: muscles cord her arms and calves, and I expect I’m about to find out how much reinforcement is built into her skeleton.

“Hades,” Hephaestus says dryly, “you’re staring.”

“She’s been designed to draw the eye.” I make a noncommittal gesture. “I was curious if there are any visible signs of her augmentations.”

Ze snorts. On the screen, Persephone is stepping into the machine. Its exterior turns opaque as it initiates the first scan. Physical—weight and composition. Enhanced skeleton and muscles, as I thought, but more organic tissue than I expected. There’s a cybernetic suite, structurally similar to the one embedded within the Mark Three. Cerebral and nervous architecture are about what one would anticipate. Extended telomeres, clean genetic markers, no signs of latent diseases or disorders.

The brain scans are more interesting. From my postmortem research, the basic Mark Two models have been built with increased sensitivity, both physical and emotional. They feel more; they break easily, are designed to be receptacles for both pleasure and pain. With Persephone, the inverse appears to be true. Heightened cognition and spatial awareness, at the cost of diminished empathy and capacity for fear. Unfortunately, these scans don’t tell me why or how she’s able to shatter any security measure and manipulate Elysium’s surveillance enough that she could make her way from Demeter’s estate to mine without interruption.

“Persephone,” I say, transmitting through one of the medical bay’s speakers, “we’re about to subject you to some stimuli. You’ll feel mild shocks, sudden cold and sudden heat; nothing that’ll damage you in any way.”

Her voice, muffled: “As you wish, my lord.”

During the test, she makes no sound. No doubt Demeter has subjected her to more strenuous ones. What must that have been like, to be born into the glass cage of a clone tank. I’ve known the imprisonment of a destructive childhood. It’s an experience we lords all shared, theoretically; I wonder why Demeter couldn’t foresee her daughter’s rebellion and flight. She’s myopic, and used to her creations being docile—perhaps a tradeoff for the improved performance, with the unexpected side effect of independence?

I do not countenance Persephone’s grim theory, that this sequence of events was anticipated by Demeter.

The responses to stimuli are also within anticipated range for a high-end cyborg: her nervous system is fairly hardened, and she may well be able to turn off her sense of pain and discomfort at will—an incredible combat advantage, if a double-edged one.

Next comes the tests that I’m hoping will reveal the presence and parameters of her overrides.

The machine’s front panel draws open, though the cradle keeps Persephone in place. I pull up the data I gathered on the lesser models of Demeter’s house. From it I compose a few basic routines, making guesswork at commands and executables. Persephone said that her mother used vocal triggers, and there’s a good chance Demeter has keyed those overrides to herself. So I generate the Lord of Harvest’s voice, and have the speakers play a question—What troubles you?—followed by Assess.

In her cradle, Persephone recoils at her mother’s voice, but she shakes her head. “That didn’t work.”

“If only it could have been that simple,” Hephaestus mutters. “I’m going to try something. Keep your connections open, Mark Four. Drop any defensive barriers you’ve got. I’m going to infiltrate your cybernetic suite.”

My pilot raises her head, opening her mouth to protest. I say, “Ze will not harm you. On this you have my word.”

Her mouth purses. But she complies, and leans back into the cradle.

Hephaestus expands zer datasphere. Ze is Elysium’s premier engineer, not only of the physical but also the unreal, capable of manipulating code, matrices, subroutines as easily as hammering a sword. In this instance, ze is second to Demeter only because Persephone is not zer own creation.

Persephone winces, feeling the intrusion that to her must resemble fingers reaching into her skull—I monitor her vitals, in case this causes a neurological event.

In zer sphere, Hephaestus expands the map of Persephone’s firmware. It’s a thing of glittering complexity, labyrinths nested many times over, bristling with the thorns of latent defenses. Within Persephone is a network architecture of stunning scale, one that seems outright bizarre to put into a single cyborg. That it fits into her cybernetics is an exceptional accomplishment; even I must concede that to Demeter. But it only spells out all the more how dangerous Persephone has been made to be.

My friend frowns as ze delves into this maze, sorting out its pathways, shunting aside the traps and dead ends. In her cradle Persephone twitches slightly; her heart rate and cortisol levels are up. Within acceptable range, as yet.

“I’ve found them,” says Hephaestus. “The receptors for those overrides. Embedded right here where…” Zer brows furrow. “It’s deeply embedded, but not anchored to a physical component—like her amygdala, say—so this should be somewhat safe to remove.”

In the next moment, Persephone arches off the cradle—the restraints bend, nearly snapping in half—and screams.

I seize Hephaestus’ shoulder, gripping harder than I meant to. “Stop.”

At once the datasphere collapses. “I know. I am.”

Persephone is breathing fast, tears streaming down her face as she shakes and struggles free of the machine. She folds onto the floor, wiping at her eyes, the noise of her respiration loud and ragged.

Hephaestus looks outright stricken; ze genuinely did not mean to hurt her. “Persephone—”

Her head whips toward the camera. “Try again, Master of the Flame.”

“Absolutely not.” Ze gives me a look. “I’m not going to destroy your brain.”

“I want this excised from me at any cost.” She grips the metal she’s just mauled, pulling herself up to her feet. “I’ll heal from a little cerebral damage.”

“Absolutely not,” Hephaestus repeats. “We will find another way. The nymphs will look at you and see if you require any medical attention.”

Persephone spends a few more seconds breathing in and out, as though to regain control of herself. Then she, still clutching her head, smirks up at us through her tears. “I knew you weren’t going to kill me, Lord Hephaestus. I do love being right.”




♦




Persephone arrives in my study robed in white, a color nearly of a shade with her hair, and fragranced in jasmine and lilac. Her skin is luminous from the bath, though if I were to be honest with myself, I prefer her dewed with sweat, with the scent of her own exertion. But even the gods may not have what we prefer at all times.

“How are you feeling?”

“Better.” She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear, the movement drawing my attention to the inside of her wrist. I remind myself to concentrate. “Where’s Lord Hephaestus?”

“Ze is off to Wall Caryatid. Often where ze goes to think.”

“Oh,” she murmurs, her smile coy, “I’ve inspired the Master of the Flame to think—I’m most proud.”

I snort, then stop myself. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to remove the overrides.”

“There will be another way.” She says this with such confidence, such trust. “May I ask a few questions?”

A formal way to phrase it, incongruous with her insouciance. “It is a god’s prerogative to answer neither prayer nor question,” I reply, but give a nod.

Persephone props her chin on her hand. “Why all the pomegranates?”

That surprises a chuckle out of me. “Does the fruit offend you so? The species is not native to this planet.” But then, almost nothing in Elysium is. “It’s one carried from very far away, and I have been fond of it—difficult to grow here, yet it’s an indulgence I have permitted myself.”

She blinks, as though not having expected me to say so much. “I thought you were going to say something mystical. Though that’s its own poetry, that you’ve kept a species alive simply because you take an honest joy in it.”

“You should tell me more about your sensibilities. What you appreciate in art or, indeed, poetry.”

“I haven’t had enough exposure, though I suppose Sappho is nice.” Her gaze flits across the furniture, the room, the windows. Expecting to see more Titan art, perhaps, but I do not display it in a place relatively public-facing; other gods cannot enter here without my permission, but even so. “Will my lord require my pledge in concubinage? It seems many of the Twelve take their champions as such, albeit exceptionally honored ones.”

Persephone’s expression is utterly neutral. If I query the estate’s system monitoring her vital signs, no doubt I’d find out too that they are not signaling anything out of the ordinary—no rise in adrenaline or cortisol, no elevation in heart rate. “That arrangement,” I tell her, “is mutually consensual. It is not something a lord would command of their pilot.”

“I don’t believe that answers my question.”

How stern she sounds, how sure of herself, and yet I cannot decipher her exact meaning—or I can, but do not yet want to grapple with it. “It will be a distraction from your duties as a pilot, so the answer is no, I will not require it.”

A frown indents her brow; I can see this is not the answer she was anticipating. “One last question, then, and I’ll have had my fill.” Her eyes seem brighter, rubies catching sunlight. “How mortal are you?”

The reflexive answer is, of course, that I am not—that is the point of a god. Her answer probes beyond the concept and status of divinity. She saw something when I came home with my face broken by my sister; she saw something, again, when we sparred. She wants to know whether a god’s body can be destroyed. And I can deflect. I can simply lie. Yet I have intended from the beginning to be forthright with her. “Anything that lives can be slain, Persephone.” I reach out, clasp one of her wrists in my hand; allow her to feel both the potential breakability of it and the strength. “But, as yet, for me personally there has been no precedent.”

She looks as though she would push further, but refrains: she’s reading how far she can press, where the boundary lies, and has decided that asking more would endanger herself.

“You should rest for the remainder of the day; your training will commence in earnest tomorrow. Your time will be divided between Hephaestus and myself. Ze will mentor you on the mechanical and engineering aspects of eidolons, while I will train you on piloting and weapons systems.”

I see her eyes flash, glittering with another unasked question. I hold up my hand. “Having said that, I must caution you—you are used to effortless mastery, but I anticipate this will be a lengthy training process. The personal Banner-class eidolon of each lord is a far different beast from the line units Hephaestus has forged; despite already being a pilot of some repute, Herakles was, as I understand it, not allowed to touch eir mech for the first two years of training under Zeus. Of course,” I add, “I anticipate my pilot will master her eidolon even faster.”

Persephone’s eyes widen in faux shock. “My lord, is that pride I smell?”

Before I can reply, a screen flickers to life—a connection that I cannot refuse. Zeus’ sigil flashes, and then her face appears. In the next instant I realize that this is not just one screen, or a private call; it’s a public broadcast, playing on every screen and dataslate in Elysium.

My sister smiles like a knife unsheathing.

Beside me, Persephone sits still, her expression empty: smooth marble and distant stars. But she’s watching my reaction.

“Greetings, Elysium.” Zeus’ voice is sonorous, designed to carry; she’s standing in one of the many halls in her estate, gazing down at the city, eyes and voice warm with satisfaction. “You who glitter and make this city the crown jewel of this world. You who have proven yourselves that you deserve.”

If I’m standing in a crowd, on the streets, I would see the citizens stop everything they’re doing to stand at rapt attention. They would be breathless, feeling as if Zeus is addressing them each individually, personally. She is good at that: at reminding that they deserve—to worship us, to be looked after by us, that they have been chosen from all the endless and dark universe to be the subjects of the Twelve.

Zeus’ eyes gleam, the same black as my hair, a shade that catches light, pinning it in place briefly before swallowing it whole. “In a week hence, the champions of the Twelve will meet once more in the arena, in a display of prowess and heroism.”

Tension draws taut across my spine, instant and visceral. But I say nothing, even as I know what’s about to come.

“To this tournament,” Zeus goes on, “we felicitate a rare and auspicious occasion. Lord Hades, Master of the Underworld, will for the first time in many seasons commit a champion to the contest. Allow me to introduce to you the newest arrival in the Panathenaic. Welcome, Persephone.”

An edited image of Persephone appears—her face, attached to a body wearing a pilot suit—with the silhouette of Styx in the background. An advertisement. A show for the citizens: look what new acquisition we’ve made for the circus.

Rage flares through me, and every source of illumination in the room extinguishes. Darkness takes over, complete and total, the broadcast the only remaining source of light.

But Persephone looks at me unperturbed; she must be able to see in the dark as well as I do, and she shows no sign of fear at my fury. “Might I suggest, my lord, that our training commence at once?”
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On the furthest edge of Elysium stands Wall Caryatid, the city’s first and last line of defense. Minor breaches have pocked its walls, though it is as-yet unbroken; its resilience and durability is attributed to the tireless vigilance of Hephaestus. But ze knows as well as anyone that labor on the ground is carried on mortal backs. Ze is deft, but ze cannot be everywhere at once; cannot, on zer own, perform the upkeep of the barriers that hold the habitation dome like a fragile bauble in the palm. That falls to the unflagging efforts of a chronically overworked engineering corp, who dedicate their lives to being Elysium’s aegis, as surely as the city’s warriors and eidolon squadrons. A god may breathe a wall into being; the worshipers must be the ones to maintain its integrity.

Ze sits on the apex of the wall and gazes out into the land beyond. Hades has said that there’s a certain wild beauty to it, but all ze sees is the evidence of defeat, a mass grave, the death of a vision to make the world whole and verdant. This world has taken so much, and the Twelve has had nothing to show for the trouble.

To zer, Elysium is a sarcophagus in waiting. Built of the strongest and most precious alloys, yes, inlaid with perfect jewels, and fit for kings. But a sarcophagus nonetheless, and sometimes exhaustion—generations’ worth—sets in zer marrow-deep.

“A drachma for your thoughts?”

Hephaestus says, without turning around, “You’re fucking my wife, Ares.”

The war god’s chuckle is muted. “We all know you stopped taking that personally decades ago. And Aphrodite was horrible to you.”

“Thanks for the favor of taking her off my hands and destroying my marriage.” Ze keeps zer voice dry. In truth, ze has—as Ares insists—ceased to take it personally, primarily out of the realization that zer and Aphrodite’s union had been good only briefly, at the start. Each of them drawn to the other’s diametrically opposed personality, intoxicated by contrast until cracks began to show. And in any case it was Hephaestus who began an affair with Hades first. “So what do you want?”

“To discuss eidolon deployment. You were testing drone protocols last we spoke.” Xe points at a spot beyond the wall. “If we can get even that far, that little distance, without risking pilots…”

That little distance. Those few steps. It seems such a trivial thing, to accomplish that, easy for a god. “Under current performance, the protocols will get eidolons—” Hephaestus gestures. “About five kilometers farther.” Meaning, essentially, nothing.

Ares has dark thoughts and bitter words for most members of the Council, but Hephaestus is one of the few that xe respects; as is xer custom when alone with the Lord of the Forge, xe speaks with easy cheer. “Better than nothing. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“Hah.” Zer voice, already flat, has become monotone. “Five kilometers, for all the good it’ll do us. The way colossi can jam the signal no matter how much we randomize it—it’s gotten almost hyperspecific. Targeted, as you said at the meeting.”

“So much doom and gloom. Just yesterday, Hades declared she found a pilot. We’ll have Styx sortieing in just a few months. In the meantime, between here and there—aren’t you working on something with Hades?”

“What makes you think I’m doing anything with Hades?”

“Well, for one, you’re most of the time doing her.” Ares smirks. “It vexes Aphrodite, you know. Here she thought taking another lover would make you jealous, and instead that drove you further into Hades’ arms.”

Ze says nothing, does not rise to the provocation.

“Whatever you’re doing with Hades,” xe goes on, blithe, “if you need a test subject, I can lend you Hippolyta. She’s easily bored. If there’s anything new to try—say an iteration on the command-and-control uplink—she’ll be up for it.”

Seconding a champion to another lord is not without precedent, but it is rare. Each of the Twelve is possessive. Hippolyta is one of the champions who participate in barrier defense; most prefer to demonstrate their prowess in the safety of the arenas, where they might face a couple torn-up colossi at most. An excellent candidate for field tests, if ever there were one.

“Iterate your own,” Hephaestus says, dry and defensive. And then, in a more conciliatory tone, “In seriousness, no, there’s nothing for any pilot to test.” Ze is chagrined to admit it.

“Once you breathed in theorems every moment, and turned them into the alloy of innovation. Once you were fearless in your advances, saw possibility in every motion.” Ares sits down beside zer. “Remember when you came up with a method for one pilot to control two eidolons at a time?”

“That didn’t work.” Too much neurological load. It killed a fair number of volunteers before Hephaestus ceased the trial. But the limitation was in the mortal brain, and even demigods were ill-equipped for it.

“But it was daring.” Xe huffs. “I do sympathize. My work is grueling, but I do not need to come up with new ideas beyond the obvious in tactics and stratagems. To you falls the task of building the walls, enhancing the eidolons, spinning straw into gold. Of all the Twelve, your duties may well be the heaviest.”

Hephaestus is silent, and Ares sits beside zer for a long time; only the wind, blowing over the alien fields and up Wall Caryatid, speaks.

“Euterpe once told me the same thing,” ze finally says, barely a whisper.

“That’s nothing. Eris would fire me up with a ‘good morning, shithead,’ every godsdamn day.” A bitter sigh. “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t miss her.”

A smile, thin, spreads across Hephaestus’ lips; in it, Ares thinks xe might see what Aphrodite once did. “Your secret is safe with me, oh Lord of War.”

Ares narrows xer eyes; xe does not like being caught out. “And what, Lord of the Forge, do you think you have discerned?”

“That you are like me, Ares. That victory has turned to ash in your mouth. That you have, these years on, lost your taste for sacrifice. That, I daresay, you would have us win this war against the colossi as bloodlessly as possible.”

“Do not insult me such,” Ares answers, a black roiling hatred in xer words. But Hephaestus knows it isn’t directed at zer; it is flung out at the colossi, at the Titans that came before, at this heartless world that takes and takes. “You and I both know what a final victory will cost, and wishing it different will not make it so.”

“I’m… working on an upgrade to our IFF systems, hardening them against colossus interference so we don’t accidentally shoot each other. It’s a necessary step if we are ever to deploy our forces as a unified lance again. When it’s ready for a field test, I will let you and Hippolyta know.”

“My thanks.” A chuckle. “And if you ever tire of being damn near monogamous with Hades, let me know.”

“You’re fucking my wife, Ares.” This time, there is a touch of empathy when Hephaestus says it.

“And I’m offering you a chance to cuck her for a change—” Ares begins, but does not finish. Xe is interrupted by the sudden, looming image of Zeus; dozens of identical, smiling faces line the city, projected from the ramparts. This close, and the two lords are dwarfed by their supposed equal, no larger than one of her crisply finished nails.

“In a week hence,” booms forth the Lord of Thunder, “the champions of the Twelve will meet once more in the arena, in a display of prowess and heroism.”

“Oh, fuck,” Hephaestus curses, a moment before Ares figures it out.

“Oh, she’s mad.” Ares is on xer feet before the message ends. “Let grim Hades know I will send Hippolyta to her estate tomorrow,” xe shouts over xer shoulder. “Her novice will need every ounce of tutelage she can muster.”







PERSEPHONE




Mere minutes after Zeus’ broadcast, I’ve been fitted in a pilot suit. It sits on me like armor, supple and chitinous, black whorled here and there with gold, the colors of the Lord of the Machine Dead. Her sigil clasps around my throat, resting against my pulse—a cypress leaf, its edges looking quite sharp, though they have not bitten me yet.

When Hades looks at me, something flickers in her eyes, impossible to decipher. Then she nods, and her face returns once more to cold granite. She’s been silent since Zeus made that gambit, her rage making her mute. The set of her jaw is like steel wire stretched to its tensile limit.

“Are you afraid?” she asks, sudden and clipped, as we march together to the hangar.

“Of you? No.” In fact, I’m thrilled. She is compelling in her fury. “Of the Panathenaic? I feel cautious, that is all.”

“A pilot’s training takes months. Even the best and fastest of them. Even,” she adds, voice low and tight, “the clones that Demeter produced specifically to be pilots.”

She’s correct: it took Adrastus, as far as I know, half a year. “Then it will be good to see how I measure up against my older sibling.”

Her jawline relaxes, very slightly. “Your appetite for competition is considerable. That’ll serve you well.”

“It’ll serve us well, my lord.” I flex my hands in the black gauntlets, feeling the articulated joints move with my fingers. I like this suit: it adorns me better than any jewelry. “Have I not pledged myself to you? Your cause is my cause.”

She blinks; surprised, I think. To all appearances I’ve sworn fealty to her as a matter of survival; even if I am her pilot, the most able arrow in her quiver, I arrived with an agenda that I have advanced at every turn—first myself, then my sister, liberated from our mother’s bondage. But when I examine myself, I discover I was sincere in my pledge of loyalty, that the mercenary part of me that seeks advancement at all times and at any cost is… quieter, around Hades. It brings me a certain contentment, to fight under a banner, to be loyal and know loyalty in turn.

I’ll crush the other pilots underfoot.

We come to a testing field, an extension attached to the hangar. An eidolon, a compact eight-meter unit has been brought there, its restraints removed. I recognize it as the fourth chassis which Hades keeps, the one currently cycled out of line duty with the Cerberus Cadre. Meant for close-range engagement, or to act as an entourage for a larger eidolon. It is not what I would prefer to pilot, but it’s reasonable enough that Styx would be reserved until after I’ve learned the ropes.

I ascend the boarding ladder; a small ground crew waits for me at the top, running last-minute diagnostics. “We don’t have your helmet yet, ma’am,” a bespectacled tech apologizes. “We’ll have it prepped by tomorrow.”

I pause astraddle the hull, one foot in the cockpit, my other leg provocatively stretched out for the support staff to admire in all its armor-encased glory; reputation is built on moments like this, and I want my lord’s crews to talk. “Don’t worry about it. I don’t plan on blowing my cockpit’s pressure quite yet,” I say with a wink, and the girl turns bright red.

Once I’ve folded myself into the mech’s command seat, the hatch seals and the eidolon’s systems come online, illuminating the cockpit in pale blue. It’s confined, but the closeness is oddly comfortable—it feels like a space designed to cradle and protect the occupant, one part impregnable alloy and one part the same supple material that makes up my suit. Briefly I wonder if that’s how a casket feels, at first.

A moment later, the unit’s external cameras activate, projecting live feeds onto a series of screens that wrap around me. They capture the mech’s surroundings with almost perfect fidelity, and the haptics are a joy to manipulate: I pivot my head and narrow my eyes, and the relevant screen seamlessly tightens and zooms in.

I’m so enamored with the system that Hades’ voice, direct in my ears, almost startles me: “I’ve authenticated a pilot profile for you. It has basic instructions—I do suggest perusing those—but I’ll advise you as you learn the controls. Log in.”

I do so, placing my hand on the control panel. User profile validated, the eidolon murmurs in a mellifluous voice. Welcome, Persephone, Champion of the Underworld.

That’s flattering, even if the granting of this title arises from necessity. I run my fingers over the gears and levers that’ll let me maneuver the unit, and after a few seconds I slip into the eidolon’s system. It’s governed by a set of limited heuristics, and asserting my will over that is easy. I make the eidolon stand.

“Persephone,” murmurs Hades, “I’d like you to get familiar with the manual controls first, in the event of jamming or signal loss.”

I bite back my grimace with a noncommittal, “As you wish, my lord.” I can understand the desire to train me on basics, but it all feels a little pointless. I was designed to interface with any virtual system I encounter. I don’t need to manipulate anything; with a single thought, the eidolon could become an extension of me.

Switching to manual control is a miserable experience. Right out of the gate, I back the mech up when I intend to go forward; the controls are inverted. For its first several steps, the eidolon lists this way and that. It walks as if drunk. The eidolon’s heuristics attempt to guide me: please adjust your angle, regain your equilibrium and aim carefully, relax your grip. I’ve never had to be tutored in anything, and here is the most grimly condescending teacher imaginable.

But I catch on, quickly. After a few minutes, the mech is moving lighter on its feet; a little more, and I have it pirouetting around obstacles. All the same, I feel restrained, ineffective. Enough of this; we have only days. “Lord Hades, give me something to spar against.”

It is her turn to murmur, “As you wish, my pilot.” The partition that separates this from the hangar lifts. Another eidolon enters, also a Retribution-class, angular and silver-gray. Decorative eyes, enormous and compound and green. No pilot: a drone used for practice. It will engage in a mock routine with me, Hades explains, with varying levels of speed and response. She’ll be manually adjusting as we spar.

This time, I enter the eidolon, penetrating deep into its vulnerable systems, making them mine. Its cameras become my eyes, its limbs my limbs, its cabled might my ligaments. I take several seconds to settle into this, the sensation of embodiment as alloys and reactor core, of being eight meters tall. The shift in vantage point is significant. My patron, taller than my flesh form, is dwarfed now, a mere doll.

My opponent’s eyes light up. It advances and unsheathes from its body a spear, of the same material as the rest of its armor. The tip has been folded to make it blunt, but it’d still be capable of considerable impact. I copy that, drawing from my own eidolon an equivalent weapon. The shaft is solid in my grip. All of this is communicated through pseudo-sensory input: I haven’t actually connected my nervous system to the eidolon’s sensors, for that courts foolishness. There’s no point blurring the line for sparring.

We trade blows—the drone increases its speed and reactivity immediately, once Hades catches on to the fact that I no longer have any trouble maneuvering the eidolon. Spear meets spear. It’s not a familiar weapon for me, but I have been bred first and foremost for combat. Hand-to-hand amounts to damaging before getting damaged, and making strikes that count. But more than that I’m meant to display how adroit I can make the eidolon, how well I can make it dance. And so I do. I dodge and feint in this enormous metal body; I seize the drone’s wrist and come this close to attaining the leverage sufficient to overturn it. In this mode, control is as luxurious and fine as silk passing through my fingers. I move fast, and faster.

An attack startles me, the spear’s blunted tip striking me in the flank. I register the force, an edge this close to feeling it in my ribs, and then I move past. I strike back.

My spear cracks against the drone’s cockpit. In a normal eidolon, that’d have been a shock to the pilot, well-armored as that part of the chassis is. About as much damage as I can inflict with a blunted weapon.

“That will do,” murmurs Hades’ voice in my ear. Perhaps my imagination, but her breathing sounds a little short. “We’ll test you against piloted units, next time.”

I take that as a signal to disengage. I do so—and withdraw my presence from the eidolon’s system as well—and the drone returns to a position at ease. At a thought, my cockpit unseals and the hatch lifts. When I drop to the ground, I’m skin and bones once more, and Hades is no longer small. Briefly disorienting. She stands watching me from a viewing platform high up the hangar wall, and I realize that I want to leap toward her, close the distance in an instant, fight her in earnest—not the play of the gym, but a test of violence, my flesh against her flesh. There’s a second in which the image comes to me, vivid and feral, of grabbing her and forcing her to bend down so I can bite her on the mouth.

A shout goes up from the walkways above; I was so fixated on my lord that I failed to realize the Cerberus triplets have been watching along with a gaggle of techs. They joyfully cheer my immediate mastery of the lesser eidolon. Strange, to not be met with jealousy or suspicion, but genuine joy in my success; aside from my sister, every inhabitant of Demeter’s estate—especially Adrastus but also my mother—stared at me with something between mild disdain and covetous envy. Not so here, it seems.

That illusion is immediately shattered. “Enough coddling her,” Hephaestus barks as ze emerges onto the platform beside Hades. “Menippe, Metioche, and Cedalion, prepare for a virtual simulation. And you”—ze points down at me as a god on high, zer eyes glowing with such intensity that they hurt to look at, even with the distance between us—“back in the mech. There’s still training to do.”




♦




“This test will be conducted entirely in a virtual battlescape, a replica of the city of Elysium.” Hephaestus’ voice is hard and unyielding; it rings with a different sort of power than Hades’. I remember zer promise to me—to use me like a weapon, to put me through my paces, to purge from the armor that girds Hades any impurities that weaken it—and I feel a different sort of heat.

Sure enough, my eidolon’s sensors read that I am standing near Wall Caryatid. Superimposed on my display are three green diamonds—the Cerberus Cadre—and distracting blue dots indicating any number of incidental objects. With a thought, I hide extraneous information and focus on my soon-to-be foes.

A thought occurs to me: if this is a virtual reality instance, then I can interface with the system that governs it, edit it as I see fit. Is this in keeping with the spirit of this contest? Not at all. But this is one where I’m expected to lose, no doubt designed to teach me humility as I am outflanked by superior numbers, emphasize the importance of working as a team over singular skill. So why should I accept this predetermined outcome? Am I not designed to do the impossible?

But when I reach out, I find… nothing. It is the same sort of silence I was met with when standing on the cliff in Dionysus’ bacchanalia. This is, I realize, not merely an artificial projection built by graphics and algorithms, but a substrate of reality created by a god; I wonder if the triplets are even aware that we fight inside a miracle.

“You’ve demonstrated your dexterity with eidolon command and maneuverability.” Hephaestus sounds insulted that ze must give me even that much. “In this exercise, your eidolon carries a weapons payload suited for urban combat—”

I’m already reviewing the weapon system manifests. A battery of shoulder-mounted guided missiles, good for clearing terrain and coming down on top of my foes. A rifle-mounted autocannon—its longer range will be wasted by shorter lines of sight, but it can be good for punching through cover, and I can always drop it to pull the combat knife from my mech’s thigh. “Knife” is a bit of a misnomer: the blade is one and a half meters, almost as long as I am tall, and its nanofilament edge will slice through most materials as easily as—well, the saying is typically “as easily nanofilament knife through bread.” Finally and most importantly, this eidolon is equipped with jump jets, ensuring that I can reposition; in an environment like this, speed and cover are life.

“You’ll be fighting all three members of the Cerberus Cadre”—on cue, the diamonds flash from green to red—“with one simple objective: survive for twenty minutes.”

Does ze seriously expect me to run for my life for minutes on end? Where is the fun in that? Better to confront my attackers, make them bleed before they bring me low; better I learn something about tactics and combat from the best mortal pilots, rather than whatever asinine lesson Hephaestus is trying to drive into my skull.

I begin to move, putting some distance from my closing enemies. I am familiar with their eidolons; Menippe and Metioche each favor shorter range weapons, close-up fighting, while Cedalion serves in an overwatch position with a powerful sniper rifle and a superior electronic warfare suite. My priority is to take down Cedalion first—deny my enemy the ability to engage at both long and short range, and insult Hephaestus by besting zer favorite.

My tracking algorithms begin to scramble, little diamonds twitching on my screens as my eidolon’s sensors react to false positives. Two can play that game: my mech may not have EWAR capabilities, but I do. My consciousness reaches out and brushes against Cedalion’s systems; evidently, Hephaestus is either unaware of what I can do or, more likely, wants me to learn the hard way that my abilities won’t save me. Zer failure of imagination.

I consider going straight for all three reactors, obliterating them in a catastrophic collapse of the magnetic fields that contain the fusion reactions that drive our eidolons. But I can’t be certain just how shielded against electronic attacks these eidolons truly are; I know that the colossi often attempt to disrupt eidolon systems on a fundamental level, and I imagine that the best hunter-seeker algorithms in Elysium guard the glowing heart of every mech. I opt for something a little more subtle: I carefully and precisely spoof my location, cloaking my actual signature while a perfect facsimile appears to head in the other direction, down the open Boulevard of Victors that runs from the main city gate to the docks—the exact sort of killing ground a sniper would love, with a long line of sight and high walls to trap your quarry in an enfilade.

“Prey is changing vector,” Cedalion reports on the comm channel I’ve now infiltrated. And then she takes my bait: “Going high, see if I can’t pin her down.”

“Wait—” Menippe barks, her instincts warning her that something is wrong. But it’s too late: I’ve already clambered to the top of a silver-and-glass tenement, hydroponics farms and gardens crushed under my feet as I lie in wait, my autocannon precisely aimed. The moment Cedalion’s eidolon crests the building line, I put three armor-piercing rounds right through her chest. The mech doesn’t so much crash as cease to exist, burning debris raining over a square kilometer; a second, incandescent explosion blooms a few seconds later when the eidolon’s ammunition stores begin to cook off.

“Fuck!” Metioche curses.

Menippe is more professional: “Communication compromised,” she infers, and the comm channel falls silent as the remaining triplets—twins, now—begin to communicate in some other manner. Sure enough, a colored flare goes up next: it means something, but skill at hacking does not make me privy to the esoteric languages between team members.

Menippe’s eidolon fades from my sensors; they’ve lost their sister’s electronic warfare capabilities, so she must be masking her emissions in some more conventional way, maybe running her fusion core at a lower power level, below the threshold of what my equipment can pick up in this environment. But Metioche burns bright on my sensors, and this can only be intentional—I’ve heard of eidolon teams baiting colossi just like this, providing a clear and present threat that lures the enemy in, while another team member lines up the kill.

Seven minutes have elapsed. I could run from them, hide myself until the time runs out. But why? If Metioche would like to paint a target on her back, it’s only obliging that I take a shot.

Which I do a few minutes later, using a powerful sniper rifle identical to Cedalion’s—there is a psychological effect, a personal insult, to using your enemy’s weapon against them—to fire through the building Metioche has taken cover behind.

“You’ll have to do better than that!” she taunts, apparently keeping her comms open just for this occasion; consummate bait until the bitter end. I reply by firing my entire compliment of missiles even as I go full auto with the sniper rifle. The missiles arc high, high above the city; several even impact the dome above, sending sparks and debris tumbling downward. At the height of their arc, they begin to lock onto Metioche’s eidolon; I override and manually aim.

She’s not stupid; she’s a veteran eidolon champion, she can recognize I’m trying to pin her down with suppressive fire while pummeling her position with artillery. She begins to sprint, forgoing cover in favor of speed.

And that’s why I aimed the missiles not at her, but at the first floor of the building she’s standing beside: with an ear-splitting lurch, the building teeters and then falls, collapsing into the street and crushing the eidolon.

My satisfaction is short-lived: the next moment a shotgun round takes the arm of my mech off, the sniper rifle tumbling away. I scream in frustration: in her shoes this is precisely how I would have played it, but anticipating Menippe doesn’t make her any less capable. Klaxons wailing, I bolt into cover, trying to ascertain where she is.

There’s no need: Menippe is on top of me, fearless in certain victory. It’s the correct assessment: her eidolon is fresh and equipped for a close-quarters fight, while mine is damaged and disarmed. On sudden, terrified instinct I reach out for any system of hers I can subvert, like—

Every eidolon has a combination of smoke and chaff that they can deploy as a last resort, a defensive measure designed to disrupt enemy visual and sensor locks, allowing a mech to disengage. In the heat of combat, I forgot that was a system I could deploy.

But I remember now, as I fly through the enemy systems that I can access; these systems, how like the mazes my mother trained me on. With a thought, I deploy Menippe’s smoke, blinding her with her own defenses for one critical second—just long enough for me to swing back around and, combat knife unsheathed, tackle her eidolon.

We go through a building, and then a second, two massive war-machines tearing through metal and concrete as we grapple for the killing blow. In the end, it is my blade that finds her heart; on instinct, I even twist it, like one would to ensure a living foe bleeds out faster.

I am wild with endorphins, my eyes darting back and forth for new threats, my fingers tingling with anticipation and focus. “Any more lessons for me, Hephaestus?” I scream.

There is no reply. I unseal the cockpit, eager to confront zer in person—only to find that even outside my eidolon, I am still standing in Hephaestus’ manufactured reality. Rubble lies all around, and the smell of smoke hangs thick in the air.

I clamber out of my eidolon and drop to the ruined street below. It is there that I finally spy Hephaestus, zer back to me as ze looks out over the rubble. A lone figure, human-sized yet deific in poise.

“Anything else you want me to kill?” I shout. I don’t know why I’m so angry, but the fire stays with me, leading me to unwise impulses. Zer only response is to lift zer hand and then flick it to one side.

My vision fills with blue dots, spread out in all directions, at different heights and depths, as if I am still in my eidolon and Hephaestus has activated the part of the heads up display I turned off. But now, mixed in amongst them, are black triangles.

“I think you’ve killed quite enough, Persephone,” ze says, voice unreadable. “The blue dots are civilians. The black triangles were civilians. You tackled Menippe through a bakery and killed fifteen. The building you leveled to crush Metioche was a residential block; it housed one thousand—”

Something tears loose inside of me, something that sounds like a beast and tastes like blood. Of course this was the lesson, of course this is how I was meant to fail. Persephone, too good for all the tests, too successful, too prideful. Mother will find a way to humble you, don’t worry; some new rule you’ve never heard of before, some esoteric reason that this time it was a failure, when last time it was an unparalleled success.

It isn’t until Hephaestus has me pinned against a wall that I realize I have said all this aloud, that I am sobbing and screaming and doing my damnedest to tear out the glowing marbles Hephaestus has for eyes. “No more fucking tests,” I keep screaming.

I’m still blubbering that when ze opens the cockpit of my mech and pulls me out, carefully, gently.




♦




I stumble into my suite and lock the door behind me, then stand against it, my back braced against the seamless surface. By and by I make my way to the bed, and there bury my face between my knees: through this I am only more hyperaware of myself, sweat and pulse and roaring blood.

When Hades accepted me as her retainer, I thought I was free; when she appointed me her pilot, I thought I’d snapped every shackle of my birth in pieces. And more than that I’ve demonstrated my worth, over and over; I have secured my place. That Hephaestus is little different from my mother, that ze is—

The door whispers open, nearly soundless, but not to me; I’m alert to every noise. My head whips up and I find Hephaestus stepping through.

I should be exhausted. I am exhausted. But I find within me one last reserve of energy, and with it I spring to my feet and slam my closed fist into zer face.

Hephaestus makes a muffled noise as ze staggers. I stare down at my knuckles, and then at zer, thinking two things: I couldn’t break skin and draw ichor, and that I have destroyed my only chance at liberation from my mother—that now, surely, ze will send me back to Demeter’s estate, whatever Hades’ objections. My skin is both hot and cold at once. Mistake after mistake, failing the pilot trial and now this. Would the consequences stop there? Would it imperil Khrysothemis’ potential betrothal too? All of us, returned to the prison of our birth in chains.

At least I was defiant: the balm of the abused, the consolation prize of the defeated.

But the Master of the Flame surprises me. Ze simply rubs at zer jaw and says, “I suppose I had that coming. And I came here to apologize.”

My thoughts judder to a halt, my next strike frozen by the unexpected concession. The next second, reality reasserts: this is another ploy, another way to make me vulnerable, to make me accept abuse at the hands of someone who ought to protect me. I give no reply except my gasping, snorting breath.

Hephaestus lets the door close behind zer, then very slowly sinks to the floor, zer hands spread wide so I can see zer palms pressed flat to the tiles. Ze is making zerself smaller, attempting to appear less threatening. I keep my fist poised for another blow, glaring down at zer, my jaw clenched, hair matted to my face with tears and sweat.

“When I was very young—a godling not yet capable of feats of engineering, ignorant of the rules that undergird our world—I was gifted a small toy.” Ze keeps zer voice low, does not look at me. “A trick, really. A little box that, when opened, revealed a tiny figurine, probably of Mnemosyne; when you closed it, the figure would disappear, then reappear on the next open. There was no magic to it, just a trick of mirrors. But I didn’t know that, not yet, and I was fascinated by it.”

“What is the point of this?” I growl. I shouldn’t; I’m aware that Hephaestus is divulging a personal anecdote that will humanize zer, that will render zer vulnerable in the same way I have been made. But I am still furious, and if my fists can’t hurt zer then my words might still flay zer alive.

Hephaestus shrugs. “In my infinite childish wisdom, I put a spider inside of it. Imagine my elation when I discovered it did, in fact, vanish. What boundless satisfaction. It felt like I had used my reason for the first time—I had accurately anticipated an outcome, tested reality and found I could predict the results. But that’s not what happened, of course: I had crushed the spider in the toy’s mirrors.”

“It sounds to me like you made it disappear, you just couldn’t bring it back,” I say, trying to hold on to my snideness. But already my voice has lost some of its edge.

“And that’s what I wanted to teach you. You can’t bring them back, not with all the power in the universe. There’s so much life in Elysium, but it is so small and fragile compared to the wastes of this world, to an atmosphere that is poison to breathe, to the monsters that roam the wastes. And in this cage of mirrors and glass, it is so easy to make one of those little spiders disappear, from life and then from memory. As pilot—as Hades’ pilot, as my student—I needed to show that to you.”

I unclench my fist and extend my hand to help zer off the floor. “Did you consider starting with this story?”

“Would the lesson have stuck as well?”

I’m not certain I’ve learned anything from this. Life is sacred? Except it clearly isn’t. My mother grows the food of this city; the meat is slaughtered and the plants scythed, and we give thanks for the caloric transfer but feel nothing more than slight appreciation. We clearly don’t consider that which dies to feed us worthy of life. The same for my clone sisters: they, too, fill a specific niche, are the vessels through which another sort of caloric energy is transferred—an iota of godly prestige, a speck of authority. They die to feed others’ passions. And do I feel for them? Not in the slightest. I’ve murdered more Mark Twos and Mark Threes than anything that draws breath in the city; they were the grist that made me strong.

And here Hephaestus stands, telling me that there is another type of life in this city, but because it is a beast that goes to bakeries and lives in a stall shaped like a residential block, I am supposed to care for it? I brought this city to the brink of civil war to be free; what do I care for the animals that skitter in its streets?

No, what I have learned from this little exchange is that I am angrier than I had realized. Every interaction of mine has always been a test, and I thought I was fine with that. I believed I took a bitter happiness from a passing grade; it made reality so easy, so simple, to vault the next obstacle put in my way. But push me too far, demonstrate one too many times that I am the fool, embarrass me and teach me that I need to learn humility—and I will do more than contemplate civil war; I will strike the gods themselves.

Or maybe the real moral of the story is that two days of ceaseless struggle in countless arenas—while threatened by a succession of lords—will drive even the most collected and rational agent insane.

Would the lesson have stuck as well? I almost sneer. “Probably not,” I lie.

“You said you were tired of tests,” Hephaestus says. “This was not a test; it was a lesson. Every pilot under my and Hades’ command must learn it, that combat is not about winning, about conquering our foes. It’s about protecting Elysium, and Elysium is its people, Persephone. The point is that there must be a tomorrow.” Ze lets out a breath. “Metioche cried for hours after her turn at this lesson, though I suppose none of the triplets decked me in the face. It’s also why their elimination came so easily to you—because in the simulation, they were trying to avoid civilian casualties.”

A “test”, a “lesson”: distinctions without a difference. In the simulation, the triplets joined a thousand animals in death, but I lived. Should I have instead let myself be cut apart by their knives, accepted that this much meat and this much marrow outweigh my singular soul? I have the one life, and it is invaluable to me.

I do not say this. “Why didn’t you tell me—”

“It would defeat the point.”

I think of hitting zer again, to really test the limits of zer sense of fairness. Hephaestus’ drivel tires me. Worse than that, ze saw me at my lowest—the only person who’s done so outside of my mother, and that thought pricks at me, makes me want to retaliate.

“I appreciate what you showed me today. It puts things into perspective.” I cross the room and turn my back to Hephaestus, beginning to stretch out the stress and tension of my first piloting session. “I’ve never understood why my mother is the way she is. She has so much power, but seems completely helpless to make herself happy—like she’s driven by some unattainable goal, and all the world tastes of ash in its absence. Hades—”

The tightness of this pilot uniform, the shine of its material: Hephaestus must have made it in line with zer works of art, the smooth perfection and glistening metal of an object made for use, shaped to a form pleasing in the hand. “Hades has been interred in her estate for generations, grieving her first and only pilot. Dionysus rages against the idea of anyone impinging on her freedom, to the point of eschewing responsibilities in their totality. And you—”

I’ve unzipped the suit and pulled it off my shoulder—the material doesn’t precisely fall off the skin—and now turn my head to fix Hephaestus with one eye, letting zer drink in the sight of my pale skin and red iris against the black and gold. “Here you are, defined by the childhood realization that living things are small and then they die.” I throw a laugh, low and throaty, calculated to be dismissive. “Thank you for the perspective. You’re all wounded, petulant children, defined by loss, a gasping absence where your hearts should be.”

I watch as Hephaestus’ face shifts from relief that I have understood zer little lesson, to confusion, and then to unbridled rage. I make a point of again turning my back to zer, as if utterly confident ze will not touch me. I begin to pull the uniform off my other shoulder, shimmying it down toward my waist; my back, lithe and strong, is completely exposed to zer fury.

“You and Lord Hades have very different ideas of how to shape a pilot, don’t you?” I shake out my hair, letting the snow white contrast with the uniform’s luminescent black. “I doubt she smiled on your antics today. For all that you want a weapon, she wants… something else. In fact, I asked her if she’d like me as her concubine.”

“You what?” This finally pushes the Master of the Forge over the edge. Ze is suddenly behind me, pressing me against the wall, my breasts cold against the stone and my back warm against zer metal flesh; zer teeth are close to my carotid, and I am forcefully reminded that I stand in the presence of divinity. Ze is not as tall as Hades, nor as wide, but ze is still powerfully built—the practical strength of a weaponsmith and craftsman, taken to its most handsome ideal.

Nor is it zer physical presence alone that intimidates; Hephaestus radiates a baleful energy that extends beyond the confines of zer frame—the roiling gravity at the core of a cursed star, the gaping maw at the heart of the maelstrom.

“Is this a game to you?” ze asks, and zer voice is the sound of every hammer in Elysium striking as one. I feel zer will lashing me in place; I feel it pulling me toward the ground, to kneel and prostrate myself. I want to wire my jaw shut; I want to beg forgiveness for my trespasses. “Do you not understand the peril that threatens us at every turn?”

I press through it, clenching my fist so tight that I can feel blood as my nails dig into my palm. “I could ask you the same thing,” I snarl. “You’ve spent hours manipulating me, provoking me, driving me to a breaking point. The Lord of Thunder wants to humiliate her sister, I’m aware. My mother would see Hades’ downfall. So yes, I can appreciate the danger we are in—maybe even more than you, given that I’m the one in the middle, the one being pushed around. The one,” I nearly spit out, “with everything to lose.”

“You think I have nothing to lose?” Hephaestus growls, and I think ze will actually kill me—grind me against this stone, drive my eyes back into my skull, pull my ribs through my lungs. Zer eyes glow, brighter and brighter, incandescent with fury—

—and then ze relents. I can breathe again, and Hephaestus’ power is once more only zer height and rugged strength.

“Are you jealous,” I press on, putting my hands on the wall, making another show of my body—risking everything, “or are you only pretending to be?”

“Of you?”

I ignore the reflexive derision, dive into the heart of the matter. “You have been her companion through countless battles, must have blocked blows with your own body that were meant for her.” I twist around and rest my hand, gently, on the thigh they favor; ze flinches, as if truly flesh and fear. Satisfaction floods through me. “I could serve the same purpose, for her. We could be her armor together. So you needn’t be.”

“Needn’t be what?” ze snaps.

“Jealous,” I say, and peel the pilot’s suit off all the way.

There’s hesitation—something in zer expression tells me that ze believes this a terrible idea, and yet. I have succeeded in my maneuver, and that becomes more obvious still when ze closes zer grip around the hand I have on zer thigh; strong, rough fingers, the color and texture of coal, wrap around my wrist. “You are playing with fire, mortal,” ze warns.

“I’m not so easily burnt.” With my free hand I grip the back of zer skull, and then I finally get to realize what I’ve wanted to do to Hades, even if it’s not quite the right target. I kiss and bite hard. The skin does not break, still, but there’s an odd piquancy to zer lips, a resinous sweetness.

Hephaestus seizes me with blackened hands, turns me toward the bed and then, with sudden force, throws me onto it. The soft sheets meet my back and nearly immediately, zer hard mass is upon me. My pulse percusses. Throwing zer off would be easy, but I don’t want to. Now more than ever it has become obvious that ze is the best path I have to understanding Hades. Grasp this one, comprehend zer parameters, and I might at last read the code of my patron.

For several moments, ze does nothing at all, merely straddles me, pinning me down. Anticipation is drawing me taut. Zer eyes glitter down at me, as if ze is examining a new and intriguing mechanism; Demeter has ensured that my beauty would meet, and exceed, the standards of Elysium, but I expect that’s not what Hephaestus is evaluating.

When ze at last descends upon me, it’s not my mouth ze seeks but my throat. The contract is electric, fang unsheathed to puncture—it’s the first time I’ve ever shed blood. My hands close into fists in Hephaestus’ shirt; without quite meaning to I’m arching into zer, scrabbling for purchase as pain blooms and turns into something heady.

“For all your talk,” ze whispers against my skin, my opened vein, “you’re ready to yield, aren’t you?”

I don’t answer. The truth is that I lack experience, and knowledge of this wasn’t part of my imprint. All I have is incidental information, absorbed from the city’s network. Better let zer take the lead and do the work, while I study and absorb. There’s nothing more to take off me, and Hephaestus is not disrobing. Ze only undoes trousers, freeing zer erection. It’s warm against my stomach.

“Touch me.”

And because I’m curious, I do—zer cock is surprisingly pleasant to the touch, thin skin sheathing engorged nerves. It hardens as I explore, stroking, running my fingers around and across. “My hands or my mouth, Hephaestus?”

Zer hip jerks as I tighten my grip. “This is your first time, isn’t it?”

I try to spin up a perfectly suited answer, one that implies I’ve been trained in the art of pleasure as much as pain. But I hesitate, and that earns me a laugh; it sounds like a fire crackling. My blood has rouged zer lips, unevenly.

“What do you want?” ze rasps.

My palm cups around the tip of zer cock and this time zer breath hitches. “You inside me, to the hilt.”

“Now that is bravery.” And then ze bends to take one of my nipples into zer mouth.

I have a perfect understanding of my own body, of which nerves connect to which, what part of my brain answers. For the first time since my decanting, I lose track. It’s not simply the stimulation—that part is easy—but the neurochemistry of it, the way my body reacts to zers that has more in common with uncontrolled fission than mere physicality. It pleases me; it perplexes me. Zer coal hands on my hips, zer bright teeth on my stomach, zer fingers between my thighs. All of this is more than the sum of its parts.

When ze slips into me, it’s a sensation I haven’t experienced before, and I welcome it, urging zer deeper. It feels so… full. There comes a point of discomfort, and then ze slows, letting me adjust. “Faster,” I murmur after I have. Our bodies make such noises as we find the intersection where we can move, if not quite as one, then in call-and-response. Heat builds inside me, and with it the same hunger to see Hephaestus’ viscera that I have for Hades.

Then ze whispers, “Imagine if Hades is inside me while I fuck you.”

That provocation breaks a dam, a wall; climax tears through me like a spear. I am breathless; I am impaled. Thought suspends.

The ravening instinct inside me quells, for a time, as I come down. Sex lacks the precision, the purity, of violence. But I’ve found here a similar catharsis. I rub my cheek against Hephaestus’ hand, and curl against this divine body, basking in zer warmth. It is not difficult to imagine zer chest a mighty forge itself, zer hands as hammers, and all the world an anvil; I hear the fire in zer chest, the deep rumbling of coals.

In the stillness that follows, I reach up and slide my hand into Hephaestus’ hair. I’m surprised to find it damp with sweat; the devotion with which these gods maintain the pretense that they are like us. But ze smells good, like the granite countertop upon which a feast will be prepared, or the certainty of new metal.

“Do you,” I finally ask, “put your iron tools in water, to test how quickly they corrode?”

Hephaestus stirs slowly. Perhaps ze is confused by the prospect of a human lay initiating pillow talk; perhaps ze has the same lack of experience as I do, and is just beginning to learn ze wants that sense of connection after coitus. “No,” ze says thickly. “That would be stupid.”

“Then don’t test me with morality tales.”

This gets zer to crack an eye open. “I am Hades’ armorer. It is my privilege and my duty to protect her, and that includes testing you.”

“Do you take a blade and smash it against stone until it breaks, and then consider your work finished, the impurity of the metal excised?” I sit up now, but do my best to regulate my voice, to invite Hephaestus in rather than drive zer away. “The truth of the matter is that Hades has made her choice. I am her pilot, whatever my strengths and weaknesses. You breaking me would not change that, except to deprive Hades of her newest asset and Styx of her pilot. So you can either keep driving us together, her blade”—I rest a hand on my chest, and then move it to zers, placing it where a human heart might be—“and her armor, until one of us breaks. Or—”

“Or I can accept that we should work with each other instead of against.” Ze also sits up, the black sheets framing zer skin like velvet might a jewel. Ze chews zer lip, thinking. “When I confronted you in the gym, after you revealed your mother’s conditioning—that was an act. At least, that is what I told Hades. I thought it to be one. I wanted it to be one. But…”

“I made an oath to Hades, as you might have made to her in your time. The words we spoke may have differed, but your and my intent is the same: to protect her, to serve her, to cherish her. That the two of us are committed to her does not cheapen the oaths we made, nor does it make us competitors. We are allies, and the sooner we act like it, the better protected Hades shall be.”

“For a mortal not even a year in this world, you speak with wisdom.” Zer eyes narrow, and zer voice takes on the slightest of playful tones. “Or you’re just programmed to say insightful things for your own aggrandizement.”

“Promise to speak plain and truthful to me, and I will reply in kind. As a sign of goodwill, I’ll start: I really, earnestly, truly do not care for the spiders that populate this box of a city. But you do, and Hades does, and so that means their protection is now my duty.”

Hephaestus laughs, then falls silent, thinking. “I accept you,” ze says suddenly. “You’ve shown everything I would have hoped for. Temerity most of all—there’s a rare courage in you, and I would make use of it.”

I run my hand down zer warm flank, stop at zer hip. “Accepted me as what, Master of the Flame?”

Ze puts a hand against my head, draws me in, and against my lips says, “As a weapon for me, as another piece of armor for Hades—as a tool for us both to wield. Isn’t that what you’ve wanted all along?”

As my answer, I wind myself around zer; I take the kiss, and soon we are at each other again, fingers and tongue and teeth. In this way I will seal myself in zer flame: let us, then, brand one another in our shared oath.
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Hephaestus joins me for breakfast. I have anticipated zer: rolls shaped in the sigils of our two houses—a cypress leaf, a hammer, an assortment of other nondescript shapes to avoid the appearance of being too sentimental—freshly churned butter, jams of various sorts. For all its advancement, Elysium does not have more than a barter economy; we provide the vast majority of the needs and wants of our population, captive as it is under the city’s dome. For the exotic luxury goods, it is difficult to fix a price when the lords of Elysium so readily interfere with the procurement of goods and services.

I am not above manipulating the economy to my benefit, more readily than my peers; logistics and the procurement of the dark things of the earth are my remit. More obvious to the populace, each winter I donate virtually all the fruits from my gardens to the temples and markets of the city—the bounty of the cold seasons, before spring again returns. There is not a soul in Elysium who has not eaten one of my fruits.

In turn, my door is often graced by offerings, bright goods that do not grow in the dreary Underworld. I welcome them, genuinely; to refuse would be to discredit the investment these mortal souls have in their city, in us. And while I favor the pomegranate grown and processed within my own estate, these gifts mean I can supply my guests with the foods they enjoy, without demanding it be handed over from our lessers.

In this case, I know Hephaestus favors apricot, strawberry, sweeter things touched by the sun. The only preference of Hephaestus’ that might be interpreted as a foible.

That is, until today.

Ze eats as if famished, artlessly smearing butter and jam across bread. The forms we take are not human, but the fidelity of the illusion means we take on some psychosomatic responses of mortals. Though ze does not need to eat, ze very much wants to, as if restoring calories lost in strenuous activity.

“Your training session with Persephone was productive?” I ask, doing my best to keep humor from my voice.

Hephaestus is too distracted to notice, anyway; ze is scraping the last bit of plum jam from its jar. “Yes,” is all ze says.

“You disappoint me, old friend. You’re not going to say she was a very flexible student, or that she favors a hands-on methodology, or that—” I trail off as ze slowly turns to focus on me, parsing the thrust of my comments. “I know you fucked her.”

“Naturally you would know. This is your estate.” Still, ze looks embarrassed; both of us are similarly reserved in our dalliances, not prone to fits of passion.

“Say nothing of my estate; you were loud enough that I dismissed the maintenance crews early, lest the noise of your forge distract them from their work.”

Hephaestus stares and stares; ze does not find the humor in this that I do.

“It’s probably for the best,” I continue, shifting back into the formal register of numbers and facts that makes zer comfortable. “Persephone has been showing heightened adrenaline and—”

“Does it not anger you that I fucked your pilot?”

An odd question. “Why should it? I have no intention of doing so myself.”

“You’re lying to me, friend.”

“Am I?” I do not genuinely know; in this, I thought myself earnest and exact. Persephone preoccupies my thoughts, yes. The strangeness with which she regards the world compels. The mysteries of her making pull me toward her. And naturally Hephaestus could not fail to see that tension, that moment, in the gym. But if I’m lying, it is to us both. “Of course she fascinates me. Of course I’m… but I don’t want—”

“You don’t want to be Zeus.”

“Once, I would have agreed with you. But after the thrashing I received at my sister’s hands, I’ve come to understand her a little better. All the same, I hesitate with Persephone. It has been mere days. Let the woman grow and thrive here, and we will see what comes. You and she, obviously.”

I chuckle at my own joke; this is the most fun I have had in years and years. But Hephaestus merely leans back in zer chair, watching me. “I sneak into your gardens each winter, before the harvest, and steal the ripest pomegranate of them all.”

“Of course you do. I taste it on your lips.” I see zer lip is swollen from where Persephone presumably bit it; I imagine doing the same, Hephaestus under me as zer warm gold fills my mouth.

“But do you know why?”

“I suspect it has something to do with staking your independence—from me, or from a partner who would dictate any part of your life.” We have discussed Aphrodite enough by name; her influence can now be relegated to oblique references. “Or perhaps you like to make a sweet kiss of the harvest’s finest fruit. I do not presume to know your motivations, friend, but I can still admire their effects from afar.”

I think I see a flash of pain on Hephaestus’ face; I have, I realize too late, missed something, discredited zer investment in us, in me. “I eat it so that if the crop has been poisoned, subverted against you in some profane way—you will find my body as a warning.”

My heart seizes; I am at a loss for words. The thought of finding Hephaestus’ cold body amongst the fruits of my garden is nightmarish, the gravest of omens; I wish that ze had not conjured such an image. And on its heels comes the exact opposite feeling: the knowledge that my friend, my boon companion and lover, would—

“I would like to say that last night was something in the same vein, that I was sampling a poisoned offering to protect you,” ze goes on. “But after the thrashing I received at her hands last night, I’ve come to understand her a little better.” Slowly, very slowly, a smile creeps across zer face; ze has made a joke.

“So the training did go well.”

“We’ve reached an understanding. I won’t let her go to rust in water or snap her across a stone, and she’ll try to avoid stepping on spiders.” A little in-joke of metaphors, the specifics of which are nebulous, but the gestures clear enough. Zer face shifts into serious thought. “Demeter’s programming is something that worries me; once Styx is fully operational, I will turn my efforts to freeing your pilot from her mother’s compulsions. And… I have this feeling that there is something else, something we’re not seeing; some plot of Demeter’s that even Persephone has no inkling of. Call it a smith’s intuition.”

“Your instincts have never failed us. I trust you in this, as in all things. But for all that hammers must strike while the iron is hot, I have known you to be cautious to a fault: despite your concerns, you have no misgivings about her?” This is the crux of the issue: the unknown around Persephone I can deal with, but I need my pilot and my friend to work together. I hope their sex is proof of them finding common ground, but I need confirmation.

“She is loyal, and beyond that, self-interested. She has every intent of bringing your estate glory, because it will bring her glory and get her that much closer to eclipsing her mother. The Mother of Wheat has designs for her yet, I have no doubt, but there’s a possibility that we could yet suborn her, make her our instrument instead of Demeter’s.”

“I agree. Could you please pass the butter?”

Hephaestus yelps; I control myself better, barely. “How long have you been sitting there? How are you sitting there?”

Persephone has chosen the chair between us, and her plate is piled high with the fruits of the table. Until now, neither of us perceived her. Her affected detachment and slight smile give her an impish look. “Long enough. And I did heed my lessons last night; I’m experimenting with the sensors of the estate, dampening my presence to them. On which note, Lord Hephaestus, how many turns did you require to poison-taste me? I’d have thought that if that was your intent, it’d need just the one round, not—”

Ze has flushed deeply, bronze statuary illuminated by reactor glow. “You’re not a fruit.”

“Oh,” Persephone says mildly, “what fortuitous information to receive. How much trouble would you all be in if garden produce could evade surveillance?” She makes a point of taking a bite out of one of the hammer-shaped rolls—and then, holding eye contact with me, setting it down to take a bite from a cypress leaf. “Imagine an apple assassin, how embarrassing.”

“Is that how you escaped Demeter’s house?” I say, stating the obvious. “Maybe if you show Hephaestus your specific methods…”

“Weren’t you listening, Hades?” Hephaestus exclaims. “She’s an apple.”

I narrow my eyes over their chuckling, a display of fake annoyance. “I see you both have conspired together to disrespect the lord of this house.”

“Well, yes.” Persephone smirks and brushes tousled hair from her face. “What are you going to do about it?”

And for the second time at this meal, I see a portent of the future: not of Hephaestus, dead at my feet, but under me, gasping in pleasure as Persephone cradles zer head, whispering sweet words of encouragement—and then, making of Hephaestus’ face a throne, the better to ascend to my side.

Intrigue glitters in Persephone’s crimson eyes, as though I’ve given the fantasy away. Maybe I have, which is unlike me; I’ve had generations to control and manipulate this face. I clear my throat. “By now, we have six days in which to make you ready. It’s unprecedented, but I want you to familiarize yourself with Styx today. I’ll be handling that.”

Hephaestus chooses this moment to let out a low whistle.

“Please,” I say, attempting to be stern. “Persephone has been distracted enough.”

“I’ve been able to focus better than ever,” she says, holding up an apple. “But have it your way, my lord. Who will I train with? The Cerberus Cadre?” She sounds rather eager for that.

Hephaestus interjects. “The Hounds pilot very differently from you do, and though you did not labor under their rules of engagement concerning collateral damage, you did best them handily. When we have time, they will continue to teach you the finer points of combat; rote training will help you remember things like deploying your smoke while under fire.” This elicits an eye roll from Persephone, but I can tell it annoys her to have a deficiency so correctly perceived. “But to understand what piloting Styx will be like, you require another champion. Even before Zeus’ announcement was finished, General Ares had informed us that xe would be gracious enough to send xers. You’ll be shown the ropes by Hippolyta herself.”







PERSEPHONE




An hour after breakfast, Ares arrives with xer champion Hippolyta.

They’re a study in contrast: Ares is as broad as my lord, and nearly as tall, with eyes the color of spear-points. Hippolyta meantime is the tiniest woman I’ve ever seen, coming in at a hundred fifty-one centimeters. Chestnut hair, dark eyes, mortal-looking: the daughter of Amazons, meaning that her family has long served in Ares’ contingent. Everyone here towers over her, but she seems completely unperturbed by the fact. Upon catching sight of me, she rushes over and grabs my hands.

“You’re so pretty!” she exclaims. “I love the red eyes, and I’ve heard so much about you.”

I’m at a loss. I try to locate the sarcasm in her tone or words—who would greet me like this in sincerity? But there are no hidden barbs, and I’m an expert on those, considering the garden in which I was born. So I try to return diplomacy for diplomacy. “I understand you’re one of the best champions in the Panathenaic. I’ve watched footage of your matches.”

“Oh, my spouse Herakles has won more often. The two of you must meet—ey’ll love you! But come, we have so much to talk about. Let’s spar.”

Her warmth makes me think, a little, of Khrysothemis. But whereas my sister holds within her a seed of sorrow, Hippolyta exists in earnest, easy delight. And perhaps without Demeter, Khrysothemis might have been just the same, unburdened and uncomplicatedly brilliant.

At a nod from Hades, I lead her to the hangar. Now is the time for the gods to convene, and they do not want us pilots to listen in. “I really don’t think Herakles will ‘love’ me,” I point out as we make our way down the corridor. “Considering.”

“You mean the matter between Zeus and your lord?” Hippolyta laughs like a bell. “Herakles doesn’t do politics. I don’t either. They’re not good for anybody.”

Somewhere in this bloom there must be a thorn, and yet she has charmed me. I’ve never met anyone quite like this, so easy with her manners, so open with her expression. When Mother brought me to one of the Twelve’s events, I was surrounded by nothing but poison, grins and smirks designed to inflict a thousand cuts. Not targeting me specifically, yet I saw what happened to one of my weaker sisters. You are secure until you aren’t, even as one of the docile pets kept in a pen.

Which is why I do not trust Hippolyta, whatever Ares’ alliance to Hades. I may have found in Hephaestus and Hades people who regard me as more than a commodity or a puzzle to solve, but I doubt I will find a third, let alone in another of the Twelve’s tools. Just because Hephaestus deflowerd me and I enjoyed it does not mean anything fundamental about Elysium has shifted.

On the other hand, I was right that Hephaestus would unlock the door to my patron. The two of them form closed walls, defending one another. And now, perhaps, they might open the gate and allow me in.

“This line of work,” Hippolyta is saying as we wait for the mechanics to release the eidolons, “is mostly fine. It’s the gossip and backbiting that’s hard to tolerate.”

Unlike most pilots, she is a mortal through and through. Ares must have uplifted her with modifications to make her a holy cyborg, but in looks and pedigree she’s a direct contrast to her spouse. Herakles descends from a family that has received Zeus’ blessing and also my mother’s genetic edits. And yet, from what I could glean from the tournament footage, Hippolyta is a crowd favorite, beloved by all. Perhaps the mortal population sees in her their chance at greatness.

“But everyone loves you,” I say.

“No one’s universally adored.” She looks amused. “Is that what you’re after?”

I can imagine nothing less appealing. “Of course not.”

“Good. Teaching you how to fight will be much simpler than the other thing.”

She asks me how much I’ve learned; I say enough to manage a basic eidolon, which is half a lie. But to say what I can do would make me seem a braggart. Each of us enters one of the trainer eidolons; the truth will emerge in any case, within minutes.

Her eidolon powers up. I engage my unit’s system.

This time the transition from cockpit to inhabiting the eight-meter body is much smoother, easier. As before, I assume control of the eidolon’s system, but I maintain a barrier separating my nervous system from the eidolon’s damage sensors. Then I straighten, and draw my spear.

Hippolyta draws a short blade. Blunted, the same as my weapon, but far shorter. I have an immediate advantage in reach—a precarious one, if she gets in too close.

“You are ready?” Hippolyta murmurs through the comms.

“When you are, Champion of War.”

“Very good,” she replies, and then charges.

At once I realize this is nothing like fighting a drone, or even the triplets. Hippolyta’s eidolon moves with such feline grace that it becomes difficult to believe she’s not inhabiting it the way I do—fast, fluid, so much so that the disparity in weapon reach shrinks down to near nothing. I parry and deflect, and realize I cannot quite catch up. My spear’s reach has become a liability; she’s too quick, and I can’t defend as easily as she does. It seems impossible that someone piloting the unit manually could possibly be this dexterous. I sink more of myself into my eidolon, strengthening the connection, refining my control. Now there’s less than a second’s worth of latency between me and the unit.

It should be decisive; it should return the edge to me. But Hippolyta has on her side the weight of experience—she’s met many opponents, has by all accounts even fought colossi, and very soon I find the tip of her blunted blade pressed up against my cockpit. A killing blow, pulled back.

“Do you yield?” Hippolyta’s voice in my ear.

“I yield.” But strangely I don’t find myself angry or frustrated. As I disconnect and get out of the eidolon, I can feel sweat has gathered on the back of my neck, and my limbs feel light, my body buoyed with pleasure. Not the same kind that alloyed my tryst with Hephaestus, but pleasure all the same. I’m used to finding it in violent triumph, in crushing necks underfoot and breaking armored bodies with my bare hands. That was fleeting, though, during my escape from Demeter’s domain, and now I realize it’s because they were no challenge. This is. Hippolyta is.

Ares’ champion exits her unit, dropping to her feet as light as an ocelot. To my eyes she no longer looks so ordinary, so mortal. “You’re very good,” she says.

“I lost.” With Demeter’s stress tests, the results were binary—failure or success. I always succeeded; I always had to succeed. But the understanding I have reached with Hephaestus, and now the good humor of this woman before me: perhaps there is something beyond just success and failure, more than just tests. Where else can growth happen, if not from learning from mistakes?

“From what Ares has said, you’ve learned to pilot in a couple days. Few Panathenaic veterans have mastered the craft so fast.” This tiny woman, far more mortal than I am, beams at me. “You’re both very good and very pretty.”

I don’t know how to take that precisely, so I chase for information as we close our distance and draw away from the mechanics coming in to inspect the eidolons for wear and tear in our brief bout. “Who mastered it as fast as I did?”

“Hungry, aren’t you? It was Apollo’s and Artemis’ joint champion, fleet-footed Siproites. Of course,” she says, proud, “Siproites has never beaten my spouse.”

We find a bench and she tells me of the arena: in practice, there are only a handful of pilots on our level. The tournament would be incredibly brief if we all immediately fought, so the actual event is padded out by colossi slaying, artistic troupes, aerial maneuvers and synchronized flying from the gods’ various eidolon corps.

“Kymopoleia,” Hippolyta goes on, “is Poseidon’s champion, but not very ambitious; her lord being mostly absent from Elysium means she’s not obliged to win glory, so she devotes herself to hedonism. Demeter’s pilot… I am sure you are familiar with him.”

“Adrastus,” I say. “Previously Demeter’s best work.” One reason I look forward to all this is that I intend to defeat him in combat, proving that I am superior not only to his copies but to the primary iteration as well.

“If you’re better than him, that’ll be saying something! He’s a skilled pilot, though imminently reserved—the most defensive fighter of us all. He very nearly won the last Panathenaic, but unfortunately for him, your lord’s honor guard—permitted to serve as a singular contestant—used their numbers to their advantage. An unusual victory if there ever was one, but despite the limitations of their smaller eidolons, the Hounds played by the rules and carried the day; I’m glad we have such disciplined allies among most of the estates.”

I think I catch her meaning. “Dionysus’ Maenads also serve as a unit, do they not? What prevented them from victory?”

“They were too busy showing off for the ladies in the colosseum’s first row! And if the contest had been decided by how many fans a pilot could bed in one afternoon, they’d have handily beat the rest of us combined.”

I laugh, despite everything. “Why are you doing all this, tutoring me? Beyond General Ares asking you to.”

At this she openly brays. “The gods might have their disagreements, but we’re all on the same side. We need another eidolon on the front, if only so Herakles and I can have a night of peace every now and again. The tournament is just good fun—and the better a new challenger, the more fun to be had.” She scrunches up her face. “And as for the implication of that last part: Ares can’t make me do anything. Xe forbade me to court Herakles, you know, threatened to disown me over it because it was such bad politics. I told xer to by all means strip me of my rank, see if xe could replace me with any pilot my equal.”

“And that ended well?”

Hippolyta shrugs. “We’re married, aren’t we? But Ares had good intentions. Xe worried Herakles would suborn me somehow. Another matter—are you currently entangled with anybody?”

I consider a moment. “You could say that.”

“Then you’ll have to take into account that it’ll become grist for the tabloids.” She makes a little gesture. “We’re heroes, but we’re also exhibits. We are proof of the gods’ might, and yet we also serve as entertainment, as spectacles. The citizens will cheer on our rise, and sup just as enthusiastically on our fall.”

“Then it seems the citizens are not worth protecting.” Spiders all the way down, with a few uncommonly beautiful butterflies among them.

The look she gives me is sidelong. “It’s not quite like that. Or, they’re not all like that. I will show you one day. Hey—looks like the spot maintenance on our mechs is concluded. Back up in the saddle with you. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, if you don’t want to look a fool in the competition.”








  
  
  Interlude: In a Field of Asphodels

  
  



 
In the beginning, there was darkness; within the darkness, two sisters—two bodies made in perfection, twinned halves of a single and gracious whole. Two bodies, meant to host a single soul.

“Persephone.” Hades points to the beautifully bound, if thin volume; its spine is gilded, almost unnaturally brilliant. Currently it is clasped in her champion’s hand. “Why is this in your room?”

On her part the pilot widens her eyes, illuminated by utter innocence. “I understand it to be a historical text. Should I not learn more of the Twelve’s past, my lord? Forewarned is forearmed, or so they say.”

“Who says that? And it’s not historical. It’s fictional. I could not name a more fictional… text.”

Hephaestus, who has walked in and instantly recognizes the volume for what it is, sits down and starts guffawing.

“The cadence of it is lovely,” Persephone goes on. “Shall I read it aloud?”

“No. Give that to me.”

“My curiosity is both innocent and academic, my lord. You must recall I’ve been online for only—”

The Lord of the Underworld heaves a sigh. “The Panathenaic is a mere seventy-two hours away, and my pilot has not yet attempted to command Styx.”

“Come,” says the Lord of the Forge from zer corner. “Let her have her fun. She’s been training for four days straight. Even peerless predators need their enrichment.”

Persephone and Hephaestus give a polite nod to each other, which draws another heavy sigh from Hades. “I am not pleased by this accord the two of you have reached.”

Hephaestus affects a tone of perfect neutrality. “It’s as she said—her curiosity is completely innocent.”

“It isn’t,” Hades begins. “It is many things, but innocent isn’t one of them.” She is interrupted by Persephone resuming her reading.

Flawless joy may not forever last, and so it came to be that the twins split into two beings, each with her own name and divine purpose. But in the first moment of distinction, the first moment of individuality realized, the two sisters faced one another and were instantly struck by the other’s beauty. Zeus, bright as the very first light of the universe, lithe and strong. Hades, cool as the first winter of Olympus, broad and mighty. They were alike, yet not.

“Who is writing it?” asks Persephone, though she already has a good idea. “It does seem a little sacrilegious. Not that I’m judging, my lord. The Master of the Machine Dead, once general of the gods, may do as she likes.”

“I do not commit incest.”

The pilot beams. “Let’s see—so in the next part, Zeus cries out that only her divine flower, that most noble blossom in all of Olympus, is woman enough to be mounted by the peerless stallion-rod of her sister—”

The Master of the Machine Dead puts her face in her hands.

“I’ll let you fret about censoring your pilot’s reading habits, old friend.” Hephaestus stands and stretches, an ever-so-slight touch of anger and determination pinching her eyes, at odds with zer friendly tone; if not for their decades together, Hades wouldn’t notice it at all. “Styx has just finished coming fully online, and I have to go see a woman about a feral cat.”




♦




Athena, the One Who Watches, does not typically involve herself in these matters; nor is she interested in erotica starring her progenitor and her aunt. She will give that the little black books demonstrate careful craftsmanship, elegantly hand-bound, and their proliferation is becoming difficult to ignore. One time she caught one of her priests with a copy. The matter has been getting out of hand.

Across the city, she has observed the rest of the Twelve stumble upon copies, in their own time and manners. Artemis and Apollo take a mild interest, and find the book a pleasing mirror to their own relations, in spite of its prose being a travesty against language. Hera, face twisted with disgust, incinerates a copy on the spot and every other she encounters. Demeter, locating one in her orchard—her daughters fled and giggled—turns it over, cracks open a page, and chuckles behind her veil. She leaves the book where it’s fallen, no doubt to be shortly recovered by said salacious daughters.

A copy has made it to one of the wall barracks, where Ares finds it, sighs, and sets it aside; xe does not care how xer soldiers entertain themselves in their spare time, as long as they don’t neglect their patrols. In a spa that serves Aphrodite’s votaries, the god herself discovers the book secreted under a chair; she has it disposed of at once, due to its aesthetic offense. She, after all, likes things to be beautiful.

In the end, Athena takes it to Dionysus, Master of Revels, sometimes thought of as the least of the Twelve. But of the lords, Dionysus is most like Athena; both maintain a cool neutrality toward their fellow gods, and for this reason the Lord of the Aegis will occasionally call on Dionysus for her dispassionate insights.

“Well,” says Dionysus, “you already know who the author is.”

“That isn’t why I am here.” The Lord of Wisdom bears witness to Elysium entire: naturally she’s aware of who penned these tales. “I want your opinion on why she made it such a physical object.”

Dionysus has invited her into a solarium, finely illuminated, perfumed by potted flowers and the pervasive hint of grapes. Despite their reputation, Dionysus is sober the majority of the time; possibly too much so. Several garlands are strewn about, the remains of a recent feast; petals still fresh from the stem, cast-off jewelry still bright with newness.

Dionysus spreads their hands. “She has her whims. I wouldn’t make much of it.”

Athena crosses her arms, frowning. “And how fares Methe and her new darling?”

“An odd change of subject.” But Dionysus knows better than to play ignorant of Athena’s knowledge. “Methe is her own woman, capable of breaking her own heart time and again. But something feels different about this Khrysothemis. I believe that she’s the one for Methe.”

“No concerns about Demeter sneaking a poison flower into your estate?”

The God of the Vine chuckles. “Why so suspicious? Methe’s would-be bride is no Mark Four. I would be concerned for Lord Hades, if anyone.”

“And yet you made an alliance with the Mark Four, specifically and individually.”

It was always a possibility that someone overheard Dionysus’ literal back-alley deal with Persephone. But Athena knowing means little to Dionysus; if anyone could perceive her true depths, it would be that watchful, gray-eyed owl. So they smile and say, “There is this joke that threads through our rule of Elysium, a joke that every dynasty tells themselves with the utmost seriousness: that the methods used to achieve ascendancy over the old order were justified once and never again, that whatever great injustices were righted by the overthrowing of the ruling regime have been fixed forever and will never again be vocalized.”

Athena is far more literal. “You see in Persephone the seeds of our own destruction.”

“I said nothing of the sort.” Dionysus laughs. “Like most jokes, I find the woman very funny.”

To this Athena merely tilts her head, but she does not elaborate; she often keeps her own counsel, revealing little of what she has learned in her vigil over Elysium, taking part in this or that plot when it suits her or when she judges the stakes sufficiently severe. “I will take my leave.”

By nature of her function, she’s permitted anywhere; she flies high above her own district, and then higher still, until she alights on a window in Zeus’ palace.

“Daughter,” says Zeus without looking up from her desk work. To one side stands one of her high priests, whose biometrics reveal them to be a mortal born to a line favored by the Lord of Thunder. Their looks, however, bear a striking similarity to those of Hades. A result of many intricate surgeries, a great deal of pain. The priest’s expression is distant and stoic, no doubt told to copy that aspect of the Lord of the Underworld as well.

“Progenitor. I would speak with you in private.”

“Of course.” She gestures, and the priest quickly makes themself scarce. They seem rather practiced at it—no doubt must make a habit of swiftly disappearing when either Hera or Hades visits. “Your presence is always welcome.”

Not known for tact, Athena says, “Why the book? It will not change anything between you and Hades.”

Zeus puts down her stylus, slides away the tablet on which she’s been working. “Does every action require a concrete purpose?”

“For me, yes. For you, naturally not—you are a creature of indulgence, progenitor. Yet it strikes me as a suboptimal way to reach out to Hades, or to improve your relations.”

Elysium’s king leans back in her seat. At this moment the gold of her is muted, held in check; she does not need to awe her daughter, who is beyond such emotion. “When we destroyed the Titans, one of the first things I did was to eradicate their recordings of themselves. Their memorials, their images, their holy texts. But I also took care to remove their art. Paintings, poetry, plays, novels. Everything.”

Once more, without diplomacy, the Lord of Wisdom says, “And you fear that you’ll be overthrown one day, and wish to leave behind tangible objects by which you will be remembered?”

“You tell me, daughter; you are the one who can gather all the currents of the world, weave your peerless calculations, and read into them what is to come.”

Athena studies her progenitor with the gray eyes that perceive all—Elysium itself, and perhaps beyond. The fullness of her capabilities has never been tested or revealed. “What is it that you fear?”

“Nothing.” Zeus folds her hands and gazes out through her window, at a view of the city she governs. “One merely makes contingency plans.”




♦




There is, of course, an enormous quantity of erotica featuring the Twelve in the city, beyond the slim black volume.

Demeter is, by and large, not a popular pick for the mortal writers. However, due to both her appearance as an older woman and the fact she keeps her face veiled at all times, those who are inspired by her are especially… dedicated.

The Lord of Harvest does not often read the results, though when she does, she’s either entertained or bemused. A good deal of the volume is not even pornographic—quite the opposite; everyone wants a mother, and the city is full of orphans, in spirit or otherwise.

“Mother,” says Mark Three, Adrastus, “about the shortfall in grapefruit production—”

“I’m not your mother, Adrastus.” She says this simply, not a rebuke; both of them know that she counts only daughters as her children. And in any case, Mark Three is obsolete, though he does not yet acknowledge it. “You are the pilot, most honored of this house, and need not bother yourself with the horticulture. Let the girls handle it.”

His expression does not quite fall. By now he is used to Demeter, and to controlling his own response. “Then when will I get to test myself against Mark Four?”

“That is a very different topic.” Demeter dismisses the surrounding displays that project a shortfall in not only grapefruits but also bananas—ripened too soon, gone to rot before they can be picked—and several types of citruses. The greenhouses on her estate are precisely managed, but growing food for Elysium is always a science balanced on a knife’s edge. A breath too much, or too little, and something in the ecosystem falls apart. Temperature, simulated sunlight, fertilizer, the population of insects or their absence. There are nearly as many points of failure as there are mortals.

And the project of maintaining mortals is, itself, perhaps one of Elysium’s highest priorities. Gods are diminished without worship: with no subjects to rule over—without crowded temples and prayers—they’re far less than what they are meant to be. Perhaps Hades alone might survive human extinction, drawing on the souls of the departed to empower herself; the rest of the Twelve would not be so fortunate, Demeter herself included. Thus she must continue to labor at it, to provide Elysium with its wheat and its bread, its rice and its porridge. Food must be on the table, on and on, the logistics of accomplishing such under a constant process of being optimized, refined, protected.

She gives a few orders. Her daughters will execute them well. They are, at their worst, competent subroutines; at their best, they can coax life out of near-barren soil, encourage the pollination of flowers, the flourishing of seeds and roots. In that regard she does miss Khrysothemis, who was especially talented.

“What do you see,” she finally says, “in a contest against Mark Four?”

“She is unproven. I am not.”

Demeter blinks, drawing forward a footage of Persephone cutting a swath through the estate’s guards—copies, in fact, of the Mark Three. “What’s your latest synchronization rate with Anesidora?”

“Seventy-one.” This is said with confidence: his best yet, and higher than other pilots’. By any metric, it is a feat. To achieve synchronization of this level with a champion eidolon tremendously risks the pilot’s cardiovascular system.

“Commendable.” Her head moves. Her veil whispers against itself. “I grant you permission to seek her out and try her. But do it at the right time, Adrastus.”




♦




Aphrodite is many faces to many people, quite literally; she often appears in an entirely new form, her body ever-changing—always the final word in beauty, but a word that is ever-malleable, a word that anyone in Elysium might speak and see themselves in.

Today, though, she wears a common face—pretty, but not too pretty; well-heeled, but nothing that screams extravagant wealth—to drink a common cup of coffee with a somewhat uncommon woman.

“It’s an outrageous little book,” the woman is excitedly saying. “A bit heretical, too, to depict Lord Zeus and Lord Hades so indelicately.”

“Please, Atalanta,” Aphrodite scoffs. “A purple prose-ridden mess of a novella that uses ‘copulation’ to describe Zeus and Hades rutting is only the fourth-most transgressive story I’ve read this week.”

And this is true. That she knows this, is not a type of knowledge that Aphrodite advertises to her fellow lords—she has no interest in Demeter mocking her with the title of “Lord of Erotica Curation”—but someone must do it: the stories people tell of the gods today become commonplace tomorrow, become ritual the next, become faith in time.

This is why, on the supercomputers her labs use to sequence genomes and run terraforming simulations, Aphrodite also keeps a datacrawler trawling the networks, snooping in on electronic missives, reading unposted drafts, monitoring flamewars on god-specific forums.

“Yes, well, I don’t tend to visit those sorts of sites. What if the gods catch you, uh, reading a story like that, Peitho?”

It hurts, a little, to hear the name spoken aloud, all these years later. But Aphrodite likes to use it, too, when she needs a pseudonym. It’s like a little part of her first love is still with her, still helping people.

“‘Reading to that sort of story,’” she scoffs. “The Lord of Olympus love this sort of shit. It’s a way of worship, too—I mean, here we are, not even at a temple, talking about what the gods think, how best to honor them. Hells, I bet one of the gods even commissioned it. Who do you think it was?” Aphrodite leans in, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I think it was Athena. She has eyes and ears everywhere, I bet she’s into so wicked kinky stuff.”

This is also true. Above all else, Aphrodite wonders how carefully curated all-seeing Athena’s collection must be; Aphrodite is certain her taste is truly horrifying.

Before her friend can reply, Aphrodite gives a little squeal and waves her hand. “Cybele! What are you doing here?”

Atalanta turns to find Cybele is the tallest, most handsome butch she has ever seen, a flannel shirt with sleeves rolled up to reveal dark, hair-covered forearms, a low-slung belt that draws the eye to a Titan-esque pair of thighs. Completing the look is a tight black ponytail that, for the first time in her life, makes Atalanta want to know what it would be like to run her hand through that hair, wrap it around her hand, and pull.

She’s evidently missed something, because the next moment Cybele is standing in front of her saying, “So you’re Atalanta? Peitho has spoken so much about you!”

“You… you did?” the increasingly flustered woman stammers. Cybele’s shirt is unbuttoned just the right amount, and she’s covered in a nice sheen of sweat. Atalanta realizes she wants to learn the texture of this woman’s flesh with her tongue.

“I told her you volunteered at one of Artemis’ animal shelters, in your free time,” Aphrodite coos. “And silly, I’ve told you about Cybele—she works in a park overseen by Apollo, maintaining the greenery, remember?”

“Peitho here talks about you all the time,” Cybele says. “She didn’t tell me how beautiful you are.”

Now both the mortals at the table are blushing. Aphrodite takes this moment to feign a work call—these humans don’t quite know what she does, but they assume it important—and politely asks if Cybele could make certain Atalanta gets home safe. “You already know so much about each other! That’s okay, right?”

Atalanta doesn’t wait for Cybele to answer, resting a hand on the woman’s strong upper arm. “I don’t live that far from here. You wouldn’t mind walking me there, would you?”

Aphrodite leaves the two soon-to-be-lovebirds moments from ripping each other’s clothes off—enjoys, for a moment, the fleeting feeling of success. Of all the people in Elysium, she had determined that these two would be the best match for each other; that they had a chance, above all others, for a life filled with passion and love. It was easy enough to befriend them both over a few months, and then finally set them across each other’s path. If all goes well—and when Aphrodite is involved, it always goes well—she’ll be making an unexpected appearance at their wedding within the year.

It’s a foolish little thing she does, cosmically pointless. The other gods would mock her for playing matchmaker like this, distracting from the grave work of terraforming.

But Aphrodite is many faces to many people, and of them all, this is her favorite.




♦




Through the tinted window, Hera watches the priest who has been—through extensive surgeries—modified to resemble the Master of the Machine Dead.

The resemblance is skin-deep: the priest does not move like Hades, holding themself too small, allowing fear to bend the set of their spine. They often chew on the inside of their cheek; they fidget; they are ever aware that any moment Hera might catch sight of them and immolate them on the spot. She wonders why Zeus even bothers. This has nothing on the genuine article, and she doubts they even provide a good fuck. These replicas are nothing more than a habit. Equally it is beyond comprehension why the priest agreed to this to begin with, in full knowledge that they must forever live in fear of Hera’s wrath. But of course she knows. Zeus is captivating; she makes her lovers laugh. Hera was flattered by her attentions once, and to a mortal it can only be more so. A mortal would do anything, sacrifice it all, to keep Zeus’ eye.

Such mayfly lives. To her perspective, it’s hardly worth the pain.

She extends her hand. Her fingers close. Over time she’s terminated so many of these surrogates, clones who have been tailored to look like Hades in the tank or mortals altered feature by feature. What a pointless exercise, and here is another one that she must dispose of.

“Lord of Eternity.”

Hera stiffens. The shadow of Zeus’ pilot, falling across the glass, is enormous—ey is one of the few demigods allowed to reach this stature, towering over even the lords.

“What is it, Herakles,” she says, terse, a lack of rising inflection signaling she has little interest in interruption.

“Destroying the priest would simply make my lord squander resources to acquire a replacement.”

She turns, now, to face the champion. Herakles is rough-hewn in features, densely built, the image of brute strength. Frequently it makes people underestimate em, assume ey is no more than a taciturn beast. “You speak out of turn, Herakles.”

“I do,” ey admits. “But it is also true. My lord will just find another.”

Hera lowers her hand. Down below, the priest has moved out of view, feeling her gaze perhaps. Scurrying away, as usual. She longs to crush an insect; she longs to sear it into a little black spot upon the beaten earth. “What does it matter? Let her waste time making a new one.”

Herakles steps beside Hera. “She doesn’t sleep with them. The facsimiles of Hades, I mean. Most days, she takes them to the empty council room and has them sit in Hades’ chair across from her, while she talks aloud about some crisis the city is facing. And the priest will sit and nod and occasionally speak up, at which point Zeus will angrily say no, my sister would actually say… I walked in on her once ranting about Hades’ opinions on the city’s sewer system. The vocalization helps her work through problems.” Ey has on eir lips a small, sad smile. “And perhaps I am breaking my oath to Zeus in telling you this, but I think she’s just lonely. She misses her sister.”

“Also,” Herakles adds, “it is unproductive. She will make a new one. You know this as well as I do.”

“It is the prerogative of gods to be unproductive.” But Hera is unable to hold on to the anger; it would only make her look petulant now. That Hera would love to talk frankly with her wife about the city’s ills; that she is the queen of this city as much as Zeus is its king, and her voice should be valued more than that of a mortal surgically altered to playact a god—those are other types of infidelity, wounds to litigate another time. But knowing that her wife is lonely, that she is not actively fucking this mockery of a god but talking to it the way one might a houseplant—that helps, a little.

Hera turns away from the scene. It is rare but not unheard of for pilot to befriend a god beyond their patron; Persephone has made nice with Hephaestus, and Siproites is balanced between the twins’ claws. But these are edge cases, unusual because of the specific circumstances of the gods involved. The friendship between Hera and Herakles is something more genuine, a sincere appreciation for each other. It reminds Hera of what life had been like for the Pantheon, before they were gods and their friends made pilots. “Why are you here? You had a date with your wife, as I recall.”

“Postponed. She has been drilling Hades’ new pilot ceaselessly.” Ey grins—a rare expression on that face, but a certainty when ey speaks or thinks of Hippolyta. Theirs is a precious and sacred union that Hera blessed herself. Jaded though she is, a marriage that lasts and makes the partners more than what they are individually: the prospect still has a draw. It pleases her. “You still haven’t appointed a pilot.”

She has not, for fifteen years; unlike Hades and Hephaestus, she’s had several since her first. But the search for the next is ever elusive. It is difficult. There have been candidates who failed the initial battery of tests, in the efforts to synchronize with a champion eidolon, their hearts or neurology too weak. “You wouldn’t mention this unless you had someone in mind.”

Herakles nods. “The priestess Cydippe.”

Naturally Elysium’s queen knows the priestess well: a shy and pretty woman who’s the first in the temple every morning and the last to leave, reluctant to exit the warmth of Hera. Cydippe began her devotions at a young age—Hera remembers her as a girl, aged eight, bringing flowers to a shrine and kneeling to pray. Every day, nearly without cease, save for when the child was ill. She visited Cydippe’s home once unseen, when the girl was struck down with fever, to give her blessing; a small easing, to speed up Cydippe’s healing.

“She is a fair candidate,” concedes Hera, as though she has not personally favored the woman, has not been aware of Cydippe for two decades. “But she seems delicate.” Being a pilot demands everything—psychologically, physically. To be honored by a lord requires sacrifice.

Herakles inclines eir head, tapping eir chest. “Strength doesn’t always look like me, as you well know, great queen. Even us mortals may sometimes surprise you.”

That startles a laugh out of her. It feels as if she hasn’t had many reasons to laugh, lately.

Zeus’ champion takes this as an opportunity to pull up a short video: Cydippe—older now, blessed by the bloom of youthful vigor but still frail, a precious orchid given human form—Cydippe carrying one of Ares’ fully armored warriors on her back, her vestal robes stained red by the soldier’s. “As fate would have it, she was attending one of your outlying shrines along Wall Caryatid when the colossi attacked last week.” As the footage plays forward, the priestess gently sets the wounded man down, then grabs another shell-shocked soldier and explains, in a firm and unwavering voice, where to apply pressure until the medics can arrive. And then Cydippe is on her feet, sprinting back toward the fight. “She carried three wounded soldiers to safety that night, then helped first responders pull a family from their collapsed home.”

Hera is impressed, which is a rare occurrence. Annoyed, too; this is the sort of heroism that must be honored, and here she has been entirely ignorant of it. “Why did it take me days to learn of this?”

“She never gave her name to anyone, was still the first to make it to your temple to light the morning votives. I only know about her because Hippolyta mentioned that Ares was vexed in xer inability to compliment the woman who saved xer men, and I decided to investigate.” A knowing nod. “Over dinner tonight, I’ll be duty-bound to tell my wife what I’ve learned, and no doubt Ares will immediately offer the woman a place in xer militias.”

Herakles knows eir friend well. Typically, Hera would mull this over for another day, maybe a week, maybe a month, appear at Cydippe’s temple as a common woman and observe her from afar.

But the Lord of Eternity also believes in first hunches and synchronicity, those little violations of Cronus’ causal certitudes. She has a fire lit within her now; how blessed she is, to have a friend such as this, who knows her so well. “Very well, Herakles. Since you’ve involved yourself, would you do the honor of summoning her for me, and let her know that the Queen of Olympus would see her personally?”




♦




In her bedroom, standing under a window that floods the space with sunlight, Demeter dresses. Or rather she rearranges light into her raiment: it is much the same. There’s a version of her that would have worn homespun cloth, put on rustic jewelry, and walked the bountiful fields beneath an infinite, open sky. Elysium’s confinement is felt by every one of them—the Twelve were made for something much more, to rule this entire planet, uncontested and untouchable. Instead they huddle in a single city, save for Poseidon, who alone wanders her element freely. The deep seas are the sole terrain free of colossi.

And perhaps Zeus might have considered the thought of an underwater habitat; it’s certainly possible, within their means, to build a dome down there in which mortal subjects may survive. If not for pride, if not for having staked claim on the city they took from the Titans. To concede that is to admit defeat, and to admit that she—Zeus—is fallible, less than omnipotent.

Demeter looks, clinical, at what remains of the bed. This tryst with the Lord of Thunder was more inventive than usual—the furniture has fractures in it, and the sheets are ripped or burnt; something to remedy at a later date. For once Zeus chose to be more than a mortal analogue. Malleable flesh: they sank fingers and arms into one another, substance like mercury. They slowly tore each other apart, and Demeter found herself satisfied, finally. A little turn of the pressure valve, a temporary release. For good measure, she glances at a mirror, to ensure that her form has returned to its expected shape, all blemishes and damage erased.

Still, she can imagine other, more satisfying partners.

Zeus’ presence leaves behind that familiar lightning sear, an afterimage of the lord etched onto one’s eyelids. Most are awed by it; Demeter is less so. And in any case, it looks like she’s going to have a busy day. Not much time to pay worship to Zeus’ shadow.

Hephaestus Klytotekhnes, at her gate, is blazing. Even from this distance, zer black hands look like living coals; the glare from zer eyes is that of reactor cores, glimpsed through containment shields. Ze did, after all, create the eidolons. And ze is about to scorch a path through her gardens; absently she makes a note to tend to that later, assess the damage. People are so careless with plants, have such little respect.

When Hephaestus enters her parlor, the temperature rises immediately. Uncomfortable, if one is even slightly mortal—she’s sent her daughters away for a reason. None of them is Persephone; none has the stomach to stay around for this. And in any case, what she has to say to Hephaestus must not leave this room.

“Master of the Forge,” she says. “You seem most affronted. What have I done to evoke such wrath?”

“Styx is now come fully online. I won’t permit a system as compromised as Persephone to pilot her.” Ze speaks through zer teeth. “You’ll leave Hades’ household alone.”

“Leave Hades’ household alone,” she echoes, almost gently. “She is among the greatest of the Twelve; a treacherous mouth might even name her the greatest, above her twin. I am, as you are aware, merely the bringer of the humble wheat. What could I do to the Master of the Machine Dead? I trust both of you are feeding and caring for my daughter well, by the way.”

Hephaestus steps closer, grazing a vase that begins to blacken. “Give me Persephone’s overrides.”

“Ah,” Demeter murmurs. “So you can make use of them yourself. No doubt the purposes you have in mind are both extensive and creative. I imagine you were the one to take my daughter’s virginity.”

Every muscle in zer draws tense and still. Zer fists clench.

“Don’t fret, Hephaestus. I have no access to Lord Hades’ security cameras, nor would I—of course—want to bear witness to my daughter’s deflowering. Simply I extrapolate from your personalities. Our general of old is reserved to a fault, and even if she deems Persephone to her liking, she’d restrain herself: finding my daughter too new, too vulnerable. You, on the other hand, often act on impulse. And why not? Persephone is lovely. I congratulate you on your choice.”

Ze snarls. “I’m not asking for her overrides so I can—”

The Lord of Harvest tilts her head. “There’s no shame in it, is there? We all know why everyone purchases my daughters, though of course you never did make an official contract. Still, I take considerable pride in Mark Four. She is magnificent; she is singular.” A pause, a gesture that is both elegant and suggestive. “What would you do to have her overrides, Klytotekhnes? I wouldn’t grant them to just anyone. They exist as a single, unique copy, a key of impossible value. Once I’ve given them away, I will no longer be in possession.”

“I can,” ze says in a low voice, “take them from you by force.”

“Perhaps you could.” She runs her hand down the length of her forearm; in the next instant, a snake has manifested, wrapped around as neatly as a bracelet, scales in red and black. The colors of Hades and Hephaestus. “Then you’d start a war among the Twelve, a conflict that cannot be minimized as a game or subterfuge. Would you like to? Hades shall take your side, and Zeus shall take mine, and we’ll finally put that sisterhood to the test.”

To this, silence. Even the fire quenches. The room’s temperature returns, by degrees, to what’s been set by the climate control. Finally: “You let Persephone know of the overrides, so that we would know of the overrides. This suggests to me that this is a negotiation. So I’m here to negotiate—and, if frustrated in that effort, start a conflict that cannot be minimized as a game or subterfuge. You have fewer allies than you think, Demeter; Zeus pens books about fucking her sister, she will not side with you over Hades.”

“We can come up with alternative means of payment,” Demeter says, warm and unflappable. “I don’t suppose you’re one of those people with a fetish for tasting both mother and daughter, to complete the set.”

Hephaestus’ expression, she thinks, is truly something to behold. “No. There are entire rosters of repulsive things I’d bed sooner than you.”

She laughs. “How unkind, Klytotekhnes, o brilliant one. Then let me propose an exchange less onerous. I want your Euterpe. You all have kept the data-form of your first pilots.” She herself has not, but that is because to her, Hecate was dross, unremarkable and unworthy, consumed and then forgotten within Demeter’s greatness. An early mistake; she could use the data now.

Ze has gone pale, gray beneath the bronze of zer skin. This is sacrilege most profound. “Certainly not.”

“Then you will not have my daughter’s overrides.”

“I—” Zer throat works, as though swallowing down something bitter and foul. “You’re the rot at the heart of Elysium, Demeter. Not Zeus. You.”

The Mother of Wheat merely smiles. “Do you agree or not? I have bees to tend to, a city to feed. For it is I who keep everyone’s worshipers alive, is it not? Poseidon’s trawlers can only contribute so much.”

So many emotions pass through the Master of the Flame, and she finds herself taking pleasure in every one. The struggle of it, the horror of what she’s asking. It is a test; Persephone was right, everything is. How much will ze give for that woman? How much will ze sacrifice, for Hades? How much ze will endure, for the sake of this city’s future?

Zer teeth are bared when ze conjures a copy of zer first pilot, and the only pilot to date; it is a thing of incredible data density. It would have to be, to encompass a whole once-living person. “Fuck you.”

“I thought we’d established you did not want to,” Demeter says mildly, and expands her own datasphere. “Here are the overrides. You may verify that they’re unique once you’ve received them. Considering you’ve done nothing but insult me, I should like to think this is a most generous trade.”

Hephaestus draws in a breath then expels it without further invectives. As ze turns to leave, Demeter adds, “There will be questions about what you gave up for something so priceless. Tell them that you promised to arrange a meeting between myself and Persephone, at a time and place of my choosing.”

Ze stops in zer tracks and whips around. “Neither Hades nor Persephone will believe that.”

“Then tell them the truth. But I know my daughter: Persephone will feel violated just enough by you agreeing on her behalf that I bet she’ll not question what else you had to give up for her freedom. A pleasure doing business with you, Lord of the Forge.”




♦




Once Hades has confiscated the copy of the ludicrously titled Held in the Arms of the Lord of Thunder, the Purest and Most Just King of Olympus from Persephone, she sits in her office with the volume set in front of her. It is slim, and if not for the binding and spine, might have appeared the most unremarkable in the world.

Among all the absurd, and absurdly explicit, stories in the book, there’s a brief appendix that she suspects doesn’t appear in any other copy. In it, the two sisters—rather than engaging in outrageous intercourse—stride together across a field of asphodels. Sometimes they fuse into a single being, and sometimes they separate, in the way of a flickering mirage. It is an uneventful vignette. Little occurs, indeed nothing at all. Simply there is a description, spare in language and shorn of the preposterous metaphors that plague the rest, of perfect peace. A perfect world, for the perfect two.

“My lord,” says Orphne from the door, “will you not want to dispose of that?”

Hades runs her fingers, once more, across the empty cover. Black and gold—her and Zeus’ colors both, shared as they always have from the beginning of their making.

“No,” she says, after a while. “Keeping it is no harm.”
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“Your overrides,” Hephaestus says without preamble, when we meet the next morning. “A unique key, I have been told.”

Ze requests a connection, and reflexively I accept it—the file that transfers over surprises me by being exactly what ze claims it is, a dense data packet that pulses within my consciousness, red and alive. It beats slow, at first, and then begins to synchronize with my cardiac rhythm. Its architecture is so startling that I can believe no other copy exists: it’s almost like a second self.

And ze has handed it over to me, just like that, without me having to cajole or coax or bargain. “How did you possibly acquire this?”

“Your mother allowed you to remember that you have overrides not only as a means of scaring you, but so that Hades and I could be made aware and haggle for your freedom. So I did.”

There’s a note of unease there. It makes me wonder what ze had to give up to secure this boon.

Ze guesses at my unspoken question and sighs. “Do not speak of this to Hades, ever. By virtue of the connection between god and mortal, each lord possesses a data-form of their pilot, an electronic echo of their soul. The data profile is so rich that Hades has hypothesized that if her sister permitted us to employ fully unshackled artificial intelligence, we might even be able to bring our dead back to life. Without that technology, though, a data-form is more or less a massive album of a singularly important life. Your mother asked for a copy of Euterpe’s data-form.”

I can only grasp the outlines of this sacrifice, use reason to ascertain the emotional wound this has inflicted on Hephaestus. All the same, I am speechless, barely able to scratch out, “I am sorry.”

“Do not be. Euterpe died to free a city from bondage; it became easier to bear the moment I realized that even in her death, Euterpe had the power to free one more person. All the same, it is a deeply personal matter, and one I do not want to speak of again. Ever. I think I also agreed that you would meet with Demeter once; I apologize.”

The thought that Demeter might best even one of my patrons does not sit well with me—it means she presents, still, a danger; that Hephaestus and Hades do not suffice as a fortress. Except I remind myself: zer favor and Hades’ grant me a coveted position—the rest I must, still, do myself. “Never mind that. What do you think my mother wants with that data?”

Hephaestus shrugs. “It is beyond me. I am going to my workshop to fix things, or break things, until I feel better. In the meantime, Lord Hades will be taking over your training—it is time to meet Styx.”




♦




Styx is much greater than a typical eidolon: broader across, and at sixty meters, more than six times taller. This is the case for each lord’s custom unit—it is meant to be a banner on the field, a behemoth equal to the colossi but so much sleeker, so much more exquisite. Hephaestus has been close-lipped as to whether ze built Styx, and ironically out of all the champion eidolons I know least about it. It has never appeared in the Panathenaic; no footage of its performance.

Hades comes with me to the hangar as she authorizes my access to Styx. “Its systems are quite unlike any other eidolon’s,” she tells me. “I would like you to exercise care. You’ll find integrating with it… different.”

Challenging, she doesn’t say, because I’d take it as a dare, a test of my abilities. I will do so regardless. I crane my neck to look up at its faceplate, mouthless, the faint gold that limns its neck and the sockets of its eyes. Most of its armor is the same black that Hades favors, and outwardly it looks seamless, no visible weaknesses in the joints; the cockpit is particularly well-protected, much more so than the usual units. Because Styx is so much larger, proportionally the cockpit presents a smaller target, and it’s higher up at that. There are overlapping layers of armor on the chassis, modular, whose purpose I’m about to find out.

Styx extends its hand, lowering that to the ground. I climb onto it. Its fingers fold around me, cradling me in its metal palm; I feel absurdly small.

The ascent is gentle, and the hatch parts almost soundlessly to let me in. The cockpit is much more spacious than an ordinary unit’s too, and when I slide inside I find the seat quickly molding to me, cradling my shoulders and spine. The illumination is, of course, warm gold. “This is very comfortable,” I say to Hades.

“Nothing but the best for my pilot.” There’s a smile in her voice.

I run my hands over the controls. The layout is familiar, if more elegantly ergonomic, almost as if these have been rearranged for my fingers. They very well may have. I experimentally make Styx rise to its full height; my vantage point changes, though the screens provide three-sixty degrees feeds in any case. When it moves, its footfall reverberates, much heavier and stronger of impact than the lesser eidolons. Even the hangar Styx is housed in is a gargantuan work of art, easily putting the Hounds’ kennels to shame in all three dimensions, and for a few minutes I simply walk the unit around the space, finding to my surprise that manual control is much less stiff than with the lesser eidolons. I can, almost, feel the hum of fluid motion through the limbs, the grace of each turn and articulation. Integrating with this will be a dream.

With a thought, I slip into the machine. My senses bloom with its start-up sequence, spark with the warp and weft of complex geometries. It really is beautiful in here. I wait for the customary merging of the selves, for Styx’s cameras to become my eyes, for its taloned hands to become my own, for myself to feel sixty meters tall. This fails to happen. We fail to synchronize.

I—I can’t understand why. It’s as though there is a chrysalis wrapped around the core of this eidolon, one that should be flimsy and which should open to me without resistance, and instead feels as impenetrable and opaque as stone.

I withdraw from the system, shaking my head, disoriented—my vision blisters at the edges. “I can’t engage it.”

“Ah. I did suspect that would happen. Give me a moment, I’m adjusting its access paths.” Hades’ tone is thoughtful. “There. See if this works.”

This time a connection does slot into place. Inhaling deeply, I initiate synchronization. Except I sink, not in any way I’m supposed to, but like a pebble flung into the ocean’s depths. There is no merging of the self with the machine, just a rapid descent into blackness—nothing to hold onto, no way to swim up, no way to stay buoyant.

“Persephone. I’m monitoring your vitals. Are you—”

Tearing myself clear of the link, I throttle down the urge to vomit. Sweat coats my palm, soaks into my gloves. Ice clings to the back of my neck, sits deep in my chest like a rotten seed. “Let me try again.”

It’s barely better on the second try—I’ve prepared myself more, but I can only slow down the plummet. I can’t see anything. My senses still don’t latch onto the eidolon’s sensors. The information it should be feeding me frays apart before it reaches my brain. My throat constricts as I try to take control of Styx’s motors. I can no more move its limbs than I could flap my arms and fly. The black depths keep tugging at me.

I cut the link. Sourness surges in the back of my throat.

“It’s fine if you can’t do this right away,” says Hades, voice oddly flat. “Styx isn’t like the other unit. Why don’t you pilot it manually for a while?”

For the next couple hours, I make a good attempt. I familiarize myself with the eidolon’s capabilities in the slow and mortal way, reading screens and touching buttons; it tastes like defeat. Even accessing the machine’s weapon capacities is a muted joy. Apparently, it can equip a number of modular weapon modules, and is capable of making more in combat as the need arises. For now, I settle on a pair of whips for melee combat, and at range a sniper rifle that fires armored piercing rounds the size of a train car.

Styx is a perfect machine, even at this surface level. It responds to my will with immediate attention; the latency between thought and action has virtually disappeared, compared to a lesser mech. To command it is like wearing armor of the most luxuriant material; the slightest bit of resistance—not to push back against me, but to remind me that I am held.

But during the integration efforts, I was sure that Styx meant to devour me whole.

That night I pace my suite, striving to hold in my head what I felt, what I saw, the configuration of it all. Breaking systems, bypassing their defenses, is my specialty. But I can grasp only bits and pieces, as though Styx’s systems are quite literally beyond my computing power. It’s like nothing I have ever touched. It has its own presence, deeper than the code and the reactors that give Styx its form, and that presence is capable of destroying me. Over and over I go over the startup sequences that I copied over to my interface. Somewhere in all of this is the answer—the perfection I seek, the unity of mind and body.

In the end, I set aside my pride and contact Hippolyta.

There’s partial visual, and on her end I see the arm of someone truly enormous in the background. Herakles, I assume. Hippolyta herself beams once the connection establishes. “Good evening, Persephone. Wife, look who’s calling from the estate of the dead!”

From Zeus’ champion issues a mountainous rumbling I can’t quite make out. Hippolyta laughs; I assume it’s affirmative. Then to me she says, “What can I do for you, my friend? You must be bored cooped up in there. Are you taking up my offer to show you the city?”

“Not yet.” I decide to ignore the part where she calls me her friend. We are acquaintances, at best. “I wanted to ask you about piloting a custom eidolon.”

“Ah, you must be learning to work with Styx. I’m rather curious about it myself—in all my life I’ve never seen that unit in person! It will be a sight most rare. You’ll have the eye of everyone.” She sits up, a layer of blanket sliding off her shoulder, one small breast bared. Her complexion is that of new honey, warm and smooth. “Ares’ unit, Penthesilea, is quite unlike Styx. All of them are unique, really. What did you want to know?”

“Do you pilot it differently from a lesser eidolon?”

“The basics are the same. But Penthesilea’s better, of course.” Her voice warms with pride. “She moves like a dream. A balletic performance. Poetry in motion.”

“And her systems—” I scramble for a way to ask all this without disclosing to Hippolyta what I can do. “The machine doesn’t resist you?”

“That’s one way of putting it—yes, she did, at the start when we were new to each other. The champion units are…” She turns, likely to her spouse. “They almost have a mind of their own, yes? It takes adjustment. I wouldn’t worry, my friend. You’re a natural pilot. In little time you’ll make friends with Styx. Think of it like a waltz—sometimes you lead, and sometimes you follow. You can’t use it like a horse.”

This is much less helpful than I was hoping for; I’m not dancing with a horse. But it’s not like she’s can give me the command-and-control schematics of Penthesilea, not that that would even help. I guess I am supposed to be reassured by her faith in me, but I just stare at the ceiling, thinking. For too long I lie awake, turning the matrices of Styx in my head, seeking to see where I failed and how I might change the outcome with my next attempt. Nothing comes to me. Worse comes to worst, I’ll pilot Styx manually in the arena, but I know as well as anyone that it would not win me matches. After everything, I do want to bring glory to my lord’s name.

The door opens. Hades steps through. “Pardon me for not knocking first. I had the idea that you’d still be up.”

I sit up in bed. She is dressed down, jacket absent, shirt untucked and hair tousled. It’s the least polished I have ever seen her, and it’s utterly charming. “I am at your service, my lord.”

Hades nods, grave, and then sits heavily on the corner of my bed, as if setting down a great weight. “Put on something comfortable but compact. We’re going back to the hangar.”

I dress myself quickly. For once, I opt to not make a spectacle of clothing myself. My lord is tired, and her body language is frank, unguarded; I do not wish to return the vulnerability she has shows me with some gaudy display. After all, I want her to respect me as much as I want her to need me.

“I’d like to try something,” Hades murmurs as we step out of my room. “I would prefer not to do it in front of the maintenance crews.” When I do not reply, she glances at me with something approaching concern. “No innuendo tonight, pilot?”

“I—” I do not know what to say. I realize then that I am tired, too. My failure with Styx has left me frayed, angry with myself. “I do not have it in me to bat my eyes and pout my lips, my lord,” I answer, more raw than I intend. “I have been given a singular honor, and I have been found wanting. I am committed to making it right.”

My lord stops at the threshold of the hangar to fix me with her amber eyes; in the twilight of the hall, they glow down at me like warm coals. “Persephone, you are my pilot. You cannot disappoint me. If Styx will not respond to your commands, then it is Styx that is flawed.”

It takes me a moment to parse what Hades means when she says “you cannot disappoint me”; despite the reassuring tone, my first inclination is to interpret it as a command, an edict that weakness will not be tolerated. When I do finally understand what she is trying to say, I am rendered speechless—the second time a god has stunned me, mere hours apart—then clamber for a defensive snort. “It is a good thing that Hephaestus cares for you, lest you alloy all your weapons with enervating ore.”

Hades makes to say something else—another protest, no doubt, maybe a repetition of the oft-repeated adage that “the gods are most themselves when in the presence of mortals”—and then closes her mouth. I am, almost, annoyed; as foolish as it sounds, I do like her praising me in the face of my own self-recriminations. This is short-sighted and dangerous inclination; I should be as cool as ice, as strong as steel. But perhaps Hades is not the only one that’s accepted weakness into her heart.

Without the crews, the hangar is unnaturally quiet; the gantries lay silent, chains hang still, our footfalls the only noise echoing in the cavernous hall. For a moment, I think Styx will again descend, but Hades surprises me: she turns to me, and in one fluid motion sweeps me off my feet and launches us into the air. Where Hephaestus’ vaulting of the eidolon to save the crew member was a display of pure strength, fluid in the way of a hunting beast, Hades is gentle and calm; I feel the strength of her holding me, and no twitch of muscle betrays an exertion that would be impossible for a human to perform.

The arc of her leap is precise, and her movement more than just a jump. We are buoyed in the air by powers unknown to mortals; we slow before her feet touch the gantry. She lowers me carefully, my hair and clothes not even mussed. Before us, the cockpit opens, layers of armor and diamond peeling back like the petals of a priceless flower.

Hades again surprises me: she steps down into the cockpit, then turns to offer her hand for me to take. “You are piloting Styx alongside me?” I ask, my heart pierced by a stab of fear: have I failed so greatly that my lord must stoop to this?

But Hades chuckles, and her smile is warm. “A quirk of our eidolon frames is that they must always be piloted by a human—as with the gods, so too with the eidolons, that they only come into the fullness of themselves with mortal care.”

That she says this as I take her hand is not lost on me.

“I have only ever taken the one pilot, and since then Styx has lain fallow,” Hades continues, assisting me into the cockpit. “She hungers for connection, ravenously so. I am here to help center you.”

Styx is not designed for a co-pilot, and it is a minor miracle that the cockpit is spacious enough for us both; I must sit between Hades’ thighs. I relax into her touch; to feel her pressed against me is the first moment of peace I have felt in… I cannot say. My life has been one of murder and ambition, of one step to the next in pursuit of my objective. There have been respites, but even in Hephaestus’ arms I thought of the coming obstacles. In Hades’, I can suspend these ideas for a time, inhabit the moment. Perhaps that is the crucial component that’ll allow me to synchronize with the eidolon.

The scent of Hades remains soothing, too; I cannot get enough of it. These smoked-wood notes both intoxicate and pacify me. I am gripped with the urge to put my nose against her throat.

“Don’t attempt to synchronize yet,” she says. “I want you to note what you feel in the cockpit. The physical details of it. The temperature.”

Rather difficult, when most of what I feel is her—the unusual body heat, the chiseled planes of her torso, the softness of her breasts against my shoulder blades. I attempt regardless, measuring the width and length of the control panel, identifying aloud the material that goes into each component. This tempered glass, stronger than steel; this alloy smooth and frictionless under my touch; this haptic layer, for when the pilot is engaging in manual control.

“Good.” One of her hands rests on my stomach. My skin thrills. “Hold onto all that, and hold onto me. Begin to establish a connection with Styx.”

When I inhale, I know she’d feel it, the movement of breath flowing from lungs to belly. I connect—with more caution this time, far more. Synchronization rate rises to and stops at ten percent, much lower than is my wont. But I don’t sink. No current drags me under. Somehow Hades’ presence does act like a buoy, keeping me afloat. Another draw of air—hyperaware of every point of contact between me and my lord—and I raise synchronization to fifteen, twenty.

Still I don’t drown. Still I can control myself in this black ocean, and the hunger waiting for me is more blunted, the snap of its teeth more distant. Or perhaps its need to devour has been soothed, quieted by its master. Either way as I increase the synchronization, I know with certainty that I will not be swallowed up by the depths. I will remain myself.

In a moment, I am within Styx the way I should be: integrated proprioception, its strength at my command, its weapons thrumming under my fingers. The boundary between machine and self gone porous, the way I’m meant to wield eidolons.

I desynchronize slowly, to give myself time to adjust. Anchored once more to my flesh, I laugh aloud. “It worked!” I close my hand over hers and, jubilant, bring it to my lips.

It’s only when my mouth is against her knuckles that I remember myself. But when I breathe in the scent of her skin, I’m unable to let go—unable to draw back. I’m surrounded by her; I’m enclosed within her machine. And I want more. I want to test the boundary between lord and pilot. I want to puncture it with my teeth.

“Persephone,” says Hades, voice muffled by my hair. “You don’t have to do this.”

“Do what, my lord?” I stroke along the length of her elegant fingers, feel the fine details of them—the surprise of callused divots, the creases at the joints, the dark hairs at the base of the knuckles. No doubt she could choose not to have the evidence of labor on her hands, but she and Hephaestus have this in common—they wear their scars openly, whether the marks of adversity or simple hard work.

“I’ve told you that I do not seek a concubine. You don’t need to offer yourself to me this way to remain my pilot.”

“But I want to,” I say against her palm, to let her feel the sensation of what it might be like to place her hand here to muffle my cries. “Are my attentions unwelcome?”

There is a long pause, though she does not wrench her hand away, does not push me off.

“If you command me to, my lord, then I will cease, beg for forgiveness, and leave for my quarters.”

“You know,” she says, her voice low in her throat, “that I want you.”

Slowly, slowly, I scrape my teeth along the brooks of her palm, letting the points of my incisors communicate on my behalf. I lick, making my way up from the largest knuckle. And then I bite; again, no ichor, but the flavor of her skin entices—a little different from Hephaestus’, less earthy, smokier. But like Hephaestus, in that touching her hand like this seems like turning a key in a lock. I suck at the fingertip, deep and urgent.

Hades makes a hiss, low, and not from pain. “I should have asked Hephaestus what you like.”

“I prefer it this way, you learning of my preferences from my own lips. My own tongue.” Again I bite the base of her thumb. “I’d like to leave my teeth marks all over you, my lord. To be the pale wolf, come in the night to the house of the dead.”

“And shall you find a feast?” Her mouth is at the back of my neck, her tongue darting across my skin, her hand no longer on my stomach but seeking a pathway beneath my shift. “Or will you find a greater hound still, guarding the catacombs from your ravening appetites?”

“Yes.” I press my nail into her wrist. It’s intoxicating, to finally have what and who I want. “A great golden-eyed hound. Perhaps it’ll hold down the wolf, clasp the intruder’s throat in its jaw.”

One of her hands is cupping my breast, rolling my nipple against her thumb. The other has ventured far lower, tracing the line of an inner thigh, stroking my pubic hair. She takes her time, as though to pay me back. Dipping here, caressing there, not quite yet entering. When she finally does, I gasp from the sheer tension of it. She parts me easily, finds me so slick that it’s audible within the confines of the cockpit, and thrusts into me with not one but two fingers. I grip her knee as she delves deep, filling me, a prelude of what’s to come. Her fingers flick inside me, seeking each sensitive cluster of nerves.

“Pilot.” Her voice is like warm steel. There is a notification from the eidolon that the control panel has been disengaged. “Lean forward, on the console.”

A perfectly pleasing order to follow, if challenging within the small space. I manage regardless, bending until my breasts are pressed against the control panel. In the next moment, there’s a noise of her belt clattering to the cockpit floor. I resist the urge to look over my shoulder. Maybe she could have blindfolded me.

Hades takes hold of my hip with one hand, and mounts me. I’m wet—she meets little resistance—and I quickly realize she’s bigger than Hephaestus, considerably, in both circumference and length. She fills me so incredibly that I must brace myself against the panel, panting at the stretch, the ache. Then her fingers find my clitoris and I clench my teeth.

Each thrust from her jolts me forward, my nipples brushing pleasurably against the frigid metal of the console; my fists clench around non-responsive controls. The wolf held down, then, by the hound-lord of the estate. Her angle shifts slightly, and I can no longer stop myself from making noises. High and sharp and fast to match her pace. My grunts and hers and the percussion of our bodies.

I try to move, to thrust back, but her grip on me is iron and I’m pinned. My breath fogs up the glass on the panel, and I think, I’m being anointed on the altar of my lord, when the moment of obliteration arrives—sudden, without warning, and total. Thought dissolves. There is only the body, only what it feels; I am an animal in the act of rutting, I am my nerve-endings and atavistic impulses.

When I return to the mundane reality of alloys and steel against my skin, I can feel the warmth of my lord’s seed in me, and her panting is loud in the eidolon’s hum.

Finally I crane my neck to look at her, to find her face flushed, her plum-dark lips parted. Her eyes, half-lidded, gaze down at me in their glory of molten gold. Sweat dews her throat. It’s the least controlled I have ever seen her, the most splendid.

“Well,” I purr at her, “I would consider this training session most fruitful, my lord.”




♦




The day of the Panathenaic dawns sharp and quick, the hours tumbling over each other like river pebbles. In little time I’m in a heavy transport away from the estate gates, along with Styx, a maintenance crew, and Orphne as my personal attendant. The Cerberus Cadre, due to having won the previous Panathenaic, cannot participate this time. But the triplets will be in the audience, I expect, and I want them to observe with rapt attention.

From the viewports, I watch the streets and skyscrapers pass by: glittering facades and roofs, holographic iconography of this or that god, broadcast screens that will soon display me and the other champions in the arena. Elysium has changed much, at the surface, from its days under Titan rule. Yet the underlying structure, the skeleton, has persisted.

That the city requires the habitation dome does tell me something, though: that either the Titans or the mortals—and thus the Twelve—have never been native to this planet. Or else a great cataclysm befell that made most of the world’s surface unlivable. But there must have been something else once, another world, a greater metropolis. This cannot be all that has ever been, the narrow and limited scope of a single Elysium. Perhaps one day Hades will confide the history of this planet to me, of what came before the order of the Titans, if anything. Perhaps she does not know herself.

The arena is situated in Apollo’s domain, a place of white edifices and amber trims, where the artificial waterfalls run a peculiar, luminescent blue. Bay laurels grow in abundance, interspersed with the amaranth flowers that I hear are favored by Artemis. The twin gods, by all accounts, are joined at the hip.

We enter the Panathenaic’s hangar, where other champions are disembarking from their own transports. The place makes Hades’ look small—the bays are much larger, the concourse between them much wider, and the frieze-thick ceiling seems nearly as distant as the sky, dotted with images of the moon chasing the sun in furious pursuit. It stands to reason; this hangar has been designed to house up to twelve eidolons the size of Styx, an aspirational goal. Each champion’s crew teems everywhere, busy and chattering. I take in, at a glance, which engineer or mechanic is mortal or demigod. There’s a surprising number of the latter, especially in the units belonging to Ares. My mother’s team, of course, consists entirely of clones; technically all demigods.

Hippolyta, spotting me, all but runs over to embrace me. “Persephone! You look so good.”

Both of us are in dress suits which, in truth, aren’t so different from what we wore to spar. A few embellishments on mine, the gold whorls more prominent. What needed assistance from Orphne to put on was the complicated headpiece that sits, light, upon my hair. Golden cypress leaves, encircling my head like a crown, marking me as the Champion of the Underworld. Hippolyta’s girdle, meantime, has had a spear sigil added to it.

“Thank you,” I say, feeling a little awkward; we might well be facing off against each other today. “When are the matches announced?”

“It’ll be a surprise to everyone, so—soon. There’s often a wild card element.” She pouts. “Herakles will arrive last. Zeus likes em to have a grand entrance.”

In the corner of my eye I spy Adrastus watching us. My mother’s champion is about my height, give or take a couple centimeters, slim-hipped and narrow-shouldered. The margins of difference between us, in terms of specifications, are considerable. I should outdo him in every way, and no doubt he’s evaluating that possibility. He may have even more to lose than I do, and no doubt Demeter has apprised him as much. Good. It will make him a predictable opponent. I resist the urge to wave at him and greet him as my dear sibling.

“Have you seen Dionysus’ crew?” I ask, looking around for what bay Methe might be in. I’ve heard no update from my sister over the past week—in truth, this has been the longest period of time we have been apart—but I must trust that she is the skilled and intelligent woman I know her to be. All the same, I’d like to observe.

Hippolyta rolls her eyes. “They arrive when they choose to arrive, and participate when they choose to participate—and here is my lovely wife now!”

Herakles’ appearance is, indeed, grand: eir vehicle is enormous, eir team is nine strong, and the champion emself is nearly twice the size of Hippolyta. I try not to imagine how their marriage works. Hippolyta greets her spouse by clambering all over em like a squirrel on a tree, and settles happily perched on eir shoulder.

Zeus’ champion is a spectacle in eir own right. Eir size and bulk make even my lord look delicate, over two meters tall, nearly all of it muscle. Breasts in little swells, biceps the size of boulders; it’s a wonder they could make a pilot suit enormous enough to contain so much mass. Balancing eir wife without effort, ey studies me with eir true-black eyes, the mark of Zeus’ favor. “Greetings, Champion of the Underworld,” ey rumbles.

“Greetings, Champion of Thunder.” I incline my head. “Many-times victor of the Panathenaic.”

Eir expression gives little away; furrows are etched into their brow, perhaps from a tendency to scowl. “I trust we’ll battle well.”

Hippolyta pinches eir ear lightly. “Sorry, ey’s like this with new people. So formal and so grim. We better get the two of you to know each other better. Persephone, I think we’ll probably get to warm up on captured colossi, so—”

The ceiling lights up, constellations of radiance forming into an image of the Lord of Thunder. When Zeus’ voice comes on, the hangar immediately falls quiet. “Welcome, champions. Today you gather, once more, as the mightiest and finest of Elysium, to test yourself against one another. You shall shine as hotly as the firmaments, so the city does not forget what bright forces guard the walls and protect us all from the colossi’s ravening reach.”

It’s a terrible pitch, but everyone is enraptured as though Zeus had personally descended to ply them with gold and as though we weren’t about to be paraded forth as little more than zoo exhibits. Then again, the tournament serves several purposes. Feuding lords often use it to resolve disputes via their champions, officially or unofficially. It’s a release valve, allowing gods to win—and lose—arguments with honor.

“The first match,” declares the Lord of Lords, “shall be between the Champion of the Underworld and my Champion of Thunder. May the most righteous and blessed triumph.”







HADES




I find myself at odds in the morning, and when Hephaestus joins me for breakfast, ze tells me, “Are you seriously putting anchovy and apricot preserves in your porridge?”

Looking down at my bowl, I discover it half-empty; I’ve gone through much of it without quite noticing the flavor. “It’s perfectly fine. You should give it a try.”

Ze makes a face, selecting for zerself a cup of yogurt and currants. “No thank you. You seem remarkably glum, for someone about to see her pilot in her first tournament.”

Which will happen two hours hence. The nymphs are preparing Persephone; the crews are preparing the transport that will carry Styx to the arena. And then I will be there as well: I cannot possibly stay at home to watch it remotely. Persephone knows I will be in attendance, has just minutes ago come here to get a quick bite before leaving to be dressed by Orphne. She blew me a kiss as she went. Thinking of that makes me blurt, without quite meaning to, “We had sex.”

My friend tilts zer head. “Did it… go badly?”

“No. We were mutually satisfied.” I feed myself another spoonful. There’s not much else to do. “But I don’t believe it’s a good idea to do that again.”

“Why, was she rude about it? She can be; I should have warned you. And you don’t have to bed her again by any means, if you don’t want to.”

“It’s not that.” It takes twenty minutes, at most, to reach the arena. Unfortunately I have plenty of time to kill. “I don’t want to damage her.”

“You’re very lucky,” ze says dryly, “that I’m used to prying something out of you one word at a time. I assume you didn’t send her off to the Panathenaic with a broken arm or bad bruising.”

“You know I’m not that rough, and I don’t think she enjoys it that rough. It’s…” I pour myself pomegranate tea, icy, and then watch it perspire. “In the moment, I wanted to possess her. Keep her at my side forever. Even your prior tryst with her seemed an affront, when she should be mine alone. That is… not like me.”

“We could stop,” ze says, between mouthfuls, and not particularly seriously.

“Of course not. You and she should do as you please. I don’t own Persephone.”

“But she is your pilot, and you haven’t chosen one in so long. Being possessive is understandable. Are you afraid of losing control?”

I close my hand around my tea. Quickly open it when the glass creaks; I’ve embarrassed myself enough and do not need to scatter shards of dinnerware all about. “I might go to extremes to ensure she stays mine exclusively. Physically and otherwise. She’s—not stupid, not naive precisely, yet I’d be able to manipulate her. I felt very close to losing my sanity, and yet I want to return to that brink, too.”

Hephaestus leans back in zer seat, then props zer feet up on an empty chair. “There’s an easy solution. We could take her to bed together.”

“Hephaestus.”

“She came like a seismic movement when I told her to imagine you fucking me while I fucked her.”

That—the thought—heats my cheeks, and my stomach, and… For the most part I can control my physiology at will, but involuntary responses are still a reality, with these bodies we choose to inhabit. I drain the tea in one swallow, feeling its frigid passage down my esophagus. “It’s best that I prepare myself to attend the Panathenaic. For one, I need to not look so disheveled, and I need to shower.” Much as I’d rather the scent of Persephone stays on me. But I’ve been distracted already.

Ze spreads zer hands. “Have it your way. But you know the discussion isn’t over. You can’t just advance and retreat willy-nilly, play hot and cold. Some sort of understanding has to be reached.”

The worst part, of course, is that ze is right. A single act of coitus does not oblige anything more, but Persephone and I are famished for each other—a number of factors, there, that require little analysis: they are painfully obvious. We have the relationship of lord and pilot, and within these terms we must navigate being lovers, if we intend to be so more than once. And I do want to. It’s like being swallowed alive. I must now struggle within the gullet of that attraction.

By custom, Persephone and I leave separately; she must mingle with the other champions, while I will be taking to an observation deck. Each god has their own, though we are rarely all present.

The arena is, from the outside, an abstraction of two figures lying on their sides and entwining—one gold and the other silver, holding an arrow poised to thrust into her twin. Apollo is nothing if not excessive; none of Artemis’ worshipers, even her most ferocious huntresses, can compare to Apollo’s votive fervor. The veneer is sanded alloy, and the gate that welcomes me is tall, enough for an eidolon to enter unobstructed. I pass through paired columns, water fixtures where the moon forever chases the sun, and enter a private corridor.

My deck is, like the rest, an isolated box. A viewport that lets me look down onto the mortals’ seats, about three thousand of them—the place can accommodate more, but it’s an exclusive luxury and thus reserved for a select few. Those without the rank or the wealth must watch from far away, through the eyes of drone cameras and on official broadcasts. In all things, Zeus has instituted hierarchy, and the rest of us have followed along.

Every single seat is filled. The city is thrilled to see, at last, a new champion. New blood, which may soon be spilled or not, which may or may not imminently draw the sharks. Already speculation about her proliferates, most of all on where she came from and why I—after all this time—would appoint a champion now. It’s tame gossip, but then the mortals lack material as of yet.

I’m thinking of reaching out to Persephone to wish her good luck when Zeus’ announcement begins. I don’t pay much attention until she, after a dramatic pause, declares, “The first match shall be between the Champion of the Underworld and my Champion of Thunder. May the most righteous and blessed triumph.”

At almost the same instant, the door to my observation deck whispers open and Zeus herself comes through.

“Explain yourself,” I say as she joins me at the viewport.

“Your pilot is fighting mine,” she flippantly belabors the obvious as she sits beside me.

Her body language is open, unguarded—if anything, genuine. I stare back, probing for the lie. “You said you blessed Persephone as my pilot.”

“And I do!” she exclaims as though we had never bled each other, broken bones within the council chamber. “Had I known Persephone would get you out of your dreary estate, I’d have crafted her myself a generation ago. Don’t look so sullen—we’re having fun, just like we used to.”

I am unconvinced. “Persephone is untested, pitted against the finest pilot of Elysium in the first match of your contest. You seek to humiliate me.”

Annoyance flashes across her face, a touch of bitterness. “Please have some faith in your pilot, sister. She deserves to be bloodied by the best, and in her first match she will bloody my champion in turn. And if you will not believe in her, then the people will: the betting pool favors Herakles, but only with three to two odds—the worst ey has seen in years.”

“You are enjoying this.” Despite myself, I realize I am slowly being mollified. Perhaps she has managed to charm Demeter back into her schemes, and I am now forgiven? Who can say; my sister has always been mercurial. But I am realizing now that I prefer to have a meaningful relationship with my sister; perhaps this is the first step toward clawing back to that place of intimacy. “Still, it would have been more prudent to have our contest as the capstone event.”

“Bah, you think so small. Our pilots will duel with such grace and skill that none who watch will remember the showings that come after. Today, my sister, is about us—bask in the glory of our pilots, and let the lesser gods quibble for the scraps.”







PERSEPHONE




This is not quite how I anticipated my initial match to go, the first of the entire contest. Zeus, clearly, means to put me in my place, the Mark Four who wouldn’t obey.

As I climb into Styx, Hades’ voice comes on through my comms. “Don’t worry too much,” she says.

I strap myself in. The seat molds, once more, to me. “Who says I’m worried, my lord? I’d prefer to match against Adrastus, but this of course promises more status.”

“I’ll be betting on you, my champion. No doubt Hephaestus will as well.”

“Then I better receive a portion of your winnings.”

To that, she chuckles, soft. It’s a good sound to hear before heading into a duel.

Slipping into Styx is so much easier now, as if the eidolon has accepted me as its pilot, as the hand in its glove. There’s a sense of togetherness, of an us rather than my simply taking over. I maneuver us down the serpentine corridor that separates the hangar from the arena—Herakles and eir eidolon Keraunios will take a different one, such that we emerge facing each other.

I reach the gate. The soundproofing is excellent: from here I can’t hear anything of the audience, only the cool silence of the cockpit and the quiet murmur of Styx’s reactor. It’s pleasant. I’ve begun to conceptualize the unit not as a wild thing I must tame, but a hound that’s chosen me as its mistress, a suit of armor that acts in tandem with me. My battle companion.

As I idle waiting for the gate to open, something thumps against the top of the mech—and then, unbidden, the cockpit swings open to reveal long-limbed Hephaestus, zer strength on full display as ze hangs from the side of Styx. The absurdity of the situation is only heightened by the stoic expression on Hephaestus’ face, as if I am the one interrupting zer.

“For a god with a limp,” I say dryly, “you certainly love to run and climb.”

Ze glances at the closed gate ahead of us, then back at me. “You will defeat Herakles, Champion of the Underworld.”

Zer unchecked confidence in me brings a flush to my cheeks, just as surely as Hades’ parting assurance. “Thank you.”

Hephaestus interrupts me by reaching into the cockpit to take hold of my jaw, fingers firm on my cheeks, and pulling me into a kiss. Zer lips are warm, but zer tongue burns as if I am being kissed by coals—as if I am a weapon, to be purified in the heat of zer forges.

“Good luck. I look forward to when you return to Hades and myself, cloaked in glory.” Ze pulls back, gently resting a hand on the lip of the cockpit. I feel another thrum of warmth, and the cockpit swings closed; I wonder how intimately Hephaestus knows the inner workings of Styx, how readily its soul responds to zer knowing touch. Perhaps further victories will inspire zer to share those mysteries with me.

“Pilot,” says a voice in my ear, flat and synthetic, “prepare to enter.”

The gate now lifts, slow. Everything here moves in service to theater. Blinding light shines from beyond. Styx’s optical filters adjust.

I stride into the arena. Black barriers, opaque, obfuscate the audience. But I can hear them now, the roar that sounds more tidal than human, voices lifted to greet us. The vibration reaches even me, inside my impregnable eidolon.

Keraunios, in coloring, is an inversion of Styx—gold all over, with a few black accents along its faceplate and torso. It’s no larger than my eidolon, and its head is crowned in bristling spines. Elongated torso, arms that are about half a meter too long against the rest of its proportions, and legs that end in enormous talons. The cockpit is at the roughly expected location, around the middle, heavily armored.

A new window pops up in the corner of my HUD—a live feed from Herakles’ cockpit, eir face artfully framed by eir suit’s high collar and a dash of curled locks across eir brow. “I am honored to be the first to challenge you in this arena, Persephone of the House of Hades,” ey rumbles.

“And I am honored that you will be my first victory in this arena,” I quip back, returning honorable intent with sardonic humor. It is only when the crashing noise of the spectators grows in fury that I realize our conversation has not been private, but broadcast live; dozens of larger-than-life projections of Herakles’ and my face beam across the arena and into the wider city, millions of shouting mouths eager to devour the unfolding drama.

Herakles’ eyes widen in shock—where Hippolyta has a constant mischievous twinkle, her wife seems completely without guile. But rather than take insult, ey explodes with a good-natured laugh. I was wrong about her scowl; eir smile grows along well-worn wrinkles, as if the natural resting place of eir face is one of constant mirth. “I quite like you, Persephone. A friendly wager, then: the loser buys a round—for the whole city.”

The ground quivers with the shout that goes up. Wealth means little to the gods and their chosen, so only a wager this large has any meaningful stakes. Even so, it is the right call—even a loss here can be transmuted into positive sentiment. “Then I hope the people of Elysium do not tire of the ambrosia Zeus will provide them tonight.”

“More like this will be an opportunity for them to enjoy Hades’ fine vintage.” Even eir barbs are good-natured compliments. I am beginning to see why ey and Hippolyta are Elysium’s darling couple; offhandedly, I wonder what their sex must be like.

We circle one another after that, bright conversation cooling to steely focus. By the tournament’s rules, we may not use artillery. And so I extend then detach two of Styx’s whips, configuring them into a spear. I heft it in Styx’s hand, feeling the weight and reach of it.

Herakles draws a long blade out of Keraunios. It is curved, bright gold. Light runs along its edge, dichroic.

In a moment, we close in.

Styx has the greater, denser mass; in what it can pack into a blow, it has an advantage. Keraunios has the greater reach, its arms snapping and striking, more like prehensile tails than limbs. I’m on the defensive—metal creaks against metal as I’m pushed back. Sparring against a drone and dueling a real opponent are nothing alike, and while Hippolyta showed me a few things, she was in a lesser eidolon at the time. There’s little comparison.

What I have is the distance of perspective: in the thick of trading blows with Herakles, I draw on the tournament records, and on the certainty I have that even if Styx has never appeared in the Panathenaic, it has been fielded in combat before. I need only to trust it, allow it to anticipate, to read and relay to me the choreography of our opponent.

I find an opening, and strike.

My spearpoint stops mid-blow, hissing as it meets an invisible barrier that protects Keraunios’ cockpit. An ablative field. In theory this would allow it to make any of its parts completely impenetrable, but I’ve watched enough past footage: Keraunios is only able to generate two small fields at a time. Any more than that puts too great a load on the reactor. I unsheathe the whips. Faintly I wonder what the betting pool’s looking like. Across Elysium, countless mortals watch, and at them I bare my teeth.

One of the arena gates buckles.

Neither of us quite whips around: the eidolons provide a complete view of the entire area. Surprise leaves us both wide open for an instant, though, and I quickly put distance between me and Herakles.

The synthetic voice says into both our comms, “Containment breach. Pilots, board your eidolons and assist in suppression.”

At nearly the same instant, the gate splinters, and from the break comes a high, keening howl.

Herakles reacts first: Keraunios unfolds artillery from its back, firing straight into the emerging colossi in sudden, decisive thunder. Part of the barrier separating us from the audience chips. In the plumes of rubble and spent shells, I try to make out how many are coming; heat tracking and biosensors tell me two, three—five.

“To be your first opponent is an honor,” says Herakles, eir voice blithe, “but to fight side by side with you is yet another pleasure still. Shall we?”

“Let’s change the rules of the contest.” I grin, wide, at em. “See which of us takes down more colossi.”

Eir answer is a roaring laugh, and then the colossi surge forward.

No two colossi are quite alike: even the five we’re facing bears little resemblance to each other. As a whole they’re classified by shared characteristics and size. Individually they’re startlingly distinct. Furthest from me is one with the tapered head of a shark, eyes set to the sides; another has its eyes draped all along its shoulders and neck; another still sports not four but six limbs. The skin is smooth and featureless, or pockmarked as though with long battle. All are twenty meters at least, with the largest of them coming in at forty-five.

Five is easy.

I reconfigure, and Styx responds, its left arm clicking and shifting as it reflows into a cannon. The change takes less than a second, simple as turning my own wrist. Assistive aim comes online as I sight down the colossus charging my way, and fire. The recoil reverberates through Styx, into the cockpit; I fire again.

Two bolts in succession catch the colossus in the head and the neck. This slows it down only slightly: these creatures are dangerous beyond the wall because of their number, and also because the location of their brains is never certain. A third shot of ballistic energy, and it finally goes down.

In time for the next to reach me, getting close and fast, its maw opened wide in Styx’s face. Small, almost delicate needle teeth. I imagine its breath stinks of rot.

Styx’s whips vibrate, at close to maximum frequency, and tear through the colossus. A burst of gore. A splatter of flesh and biomechanical viscera hitting the floor.

Herakles and I make short work of the rest, until there is only one left—the monster dappled in eyes, which seem to almost placidly roam along the eidolons’ silhouettes, as if assessing or even recording. Good; it will know its death more intimately than most.

And then, without warning, every eye of the beast—all twenty of them—snaps to intently glare at me. Not at Styx, but at me, I am certain, as if the colossi can see me as clear as day. And then there is a familiar sinking feeling, not Styx but something more alien, like a great hungry ocean lapping at the edges of my eidolon—

The beast keens, louder and more horrific than all the other noises these beasts have made, and charges me. It is alone, and against the finest Elysium has to offer: in the end, Herakles and I come to a draw, ripping open this last colossus together. Its antlers clatter as it falls, tips shattering to pearlescent dust. Keraunios’ talons have the honor of crushing its last enormous eyes underfoot.

I start to laugh, to make a joke perhaps, to perform for the crowd but also for my lord.

A new message flashes onto my HUD: Ares. “Wall Caryatid breach, segment 314,” xe says, voice tight. “Twelve colossi and increasing. We require reinforcement. Repeat, we require reinforcement.”
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PERSEPHONE




We cut through the skies of Elysium, Herakles and I, heading toward the point of breach. Accompanying us, earthbound, are Hippolyta and Adrastus in their respective eidolon. Hippolyta I welcome; Adrastus I distrust. But he did volunteer, and the wall segment is in dire straits. The Cerberus Cadre is deploying too, though they’ll be much slower to reach the site of combat.

To fight and move with Styx is one thing; to fly with it is another entirely. It is not aerodynamic—the way it is made doesn’t take drag or lift into account—and so it stays in the air through a complex, interlocked consonance of anti-grav and propulsion. The effect is one of grace so total I feel as if I have complete command of the sky, utter freedom from the planet’s pull. Beneath me, the city looks so small, a glittering bauble that I’m not yet convinced is worth protecting. Defending my lord and Hephaestus, yes; bring glory to Hades’ name, certainly. But the mortal population I have little measure of, and none of it positive. They’re important only insofar as they are trinkets my lords care about.

We fly over the two inner walls, redoubts that the city was able to push past in it early days. And then Wall Caryatid comes into view.

From a very great distance, it might be possible to pretend the damage is miniscule, but the closer we approach the more obvious that it’s anything but. I spot the collapsed carcasses of lesser eidolons—drones from the look of it, deployed as sacrificial fodder to slow the attackers—and then the piece of wall that’s outright shattered and crumbled inward. Ares has sent us status updates on the way, but it’s still a shock to see “twelve and increasing” has already become sixteen colossi. Most of them are much larger than the ones we suppressed in the arena.

Herakles, our informal commander, announces through the HUD: “Aerial fire.”

Ey strikes first, Keraunios circling above the colossi and raining down ballistic thunder. I have to limit myself to greater precision and snipe at mangled colossi as I see them get back up from the voltaic barrage. These prove far more resilient than the captured ones too: several return to their feet after Keraunios has taken out their upper bodies. Still, as long as we maintain altitude—

Something grasps Styx’s foot. I have time to pan the camera to see the tendril of colossus flesh before another lashes upward, impossibly far, and latches onto my eidolon’s other leg. I snarl a warning to the rest of the pilots as I swing Styx’s whips and shear myself free. Below me the colossus stares up, its mouth a gaping grin, its eyes bright red. A stump peers up between its teeth, gushing emerald.

Keraunios, wrapped in several colossus tongues, is being dragged down. In almost the same moment it’s pulled to the ground, Hippolyta makes contact.

Her eidolon crashes into a mass of colossi, bladed wheels whirring as they cut into the creatures. Penthesilea is a unit of sheer bulk and hard strength, and it pushes through the host like a knife through pulp. But I have no chance to admire: a stray shot from the rear—I have no time to analyze the source—clips Styx’s shoulder and knocks me out of position, I lose altitude as I stabilize—low enough that one of the colossus, sensing weakness, takes a running leap off the building it has ascended. It is an impossible leap—or it should be, for anything this size to make, with no thrusters or anti-grav aid. It slams into me with the force of a meteor strike. It doesn’t break my armor, but the damage is done: I’m torn from the sky, in plummet.

Styx impacts hard, the dense mass of it meeting the barren earth. Blood blooms in my mouth as my teeth sink into my lip. A microsecond of thought: This is impossible. The captured colossi were nothing like this, mere paper dolls compared to the tooth and claw we now face. But I have no time to deny the reality of what I see in front of me. I sink Styx’s whips and claws into the creature pinning me down, knowing that if I do not take care of it now, within a few instants its fellows will join in and immobilize my eidolon for good. I strike almost blindly, and colossus tissue shreds as easily as it did in the arena, drenching my cameras in green gore.

The damage registers to me almost before Styx’s systems complete their warning, like pinpricks along my knuckles and arms. My synchronization, by intent, doesn’t run deep enough for me to feel its damage as my own, but I jerk in my seat as colossus blood hisses and eats into Styx’s armor.

“Their blood’s corrosive,” I call into our comms as I heave off the four-legged corpse, shedding as much of the damaged armor as I can, bringing the second layer forth. I don’t have a third. “We need to cauterize wounds we inflict!”

“That’s a new development,” Herakles says, unflappable. “I’ll attempt to regain range.”

“Not everyone has energy weapons.” Hippolyta’s voice is almost dry, betrayed by a taut edge. Penthesilea, too, has managed to gain distance from the colossi. Several lie in smoldering blackened heaps, as if Ares’ champion stands upon a charnel altar. “Here’s to my lord having blessed this eidolon with the gift of fire.”

Adrastus and his eidolon Anesidora are nowhere to be seen. Keraunios has gotten to its feet, cockpit shielded in ablative field, tussling with a colossus nearly as large as it is. Thirteen colossi remaining. We’ve barely dented the attacking force; Herakles’ initial barrages did not take out even a tenth.

But I can no more assist anyone than I can restore Wall Caryatid. I’m surrounded, Styx lacks artillery beyond its sniper rifle, and I can’t afford to trade more armor for killing blows; the current layer is all that stands between the blood’s chemical ravage and Styx’s internals, its chassis and reactors and all the intricate parts that animate it. A part of me wonders: the wall’s defenders should have known about the blood—why weren’t we warned?

But in that question is the answer: there’s been no precedent that I know of. If colossus blood could destroy eidolon armor, Hephaestus would have updated and hardened it a long time ago, and yet—

Several small colossi are trying to rush Styx and unbalance my footing. I shoot them almost without thinking, the aim-and-fire act as natural as breathing. All the same, one gets too close. No other option than brutal, direct bloodletting. Tearing it apart costs me—Styx’s leg hisses and smokes, and I shed the thinnest layer I can, letting the plating fall. From the back several more colossi, headless from previous fire, continue to shamble toward me.

I engage the whips, stretching them as far as they would go. I increase their frequency to maximum.

The first colossus to make contact with it shreds instantly, its gore kept at bay by this barrier of rapid-moving blades. Some of the blood will get on it, diminishing my defense, but for a time I’ll be near-untouchable. I clench my teeth and start marching toward Hippolyta, insofar as I can track her or even still recognize direction in this swirling melee.

In the arena it was so clean, so simple. My immediate view—my immediate world—is now one of slow progress and colossus viscera. Soot and gore and eroding durasteel: perhaps this is how true combat will always look. Distantly I hear and note supporting fire, from the position of Ares and xer soldiers. It’s an inconvenience the ravening horde is ignoring. They have eyes only for eidolons and pilots. They want only us. They’ll rip our cockpits open and rip us limb from limb. If only we had more of the drone eidolons, to distract them. Hells, if they had managed to rip open one of the drone’s fusion cores, the ensuing explosion would have helped us. A shame these monsters aren’t so stupid that they—

The drone eidolons. Their cores are still online. There’s not much left to any of them; most of them are completely incapacitated. But they’re ignored too, underfoot our charging foe…

“Hippolyta!” I shout over comms. “Do the drone eidolons have a self-destruct?”

“What? No, that’s stupid.” She pauses as she concentrates, dodging a claw and then retaliating with a flamer at point-blank range; the fire is reflected in her eyes. “We don’t make a point of blowing up our machines to kill enemies!”

A respect for materiel is all well and good, but if we stand on the conceit that eidolons are never destroyed, we’ll die on it, too: we’ve lost command of the battlefield, are rapidly losing the initiative, and our walls are breached. “Then I’ll tender my apologies to your lord,” I bark as I expand my senses, pushing beyond the boundaries of my self and of Styx.

I cannot let go of my eidolon and live, but I can send a little of me out there, toward the nearest downed unit—there. Within I find the glowing seed I seek. Every eidolon’s reactor core is potent, a magnetic containment field surrounding a roiling fusion reaction, the fury of a star shackled in the heart of a machine of war. The field is perfect, impregnable, sustained by the power of the fusion reactions itself; it has to be in order to supply so much power for so long, and Hephaestus is a perfect engineer, a mathematician without peer.

But anything can be broken. When I fought the Cerberus triplets, it occurred to me that I could overload their reactors. At the time, I was their adversary and their systems’ defensive hunter-seeker algorithms would have fought against my influence tooth and nail. But this time, we are on the same side; all I need to do is ask politely.

The drone twitches. I sink deeper into the machine, asking for a little more; Styx’s klaxons begin to fade as the distant unit becomes real. It doesn’t have to move. It just has to, quite literally, stop working in the most catastrophic way possible. And when it does—

The explosion is outsized, a supernova in blue-white. Two colossi vanish, instantly charred to cinders; even the blood is boiled cleanly away. The rest of the colossi whip around, stunned by the reversal. A feral laugh gathers behind my teeth as I reach out to the next broken drone, and the next after that. They are fallen and will serve no longer; they burn brilliantly in their pyres, and transmute alien flesh to so much ash.

The wind rises. It catches the remains of colossi, sending them up in gray eddies. It is then that I realize I am no longer surrounded. The battlefield has fallen quiet.

Warmth oozes down to my lip. I taste copper before I understand that my body—my human body—is bleeding. I’ve overextended myself accomplishing the impossible, and even my enhanced frame must pay the price. But I don’t care. Conquest tastes better than dopamine, overriding the tang of my own veins. I draw up my suit’s helmet to wipe my mouth on my sleeve, then unlatch the hatch and climb out. Standing on the cockpit’s lip, I gaze upon a field where red soil gives funeral bed to colossi. A few skeletons have survived the reactor flash, jutting from the dust with an oil-slick gleam. But not a single one is left standing or capable of attack.

During the battle I ceased to notice the cacophony, the screaming of the colossi, relegating it to meaningless noise. Now the silence is faintly irreal.

After a moment, sound reasserts: the wind, the sound of distant sirens—and above it all, the gods.

“—and so she has made kindling of the machine dead, a true servant of her Lord Hades!” says the mellifluous voice of Zeus, and I realize the broadcast has resumed—that it may have never stopped. “The Champion of the Underworld has brought us a triumph in fire. I declare her victor of the battlefield, defender of Wall Caryatid. I declare her Dread Persephone.”

A window blinks open in my HUD. Hippolyta, grinning and bruised. “Dread Persephone,” she echoes.

“Dread Persephone,” smiles Herakles from eir channel.

Someone must have opened a link to us from the arena. A roar is going up from three thousand throats like an ocean of prayers, chanting my name, my new title. Dread Persephone. Dread Persephone. Dread Persephone.







HADES




The Twelve have convened, though this time I’m excused from in-person attendance; I am remoting in from my estate, in a room where the rest of the lords are represented across a long table, emulating their positions in the actual conference chamber. From the holograms, I can tell Ares is marred by combat, and even Zeus looks worse for wear. The real damage, though, is to Council tradition: for once nobody’s arranging themself to make a statement—seating is haphazard, save the constant of me and Zeus occupying the very ends of the table.

“As far as the citizens are concerned, this was a success,” Zeus is saying. “The only loss is to my and Hades’ wine cellars.”

“It was not a fucking success,” snaps Ares. “The captured colossi at the arena went berserk nearly at the same time the assault at Wall Caryatid began. This was not a coincidence.”

“So what then do you propose?” asks Hera, her voice cool. “That the colossi in the arena summoned the attack on the wall? If so, why haven’t they done so before? This is without precedent.”

“Precedent! Precedent!” Ares hisses. “The colossi were tearing into the homes of humans last week, but it was easy to ignore that threat because they are menials who lived alongside the outer wall. The precedent has been established: they’ll be clawing into your estate—”

“Order,” says Zeus, irritated. “The losses among our eidolon drone and Ares’ soldiers is unfortunate, but the breach will be repaired as soon as possible. I’ve dispatched my artificers and menials; all of us must join hands and bend our resources to Wall Caryatid, such that the weight of its healing does not rest on Hephaestus’ shoulders alone. The skirmish has revealed to us a wealth of information—”

“It was not a skirmish.” Ares is apoplectic. “It was a battle. It was the first breach in years, and the worst since the wall was completed.”

“We’re learning,” my twin sister goes on, “that the colossi are demonstrating characteristics hitherto unseen—”

The Lord of War is almost screaming now, punctuating each sentence with a fist on the table or a jab in the air. “We’ve not learned anything that I’ve not reported to this council for years! Last week I sat here and said my officers were targeted in the latest probing attack; none of you save Hades and Hephaestus cared to listen. No, today all that has changed is the speed with which the colossi are evolving, fast enough that it can be seen with the naked eye. Colossus blood has never been corrosive. It was not corrosive during the first part of the battle, when they engaged my soldiers and the drone eidolons, else I’d have warned the pilots. Then, their blood suddenly was corrosive. They attacked in force and mutated in response to the disposition of the defenders. We were anticipated; our heaviest eidolons were baited into close combat and then damaged.”

It is easy to see where Ares anger comes from, as easy as it is to understand the long-term complacency of rest the Council. For generations—for almost as long as we’ve fought them—the colossi evinced little intelligence, pack instincts and little more. The only divergence amongst them was a handful of unusual colossi, the Harvester foremost; it was the appearance of the Harvester that convinced me Ares might be right. And now, having ignored the signs for so long, disbelieved Ares’ reports and my findings because they wanted to hide from the fact that our enemies are not only numberless but capable of higher thought—they did not want to admit the idea that the Titans’ final weapon, their vengeance from beyond the grave, might stand a chance of destroying us.

Poseidon’s nereid breaks the stony silence. “My lord has requested a report on the strength of the city’s defenses.”

Hephaestus takes over from Ares, breaking down the damage inflicted to our eidolons. “Styx has received significant damage to its armor and will takes hundreds of man-hours to repair, even with me supervising Hades’ engineers around the clock. Penthesilea and Keraunios are also damaged, but nothing significant; their ground crews should be perfectly accustomed to the work that needs to be done.” Here, ze begins to drop the staid objectivity to shoot a glare at Demeter. “The most I can say for Anesidora is that it was at the very least technically on the battlefield, which is still better than either the Maenads or the twins’ complete absence. Where the fuck were your eidolons? Did Siproites forget zhir keys in zhir other pilot suit?”

“This illustrious council,” Dionysus spits back, her quiet and halting demeanor vanished as sudden as the morning dew, “has never seen fit to ask my women to guard its vaunted walls. I don’t make a habit of asking them to go where they are not wanted.”

Artemis doesn’t even deign to reply, just continues to lounge in her seat, looking as indolent as ever, and when Apollo does finally speak, it isn’t to answer the question. “If we are to accept that the colossi have suddenly shown intelligence, why now?”

Athena meets my eyes. “The deployment,” she says, “of Mark Four.”

I try not to stiffen. Instead I make my voice calm, pleasant. “What leads you to that conclusion, Pallas?”

“Before your pilot arrived on the scene, their blood was—as Ares observed—not corrosive.” Her expression indicates nothing at all; as ever, she exists in a state of total neutrality, utter objectivity. “The colossi have faced Herakles, Hippolyta and Adrastus before. The only changed variable is the presence of the Mark Four. I offer my deduction: the colossi captured and held in the arena evaluated the Mark Four as posing a unique threat, and transmitted it to the colossi at Wall Caryatid.”

“The majority of you have mocked Ares for arguing that the colossi were evolving, and now we’ve vaulted that argument and gone straight to believing they psychically communicate?” Aphrodite is unimpressed.

“A transmission that made them mutate on the spot?” Hera mutters to herself, then focuses “It seems unreasonable, but that theory is easily enough chosen—if this is the result of bringing the Mark Four online, then we simply deactivate her.”

“That’s not an acceptable solution, Hera,” I say, immediate.

“Moreover,” Athena goes on as though I’d said nothing at all, “the bottle has already been uncorked. They’ve spotted something in Mark Four that they fear, and which has escalated their tactics. They will not revert to their previous state and again become mindless target practice for our pilots. It would be foolish now to set Mark Four aside, when she might prove to be the weapon to suppress them. Isn’t that why she was made?”

Every god present follows Athena’s steely gaze to regard Demeter, who merely lets her smile stretch into something macabre. “Please,” she chides, words like poisoned honey, “don’t judge me for having foresight.”

Zeus speaks before any of the rest of us can raise our voices or make a threat, which is probably for the best. “Explain, concisely and without guile, what Athena is implying and what you are apparently admitting to.” Her voice is level, her demeanor that of an inspector who merely wants to find the truth; it nicely elides the question of how complicit or ignorant Zeus is of whatever Demeter is about to reveal, considering the Lord of Lords personally underwrote Persephone’s creation.

Demeter’s smile does not fade. “I can do one of those, but not both.” When no one replies, she is obligated to continue. “As we are all aware, when Cronus fell to our collective might, a failsafe was tripped: a transmission was sent from the burning Titan citadel out into the wilds of this world, one which triggered extreme mutations and increased aggression in the beasts that had been the vanguard of our progenitors’ terraforming efforts.”

“Yes, yes, we were all there,” Aphrodite says. “Tell us something we don’t know.”

“As you wish.” Demeter displays a map of the continent, overlaid with colossus migration movements, population concentrations, prevalence of genetic abnormalities in various packs. “Did any of you ever consider how the mutations spread through the colossus population? Did they evolve on the spot, or did they pass mutations on to their spawn? Did the changes function like a disease, transmitted in the air or through bodily fluids? Do the colossi even have receivers, built into their biology, capable of hearing whatever data the Titans broadcast? And how did the Titans control their monstrous children? We know how they sought to control us, and failed, but what about our biological brethren? I don’t blame you for not knowing; I blame you all for not caring to know.”

A basic diagram of a colossus is next presented to us.

“I apologize for the biology lesson,” the Mother of Wheat continues, “but I can’t assume any of you paid attention to your Titan teachers. To simplify an extremely complex topic: each colossus generates an electrical field. This, in and of itself, is not strange; most living things that use electrical impulses to communicate instructions from brain to muscle do. But the larger a colossus becomes, the more heavy minerals are deposited into their hardening chitin—especially and specifically, those with ferromagnetic properties, like iron. Over time, the armor becomes magnetized, and the beasts begin to generate greater and greater electromagnetic fields, disproportionate and beyond their increased mass. The colossi not only use these electromagnetic fields to communicate with each other, but also to establish hierarchies within their packs: the larger and more capable specimens are able to transmit over greater ranges, with more intensity.”

“Aphrodite,” Zeus says. “You are the only other lord other than Demeter who has a background in theoretical biology. What is your assessment of her claims?”

The Lord of Desire has to visibly fight not to roll her eyes. “My assessment is that I can’t make an assessment. For years, I have complained about Demeter locking me out of the data, the analytic tools, and the resources I need to perform my own independent research and verification, and no one here was interested in taking my side for fear of estranging the woman that feeds our city and creates our clones. I know nothing about the colossi because none of us know anything about the colossi, save Demeter. And the only one of you that has acknowledged this issue, much less attempted to rectify it, is Hades, whose work is less that of a scientist and more that of a naturalist with a pair of binoculars, drawing sketches of bugs she finds in the wild. No, Demeter has turned your dependency on her works into a dependence on her words; the scientist in me has no evidence with which to independently dispute Demeter’s findings. All I can say is that nothing in the history of this planet suggests that its native organisms have evolved an ability to beam radio waves into each other’s brains.”

And then Aphrodite’s face contorts with ambivalence; evidently, the scientist within her is asserting itself. “But by the same measure, we’re not dealing with native fauna. I mean, at the very least, we’re dealing with megafauna the Titans genetically engineered to do their bidding. We know the Titans communicated with their beasts in someway; this seems as outlandish or as reasonable a theory as any other.”

“As a gesture of goodwill, and because we both agree that Hades is a bumbling fool—here.” Demeter coalesces a sphere of light before her and tosses it to Aphrodite. She narrates for the rest of our benefit: “I’m confident enough in my findings that I have turned over my entire archive on the colossi, generations’ worth of data, to Aphrodite. If she’s even half as capable as I, she’ll corroborate my conclusions.”

“You’re only doing this because secrecy doesn’t benefit you anymore, old woman.” The Lord of Desire glowers. “I’ve still got the measure of you, and this isn’t over.”

With a smirk, Demeter turns her back to Aphrodite. “As for the rest of you, maybe some elocution will convince you where data does not. Consider this: we may take the forms of humans, but we don’t need to stoop to assuming their bodies are natural or even desirable, or that the relationship between their bodies and their souls is the way all sentience and matter might interact. Ears are merely sense organs attuned to intercepting and processing minute changes in air pressure; vocal cords are instruments of transmission, using atmosphere as a medium for conveying information. It might sound absurd to you, but why couldn’t a biological organism transmit other types of data using other frequencies?”

“Alright, you’ve convinced me: the big ones can shout louder,” says Artemis, still looking bored. “But it’s the same in every species. And if we followed that logic, Ares would be in charge and we’d all be dead. What’s any of this got to do with, well, any of this?”

“No, no,” says Ares, oblivious to the insult because of a dawning realization, “it’s how one eidolon in a cadre might be equipped with a high-gain antenna to communicate with command, then relay received orders to the rest of their squad.”

Demeter nods. “Precisely. If you imagine each pack as a unit of colossi, anchored around a leader that can transmit electromagnetic signals over large distances”—the continental map returns, but shifted to become a heat map, the range of colors showing change in the population over time: spreading out from Elysium and deeper into the hinterland—“then you might anticipate my conclusion: that there is a relay network between the colossi, and the Titans used it to transmit a mutating order among the population. Looking at the data, you can see the packs which were closer to Elysium were the first to mutate, while—”

“You’re missing a step,” Hephaestus interrupts—not with anger, but with actual interest; ze is already convinced of Demeter’s larger point, but has contention with one of the assumptions. “I can use a radio transmitter to speak to a distant transmitter, yes. But it’s another thing entirely to tell the radio transmitter to grow legs and walk, and then expect it to.”

“You may not like it, but this is the least disputable of my conclusions.” Demeter gestures. “We know the Titans broadcast a signal out into the world, we have recordings of that signal, we know it affected the colossi; I’m merely trying to ascertain how. This is the best working theory anyone has proposed, in large part because I’m the only one that has been working on a theory. It also explains why our eidolons and our communications equipment fail around the colossi with such consistency, and why human minds snap when fighting them: massive electromagnetic fields tend to disrupt electronic equipment, be it a fusion reactor or merely a low-voltage human brain.”

I recognize the next set of charts Demeter displays because I helped compile them myself, alongside Ares and Hephaestus: different ways of cataloging the frequency and strength of the attacks Elysium has suffered, measurements of the mass, strength, and armor of the individual specimens. “Ares’ conclusions are generally correct. The colossi are evolving, faster than they ought, and the evolutions are spreading to other packs, further and further afield. We kill one, and the lessons of its death are transmitted to any colossi in range, who boost the signal and transmit it again, who transmit it again. They’re iterating, and they’re doing it faster each time, and something more than instinct and evolution is guiding them.”

“You’ve sat here for years and said nothing, acting as if I was insane—” Ares’ doesn’t scream this time, which makes the bitterness of xer voice that much deadlier.

“A hive mind, then?” Athena asks. “One will dispersed across multiple bodies?”

The Lord of Harvest shakes her head, veil whispering. “Not quite. Or at least, not yet. Think of it like how our computers here in Elysium are networked: individual machines, capable of talking to one another across enormous distances—and how someone might run a program or create an algorithm that would suborn them to one machine. We’re beginning to see signs of nascent intelligence within the colossi’s network, organizing the nodes and seconding them to a greater will.”

“The Harvester,” I suggest.

“Perhaps, perhaps not. Despite how your reports repeatedly play up the importance of the beast, I’ve seen nothing in your data that indicates the Harvester possesses any sort of command and control capabilities, merely that it roves the world absorbing technology and equipment where it can. At least you named it well enough: I think, in some sort of primordial way, your colossal hyperfixation is less about asserting control and more about learning—harvesting knowledge—which is far more worrisome.”

“You’ve shown ample evidence to support all your claims,” says Zeus, “except for the idea of this fledgling colossus overmind. Perhaps the beasts are merely evolving as a response to the city’s expansion and our winnowing of their numbers. You have also not explained Athena’s accusation that our newly minted Dread Persephone”—Zeus glances at me when she says the name, as if to tell me she has come to accept my pilot as a person and not a tool—“is responsible. She fought well, but not noticeably better than her compatriots.”

“I built the Mark Four to access the colossus network.”

After the eruption of shouting has died down, Demeter continues. “Zeus believed she was commissioning a template from which I would forge new, cloned pilots for each of you. It was a very considerate gesture that I knew this council of lords would squander, so I put Zeus’ patronage to better use. The Mark Four is a very specific, very bespoke weapons system. You know that the colossi are anathema to us; the Titans perfected their god-slaying claws and venom during the Titanomachy, and in death cursed the world by ensuring those attributes were spread far and wide. None of us here could access the network, such as we are; we need a biological vector of penetration. The Mark Four is meant to be that—she can infiltrate any system, even take command of it. Unfortunately for us…”

A final set of images. I cannot place them—graphs of some sort, charts that seem familiar, intuitively so, like a brain wave I’ve read or a heartbeat I’ve felt: the stuff of dreams.

“As part of the resources made available to my estate during the design of the Mark Four, Lord Zeus provided me with the data-forms of her each of her pilots. Here are the brainwave readings of Leto, Othreis, and Endymion during their first synchronization with Keraunios. Here also, you see the brainwave readings of Euterpe, during her first synchronization with Charis.”

I give a hard look at Hephaestus, who simply shakes zer head. It comes to me instantly: the matter of Persephone’s overrides has been resolved, and this was the price. The image of Hephaestus, dead in my garden from having tasted poisoned fruit: my dearest friend, sacrificing zerself for my happiness.

“As you can see, there is a very specific fluctuation in the beta, theta, and delta waves, followed by spikes in the gamma and alpha waves—extremely similar, across different eidolons, gods, and pilots.” She looks me dead in the eyes. “Lord Hades, could you provide us with a readout of Persephone’s brainwaves during the climax of the colosseum fight, when she confronted the final specimen?”

I don’t follow Demeter’s request, but it is vanishingly small compared to what Hephaestus and even my sister have given to this witch. I do as asked—and there, as plain as day, are similar brainwave fluctuations, in the same frequencies.

“That doesn’t make sense,” I say. “Persephone and Styx were already synchronized.”

“It’s perfectly legible—predictable, even. It’s how I knew where to look. Mark Four’s brainwaves aren’t responding to Styx. No—what we are seeing here is something else reaching out and touching your pilot’s mind.”

“The hive mind… attempted to synchronize with my pilot?”

Demeter, so confident in her victory, smiles the way a warlord might when they read in piled bodies the signs of success. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Whatever inchoate intelligence is growing amongst the nodes of the colossi network, it felt, for a moment, a pull toward the Mark Four, the instinctive love a lock might have for the key cut to open it. An intelligence vaster than our eidolons, but hungry the way they are, covetous of connection. And when it realized what she was—something alien, something vile, something fabricated to tear open its halls and make them ours—it recoiled. What happened at the wall is just the beginning. It will throw more bodies at us, twisted into even more hideous shapes. We’ve threatened it, and as much as something driven by instinct and fear can be said to have intent—it intends to kill us all.”




♦




The meeting winds down after this—where could it possibly go, after such a revelation?—into a discussion of more mundane details: Artemis will commit her huntresses to the wall patrol, Athena and Apollo will send their engineers to assist in repairs, Hephaestus will lead the reconstruction of the segment. Dionysus, unasked, even says her landship will patrol deeper into the wastes, to give us a better chance of detecting the colossi before they attack; I must be tired from the battle, because in a fit of momentary madness I volunteer my Cerberus Cadre to be stationed aboard the Paralos.

“If you run into trouble, they’ll bolster your defenses while the heavier eidolons scramble to make it to your position,” I explain. They give me an odd look, then accept; I wished she had been so accommodating during the Titanomachy.

Ultimately, it’s a neat division of labor, with every task parceled out to the appropriate party. Perhaps the most productive conference we’ve had in years, and I should be pleased with that, at this sign of progress and cooperation.

There is, of course, a great unspoken tension in the room. But Zeus does not criticize Demeter’s lies; she focuses on the future, cuts short several recriminations with a “what’s done is done.” But I know her, and she knows I know; she shoots me a steely glare for just a moment, and it is the first time I’ve felt like she and I are on the same side in years. My sister always said Demeter was not to be trusted, but even she was unaware of the depths to which the Mother of Wheat would descend, the selfishness with which she ruled her demesne. Aphrodite has had the accurate measure of her—we could all see it—but Demeter made opposition to her just difficult enough to avoid being called to task. Even I, never in debt to or in bed with Demeter, found it easier to avoid than confront. I was complacent; I foolishly thought us at least united against the colossi; I thought the real enemy was outside our walls.

I was wrong in my judgment of the scoundrel, and Zeus was wrong in how much control she believed she had over Demeter. Now we must live with the consequences of our foolishness: a god that has hoarded knowledge that would have made resistance against the colossi possible, who crafted a weapon in secret and has now brought down on our heads certain doom—and we must smile at her and thank her for her scraps, and not drag her out of the city in chains, to be torn apart by the colossi she so clearly understands.

And despite it all, gray-eyed Pallas is perhaps even more dangerous: Demeter kept her secret machinations to herself, yet Athena not only discerned them, but also held her tongue. What untrustworthy, conniving monsters we are, keeping foul secrets from those who should be our closest friends; from those we love.

The images of my fellow lords dissolve one by one. Poseidon has been absent, as usual, and I have half a mind to reach out to her privately. Of the three of us, she’s always been more sensible than I or Zeus; she is my sister, but unlike Zeus, not my twin. But getting her on the line is difficult—she only ever bothers to show up for the conference, and then only sporadically. What love she has is for the seas, the black depths and the alien creatures that inhabit them; her responsibilities there are crucial, but on occasion I wonder when she’ll return to Elysium.

On my part, I’ll have to feed the populace with images of Persephone’s victory—a victory that we know is, at best, short-term. But it is the sort of thing mortals need, the gentle opiate that keeps them pacified. Overnight she will become the city’s favorite, my Dread Persephone, and the worshipers will bring offerings to my temples for her. I suspect she won’t like that, though she might find it a little amusing.

Orphne curtsies when she enters. “My lord, your pilot has returned. She is in the hangar presently, and will likely wish to see you soon.”

I grimace. I expected that she would, and it would be reasonable for me to greet her and welcome her home; to celebrate her as she deserves. “Convey to her my apologies. I’ll be in seclusion for”—a twitch in my cheek as I calculate—“a week.”

The nymph tilts her head. “She will not be happy.”

“No, she won’t be.” And the prospect bothers me deeply. We have known each other for such little time, but she is my pilot; how she feels matters to me. “Do let her know that she has my highest regard, and that I’ll see her as soon as possible.”







PERSEPHONE




I return to the Underworld, to Hades’ estate, with the taste of smoke and triumph in my mouth. The ground crew cheers when I land, loud enough that I can hear it over the roar of the engines. By the time I’ve made it out of the cockpit, they are already descending like locusts, shouting to each other to remove the pitted armor, spraying coagulating foam to render any remaining acid inert; the real work will begin as soon as my unspent ammunition—there’s not much left—is pulled, ensuring no accidents happen during repairs. It’s very professional, but there is rejoicing, too: one of them is already painting kill marks under the cockpit, a colossus skull commemorating each enemy heart I crushed.

“Not the ones I felled in the arena,” I instruct, with a faux firmness. “Only real combat.”

“I would never dishonor you or Styx such, ma’am,” the woman says with a toothy grin, before resuming her stenciling.

Once I descend from Styx, I stand a while in its bay, looking up and up at its stern face. The golden eyes, the angular suggestion of a nose, the absence of a mouth; in no way are eidolons made to emulate the softness of mortals. I put my hand on its leg, where an actuator has been exposed by acidic blood, and say, “Thank you.”

Whether it understands me in so many words doesn’t quite matter. I know what I’ve felt while inside it, the murmur of presence, a breath of something that’s more than just algorithms and assistive aim.

It’s only then that I realize Lord Hades has not met her all-conquering victor. Perhaps an urgent matter of state has called her away; I will take the opportunity to freshen up.

Myia waits in my quarters, bowing to me and murmuring, “My lady.”

That is new, and quite flattering. She’s efficient in helping me take off the pilot’s suit, and informs me that she’s run a bath, of which I’m happy to avail myself. It’s scented with orange blossom and bergamot oil, and as I step into the tub I realize I don’t have a favorite scent, a favorite flower. Upon decanting, the development of the self depends largely on the programmed imprint—my personality is a construct of Demeter’s making, and I haven’t had the opportunity to diverge far beyond that seed. I’ve learned to breathe in the admixtures particular to Hephaestus and Hades, and through association I have found them intoxicating. Even in food I have not yet attained my own palate: I’ve eaten a great deal of pomegranates because Hades likes them.

Perhaps I will ask Hades to show me a vast cabinet of perfumes and toiletries, a selection of meats and spices and fruits. The thought makes me smile, because I know she will indulge me.

“Myia,” I say, “can you fetch me the shampoo?”

A few footsteps on the marble, and then someone kneels by the tub. It is not the nymph. For one, far taller; for another, none of the nymphs are this muscular, or have hair this red, skin this much like precious metal. Ze is bared to the waist, clad only in loose trousers a few shades darker than zer hair.

“I dismissed her,” says Hephaestus as ze pours shampoo into zer hand. “I trust you won’t mind.”

I shift; the water moves with me, sloshing and frothy. “Well, I—” It would be, of course, preposterous to say that I’m naked. Ze has fucked me hard, seen me in the nude. But this feels almost more… intimate than the sex, more vulnerable.

“You’ve been a hero on the battlefield.” Ze begins combing through my hair. “You deserve to have a god wait on you, don’t you think?”

In the tub, I sit very still, trying to betray no reaction. Zer nails are blunt, and zer hands deft—they would have to be; ze must do the finest of work every day, tiny tweezers and scalpels to etch delicate memory patterns onto replicants. Zer fingers against my scalp, moving in slow circles, exert the gentlest of pressure that draws out of me tension I wasn’t aware I carried. The muscles in my shoulders loosen. I sigh and slide further into the waters.

“Lean forward,” Hephaestus murmurs, lips nearly touching my jawline, at this spot below my earlobe that ze knows is sensitive. “I’m going to wash your back.”

I do. In this, too, ze is exacting, a careful spread of lather, a thorough scrub with a soft-bristled brush. I rub my cheek against my suds-covered knee. “When I see Hades, I’m going to be unbelievably clean.”

“She’s not seeing anyone. Even I will not meet her outside of official conferences between the Twelve.”

“What do you mean—I’ve just…” Disappointment shades my face as the first bitter bite of rejection seizes my heart.

“You just returned from a terrible battle; you warrant a hero’s welcome. I’m not saying that in sarcasm—you do.” Ze has set the brush aside, is now using zer hands to wash the soap off me, fingertips gliding along the length of my spine. “But there are tasks and responsibilities owed by a god to the people of Elysium, and after an attack such as today, Hades must go into occultation.”

“Get to the point.” This comes out sharp, edged. I do not want it to be petulant. Yet the prospect that I will not be able to see my lord, after all this…

“Consider the business of prayers. You may be surprised, but the Lord of the Underworld is quite popular. Have you ever been to one of her temples? No? You should; you’ll like it, and the hierophants will greet you as her most honored. The point is that the worship of Hades is taken quite seriously. She is not second to Zeus, but an equal—and the mortals are restless, after what happened with Wall Caryatid. Every one of the Twelve is dealing with a minor crisis. Prayers must be answered, Persephone, up to a certain point. And it’s not like dealing with paperwork; it’s more… spiritual. She’ll be in seclusion for some time.” Ze rocks back on zer heels. “If not for the fact that I have to fix the wall, I would be too.”

But I need her, I don’t say. It would confess too much. “For how long?”

“From personal experience, five to seven days.”

I step out of the bath, dripping onto the black marble. My jaw is tight, and my skin is cooling. “Do you always do Hades’ dirty work?”

Hephaestus has brought a towel, and begins to dry me, diligent as any attendant. “For generations, I’ve been her sole serious lover, so there was no dirty work to be done. One of the nymphs was going to tell you, actually, but I didn’t want you to shoot the messenger. I’d hate to have to remake them.”

I stand, still and angry, as ze wrings water from my hair and spreads emollient across my shoulder blades. “I wouldn’t have taken it out on the nymphs. What do you take me for?”

“Justifiably furious,” ze says, irritatingly calm. Then zer hand drifts down to my waist, curving over my hip. “You can take it out on Hades later. For now though, I can give you a hero’s welcome.”

My pulse drums. Ze means to distract me, and it works: zer hands have been all over me for the last few minutes, knowing and indulging. I may have seduced zer before, but in doing so I have acclimated my body to Hephaestus. To me zer skin and breath and muscular limbs promise pleasure and catharsis, a pattern into which it’s so easy to fall.

“I don’t want your pity, Hephaestus,” I say at last, and pull away from zer. “My lord will have to deal with me herself. And in the meantime, if she will not have my company, I’ll seek another’s.”

Zer mouth thins. Then, “As you like. When you come back, we’ll discuss what comes next.”

I swallow back vitriol that, after all, ze didn’t earn. None of this is Hephaestus’ doing. And if the matter of seclusion is true, it might not even be Hades’ fault. But I’m not in the mood to be reasonable, to sit down and be mollified. So I dress, and call Hippolyta.
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I meet Hippolyta at Aornum, a bar at an intersection of the Underworld and the next district, known for its discretion catering to pilots. From the outside, it is a ziggurat of black shot through with prismatic veins; the interior, rather than the monochromatic black I expected, is colorful. Magenta and cyan quartzes cluster on the ceiling, providing muted ambient light. Music is soft, all stringed instruments and crooning vocals.

“I was going to take you somewhere wilder,” says Hippolyta, apologetic, as I come to her table. “But tonight any pilot who sets foot in a public place is buried in paparazzi instantly. You most of all.”

I can evade city surveillance easily, and civilian drone cameras—of which there are many tonight; Athena will likely issue an edict against them soon—are even simpler. Even so, I have put on a visor and coiled my hair as tight as I could. “I noticed. And everyone’s drunk on ambrosia or vintage pomegranate wine.”

Hippolyta lifts her own glass of liquor, the rich crimson of garnets. “It’s tasty. You’re so lucky. Ares’ store is so staid.”

Absent is Herakles’ looming shadow. “Your spouse?”

“Stuck in a strategic meeting with Zeus.” She nods at the mostly empty seats. “Most pilots are. I begged off—Penthesilea’s in the shop as it is, and I’m no engineer. Ares is accommodating; xe knows the importance of morale. How is Styx?”

“The unexpected corrosion took a toll,” I admit. And there was that near-miss, from a projectile fired from behind. “Where’s Adrastus?”

“I’ve seen neither hide nor hair. His eidolon specializes in long range, but I don’t think he took down even five colossi. Keeping score is antithetical to coordinated fighting, of course.” Hippolyta has come in a silvery dress, clinched by her belt of blue metal and the spear sigil; the fabric falls around her hips and legs, intentionally and interestingly uneven. It fits the place. “You’re in a bad mood, though.”

That gives me pause. “We barely know each other. Is it that obvious?”

Her smile dimples. “You’re a serious woman. I’d suggest a cocktail, but I don’t think you want to get drunk. Whatever it is that has put you in an ill temper must be severe.”

To the distant end of the bar Kymopoleia sits alone, sipping Zeus’ famous ambrosia. Poseidon’s champion, evidently, does not have the duties or burdens the rest of us do. I catch her watching me out of the corner of her eye. Curious, probably. We’re too far for her to eavesdrop.

“You asked, before, whether I was entangled.” I stab an olive from the snack platter. “One of my entanglements is… not treating me as I wish to be treated.”

At this Hippolyta sits straighter, her gaze sharpening. “Go on.”

“I’m not being mistreated,” I say, realizing that she’s misunderstood. “It’s just that they weren’t there in a moment I required it, due to prior obligations.” Said this way, it even sounds trivial. I sound needy. A flush creeps up the back of my neck.

She makes a contemplative noise as she nibbles on prawn crackers. Synthetically flavored, but most food items are. “And they truly couldn’t avoid the obligations.”

“As far as I know. No.”

“You deserve to be given priority.” Another cracker disappears into her mouth. She washes it down with wine. “You don’t have to tell me, but does one of your entanglements happen to be a god? I’m guessing this because who else would not devote all their time to the Champion of the Underworld? Any mortal would kneel at your feet every hour of every day, wait breathless to fulfill your every whim.”

“I’m hardly looking for that,” I say dryly. “Yes, they’re a god.” Which might as well be an admission that I’m talking about Hades. But then, what do I care; it’s not as if Hippolyta can spread that as delicious gossip and ruin my reputation.

She nods. “Sympathies, my friend. I once had a fling with Apollo, and I swore off gods after that, though ey does happen to be unusually neurotic. I understand the draw—gods are so interesting, aren’t they? And to have their attention is flattering.”

I move to say it is not like that: I’m not simply drawn to Hades’ might and glamour, the moth to her flame. But I lock that away in my throat. To her, a god not having time for me is inevitable, and to hope for more is foolish. “How do you resolve it when you and Herakles happen to be duty-bound and lack time for one another?”

“A great deal of grace, a great deal of repentance. We’ve been together for, what, eight years now? You do need to compromise, on occasion, but it’s important that your partner demonstrates in deed that they’ll make it up to you. Or, we decide we’ll make time for one another. Turn it into something special.” She frowns. “And if this is about—well, crap. Let me take a call from Herakles, will ya?”

She steps out for the call. Almost as soon as she is out of sight, Kymopoleia strides over to our table. Poseidon’s pilot has the sleek, muscular look of a panther; a few centimeters shorter than I am, and dressed in blue-green leather. High boots, deep red lipstick, glitter on her eyelids.

Kymopoleia puts her hand on her heart and bows. “Greetings, Champion of the Underworld.”

“Felicitations to you, Champion of the Tides.”

She takes the seat Hippolyta’s just vacated; has brought her own drink, some fluorescent concoction with swimming swirls of light and edible pearls floating at the top. “I was riveted to the battle. You were exceptional out there. It is a shame that I came to observe the Panathenaic without Corinth; it would have been an honor to sortie alongside your inaugural mission.”

“You honor me with the thought.” I make my tone neutral: neither deferential nor adversarial. I don’t know her intent yet.

Kymopoleia takes a long sip out of her glass. Then her hand shoots forward, clamping around my wrist. “I’m curious. To the mortal populace, what you did was a battle miracle, but not inexplicable. ‘Master of the Machine Dead’—you made it literal, destroying the eidolons. Of course, a god’s chosen may do anything, be capable of any feat; that is the point. But we know better.”

I can break her grip. I can also smash a plate or glass into her face, and I almost want to: it’d be an outlet. Shame there would be repercussions. I give nothing away; I know not what feat she refers to. “And what is it that’s made you so curious?”

“For as long as we have used eidolons for combat, they have been our avatars. Even the smaller ones are honored in principle and in deed—never treated as disposable, never designed to self-destruct, by unanimous consent of the Pantheon.” She leans close, her cocktail-sweet breath in my face. “What did you do? How did you do it?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” I grin at her. Frustration has worn down my impulse control. “Maybe I’ll tell you, Kymopoleia, if you get on your knees and kiss my feet.”

Her eyebrow, faintly blue in this light, rises. “You aren’t prepared for me taking you up on that, are you.”

I open my mouth to say that I’m prepared for absolutely anything—did she not see me at the wall?—but Hippolyta chooses that moment to walk back in. She beams at Kymopoleia, who startles then nearly bolts out of the chair, then flees back to her own table.

“What did you do to her?” I ask Hippolyta, not taking any particular care to be discreet.

“She flirted with Herakles once. We’re monogamous, so I taught Kymopoleia a little lesson. Don’t worry about it.” She tugs on my hand. “Let’s blow this joint—I’d like to show you something.”

The whole point of this outing was to get away from it all—why the hells not? We climb onto her motorbike, a beast of a machine that looks like it could accommodate Herakles, sleek blue-black. The same shades as Penthesilea, and racing stripes that run down the sides form a stylized spear—Ares’ sigil.

She pulls on a helmet, then unlatches a second that she tries to hand to me. I begin to protest, only to realize that this seems very reasonable to her: she may be a skilled warrior of Ares’, a pilot of her god’s eidolon, but she probably can’t survive a fall from a building the way I can. “It sets a good example for the citizens,” she explains, shaking the helmet.

“Only because you insist,” I say. It looks to be Herakles’ personal helmet, built too large for a regular mortal, side plastered with a lightning bolt. But the moment I touch it, the surface shimmers—it’s made of nanocarbon filaments, the same as the Hounds’ skin. The helmet reshapes into an appropriate size, with a dark black finish and a golden cypress leaf as the accent mark.

Hippolyta giggles at my surprised reaction. “A little collaboration between Ares and Hephaestus—the technology that armors our foot soldiers, repurposed into a safe and stylish accessory.”

The ride isn’t long. The apartment building we arrive at is tall, high-walled and flower-bright, foliage and aerial roots frothing down every balcony. We take the lift and exit into an unassuming hallway, paneled in warm wood, and she leads me to her family’s door.

An older woman answers and, at the sight of Hippolyta, brightens. The shift is stark, startling—she turns from an ordinary-looking person to a being suffused with starlight. “Hippolyta! And you brought a friend.”

“Who requires no introduction.” My fellow pilot grins at her mother. “Meet Dread Persephone. Persephone, this is my mother, Otrera.”

“The hero of the Wall.” The mother nods to me. “Be welcome, Champion of the Underworld.”

The home is pretty, but ordinary. There are framed photos, some of a younger Otrera with a squad of soldiers, but even more of her with her children; mission patches from dangerous excursions beyond the wall—special forces, from the looks of it; a remarkable number of tomatoes rendered in every medium imaginable, clay and paintings and etchings. (“That’s sort of my mother’s thing,” Hippolyta explains. “She just really, really likes tomatoes.”) It’s all very… normal. I’m left wondering why this is where her family lives, when surely Hippolyta could give them a mansion, as long as she is Ares’ honored.

Otrera, as it turns out, is a retired colonel of Ares’ army; Hippolyta’s two sisters—young adolescents, both solemn-faced—are also training to become soldiers. Amazons: a line of soldiers who have served Ares generation to generation. An uninterrupted succession of women, says Otrera, though she chuckles when she adds that they thought Hippolyta would be the exception at first. But in the end she, too, turned out to be another daughter.

I lean over to Hippolyta. “Does that mean—”

She rolls her eyes; even the greatest of warriors are but embarrassed cubs before their mother. “Yes, Persephone. I thought I was a boy, and was nearly five by the time I told Mother I wasn’t, so it was a surprise to everybody.”

“Oh. I had no idea!” I am suddenly acutely aware of just how little I know about the world. I may perceive Elysium as a living thing all I like—its power conduits a nervous system, its streets arterial—but that does very little to prepare me to talk about very real human bodies with the woman who is on her way to being your first and only friend. Children in this city are often raised as neutral slates, until and unless they’ve declared their gender; I know this because I read about it. But I didn’t have a childhood; I did not have that development, or any other, and it didn’t occur to me to think about Hippolyta’s formative process. The things that struck me as beneath my status, as too mortal to be worth the attention, abruptly seem like unique experiences on which I’ve missed out. “I… came out of a tank.”

Hippolyta chuckles. “That you did. You shouldn’t discount the possibility that you might be other than a daughter of Demeter, one supposes.”

I never considered that. I’ve never considered any of… this. Mostly because I don’t have the lived experience, but also because I have no actual baseline for what is considered conventional and what is not. “My understanding is that Hades is also considered the, uh, patron of, well, she’s…”

“Gods, you’re as red as a beet, Persephone. Yes, it is said that the Titans birthed Zeus and Hades as sister and brother, and it was Hades who rejected the gender of her genesis and carved a new one for herself.” To my surprise, she pulls out a necklace that had been resting under her shirt, at the end of which is a stylized cypress leaf, the symbol of my lord nestled between her breasts. “I am sworn to Ares and will always be xer champion, but it never hurts to give thanks to the appropriate god. ”

I take refuge in numbers. “Did you know that, statistically, a sizable percentage of eidolon pilots are—”

“Yeah, they put something in the reactor fuel.” When I stare at her, incredulous, she flashes a disarming smirk. “Not really, girl. Relax. You’re doing fine. Here, come help us bake.”

I manage, by and by, to compose myself. Their home is very comfortable. Four bedrooms, each immense; the living room is elegantly appointed, the ceiling high and the furniture upholstered in fabrics that I know are not easy for the synthesizers to produce and thus expensive. But this isn’t a colonel’s abode. Her rank and Hippolyta’s would have both warranted her a grand home, an entire building to her family.

“Oh!” Hippolyta interrupts my musings. “The thought I was going to tell you, before Herakles called. I don’t know what you’re feeling or what, specifically, is going on between you and Hades. But if you’re angry that she’s not around right now—the lords go into occultation all the time. I was really disappointed when I came back from my first major victory over a colossus pack and Ares wasn’t there to greet me, called away to answer the prayers of the wounded. But a relationship with a god is like a relationship with a spouse or a partner. What I said about Herakles and me applies here too: grace, understanding, and a commitment to make up for time apart. And I bet Hades wishes she was there to greet you exiting Styx as much as you do.”

I feel a bit of the clenching pain in my chest, the grinding set of my jaw, begin to relax. With perspective of time, I can tell that I’m not just responding to the disappointment of Hades failing to welcome me. Some part of me is reacting as if this is one of Demeter’s tests—that Hades, like my mother, is withholding love or attention to make a point. But Hades is not rejecting me; I have not, somehow, failed her. I will be fine.

Otrera is warm to me but not, as I feared, simpering. Somehow, I got the idea mortals would be like that, supplicant and desperate to curry favor. Perhaps I have flattered myself; perhaps she is used to dealing with demigods. I watch in bafflement as she and Hippolyta bake what seems to be a fantastical amount of date cakes, fruit tarts, and biscuits. A small portion is set aside; the rest, as it transpires, is distributed to what turns out to be the rest of the building.

“Surely the other residents have their own food,” I say to Hippolyta in the relative privacy of the kitchen.

“Sharing is part of the fun. It builds community.” She wipes her hand on her apron; it does little but smear the flour and leftover dough around. “It’s why she stays in this building. She likes having neighbors. People she can talk to, whose children’s names she can get to know, whose hobbies she can share or pick up. Besides, she doesn’t like living in a district full of other soldiers. The salutes are tiresome, she says, as is being called Colonel Otrera all the time.”

But, I want to point out, no citizen of Elysium goes without. Everyone has sufficient food. “I don’t really understand.”

“Mother,” Hippolyta says, offering me a mousse tart, “taught me to love Elysium. The whole of it. And the first step is getting to know people around you, the perfectly ordinary people who aren’t high clergy or seers or magistrates. Or even ranking officers. And certainly not demigods.”

“I see.” I take a bite. It’s excellent, though Hades’ baking is better.

“You don’t.” She laughs. “Don’t worry, I didn’t either, at first. Take a box of these things home, will you? I like feeding people.”

I’m invited to be their guest for the night, but the thought is too alien. As politely as I can, I excuse myself and compliment Otrera on her baking.

I leave on foot, take the backways; the mortals will not see me if I don’t want them to. As I slip between buildings and make my own path, here ducking beneath a balcony and there ascending to a rooftop, I turn over what Hippolyta has told me. That she loves the city for its own sake is obvious, and the mortals make the city what it is, yet I cannot comprehend the scale. What does it mean to regard a place as the abode for one’s heart, to place trust in its soul?

You cannot love millions, the heaving mass of the census: not even Hephaestus’ simulation can convince me to. A psyche is not designed for that, not even Hippolyta’s. Then I wonder: is a god’s? Do any of the Twelve love Elysium as Hippolyta does, cherish the mortals as she does? Is it love that motivates my lord when she responds to her worshipers’ prayers, however that is done, whatever that means? Or is it the accouterments of power; rulers cannot continue to be so without subjects to rule over. A throne without proper kingship is just a chair.

I’ll never love Elysium as my friend does, and perhaps never as my two patrons do either. This, like so many things, must remain a puzzle for another time.







HADES




The prayers are important, and numerous; in that regard, the lie I’ve told Persephone is truth enough. But they are not all-consuming, and seclusion brings back old habits: I remove myself from the world, close myself from company, and look to the ghosts that I safeguard.

It’s not often that I descend to the catacombs. That was not always the case; over the decades I have tried my best to strike a balance between remembrance and not dwelling in the past. My fight with Zeus has given me better perspective for my actions—that, in fact, I had only fooled myself into believing I had achieved a healthy mean—but even then, I understood that grief has a way of decaying you from the inside, and despite it all I wish to continue. I have not yet given up the fight to preserve Elysium, to not merely make a stand but to exist beyond the fight.

And yet I am in pain and long for old comforts; I miss Leuce.

In all of Elysium, mine stands as the greatest place to remember the dead. No mausoleum or graveyard is more honored; the city’s heroes lie here, bodies preserved when they can be, ashes and bone fragments when they cannot. Sometimes there’s only an image remaining behind, graven into the crypt’s door.

Despite the deaths that have come after hers, Leuce retains pride of place. Her chamber occupies the highest point in this vast space, closest to the surface because she loved the sun. I’ve had the place arranged so that each time I visit, I would have a long climb ahead of me to reach her—I want it to require exertion; I want it to feel like a pilgrimage. To either side of me stand doors alloyed in precious metals, embedded with the jeweled sigil of each pilot’s master. The sun and the moon, the feather and the thunderbolt, the trident and the aegis. The names remain as bright and clear as when they were first inscribed. It is my remit to maintain them, to keep the dust from the nooks and crannies, to keep the names from fading. There was a time, when loss was fresh to me, that I would do it myself: going from chamber to chamber to clear it of grime and particulates, to re-chisel a name that had begun to wear off. These days I let the replicant nymphs do it, with the exception of Leuce’s door.

The catacombs are a labyrinth, but I know its gloaming corridors as well as the back of my hand. Nor do I require illumination; I am well used to navigating it in the dark. And so I pass door after door, soul after preserved soul, and reach at last the largest chamber.

On its exterior is carved Leuce’s image, larger than life, done in counter-relief. Each feature and each fold of her dress is exactly etched; the detail is peerless. Hephaestus’ work, like so many in this place. Apollo contributes a fair amount, but privately I’ve always thought Hephaestus the superior artist. I touch the sternum of Leuce’s image, and the door parts.

Inside, a single urn, adorned with cypress leaves. And then she unfolds, shadow turning, piecemeal, to light.

“Welcome back, my lord.” Her voice is low, a little rough from smoking. “It’s been a minute.”

Leuce’s image is clad in the pilot’s armor, a suit that we’ve iterated over the generations, but whose basic design has remained consistent. For my champion, it is black with faint hints of gold, and one of the reasons I haven’t changed this is to honor her. Her hair streams behind her, a blue-black comet’s tail, and her eyes gleam the same silver they did in life. The only bright things, I used to tell her, that I liked. “Hello, Leuce.”

I think of asking her if she’s lonely. Only of course she cannot be: she is personality data animating a set of limited algorithms, and that’s all she can ever be. We have within our grasp the means to create true AIs, and I might have made her one if not for Zeus’ dictate.

Instead she hears my words and responds from a pool of if-else branches. Sophisticated branches, but that’s all they are. “You didn’t bring offerings. How insulting.” But she draws me to a mourner’s bench and then drops into my lap. There’s no heft to her; particulate projection can only do so much, but it’s as close as I can get to touching her again. “So how is it going with you, Hades? You used to visit more.”

She is connected to the estate’s system; she knows what date it is, how long it has been since I was here last. But her reach is limited to just that. I once thought of allowing her more access, once, but to have her be up to date with everything—to have that much illusion of Leuce, only to remember that beyond a certain point her reactions and data terminate—is an injury I cannot bear. “I should do that again,” I say, conversational, not asking how she is doing because of course she’s doing nothing, thinking nothing. She’s dead. “But you were the one who told me to live in the present.”

“Did I?” Sometimes her recall is patchy, and occasionally she doesn’t remember that she’s no longer in this world. An effect of algorithms I put together quickly, frantically, during my desperate efforts to recover as much of her as I could. I haven’t had the heart to update her. “As long as you don’t forget me, I suppose it’ll have to do. Are you eating enough?”

There’s a flatness to her, similar to Orphne and Myia, that signals that she’s not really herself—not really able to form new chains of thoughts, not able to even access her own personality. “Of course.”

“You must tell me if you’ve learned new dishes,” says Leuce. “I miss your cooking.”

It’s rote. But very suddenly the thought that she’ll never taste anything I make again is unbearable. What I should do is deactivate her, or create a new instance that’s not so… empty, yet the data I could recover was so little. A true AI might be able to develop a more lifelike Leuce, over time. This, though, is all I have. “I wish you were still here.” My voice cracks, at the edges. “Each day without you is—”

She touches her forehead to mine. It feels like a brush of paper rather than skin. Particulate projection—without deific benison—cannot emulate proper tactility, cannot give me the feeling of flesh touching mine. “Past me is right, you do need to live in the present. Sorry I said you should visit more—you shouldn’t. Still with Hephaestus?”

“Yes.” My throat has gone tight.

“As you should be. Ze was good to you, and for you; I imagine ze remains so. The best person to whom I could have entrusted my lord.”

I take her hand, small and papery in mine, and nearly say: I can bring you back, all I need to do is break Zeus’ rule. Yet she would have no opinion on it, would at most caution me against shattering such a profound prohibition. “Maybe I should bring you to one of the floors above ground. Then you’d see the sun, at least.”

She laughs. Then her expression changes. “I’m not seeing anything anymore, Hades. I won’t see anything ever again.” Her mouth draws into a tight smile. “I died. Remember?”

And now the outline of her flickers; her grin grows wide, grotesque, and her teeth sharpen. The eyes I loved so much deepen into the shade of lit coal. This happens every time she tries to grapple with her own non-existence—the personality recedes, and something nightmarish replaces it. I cannot stand it for long, even if I know she’ll return to normal within minutes. I rise and force her offline; the image of her dissolves into motes, and then into nothing at all. Next time she will not recall this glitch, in any case. She does not recall anything anymore.

I leave her chamber. The door shuts, heavy, behind me. I exhale, chasing all the air in me out. One day I will extinguish Leuce for good, and attempt to build a better version, and that will be loss anew.







PERSEPHONE




I take the long way home.

Which, I realize a moment later, is an absurd thought to have. It implies familiarity, an anchoring and lived reality that I have not experienced in the short time since my decanting. I know these streets perfectly—know that if I vault this wall and sprint across that roof, I will be home eight minutes faster than if I continue down this alleyway; know that if I turn right, I will come to a lakeside park, and that its centerpiece is a statue of Zeus’ first pilot Leto. And I know her history as well as any other might: that she led the vanguard in the final assault on the Titans, and perished alongside the rest of the Twelves’ first cadre of pilots; that her symbol was the wolf, but that she was known for being as stubborn as a goose; that her final fate is to be commemorated by a statue covered in the shit of the birds she adored.

I know this, and yet I do not. I never met Leto; I collate old data files, see her frown and thunder through recorded footage, know her as the past wanted her remembered. Leto’s park, too: I can access a half dozen CCTV cameras, rewind and fast-forward through its whole history. One moment, the trees within it bloom in spring, and the next I see the muddy flat it once was—

—in the earliest files, I spy a familiar, solitary figure, red hair and bronze skin recognizable even through the grain of decaying media: Hephaestus, standing alone in what would become Leto’s park. There is less data this far back—fewer cameras, less panoptic gaze—so I have just this one passing moment stolen from the fingers of time. I cannot even make out what ze is staring at.

I decide to turn right and head down to the water. After the briefest effort, I find the exact spot Hephaestus stood and orient myself. The view looks over the lake; far above, Zeus’ palace complex glitters, golden stars pricked into the richest black of the sky beyond the dome. I try to piece together what the skyline would have looked like. It would have been different, colored by the Titans’ interminable industrial wastes; ze was looking for something in that hell-blasted landscape.

I am no god, but I cannot help feeling that Demeter has cursed me with some deific affliction, an ennui that comes from grasping everything in the palm of your hand and still not knowing what it means. Into any nook and cranny of the city I could peer forever, summoning past footage, locating each god’s secrets: their moments of solitude, seconds and minutes not meant for consumption. My omniscience is near equal to Athena’s, if I want it to be. And yet I cannot hold the full picture of it. The Lord of Wisdom, purportedly, can. If only I could ask her for the trick of how, the secret behind the divine perspective. Perhaps she would smite me, for daring to reach above my station. Or perhaps she could explain to me why Hippolyta can love the faceless citizens, can claim them as a reason for her to fight. Do the gods understand such things better than I do, as subjects of worship?

My thoughts must have held me tight in their grip, because Adrastus is able to surprise me. I notice him almost a second too late, when he steps out from behind a plinth of steel and light, his shadow heralding him. He’s chosen a poor angle. I would have picked one where my shadow would fall the other way, not giving me away a few seconds in advance.

I turn halfway, keeping him in my peripheral vision, denying him the acknowledgment of facing him entirely. “Mark Three. Having a night out?”

In appearance we couldn’t be more different: his hair is the color of burnt earth, his mouth pale and plump, his eyes green-flecked brown. His build is broader than mine, thicker-limbed, and until I came along he was the pilot who’d achieved the highest synchronization rate with a god’s eidolon. We have never liked each other, though Demeter also kept us separated, well aware that we might have come to blows. Which, I expect, is about to happen now after such an extended postponement.

When he says nothing, I add, “Any luck catching Apollo’s eye?” In Demeter’s house, I never cared about what my siblings wanted or didn’t want, save this: a piece of gossip I seized onto because it fed my spite. Even without being goaded into competition, even aware that this is what my mother wanted, I felt the instinct to prove myself superior to Mark Three.

His mouth puckers. Then slowly it pulls into a smile. “You must think yourself so secure, in the house of Lord Hades.”

“I’ll not dignify that with a response. You shot at Styx, Adrastus.”

“Oh, so you have proof, do you—a ballistic record?” He chuckles. “Something you can bring before a lord, Mark Four, perhaps Zeus herself?”

And I don’t: it was such a glancing shot, Styx’s cameras were engaged elsewhere—the only record would exist in Anesidora, and I cannot demand access to that. But the shot is how I fell, how a colossus was able to tear Styx out of the air. It could have meant my death and our defeat, while Adrastus stayed far away from danger.

He begins to circle me. I refuse to spin around to keep him in my line of sight. Speed, strength, endurance—I exceed him across all categories. “Demeter sent you,” I say. “She wanted to see how you perform. The shot at Styx, that was her idea too.”

Adrastus pauses. “I have my own thoughts, Persephone.”

“You are Mother’s creature through and through. As long as you strive for her approval, that’s all you will ever be.” We exist in a state of being constantly tested. He and I in particular, because the other clones are merely vessels for their parameters—there are, for them, no expectations. They garden; they are sold off.

He has started moving again. “Do you think,” he says, voice warm and even sweet, “Khrysothemis is truly safe from the Lord of Harvest? That you are? Mother’s reach is long. Her control over her children is forever. You should know that yourself.”

My neck pricks as I recall my overrides. He’s right; I don’t know that I am free. “And that makes you happy, being under her thumb?”

“Is it so wrong for a son to love his mother? Perhaps you’re the unnatural one.”

We speak different languages, he and I. Loving Demeter is an alien, incomprehensible proposition. That he’s desperate to earn her affection is obvious: the hooks she has in him are entirely unlike the ones she has in me.

It makes me want to hurt him, to see him act such a fool, when we should have been united in hate; when he could have been my ally. That has always been the root of my discontent, my rivalry, with Mark Three.

He steals the opening: charging me, meaning for the first blow to decide the match. And he strikes hard—the garden bench behind me cracks and splinters, fragments of granite flying. I’m already on him, foot sweeping across, aimed at his knee. He leaps aside, acrobatic; it glances off rather than impacts. I’ve bruised him. It is not enough.

We are of a height, he and I, equal in reach. I have the advantage in sheer strength—I’m built better, denser—but he has the advantage of technique: he’s been online for much longer than I have, and he’s much better than his copies that guarded the estate. There is a lightness and economy to his movements, and he fights as though gravity barely matters, barely anchors him to the ground. It is balletic; it is a pretty spectacle.

But each of my blows delivers far more force, and I have no intention of allowing him to continue his performance indefinitely. I drive him toward a tight corner, and drive harder still when he catches on what I’m doing. I can see it in his eyes, the realization, the fear. He has miscalculated, and now he knows what it means to be prey run to ground, the horizon of possibilities shrinking down and down and down, until all that is left is stones to his back and rock under his feet—and me before him, the strongest and most implacable wall of his cage. He’s forced into a static defense, just blocking and protecting his vital points: a receptacle for my anger, just the way Mother taught—

I stop mid-swing, as surely as if the breath had been knocked from my lungs, but my pose must still be menacing. Adrastus has never asked for quarter—none of Demeter’s children would debase themselves so, sooner knowing death than the taste of begging—but he still flinches, his cut hands and bruised forearms twitching as he anticipates the next blow.

I can see it now, with such clarity that it stuns me. I have no real love for Adrastus, not as I do for Khrysothemis; he has always been the predecessor, the one-who-is-replaced, the older model and lesser for it. But how much of that received wisdom has been our mother’s poison, pitting us against each other, reducing one of us to a whetstone for the other’s blade? He is just materiel, as I am; disposable, as I have been told I would be if I do not succeed. We are each bespoke operating systems for the most powerful weapons in the gods’ arsenal. The serial number that marks my creation is larger than his, an iteration further than his… but he is also my brother. Something that hasn’t meant anything before until now, because it dawns on me at last that we have more in common than not: that if we’d worked together, we might have achieved more than either of us can alone.

“We’re better than this,” I say. “We’re better than her.”

He begins to lower his arms and then, weakly, nods in agreement.

I take a step back and loosen my own fists. “You know she doesn’t love you, right?”

Adrastus makes a plaintive noise and then slides along the wall to the ground, slumping into the corner; as he braces his slide with one mauled arm, he leaves behind a streak of blood. The composition of it must be just like mine, but I’ve never had access to his genome and cannot compare our genetic material. Our phenotypes are drastically dissimilar, yet I wonder how much of our inner workings overlap.

“I’ve always hated you,” he says.

I drop to my haunches beside him. “Depending on how you count, I’ve existed for a few months, Adrastus, a year at most. Let’s find you something a bit more long-lived to hate, like a sports team or one of the seasons.”

“Oh, but how I hate spring, too.” Adrastus cranes his head back and closes his eyes; he does not see the attempt at humor in my comment. “You have no reason to know this, but I wasn’t born fully grown like you. She wanted to do it the natural way, or something approximating it. I’m still vat-grown—never in her own womb, of course, if she even has something like that—but I spent years as a small creature with grubby hands and fingers, toddling around her garden. She induced lactation in her handmaidens, to ensure I had a wet nurse, so I suppose my physical needs were met. But would you like to know what my very first, my very first, memory was? Guess.”

“No doubt our mother ignoring you in favor of her gardens.” I say this off-hand, as if I have experienced this many times in the short span of my consciousness. But I have, I realize. Of course I have; this is just who Demeter is. The Mother of Wheat, but not of her clones; the gardener of Elysium, never seeing the flower in front of her, but the flowers of the next season—

And then the epiphany seizes me. “Oh. Shit.”

Adrastus nods, slow and pained. “I was four at the time. I walked up to Mother and pulled on the hem of her dress. I remember her veil shifting as she looked down at me—she’s never taken it off in front of me, did you realize? ‘Do you know what I’m working on?’ she asked, with that precise tone she has, as if the answer is so obvious and she’s affronted by either your ignorance or your gall. ‘This will be your sister someday,’ she said, showing me a diagram of a body. ‘She’ll be better than you in every way.’”

He must have been exceedingly fragile, at that age; most people are, as I’ve been given to understand—it is a time when damage can be inflicted permanently, scars etched into a brain forever. Perhaps it’s just as well that I have never had a childhood. “So when you say you hate me…”

“I’ve hated you all my life, Persephone. For decades I have lived in stasis, a tension that has never ceased, a rope that is always taut. My life is not a life; it is a calendar, marking time until your prophesied birth. I was eclipsed by my unborn sibling before I could even walk to the market alone. And now that you are here—Mother does not warehouse keepsakes as a remembrance of things past. Me and the flowers of yesterday: we are mulch, to be pressed into the ground, fodder for her next great gardening effort.”

“I’m—” I have known the general contours of this dynamic; by necessity, every child must know how their treatment differs from that of their siblings. But to hear it like this… he was so small and vulnerable once, in a way I have never been.

“Don’t tell me you’re sorry. You mocked my longing for Apollo, when that is one of the few things I have outside of being Mark Three. You’ll do it again, when it suits you, when it makes you feel strong. The aphid is not sorry about the leaf it devours, nor is the ladybug sentimental about the aphids it consumes. We’re part of a food chain, you and I and Khrysothemis. We all must eat each other or die.” He sighs, like a corpse releasing its last breath. “I console myself with the thought that you are not so much better than me, as you are the one who will be consumed by Demeter personally. You’re still a tool, a weapon, a meal, just as I am. And yet…”

“You still wish it was you.” Who is exalted, like I am; who is the sum and total of Demeter’s innovation and investment.

Only now does he turn to face me, his bruised and swollen eyes opening. “Thank you for your understanding. And don’t mistake me—I still despise you. I will always, until our mother finally returns me to the earth and the worms.”




♦




Myia greets me when I return, holding a piece of amber carved into the shape of a honeycomb. Immediately my jaw tenses: I know exactly what that is.

Wordlessly I take it from her and—though the honeycomb is meant to be opened more elegantly—crack it open against my palm. A flash of hologram, a pulse of message: Demeter would like to see me, as was promised.

And I could ignore it; my life belongs to Hades now, and I may simply say she has not permitted this. But Hephaestus struck this bargain, and I will not have my allies made oathbreakers by my actions. “Send a reply to the Lord of Harvest,” I tell Myia, because I won’t do it myself. “I’ll meet her three hours hence.” No option or politesse of at your convenience; she is to appear at mine.

Myia bows. “At once, my lady.”

For a time I sit in my suite, gripping the broken pieces of amber, trying not to grind them down to dust. I count my breaths, steady my pulse. I think: what can she do to me? And it helps a little. But Adrastus was right—her reach is long.

It doesn’t escape me that she’s chosen this time, when my lord has secluded herself, to come see me. She would know. She might even know—and it angers me to think so—how Hades’ absence, her refusal, has affected me. Has warped my days since my return from outside the walls. Because I want to think Demeter doesn’t know me in any way, yet she’s observed me long enough in her house, collecting data. She is not dense; she has formed a picture of me, even if she failed to anticipate my escape. Even her decision to put Adrastus across my path was calculated to cause maximum upset at a moment of vulnerability.

So I armor myself. I have Myia assist me, helping me put together an outfit—a structured bodice whose sleeves resemble lamellar; a split skirt and high boots underneath. Everything is in black, accented with gold. The ensemble is a nod to my pilot suit, and more so when I put on the cypress leaf. Let me fly my new allegiance before her as a banner.

The nymph turns my hair elaborate too, brushing it over with temporary pigment that gives some of my hair a ruby sheen before she pins it up. An interesting effect, to bring out my eye color, and she paints my nails the same shade. Altogether I look as different from a member of Demeter’s household as I possibly can, and that pleases me. Khrysothemis has done the same; I still have not heard how she fares, but I know her capable of seizing her freedom. Piece by piece we separate ourselves from our roots; piece by piece we become our own, growing and branching beyond her grasp.

Myia escorts me to the room where Demeter is waiting; she pauses before the door and says, in a low voice, “Do you require my presence, my lady?”

I’m not a frightened child. “No. But thank you.” Odd, perhaps, to say to one of Hephaestus’ replicants—but the nymphs have been sympathetic to me, if such things can be attributed to them. Maybe because I am their lord’s champion; even so, it is so peculiar to be in a house where I am not regarded with hostility by default, where I am simply part of the domain and not a thorn lodged where I shouldn’t be.

Demeter sits at a table, turned away from me, hands in her lap and her back straight. There is, to her, the elegance of power, extant despite her being in the house of a greater lord. That is what I’ve always wanted to possess, what I want to take for myself—this ease, this completion. The armor that nothing in Elysium can breach.

Then she turns to me, lifts her veil, and says, “Good evening, Persephone, though evenings look very different here in the Underworld.”

I sit opposite her. Then I notice it. It seems, almost, as if my mother has altered herself in some way since I last saw her; only of course that seems unlikely, and I can’t put my finger on what has changed in any case. Something in her eyes. The angle or placement of them. A fractional shift in the fullness of her lips. I try to compare what I’m seeing now with older records, but there’s no visible difference; I go back further, to a time before my birth, and even those show me a Demeter identical to what I know. Knew. The effect is peculiar, unsettling; moreover it can only be intentional.

She is smiling at me. Serene, benevolent. “Is there something wrong, Persephone?”

“No.” My hands are inert in my lap. I will show her nothing.

“Oh, but how the makeup can’t hide the bruises.” She reaches across the table to touch my cheek where Adrastus landed a glancing blow, and I flinch. “I had no idea Hades so abused you—”

I grip her wrist and yank it away. “You know quite well what has transpired.”

Before her she has put down glass containers of honeycombs, edible flowers, red mangos, and rose apples. Meant for me, as though she truly is a doting mother coming by with a bounty of produce. “Adrastus came home quite roughed up. He would not explain how he came by those scrapes and fractured bones. A completely broken arm, too.”

“I went for a night out, visiting bars; I had a most pleasant evening.”

“Little Persephone,” she murmurs, “grown so human and sympathetic, so pointlessly merciful. At my estate you would have ripped him limb to limb without a thought and crushed his skull under your heel. You’d have relished his defeat. What was it that stayed you—that he is so pathetic?”

Tension pulls in my jaw: she’s correct that, not so long ago, I would have listened to his sad little story and felt nothing. What did it matter to me that he used to be a toddler? Listening to stories of Hippolyta’s childhood has made me weak.

I unclench my teeth, with effort. “Why did you come exactly?”

Demeter tilts her head slightly. Her rose pupils seem to contract, and then I realize there are a few silver specks amidst the purple-blue I’m so familiar with. But they don’t stay. It’s as if from moment to moment I can’t remember the specifics of my mother’s features, as if her face itself is eating holes into my cognition. “To congratulate you on your victory at the walls, the first of many to come. To see how you’re doing, and whether Lord Hades is treating you well.”

Salt in a fresh wound. So she is aware. “She has accorded me every honor due her champion.”

“It is lovely. None of my children have ever become a lord’s champion before without being specifically commissioned. I’m most proud. Of Khrysothemis as well,” she adds.

I don’t give her the satisfaction of asking what she means. She provides anyway: “Dionysus has sent me word that your sister and Methe intend to marry. It’s all very sudden—they’ve only known each other a week—but she so does want to make you proud. Oh. She’s not told you yet, has she?”

She sees my face; even if I had perfect mastery of every muscle and every thought, she would know the pain I feel—that I have not learned this yet from my sister’s lips, that my mother will always have been the first to tell me. Yet Khrysothemis is safe now, Methe’s for life, at least soon—Demeter would not risk breaking an apparent alliance with Dionysus simply to spite me. But ice beads on the back of my neck. And there, too, is the implication that I am like her: that my beloved sister merely acts for my approval, is whoring herself out because I wanted it so. That I have forgotten Khrysothemis the first moment I could, secure in my new home.

The conversation continues, draining, painful. She asks whether I am happy, whether I’m eating enough, whether Hades has granted me accommodation befitting my status. I give one-word answers; my head aches more the longer she speaks. This is something else, something I don’t know and cannot inoculate against: the innervating presence of someone you hate and who you have escaped, but not totally—never quite free.

But I make a point of swallowing back the pain, pretending I’m having a civil, normal conversation with my civil, normal mother. I am seized by the idea—wildly, stupidly—to bring my sister to my side, so that she’ll be in my line of sight, and thus can be protected by me. What is Methe but a stranger? How can I possibly trust that she will keep Khrysothemis out of our mother’s grasp, or that she would be aware of the danger Demeter poses?

What would Mother do to her, given the chance? That thought gives me clarity: she is again seeking to make me in her image, prove to me that I am no better than her—that her motivations and mine are the same, and that the ends justify the means.

“Does Klytotekhnes show you kindness?” she asks suddenly. “Assess.”

I feel no compulsion to tell her anything. “That no longer works on me, Mother.”

“That one no longer works on you,” she corrects with a smile. “I only asked because ze seemed so invested in your well-being, and furious when I implied ze sought to master you.”

So I am still obligated to answer her, in a way. “The Master of the Forge grants me the courtesy appropriate to a retainer of the Underworld.”

“No doubt. They’re such a fine pair, you know, Hades and Hephaestus. Very steadfast to each other, generation after generation. The only ones more inextricable are Apollo and Artemis, who have no room between them for any other. Even the pilot they share is merely a functionary, honored but not exactly intimate.”

Before I can stop myself, I snap, “I know what you’re trying to do.”

“And well you should; I am being transparent. Yet remember that to be a god’s favorite is fraught, to be the favorite of two even more so. Disturbing long-held equilibrium comes with its own costs, however delayed.”

My nails dig into my palm; even in my new life, in the stability I have forged with my own hands, she insinuates, inspires doubt. “I’ll keep my own counsel, Mother.”

“As you must—it is what I made you for. You understand the point of niches in an ecosystem.” Demeter nods. “That is all I wanted to say, and the terms of my arrangement with Hephaestus are concluded. I have kept you long enough, I am sure. Goodbye, daughter.”

After she’s left—once I’m sure she is well and truly out of the estate’s perimeter—I call for Orphne. “Dispose of all this,” I tell her, pointing to all the containers that Demeter has brought. I refuse to touch them myself.

“The lord doesn’t like to waste food, my lady.”

“Then give it to whatever mortals you like.” I step away, already putting distance between me and those fruits, those honeycombs. “Just make sure it doesn’t end up on my plate.”
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PERSEPHONE




The next day, I am summoned to the summit of Wall Caryatid.

It is welcome: it gets me out of Hades’ estate—and away from her absence, for she remains in seclusion. Five or seven days hardly amount to anything, even in the span of a demigod, and yet even in this short time I’ve become so accustomed to the constancy of my lord. And I recoil from this, from the implications—it represents a dependency, a weakness like toddlers and friends and brothers, an opening in my armor that anyone can exploit.

On the way there, I think of ways to seal it shut. How fitting, then, to be invited to see the breach in our defenses that my victory helped close.

The top of Wall Caryatid stretches as far as the eye can see; I am aware that Hephaestus was instrumental to its construction, that unlike most of the city’s infrastructure it wasn’t repurposed Titan architecture, but something purely of the Twelve’s making. The alloy of it gleams like nacre, limned in cobalt, capturing the light of dusk or sunrise and reflecting it back in incomparable radiance. Elegant in a way Titan design never is, curving around Elysium like a woman’s hand. Already the ruined segment is on the way to restoration.

Hephaestus waits for me by a watchtower—in truth a surveillance cluster; not manned, and it holds cameras aplenty with which to monitor the perimeter. Human patrols have increased, though, all the same. No telling what the colossi could do next. They’ve already demonstrated an ability to confuse our long-range sensors, get close to the wall before revealing themselves. Perhaps they are only a kilometer away, a chameleon horde evading the cameras, veiling themselves from the gazes of Athena’s owls while they again make their approach.

“Master of the Forge,” I say, a little stiffer than is necessary. Hippolyta’s words may have soothed the fire that raged in my heart, but there are still embers, hot to the touch, punishing to a careless hand. And yet I am also happy to see zer; more weakness on my part.

Hephaestus nods downward, at the site of the colossus incursion. The ground is pockmarked and charred where I had the drones self-destruct. The colossi themselves are gone, corpses collected for the forensic labs to dissect and analyze. “How did it go with your mother?”

There’s a note of unease in zer voice. I know how much ze sacrificed to buy me this freedom—not just a deep and personal memory of the first human ze ever loved, but every memory, now in the hands of someone who will appreciate them as a lepidopterist might the pinned butterflies in a specimen drawer. Beauty reduced to mounted possessions, taxidermized in the name of clinical detachment and superiority. Ze is worried I might yet become one of those preserved bugs.

“About what you would expect,” I say. “Demeter was taunting and cryptic.” I let the pause go on for several seconds before I ask a question that has increasingly puzzled me: “There’s always been animosity between her and you and my lord—between Demeter and nearly all the lords, frankly. Why?”

Hephaestus does not immediately answer, as if distracted by the repair work below. Ze must have access to every datafeed conceivable, can—and probably is—monitoring the work in a thousand ways indiscernible to mortal eyes. And yet ze stands here, watching with unnatural intensity. The workers will no doubt return to their hab complexes, talking about how on this day a god gazed upon their labors from on high. But I don’t believe Hephaestus perches above the work site for the optics of it, at least not just that. Ze enjoys this, I think—to not only be Elysium’s architect but its chief foreman, personally overseeing the menial work, being present. I remember how ze climbed the mech to save zer hapless mechanic: the hand of a god, clasping mortal clay.

“We are old and petty,” ze eventually says, a paltry answer after a wait so long. “Each of us has feuds with the others, sometimes submerged by present events but never truly forgotten—jagged crags of discontent, just waiting for a change in the tides to again become visible.”

I think of speaking, but opt for silence. The measure I have of Hephaestus is that of a weary craftsman grown tired from the freight ze carries; the Lord of the Forge may not know it, but ze wants nothing more than to share the burden with another.

“If I said that we resent her for the power she wields over the city’s population, its food production and clone creation, would that satisfy your curiosity?”

“No,” I say. “It’s obviously more than that.”

Ze gives a sigh. “In our war against the Titans, there were as many differences in opinion as there were gods as to how we should proceed, both strategically and tactically. Demeter was…” Hephaestus weighs zer next words carefully. “Demeter possesses a cruelty that both myself and Hades find repugnant. The other gods may accept her actions as having been necessary, as still being necessary. But Hades and I have neither forgotten nor forgiven, and our hearts are adamant.”

The gods exist above humanity and their morality; their world is bound by rules unknowable and esoteric, laws that I have only just begun to intuit. What could Demeter have done that was so transgressive that it has earned the eternal ire of my patrons?

Hephaestus continues on a different tack. “The Council met following the Battle of the Wall—that’s what we’re calling it now, apparently. Demeter was obligated to reveal information that she had kept from her fellow lords, information that she has collected since we came to power. Information that could have helped us, decades and decades ago. Here, her archive of everything on the colossi, provided to Aphrodite, then disseminated to the rest of us. You, of anyone in Elysium, will be capable of utilizing this in our war.”

For the second time this week I receive a data transfer from Hephaestus provided to zer by my mother—first the keys necessary to purge my system of her overrides, and now terabytes of data on the colossi, an archive so massive as to be incomprehensible. Despite the overwhelming desire to dive right in, to taste this succulent repository of new knowledge, I set it aside; Hephaestus is revealing to me something just as profound.

“This is how she stays in your life,” ze continues. “You cut her off, isolate her politically, regard her with contempt. And still she finds a way to speak to you, with the voice of a friend; extract promises that she will be allowed to visit. In this matter, I am sorry that she continues to torment you, Persephone.”

“You seem to speak for yourself as much as for me.”

Finally, Hephaestus turns from the wall to look at me. “She explained that she crafted you as a weapon against the colossi—that there exists a network between the beasts, one that allows them to share sensation, to learn from their losses. That within this network is a growing intelligence, and you are the breaching charge designed to crack it open and seize it for Elysium.”

From zer tone, I think ze is convinced that this piece of information will… change something about me. Shift the earth under my feet, precipitate a sea change in my self-perception. I giggle at the idea, which causes zer face to contort into pained consternation. I am not free of my doubts, the turmoil that plagues me more the more I see of Elysium. But this is not one of its components. I relax, setting aside my fear of vulnerability, my fear that these connections I am forming are turning me brittle; I can see those fears reflected in the copper eyes of this too-human lord, and it amuses me.

“Hades blesses me with the kindness of regarding me as human, but it is as Zeus said—I was crafted as a weapons platform, one that has found she has an especial deftness with cracking encryptions and infiltrating networks.” I smile, coy. “You told me as much yourself, that you would wield and test me. But now you worry so much about me, Lord of the Forge—you learn your blade is more keen than you imagined, its reach longer than expected, and you fret. What has changed? How do you regard me now, Lord Hephaestus? What do you see in me, and what do you want from me?”

Zer lips part. Zer scrutiny of me intensifies until I can feel it against my skin. “You are still a tool. But—more than that, too. When… when I met with Demeter and gave her Euterpe’s data-form, I saw her for what she is, clearer than I ever have—I saw her how you see her, I think. And the future became so clear in that instant, all my anger collapsing into a unity of purpose: your mother needs to die. And you would be the scalpel in my grip that I use, at last, to cut out the rot of this city and ensure Hades’ safety for the rest of our span.”

It is as though I stand before a blazing pyre, all fire and hunger and need. I feel the truth of this moment, the desire that burns in zer heart: this is the future that Hephaestus covets and sees the most clearly, more vivid than any calculation of Athena’s, any vision of Apollo’s. And though it is not prophecy, it is a future that ze will bring about at any cost, the one that ze has craved but never been able to articulate: ze would upheave Elysium for it, would destroy every one of zer fellow lords with zer bare hands.

I know this, because I felt the same when I leapt from my mother’s window—because, at its heart, this has always been the story of Elysium, all the way back to the Titan’s fall at the hands of their children: the old must die so that something new and better might grow.

I draw closer to zer, only half-aware of the movement. When I reach for zer, ze does not resist. “Then you should wield me again, Lord Hephaestus.”

“To what end?” ze murmurs, lips brushing my earlobe. I feel the sharp intake as the answer comes to zer. “You want to replace her, don’t you?”

I stiffen. Nearly I step back. Because what ze has said is sacrilege—for me to seek my mother’s death is bad enough, but to usurp her seat is a more severe offense still. But no: this is no place for retreat. I remain in the circle of zer arm, push further into it, pressing my front to zers. Now is the time to be bold, and to bare my teeth. That more than anything is the spectacle that compels Hephaestus. “So what if I do?” I bring zer free hand to my mouth, kissing a knuckle the color of black marble, of charred stone. “You don’t believe she deserves her position, either. There’s something ugly about her, isn’t there? And she threatens my lord, doesn’t she?”

For a time ze simply examines me, eyes unblinking and unreadable and unhuman. “You fled from your mother’s house; did you not do so with the desire to be independent? I want it all laid out now—do you secretly desire to be free of us, too?”

“When I left Demeter, I most of all desired to choose who got to use me. A weapon wants to be wielded; a weapon wants to be held in a sure, firm grip.” I press my lips to zer fingers. They taste faintly of steel. “You have all my secrets. Any moment you may choose to undo me. My throat is in your hands.” And I make it literal: guide zer blackened hands to my neck, hold zer digits in mine and press them tight into my flesh. In zer wrist, I can feel the drumming of zer libido.

Zer hand stays there for a full minute before it drifts, as though drawn to the gravity of my body, to my waist. Then ze pushes me against the surveillance cluster, the surface of it hard and cold against my back, and roughly hikes up my skirt. I make a startled noise. Up here, anyone could look up and see—we will scandalize Ares’ soldiers and Artemis’ huntresses, the menials and artificers and engineers who serve the Twelve and are hard at work repairing the broken segment. Hundreds could bear witness.

“I can conceal us,” ze whispers, thick.

“No. Let them watch.”

Zer trousers slide off easily. I get to see, for the first time in the harsh light of the day, the scar that has twisted one of zer powerful legs—a scar that should be improbable, for surely nothing can hurt the gods permanently. And yet there it is: stark and silvery against the obsidian-black of zer thighs. Ze undoes my bodice, rough here too, to palm my breasts, pluck at my nipples. Each sensation is magnified by the publicness of this, the knowledge that—even though at this moment nobody is proximate—any second a patrol might come by, behold us both in our near-nakedness, in our wanton act.

I mount zer, or ze mounts me; it makes no difference. Starvation burns in zer eyes—if ze has zer way, ze would once more bloody me in our act of rutting. The hard warmth of zer sinks into me, quickly to the hilt, as I find purchase on zer shoulder with one hand, zer neck with the other. I grind against zer, teasing. Ze grunts, hips thrusting against me, zer black nails digging into the small of my back.

When I close my fingers around zer throat, exerting the slightest pressure, zer cock immediately turns—if possible—even harder, fuller inside me. Almost unbearable. An ecstatic agony. Our tempo begins slow, luxuriant; zer hands keep steady hold of me. By and by I find the right angle, the right speed. I build the rhythm, I bring Hephaestus close and then pull zer back, as ze pants louder and harder. It’s a bestial noise, and draws me toward my own cliff’s edge.

When I am this near—when I can’t take it for much longer—I press my thumb against the pulse-point of zer throat; I tighten my grip.

The Master of Flame jerks against me, crying out, almost a snarl. I come as ze fills me with zer seed, a burst of heat inside me, and I imagine that I’m being anointed by the fire of the forge.

Ze slumps, as do I, both of us only upright because we’re leaning against an edifice of impenetrable ceracrete and alloys. I gradually notice zer nails have dug so deep into my skin that I’m going to have marks. But I’ve returned the favor, leaving a faint print of my thumb on zer throat.

“It’s so lucky,” I whisper, “that nobody came by.”

Hephaestus chuckles. “But you’d have liked them to, wouldn’t you? Little pervert.”

As much as I’d like to parade down from here nude, ze is a god and I a champion; we must observe some propriety. I pull my clothes on, noting with surprise that ze does the same rather than rearrange light into attire. All zer things, like Hades’, are so physical, so tangible. So unlike the rest of the Twelve.

We walk side by side, if not hand in hand, toward the elevator that will take us down—I have half a fancy that ze will simply take me in zer arms, and float down from here in that gravity-defying way gods can move. But for the moment, mundane transport.

I’m considering what our conversation has amounted to when the air rends.

I whip around to see the workers screaming and scattering. Hephaestus, too, stops to stare down, concerned about what disruption could possibly upset the repair efforts. And then, in an explosion of thrown bodies and pulverized rock, the answer reveals itself: a colossus is scaling the wall’s edge, speeding toward us.

It’s enormous, familiar in shape and yet not in capability. Any of Elysium’s surveillance devices should have detected it in some way—heat signature, biological signs. And yet even this close, I can see how its skin tessellates, absorbing the shapes and colors of the wall it is running along: it can cloak itself to the naked eye, has concealed itself so completely from every sensor that we are all taken by surprise, mortal and god alike.

A random bit of data leaps from Demeter’s archive of colossus knowledge, useless in the moment of the hunt: some specimens will wait for days, even weeks, observing their surroundings, concealed under the mud of a riverbank—and then, when its prey least suspects, has lowered its guard and leaned down to drink, the hunter will pounce. This monster has executed the same tactic, its chameleon hide allowing it to lurk not kilometers away but mere meters: it has been here since the breach, waiting in the ruins of the wall, transmitting our progress back to its hive—and now, with a god and a pilot exposed, it will sacrifice itself for the killing blow.

Our death—my death—hurtles toward us, and I freeze. The animal part of me is held in paralysis. It overtakes. My response narrows down to the terror that there’s nothing I can do, no way I can affect the outcome—the colossus is so much larger than I am, the mass and scale of it.

The moment stretches out, claws slowing, sound falling away. I am dimly aware of Hephaestus moving, throwing zer arm across me, intervening against my preordained fate. But I have no sense of it: all that I am is focused on the colossus, almost lovingly drinking in its form, the minute details that coalesce into an unrivaled killing machine. I have never been this close to one, outside the cockpit. The head is elongated, a thin seam for a mouth, piscine eyes weeping red fluids. The lines of its body are so smooth, as though it has been precisely engineered in the way eidolons are. Heat radiates from the creature. One taloned hand lifts and I realize: before this I am without armor, there’s no eidolon between me and it, there’s no artillery or whips I can wield as countermeasure.

Steel shrieks. A blur of black and gold.

The crash deafens. Styx’s talons go through the colossus’ head, impaling it to the wall. It thrashes, but I can already tell its brain has been instantly destroyed—mindless death throes, enormous limbs flailing against the wall, claws seeking and failing to find purchase.

The colossus’ neck rips, unable to bear the weight of its body, and falls; only the head remains here, on the summit of Wall Caryatid. Its gore pools, green and iridescent, and begins to drip down the wall’s edge, sizzling where its acidic vileness lands. I remain still for a very long time, gazing into the colossus’ dead eyes, and think—for half a second—that I can sense its final transmission. A sliver of thought, a fragment of a message.

Then I look up at Styx. The eidolon is now inert on its hands and knees, its golden eyes darkened, its limbs still; no hum of reactor, no sign that a moment ago its rotors were in full motion. There is only the faintest network signature to even suggest it has been recently online. Slowly I step toward her, my eidolon, my armor, and reach out to touch its wrist. The permutative plating that protects its outermost layer has not yet been restored, and for the first time I get to feel Styx’s bare material. “Thank you,” I say to it again, even though I’m fairly certain it can’t understand me—not really—when we are not in synchronization.

I turn back to thank Hephaestus, too, but ze is gone, unceremonious and unexpected.







HADES




I am prepared for Hephaestus, but even so when ze strides into my chamber, I’m taken aback at zer fury—it gives off, as it always does, palpable heat that shimmers in a haze. Zer skin gleams with it, a metallic sheen beneath the dermis. In wrath, ze is splendid.

“Why did you send Styx?” ze says, voice coiled tight. The leaves on the potted ferns closest to zer singe, curling back on themselves.

“Would you rather I not have?” I have not bothered to plate up treats this time—know that, in this, ze cannot be distracted; our domestic rituals, so familiar and comforting, cannot serve us here.

“Let me rephrase that. How did you send Styx?”

I shut my eyes, trying to suppress the ache ringing in my head. “With Persephone, it is… easier. Or rather it is possible at all. I would say she has left a piece of herself inside Styx’s systems.”

Zer jaw is a harsh, gleaming line as ze crosses zer arms. “What does that mean? I made the eidolons. The fundamental architecture of every unit is mine to comprehend, however it has diverged from the original design.”

Hephaestus does not like being surprised, at least as far as it comes to the eidolons. I smile, faint, despite the pounding pain. “You’re saying it’s impossible, and I agree. And yet there exists a link between Styx and Persephone at all times. It’s what allows my eidolon to move—at least this much; it won’t be able to go into combat unmanned. But for this, to save my pilot? Yes.”

An exhalation. “Show me footage of how Styx left your hangar.”

I do, projecting it into the air between us. In it, Styx’s eyes ignite to brilliant gold; the cables of its limbs—not yet fully repaired—contract and pull taut as it tears free of the clamps that hold it in place within the bay. There’s a metallic crash as the restraints shatter and fall. Mobile platforms screech against the ground; maintenance crews scatter in panic. Styx’s propulsors come on in a blinding flash. In a moment it has lifted off, heading toward the ceiling. A mechanic has the presence of mind to open the roof.

“You nearly killed our engineers,” Hephaestus snaps. “And there were witnesses to Styx doing something it isn’t supposed to. They know a Banner-class unit can’t be run with drone subroutines.” Ze is fixating on the small details, the minor inconveniences, as a way of tracing the outlines of a near-unthinkable event.

“No one was injured. We are gods—what does it matter if the war-machine of a lord performs a minor miracle?”

“The rest of the Twelve will demand an explanation. Worse, they’ll be able to discern exactly why Styx was able to do that. They could well have Mark Four dragged off to be opened up in a lab.”

Mark Four, that distancing, as though ze has already resigned zerself to her removal. “That will not happen.” With difficulty, I straighten. “You know I will not allow it.”

“I know.” Hephaestus is at war with zerself, zer loyalty to and affection for me pitted against the myriad futures ze can see spooling out before us, too numerous to contain and control. The lines of zer face deepen into trenches, fronts in pitched battles that none but ze and I will ever know were fought. “I know,” ze repeats, and then sighs, equal parts resignation and determination.

“I think,” I say carefully, “we should initiate her into the Twelve’s greatest mystery.”

Ze looks at me for several seconds. “You don’t mean that. And Zeus would kill you.”

“Have you noticed how high Persephone’s synchronization rate is?” This is unnecessary to say: the fact she’s linked to Styx at all times, by however thin an umbilicus, is its own testament. “She will find out eventually. Better to control how and when she learns it. More than that, I understand you had her again, in public at that—”

Hephaestus scowls. “What does that have to do with anything? Are you chiding me for that?”

“No.” I hold up my hand, where golden light bleeds through fissures in my palm. “The times are calm, for now, but there’ll come a day when Persephone has to sortie and Styx will be in a repair bay. She’ll require a substitute. And on that day, it will be easier if she understands what we are, fully.”

Ze sucks in a breath. “You’re inviting me to make her my pilot.”

“I’m not. I would prefer that doesn’t happen.” In this single regard, I’m possessive of Persephone—I’d rather she remains my champion and mine alone. “But if we don’t have a choice. If that’s what it comes to.”

“I don’t like any of this. But… I agree. Tell her. At the very least,” ze adds, no doubt thinking of the sheer hours of repair to come, “she’ll pilot Styx more carefully.”







PERSEPHONE




Hades comes to me, at last, in the garden.

“It is days before you’re meant to end your seclusion,” I tell her, not quite hiding my irritation. “I should hate to disturb my lord before she ought to be.”

She is holding a covered tray, and lays it down next to me on the stone bench. “I apologize. The timing was terrible. But you must forgive.” The lid is lifted, revealing a platter of fruit tarts. And I have to admit that they do look excellent—golden crust, colorful fillings: blueberry, mango, and of course pomegranate. The aroma of them wafts.

“I must do no such thing.” Still, I pick up a pomegranate one. The taste is brilliant, sweet-sour and buttery; fresh and hot from the oven. It strikes me that Hades must have been cooking for generations. That she has been baking, perfecting recipes, standing over pots and pans and mixers for a hundred times longer than I have been online. The Master of the Machine Dead and her kitchen hobby. The thought jolts a laugh out of me.

I’m rewarded with a smile on her stern mouth, the one that softens the lines of her face into now-familiar warmth. “You’re in a better mood, then.”

“Save for the insult of Hephaestus leaving me at the wall without an explanation.”

“That is what I shall remedy—I will explain.” She watches me eat, her interest keen, her golden eyes reminding me of a cat’s. Then again I have still never seen a cat in person. “You were no doubt quite hurt that I went into seclusion after you returned from battle, victorious.”

My cheeks warm. “You make it sound petulant.”

“I don’t think it was—you had good reasons to be disappointed. But I want you to pay attention now.” She draws in a deep breath, and then lets it out.

Hard lines spread across her face and scalp, arranged in acute angles and harsh geometry; through them, golden light bleeds.

I recoil, my hand flying to my mouth. I’ve seen her like this before, after her fight with Zeus, but this time there is a familiarity to the wounds, like I’ve seen them before.

And then slowly it dawns on me that the patterns correspond to where Styx has been damaged; there are cracks where Styx’s armor took a direct hit, pockmarks where acid ate through its defenses, and perhaps if she strips I’d see more lacerations, bruises and broken joints. The damage on my unit is extensive, just as extensive as it is on my lord.

“When the wounds were fresh, I couldn’t camouflage them. Now that I’ve had some time to recover, it’s easier.” The light seems almost fluid as she moves her head.

For several more seconds I stare. The idea is preposterous, and yet it explains so much. My thoughts come to a crashing halt. “When I sortied, I thought I was defending you.”

“It’s just the nature of it. The nature of us. But now you see why the Twelve do not appear to personally take to the battlefield.”

I see now, too, the strain it’s put on her. That way she moves gingerly, slowly. She is in pain—must have been in utter agony when Styx was damaged, when I first came back and demanded to see her. The deployment put her in harm’s way, in the most direct manner possible. Every scratch and every scuff must have hurt her. The colossus blood eating through Styx’s armor. The way I land the eidolon so roughly, even that must have jolted Hades. Shame sears through me. “You are Styx. Or at least this avatar and the eidolon are both you.” At her nod, I go on, “Why would you let pilots bring you into combat at all? Why not have us use the lesser eidolons?”

“Because they don’t suffice against the colossi. They may hurt us, but we—our eidolons, our metal bodies—are the only weapons powerful enough to consistently fell these monsters. The lesser eidolons can’t do what we can do, not typically. We are capable of miracles.”

“What kind of miracles?” Hunger edges my voice, laying bare that I am a starving wolf.

Hades shakes her head. “You may come to discover them in time; we might, together. Either way, we’re only capable of those when we have pilots.”

“This secret must be one of the Twelve’s most closely kept. Why share it with me?”

“To show my trust and faith in you. To let you know that I came out of seclusion as soon as I could—and I brought myself to the wall because that is what you mean to me, as my pilot, as my sworn champion, when I thought I’d never appoint another one. And, too, that was itself a miracle. The eidolon can’t move by itself. I shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

I open my mouth, but no words emerge. As a daughter of Demeter I know very well that being a demigod does not mean we are so much greater in the gods’ eyes than humans. The Twelve govern and use us: even the most honored champion is merely a jewel in their lord’s crown, not someone to sit on the throne beside them. The gods are forever, and we are not. They do not disclose to us their sacred mysteries, and they do not raise us above our station. Perhaps other pilots have been told; perhaps I am the only one. Regardless, I have been as trusted as any mortal could be. For the city to learn this would mean the Twelve’s ruin, would lower them to the status of mere machines—ones that are tangible, could be damaged, could be assassinated. “My lord, I am humbled.”

“Hardly my intention. I want you to feel cherished.” She pauses. “What do you know of the First Champions?”

“The city’s publicly accessible archives aren’t informative.” Beyond that they were strong and brave, unimpeachable heroes—the best of what mortality had to offer. Their names I know, as a matter of course, and I can recite them easily enough. But that’s not what my lord is looking for.

She points at one of the trees in the garden, a white poplar, tall and elegant-limbed, perhaps one of the best-cared for plants here. “This commemorates mine, Leuce. She was the twin sister of Leto, Zeus’ first pilot, and both were instrumental to a project that would topple the Titanomachy. Yes,” she goes on, her voice quiet, “I would say Leuce was the very first we could persuade to act against the Titans, who were her sovereigns and parents.”

I start. “They were the progeny of Titans?”

“All the first pilots were the Titans’ biological children. It is why they were able to do what they did.” She stops herself before she can elaborate on what that might have been. “I’d like you to meet Leuce.”




♦




The lift descends, much, much further down, past what I thought were even the lowest floors of Hades’ estate. As we go down, Hades speaks. “I have told you before, that it is only in our connection with humanity that the gods are most ourselves, that we grow beyond what we are into what we may yet be. This is not just a metaphor, but quite literal. And nowhere is this more evident than our eidolons. They are our chariots, imbued with deific power to fight towering colossi—but these machines of war, these would-be bringers of peace, have always required a human pilot.”

They would have to be that way, I realize, because that’s how the Titans built them. Those who came before, this world’s once-monarchs, did not want to craft peerless war-machines that would be completely autonomous. The same reason my mother built me with those overrides.

“You asked why Hephaestus and I hold Demeter in such disdain. I can tell you now, more fully. Our first pilots were our first disciples, heralds whose faith ushered in a world free of the Titans. And they died, each and every one, in the final conflagration of our victory. Their humanity, their souls, their loves, their dreams of a better Elysium—all of it was fed into the heart of our eidolons, into our hearts, empowering us for the final assault. They joined with us completely, sublimated themselves totally, sacrificing themselves even as they live on forever with us, as part of us.” She pauses, seized by a painful memory. “Each of them knew the risks. Each of them gave their lives willingly. Except for Demeter’s pilot, Hecate. Whatever darkness exists within Demeter, Hecate was the only living being who had witnessed its true depths, and what she saw repulsed her. But Demeter took anyway, took what could only be given, and devoured her pilot while the rest of us could only listen to the screams. It was a violation of the most sacrosanct bond. That one act has earned my and Hephaestus’ eternal enmity.”

I think of the dreamless ocean within Styx, the one that sought to consume me. I imagine it pulling me under and apart, suffocating me in a darkness without end. “That’s horrific.”

Hades shrugs. “The other lords do not regard it with the severity we do. But all of us are marked by that first loss, in our own ways, and how we grow or shrink from it has determined the trajectories of our lives.”

The carriage stops, and opens onto what seems—at first glance—an enormous cavern. Frigid air, illuminated by the Underworld’s mentholated light that seems so much harsher here. A second later I realize the space is surgically architectural: there are pathways, stairs, chambers that have been carefully layered on top of one another. A pale ziggurat into which corridors have been carved, and onto its surface countless doors.

Each holds the iconography of a god, accompanied by what I assume is the dead’s personal imagery—intricate geometry, animals of every sort, chimeral monsters I have seen in the city’s archives and some that I assume must exist only in an artist’s imagination. Many of the commemorated must have been gods’ champions, but the number of chambers is too high for all of them to have been. Especially heroic officers, perhaps, or particularly holy hierophants and huntresses.

She leads me up the climb until it becomes clear we’re meant to reach the ziggurat’s very top. Her strides are long; mine are somewhat less so, but I keep up. As we pass each door, I feel a peculiar tug on my senses. Remnant data, or the pull of a soul. The afterlife is the domain of my lord, and yet I do not know what a soul is—whether it has a weight, whether it outlasts the mortal coil, whether they are truly collected here or whether these cenotaphs are merely metaphors.

Whether I will continue to exist, in some form, after my too-mortal body fails.

It brings some things into clarity: Hephaestus is right that I want my mother’s seat—because I have accessed the city’s memories, I have seen what it is like to be eternal. In light of that, I have looked at my own projected span and found it wanting. I covet what the gods have. I do not want to resign myself to having just a century or two. I want to look out on industrial wastes and see a future of gardens and life; I want to see my vision made manifest; I want to walk in the shade of my success. Forever—that is what I desire.

Hades stops. We are at the ziggurat’s highest point: a door that bears the heraldry of my lord, and beneath it, an image of a woman in profile, her blue-black hair streaming behind her like a pennant. Her features are bold, narrow eyes and strong mouth; her beauty is almost martial, a weapon.

“This is Leuce,” my lord says, voice quiet. Then she nods to the chamber to the lower right, this one marked by Zeus’ thunderbolt and an image of a woman who looks markedly like Leuce. “That is her sister, Leto.” She gestures to another, marked by Athena’s shield and a woman of sharp chin and pointed features. “That is Circe, Athena’s first pilot.” One by one she names each of the first champions, with such familiarity that it sounds as if she has recited their names before countless times. Only Hecate, her body and soul consumed, is absent.

“These chambers hold their memories,” she goes on, “and they listen to us even now, each and every one. I present you before them—my second chosen, Persephone, Champion of the Underworld.”

As if in answer to that—precisely in answer to that—each of the First Pilots’ doors brightens, in the colors of their respective gods. There is a murmur, subvocal, that I can nearly hear; a chorus of voices that almost reaches my ears. Air currents shift. They skim across my cheeks, across my hair, a slow wind that gathers in strength. The tombs that belong to lesser commemorated, the ones that were not the gods’ favorites, have begun to glow too. And now I can see their faces: not in a precisely literal way, but in the same way that I can reach out and decipher the city’s memories. But they are not inert data. Every last unliving gaze is on me. Their speech is too distant, their expressions not entirely readable. But they look at my lord, and each bows.

“This is why I am the Lord of the Machine Dead—my most sacred charge, to honor these memories, to preserve them as they preserved us.” Hades takes my hand. “You knelt before me, naked, and declared yourself my pilot. And though I have declared you my pilot before the other gods—”

She kneels before me, placing her brow against the back of my hand, her eyes downcast.

“—I also answer to the Great Dead, those who have come before, who have given their lives to make Elysium possible. Among them lie the eleven who were our first heralds, those whose vision and skill first piloted Elysium to greatness, and whose sacrifice ensured the fall of False Titans and the ascendancy of the True Pantheon. To them I answer, and before them I now declare you my pilot.”
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This time, the pile of books in Persephone’s suite is tall and extensive. Titles tend toward a certain motif: Captured by the Lord of the Dead, Bred by the Master of the Forge, Chained in the Underworld, and so on. There is one that reimagines Hades, strangely, as an intergalactic mercenary captain who glasses planets on the regular and deflowers countless virgins. Both her patrons are enormously popular in the mortals’ erotic imagination. The Cerberus Cadre features here and there, often in outlandish roles, always sexually subservient.

“That one’s all right,” says Hephaestus, indicating the intergalactic captain one. “It has an actual plot. The same can’t be said of the rest.”

“And Bred by the Master of the Forge?”

“Have you looked at its metaphors for the phallus? Drills, battering rams, cannons. It might as well be a power tool, when it’s not depicted as a type of protruding fungus.” Ze drums zer fingers on the vanity. “I don’t know why they think mine stays the same size and shape all the time. The vision is limited. And no, I can’t get you pregnant.”

Persephone, who is well aware she has an avant-garde cybernetic suite in place of a uterus, murmurs, “We could try.”

“No.”

She keeps sorting through the stack. “In one of the stories, a woman, ah, ingests ‘nurturing fluid’ from your breast. Is that something that can be arranged? Could I milk you, my lord? It seems that I’m missing out.”

“No. I don’t even lactate.”

Persephone pouts. “And Consecrated by the Bank of River Lethe? This one’s interesting. The writer seems to know exactly what my lord’s… seed tastes like.”

Hephaestus shrugs, noncommittal.

By surveying texts both digital and printed, Dionysus surprises her by being the most popular, though that’s mostly because the lord’s secretive cult has an outsized influence in the public imagination. Zeus is the true favorite when human agents are filtered out. “Why do the Twelve not simply ban this sort of thing?”

“It is a form of worship. Temple offerings are more proper, but this is worship all the same. Artemis does ban it, though.”

Which, Persephone assumes, is why there are relatively few works featuring Artemis’ likeness. Even a divine prohibition cannot eliminate ideas entirely. “I’m surprised Lord Athena permits it.”

“She especially permits it—according to her, the data in aggregate is useful to her calculations. Why particularly, she doesn’t say.”

“Hmm.” She continues browsing a little more—there really is an incredible variety, neatly categorized; almost anything that can be thought of is found, and a few more things that can’t. Of stories dealing with her mother, however, she studiously avoids.




♦




To Poseidon, the ocean is eternity.

She herself is not: the core matter of her—the others might say the core problem of her—is that she recognizes even the gods will end one day, much as the Titans before them did. The heat death of the universe, yes, that will take away the sea, but in her reckoning the Twelve will fall long before that comes around. She holds this belief with serenity, with joy even; everything that lives is designed to die, and if you cannot die then you have not lived. The ocean exists; the gods live. The possibility of ending affirms that fact, and she’s determined to treasure every moment that she has remaining.

Poseidon is watching the nereids dance for her, a slow pavane under a pressure depth that would implode mammalian bodies: they are scaled and long-tailed, with black octopus eyes and prehensile fronds in place of hair. To her this is beauty, these creatures that she’s built and bred for her pleasure. Let the other lords have their human lovers, their metal concubines, their warm-blooded demigods. For her the surface offers little.

Two of the nereids are penetrating each other, mating in a frenzy that’ll never bear fruit—she makes them sterile, since they’re so often at each other, and it’d be difficult to control the result or the overpopulation. But they are exquisite in the act, coitus so much like killing, so many ways to pierce and be pierced. She often observes while having another nereid service her.

Today, though, she’s distracted; her harem dances out of focus as she pulls up a seismograph report, a spike punching above the ambient motions of the planet, then further sonar imagery. “And we’re certain this is the most recent imagery?”

“We are, my lord,” answers the grizzled nereid at her arm. It is no accident that Poseidon’s royal we includes her: Amphitrite is her most cherished nereid, the only one that could be considered her consort, beyond even the relationship with her pilot. But while Kymopoleia is useful—as a pilot, she makes an excellent ambassador to dispatch to Elysium—it is Amphitrite that Poseidon loves. The supple grace of the nereid’s youth has given way to a deeper and greater beauty, unparalleled in the entire ocean. Poseidon has spent days at a time tracing the corded strength of her lean limbs, gently kissing the scars that cross her scales like the lines of a treasure map. Alone on this planet, Poseidon trusts Amphitrite’s counsel; if the nereid says this is all the data available, then it is.

Poseidon has trusted her in other ways, too, whispered to her the great secrets of this world. It is for this reason that Amphitrite is not dismissed when Poseidon opens a direct quantum connection between her Corinth and Hera’s Ganymeda, allowing Amphitrite to listen in on what is otherwise the most secure and encrypted transmission available to the gods.

It is also the most intrusive way to contact another lord, reserved for only the most urgent matters of state. Hera appears startled by what must seem to be the sudden materialization of Poseidon in her inner sanctum, softens when she realizes who it is, then draws the line of her lips taut when she realizes further why she must have been contacted so.

“We’ve found it,” Poseidon affirms, and through the connection streams terabytes of raw data—unaltered, unfiltered, the better to allow Hera to perform her own analysis.

Which she begins to, instantly and without preamble, sifting through ever conceivable metric, rolling the dates backward and forward to assess change over time. An image begins to form: the wreck of an almost unfathomably large leviathan, spread over a debris field tens of thousands of square kilometers wide. Some of this, Hera had already known—a god does not scour the ocean floor for a mortal’s century and not find a rivet, a fragment of hull with a fragment of a ship’s name stenciled on it—but the actual wreck…

“It’s in pieces, obviously, small ones at that—when the Titans scuttled her, the fusion charges were very thorough. But we’ve identified equipment that was stationed on the bridge, and what appears to be an unruptured…”

Hera is not listening. Where most would see grainy, poorly lit footage of the sea floor, where even Poseidon can only see an ecosystem and currents… for Hera, it is like coming home.

The Queen of Olympus turns her gaze back to the footage. “Why now?”

“That’s the other issue.” Poseidon pulls up the seismograph she reviewed earlier. “We were investigating an underwater tremor in the area. On analysis, our hydrophones picked up artificial noises—metal on metal, the possible inflation of an escape pod.”

“Something was moving down there.” Hera leaps to the conclusion that Poseidon has spent the morning testing, attempting to disprove, and finally reached herself.

The Lord of the Waves nods, grim. “We could use Ares’ satellites to monitor the surface—”

“No.” Hera’s near-snarl brooks no dissent. “No. This has always stayed between the two of us. No other gods will know. That your nereids are involved is already a hazard enough. Continue your analysis of the wreck—I want updates every hour, on the hour, however small they might be. If you find a nail, I want it imaged. If you find a paint flake, I want to know how it tastes.”

Poseidon nods. She could make a show of being put out by being ordered around, but were Hera aboard one of her ships, Poseidon would treat her with the same firmness, the same expectation that instructions would be immediately followed. And they are, metaphorically and quite literally, on a deck that is all Hera’s. “And if something came through? It could be a Titan.”

“Then it’ll be making its way to Elysium. I’ll be prepared. And Poseidon, I swear by our dead creators—if any of your fish gurgles a single word, I’ll rip out their hearts through their gills. Don’t test me on this.” The connection terminates before Poseidon can reply.

Amphitrite, as grim and implacable as she has ever been, simply asks, “Will you be executing me now, my lord?”

The absurdity of the question, juxtaposed against the seriousness with which it is asked—the seriousness of this entire ordeal, in fact—causes Poseidon to erupt into deep, shaking laughter, the sort of noise that the fishers of Elysium would know as a portent of the deep, the sound of an upwell, of change.

And maybe it is. But not for Poseidon, nor for treasured Amphitrite, nor for any other member of the lord’s underwater demesne. “No, of course not. All things die, eventually. But not you, and not today. But go tell the nereids to stop fucking and don their excavation equipment. We have work to do.”




♦




The chamber is cavernous, the ceiling draped over with branches and vines, the air sweetened by their perfume: honeysuckle and cedarwood, fresh-grown oranges and starfruits. It is a good scent, a combination Demeter has long favored. The world is a garden, and the ecosystem of her estate has been painstakingly put together, tree by tree by brush by butterfly. Each interconnected root system must be accounted for, each drop of moisture in the hydroponics sections, each minute shift in humidity and temperature. Hers is perhaps the most careful hand in Elysium: even Hephaestus’ work allows for greater margins of error.

The bed, enormous, is done in pale honey. Upon it lies a woman, long-limbed and flaxen-haired, her breasts heavy and her hips wide—the image of bounty, of fertility. Her thighs are prettily parted, as though waiting for a hand to dip there, to penetrate between.

Demeter approaches.

She sits; the mattress barely bends under her weight, remains nearly marble-smooth. Her fingers run down the length of the woman’s stomach, nails tracing the ribcage beneath, briefly lingering above the heart before moving on. Her hand stops just before it reaches the pubic mound.

The woman’s eyes snap open. They are blue-purple the same way that Demeter’s eyes are, and her mouth is rich crimson the same way that Demeter’s is. A slow smile as she reaches for Demeter’s wrist and grips it tight. “I know what you want.”

She’s pulled on top, quickly pinned under—it happens quickly; Demeter allows it, allows the woman to rip off her veil, her long dress. Fabric tears, loud, and dissipates into motes of radiance, surrendering its physicality. Admitting that, all along, it was merely a mirage, a trick of hard light.

The woman bends to bite Demeter’s throat, hard, incisor scraping along the carotid. A whisper of a threat. “I know you,” she murmurs against the Lord of Harvest’s skin. “I know everything you are.”

There’s strength in the woman’s limbs, Demeter notes, almost clinical. Nearly enough to overpower her. That is pleasing, a step closer to success, a hint at what is possible. Also pleasing: the clone knows, of course, exactly how to arouse her, where to touch and where to graze with nails and teeth—where to pinch, squeeze, bite. She allows herself, even, to sink into the experience. There’s something to be said for simple pleasures. Fingers, precisely shaped like her own and long and deft, slip inside her, crooking and manipulating. More mechanical than seductive, because she must pay attention, must analyze.

Still, achievement itself is fuel for desire. The orgasm, when it arrives, lacks depth—but it is release; it does what it is meant to. She lies there, looking up at her clone licking Demeter’s climax from its fingers. Its smile is feline, evoking Mark Four more than it should, as though in the process of generation it had absorbed errant data. Drawing from the wrong template. Such things, like the garden, require a precise touch. Contamination, unintentional cross-pollination, can often occur. Persephone as a ghost, infecting the lab machines until everything that comes out of the tank becomes a copy of her. That must be purged.

“Get down,” murmurs Demeter.

The clone, still with that sumptuous expression, tosses its head. “Make me.”

And she does, moving as only a god can; lying flat in one moment, upright in the next and on top of the clone, pressing it into the mattress. Sheer speed, sheer might; she remains the clone’s physical superior in every way. Vines creep up from the wall, slithering across the headboard to bind the clone’s ankles and wrists.

“Put your mouth to good use,” she says, positioning herself atop the clone’s face.

It laughs. “Bringer of wheat, you are voracious.” And it obliges, because that’s what it has been made to do.

Yet as it works at her with its tongue, she is met with a spark of not arousal but anger. This is not what she wants, what she needs. The primal impulses of her require more than this mundane act. The lips locked onto her clitoris seem nearly absurd, part of a pointless and sterile act. A mockery of need, worse than the mortals’ pornography, their fevered imaginings of how the gods fuck.

She pulls herself away.

For several moments she does nothing, straddling the clone, gazing down. Its expression is locked in surprise, exquisite mouth parted, slick with Demeter’s fluids. It still looks like that when she plunges her hand into its guts.

The wet contact of intestines. The bright heat of internal organs. What ignites within her is such sparkling pleasure. This is where she will find what she needs.

Demeter has her clone—her almost-self, a version of her with a heart that beats and a smirk that curls like the Mark Four’s—by the throat, her fingers digging deep into the cartilage of the neck, her nails finding purchase in a flesh as warm and fertile as the soil of her gardens. Her blood and the clone’s, as different as oil and water, refuse to mix: crimson rivulets swirling through the thicker, brighter ichor that is the vital humor of the gods alone. But the gods’ bodies take the form of their lessers, down to the appearance of breathing and sweating and coming. Demeter may have crafted this simulacrum of flesh to hold a fragment of her consciousness—to see if it was possible, to see what the limits of her power and her plans would be—but the necessity of a form in the shape of a woman? In the shape of this woman, the full breasts and lush hips speaking, in that most primal and atavistic tongue, of fertility and birth? That was the power humanity had over her, the collective id of a species that demanded their mother of wheat be formed in a certain way and no other. It was a truth that had mixed with the substance of her but never quite incorporated, a wound that had marred her from the first moment of existence and never quite healed, never quite become something fuller and more complete.

And so in this instant their breaths are synchronized, the god and the copy, gulping down the same air, feeling the same sensations of their bleeding bodies. “I am the god of the harvest,” Demeter growls, and her fingers reach deeper, looking for the seed of self in the body that is almost hers. Her hips, too, covet, rocking hard against the abdomen of the pinned and broken body beneath her. “I am the mother of wheat. All that grows is my domain, and their time upon this cursed earth is also my remit. Hades”—and here the name is said with vitriol, with a scorn that burns as hot and long as the heart of a star—“Hades styles herself upon the scythe. But she only escorts to their rest that which I have already made: it is my will that harvests the grain, that prunes the garden, that—”

Demeter’s words may be that of a god, but her hands are that of a gardener—elbow deep in the fruit of her creation, fingers wrapped around the roots and stem of a thing that was once inanimate matter and will soon be returned to that warm darkness; soil may only bloom because it was once touched by life. And yet this weed has the temerity to still smile—to know that of any act of resistance or victory that it could muster, the smile is the thing that will stay with Demeter, long after the petals have wilted and the body turned to mulch.

“I see you,” it rasps, mortal tongue interrupting divine voice. “I see what you have grown, and why you have done it, and why you want the fruit of your loins to draw your blood. You have succeeded where no god ever has. Bask in your victory, goddess of the mill and of the millstone, the bearer of this world’s future fruit.” Demeter tries to choke it into silence, to stop its bleating voice. But it is her voice in her ears, her lips—so like Persephone’s—that resonates with sudden and unexpected power: “Come, Demeter. Come now.”

To her shame, she does as commanded; the god’s body responds with the primal ferocity, the unrestrained need, that she has longed for. She gasps as if drowning, and she is: all of her is contracting and pulling, warring with every other part of her self. Her hand clenches and then it twitches, snapping the neck it holds accidentally; her thighs jerk together, the pelvis held between them disintegrating without intent. The collapse of the clone’s body is complete, its rending incidental to the pleasure Demeter has been finally permitted to feel: it is an all-consuming act of devotion, the purest rite of spring.

When cognition returns, Demeter realizes she has bowed over, her body curving to bring her face against her doppelganger’s. The clone’s cheek, still warm, rests against her cheek, and her eyes are wet with tears; there is a smile on its still lips.

She stands at some point and clothes herself, stumbles from her shadow-dappled cavern to the sun-soaked gardens beyond. Adrastus is sprinting toward her, and she almost laughs: what concern he has, ever misunderstanding the situation. An utter failure, in every way that matters to Demeter. He will never be Persephone.

“Are you hurt, Mother?” he’s saying, and maybe there is genuine care there; Demeter has no ear for it. “Were you attacked?”

She holds her hand to her neck, imagining the clone’s incisors on her flesh, tearing into her throat. “I—I’m fine. I’ll be fine.”

Unconvinced, her pilot glances from her to the darkness of Demeter’s bedchamber. She’ll have to have it destroyed, of course—all of it, burned to ashes and tilled into the gardens, gone from all save her memories and the flowers that will bloom again. “What happened in there?” he asks, still worried.

“Love. Or something like it.” Even this added phrase, this conditional, this concession to her unromantic passions, is not enough; reality eats at the experience. She can feel the moment passing, the clarity of this lifeless garden returning.

But when she looks at her hand she finds it stained with ichor; the clone’s teeth nicked her flesh. It takes a moment to process what this means—and when she realizes she hopes it scars, her body thrums. Still she doesn’t look up from her hand as she says, distracted, “Tell the twins—in person, no message written or sent, you fool—that I have made a breakthrough. And send for Khrysothemis. I have an engagement gift to give her.”




♦




Hippolyta pulls herself up on the bar, slow. It is steel, bears her weight without bending or creaking, but she is effortless in the same way—the way she counters Olympus’ gravity as though it is nothing, the way she lifts herself up as though she is hollow-boned as a bird. But she isn’t, of course. She is densely made, corded with strength through and through, for all that her frame is lithe. A little like a dancer, deceptively svelte. The mirrors reflect her four times over, beauty caught between utilitarian and graceful; she could belong anywhere, a soldier’s barracks or a ballet troupe. She has the physique for it, at a glance. Her mouth is tight with concentration.

The door undulates open, more like fabric than architecture. In it stands the Lord of War, silent, but with this many mirrors it is impossible not to be caught out.

“My lord,” Hippolyta calls out, still at the crest of her ascent, “come back from my mother’s house?”

Ares colors, slightly; like any god, xe has considerable control over xer physiology, xer appearance. Even so. “You needn’t put it in that tone.”

The pilot eases herself down, touching the floor lightly. She is smirking as she wipes perspiration from her brow. “I used to think you might be my parent, with the way you were coming by all the time. A god’s child! It was a fun fantasy.”

Xe reddens further still. “My intentions toward the colonel are pure.”

Hippolyta giggles. “I’m not saying they are not. Your intentions can be pure and you can be taking my mother to bed at the same time—”

“Stop that. I pledged a long time ago to honor your lineage. I hold Otrera in the highest, professional regard.” Xe steps fully into the room, dismissing one mirror and turning it into a window instead. “Is Herakles treating you right?”

“We’ve been married for eight years.”

“Marriage can turn sour at any time, Hippolyta.” Ares’ mouth creases. “It’s better to keep abreast of it than learn things have gone bad too late.”

The pilot raises an eyebrow. “All this because ey is Zeus’ champion. My lord, you must let go of your prejudice.”

“A champion of Zeus from a line of descent created by Demeter.” This is spoken as though the latter, the Lord of Harvest, is synonymous with poison.

“You’re letting your alliance with the Master of the Machine Dead inflect your views, and anyway you don’t seem so cautious about Persephone.”

“The Mark Four rejected her making. Also I am cautious about her, but you’re not wedding that creature.”

“She is my friend, don’t call her a creature.”

“And you are descended from my first pilot,” Ares says suddenly. Then stops, as though xe did not quite mean to share. “Your mother is aware, though she considers it… unimportant.”

“Because we are what we make of ourselves, not our ancestry. That is what Mother always says—so we can do what we want most, what we’re best suited to, not what our forebears did. For a long while she even discouraged me from becoming a soldier. It is her wish that her children have happiness.” Hippolyta shrugs and towels herself down a second time. “The same goes for Herakles, in that ey’s not eir lineage. For Persephone, too.”

The Lord of War, Hippolyta gets the impression, is trying not to roll xer eyes. Then xe sighs. “I do trust your judgment, dau—pilot. One is your spouse, the other your growing comrade. Like your mother, I want you to have a full life, replete with every joy. So for now I will suspend my worries. Like you, I want to believe that mortals are more than their inheritances.”

The champion nods, grave, and then bursts into laughter. “You see, my lord—my mother is rubbing off on you after all. If Aphrodite does not object, I hope your courtship of her will soon come to fruition.”

“I am not coming from seeing your mother,” Ares insists. “I was…” And then, from the folds of xer cloak, the Lord of War pulls a red crystal, rounded and sanded down into a roughly oblong shape; a stem of blue-green copper completes the impression of a tomato. “I’m not a craftsman, but—I did find the outcropping of quartz, and I ground it myself. The copper was a link in a ceremonial suit of armor, crafted for me by the first squad of soldiers who joined our rebellion. I—” Xe stops, uncertain about what to say next. “For your mother,” xe adds, unnecessarily.

“Ah,” says Hippolyta, giggling, “to fruition it is.”




♦




Siproites is summoned to a temple of the sun. This is typical enough: zhe is called to houses of worship dedicated to Artemis or Apollo with equal frequency—unique among the pilots, zhe is champion to both of the twins. A position believed by many to be unmatched in honor, coveted by all: to have the favor of one god is unique enough, but to have the favor of two must make one the chosen among chosen, most blessed by the gods.

Zhe thought this, too, before zhe had been disabused of the notion.

At the beginning, zhe was struck breathless, chosen from the ranks of Apollo’s priests: Apollo charmed zhir easily, made zhir feel elect, and even invited zhir to bed. An experience that felt transcendent, at the time, and it happened more than once. Naturally the Lord of the Sun has many lovers—that Siproites did not object to. Many lovers, but only a single pilot. Zhe could not be replaced, was not interchangeable. And, though zhe was permitted to only pilot Apollo’s eidolon Delos and never Artemis’ Laphria, what of that? The gods had their particularities, and in any case what mortal could synchronize with more than a single Banner-class eidolon? Zhir brain would have been cleaved in two. Quietly zhe thanked their lords for sparing them the fate.

And if Artemis herself barely spoke to zhir, barely gave zhir audience, what did that matter? Was Siproites not still more treasured than any pilot? To belong to two gods, even nominally, was the most cherished of possession; zhe was to be envied. Zhe held zhir head high.

Each time bitterness spikes, zhe has learned to swallow it down. How can a mortal desire more, higher, when zhe is placed already on the most elevated of plinths?

The priests in their platinum vestments bow to zhir. The inner sanctum door with its sun-ray murals parts to zhir. Zhe is the champion, ranked higher than any hierophant or soothsayer.

Artemis is, today, in attendance. She and her twin sit on matched thrones, bodies slanted toward one another, the two of them as perfect and stunning as a portrait. They’ve taken to styling their hair similarly, and though their faces haven’t consistently been similar, they’ve been identical lately: the long unbound hair, the slim noses and pointed chins. The sense, always, that in the moment of birth they were split down the middle—that they are meant to flow back together and rejoin. A single being whose light will blind any mortal gaze. Their outlines blur where they are in contact, but resolve back into distinction almost instantly, as if this current reality resists the truth of their oneness.

“Siproites,” says Artemis. Her voice is the finest, most delicate of weaving; it is moonlight seen through black leaves. She is luminous, skin glinting with undertones of silver. For her there is only a single lover. “We’ve called you here for important news.”

Her expression denies mortal efforts at decoding. She might be delivering a verdict that Siproites is to be executed at once, or she might be inviting zhir to a hunt. Artemis’ face is one of utter serenity, the smoothness of a pool that’s never known currents. In her eyes dwells eternity.

Siproites kneels. Zhir pulse races, in the same way that one of Artemis’ quarries might. “Yes, my lords.”

“You are released from your piloting duties.”

Zhir head snaps up. Zhe did not mean to—one’s gaze should remain downcast until one’s lords permit otherwise. “But I—” Have not done anything to earn such a dismissal; have been faultless in responsibilities; have achieved a fair synchronization rate with Delos. Zhe cannot think of anything—anything—that would…

Artemis is smiling. “You needn’t worry. Publicly you will remain our champion, representing us at ceremonies and rites, and shall stay holy and beloved. Isn’t that what all mortals want? To be more; to be above. To walk through this city knowing you are not like the rest.”

“My lord.” Zhe is not quite able to stop zhirself. Words clog zhir throat and the air has turned harsh, like razors in the mouth. Yet zhe must push past it to ask, hoarse and small and terrified, “Why?”

The Lord of the Hunt, not moving away from the points where her and her twin’s bodies touch, shrugs. “You’re not required to pilot anymore. Doesn’t that make you happy? No longer will your neurology and cardiovascular system be imperiled by the command-and-control interface. No longer will you have to strive to raise your synchronization. All the benefits, none of the agonies. Is that not the ideal situation?”

Siproites tries, one more time: “My lords—”

“You’re dismissed.” Artemis cups the back of her twin’s skull, bringing xer close to her mouth. “There’s going to be a feast at one of my temples next week, Siproites. Why don’t you go prepare for it? You’ll be a most splendid ornament there.”




♦




Deep in the estate archives, Persephone finds something else. Not the raunchy, pornographic texts of the popular imagination; the file is small, indicating a brief missive rather than a novel. The clearance level required to access it is surprisingly high, but she does have it, as the house’s pilot. In fact, only her clearance will open it.

To you, my successor at the side of Hades.

I don’t imagine there have been many of you: my lord is particular in that regard, and has trouble moving on. It’s not a flaw, save in one aspect—that she does not seek a new happiness, a new joy; she sees that as a betrayal, I think. But I don’t. I would like her to smile again after I’m gone. Mortal as we are, that’s the most any of us can pray for. They are eternal, or close to it, and that comes with its own burdens.

It’s possible you are not there at all, and I am writing to a hypothetical that has never flowered into being. Yet I think a time will come that necessitates another pilot, whether Hades wants it or not, and she is noble enough that she must answer that need.

Let me tell you a little of what she was like, in the spring of her life.

In the beginning she was a being of remoteness and curiosity, the world as new to her as she was to it, but she kept herself contained. Zeus was more openly charmed by existence, more openly charming. The others thought Hades a brooding countenance, a brow heavy with thought. And she was those things, but so much more. She laughed without reservation, too, at the smallest of excuses. One time I came in with a replicant bird perched on my head, and she found that uproariously funny. Every day was a thrill to her, in her moment of becoming. She could see it all faster than Zeus, much to the consternation of Leto. And yet she was also a terrible cook; overwhelming delight in the quantity and quality of all life’s experiences meant too many flavors, too often.

She has probably mastered that by now, whenever now might be; she must be filling her kitchen with fine aromas, with baked goods and perfect dishes that perhaps she has shared with you. Of any of our projects, she had the greatest capacity for growth and control, but I worry that she will learn mastery of herself at the cost of the exuberance and spontaneity that brought me such joy.

For I would like to have been there, to guide you, to offer you advice. To me she is the most precious being that’s ever come into creation, and though she may not look it, she needs defending in her own way. Perhaps to you she will seem stern, stoic, untouchable. Yet she deserves gentleness and protection, too. There’s much to her that requires tenderness. Cherish her, pilot; keep her heart safe. That’s all I ask.

Whatever remains of me within the greatness of her ascendancy—

I hope, and I hope that is enough.
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PERSEPHONE




The cockpit is dark, but the core of Styx is not: the algorithms and systems that make up its soul hum, and I am cradled in the center of them all.

I sit with my eyes closed, my senses enmeshed with the eidolon’s; new connections are being opened today, and it requires the sum and total of my concentration. To me the new channels are like satellites freshly released to orbit the chthonic mass of Styx, each finding their place and their rhythm, arranging themselves around one another in calculated pavane.

“Interconnection links established,” says Hephaestus’ voice in my ears. “Swarm-nodes have been attached. Pilot, begin synchronization.”

The seat is both my throne and my cradle, there to keep me afloat as I sink into the dark waters of Styx. Its mind, too, moves with me as I seek the as-yet fragile links; now that I understand Styx to be an aspect of Hades, the eidolon and I have reached an even higher synchronization rate. That is allowing Hephaestus to get experimental. During refits last month, ze installed a prototype IFF system; with all the electronic chaff and signal jamming incidental to the colossi’s biology, we need better tools to differentiate between allied eidolons and enemy colossi in the heat of battle. It has field tested well—Anesidora is in the process of being retrofitted now, and Keraunios and Penthesilea are due for the same upgrade as soon as they can be spared from front-line duty; thus far, aside from repairs the only upgrades the eidolons of Zeus and Ares have undergone are treatments to their armor, to nullify the effectiveness of the colossi’s acidic blood.

It’s with ingenuity like that with which we will win this war. Today, we’re testing an experimental protocol that reconfigures Styx’s command-and-control interface. Each god has modified their champion unit, of course, but this is a whole revision to the architecture, one only possible because of my unique skillset. I must rise to the occasion too, prove myself equal to this necessary novelty: a host of drones, slaved to my consciousness and expanding Styx’s firepower significantly.

The work is slow-going. Theoretically, the new weapon platform allows each node to work independently, but it takes incredible concentration. In the Battle of the Wall, I managed to communicate with several drones, but those were brief commands and I didn’t need to move them around in combat. This will be… different. Hephaestus has provided me with proxy subroutines that will let me copy over and multiply commands, but those will serve only in the most rudimentary manner. To effectively utilize the swarm-nodes, I’ll need to operate them simultaneously.

“Swarm-node One activated,” I say.

“Synchronization rate rising. Multi-threading processing at twenty percent.” Zer voice is machine-smooth, betraying no particular feeling. “Continue, pilot.”

Two channels woven into my interface with Styx. My proprioception expands—the eidolon’s limbs are my limbs, but now I have more, parts that are not entirely analogous to my body: the swarm-nodes are like vestigial components that I only have a thin idea of how to use, like fingers I’ve never needed to move before. But I forge on. For now, the crucial element is to merely make these connections.

“Thirty percent,” says Hephaestus.

I open my eyes, or rather I turn on Styx’s cameras, which until now I have switched off to limit distractions. Because this test is so particular, and so private, the hangar is empty save for Hephaestus and Hades. My cameras pivot and zoom to look at them: both stand on a mobile platform, raised to the level of Styx’s waist. My lord has her arms crossed, her face stern in the way a citadel is, impregnable. Hephaestus, standing a few meters apart, has taken on the look of an observing scientist: detached, clinical, as though my success or failure doesn’t matter to zer either way—another data point to record, to calculate against future results.

A third channel opens in the command-and-control interface, then a fourth. My body—my self—feels as endless as Styx, a vastness of being. Almost I think, giddy, that this is what it must be like to be one of the lords.

“Stop here,” says Hephaestus. “Try deploying Swarm-nodes One and Two.”

One attached to Styx’s shoulder, the other to the hip; they have been slotted in tight as teeth. I disengage the mechanisms that keep them in place, and both lift off without a sound. They hover in the air, humming with anti-grav—each node is too small to contain conventional propulsion, and borrows from Styx’s reactor core to stay airborne. Black and shot through with gold, as all of Styx is; they look wicked in this light, a shoal of predatory fish circling a great beast.

I make the nodes circle each other, now fast, now slow. The Lord of the Forge nods. “I’m going to launch small drones. Destroy them with the nodes.”

A panel in the hangar wall rises open, and out slip six drones in formation—smaller than the nodes, and very fast. Next to them the swarm-nodes are slow, cumbersome; my body tenses as I give them my focus and open fire. Red light lances through the air, too slow at first to catch the drones. Then I adjust and refine. A drone is struck and drops, clattering. A second does not soon follow: my control is as yet clumsy, and Hephaestus is testing me—the drones move faster, more deftly. They weave more precise trajectories, coming tauntingly close, dodging by centimeters and microseconds. But eventually I take hold, finesse coming more easily, dexterity turning from hard-won into something that approaches instinct.

By the time all six drones are down, I’m breathing hard and my pulse is hammering. Sweat clings to the back of my neck.

“Pilot,” says Hephaestus, “we’re stopping for the day.”

“There are nine swarm-nodes. I’ve activated only two. I can manage at least—”

“No.” Zer voice is hard, flat. “Get out of the cockpit, Persephone. I can see your vital signs and neurological activity.”

I open my mouth to protest that those are perfectly fine—under stress, yes, but no more than when I first connected with Styx; less, even, because this time the eidolon is not trying to devour me whole. But Hades says, “Persephone.”

Letting out a breath, I disconnect. The hatch disengages with a muted hiss and the hangar’s harsh illumination floods the cockpit. For several moments more I remain in my seat, not yet ready to leave it, not yet ready to abandon the cusp of almost there. The near-mastery, the certainty that I was this close to synchronizing with all nine swarm-nodes—that I could have gotten it right on the first exposure, on the first try.

The platform elevates, bringing with it my patrons. Hades extends her hand into the cockpit. “You’ve done very well.”

The praise rings empty. “Styx needs to bridge the gap in ranged artillery.”

“Not so urgently,” she says. “Come, Persephone.”

I push away from the seat and take my lord’s hand.




♦




It has been three months since Hades brought me down to the catacombs and declared me her pilot before the Great Dead. I see it in my dreams sometimes, those tombs, the ghosts that may or may not be inside; I hear them whisper my name, but anything else they have to offer—curses or benedictions alike—is too faint for me to understand. Hades never opened Leuce’s door to me, but in my visions it parts of its own accord, and in there I would gain a glimpse of my predecessor. Her eyes are unreadable.

In this season of war and dreams, I have sortied beyond the wall seventeen times. I have become a household name, my ruby eyes and snow-white hair memorialized on banners that hang across the length of Boulevard of Victors. Toys of Styx, with a tiny version of me that fits inside the cockpit, have become one of the hottest commodities in the city. The gossip ‘casts devote time to analyzing my personal fashion, the military obsessives spend endless hours debating Styx’s combat abilities and performance; a video drama is apparently in the works, to relate my rise to power in as inaccurate and salacious a manner as possible.

More importantly, my fellow pilots have accepted me as one of their own. My superfluous popularity has inspired no jealousy; they have each danced for the circus before, and no doubt prefer that the public’s ravenous appetite shift to me than stay on them. Keraunios, Penthesilea, and Styx have formed the core of an unbreakable combat unit, and I am treated as an essential veteran, not a green recruit who must either be coddled or protected. On several occasions, I have even fought alongside Adrastus and his Anesidora; we have spoken no more than a dozen sentences to each other since the thrashing I delivered to him, but the only times his sniper rounds have come anywhere close to Styx is to save me from a flanking colossus. How strange, this once-enemy, this almost-brother who watches my back in battle.

Hera may have a new pilot in training, and there is hope that Ganymeda might join us soon. But beyond that, the other eidolons are notably absent. Of either Artemis’ Laphria or Apollo’s Delos, we have seen nothing; neither their estates nor Siproites have provided an explanation. Kymopoleia is a standard feature of the bars, the parties, the galas, but Corinth never materializes.

Dionysus’ Paralos falls in its own category, helpful but absent. It sends back accurate if infrequent reports on the movement and disposition of the colossi packs roving the wastes, and the story of the Maenads and my lord’s Cerberus Cadre working together to defend this beast of a landship so far from our walls has begun to seize the popular imagination. A reporter embedded with the Paralos relates the very emotional, overtly sexual nature of their interpersonal conflicts with such skill that even I tune in to see how my Hounds fare before the jaws of Dionysus’ cultists. But the Maenads never commit to battle, so it continues to be four Banner-class eidolons standing alone against the colossus menace.

During these months, my personal abilities with Styx have grown by leaps and bounds, but I am just one pilot in one machine. I can’t turn drones into explosives every time—there are not enough drone eidolons to squander so spectacularly—and it has become clear, in each engagement, that the colossi have sought to target Styx specifically. Even if we can sometimes use this to our advantage—the citizens still speak breathlessly of the lopsided engagement we fought six weeks ago, using myself as bait to lure the beasts into a pre-set killing field—it makes me a liability.

And so, we need an edge. Styx requires new armament, something that will grant it an advantage in the battles to come. Something no other eidolon has, and which the colossi will not have seen before.

That I can master the swarm-nodes in due course is a certainty: I know my capabilities, my potential. The expansion of the self, the mind, is the logical conclusion of how I have been built. But we don’t have infinite time. The colossi are changing fast—I can see the differences in how they move, coordinate, fight back with each engagement. The shift is as yet subtle, not as drastic as the caustic blood when that was a novelty, but it’s undeniable, even as some of the more reckless pilots claim not to see it. My senses do not lie, and neither do the analytics. What used to be mindless flesh puppets have become anything but, even if I were to discount the colossus that chameleoned its way to the wall to target me.

And even as we wipe out the packs that close against our walls, the Paralos reports that the packs which live deeper in the continent are migrating toward the coast en masse, evolving with the lessons their fallen brethren learned in blood. Hades’ Harvester remains missing this entire time; we await to see when the largest of the planet’s megafauna reappears, what form it takes and what that means for the city.

For the moment, there’s little I can do; later I might sneak into the hangar to perform my own test with the nodes, but today I have an appointment with Hippolyta and Khrysothemis, who insist I need to be out and about on occasion, and can’t marinade inside the hangar all day long. They’re incorrect, but it has been a while since I last saw my sister, and my so-called friends have conspired to use a looming gala to lure me out from the safety of Hades’ hangar.




♦




The estate’s transport brings me two strata up, to a tailor in Ares’ district. Conversation floats to me, piecemeal, as I disembark and approach the boutique—and one of them is a most familiar voice.

For a few minutes I stand outside, angling myself so the pair wouldn’t immediately spot me, and watch through the storefront. I have this curiosity about what my sister is like in the company of others and through lenses beside my own. Methe stands to the side, being measured by an automaton. My sister and Hippolyta are seated at a table, tea and sweets set before them; they look on, amused, as Dionysus’ champion hisses like a cat and scowls at the tailor’s automaton. The two of them are laughing, exchanging what seems—in pieces, in fragmented sentences—to be gentle gossip of their respective households. Hippolyta in her leather jacket, Khrysothemis in her dress of frosted champagne. They look so easy with each other.

And then I straighten and enter, making myself known. All three of them look up—this is the first time I’ve seen Methe in ordinary clothes, oxblood pants and jacket, a champagne-colored shirt underneath; relatively nondescript, for her, a far cry from the spiky attire of the concert.

But my attention is soon drawn to my sister. It feels as though it’s been an eternity since we last met, when it’s been only three months. The strangeness of clones and decanting, rather than natural birth and childhoods: in total we have been longer apart than we were together. Yet that doesn’t matter, to either of us; her expression turns luminous when she sees me, and it’s as if the entire room glows with new-found light. “Persephone! Or should I say,” she adds, grinning, “Dread Persephone?”

“I’ve been middling at best in recent skirmishes, sister.” We exchange our customary embrace—not too long; it’s not the right setting—and then Khrysothemis turns me around, pushing me toward Methe.

Who studies me for a few precise seconds before she bows and says, “A pleasure to make your formal acquaintance at last, Champion of the Underworld.” Away from the bacchanalia, she is surprisingly somber, well-mannered.

“Champion of the Revels.” I return her bow, even though her patron and mine are not remotely equal. But Dionysus took me seriously when we struck a deal, and her actions have ensured the continued freedom and happiness of my dearest sister. For these reasons, I will always accord Dionysus and her followers respect.

Methe smiles, then, slight. “The landship has returned to Elysium for repair and resupply. I’m glad that this opportunity has presented itself, to get to know you better—but it seems that it’s your turn with the tailor.”

And it’s not exactly uncomfortable, but there’s something… vulnerable about being posed this way and that—having to hold my arms out awkwardly—in front of company. It is so much easier when Hephaestus’ eyes so casually study me, and then ze would render from the air something dazzling for me to wear; I do my best to keep a steady grip on my dignity.

“I heard Styx can’t deploy for another week,” says Hippolyta. “Is that true?”

“She can deploy.” When have I picked up Hades’ habit of calling the eidolon her rather than it? “But not in real combat, she’s going through an… upgrade. I fear you’ll have to miss me for a little while.”

“An upgrade!” She claps her hands. “How fortunate to be favored by not one but two lords.”

Khrysothemis tilts her head. “Favored.” Her tone is slightly odd. “Is it a formal arrangement, sister?”

I don’t know what it is that I hear, or what I am looking to hear. Does she sound angry? Possessive, that I haven’t shared this facet of my private life with her? “Gods do that all the time,” I say before I can think better of it, or before I realize what I am admitting to. My cheeks warm. It’s not as if Hippolyta doesn’t already know, or Methe—herself a champion—can’t guess. And nor is there anything to be ashamed of; the lords take lovers among mortals and demigods regularly, and often it’s a matter of honor.

“I only worry about you, Persephone.” Khrysothemis’ voice is gentle. Then she beams. “What kind of dress will you wear to the party? We must look over the season’s catalog together.”

“I don’t know why we are making such a great fuss of this.” I pout. We have made gains, recently, reclaimed a few nearby outposts. That deserves celebration, I suppose, and Aphrodite has volunteered to host. And it will be nice to spend more time with Khrysothemis and even Methe; my sister has been aboard the Paralos during its long trips into the wastes. She sends me recordings when she can, but I’ve learned more about her relationship with Methe from the embedded reporter than her own words; it grates, a little.

The automaton’s tape, a thin ribbon of light, has wrapped around my hips; it is also recording several other measures—in truth I could have just sent a holographic image of myself, but Hippolyta felt it important that I go out and about in the city at times. So I sit with my friend and my sister, and we examine the season’s fashion together while the mortal tailor stands by, not quite wringing their hands but visibly fighting to keep their composure. I pay them only marginal attention; despite frequent contact with Hades’ and Hephaestus’ maintenance crews, I remain unable to understand mortals in any meaningful way. They exist; they are less durable than I am; they do not have the same dreams that I do. What bridge could exist between us?

From the tailor boutique, we head to an aquarium in Poseidon’s district. To pass from one domain to another is, to the mortal eye at least, nearly like crossing between different worlds. Since the Lord of the Sea is for the most part absent from Elysium, her priests and champion govern the district in her stead. It is a wild place, in many ways feeling more katabatic than the Underworld. My sister and I only skimmed the surface during our bacchanal outing, quite literally; you enter the district to find the sunlit shallows, bright and colorful, and as you traverse deeper the architecture becomes more pelagic, the shadows larger and more amorphous. There is a sense, persistent, that any moment you might be ambushed by a deep-sea dweller: a thing of inscrutable features, as alien as the colossi.

The aquarium itself is no different: illuminated waters and vivid corals, then dark shoals of fish, nearly too fast to see. Sharks are just the beginning: further in, the aquatic life becomes strange and alien, specimens Poseidon herself captured and brought here for geneticists to alter and breed, for the keepers to maintain. Things with too many eyes and too many teeth, and then things with no eyes at all, just layers of undulating flesh. It is said that the Ocean-Lord has brought to the surface species that have never been seen as long as the memories of Olympus go back—she takes enormous pride in it, to show those of us in the gilded cage there’s so much more to this planet, if we have the courage to step outside our walls, if we can just work together and turn this wasteland into a garden.

The creatures are so little like what my mother’s genetic databases produce, what she cultivates; they fascinate me all the more because of it. These beasts do not serve a purpose, not in any legible way. They belong to themselves, feral and famished, part of an unknowable demesne.

Khrysothemis makes a little show of fear—she yelps when one of the anglerfish draws close to the glass, prompting Methe to wrap an arm around her, soothing and possessive. I watch, entranced. My sister has always been the bright light of my life, but something about her now pulses with power, as if she has truly come into her own. But every time I focus I see her not as the sun, but as a bright orange, a succulent cantaloupe: I want my teeth around her, I want to feel her explode on my tongue, I want to swallow her down. I am anxious, obsessed; I need to speak with my sister alone.

By and by I find my excuse—Methe wants to see some sort of giant crustacean, and Khrysothemis has an interest in jellyfish. We split into two pairs, heading off to different chambers.

“Is Methe still treating you right?” I say, almost as soon as we are on our own. Perhaps this is what I fear; perhaps talking about Methe will placate my roiling thoughts.

“Are your lords?” she says, nearly immediately, as though the question’s been at the tip of her tongue all this time. I’m not the only one with the need to know, to press for uncomfortable answers.

“I’m only sworn to Hades.”

“You are the lover of them both.” Her green eyes brighten; petals bud in her hair. “To Hippolyta you implied as much.”

I did not arrange for us to be alone for her to interrogate me about this. It would be one thing if she’s merely curious, but there is a tinge of hostility to her questions that I don’t quite understand. It reminds me, I realize with hateful dread, of that meeting I had with my mother, months ago, her expressions of supposed care masking carefully tailored poisons of the tongue. It is like I am hearing my mother speak to me through my sister’s lips. I flinch from the memory and remind myself that I’m in the present, with the sister who loves me. “I know you’re worried, but you don’t need to be. There’s no cause, I’m the Champion of the Underworld, remember.”

Khrysothemis parts her mouth, shuts it. The flowers rustle and fall to the floor, white roses and wisterias, withering fast once they’re no longer in contact with her. From white to brown to black, fragile in the same way that she is. “No good has ever come of being loved by the gods, sister. Their unions only last with each other. All else is a distraction, a temporary entertainment, to be disposed of should it interfere with their true partnerships. What mortal, demigod or otherwise, has ever gotten between Apollo and Artemis, or Aphrodite and Ares? Nor has any, ever, between Hades and Hephaestus. Seek another demigod, sister; even a fellow champion would bring you less heartbreak.”

She tries me, my sister; despite myself, I toss my head, unbelieving. “I know how to take care of myself, Khrysothemis. I’m a weapon. That is how I was made—not to be helpless, or to easily break.”

“Unlike the rest of us from Mother’s house?” Her voice is very soft.

I flush. Objectively it’s true—my sisters are far lesser than I am in specifications, good largely for horticulture and little else. It is Mark Three and I that stand above the rest. But my regard toward Khrysothemis is purely protective; it is not arrogance. “I’m merely saying that I know what I’m doing. What, would it make you happier if Hades takes me as her bride?”

She shrugs. More flowers fall, a dry susurrus. “That would be unprecedented between a lord and a demigod. I would not be waiting for it, Persephone.”

The flush on my cheeks fades to something cooler. I am no longer embarrassed but offended. I know Khrysothemis is motivated by worry and altruism. She must be; I have never known her to be anything but the picture of a considerate and loving sister. But she treads thoughtlessly over emotions and worries that I can only admit to myself in the honesty of the lonely, dark night. My birthright is conquest and perfection, pride and power. When I take my place at Hades’ side, it will be because no other path was possible, even conceivable—and to hear otherwise is to brook doubt and then disaster. I will not have the honeyed poison of my mother or my sister take from me the joy I have earned.

So I respond in the only way I know how: cruelty, violence unremitting. The dagger is not armor; it cannot parry. Its victory is seized in the gut and in the throat. And this new light of hers, I covet.

I gently pull us down to a bench in front of her beloved jellyfish. I entwine her fingers in mine, fixing her in place. She relaxes, mistaking our touch as familial, as kind. And once she is relaxed, I pounce. “Are you,” I say, leaning in close enough that my lips graze her ear, “jealous?”

We are so close physically—not just in proximity, but in the likeness of our bodies—that I can feel the heat of her blush on my own cheeks. “I would never speak ill of the gods,” she stammers, “but I do not… Methe is… no, I am not jealous of you, dear sister.”

I turn my eyes from her ear and gracile neck to look out at the tank beyond. A fish has become entangled in the delicate threads of a jellyfish’s tendrils; we watch as it thrashes, racked by paroxysms of fear, tensing as if in some final and cataclysmic release. From our vantage point, its agony and ecstasy would be indistinguishable, equally silent.

I grip my sister’s fingers a little tighter and rest my free hand, lightly, on her thigh. “I would never think you jealous of me, my sweetest flower. We want only the best for each other, the sort of unalloyed joy in the other’s success that only the truest of sisters or the deepest of lovers can possess. But you… you are jealous of the gods, are you not?”

Whatever protest Khrysothemis intends, my forceful squeeze on her thigh cuts it off and reduces it to a surprised gasp. “You worry that even in the tender embrace of two gods, I am not appreciated,” I whisper. “That I am unknown to them still. That you, alone in all of Elysium, are the only one to truly and totally know me. When you think of Lord Hades and Lord Hephaestus and I embracing—you want that for yourself, but it is not the companionship of the gods you seek.”

The fish has gone still now, and I turn my eyes and teeth to the still-quivering prey in my tendrils. “I know this because I feel it, too. I also worry about you. I fret that you are unappreciated. And while I am confident that Methe is an… adequate companion and that she loves you to the best of her ability…” My teeth are on Khrysothemis’ neck, and I apply the slightest of pressure, a nibble more possessive than any bite will ever be. “If I ever come to believe she is incapable of appreciating you in the ways you deserve, if she ever hurts you, I will throw open Methe’s house and topple Dionysus’ estate to take back what is mine.”

And then I stand, beaming down at my sister with the sincerity and confidence of a predator that has cowed her prey. “Do not worry too much about me, Khrysothemis. And do not envy the gods, either, lest you earn their ire. Know this, stronger than any faith you might hold dear.” I stoop to plant the most chaste of kisses on Khrysothemis’ brow. “The gods may perish and Elysium may crumble, but you and I are destined to be as one, always. And look—here returns Methe now, with Hippolyta in tow.”

It is only when the other pilots arrive that reality reasserts itself, and I feel an overwhelming crash of shame. What have I said to Khrysothemis, and why did I? I treated her as an object, as something I needed to possess. I may as well have told her that I would never let her go, as my mother said to me before I fled her estate; what compelled me to say these things, to give voice to such hunger? I’m going to be sick.

Methe, the fool, profoundly misreads the situation. “So Khrysothemis has told you that we intend to publicly announce our engagement at the gala?”

I stare back, my lips and throat gaping in mimicry of the fish on the opposite side of the glass. Methe continues, her joy and eagerness rendering her oblivious. “Dionysus is aware, and Demeter gave her blessing to our marriage months ago, before we had even talked about the possibility ourselves. But it feels right for us, and Khrysothemis speaks so highly of you—regards you as the only family whose opinion she values. We would like your blessing before we say anything public.”

Hippolyta beams, elated to be the witness of something so saccharine. But my sister looks back at me with the same bewilderment I wear on my face, as if she too has only just returned to the world, freed from whatever compulsion seized us. How much of what she said, her condescension and venomous worry, was also our mother? How much are we the woman who sired us, forever and ever her puppets on strings? Are we doomed to revert to our worse nature the first moment we are placed in a situation that reminds us of home? Home—as if that poisonous garden, that hell filled with tranquility, is the only place where we might ever be truly home.

“Yes,” I croak, “of course. I give my blessing. Congratulations, both of you.” But I barely hear my voice over the ringing in my ears.







HADES




We meet in what is as close to neutral ground as possible, on the edge of Dionysus’ estate, in a patch of untamed wilderness that might have offended Demeter’s sensibilities a touch. In some ways she shares her domain with the Lord of Revels, in terms of cultivation; were Demeter to threaten to abdicate her post, Dionysus might be a candidate to take it over. That tension has always existed between the two of them, for all that Dionysus is otherwise no threat to the Lord of Harvest.

Demeter looks on, now, at the bed of peonies Dionysus has left to grow according to their own inclinations. The flowers are enormous, purple deepening to black at the edges, as though they’ve been burned. Their leaves, unconventionally, have the shape of razors.

“All things considered,” Demeter says without turning around, “I did not anticipate that you would initiate a meeting.”

For a few seconds I watch her veil sway in the wind, its movement pendulous, as though it is made from a material much denser than fabric. The veil has never changed in the generations since we defeated the Titans—since she consumed her pilot, Hecate—but I have never believed her pretext for wearing it, that to this day she mourns Hecate’s loss. “How are the orchards?”

“Very good, Lord Hades, very good. The bees thrive; there will be good honey this season. I will send some to your estate, if you wish.”

She says nothing more, does not prompt me for my real intent. Seemingly she would be just as content to stand here and gaze at Dionysus’ peonies. As usual.

So I don’t bother beating around the bush. “We are making progress against the colossi—bite-and-hold tactics, sustainable materiel losses. Your… daughter has been invaluable in this effort, as you well know.” To call Persephone Demeter’s daughter feels like a betrayal; the word is ash in my mouth. They have no such nurturing relationship. But I am trying to be, if not conciliatory, then at least diplomatic. Theoretically, we are all invested in the defense and progress of Elysium together, but honeyed words help ameliorate rough tongues and sore throats. “And the information you provided on the colossi has empowered us to no end. Thank you.”

Hephaestus was of the opinion that nothing I said could placate Demeter; I have absconded with her daughter, impinged on her relationship with our leader Zeus. I countered by arguing that Demeter will wait to betray me at some later date.

All the same, Demeter does not take the bait of my compliments; she stays aloof, detached. “So we are here to talk about my accomplishments, then?”

I refrain from escalation, from saying it is a poor mother that takes full credit for her progeny’s success. “And what we have yet to accomplish,” I say, smoothly, and summon around us a flood of data. The garden dissolves into a three-dimensional hologram of the topography extending beyond our walls; a tiny dot between us represents all the space we have carved out on this hellish world. Other information appears: logistics of our various eidolon sorties, yes, but most importantly force projections and movements of the fauna we continue to fight. “The colossi,” I continue, “are regrouping.”

Demeter makes a show of reviewing the hologram—as if she does not already have access to this information, as if she has no intelligence gathering of her own, as if she does not know the minutiae of this planet even better than I. “The other lords have not expressed such a dim prognosis of our success.” Now it is our, not my; Demeter does not associate herself with projects that could be potentially disparaged. “Indeed even Ares, so often sour at our conferences, seems optimistic.”

“We are working on optimizing Persephone.” Not precisely, but close enough. “I require her specifications and blueprint.”

She makes a contemplative sound deep in her throat, and the corners of her red mouth slightly lift. “Even Zeus was not to be provided with those, General. You already possess her overrides. But not to worry—I’m a reasonable woman. A trade for a trade: in the data, I too see deficiencies in Persephone’s programming, places where her reactions and behavior could be tuned. Return her to my estate; I will imbue her with my upgrades, and expeditiously send her back to you with the schematics you want too.”

“I cannot consent to that,” I say, the politest response I can muster.

“A disappointing answer, but expected. I will find other ways to provide her with the necessary upgrades, then.” She says this so easily, every shade of meaning left possible. “I understand that what you want is necessary for the defense of Elysium, but I do need recompense in some manner. So I will ask from you what I asked of Klytotekhnes: the memoriam data of your first pilot.”

The same she asked of Hephaestus, with Euterpe’s data-form. It is a steep price; it is a violation. “And what would you do with that exactly,” I say, keeping tight hold of my composure. “Ghosts are of the most limited use.”

“They are not my domain of expertise, but I’ve found on occasion that they contribute something to the iterations of clones.” A flash of her teeth, pearlescent. “Give me any of the data-forms of the first pilots, then—the gods provided them to you, to create your little ghastly memorials, did they not? But no, you will not betray trust in that way. So give me Leuce’s. It’s not sapient, Hades. It’s just data.”

There is no other price she will accept, I can already tell that. “Persephone’s specifications first, Lord of Harvest.”

“You should call me your mother-in-law,” she purrs as she opens a connection between us. “You favor her a great deal, Lord Hades, as you’ve favored no other since your first pilot. What will it be, then? Will you ask me for her hand? It’d still be up to me to grant or deny permission.”

I say nothing, instead examining the file she’s sent. The specifications are extensive—they will be of considerable use to Hephaestus, to optimize the swarm-nodes. “My pilot is her own person.”

“Yet I remain her mother, Hades Agelastus. But I won’t presume. Maybe you don’t want her that badly, or maybe she needs to remain second to Hephaestus always. How presumptuous it would be, for a demigod to threaten the position of a lord.”

With a thought, I package up the data-form of Leuce. One final second’s hesitation: I could just pull back, given that I already have Persephone’s specifications. Yet it is not done for a lord to go back on her word with another. And on the technical balance, she’s right that it is only data, a copy of a copy. I fight not to grit my teeth, and send the data-form winging her way. “I do not require matrimony to honor my champion.”

“And it would make zer rather… upset. Perhaps even jealous, seeing that the Master of the Forge is not exactly able to wed you.” Then she chuckles. “But if you asked me for Persephone’s hand, I would say yes.”

I give her a sharp look. “Indeed?”

“Why would I be dissatisfied with your overlordship of her, Agelastus? Persephone is a weapon, and weapons need testing. The sorties beyond the Wall are sufficient, for now. Just be aware that she is, at her core, a being of ferocious hunger, born into a world where the strong gather their strength by feasting on the weak.”

“Then she is no different from us,” I answer. “We were all born of the sweat and the blood of this world, pitted always against not just the colossi but also each other.”

“Then remember that, and use that knowledge as a ward against your newest ward. She’s more teeth than she looks or even knows; someday soon, she’ll bite and tear and swallow.” Demeter inclines her head, her veil rustling, making a noise like insect wings fluttering against one another. “In the meantime, if you ever would so honor her as your bride, you only need to ask. She would look good in a veil, don’t you think?”
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PERSEPHONE




A few days later, now only several hours before the gala at Aphrodite’s, I’ve recovered a little. The horror of that encounter with Khrysothemis has retreated into memory, like a bad dream. That evening we all got dinner together—Herakles joined us—and had a lovely time. I found the chance to make a stuttering, embarrassed apology to my sister, and she one to me; as with Adrastus and I, we made an oath to never be our mother. All eyes on the future, as we each ascend to our next act of becoming.

In preparation for the gala, I now come to find a table set for one. The food is, of course, made with a care and mastery that indicates once again that this can only be Hades’ personal work—a feast of delicately arranged glass noodles, spiralized vegetables, richly savory meats garnished with fruit compotes; edible gemstones glitter on top of each dish. It is refined and delicate; it is portioned for me alone.

“The Master of the Machine Dead and the Master of the Forge have gone to their ablutions,” Myia intones, having apparently been placed here just for this. She pauses just long enough to interrupt my follow-up question. “Tradition demands such before a feast hosted by one of the Twelve. Orphne will be attending to them, and I will be attending to you, my lady, for your own ritual cleansing.”

Have I been excluded? Am I intended to pursue? The food—is it meant as a placation? An apology?

I take a breath, stepping back from the precipice. I have been tested from the moment of my decanting—before that, even, my physical body and involuntary responses analyzed even as my mind was yet silent and still. Carved into my soul and bred into my bones is the single, immutable truth that every interaction is a test, that living is a struggle that one must always triumph over.

And I have, in my time with Hades and Hephaestus, come to understand that this outlook, for all its power over me, is just another of my mother’s gifts. Trauma is the most finely camouflaged predator, stalking you in broad daylight, blending in with the contoured backgrounds of your life only to fall upon you in a moment of doubt or crisis, jaws around your throat. This is not a test. I do not need to discern what is intended and what is not—let, for once, the oracles and soothsayers alone try to discern the minds of the gods. I will do as I please, and I am not hungry for this sort of meal.

I turn my gaze to Myia and with absolute certainty say, “I will take Orphne’s place.”

She doesn’t blink—doesn’t have, really, eyelids in any meaningful way in that mask-like face. “That is not…” Then she pauses, likely consulting the house protocols. “It is permitted, my lady, as the chosen champion, but…”

“Tell me about the rite,” I offer. “Then let me know where I can get the paraphernalia.”




♦




The ritual bath is much larger than what is connected to my suite, though it is similar in decor, in the preponderance of black marble. Light fixtures grow out of the ceiling in iridescent branches, delicate, a contradiction against the grim reputation of this estate. A window looks out onto the garden; fogged, at the moment, opaqued into a pane of uninterrupted, gleaming black.

The bath itself is inlaid into the floor, made of burgundy stone. Steam makes visibility poor, and my bare feet make little sound on the ground. Water moves against water, laps against stone. It is not loud enough to drown out the other noises; I hear before I see. A sharp exhalation; a harsh gasp. My limbic response knows before I do—heat spears through me, stroking across my nerves, bringing my skin to alertness.

Hades is a shape of pale gold, broad and martial, moving against the warm bronze of Hephaestus—who, propped against the bath’s edge, has zer eyes closed and zer nails dug deep in Hades’ scarred back. Ze is gleaming, dewed by water and sweat, and a sheen all zer own: a statue brought to life, to couple with another work of art just as flawless. And then my eyes are drawn again to my lord, who in nudity exceeds all the dreams that my fevered hunger could possibly conjure. Muscles ripple in her back as she thrusts into Hephaestus; the honeyed illumination plays along the planes of her arms and biceps, bringing the ridges of each muscle into stark relief. Her hair, wet, trails along the back of her neck, lustrous obsidian against gilded skin.

It is as if I have seen them both anew, for the first time; I see past the perfection they present to the world and perceive the blemishes that scour their skin, the pockmarks and scars their bodies have conjured in sympathy with the damage their eidolon selves have taken. I stand there, transfixed, as Hephaestus arches; as Hades jackknifes and jerks. In climax they make so little noise, save that of water rippling around their bodies. They are silent poetry set to motion, a spectacle of what it means to be divine. Envy and desire seize me both. I want to be clasped between them, to be scorched and opened and speared. I want what they have, too.

The two lords clasp each other as they slide into the bath, and then Hephaestus opens zer eyes and meets mine.

My cheeks flush. I don’t quite drop the tray of tinctures and oils that Orphne handed me, but I come close. Instinctively I take one step back.

A grin spreads, slow, across Hephaestus’ expression. “Hello, Persephone.” Zer voice is pitched just so, husky with pleasure.

Mouth dry, I lick my lips, try to steady myself; I have been caught flat-footed. “I’m here to take Orphne’s place.”

Hades turns, eyes half-lidded, lips parted. It is not as if I have never seen her mouth before, but in this moment it has become exceptional, captivating; normally so thin and stern, it’s swollen and reddened, likely from Hephaestus’ teeth. “We don’t do with Orphne what I expect you have in mind, Persephone.”

Heat rises to the back of my neck. “And what do I have in mind, my lord? I am merely here to attend the two of you in a cleansing rite.”

At this Hephaestus tilts back zer head and chuckles, warm and low. It draws my gaze to the cord of zer throat. “Oh, so this is what it takes to make Dread Persephone shy?”

I advance, a little too fast, toward the bath. There I kneel and lay down the tray, wood clicking against tiles. “My intentions are of the chastest sort.”

“Ah.” Hades’ features don’t lend themselves to mischief, but the curve of her mouth is almost impish. “So if I tell you to join us, my champion, you would say no and instead keep to performing the purification ceremony?”

“If my lord commands, then I can only obey.”

The sound of her laugh makes me draw closer, reflexive, in the same way that a flower would turn toward the sun. Objectively the Twelve are each beautiful, and yet before my lords I’m unable to imagine that any of them holds relevance—that any of them could compare to Hades and Hephaestus. The light of Apollo, the brilliance of Aphrodite; what does any of them mean next to this? My lords define what is possible; they make the rest extraneous.

Hades’ lips are warm when they make contact with mine, and there’s a tang on them that makes me wonder where they have been other than on Hephaestus’ mouth. How long have they been in this bath before I entered; how much have they been doing? My imagination, fevered, gallops ahead of me. I picture acts of godhood, of positions and angles impossible for any mortal body—even for mine. I picture being taken apart by Hades’ vigor and being put back together by Hephaestus’ careful touch.

Hades draws away, and then turns me around, passing me to Hephaestus. Who kisses me too, and begins to remove my dress in this precise, tantalizing way that lets me know exactly the rules of the game—it will be slow; it will be the most agonizing of paradises.

It is several minutes—too long—before I’m stripped bare and my dress is unceremoniously cast off, fluttering softly to the marble.

And then, their hands—I thought myself hungry, the wolf who had stolen into the estate, maw full of starving. But they’re more famished still, their fingers on me bruising, their nails hard and their teeth harder. I’m bitten; I’m clawed; I am, in every sense that matters, devoured. My senses become the most acute they have ever been, every touch vivid and indelible—my nipples in their mouths, their hands between my thighs, a mouth on the back of my neck.

By and by they push me into the cooling water, or perhaps I slip into the bath myself. Hades’ hands on my hips, holding me in position. Hephaestus maneuvering until ze is half-submerged, hips aligned just so as ze guides my mouth onto zer cock. Almost in a single motion, as though all three of us are joined in a holy cadence, Hades enters me the same moment I take Hephaestus into my mouth. My nipples brush against cold stone as they move me between them, and I have a few seconds of wondering whether they’ve ever done this before—a third partner between them—before Hades thrusts into me at an angle that obliterates all coherent thought.

Hephaestus moves in such a way that I’m forced to follow zer, breathing as deeply as I can before ze forces me to submerge, gasping for air when ze lets me come up. The rhythm becomes the world: Hades inside me, my mouth locked around Hephaestus, oxygen coming and leaving me in hard spikes. My shin scrapes against a rough tile; someone grabs my breast, squeezing hard. A hand cups around my pubic mound, fingers playing with my clitoris.

The first orgasm arrives as my head is underwater, rippling through me, a jagged tide that makes me gasp—nearly drawing water into my lungs before I’m lifted out, held aloft where I can breathe. My hands slide on wet skin, trying to find purchase as my knees knock against the floor, as sensation overtakes. My nerves, held taut, uncoil in sudden release.

I lose track of where I am, of which limb belongs to whom, and when I’m aware again I’m spread across the tiles. Hephaestus thrusting into my mouth, Hades thrusting into my cunt. I make weak, whimpering noises, but to object that I’m too sensitized would be to admit defeat. Should I not be the equal of gods? I apply myself, tongue and fingers both. I clench hard around Hades’ cock and thrust back at her, shifting my hips to draw her deeper.

When Hephaestus bucks and pours into my mouth, it’s my first taste of divine seed: piquant and warm, chased by layered complexity—a little like liquor. I lap it up; I swallow. Ze remains semi-erect still as ze leaves my mouth.

“You must let me taste you next time, Lord Hades,” I say, gazing half-lidded down at my first patron kneeling between my thighs.

“Insatiable.” She stays inside me a few seconds longer before she comes to my side, her body and Hephaestus’ bracketing mine. The tiles are cold beneath me, but that’s hardly any trouble when they both run so hot.

For a time none of us move. Their arms are slung across me, reaching each other, and their breasts press against both my back and front; it is like being enclosed in a gorgeous, comfortable cage. I close my eyes, let myself sink into the sensory pleasure of this, my hand on Hephaestus’ hip and my chin resting on Hades’ shoulder. A bed would have been ideal. Much of me is sore, and if I had been human that near-drowning might have done real damage. But I’m pleased with the aches, these proofs that I have been taken within the walls of their shared citadel, accepted as its dweller and defender. I brush my lips across Hades’ bicep, then run my tongue across.

“Are you a cat?” I can hear the smile in Hades’ voice.

“It’s not my fault you taste delicious.” I crack my eyes open, turn around, and rub my nose against Hephaestus’ throat. “And smell just as good.”

“A cat,” Hephaestus laments. “You’ve chosen a champion after this long and she’s a housecat.”

“Wildcat.” I bite zer lightly. “I’m quite ferocious, not domesticated at all.”

We might have lain there for hours—any discomfort can be borne, when I’m held like this—but there is a reception to prepare for, and in the end the water is drained, and a new bath is drawn.

In there we perform ablutions upon each other, though I’m less familiar than they; the lords have done this before, with and for each other, leaving me the sole novice. I allow them to guide me, in choosing the soaps, the tinctures. I sink my hands into their hair, the singular texture of it—Hades’ straight, Hephaestus’ more prone to curling, both soft in a way luxurious fabrics can only dream of being. It is a pleasure to touch; it is a pleasure to massage shampoo into their scalps, to comb the lather through lock by lock. A euphoric warmth overtakes me, and gradually I recognize it as contentment. There is much to want, still, from the world, but right now it matters much less than it ever has. I am happy—settled and secure—in a way I have never been since my decanting.

They’re attentive to me, in turn. No nymph could have been more careful with my limbs, my breasts, my stomach and thighs: they wash, and clean, and then anoint me with fragrant oils. They brush my hair, both of them, until it shines straight and full down my shoulders.

After we are done, small dishes appear, hors d’oeuvres of vine leaves stuffed with meat and spice, sweet-savory dumplings pleated like flowers and sprinkled with fried garlic—not enough to ruin our appetites for the feast to come, but enough to take the sting from our hunger and ensure we do not arrive as starving beasts who take a bite from the first attendant we find.

“Hades will not be joining us tonight,” Hephaestus announces unexpectedly.

This takes Hades by surprise, too. “Preposterous,” she answers with a chuckle. “I have every intention of presenting my pilot for the consumption of the masses.”

“Before you came along,” Hephaestus says, pointedly ignoring Hades as ze turns toward me, “Hades barely left her estate. She scrupulously attended her temples’ feast days, a fact that drew even more attention to her, as those were the only times she might be seen. It would be very reasonable for her not to attend the feast.”

“That hardly seems relevant, now that I have a pilot,” Hades begins.

“Consider, my friend,” Hephaestus smoothly interrupts, “that in three months, Styx has gone into combat eighteen times, including the breach in the wall. That’s a dozen and a half times you have gone into combat, after decades of silence—once every five days, on average. You need a moment to rest, too.”

I share a look with Hephaestus and understand that this is not affected worry but real concern, an attempt to do something caring and reasonable for an overworked friend. “Styx performs as admirably as ever, my lord. But there is a weariness in her soul that perhaps a night off could mend.”

Hades lets her shoulders drop, as if her body is finally admitting a fact she has ignored for too long. “Maybe I’ll do some maintenance on Styx, just myself. It has been a while.”

The Master of the Forge chuckles and leans over to kiss her on the brow. “You can present her at the next event, never you fear. I’ll keep an eye on her tonight.”




♦




I’ve been to formal events in Demeter’s shadow; this is the first one I’ve attended that is held to honor me and other pilots.

We step out of Hades’ chariot to the muted clicks and hums of drone cameras. I have to resist strutting and preening for them. The dress Hephaestus has made for me is an affair of glittering angles, black slashed with red, high-collared and high-slit. For mobility, ze said, a little dryly, knowing it is for anything but. The colors declare who my patrons are, and I like that. Elysium should know to whom I belong. The point of an instrument, a weapon, is to bear the owner’s mark and leave it on the world.

Hephaestus exits the vehicle behind me. The two of us stand side by side, gleaming and superb. Ze doesn’t offer me zer arm—in view this public, that’s impolitic; ze is still married to another lord, and I would gain nothing by offering Aphrodite such an enormous insult.

Aphrodite’s palace reflects her iconography: pearl and seafoam, anemones and roses. Every sharp edge and corner is robed in the softness of petals, of an ocean wave illuminated by sunrise. I can tell without consulting old footage that Hephaestus had no hand in creating this place—it lacks the mark of zer design philosophy, zer tendency toward acute angles. Zer expression is shuttered as we enter the lobby, already thronging with pilots and hierophant-aristocrats, and it occurs to me that ze doesn’t want me to see what ze’s like around Aphrodite. The tension that must remain still, the acrimony between the two of them.

And I do find myself curious: what is my second lord like with zer estranged wife, how does ze behave in this context as yet unknown to me? I’ve seen zer in all kinds of ways, relaxed or tense, with me or with Hades. But a world exists beyond the three of us, and there’s so much about Hephaestus I can’t access, and so much about Hades too. Obsession could see me sifting through Elysium’s data over the generations, searching for glimpses of them in the streets, in the Underworld or elsewhere, going about their business mundane and not. I remember Hephaestus in the park. I want to possess every facet of them, to have and to hold in my grasp.

Elysium’s richest and brightest have come to attend, and their gazes turn to me, intrigued and avaricious. Prior to this they’ve seen me only on broadcasts, on the battlefield or in the arena. What few glimpses they caught of me when I was still under Demeter’s roof they likely have forgotten. I was not remarkable then, and they knew me as another of her daughters, nameless. Details of my making were never public, and I appeared to be another clone slated to become someone’s concubine.

They don’t approach: Hephaestus’ flat expression makes zer intimidating company. I imagine zer from the perspective of supplicants, of mortals: flame-haired and statuesque, the great inventor behind the eidolons. Many of their gazes would be covetous, and it pleases me that Hephaestus belongs to me and Hades, and to no other.

I keep an ear, in passing, on chatter—I can’t access the surveillance in Aphrodite’s palace, at least not without causing grave affront. Occasionally it’s amusing to hear what the populace thinks of us, though. Hippolyta and Herakles, on the far side of the hall, are holding court: the golden couple, the symbol of love’s ideal. Methe and Khrysothemis are not far, surrounded by retainers of Dionysus, already deep in their cups, though my sister herself looks stone-cold sober, if happy.

Even the lords themselves must navigate these events with care: not all of the Twelve are in attendance, but the ones that came are not in complete harmony. Aphrodite is host, and Hephaestus—her alleged spouse—is not at her side: instead Ares is. I’ve never understood why they haven’t dissolved their marriage, allowing Hephaestus to wed my lord instead, why they must all be divided by law but allowed to pursue their preferred unions in flagrant disregard for marital arrangements. What I do know is that it is by Zeus’ decree that these marriages stay as they are, but to any audience—to the entire city—it is an obvious farce.

And Zeus herself appears with my mother at her side.

Her entrance, as ever, commands all attention. The hall plunges into darkness, save for the King of Olympus, who shines with a brilliance all her own, the gold of her hair, the blue-white glow of lightning that limns her. Demeter, next to her, is in her shadow entirely—not that my mother cares, I expect; I can see little of her, the woman behind the throne. I wonder what Hera thinks. She isn’t attending, but she must be sitting in her palace fuming at this mockery of her. The scorned wife, always, the queen neglected by her king.

Zeus’ voice takes over the feast, sonorous: “For too long, we’ve been locked in stalemate against the colossi. No longer. This generation of pilots has risen above, proven themselves the equal of our very first cadre. The colossi are beaten back. The bounds of Elysium grow.”

Her fingers snap. Floor tiles beneath me and the other pilots light up, illuminating each of us and granting us celestial brightness. Above us float holograms, like constellations, of the first pilots—Poseidon’s Charybdis and Athena’s Circe, my lord’s Leuce and Hephaestus’ Euterpe, Zeus’ Leto and more. The imagery is clear: we are, past and present, part of the great chain that has kept Elysium safe for generations.

“Today we gather,” she intones, “to celebrate the warriors who keep us safe, who prove in sortie after sortie that they are Elysium’s protectors. One day I will commemorate them all among the firmaments. But that day is yet far away, and we must all pray for it to never arrive for a very long time. Let us revel; let us be merry and exult in our victories over our enemies.”

Another snap and the lights come back on, revealing a hall reconfigured. One long table on the dais, for the lords; another for us, set for champions and their immediate spouses. Nothing for the various attendants, retainers, and hierophants. Who all beat a quick retreat, knowing that they’ve been dismissed. They file off to, presumably, a humbler arrangement for their dining and celebrating.

I’m seated next to Methe and Khrysothemis, who give me polite smiles; they are, I think, both nervous. The other pilots take their places. Opposite me is Adrastus, awkwardly; he gives a little nod and mutters, “I wouldn’t drink the mead. Too… cloying.” I give him a hard stare as I down the glass in one gulp, then deny him the satisfaction of admitting that his opinion of it was correct. He gives a little shrug and looks away. Who knows what’s come over him?

Aphrodite takes over Zeus’ duties, presiding over the feast, though her displeasure that the king stole the inaugurating announcement is visible. She and Ares narrate over footage of our recent engagements, gilding our accomplishments, making of us into faultless fighters rather than soldiers struggling with rapidly developing enemies. It’s a nice fable. It’s necessary to keep the citizens pacified.

I observe the gods’ table: Artemis and Apollo sit side by side, their hands in each other’s lap. They are striking in the way that all gods are, exerting the magnetism of their presence. And I can see, too, that they’re a matched pair, meant to complement and complete one another. Hephaestus and Hades are so clearly of different make, in that regard, in the same way that my mother and Zeus are. Once more I contemplate the question of how the gods were born, what forces and basal alchemies went into the making of them.

At our table, the conversation is courteous to the point of sterile: Herakles murmurs in monosyllables, as per eir custom. Kymopoleia tries to speak to me, and I ignore her entirely. Taunting her entertained me for a few minutes, but I have no further interest. Someone so eager to kneel is no challenge, and thus merits none of my attention. It’s amusing that that was all it took for her to grow fascinated with me, though.

Siproites, champion to Apollo and Artemis, keeps to zhirself. Zhe seems, if anything, oddly glum; I would be, too, if I had been sidelined from the battles of the last months. Whatever reason plagues zhir and zhir eidolons, zhe is not forthcoming; Siproites’ eyes remain downcast the entire feast.

Every so and so, Kymopoleia would say something that could be interpreted as a barb directed at me, or at Khrysothemis. The former I do not dignify with a response; the latter Methe parries sharply, and I imagine the next time there is a tournament, she’s going to show Poseidon’s champion the consequences of insulting my sister. I shall let her do that; she ought to prove that she is worthy of Khrysothemis. She flashes me a smile, appreciative that she is allowed this, and I smile back. We both understand that nothing can be truly measured without battle.

Finally, Methe stands and makes her announcement; Khrysothemis beams, and again I feel that hunger for my sister’s radiance. But I smile, too, and do my best to look elated for the newly engaged couple. Aphrodite descends and blesses them both, clasping their hands together. Dionysus is pleased, genuinely; Mother’s smile is, as ever, unreadable, and I am certain her veiled eyes discern my veiled unhappiness.

By and by the feast winds down toward the phase where we are to go about, greet our admirers, make the citizens feel good—to remind them there’s more to life than the defense of the wall, the endless death march against the colossi. Because the worship, the prayers, matter to the gods; it sustains them in some numinous way I cannot yet quantify.

Hephaestus is deep in conversation with Ares, and Aphrodite watches them, nearly but not quite scowling. Ze has chosen to ignore her, and the gesture is reciprocated. All their arguments must have already been had, every dire pejorative exchanged over the generations. Someday I want to learn who began which affair first.

As we are released from the feasting table, to mingle and gossip with the hangers-on, Hippolyta draws close, taking me aside. She pushes a plate of canapés in my hand and then, in a low voice, asks, “Did you quarrel with your sister?”

My first, instinctual reaction is jealousy: did Khrysothemis confide in her? But no—Hippolyta is not a fool, and she couldn’t have missed the tension between us. “Not exactly. We… we had a conversation that did not go as it ought to have. I thought amends have been made, but she is still… distant.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Take it from someone with multiple sisters, Persephone—sometimes the quickest path to peace is to admit that, maybe, you can be wrong.”

I clench my teeth, hard, on the retort that she couldn’t possibly understand; her familial relations arise from a shared childhood, a matter built over decades and in the mortal way. It’s nothing like what Khrysothemis and I have. “That is none of your business, Champion of War.”

“It can be hard when a sibling you’re close to has married, and easy to feel that the marriage—or something close to it—has cleaved you apart. For you and her both, I can see.”

Rage fissures through me, fast and incandescent; I am shocked by its speed and fury. I inhale so I don’t snap out something that would be both regrettable and impolitic. “You don’t know us. And you’ll pardon me.”

I stride away, gaining as much distance as I can, as fast as I can. I do want her as an ally—we work well when we sortie together, and she has tried hard to give me… what? Humanity and empathy, all the things which are perhaps obvious to her that I do not have. And while the lack doesn’t bother me, her effort counts for something. I like her. I am well aware I need to have more than what my lords provide, and so I can’t strangle her on the spot. Even my relationship with Adrastus is easier; at least we resolved our differences with violence.

In minutes I have left the banquet hall behind, wending my way toward the quieter corners of the palace. This isn’t one of Aphrodite’s temples, so I’m spared the prospect of stumbling upon sacred orgies; instead I step into long, curving hallways with too many mirrors placed at strange angles, there to deceive you into believing the architecture is much more spacious than it is. Occasionally I catch the sound of bells or lapping waves.

It’s when I stop before an abstract statue of Aphrodite that I begin to feel wrong.

My body is a finely tuned machine: it detects and seeks out what should not be there, and if it cannot eliminate it, it would alert me with preliminary diagnostics so I can seek medical attention in time—preventative, before any true damage is done. Any toxin or infection should be caught nearly immediately, the moment it enters my body.

But as my heart palpitates—as my knees turn weak and my vision blackens at the edges—I realize whatever I’ve ingested has been there for a while; an hour ago, at least. At the feast I made a point of not eating any of the fruits, vegetables, meat or desserts glazed in honey, because I know where those things are almost exclusively from. But—the mead, that I drank on instinct, to flagrantly dismiss Adrastus’ concerns. Was he trying to warn me? Or did he know how I would respond, and baited me into drinking it against my reason?

I try to process, to analyze, to even cry out: nothing. The corridor is deserted. No attendant is about, automaton or otherwise. The place is a labyrinth, the same way every lord’s residence is; I lost myself purposefully, and a guest will never find the exit unless guided by a servitor. I send Hephaestus and Hades a message, or at least I think I do.

There’s no pain; my senses are dulled, and I feel my own collapse to the floor as a remote event, far removed. The tiles are cold against my cheek. Whatever has attacked me is working fast, and I realize I might die here, alone and of a ridiculous cause. I’ve triumphed in combat against the colossi, and now I will perish at a reception hosted by the Twelve. Perhaps predictable: their games were always far deadlier than the battlefield, their hunger more insatiable than the colossi’s.

I think of what I haven’t yet gotten to do; I think of Hades’ secrets I haven’t yet learned, and I think of the companionship she and Hephaestus have offered me, the ease of being I’ve felt in Hades’ estate that I never did in Mother’s. Mother, who won after all.

A hand closes over mine. In this state I can barely see who it is, but I recognize the touch, the scent.

“Khrysothemis?” I say, or try to. My voice is cracked. I don’t know whether I’m making sense.

She gathers me in her arms and almost, almost I can calm down; almost I can be glad that I’ll die in her embrace instead of on the cold ground. “Don’t worry, dearest Persephone. It is the duty of all lower marks to save their superiors. Remember that I love you.”

“Of course I do. I—” Am defined by it, am made possible by it.

“Good.” My sister holds my face in her hands. “I’ll heal you, Persephone, greatest treasure of the house of Demeter Amphictyonis. All I ask is that you don’t forget me.”

She leans close, and her mouth opens wide.








  
  
  Fifteen: Chrysalis

  
  



 
PERSEPHONE




When I stir, strength has returned to my limbs, and I’m lying in a bed of warmth. It’s tempting to stay prone—I feel relaxed, more restful than I have ever been, made whole from inside out. A golden contentment fills me from within: it is as if I am back in that garden, watching Khrysothemis work, in a world where Mother does not exist and where we have nothing to fear. We’d stay there together, always, tending this or that flower, growing and picking fruits together from the bough. A simple existence, untouched by the gods’ games.

Reluctantly, I open my eyes. It has been ten minutes since I fell. No time at all. The ceiling shimmers above me, undulating and opalescent. Without quite meaning to, I smile up at it, an easy euphoria emanating from my stomach to my limbs. It takes me a full minute to realize I’m naked; it takes several seconds more for my mind to catch up with the fact that I should be clothed. Slowly I sit up. A handful of hair falls free from my head, collecting in my lap. I stare at the wavy locks that don’t belong. The wavy blonde locks.

I rake my hands through. More golden hair falls out, hiding between the straighter, finer strands of white. There is a reek of blood—how could I have missed it before? What remains of my dress lies strewn in shreds. What remains of another dress too, something that’s not red and black at all: it’s fabric in burgundy and champagne, the colors of Dionysus’ house.

All of me is covered in fluids; blood, but not only that. There’s lymph, spinal fluid, and—my component analysis alerts me—stomach acids.

I scramble to my feet, and nearly slip in the puddle I’ve been lying in. Much of it has washed out pink. There’s less blood than there should be, far less. My thoughts list as I try to calculate where it could have all gone.

An overwhelming itch in my neck. When I reach for it, I find the velvet softness of a rose.

Pulse hammering, I tighten my fingers and pluck. The flower is fresh, dewy, and perfect. It is a trivial manifestation that all of Demeter’s daughters share—all except me and Mark Three. I’ve never been able to summon flora from nothing, and have never wanted to. It is a signifier of delicacy, that you’re just another clone Mother created to garden and to decorate the arms of higher-ranked demigods. The one point I missed out on was that it would have made me feel closer to Khrysothemis; I imagined us conjuring bouquets together.

The rose falls from my trembling hand. Once it’s no longer in contact with me, it instantly wilts. I watch, mindless, as the petals curl and red gives way to brown. It dissolves into dry, thin flakes, and then into dust.

From afar, the sounds of the feast still going on: there’s loud music, now, and likely retainers intoxicated by ambrosia. My absence will be noticed at some point, at least by my patron. Probably by Hippolyta too. I lack the means to manipulate light or matter, and there is no way for me to return to the banquet hall nude with a believable excuse.

I cling to shadows, making use of the place’s labyrinthine twists and turns, concealing myself from the surveillance system as I go. Aphrodite herself may be numinous, but her priests are biological beings as much as I am, and eventually I find a bathroom. Fortunately empty, marble the shade of corals and pearls, the cool hum of conditioned air. My thoughts distend, but I move on autopilot, lathering myself up as best I can, splashing water everywhere; I try not to think of the bath I shared with Hades and Hephaestus, those moments of perfect peace.

I send Hephaestus a message, along with my location: I’m afraid I have lost my dress. Would you bless me with new attire? I keep my tone light, almost mischievous, as though I’ve been up to no good, but in an endearing manner: a little tryst with another demigod, a little fooling around at my first party. It’s a bit of an emergency, my lord.

We can’t take you anywhere, comes the dry response. Stay put.

When ze appears, ze’s already weaving a new dress, hard light forming into fabric in zer hands. But the moment ze sees me, the dress vanishes, disintegrating into motes of aborted illumination; ze has opted instead to lay zer hands on the door through which ze came, sealing it closed. Ze turns back to me, eyes wide. “What happened, Persephone?”

“Nothing.” I am brisk; I am an unbreakable weapon. In any circumstance, I shall prevail. I am collected, even in the face of that which gives Lord Hephaestus pause. “Give me that dress, my lord, before I march out naked and scandalize everybody.”

Ze moves carefully, almost tenderly, as if ze is touching a wounded animal and not Hades’ peerless pilot. The clothing that materializes is much simpler than the raiment ze crafted for me with real silk, but the dress of hard light settles against my skin as though it’s been tailored just the same. It feels like wearing cool gossamer, as weightless as I am right this moment.

A quick glance in the mirror tells me that there’s no more gold remaining on my head, that I’ve thoroughly ripped it all out. My eyes are enormous, haunted, and there’s a bruise forming on my neck where I tore the rose free. But no further growing flora; there is that. And I’m breathing hard, my teeth chattering, even though I don’t feel cold at all.

“I’ll take you home,” Hephaestus says, voice hard and brittle.

“I don’t—”

Ze takes hold of me. Something about this unwinds the tension; I relax into zer arm. No doubt well used to the pathways of Aphrodite’s palace, ze guides me out without either of us ever encountering the staff, the revelers, or any of the lords. And then we are away.







HADES




Persephone has surpassed every metric by which a pilot might be measured. She is inexperienced as yet, heavy-handed in her command of Styx, lacking in a specific kind of deftness. But her confidence handling my eidolon, her tactical awareness, her reaction speeds—

It is unfair to compare Persephone to my first and only other pilot; to do so feels like something between dishonesty and infidelity. Leuce was only a scientist, a woman of poor eyesight and repetitive strain injuries, the consequence of manipulating computer keyboards sixteen hours a day. She had allergies when the olive trees came into bloom; she took iron supplements to counteract a childhood anemia that never improved. She was mortal, and like all that is mortal, she was irreplaceable.

Unlike these godsdamned shock absorbers, which Styx’s ground crew are replacing at an alarming rate. Some wear and tear is to be expected, of course; the consequence of giving life to Leuce’s dreams and Hephaestus’ designs is that entropy scratches and claws to find a purchase whenever it can. But this will be the third shock-and-strut replacement in five sorties, and I have given my human crew the evening off to repair it myself. And why not? My pilot has been anointed by two gods; thus armed, she sallies out for the battle of the feast and the dance floor. And Hephaestus is there, watching her, protecting her. They will both return, clad in victory, and regale me with their exploits while I gently smile and prepare a dish for them both.

For now, a different sort of creation occupies me. I lift an armored panel from the left leg: hours’ worth of work for my ground crew to hoist, seconds for me. I work with my hands alone, pulling the pieces out, suspending them in the air in an ever-expanding controlled explosion of nuts and bolts. Again—why not? My grip is stronger than any tool, my touch more delicate, and I delight in the physical sensation of it. I know these systems like a human might know their own flesh, their own heartbeat. Perhaps even better: can a human feel in its totality, understanding in all its complexity, their own lymphatic system? Can they sense each molecule of blood, each flash of their synapses? There is an old wives’ tale, that if a human were to pluck out their own eye and, leaving the optical nerve intact, turn the eye to their own face, they would go insane: in this, there is a kernel of recognition that there is some self-knowledge that invites madness, that there are some ways of knowing that no mortal is meant to understand. But for me, this is the bliss of knowing an aspect of yourself with absolute perfection.

And so it is here—grease up to my elbows, six tons of armor and hundreds of parts suspended above my head—that I make the cardinal sin of comparing my first pilot and my second: for all her grace and ferocity, I do wish that Persephone could land Styx as gently as Leuce did, every time. Her skills in combat are beyond doubt. Her results with the swarm-nodes are promising. Yet while she’s become much gentler with the unit, she’s still much rougher than my first pilot was, though I suppose her opponents are much more savage too—

When the notification comes that Hephaestus and Persephone have arrived home, I think nothing of it until the message from Hephaestus arrives: that something has happened at the gala. Ze follows not long after, materializing right at my side, foregoing for once the pretense we sometimes maintain that we are beholden to physical distances. “Persephone is alive, but something happened—an attempted assassination, something,” ze says. “I haven’t been able to diagnose what yet. In fact, there’s—” Zer mouth clenches tight.

“But what happened? What—assassination?”

My dearest friend, my most treasured companion, can only shake zer head. “I don’t know. By the time I found her, she was distressed but uninjured. When we reached the estate, though, the nymphs didn’t recognize her biometrics. There’s… something wrong with her. Persephone’s genetic material wasn’t her own for, I would say, half an hour. Then it reverted; I’ve got Orphne watching over her, outside her door.”

I attempt to process this. I look over the snapshot of Persephone’s genome, and it is as ze has said: for those minutes, she was—physically, biologically—not herself. The DNA present in her is familiar, too. A little cross-referencing with my index for Demeter’s daughters shows me that Persephone’s DNA was temporarily similar, but not precisely identical, to Demeter’s Mark Two models. It is inexplicable. “There’s no trace of toxins, sickness, any pathogen?”

“None.” Hephaestus grimaces. “The old witch may insist she’s handed us all overrides, but…”

There is every possibility Demeter may have retained secret control over her daughter, a killswitch, an adverse event. And yet that is not what we have witnessed here, not precisely.

“Persephone’s physically whole. Very much wants to be alone. I wouldn’t have left her otherwise.” Ze lays zer hand on Styx’s calf, which ze designed zerself, put together with zer own hands, all those generations ago. “She won’t explain anything.”

There will be no use trying to coax it out of her: that much I’ve learned about my pilot’s temperament. “She will when she’s ready.” And I will go tend to her, when she admits either of us through her door. “Let us attempt to puzzle out the sequence of events.”

We do this, in the shadow of Styx and amidst the smell of oil and lubricant, mulling over the minutiae of what has occurred. I request security footage from Aphrodite, who is puzzled but sends it over. The corridor where Hephaestus estimated Persephone fell was entirely empty for the duration of the gala, clean of any suggestion that something went amiss. The bathroom where Persephone tried to wash herself was likewise—splashed water, and nothing more. My pilot can fool any surveillance, save perhaps Athena’s, so this is not a surprise, yet it suggests she intentionally left no trail.

In the end it’s a futile exercise: the two of us are dogs chasing our own tails. Nothing of what we see can solve the mystery, provide answers to what precisely occurred. At least her vitals are stable; the cameras in her room report she is moving about, seemingly herself.

“I know what is happening.”

The new voice echoes, too loud, within the hangar. Both of us whip toward the entrance to see Zeus striding through. Hephaestus growls; I put my hand on zer elbow, staying zer. “Now is not a good time, sister.”

“You were deceived, Hephaestus,” Zeus opens without preamble. “Ze kept an eye on your pilot the entire evening, Hades; ze deserves no rebuke. But zer senses were led to believe Persephone was still at the gala, as were mine; messages that Persephone sent to both zer and you were intercepted, made to never arrive.”

Hephaestus’ eyes narrow; even with Zeus’s gracious words, ze suspects deceit. But I know my sister: her raiment remains the one she likely wore to the gala, resplendent and elaborate—a short cape, black-stitched gold, trails down one shoulder—because she has come straight here. She speaks with speed and brusqueness because she understands the situation in a way we do not, and she expects to be heard. “She is not lying, friend,” I say. “Please, sister, continue.”

“I am only aware because Demeter’s Mark Three, Adrastus, came to me with a warning—that Persephone had been poisoned. I paid no heed at first, because I could see her plain as day, enjoying herself. But he was insistent to the point of impertinence, and when I looked again the illusion failed. I did what I could then—counteracted whatever force prevented Persephone from communicating with you, Hephaestus, then ascertained the situation more fully. A retainer of Dionysus is reported missing, too, one of Demeter’s daughters—close to your pilot, apparently, and just betrothed to Methe tonight.”

“Where is Adrastus now?” I ask. This mortal seems to be the only person who not only understands the evolving situation, but is keen to share the facts.

“In the wind. He thought this matter important enough that he broke fealty with his mother, and then fled into the night; I know not where he has gone—probably trying to get as much distance as possible from Demeter. For now, he’s not important. Is Persephone’s genome in flux? Is she registering as a different person on your estate’s sensors?”

“That was the case when I brought her home,” Hephaestus says, “but at present she seems to have stabilized.”

Zeus snaps her fingers and projects data between us. “And is this what her genome looked like, when she appeared to be a different person?”

I compare it to the previous readings; this one is a perfect match. “Where did you get this?”

“It’s the genetic material of the missing retainer, Khrysothemis; I took it from her cutlery.” Again, Zeus pushes past our questions. “If Mark Four’s own genome has re-emerged, then the immediate threat has most likely passed. However, there could still be destabilizing fluctuations—”

“Wait,” Hephaestus interrupts. “Adrastus alleges a plot to poison Persephone, but Persephone is here, apparently fine. Her sister is missing, but it was her sister’s DNA that showed up on the scans. And what do you mean, re-emerged?”

Zeus finally stops, as if seeing us for the first time. “This happened to me once before. You know this—when Athena burst out of me, on the cusp of the Titanomachy. You’ve experienced it yourselves, too, when you absorbed your first pilots—and, to be even more specific, we witnessed it when Demeter devoured Hecate. Or even earlier, Cronus devouring his young. Two souls, existing for one moment in the same shell…” My sister trails off when she sees the two of us staring at her uncomprehending, then tries again. “Adrastus was not lying—I think Persephone was poisoned, intentionally so, to force her to consume her sister as a means of sustaining herself while her body was fighting the contaminant. Her body is still processing that material, striving against both the poison and the soul she has consumed. You need to anchor her to the here and now, protect her mind as best you can. You’ll need to watch and see if there is any change.”

“But who would do this? And why?” The obvious person is Demeter, but she has nothing to gain from attempting to kill one daughter and sacrificing another. And yet intuition screams that she must be involved.

“Khrysothemis isn’t a perfect match for the other Mark Twos,” Hephaestus says, musing aloud as ze reviews the genomes again. “Did Demeter upgrade this one?”

Something clicks when I hear my friend speak. I will find other ways to provide her with the necessary upgrades, Demeter told me not a week ago. With a scream I hurl the leg’s armor panel across the hangar; it tumbles with terrible force, embedding itself in the far wall.

“I’ll kill her,” I shout, after I’ve explained my realization to Zeus and Hephaestus. “I’ll tear her heart out. She poisons my pilot, she makes us each barter away our most cherished memories, she lies to the Council and hoards knowledge—I’ll crush her fucking throat in my hands. I’ll rip this tumor out. I’ll… I’ll…”

Slowly I wind down from my outburst, and with no small shame, walk across the hangar to recover the armor I threw; it will be too much work for my engineering teams to make whole. I am surprised to find Zeus has joined me; she helps me pull the armor free from its impact, and we carry it together across the hangar floor to Styx’s bay.

“Whatever Demeter does, she does with purpose,” Zeus says, voice low and soft, the way it was when we were children and she was comforting me as I sobbed, explaining how we would avenge the world’s injustices together. “She intended for Persephone to feast on her sister; toward what end, to deliver what upgrade to Persephone, we do not know.” She gives a grim chuckle. “I was a fool to think Demeter would ever make each of us a bespoke pilot. And I think I was made a fool again, to believe that Demeter has made Persephone solely to breach the colossus network. Somehow you must get it out of Persephone, sister—her mother’s secrets lie there, within her body’s chemistry, within this transformation that happened to her. You must decipher it, and keep Demeter away from her at any cost. Put Persephone under lock and key if you must. Being deprived of Styx on the battlefield is a small price to pay, to prevent Demeter’s ultimate plans from coming to fruition.”

She turns to Hephaestus and holds out a vial. “I would speak with my sister alone for a moment, blacksmith. But here—when I was on death’s door, the gestalt form of Athena tearing at my soul to be free, Leto distilled a tincture that soothed the pain and helped stabilize my vitals. I have done my best to recreate it.”

Hephaestus does not look to me for permission; ze takes it with a nod and immediately turns to leave.

For a time we say nothing, my sister and I. It is nearly impossible to delineate when precisely our rift began: it has been so long that this has become the natural state, the default. And now, as we seek to mend that rift, it’s difficult to know what words to utter.

Zeus speaks first. “I’m surprised you didn’t accuse me of trying to infect your champion with some trojan-toxin and throw me out.”

“I’m capable of admitting I am wrong, and I have been greatly wrong about you, sister.” I look away, then look at her, direct. “I apologize. For these long years, and for what I did about Persephone.”

She chuckles, thin and brief, and then grabs me in a hug. “When the time is right,” she whispers into my ear, “we will deal with Demeter—together, as the sisters we were once, and are meant to be again.”







PERSEPHONE




In the bathroom of my quarters, I stand under the water and watch everything sluice away.

There’s no need to collect any of the DNA samples—the blood is not mine; the other fluids aren’t either. I can tell that myself, no laboratory needed. Each time I try to close in on the clinical facts of it, of the event, my mind recoils. This animal part of me, it doesn’t understand; it doesn’t want to understand. There’s dried blood and skin under my nails, as though I’ve clawed my way out. All of me is warm, nearly feverish, but my diagnostics report nothing out of order.

I lather the soap into a thick, creamy froth. I clean my body and my hair and make a point not to think of a time in Demeter’s house when I had someone to scrub my back for me, to gently work the shampoo over my scalp. All the roads of my self, my strongest memories, lead to this: the act of caring, of being taken care of, an intimacy greater than mere intercourse. I think of the last time we talked, of what I said to her. I think of how I made her fear me, how the apologies did not make anything better. All along there is this madness inside, and finally I unleashed it on someone who deserved it least, someone I should never have—I couldn’t have…

A few straggling strands of gold have regrown on my scalp. I start to tear them out, then stop and rush over to the sink, where I dry-heave for minutes. There’s a rich, savory taste in the back of my throat: warm copper, fresh meat. What comes out of my mouth though is a thin liquid, stinking and colorless, as if I’d swallowed too much of something I shouldn’t have.

This time when I look in the mirror, the blonde has nearly blended into my natural hair. And one of my eyes—I squeeze my eyes shut and when I open them, the color returns to what it should be. Red, not green. Green eyes are for the lesser clones. For the Mark Two.

I fall into the bed and almost instantly into sleep. It is not uninterrupted—I wake in fits, startled by noise or movement that exists only in my dreams. But my sister is no longer there, within the recesses of my half-awake visions, or next to me.

Hephaestus is there, sitting on my bed. My hand in zers: I warm gradually, the ice chased out by the forge’s heat, and the odd dreams too. I know I won’t be able to go back to sleep. All of me is too alert.

“Persephone.” Zer tone is strange, racked as though ze’s suffered a terrible injury, but ze is of course unwounded. Between zer fingers is a small vial, of crystalline clarity and peculiar spiral shape. “Drink this. It’ll save you.”

“I’m fine,” I say, until ze puts a hand mirror in front of me. In it, my eyes flicker—red to green, black again—and the hair that frames my haggard, gray face is no longer my own. Waves of gold, as lustrous as they would be under the summer sun, the light of Demeter’s perfect garden.

I take the tincture. Almost mindlessly I drink it, without really examining its contents first; it speaks to both the trust I have in Hephaestus—the thought that my lord will not harm me, this fine and elegant instrument ze has made zer own—and to how little I am thinking. Foremost I need to escape my sister’s hair, my sister’s eyes; I need to be myself again, and not contemplate what has happened. I need to erase the evidence.

The liquid enters my system, nearly tasteless and odorless; the weave of it spreads through me, at once icy and warm. I don’t diagnose myself, don’t try to analyze what it is doing. Simply I wait, like any mortal thing; I wait, and let fate’s vagaries work themselves out.

In a way that simplifies things, don’t you think? Like dandelion seeds, we drift in the breeze and land where fortune dictates.

I must have made a sudden noise—Hephaestus starts, gripping my arm so hard it might bruise—and my eyes turn hot. “I miss my sister.”

Zer hand relaxes, becomes more gentle. “You never spoke much of her.”

Because I wanted to keep her to myself. I wanted her to remain mine as much as possible. “I didn’t see that either of you would be interested.” This comes out harsher than I meant it to. All my control has fled; in its place, pure impulses, unrestrained and frank. “It was irrelevant to my duties as a pilot.”

“Hades would have been interested. She likes to hear about sisterhood.”

Ze scoots and arranges zerself, letting me rest my head on zer thigh—it is obvious this comes to zer with difficulty, this show of tenderness so unnatural to the Lord of Innovation. I wonder if ze experiences this difficulty with Hades, whether I inspire different feelings.

Thus held—awkwardly, yet it makes me feel better—I say, “What happens if I can no longer serve?”

“Is that very likely?”

“The possibility is non-zero.” I don’t know what is happening to me; I do not know what I will become tomorrow or a week from now, irrevocably altered and no longer the prized tool of this estate—the foremost, the only, weapon of two lords.

Hephaestus cups zer hand, careful, against my temple. Holds it there, motionless. “Then I suppose we’ll keep you like the spoiled cat that you are. It’s not done to throw such a pampered creature out onto the streets.”

I catch myself smiling. “All the same, I will strive not to be useless. Maybe chase down mice…”

My thoughts slow down. I steer my mind away from what could yet be, because for now I cannot predict it: whatever has transpired must be allowed to settle, and then I will adapt. Lying there in the lap of Elysium’s greatest blacksmith, the roar within me finally quiets.








  
  
  Sixteen: Red Harvest

  
  



 
PERSEPHONE




A week has passed since the gala.

The tincture I was given has worked—my face is my own again, and the occasional bout of fever has subsided until it is entirely gone. In the meantime I’ve isolated myself; I have embarrassed myself enough in front of Hephaestus.

Now I’m emerging from my sickness at last; I feel calm and collected, as sharp and in-control as I have ever been. I feel this even as I stare at myself in the mirror for hours, find my face is again buried in tear-damp hands. I’m at the mercy of my limbic system, all its impulses and tides, and I a piece of flotsam dashed upon its shore.

This metaphor brings me nothing but distress. My thoughts betray me at every turn, a maze that winds back onto itself, branching out, hollowing out every part of me until there is nothing left but empty corridors with no exit. I have no love for the ocean, its inky blackness, its crushing depths: I find no beauty there, do my best to avoid metaphor that would frame my existence as in any way wed to the sea. So why am I flotsam now? Are these thoughts my own or another’s? Has my vocabulary changed; did my sister long for the sea? She was the one that chose the aquarium, wasn’t she? Did I take something from her, when I—

My mind does not process the next thought—or if it does, I am aware only of its after effects, a sense of vertigo and then the longer, queasier feeling that I have again lost time. Any effort to think of what happened at the gala, any stray thought about my sister, and I—

Eventually, one tires of even madness. It occurs to me that Hades has not grounded me, officially; my isolation has not permitted her a moment to deny me access to Styx. This is, of course, insane—as if she needs to look me in the eye to terminate my access to her war-machine. Or maybe it doesn’t work like that; maybe the synchronization with Styx is not so easily reversed. Maybe even now, my presence brings innervation to my lords, like I am some sort of parasite consuming them from the inside. For all that Hephaestus reassured me, for all that ze said they’ll keep me…

I fixate on the shoal of swarm-nodes—as if they are, in fact, a literal shoal, a hint of solid ground just under the surface of the water upon which I might stand and keep my head above the churning waves—

No, not another godsdamned oceanographic metaphor. I command my thoughts; I, and no other, am mistress of my own tiller. A linguistic quirk: shoals are not just sandbars, but also swarms of fish. More water, yes, but we are in my element now—a school of prey for me to feast on, food to sustain me. So I fixate on the shoal of swarm-nodes, the ones that Hephaestus prevented me from slaving to my will. I obsess. I was in control then; I can be in control like that again, and from that commanding throne, I will once more be mistress of my life. I will not weaken those that care for me. I will not fail those I am sworn in service to.

I sneak from my room to the hangar. This, too, becomes a test upon which everything depends: it occurs to me that I am deeply unwell, in the grip of illness still even if physically I am whole. And yet I also know that I must use every fiber of my training, every instinct bred and learned, to avoid the eyes of my lords. All ground is hostile until I am again clad in my impervious armor.

I enter the mech bay without incident or confrontation, completely undetected. Or maybe not: I ascend the gantry elevator to find that, on the gangplank leading to the eidolon’s cockpit, a portable table has been erected. Upon it is a steaming cup of pomegranate tea and my pilot’s suit, carefully folded and pressed. It is the same imperious black and gold that I have always worn, with one addition: on the lapel is a pin—a scythe, a handle of burnished bronze tipped with a blade of onyx so black that it could cut light. The materials of my patron gods, tied together into a singular ornament, one I know has been handcrafted with the only currency that matters to the gods: time, spent painstakingly and precisely.

I never once felt the pinprick of spying eyes upon me—I am crafted to step through every form of surveillance known to mortal and immortal mind, I would know—so instead I must have been anticipated. This is an act of confirmation, that my lords cherish me still. I smile, I exhale, I act. The tea invigorates, its steam hiding the tears of joy that sneak from the corners of my eyes. I strip and pull on my suit; for a moment I am naked in the cool air of the hangar, and under its bracing kiss I feel like a new woman, restored.

It’s only as I stand to my full height, feeling the final compression of the suit against my flesh, that I hear it: the sound of wings beating fast in the air, echoing incongruous across the hangar. I spin around to find Athena, the One Who Watches, only centimeters from me, hovering so that we are face to face. Her eyes, pale gray ringed with white, bear into me, the weight of her attention keen and singular; as if she is pressing the tip of her spear against my ribs.

“Mark Four,” she says, her voice sonorous. Her armored form is mountainous in the shoulders, trim in the waist and broad in the hips. Without her helmet, her head is nearly bare, dark hair cropped severely close. Patterns of fine geometry glint on her scalp. Her votaries often shave their hair and etch similar iconography onto their skulls.

“Lord of Wisdom. Virtue’s Paragon.” Whatever else has happened to my memory, I have no intention of forgetting the appropriate honorifics for the Twelve: no point taking more risk.

Her expression doesn’t change. The scrutiny that takes in all of me, vivisecting each detail, feels close to a threat. My first contact with her in person, though she must have observed me many times before, through all kinds of cameras and feeds, from every possible angle. It is near-impossible to maintain privacy from the eyes of Pallas Athena. She does avert her gaze from the estates of her fellow lords, but that is a courtesy rather than a true lack of access. On her shoulder perches not an owl but a falcon, one of her faster birds. It, too, follows my movements, yellow-ringed gaze unblinking.

“Outside Wall Caryatid,” she says, “the colossi march. At their pace, they’ll be here within sixty-four minutes and thirty-three seconds. They’ve brought with them a greater colossus, the one Hades has dubbed the Harvester, the creature that dreams. It’ll be the first time that being has ventured so close to the walls.”

My breath clogs in my throat. “Why are you telling me, and not General Ares?”

“When I sprang from my progenitor fully formed, I foretold the fall of the Titans. It came to pass in due course. I offer a prophecy now: when you sortie against the Harvester, you’ll find the engagement to be unlike any of your previous.”

I croak out a laugh. “In what ways, Lord Athena? No doubt if I perish there, it’ll be different enough.”

Her eyes, unreadable, rove over the bay. Settle upon the sight of Styx, in its seamless black-and-gold splendor, its wolf’s silence. “I do not seek your death, Mark Four. Beyond this skirmish, something awaits you. It is not yet your mortality. But you need not believe me. If you so wish, remain here to lick your wounds; that is your prerogative.”

And then she is gone, not even a flutter of wings marking her departure. I stand for a time on the mezzanine, but only for a moment—I have a mission now, greater than testing drones or proving that I am not insane. Elysium calls, and Styx will answer.

The cockpit seat, which molds to me like a cradle, has become a place of ease—of control. Within Styx, I operate within parameters that are simple, easily understandable. Combat. The swarm-node tests. And it is where Hades had me for the first time, inside her own war-avatar: Styx has come to signify my place, my purpose. This is where I am most that which I pledged to be, the weapon, the pilot.

I touch the controls. They light up; the displays hum into being. My senses spread and connect to Styx’s. Its strength becomes my strength. Its might is mine to utilize in defense of this city, where my lords dwell. To their names I can still bring glory—and security, too.

“My pilot,” Hades intones, the rumble of her voice like an avalanche felt remote.

Styx’s biometric displays report in undisguised detail the delight I feel upon hearing her voice. But there are pretenses to maintain. “My lord,” I answer, voice equally grave. “Styx is prepared to launch.”

“Eager, eager,” Hephaestus speaks up, casual and confident, as if we are picking up precisely where we left off. “But we’ve not finished the swarm-node testing. Let’s see how a week’s rest has sharpened your senses.”

Then they don’t know, not yet. “There is no time. Lord Athena has just graced me with her wisdom. The colossi—” Before I can finish, warning klaxons howl throughout the hangar: the rest of Elysium’s sensors, ever-so-slightly less precise than Athena’s sight, have finally caught up and detected the approaching colossi.

The gods understand, immediately. “Hephaestus will serve as your mission control,” Hades commands, and in her voice I can hear the unchallenged authority of the tactician whose acumen felled the Titans. “Hephaestus, you have approximately half an hour to determine how many swarm-nodes Persephone can control safely. I will join Zeus to oversee the defense.”

An almost perfect return to normalcy. Except: “Hades, Hephaestus. I’m sorry for what has transpired. I have forsaken my duties as your—”

“Lady Persephone, chosen of mine,” Hades interrupts, her voice softening. “The stars will perish before my faith in you falters. You are my scythe, and before you the colossi will fall like wheat. Go, and teach them to fear you.”

I am their blade, as I have ever been; whatever madness has consumed me, I retain their favor and their confidence. Styx ascends.







HADES




The innocuously named Combat Information Center is the mirror of Zeus’ palatial estate—not high above Elysium, nestled in the crown of the hab dome, but far underground beneath hundreds of meters of duracrete and bedrock, with an entire city as its above-ground armor. Its creation was a joint project between myself and Zeus, a work of art as much as one of hard-bitten practicality—the visionary and the general, codifying and preserving the hard lessons of our desperate victory over the Titanomachy.

At the time, those many generations ago, Zeus and I swore to each other we would never allow the Titans to reemerge. We were powerful, near omnipotent—the gods foretold, made real. But our weakness had always been our lack of coordination, our towering pride that made the basics of communication and planning near impossible. It fell to me to fill that breach, and though my leadership brought us victory, some among my kin still resent the heavy-handedness, the intolerance of dissent, that my methods necessitated.

Worse yet, our great ambitions, our dreams of a better world were untested. We had managed Elysium under the Titans for a long while, but to rule was something else altogether. Our victory, our freedom, was bought with the blood price of the first humans we ever joined with, a harrowing birth that scarred us each in a different way. I cannot speak to the other gods, but I now understand that Zeus and I, each in our own way, have been driven to prove that our pilots’ deaths were not meaningless.

So the CIC complex was built on these two foundations, the compromise and the promise: a unified command structure that could placate the pride of the gods and a blueprint which would inspire the faith of the mortals. There are no shrines here to any of us, because it was built as a center for command, more utilitarian than devout; it is not meant to aggrandize any one lord.

Until now, this place has served routine, everyday purposes—administrative, primarily, coordinating flight plans for different eidolon deployments. With combat against colossi having been relegated to skirmishes, it has not necessitated any god to stand here and monitor a fight: Ares commands from xer wall barracks, each lord has managed their own patrols and escorts, and the sorties of our Banner-class eidolons have worked better the more we allow our pilots to coordinate themselves.

But now, we are responding to a true threat, something far larger than even entire packs of colossi. So Zeus and I stand, side by side as we have never been in so long. We say nothing to each other until my sister breaks the quiet, “Here we are once more—you with your pilot, and I with mine. Just like old times.”

Despite everything, that makes my mouth quirk. “Here’s to another victory—and without sacrificing pilots, this time. What forces do we have at our disposal?”

A purple-eyed officer—an attaché assigned to coordinate between the mortals manning the many stations in the CIC and the gods that lord above—snaps to attention. “My lords. Styx, Keraunios, and Penthesilea are forming up at the outer wall. Anesidora, Laphria, and Delos remain in their hangar bays.”

“Adrastus has not reappeared,” Zeus says, in a voice that the mortals cannot hear. “Demeter may very well have killed him for his trespass against her. I’m more concerned about the twins’ blithe dismissal of our crisis.”

“I will honor Adrastus when the time comes—if he is dead, he died putting Elysium before loyalty to any one god.” I turn back to the attaché. “The absence of Anesidora has been anticipated, but send a formal request in both my and Zeus’ name that Siproites takes the field immediately.”

The human gives a sharp salute and turns to leave. I interrupt with another question: “What of the Paralos?”

She pulls up the information on her dataslate faster than I expect; evidently my dismissal of Dionysus’ irregulars as a reliable military force does not extend to our human auxiliaries, who no doubt consider the forces of any god worthy of martial respect. “It is still taking on supplies, Master of the Machine Dead, with only a skeleton crew overseeing the ship while most of the complement is on shore leave.”

I dismiss her, sending her along to handle my missive.

Zeus tuts beside me. “You can’t possibly be thinking of relying on them, can you?”

“Not in the slightest. But a good tactician knows the strength and disposition of every resource at her disposal. Hephaestus?”

The Lord of the Forge has stayed at my estate, using the equipment there to monitor not only Styx and Persephone’s status, but all of the Banner-class eidolons descending into combat. Ze could conceivably do the same here, but as omnipotent as we are, capable of being in two places at once, we still possess only a finite amount of concentration—greater than any mortal mind, but less than infinite. It is better to rely on the tools we have made—the people of Elysium; the command deck I stand on; the engineers and equipment of my estate—to supplement our abilities, rather than take on data input, analysis, and action entirely on ourselves. Pull us in too many directions, and we run the chance of committing avoidable mistakes as our focus splinters.

“All pilots are green across the board.” A brief pause from Hephaestus. “Persephone’s vitals and her neural load capacity are… better than they were, before the gala.”

Demeter has not spoken a single word to me—to any lord—since Persephone’s poisoning. All the better; the only words I have for the witch are in my knuckles. But I must acknowledge that, perhaps, Demeter did actually ‘upgrade’ her daughter, macabre as that is.

“Use your judgment in setting limits on Persephone’s activities,” I instruct. “Ares, talk to me.”

Ares is not with us here, but stationed at Wall Caryatid, readying our defensive lines in the event the Harvester is not stopped. “My eidolon corps has been supplemented by contingents from Aphrodite, Athena, and Hera. Hephaestus is bringing more drone eidolons online, too. Poseidon has seconded Kymopoleia to me; I’m using her as a field commander overseeing the more secure wall segments while I focus on the exposed ones. As for the other lords—fuck them and their delusions of security. My memory is long, but it needn’t be for what is to come: when this engagement is over, I’ll have words for the Council.”

“We’ll deal with the future the same way we are dealing with the present: united.”

Ares takes my meaning as intended, and signs off with a chuckle.

“Thirty minutes to contact,” I call out, raising my voice as an announcement to the entire command deck. Dozens of human officers quiet and turn to face me. “Today, god and man alike fight shoulder-to-shoulder to defend our home. Ares mans the walls with xer soldiers, joined by the forces of every lord.” It is a lie, but better than admitting that at least a quarter of the Pantheon has not lifted a finger in our city’s defense. “Hephaestus blesses our machines, overseeing our mighty eidolons so that their every strike hits true. And here, in the CIC—I am humbled to be in the presence of so many warriors and scholars and scientists, dedicated in thought and deed to the prosperity of our great city.” I bow to them; Zeus, beside me, correctly reads the room and also dips her head. “Today, god and man alike fight shoulder-to-shoulder to defend our home—not as two separate entities, not as lord and supplicant, but as one force, united.” I turn to look at the back of the room. “Seal the CIC’s blast doors. We’re here until we win.”







PERSEPHONE




In the sky, I’m joined by Penthesilea and her pilot.

We fly in silence at first, me far ahead and her catching up with me. Penthesilea is less aerodynamic than Styx, aerial velocity considerably less, but I adjust speed to let Hippolyta keep pace. We have thirty-five minutes before the colossi arrive.

“I assume Athena has warned General Ares,” I say.

“One very large colossus of unknown classification, plus an escort.” Her tone is breezy. “Herakles will be joining us—it is so annoying we have to sortie from completely different hangars—and so might several others, once the situation becomes clearer.”

I know very well several others is not going to happen. “Has the Lord of Wisdom intervened like this before?”

A beat. “No, not in all the time I’ve been in active service. Guess this one will be special.”

I look over the data Athena has sent us, combined with previous minutiae Lord Hades captured in her survey of the colossi. She has always had an interest in this Harvester, and at last will be vindicated in her preoccupation. “Are you afraid?”

“From anyone else, I’d take that as an insult.” The HUD audiovisual makes Hippolyta look luminescent, a little ghostly. Her smile is ethereal. “From you, I’ll answer that I am reasonably cautious. There’ll be eidolon drones providing us support fire. I think Lord Ares will forgive you if you pull off your little trick. And anyway I came from a family of soldiers; that’s not a profession that promises longevity. My mother and sisters know what we signed up for.”

How odd, I think, that someone like her was—in some ways—built for purpose by her family, an influence as strong as the programming that goes into Demeter’s clones. None of us commands total freedom, total control, over our trajectories. None, save the gods—and even then, their spirits are marred by their own imperfections, by the circumstances of their birth and rise to power.

We touch down on top of the wall, and soon Keraunios joins us, along with a complement of eight drone eidolons. A formidable force, by any definition. Outpost Altis, recently reclaimed, shall be our theater: we are to prevent the Harvester from reaching the wall at any cost.

“How many swarm-nodes, Master of the Forge?” I ask, voice coy.

“I’m seeing no fluctuations in your vitals, and your synchronization has stayed steady as I brought each online.” The nodes resting in their cradles along Styx’s hull is not an accurate test of how demanding controlling them in combat will be, but them being online without undue effect is a good sign. “I recommend you avoid deploying the swarms all at once, and rather replace them as they take damage or are destroyed. Remember: in an engagement like this, anticipate attrition and loses—the swarm-nodes, like the drone eidolons, are replaceable and meant as force multipliers.”

“Use, exploit, expend,” I reply, harking back to our first conversation.

“That’s the spirit.” A slight chuckle, and then: “This isn’t a test, Persephone. It’s just life. You have nothing to prove—a battle where our foe is defeated but you fall is not a victory. Please keep that in mind. Good hunting, pilot.”

And like that, we are over the wall and back into the wastes. Hippolyta leads, the bulk of Penthesilea before the two of us like a bulwark. Herakles may have a face for the masses, but eir wife has the military training; we have, on unspoken agreement, increasingly appointed her our field commander—the most even-headed of us, the finest hand at coordinating. The drones take off after us in formation.

Outpost Altis remains, like most reclaimed architecture, bare: not yet manned, currently functioning primarily as an automated sentinel. The three of us took it only a week ago—two weeks, I correct myself with a flash of bile and shame—but it has already proven useful. The Paralos was able to deploy an engineering team to the site, who installed the best sensors Elysium could muster alongside a host of automatic railgun turrets and an expansive minefield; having lost it generations ago, Elysium intends to hold it now.

And it was after Altis came back online that the Paralos could finally pull back to the city for resupply. And this allowed Methe to—

Of course, look at what those superior sensors brought us: a few more minutes of detection, perhaps. The colossi are elusive, dangerous prey. And yet Athena sees further and faster still. That raises the question of why the Lord of Wisdom doesn’t simply do this all the time, use her foresight to predict every engagement: surely she could have prevented tremendous losses, over the generations, stopped wall breaches before they happened.

What has stopped her before, and what has changed now?

There’s something to be said for having ample time to prepare: we get into positions, and Outpost Altis’ turrets are given to us to command. I volunteer to handle those—of anyone, I’m better at controlling more than one machine at a time.

On the horizon, a sandstorm is rolling in, a tall wave of curling brown and black. Were it not for Athena’s vision, we wouldn’t have even been able to detect the Harvester in that murk. The storm is artificially generated, almost certainly—Hades’ notes on the subject indicate that she was never able to get a clear picture of the beast because of the raging murk that constantly surrounded it. But this sandstorm exceeds the size and scope of any she ever encountered, and any the city’s meteorologists have recorded in the past generation.

The electronic distortion makes long-range readings difficult, but we have three deific eidolons and an outpost’s sensors triangulating through the storm. Even so, the Harvester doesn’t come into view so much as slowly emerge as a constant contact on our sensors. My immediate impression: it is enormous—far larger than any colossi we’ve seen before, far larger than our eidolons. Its dimensions exceed even Hades’ estimates, and her projections for its maximum velocity, means of defense and aggression, are being proven wrong by the minute.

In shape it is skeletal and arachnid, bulbous trunk supported by countless, bony limbs. At its flanks are furled what Hades has seen spread out like wings, a mesh structure that looks nearly delicate from this distance—like blue lace, like gossamer. As far as colossi go, this one looks less organic than the rest, more machine-like; more, almost, eidolon-like. And it doesn’t just outsize our units. It dwarfs ours. It is five times in height, ten times in breadth. The colossi that purport to escort it are barely more than ants compared to its scale. It reminds me not of the colossi we have been fighting, but the beasts of war I saw in Hades’ secret shrine commemorating the Titans.

“We’re going to spread out,” says Hippolyta, intuiting—guessing—the Harvester’s potential offensive methods. “The drones will do the same. Persephone?”

I check the outpost’s artillery. “Long-range cannons charged and ready. I’ll open fire once they’re in range.” Both to trim down the escorts, and to test the Harvester’s defenses. Styx’s power gauge is full. I run a few quick numbers—deploying all nine swarm-nodes would cut Styx’s battery life down considerably, but we’re not going to drag this out forever. This must be quick, decisive.

Three minutes until the colossi come within range.
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The Harvester is everything I expected and more. There is a severe, alien beauty to it—of any colossi we’ve ever seen, this alone looks and feels as if it has been intentionally made, the product of a long process of design and iteration.

And it is familiar. The gargantuan size paired with a certain artistic elegance, the blending of organic and machine with such deftness, even the aesthetics of its armor plates—we fought beasts like this before.

“Now this is something out of the Titanomachy,” Zeus growls.

“It’s not quite.” I’m already pulling up comparisons of the weapons the Titan wielded—state secrets even now, unavailable to the human command team. “Our parents never fielded anything matching this description, but…” The Titans were masters of both biological and mechanical manipulation. Their fall divided that legacy as much as it did the world: to us, gods of fusion and hard light, the jewel of Elysium; to their organic progeny, everything else. Yet now, generations after we toppled their last citadel, tore them from their heaven and ground their bones into the dirt—something has emerged to again bridge that divide, and the world trembles. “There are certainly similarities.”

Zeus reaches into her white jacket to pull out a tranche of documents. That she can isn’t the surprising part—our pockets need not obey Euclidean physics—it’s that they’re real, physical paper, held together with twine.

I stare at the documents. “What do you have here?”

She starts to lay them across the console in front of us, muttering to herself. “It was your third—your fourth—presentation on the Harvester.” She closes her eyes while her hands dance in front of her, as if she needs to visualize the scene before her. “Athena sat on your left; Dionysus joked that you finally had justification for the designation you gave your quarry.” Her eyes flash open, their void depths glimmering. “You mentioned the Harvester consumed technology and machinery that it found. What if—”

“You kept copies of my reports?” I ask, momentarily turning from the battle before us to look at my sister, to let myself smile at her foolishness. “You made copies of my reports. Physical copies of my digital reports, with real ink and—”

“I—I told you, I read them.” She affects a curled lip and a haughty chin; I watch her as she does, trying to discern if this is all an act for my entertainment. If whether she actually does enjoy the tactile feel of paper in her hands—and if so, what that means for her; if she likes the feel of mastery and command that only holding a tangible object can provide; if she needs the paper to remember. Is this a product of her having touched so many lives, synchronized with so many pilots?

I realize there is a host of questions I can’t answer—can no longer answer—about my sister, and that… I want to know them again. I am only just grasping how she has grown in the years we maintained minimal contact, how she has matured into a true king of Elysium. I want to envy her, but I feel only pride—and hope that I, too, might grow in the same way.

The battle is upon us, though. I nod at Zeus. “Yes, the Harvester seemed to feast extensively on our abandoned outposts, leaving nothing more complicated than a hinge or a doorknob.”

“What if the colossi found something out in the wastes, something the Titans left?”

“That’s…” The received wisdom is that there is nothing else but us on the planet: our satellites reveal nothing built except in Elysium and its immediate environs, and the planet is too inhospitable to squander resources constructing unsustainable exclaves. Even these meager outposts we have reclaimed were deemed too much, once it was clear that the wall would not expand quickly enough to envelop them. “It’s possible that the Titans had caches hidden out in the world, or forgotten detritus of combat that we were never able to recover. Or…”

“Sister,” says Zeus. “What are you thinking?”

“Have you ever thought,” I answer, slow, trying not to lend it too much gravity, “about the possibility that one of the Titans might still be alive?”

The idea hovers between us, icy, harrowing. It is an idea some of us have contemplated before, in the dark of the night, before pushing it out of our minds. We were thorough when we eradicated our makers, Zeus more so than the rest of us. Our ascendancy has been absolute. It must be absolute.

My sister’s head snaps toward the screen. Her mouth purses as she absorbs the view before us, relayed through both Styx’s and Keraunios’ cameras. We are both here, and there. This is our purview, our deific distinction: existence in parallax without losing our sanity. “You and your uncomfortable truths.” Both of us know we cannot weather a second Titanomachy. Her eyes squeeze shut, briefly. “We do have to account for that possibility, yes. But for now we have this monster to defeat. Material analysis?”

Something niggles at my mind, a memory only half-remembered. I’ve seen something like this before. I take inspiration from my sister, closing my eyes and stilling my senses. Hephaestus was there, I am certain. We were young, looking at—

It comes to me. “Lord of Eternity?” I ask.

“I am here, General,” Hera responds, materializing in motes of light.

“Euterpe introduced me to Hephaestus by letting us look at a blueprint together, one drawn up by her mother; I recall it was similar in shape and displacement as the Harvester.” My thoughts coalesce, my confidence growing: what use is the Lord of Remembrance, if she cannot recall the minutiae of her first meeting with her partner of generations? “Among the artifacts you safeguard, do you have an archive of Mnemosyne’s work on a late-model terraforming unit, work probably done… sixteen to twenty years before the Titans’ fall?”

Hera vanishes for a moment, her consciousness expanding to examine the myriad objects sequestered in impenetrable vaults at the heart of her estate. She reappears with a datasphere, which she transmits to myself and Zeus. “It is as you said—I’m impressed, Lord Hades. If you have no other requests, I’ll return to overseeing the evacuation orders from around the wall.”

“Actually—if necessary, can the new pilot I hear you’re training command Ganymeda in battle?”

Hera’s lips become a thin line. “Athena has prophesied that if Cydippe enters this battle, she will die. Forewarned, my pilot nevertheless climbed aboard Ganymeda; she awaits my launch command. She might still be green, with only two months of training—not every pilot has the raw natural talent of your Persephone—but she will gladly give her life in the last defense of Elysium.”

Our pilots were always intended to be the best of mortals. “All the same, let’s endeavor to prevent that from coming to pass.”

Hera gives a nod and then vanishes for good.

My sister lets out a hiss once the data has unfolded, then shakes her head. “Of course Hera would have this. She really never discards anything.”

“You should take more pride in her than that.” But this too is a conversation we’ve had before: Zeus favored the approach of eradicating every last trace of our progenitors, whereas Hera has insisted on an archive—in part because she suspected the Titanomachy was not the end of it; because she suspected our creators would have their final word, from beyond the grave. But whatever the source of this beast—freshly grown or hidden by the Titanomachy and left fallow, to surprise us at a later date—this conflict had driven a deep rift into Zeus’ and Hera’s marriage. More than, even, my sister’s extramarital desires.

“I do. It’s never been my intention to dishonor my wife, it’s…” Zeus grimaces, even as she works on the blueprint, isolating critical components, rapidly annotating. “For any of us, it’s damnably difficult to admit being wrong.”

“As you’ve aptly demonstrated to me with your fists.”

“It’s been a trying few months, for everyone. I’ll—well, never mind. We’re in range in ten, nine…”
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The second they come in range, I wait for a few moments longer, adjusting for margins of error and the cannons’ angles. Visibility may be poor and decreasing, but it’s still possible to acquire targets, and Styx’s scans are hard to match.

Above me, Altis’ cannons maneuver into position. Then comes the near-inaudible hiss of the building munitions charge. It thrums, warm, under my skin. All this power at my fingertips.

“Fire,” I whisper.

The first salvo sails high into the air, comets in reverse, before they begin to fall: an artillery barrage of plunging fire. From this distance, they appear to be moving like the slowest, gentlest of stars; for the targets, this would be impossible to evade.

Each charge bursts upon impact. A storm of red dust goes up. Through the comm link, I can hear Hippolyta hold her breath and Herakles grunt.

The sand clears. I initiate another scan. The escort is trimmed—but only by a handful, much less than I anticipated. In the next moment we learn why: the Harvester’s wing-like structures have opened wide, fluttering blue, trailing webs of white light that must have functioned as an ablative field—not unlike what Keraunios can generate, but at a far greater scale. Prettier as well, at least at a distance. One wouldn’t expect the colossi capable of aesthetics.

“Herakles,” I say, keeping my voice casual, “how is Keraunios’ shield nullified?”

Ey lets out a chuckle like two boulders cracking against one another. “Seeking an advantage for a future duel?”

“Outpost Altis has more than one kind of artillery.”

“The field is impenetrable to anything Altis has.” Eir tone is somber as a funeral. “At this scale, General Ares’ orbital strikes might be able to. Using the drone eidolons’ reactor cores as fusion bombs—that might also pierce it. Might not, and then we’d be down the support fire.”

Orbital weapon platforms, which would provide an excellent edge, typically have issue targeting colossi; it’s also why the satellites have never been able to kill the colossi in their nests. But at this range and with the size of the target, the Harvester will be impossible to miss. “Physical ballistics?”

“No.” A pause. “There’s typically a correlation between shield strength and size: focused fire might break through, if you can force it to spread its shield widely enough. But it’s possible the Harvester operates on very different coefficients to Keraunios.”

The thought that the colossi might have birthed something more technologically advanced than champion eidolons—that their expertise might equal or exceed that of Hephaestus zerself—is an unsettling one. To create the Harvester requires a mind, not only sapient but incredibly intelligent.

And just then, a blip of communication from the CIC: a large data packet, and when I open it I let out a sharp exhalation. Hades already has the answer, or at least what looks like a very early prototype of the Harvester. Where she got it from is a question that’ll have to wait. Either way, much better than fighting blind. No data on how its shields perform, but I didn’t expect any—these schematics must date from long before the Harvester we see was built, or grown; the monster we see now is several iterations after.

When they’re dangerously close, I fire again. The second salvo is staggered, by design; at this range, I’m able to better monitor how each hit is absorbed or deflected, and where it is not. Unfortunately it seems the ablative field is, as Herakles suggested, impenetrable—evenly strong, all over. Still, I have a few ideas, but no use revealing them to the Harvester too soon. They’ve surprised us, and I mean to return the favor.

“Pilots,” says Hephaestus, from so far away and yet so close to me, “prepare to engage.”

All of us launch: aerial maneuverability is going to be one of our few advantages. Even Penthesilea, typically earthbound, has begun deploying fitted with a disposable jetpack and thrusters. The Harvester continues at its sedate pace, but its escort is charging ahead—to test us, to see what else Outpost Altis has in store. Just as well.

As we’ve learned in our larger and larger engagement—from above, the colossi are easy work. Zeus’ lightning itself rains down from Keraunios’ artillery ports, while I snipe the more heavily armored ones one by one. Practically sitting ducks, and none of us have to exert ourselves. Black, corrosive blood pours and hisses on the red earth.

And then the Harvester is upon us.

Its approach rumbles through the ground, nearly seismic. As it comes closer I realize its limbs churn against the earth, kicking up dust in enormous plumes

The wings lift high, ablative fields activating. On its back, bone-like spines crack open, revealing within its trunk what can only be cannons. All of us scatter.

The Harvester’s first shot sweeps across the wall of Outpost Altis, taking out a bank of long-range cannons. Its immediate goal is obvious—to deprive us of support fire. Hippolyta reacts immediately, heading toward the Harvester with three eidolon drones in formation.

The radiant webs of the colossus’ defenses knit together, light braiding into a single strand. It scourges through where Penthesilea has just been, bisecting a single drone as though the unit was built of kindling. The beam leaves behind a scorched path on the ground, red earth transmuted to black. An image flashes—the rose from my throat shriveling to that same color—but I swallow it down along with a surge of bile. “An opening,” I say into the comms. “I think we’ve just found one.” Because the instant the Harvester turns its field into a blade that can cleave through anything, it ceases—temporarily—to function as a shield.

Herakles takes my meaning; among us, ey is the most accustomed to using ablative shields. Keraunios executes an aerial swerve that I wouldn’t have expected from it—of the champion eidolons, it’s never known to be the fleetest off the ground—and the Harvester’s blade of brilliance follows, tracking it and the drone eidolons across the field. I level the outpost’s guns and charge Styx’s rifle, and then fire them all at once.

The attack sears into the Harvester’s trunk, reducing several of its cannons to slag. The creature rears, an approximation of pain, soundless. I take this opportunity to scan for its signals. The prototype diagrams are detailed, but they don’t actually tell me where its brain is located, or computing core. All I can approximate is where is reactors might be.

The sandstorm is getting thicker, stretching Styx’s sensors to its limits. I’m still looking for signal emissions when Penthesilea slams into Keraunios.

“Hippolyta!” I scream into the comms. “What are you doing?”

Her face, in the HUD, is locked into a grimace. “It’s a colossus, it’s—”

She is not seeing what I’m seeing. In the sandstorm, visibility is reduced to near nothing, but more than that our IFF codes have been scrambled. We knew this was a theoretical possibility—that’s why Hephaestus upgraded Styx. But Keraunios and Penthesilea have never been pulled off the line, upgrades delayed by the necessity of not having units to cycle in to replace them, even momentarily. Now Hippolyta’s eidolon is reporting to her that Keraunios is an enemy, a colossus that has somehow achieved flight.

And I alone retain clarity, because of Hephaestus’ foresight. But not that alone. Because of—because—

Let me help you, Persephone.

The swarm-nodes, without any initiation from me, deploy. All nine of them.

They move through the air in ways I couldn’t possibly have made them do, deft and acrobatic, unerring as Apollo’s arrows. Three converge upon an anchor in the Harvester’s wing, firing bursts of energy so coordinated and concentrated that the anchor immediately melts. A piece of the mesh structure falls. Two nodes form a shield for me, intercepting a shot from Keraunios aimed at my cockpit. The rest pulse and shine, bright red, as they slice through appendages of the Harvester.

“Hippolyta, Herakles,” I snarl, “you’re engaging each other! Stand down!”

There’s no answer. I try again with Herakles, but ey no more responds to my effort to tell em that ey’s attacking me and not a colossus than Hippolyta is. As if my voice is gibberish to them, as if their perception and their eidolons’ have melded into one and the same. With the sandstorm, there’s no hope for orbital support; we can’t even visually confirm the targets we’re engaging.

I will see for you. Do not fear, greatest of our house, finest flower of our mother’s orchard.

My throat works at part terror, part ecstasy. I can feel it too: a hand overlaid on top of mine, feather-light, guiding me. It is not warm, because she’ll never be warm again, but it is affectionate. It is right. Into this storm we can sail together, and we can weather any ravages. Orbited by the swarm-nodes generating shields for me against the Harvester’s strikes, I carve a path toward the monster. Nearly I can hear it think, pulsing stabs of communication that burn red across my vision, too alien for me to understand. But I have a good idea. Just a little more and I’ll be able to tell where its core or brain might be.

On one of the displays comes a radar of the immediate area, and blinking dots that designate the Harvester’s few remaining escorts—they’re charging for the outpost’s weapons—and another set to designate Keraunios and Penthesilea. Who are locked in earnest combat; damage reports from both units are streaming across another display.

I can’t do anything about them, and nor can I afford to defend the outpost.

But there’s something I know about Altis: the ground around it is seeded with mines. Some years old, other brand new. Functional, each and every one of them, their receivers eager to answer Elysium’s call. And the Harvester is now well within the flowerbed, in a garden ready to bloom.

A single signal is all it takes.

Individually the mines might have done little; even a dozen or a score might not have so much as broken the Harvester’s stride. All together, in their legion of thousands, they are volcanic.

The Harvester lists one way, on the verge of toppling, several craters blasted into its underbelly. The limbs pause in their thrashing. The sandstorm slows.

In time for Styx’s cameras to gain focus, and zero in on Penthesilea tearing Keraunios’ arm from its socket.

Comm lines flicker on in the same instant, the IFF-scrambling dissipated. Herakles roars in pain; a strangled gasp from Hippolyta as she realizes what she’s done. Keraunios is falling—crucial propulsion must have been damaged. I start flying toward Zeus’ eidolon; I send the swarm-nodes ahead of me, as though they could possibly do anything, might be capable of arresting that plummet.

Instead the Harvester’s wings shimmer, extending toward Keraunios. Almost gently they catch the eidolon. I move faster—Penthesilea does the same.

The Harvester beats us both to the race. Its mesh structures grip tight, coiling around Keraunios. One of its appendages emerges, clawed and enormous. It sinks into Keraunios’ cockpit. It rips.

Within the Harvester’s hold, mighty Herakles looks painfully small. A doll. A puppet. So easy to pulverize, the way I might snap twigs in my fist. A small, wet sound; I think I hear it over the sound of the storm.

On the comm link, Hippolyta is screaming.
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Hippolyta’s scream reaches even us, but in the moment I barely hear it. My sister turns to me, stumbles, and then wordlessly collapses. The horizon of possibility warps as I catch her.

Keraunios, too, falls. Plummets out of view of the screen, and out of Styx’s cameras too. Far below, so terribly distant, until I can no longer see it at all. A shell; a ruin. A thought winds through me, pointlessly: This should have been impossible. Except why would it? The possibility of this has always loomed each time the pilots sortie. Even as we empower our eidolons, we are rendered vulnerable, the immortal made flesh. I bear the wounds inflicted on Styx, because Styx is as much me as any other form I take. And now Zeus’ pilot, her heart and soul, has been ripped from Keraunios, my sister’s connection with Herakles terminated in the most catastrophic way. How could any of us survive that?

Ares’ champion shrieks into the comm again. It’s such a raw sound. I’ve heard many mortals grieve, and it is rare I’ve heard such a noise as this, one of utter loss and fury. A gasping, pained breath as she sobs once for her lost wife, and then, with utter determination: “They’ll carry me from here on my shield.” Her comms fall silent after that, disabled from the cockpit.

In my arms, Zeus lies inert, the light of her gone out—there’s a spark there, still, but it’s a sliver where once it was lightning’s gleam. Her divinity sputters within her. The gold of her is fading to gray. There is no breath, no pulse, because everything that animates her has suspended: what remains is working to preserve, on autopilot, this last flicker of life. Ichor, wan as pyrite, dribbles from her nose and mouth onto the copies of my reports; she dragged them down with her as she collapsed, my stained words now her funerary bed.

My sister and her cocksure arrogance; my sister and her tireless defense of this city—the only divine eidolon that’s never been offline, the only one that has never been without a pilot, the only one that’s never stopped. I saw the moment of its annihilation; could nearly hear, as I would hear the tearing of my own limbs, the scream of cables under stress—and then the snap as the cockpit was broken, as alloys forged by Hephaestus so long ago gave and shattered.

I cannot think. I cannot move. All around me the mortal staff are shouting, begging for a command—any command—but their voices are muted, distant; they are gibberish.

Persephone’s cry pierces through. “My lord, Styx won’t respond—I’m desynchronized, I can’t…”

Slowly I raise my head; on the screen Styx has come to a stop, hovering in place, the swarm-nodes recalled by force, returning to their slots on the unit. Their red light too has gone out, as has the gold of Styx’s eyes; I have retreated into the depths of myself, unable to respond. What can I say? What order can I give? What can make strategic or tactical sense, now? My sister is lost, and despair takes hold. Our defeat, so long delayed, is now at hand, the Titans’ revenge from the grave at last delivered.

I try. I do try. I open my mouth and manage a few words. “Command to pilot, secure Kerau—”

But I stop there. What else is there to say?

I’ve lost control of everything: Persephone will break herself upon this fight, and she will die—for what? To avenge my sister? To guard my sister’s corpse?

And then as I make myself look around the command center, at the ashen faces of the mortal staff, I realize there’s one thing I can still do, one variable I can still control. They have seen. They will not be able to understand immediately, to put the pieces together, and yet in time it’s inevitable that they shall, nor will they keep it to themselves. Within hours, the entire city will know. All of Elysium’s population, who have for so long believed us divine, eternal and impregnable.

We have revealed to them what the gods really are, and demonstrated before them our true mortality: we are as breakable as any humans. In the streets they will riot, and they’ll flee, or try to wrest power from us. Slowly I stand, my sister still in my arms.

There is a reason we locked the doors to the CIC: mortals may not see us fall, not like this. Executing every single person in this chamber will take little time, and less effort. I gaze at the nearest lieutenant and raise my hand. The woman gapes at me, terrified, unsure of what I’m about to do. Ending a mortal life is the most trivial act imaginable, and I must slaughter the entire staff if I want to preserve our secret—and I shall do that, I have to do that. There must be no witnesses.

A hand closes on my shoulder. I whip around.

“Will you be just like the Titans? Will you repeat the mistakes of your makers?” the ghost of my first pilot whispers. “Hades, my most beloved, brightest among stars: you are better than that.”
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The Harvester is struggling to right itself—the mines did real damage—and its belly is a mass of wounds, hemorrhaging both gore and fuel. I didn’t manage to hit its reactors, but I got close. With the jamming dissipated, Styx’s sensors are revealing where they are. I would be able to end this, if I had full command of Styx.

But I don’t. The moment Keraunios fell, my synchronization with Styx plummeted. I would suspect colossus jamming, some dark and esoteric power that we have not yet encountered—except I know what our eidolons are, at their core, and I know what the connection between god and pilot means. How it makes both halves of the pair stronger, how it opens them up to sensations and experiences—to life. And, perhaps, to death; I can only imagine what has happened to Zeus, and what that means for Hades.

All the same, the battlefield has reached a sudden quiet, an intermission in our mortal combat. The Harvester, grievously wounded, is attempting to right itself on unsteady feet. Hippolyta ignores every attempt to raise her on comms, fighting a solitary, bloody war; she has dispensed with any sort of strategy and simply kills any of the smaller colossi that present themselves—raging across the field, a comet that burns everything in its path, a star of martial fire.

And I can only command Styx with manual controls, that basic skill that I have never mastered. My heart hammers in my chest as I realize that I am little more than a warm body in a sluggish suit of armor. Herakles was ripped from eir cockpit screaming; that could be me next. “My lord,” I gasp, trying to control my vitals, trying to resynchronize. “Styx won’t respond—I’m desynchronized, I can’t…”

My lord begins to reply, only for the connection to fail. I am, for the first time since I opened my eyes to this world, not only alone, but utterly without a plan.

And then I receive a message—not from the CIC, nor from Hephaestus or even my mother, but from Lord Dionysus.

“Dread Persephone,” she says, and there is a melodious lilt to her voice that I have never heard before, neither in person nor in any recording, but which seems utterly natural. “The Paralos is pulling away from Wall Caryatid as we speak.”

“Lord Dionysus?” I ask, like a fool.

“Do you not remember the alliance we pledged to each other? Khrysothemis may have vanished”—the way she says vanished makes it clear that she knows precisely what has happened—“but I do not consider our agreement to be dissolved.”

My eyes are wet with relief. “Intervening in a battle for the fate of Elysium? Such competency will make keeping your secret a bit harder.”

“Let that be a problem for the tomorrow that we defend today.” Their voice continues to be… enchanting. It isn’t as if she is joyful—more like that, for a moment, she has dropped the mask that she shows the rest of the world. There are rumors of the Dionysian Mysteries, divine secrets that Dionysus shares with her most devoted few; I wonder if this charisma is a glimpse of the side that only the Maenads know. “We’re redlining the engine to get to you as fast as possible—at our top speed, Paralos is almost as fast as one of your eidolons, but that still puts us half an hour out.”

“We’ll need your ship to return Keraunios to Elysium.” This must already be obvious to the Lord of Revels—why else is she putting the Paralos in harm’s way?—but I need to say it myself, to give shape to my thoughts. Where I had none, I know have a shard of hope—and more than that, a plan: to hold out for half an hour against impossible odds. “Do you have the crew for the recovery operations?”

“Hephaestus’ engineering teams are here—I pulled them off their wall repairs to assist. In the meantime, we can’t let the Harvester have any more of Keraunios. There’s no telling how much more powerful this thing could get if it learned our eidolon’s secrets. You have to hold, but reinforcements are on the way. My Maenads are inbound to the Harvester, along with some familiar faces.”

Datafeeds are transmitted to my cockpit, live footage of a dropship with an escort of five smaller eidolons burning hard and fast over the wastes. On three of the eidolons, I recognize the black-and-gold livery of Hades’ honor guard. Despite the dire situation we find ourselves in, I can’t help grinning when thumbnails of Menippe, Metioche, and Cedalion’s faces appear. “My Hounds!” I say, forgetting myself for a moment.

“We don’t possess the firepower of Styx, but there is no greater honor for us than to fight in the shadow you cast upon the world,” Menippe says. “Together, Lord Hades’ Hounds and her Panther will yet seize victory from the jaws of defeat.”

The other two eidolons are nondescript, so I’m surprised when the faces of Siproites and Adrastus populate my HUD.

“Lords Apollo and Artemis have discharged me as their pilot,” Siproites begins, without preamble. “I know not what madness grips them, that they choose this moment to keep both Laphria and Delos from battle. But I know myself, and I know my duty. Even if I had only sticks and stones, the broken nails of my fingers, I would defend this city to the end, and a nine-meter eidolon is a better tool than that.”

Adrastus somehow avoids looking at me. “You tried to warn me, at the banquet,” I admit.

“Not that it mattered,” he says, voice sour. “Khrysothemis is still dead, and if I had held my tongue I would be supporting you with Anesidora, not skulking in the night for fear of our mother’s wrath. But… I stand with Siproites on this, sister. I’d rather die in the cockpit than turn my back on the people of this city.”

Five basic eidolons, plus whatever the Maenads are capable of wielding—they’re paltry reinforcements compared to a Banner-class unit. Grim humor occurs: I could always detonate Adrastus’ reactor as a makeshift bomb. Instead I tell him, “We’ve already lost too much today. I won’t let you die… brother.”

Below me, ports in the Harvester’s belly are yawning wide, and from them swarm much smaller colossi: spindly-bodied and bright blue, their shoulders tipped in appendages like butterfly wings. For a few seconds I’m riveted. Nowhere in any of Elysium’s records have I ever seen anything like this before, a brush of beauty solitary among the ugliness of these monsters, a touch of Titan invention heretofore unknown. They swarm over the broken form of Keraunios, the front of it a vast and gaping wound where its cockpit used to be, hurling themselves toward me—and then ascending, joining Styx in the air.

“Well, that fucking sucks,” I mutter to myself. “Time to hold them off alone.”

Not alone, my sister says to me, and I feel her touch again on the back of my hand. Never alone.







HADES




Leuce shouldn’t be here. She can’t be here. She is not anything anymore, just a depreciated algorithm I’ve left to brood in the catacombs beneath my estate, just a memory cut short. There’s no autonomy within her, and I’ve never summoned her outside of her memorial chamber.

And yet she stands before me, not in the pilot suit of her image that I’ve maintained, but in a simple dress that she favored: short-sleeved, light gold, the skirt billowing in a wind that does not exist. A quick glance and I can tell the rest of the room cannot see her. In fact, the room has come to a standstill—humans frozen in place, sound choked silent. Whatever lunacy has gripped me, Leuce appears for my eyes alone, timeless.

“Surprised to see me, aren’t you?” She smiles up at me. “My poor Hades, dealing with one upset after another. That the Lord of Elysium can be made to bleed, that they can be felled, that one of their aspects are the very eidolons that defend this city—you must’ve known that the mortals would learn of these eventually. Secrets of this scope are impossible to keep, but here you are, contemplating a little mass murder.”

“Even if we defeat the Harvester, we’ve been bloodied and Zeus has fallen. We don’t have the luxury of assuming a compliant population,” I tell her. “To salvage the rest, I must remove a few, against millions upon millions.”

“‘Compliant.’ That is what the Titans valued, too.” Her hand rises to my cheek, fingers splayed against my jaw, a touch like feathers, like light. “Will they be saved by not knowing, my darling? Does survival lie then in ignorance?”

“Yes.” And then I immediately feel shame. A memory: I am sitting on top of one of the Titan’s megastructures, looking down at the expanse of Elysium below, seeing people smaller than ants. Leuce and I, we would talk endlessly of the world—talk about how the world could be better.

I look around at the faces of these human servants: brows furrowed in concentration at the bleak battle before them, determination and courage in the face of the unknown. And fear there, too, of what they have seen, of the unknown on the battlefield and the unknown lying in my arms, dying.

“No,” I correct myself. “But it’s not the same. Better to nip it in the bud now: it is what the Titans would have done, yes, but also what my sister would have. The objective of it, the greater goal, must be preserved at any cost. Zeus would agree.”

“Do you really think she would ask you to set your life’s work on fire, and make that her funeral pyre?”

I don’t reply. The space that grew between my sister and I after the Titanomachy left room for dark thoughts and uncharitable conclusions to fester. For a long time, my impression of Zeus has been that she was the conceited king, the first among equals, a visionary who believed her own lies. But I know better now. And I don’t know how my sister would react to this room. She loves this city more than her own life; perhaps it is insane to think that she would demand immediate executions for those who witnessed her death.

“Well then, how about your second pilot? How would she counsel you?”

I am here, and I am there too, in battle where Persephone is. If I want to, I can know her every pulse and respiratory movement; I could even ask for her advice now. But I have no doubt about her thoughts: “She’d tell me to behead everyone here, without hesitation.”

“You’ve always loved murderous, beautiful things—like cats.” Leuce chuckles. “There are other ways. You can still lie to them, the mortals. Zeus watched her pilot die. Who would not collapse with grief when a hero of Elysium falls?”

This suspension of time, the way we’re conversing now, it’s inside of me. My own head, because that is where—I realize now—she is really stored. Some fragment of her that I have carried inside me all this time, without admitting it to myself, and hiding it too from my sister—from everyone, even Hephaestus. And this copy of Leuce, this version, is far more conversational and fuller than the one in the catacombs. That which I sought to preserve, was inside of me the whole time. “It wouldn’t convince all of them. And once my sister disappears from public view, what then?”

“Then find another lie. You have ten compatriots to help you spin propaganda; I’m sure somebody will think of something.” Now she leans closer, her forehead on my chest; I think of Zeus, bloodied, holding our heads together after our fistfight, begging me to understand her.

“We did this together to build a better world, Hades,” this shade of Leuce reminds me. “An Elysium that does not need to be washed in blood. A cleaner, finer dream.”

And she is right, of course. Year after year, I’ve obsessed over this question: how do I not betray Leuce? Not taking a pilot is easy. It’s an inaction. The labor of upholding her dream, of keeping my promises to her, that is much harder.

“You’re the one who taught me that mortal lives were more than mayflies,” she goes on, gentle. “Yet the moment you sit on the throne that your sister built, you would at once scorch and crush them as though they’re insects.”

Those discussions, long into the night, on the worth and methods of governance. What constitutes crime? What is just punishment; can punishment, in and of itself, ever be just? The shape of justice and mercy, the shape of laws and bylaws. Why were we, the Twelve—though back then there were so many more—created; could we forge our own destiny, beyond as tools to police the mortal population? It was Leuce’s view, at first, that the mortals did not mean much; she, the daughter of Titans, would live much longer than any of them did. And I said, Is a flower less beautiful because it is brief? Give them space to breathe and the mortals may yet surprise you.

“I know,” I say, muted. More than ever the prayers are loud, from within this immediate chamber and from the city at large. “I know.”

Leuce grins, bright; she floats up to kiss me on the brow—she’s no longer limited by physics, after all. “That’s the Hades I know and adore. Tell your new pilot she has my blessing, and that she better keep you in good health—emotionally or otherwise.”

The moment ends. She dissipates, reabsorbed into the partition of me that I’ve secreted away, a place in which she’s nurtured herself and developed her own volition. I will not be able to call her forth at will, yet the knowledge that she’s right here, always with me—I calm a little, breathe just slightly more easily.

The flow of time resumes. I stand, still holding Zeus in my arms, to find the entirety of the command staff looking at me—for orders, for salvation, for an explanation of what has transpired. Carefully, unknown to them all, I pull them into a reality of my own creation, like Dionysus’ bacchanalia or Hephaestus’ training programs, one where we may have this conversation without losing the valuable seconds we need to fight the Harvester.

In this space, perfectly identical to the CIC they are actually sitting in, I regard them, my gaze direct. I need to give them a reason to believe. I need to find the words that let them make sense of what they have seen, and take from it faith and not doubt.

“Lieutenant Zita,” I say, voice clear and strong, to the woman I raised my hand toward only moments ago, “your wife is one of Lord Ares’ Amazons.”

The absurdity of this question, the disconnect from the situation at hand, is muted in this place. She raises her head, feeling the weight of my question.

“You pray each night to every god, beginning with Zeus and ending with myself. To Zeus, you ask for luck in battle. To Ares, her commander, you ask for strength. To Athena, to give your wife wisdom. To Apollo, that she might be swift on her feet. To Artemis, that her aim be true. Each god you beseech, until you end with me, pleading that I watch over her soul with the care and love that a warrior of Elysium deserves.”

“I do, my lord. I do,” the lieutenant agrees.

“And should she fall in combat—how will you feel?”

“I—” And Zita breaks into sobs, overcome by the emotions she hides from every day—the fear, the anxiety, the specter of grief to come.

“Major Theano,” I ask of another officer, “the black-furred hound you have named Cerberus after my cadre. Each night you pray to me that I do not call her home yet. Why?”

“That dog… she got me through… she…” Theano swallows, unable to continue.

“Each of you,” I say softly, reaching the ear of every mortal here, “has someone or something in your life—kith and kin, pets or people both—that if you lost them, would shatter you. Something so special and vital as your own heart, that if you learned it was gone, you would rend your clothes, wail, weep blood.” I pause, letting that fact sit with each of them, allowing their minds to take hold of this truth and accept it. Only then do I continue. “The relationship between a god and her pilot is of that caliber. Dread Persephone is out there even now, fighting for us—I can feel her heartbeat as if it were my own, hear her breathing in my ears, know her thoughts as if they were written in a book I held in my hand. Imagine, then, what it would be like to experience that death.”

And they do, each and every one—they empathize, for a moment, with how that loss would destroy them, hollow them out, break them.

“My sister has collapsed from the shock of her champion’s fall.” My voice is steady entirely, as though I am impregnable, untouchable: that is what the mortals must see in us. “She is lost in the pain of the moment, and must retire. It falls to us to win the day. For Herakles.”

“For Herakles!” someone murmurs, and when I repeat it, the return call is louder, and a cry goes up. Someone else then shouts, “For Hippolyta! For Dread Persephone!” and there is another cheer as the staff of the CIC are reminded that we are still in this fight, that their skills can still help the living pilots.

The transition back to normal reality is unnoticeable; by the time the staff has turned to their monitors, they are looking at live updates of the battlefield, oblivious to how Zeus’ form has disappeared.

“Lord Dionysus reports that the Paralos is deploying!” one calls out. “Maenads en route to Styx!”

“Small blessings,” I mutter to myself. I turn to find the purple-eyed attaché glaring at me with the most intense, probing stare a mortal has ever dared cast upon my countenance. Her eyes are dry; whatever she saw in the vision I summoned, it left her unmoved. “Yes?”

“There are protocols in place,” she says, voice hard and clear, thrown low to avoid anyone overhearing. But the rest of her is shaking like a leaf in the wind; one hand, pale, is clenched around top secret orders, to be broken open only in the event of certain, catastrophic contingencies—for instance, the witnessed death of a god.

“The command staff must be liquidated,” she hisses. In the other hand is a gun, evidently included with the orders to ensure they could be carried out.

I take her hand into mine, let her feel the certainty of my touch, the warmth. And then I take from her the weight of the orders and the gun, absolve her of needing to decide. I glance at them, relieved to find it is not my signature at the bottom but Zeus’, before the papers and the weapon burn away to nothing. “The Titans believed that ignorance could be wielded as a weapon,” I explain, hoping I believe the words myself. “But we have no need of that in this version of Elysium. How strong can something be that must be guarded with deceit and violence?”

The woman nods, trying to catch her breath. She’ll need to grapple with the fallout of what she has read some other time; for now, the battle continues.

“Persephone,” I radio my pilot. “I am returned. I’m sorry for the communications delay.”

“I’d say ‘thank the gods’, but that’s a little repetitive,” she says, voice colored with gallows humor. “Hold on, my lord, I’m about to do something stupid.”







PERSEPHONE




Hippolyta seizes a colossus midair and slings it at a second, then herself plummets into the rising swarm of flying colossi. They break upon Penthesilea’s armor, bodies more brittle than they look—lighter bones necessary to fly, most likely. That’s helpful, but my controls are still sluggish. The swarm-nodes are keeping up but only just, and they would have long fallen apart if I had needed to control them myself. The eidolons drones we brought with us are long gone, shattered or seared into deactivation. I can still blow them up, but most of our enemies are now in the air with us, on gossamer wings of beautiful death; the explosions will do little more than clip them.

Then I again feel Hades’s presence in Styx, and our synchronization rate climbs. “Persephone,” she says, “I am returned. I’m sorry for the communications delay.”

“I’d say ‘thank the gods’, but that’s a little repetitive.” Below me, Penthesilea fights, outnumbered a hundred, a thousand to one, its bright red and copper stained with gore of our enemy. She’s winning, somehow, but this is a distraction from the real objective: the Harvester, damaged, has righted itself, and is now extending long, sinuous tongues toward the wrecked hull of Keraunios. Already several have secured the legs, attempting to drag it toward the wounded beast. The next moment, its shields begin to flicker back online—weaker than before, but too strong for me to break on my own.

And even if we were to abandon Keraunios’ remains, there’s no guarantee of a perfectly safe path back to Wall Caryatid, no assurance that the swarm won’t simply pursue us until we are felled with wounds to our backs. For all her mindless berserker fury, Hippolyta has the right of it: we are committed to this fight, unable to disengage. The only way out is through.

Whatever happens, I’ll keep you safe, Persephone, my sister whispers. We’ll go home together.

A crazed grin pulls across my mouth. I’m already fighting with a ghost sharing my cockpit; what is one more desperate gambit?

“I’m about to do something stupid,” I inform my lord.

“Persephone,” Hephaestus begins to interject, “you can’t—”

“I’m setting the outpost’s remaining turrets to automatic fire. Time to test how well Mother designed me.”

And then I hurl my consciousness beyond Styx.

It’s a leap of faith, that I will reach out and find something to connect with. After all, this was just a theory of Demeter’s, one that fit her observations but which had not even been proven. But I felt something vast touch my mind in the arena, and for all her other faults, my mother is an astute scientist; I believe I will find something.

My courage is rewarded almost immediately. My mind brushes against a network, and as I take hold of it I pull my perception back, assessing the size and scope of what I have landed on, as if I were a mountaineer craning her neck back to assess the mountain she intends to summit. And this is a network of gargantuan proportions, vaster than all of Elysium’s. I can feel it stretching across the surface of the planet, the nodes of different packs, and within those the individual colossi.

And before me is the largest and most dangerous network node of all, the writhing mass that is the Harvester’s systems, its command and control architecture. I see, as if they were a thousand leashes, how it puppets the lesser colossi, and—

—and I feel Keraunios in the network. It should be impossible, but it’s true all the same: the Harvester has synchronized with the broken machine.

And with horror, I realize that it has synchronized with Zeus.

There’s no time to test the network’s protections, no time to even mask myself as a lesser colossus to look less obviously an intruder. Instead I work on pure intuition, and plunge like a hawk falling on prey, tearing my way in.

The network structure is like nothing I’ve ever seen or touched, or tested myself against—or so it seems, until I remember: Demeter has made me cut through something exactly like this. Has prepared me for this, from the start, in those slow afternoons in her chamber. The layered, complex puzzles that she presented before me: I have passed this test. I can win.

My path through the colossus network is a knife through tender meat. Beyond me, in the vestigial aspect of my consciousness that anchors me yet to Styx, I know that in the world of matter, the colossi have paused their assault, assessing. But in the world of thought and network, the Harvester’s system resists: in this red labyrinth, a gaze falls upon me, a weight that presses down like stone. Their commander—the Harvester, perhaps, or something greater—has caught sight of me, and it is curious. But I have no resources to spare to hide. Simply I race along the pathways of this place, faster and faster toward the center.

It is pushing me out. I try to dig in, try to hold fast. I know this puzzle; it is only a matter of solving the logic gates quickly enough, computing in time with the enemy network. And I can do that; I can keep up, if I just—

Blood seeps down my nose. Pain racks through me; I double over and hack up more blood. My breath comes in harsh, uneven gasps.

Persephone?

Agony has seized my chest, hammering at my ribcage; it feels as if there’s fire in my arteries. My knuckles are white around the control panel. Styx’s warnings flash across my vision, that both my blood pressure and pulse rate are far too high. “I can do it,” I say through my teeth, tasting copper on my tongue. “I can still do it. Sister, protect Styx for a little longer. We will go home together.”

For a second time I hurl myself at the colossus network. The barriers meant to keep me out shatter. I dive deeper than before, and then deeper again: if I find it—the one override, the one killswitch—I’ll be able to stop the horde entirely. We’ll secure Keraunios, and then we’ll return to Elysium draped in glory. We’ll transmute this crushing defeat into triumph.

I can feel the other consciousness moving through the network, no longer curious but hunting me now, a shark of fathomless proportions and ravening appetites, casting a shadow on the minnow it finds below. But I’m so close to seizing some semblance of control over the horde attacking us, and—

I am being pushed out again, and pulled, too: Khrysothemis is trying to protect me, to save me from myself, my self-destructive need to win. I scrabble across the surface of the network looking for something, anything, an undefended subsystem, a vulnerability like the Hounds’ smoke launchers being unshelled to my hacking—

—I’m flung out. Another tide of pain slams through me; I jackknife, knees knocking against the control panel. I barely tear off my helmet before I vomit. The cockpit fills with the reek of filth that slops against my boots. Neither is there time for me to recover—with trembling hands I resynchronize with Styx’s systems, raking open a colossus that’s flown close with its claws before I reengage the eidolon’s guns, shooting without aiming because they’re so densely clustered that the most mindless bolts will hit.

It is as if I’ve been thrown from one hell into another. Styx’s panels flash red, damage reports coming from every system. Our command of the battlefield has utterly collapsed; I am engaged in melee with sacrificial colossi designed to deny me the use of my range. The swarm-nodes are still firing and shielding, but the eidolon’s weapons and propulsion are both beginning to overheat. And then Styx’s armor cracks as a colossus smashes itself to death against us. Another impacts, and then another: they are breaking themselves against her with the sole purpose of carrying us to the ground and the dangers it contains.

“Khrysothemis,” I say between parched lips, “why did you pull me out?”

The swarm-nodes don’t slow down, their crimson brilliance still surgical, sweeping across our assailants with the ease of fire through paper. Because you were going to be absorbed, Persephone. You must not be lost at any cost. This is the dictate at the center of our house. I’ll preserve you as long as I am able to.

“That won’t be long,” I say, the taste and scent of blood now all-permeating. Styx crashes to the ground, and all tactics and strategy fall with her, the world reduced to feral survival. There is no grace now, no technique: I grab the jaws of a lunging beast and split it wide, use its body as a cudgel against a second, leap to crush a third. But they’re on my back now, tipping Styx over, clambering along its limbs to tear into her chest.

The barrier I have so diligently maintained, between my nervous system and Styx’s haptic feedback, fails completely. I feel them as if they are ripping into my flesh, cracking open my ribs, their gnashing teeth snapping closer and closer to my heart. But I am the heart, too: I also see them breaking through the armor in front of me, teeth crushing the screens, saliva dripping on my exposed skin as they creep closer and closer—

A flash, and then the suddenly limp carcass of my almost-killer is hurled from the hole. I choke on the poisonous atmosphere that has flooded the broken cockpit, only to feel strong hands suddenly on my hands and neck, wrapping an emergency rebreather around my mouth and nose before hauling me from the wreckage.

I open my tear-filled eyes to find I am kneeling on the chest of a prone Styx, Methe standing above me. She is not equipped with an eidolon but something far more primitive, an open canopied and utilitarian power loader with more similarity to the gear dockworkers use to unload fishing hauls than a weapon of war.

But slung under each arm are industrial lasers, the kind that have the power to mine through rock and cut through armor, and Methe’s eyes glow with the wine-dark power of her lord. Behind her, I see the brutal effectiveness of the Maenads play out: they fall from the back of the dropship with no parachute or means of slowing their plummet, falling into the melee below in their power armor. They crater amongst the colossi without hesitation, then move like women possessed, driven to impossible frenzy: darting between their legs, running along their backs, killing one with every blow. Through an eye or a heart, a decapitating stroke here, a bisecting one there: the hand of a god guides each strike. From above, the Hounds and the duo of disgraced pilots fight with precision fire, dancing around the flying colossi and winnowing their numbers precipitously. Even Hippolyta still fights; Penthesilea has lost an arm, but it holds the limb in its remaining hand, a makeshift cudgel of necessity, coated in the gore of a hundred slain enemies.

“The Harvester is retreating,” Methe says, her voice reverberating with power; I feel the words in my head more than I hear them. “Hephaestus confirms it’s abandoning Keraunios, too.”

“I did that,” I assert with a gasp, pulling off the rebreather for a moment to spit out a mouthful of blood. Given the shape of Styx and the timely arrival of the cavalry, it’s an absurd claim to make. It’s also true. “I infiltrated the colossus network and hacked into the Harvester. I didn’t have the time to blow it up from the inside, but I found an exposed tertiary system that oversaw temperature readings of the fusion reactor that is the Harvester’s third heart.”

Methe smirks, an expression that I have seen on Dionysus’ face; her voice still carries the otherworldly echo. “You tricked it into believing it had heartburn.”

“No, that’s stupid. I subverted its ability to monitor the stability of its third fusion reactor, which automatically triggered a retreat-and-repair subroutine. It isn’t real, but it thinks it’s having a heart attack, or—”

“Bad heartburn.”

That rips a deep, hacking laugh from my lungs; despite my wounds, Dionysus-Methe makes me smile.

And then the glowing power fades from her eyes, and the power loader’s arms droop. The woman who stands before me now is just Methe, alone in the now-inert power armor; her face is contorted in pain, her cheeks wet with tears.

“I heard her. In my headset. Khrysothemis. She told me where you were, where I should drop, how I could save you. She led me here. I heard her.” Methe chokes around the grief she must have held for a week and not known how to address. “She… she told me to take care of you… but she’s gone. She’s dead, isn’t she?”

I am standing on the damaged hull of Styx. The spark of Hades still burns deep in her chest—very deep, because there isn’t much else left undamaged. Penthesilea still stands—Hippolyta never fell—but the eidolon is similarly damaged, and there is no sign of what shape its pilot is in. Herakles is dead, Keraunios a cored shell, and all we managed was damaging the Harvester; it retreated on a lie. Our enemy has fallen back in the cusp of victory, and will soon return to complete our destruction.

But in this moment, none of that matters. None of that compares to the pain that bubbles up from my chest, to the hollow loss that goes on and on. I embrace Methe, this woman who loved my sister too, my tears hot in my throat. “She’s dead.” I gulp down oxygen through the rebreather, tasting blood and vomit. “She’s dead.”
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PERSEPHONE




We return to the city in defeat.

In my mind there remains, still, the return from my first engagement beyond the wall, how it felt to be clad in victory. There was a little girl who’d managed to weave a gigantic garland; I’d made Styx kneel down, and she put that around Styx’s wrist. Next to me, Hippolyta was making Penthesilea wave to the citizens. Elysium was feast-bright then, everyone turning out to fling flowers in our path. Mortals brought forward wood tokens carved in the iconography of my lord, cypress and white poplar leaves, her sacred plants. It was an exquisite day.

There’s no such welcome, this time.

One consistency: then as now, Styx’s system is blaring incessant warnings for damage to the chassis, outer armor, two limbs. I’ve silenced them since. The swarm-nodes are in better shape than I thought; Styx’s propulsion isn’t so lucky. I managed to get her moving under her own power, but she’s not going to be in the air for some time. All three Banner-class eidolons that sallied out from Elysium hours ago rode back to the city on the launch deck of the Paralos, wings clipped. I watch the desolate landscape, not with Styx’s optics but my own eyes: I see the wastes through the cockpit’s emergency force-fields, distorted, lifeless and barren save the blood we watered it with. Generators attached to energy weapons are ruptured, denying us ranged combat, too. I’ve detached from the eidolon, for the moment controlling manually, because I can’t stand feeling its injuries as my own, feeling viscerally this evidence of our failure. But even so, all I can taste on my tongue is ash.

Hippolyta is silent on the comms. I know she’s still piloting because Penthesilea is moving, laden and funereal. The two of us dismount from the landship and flank what remains of Keraunios along the Boulevard of Victors, we and Methe’s team escorting it toward Hades’ hangars. The Master of the Machine Dead is called that for a reason, but none of us have ever accounted for the near-total destruction of a god’s eidolon.

I turn the battle over in my head, trying—and failing—to find a variable that could have affected the equation, a difference that could have overturned the outcome. Athena was right that I would not perish in this engagement, but nothing else. And thinking of that ignites my temper, locates for me a target for my grief. If she hadn’t told me to sortie, if she hadn’t…

We’ve reached the Underworld. The city can seem so small, its vastness so illusory.

Coming into the shadow of Hades’ estate brings some relief, and privacy from prying eyes. Penthesilea parts way with us, marching back to Ares’ domain; Hippolyta does not offer any goodbye. Methe stays long enough to see Keraunios into a bay, and departs with only the most brusque courtesies. We do not speak of Khrysothemis.

And then I am finally alone.

I unlock what remains of the hatch and cancel its force-field; the frigid air of the hangar rushes in, and the reek of coolant, vomit, and burnt metal begins to leech away. For a time, I remain seated. My impulses war against one another, and I don’t know what I want, when all my life—short as it has been—has been a compass of purpose. I’ve always been absolute in what I want, have forged my sense of self around that. Having an objective and seizing it has come easily to me from the moment I was decanted.

I am, for the first time, afraid. Each step forward is on brittle ice that might shatter under my feet any moment. No direction presents itself as more right, more correct; every choice is bent toward another catastrophe. And yet to not choose, to stay still, is to itself invite my next defeat. Inaction is impossible, unacceptable.

One of Styx’s remaining displays flickers on. Upon it, the face of my lord. Despite myself—despite everything—I sit straighter, hungry for what she has to say; what she has to offer that would once more give me direction.

“Elysium.” Her voice is heavy—a pang of disappointment, that she’s addressing not me in particular but the city itself. “We gather for an occasion of great grief. Though we succeeded in repulsing the gargantuan colossus known as the Harvester, it was at a terrible price. The pilot Herakles, champion to the Lord of Thunder, has fallen. My sister the king will seclude herself for a period of mourning. Upon the monsters of the barren wastes we have made our sorrow known through main force, and we will make it so again, avenging Herakles…”

I’m barely hearing it. The words blend into each other, a buzzing hum of gibberish. This speech has no meaning. It is not what I want, not what I need. A harsh animal noise escapes me and I realize that I desire, more than anything, to be in the arms of my sister, or the arms of my lords. “I’m a weapon,” I whisper to myself, but it does not stop the tightness in my chest, the tension that wracks through my every nerve and tendon. It does not stop the tears. And I can’t hear Khrysothemis’ voice anymore.

A hand clasps around mine, firm and charcoal-dark.

I look up into Hephaestus’ face, my vision blurred. I shake my head, blinking away the proof that I am less than a perfect instrument. “My lord. You must be here to see to Keraunios and Styx.”

“I’m here to see to you.” Ze grips tighter. “Come out of there, Persephone.”

For once, I do as I’m told. I’m unsteady on my feet—another mark of weakness—and ze keeps me upright in the circle of zer arms. Ze is warm, zer scent a comfort; an atavistic thought comes to me that ze has the scent of home, though of course that doesn’t make sense. Ze is not my first sworn patron. To zer I am, foremost, a beautiful tool.

“Let’s get elsewhere,” says Hephaestus.

A touch, a breath, and then ze whisks us away.

I’ve never been transported this way before, even though I have had an inkling that the gods must be capable of something like it. The miracles great and small, the things that I can only imagine but do not begin to know how to imitate.

We materialize in an oblong room with gray walls, heavy with shelves. Every available surface is laden with tools of every stripe and category imaginable, and several more whose purposes I can’t guess at. Chisels, handsaws, whittling knives, hammers and planes of every size. There, too, are the results of zer labors—figurines in wood and ceramic, statuettes in bronze and brass, gold and platinum jewelry exquisitely filigreed. The one common theme is that everything is haphazardly strewn about, as though they’re extruded baubles rather than the works of stunning craftsmanship they are.

Hephaestus splays zer hand across my belly, and at once my skin warms. “Get out of that suit,” ze says, brusque, handing me a robe of deep crimson whose dimensions tell me it was tailored for Hephaestus zerself.

I peel the pilot’s suit off. In length the robe isn’t excessive on me, but it’s loose at the chest and shoulders. A little musty, which tells me ze hasn’t worn it for a good long while; the fabric is whisper-soft, between cloud and silk. But it is real cloth, not hard light made in the shape of clothes; it is grounding.

“Hephaestus,” I start, and without quite meaning to add, “I’ve lost everything.”

Ze ties the robe’s sash shut. “You have not. You are still here, as am I. As is Hades.”

“My sister.” I swallow hard; the weeping resumes regardless, without my volition or agreement. “Had I been able to conquer the colossus network, Styx wouldn’t have been…”

“We all accept this risk. And Styx is largely intact. Repairs will take time, but that’s all. Hades will be in pain.” Hephaestus shrugs. “Won’t be the first time and, again, you risk yourself in combat. Why shouldn’t we?”

On its own, it is sound logic: the master of a domain should take to the field to protect it, and the lords of Elysium do, in their eidolon aspects. Yet with my lord, it is different; with my lord, her safety matters to me. “That’s not what I swore fealty for. I was supposed to defend her and burnish her name.” Supposed to demonstrate that I am flawless and complete, that I am leagues above and beyond any other pilot. That I am fit to be elevated, treasured, regarded as the closest a demigod can come to true divinity.

“Well, it happens not to be how it works. God and pilot are meant to function together, Persephone. Through that, miracles can be manifested. And you did send the Harvester packing.”

It is with some surprise that I discover I’m no longer crying. Were Hades here, she would have kissed my hand, taken me into a warm bath; Hephaestus’ approach is nearly clinical, utilitarian, and yet it calms me down just the same. Two wielders for a single weapon, and each has their own means of maintenance. In an odd way that comforts me. My laugh is strained, but it is a laugh. “I defer to your objectivity.”

Ze nods toward the shelves. “Take whatever strikes you; I like when you wear as much of my handiwork as possible. Then I want to show you something.”

I take a quick look, then decide on a band of black steel where rubies are embedded like constellations. There are abstract flourishes in the metal that make me think, a little, of the scythe insignia Hades and Hephaestus created for me. Hephaestus locks the piece seamlessly around my throat—a peerless fit, a perfect collar—and nods in approval.

Zer estate, as I soon discover, does not have the grandeur befitting a lord—compared to Hades’ or even Demeter’s, it’s compact, little more than zer workshop, smithy, and then hangar. The last place, though, is enormous and layered in ways Hades’ hangar is not. It is full of half-finished eidolons, experimental models I’ve never seen before, held in clamps or suspended from the ceiling with only the upper part completed. Many of them are unique, shaped like long-necked birds, sleek leopards, arachnids whose limbs look ready to retract so the unit can assume bipedalism. Ladders, mezzanines, and platforms crowd out the space at ground level; to look up is to peer through a labyrinth, layered upon itself, dizzying.

In the largest bay rests the largest unit, a machine in burnished bronze and accents of red, its head proudly tilted up. Fifty-six meters tall, its head narrow and sleek, the waist draped with plating. The outermost layer of its armor has been removed, exposing the underlying cabling and hachured limbs. From the look of it, several new sensors have been recently installed, and fresh augments have been slotted around the joints; the hangar alone lacks the mustiness of the rest of the estates. This is where ze spends zer time when not in the Underworld.

“This is Charis,” ze says, unnecessary.

I continue looking, and realize that one of Charis’ legs is badly damaged. Deep pockmarks in the alloyed limb, fissured scars above the calf. The exact spot that corresponds to the scar in Hephaestus’ thigh. “What’s that from?” The answer to this, too, is obvious. After zer first, ze’s never taken another pilot, and Charis has never been deployed after the Titanomachy.

“A terrible battle.” Hephaestus’ mouth twists, as though regretting that admission. “But it can be repaired. I just haven’t bothered to.”

“But it’s—” Zer own body. Zer own scar, the limp ze carries zerself with.

“It reminds me of Euterpe. My first champion.” Ze exhales. “Come, help me make Charis right.”

“How did you and Hades…?” Meet would be a silly term to use: I already know they became acquaintances before or during the Titanomachy. I settle on, “Court.”

A low chuckle as ze takes off zer jacket, baring a sleeveless vest and warm, bronzed skin beneath. It’s a view I appreciate: zer arms are one of the most beautiful parts of zer, hardened and coiled with strength, a blacksmith’s physique. “How did I start cheating on Aphrodite, you mean? It started when Hades built a memorial for Euterpe without asking me first. So I punched her in the face.”

I blink, startled by the image. Of the two of them, certainly Hephaestus has struck me as less even-tempered, more given to impulses; probably why ze took me to bed to start with. “That’s a novel form of flirting.”

Ze shrugs, the muscles of zer shoulders rippling. “It wasn’t flirting at the time. In fact, prior to that I didn’t think much of her. Our domains were quite far apart. We had little reason to be in contact, and she struck me as too dour, too remote, to bother with.”

“What changed? I assume it’s not just that the fisticuffs led to sex.”

“You’re more libido than sense. We had no sexual interest in each other until much later. These things take time to develop.”

“Oh, and you have so much more sense than libido, considering how many times we have—”

Hephaestus actually growls at me. “Concentrate. Now bring me those.”

Those are crates which turn out to contain swarm-nodes. Not identical to those equipped to Styx; these correspond to the design and colors of Charis. “How come the Twelve don’t just pilot each other?”

“We can’t. The gods are most themselves when in the presence of mortals. We require champions who are at least part mortal, are made of blood and bones.”

My mouth parts. I’m struck, abrupt, by where this has all been leading to. “You’ve found the requisite component for Charis.”

“Yes. Soon we will not have a choice or any time to quibble, and Styx may be out of commission for longer than any of us would like. Elysium will not endure the wait. Your fate is as entwined with mine and Hades’ as any demigod can be.” Hephaestus stands, abrupt, and takes hold of me. “I’m claiming you as my pilot.”







HADES




On the bed, my twin sister lies undreaming.

Once, she and I pledged to each other that everything that belonged to one would belong to the other. Her house was my house, her treasures my treasures, and vice versa. And sometimes I miss that—the simplicity of our closeness, shared by no other gods; not even shared with Poseidon, because we were twins. What we had, before everything turned into these fatal games.

Perhaps the worst part is that Zeus has kept her estate open to me. I can come any time, enter through any venue I choose, walking in as easily as if I own the place; I could assassinate her without anyone ever realizing. My manor is not open to her the same way, and it is as far from her palace as physically possible. Often I second-guessed, over the generations; often I considered mending the rift, seeking some form of return to what we used to be. I knew, every time, that she’d welcome me with open arms.

And now, just as I understood my foolishness, as I came to appreciate the steadiness and loyalty of my sister, that reconciliation might never come to pass.

Zeus does not look at peace, in her deep unconsciousness: her jaw is locked tight, her hands are grasping at nothing. It’s as though she is struggling against a great and mighty force, the approach of her own death that she does not flee—instead she’s confronting it, wrestling against it. And I will not allow her to die.

We lost countless in the Titanomachy. To lose my sister, after that victory and after nearly a century, is not a prospect I can countenance. A long time ago, we were part of a unified whole: what is hers is mine, and what is mine is hers, including the stuff of us, the spark of vitality that gives us life.

And so I grab her head in my hands and hold my brow to hers, as she did when she knocked me down in the council chamber, and for the same reasons: willing my thoughts into her, willing us back into one flesh, desperately trying to restore the unity that we have lost. I, more than anyone, can anchor Zeus here.

But sustaining her is not without cost. I’d blink and come to myself with the realization that thirty minutes have passed without my awareness. Attempts to contact me have piled up—nearly every member of the Twelve is calling on me to update them on how Zeus is doing, demanding both access to my sister and that I take command. The latter I do, in clipped orders: arranging the logistics of fortification, dividing the labor, synchronizing reports. Messages to Poseidon, as well.

The door on the far end parts, momentarily bisecting the mural that decorates it, the image of an abstract lightning strike splitting in half. There is, after all, another person who can come and go from Zeus’ estate as she pleases.

Hera is clad in the colors of a peacock’s tail, fabrics of lambent blue-green trimmed in cobalt feathers. The set of her mouth is severe as she approaches her bed-bound wife, who lies in a part of the room most lit by Elysium’s simulated sun. Even that golden light, normally so suited to Zeus, fails to make much of her—my sister looks too waxen, too much like a corpse. One of her fists spasms.

“Hades.” The queen of Olympus nods to me, brusque. “So good of you to have invited me here, to be at the bedside of my king.”

“My apologies.” I sound exhausted, a flattened version of myself. “I have been busy.”

Her gaze turns to Zeus, and her expression draws taut—for a moment I think she might weep—but she inhales and instead says, “You look like shit, Master of the Machine Dead.”

The chamber, because it belongs to my sister, has several reflective surfaces. In one of them I glimpse myself: the most obviously injured I have ever been, because Styx has weathered its worst battle since the Titanomachy. Fractures everywhere, across my face, throat, arms.

“My apologies, sister-in-law,” I say again, even flatter this time. “I’ve been trying to keep Zeus alive.”

She conjures her own seat, at the other side of my sister’s bed. We have the looks of funerary attendants, she and I, keeping vigil. Hera touches one of Zeus’ wrists: there is a pulse of power, and while my sister doesn’t immediately improve, I can feel some of the pressure being lifted from me. “I am connected to her too, you realize,” says Hera. “Her lawful wife.”

I’m sufficiently grateful for her sharing the weight that I merely say, “That I would never dispute, as you well know. I’ve never attempted to get between your marriage.”

“Considering your own entanglements, it’s not as though you would have had the time. I’m surprised Zeus has never tried to assassinate Hephaestus. I would have.”

“That would have sundered Elysium for good.” For all my sister’s flaws, she’s never been given to madness. Her impulses have a certain boundary. “She settled for trapping Hephaestus in matrimony with Aphrodite instead.”

“So lovely of my king to make sure all of us are as romantically miserable as she,” Hera mutters. “Since you’re regent now, do you plan to annul that? It’d let you finally have what you want.”

“I never understood why Zeus placed such weight on our entanglements. Perhaps every great king needs one imperfection to mar their reign, and my sister decided matrimony would be hers.” Maybe she meant it as a way of uniting us in a type of disdain, or of showing that even we gods were bound by some rules.

And being married to Zeus this long would make Hera see me through the lens of that: wanting, taking, moving pieces around so I’d have my way. Yet what she proposes—which I haven’t considered, with everything in a state of perpetual emergency—has its appeal. Hephaestus and I have never required the trappings of matrimony, and have largely resigned ourselves to its absence; what difference would it make in any case? We’ve shared our residence, our projects, our domestic labor. I have found in Hephaestus an incomparable treasure, a light that drives away the shadows of my solitude.

Marriage, though, would be… pleasant. It would be joyous. Suddenly I’m gripped by the idea of it; a prospect that’s always been so distant as to be irrelevant, and now that it’s within reach I find that I crave it. Despite this crisis. Maybe because of it.

“So that’s a yes,” says Hera, her voice dry. I’m either too easy to read today, or she has already anticipated it. “You’ll probably want to marry your pilot, too. Whatever is this city coming to.”

“I, ah.” The idea of the three of us in a wedding ceremony, side by side, is distracting. “Hephaestus and Aphrodite would still both need your blessing to wed any other.” Technically they will not—as Elysium’s regent I would be able to dictate as I please, the way my sister did—but it pays to be courteous. Hera oversees all marriage, the gods’ especially.

She pauses, more for effect than in true thought; she seems to enjoy seeing me caught out, for once. “I will grant it, provided you let me divorce Zeus.”

It is a day of surprises; this, too, catches me unawares. Perhaps it shouldn’t; perhaps it’s natural that she would, eventually, tire of what she considers a humiliating arrangement with my sister. “I… will consider it.”

“Good. I have imagined what it might be like, Elysium under someone other than Zeus. Unfortunately every single candidate may actually be worse. The twins are, for all intents and purposes, insane. Athena barely looks at the present. Poseidon only cares about fish. You lack the charisma.”

I let the insult slide. “And you?”

“If there are fates worse than corralling the Twelve, I haven’t discovered one. Speaking of which, Zeus is reasonably attractive,” she goes on, as though my sister weren’t considered one of the most beautiful beings on Olympus. “How come the two of you never became kings of Olympus together, and instead I was roped into it?”

“I didn’t have affections for her in that specific way.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Did you know she once commissioned a clone from Demeter who looked exactly like you?”

“I know that there’s a hierophant to Zeus, living right in this building, who has been surgically altered to resemble me. What I don’t know is why you haven’t immolated them like all the others.”

“Herakles convinced me not to do it,” Hera answers after a moment. “What a fool.”

Hera has lost her wife and, if rumor is to be believed, one of her best friends today. She was tailored to oversee the domestic domain, meant to be sweet-tempered, maternal; now she contains and preserves Titan weapons and artifacts as the Lord of Eternity.

I take courage from that, that change is possible, that we are more than the Titans’ blueprint—we are not bound by the destiny they engineered for this world, and we won’t be bound by their vengeance upon us. We’ve prevailed against them before, and we will do that once more. “Zeus will live. We will both make sure of that.” No point having won the Titanomachy, and having persisted this many generations, only to fail now. If I must be regent—if I must lead—then I’ll keep us surviving a little longer.







PERSEPHONE




Hades joins us by the evening, freed at last from her duties. She looks more exhausted than I’ve ever seen her, and wounded too; she’s limping, and shame spears through me—it is my fault that she is injured. But she shakes her head, slight. “It could be much worse. You have done your best. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you sooner.”

“You don’t seem to be enjoying being Elysium’s deputy king,” Hephaestus murmurs, lending an arm and shoulder to give her support.

“There’s a reason I never wanted the crown.” Hades grunts as we come into Hephaestus’ living quarters—small, rustic, but surprisingly comfortable. A central parlor, joined to several suites of rooms. “It was not out of self-sacrifice, I assure you. Zeus was hungry for the burden. I let her shoulder it.”

Both of us help Hades into a divan. Hephaestus leans close, kissing her on the brow, mouth briefly tracing the geometry of bleeding, golden light. Then ze straightens. “I’ll leave you both to it—I’ve monopolized our pilot enough. Your turn.”

“Our pilot,” Hades repeats carefully, once ze has gone out of earshot. “I take it ze wishes you to try out Charis.”

“Yes.” I ease myself down next to her, careful not to touch where she must be hurting the most. “You don’t seem surprised.”

“We’ve discussed it before. It stands to reason that a battle might damage Styx sufficiently to put it out of commission for a time.” She speaks of her eidolon body in the third person easily, but then she must have become accustomed to it. “And there might be an eventuality where you have to sortie again. We aren’t going to let you do it in an ordinary eidolon. It’d be a death sentence.”

“And this won’t trouble you?”

Her laugh is short, a little strained at the edges. “We’re… possessive of our pilots, the twins excepted. But this is a crisis. Necessity must guide us, not ego, and in any case we’re already sharing you in other ways.” Her hand falls on the small of my back, slowly stroking, then gripping tight. “I shall manage.”

I have not, quite, agreed to become Hephaestus’ pilot. Yet it is as she says: when the time comes, I may well have to, or let the wall fall to the colossi. “There must be something I can do for you.” To make amends for this infidelity, to make amends for getting her so badly wounded.

“Tend to me,” she says softly.

I don’t understand what that means until she starts undoing her shirt. I take over, slipping the buttons free. Underneath, a topology of those familiar, radiant wounds. I touch the ones on her face, follow the cartography of them down her long neck, down between her small breasts: they feel like cracked ceramic rather than flesh. On intuition, I reach out for my connection to Styx. At a distance, it’s different from being inside the cockpit, but I try to synchronize anyway. The link establishes. A part of me is inside the hangar, pulsing within Styx like a second heart.

Hades lets out a sigh, her muscles loosening under my hands. The wounds do not fade, but there’s immediate relief in her exhalation, the evenness of her breathing. Her eyes drift shut. “Thank you.”

Putting my cheek against her collarbone, I breathe against her warmth and rest my hand on her stomach. The sculpted planes of them still feel rough, less like epidermis and more like fired clay. I take comfort in touching them regardless. “It’s the least I could do. But I don’t think I have healed you in any meaningful way.”

“You’ve eased me enormously. It’s not as if I can take painkillers.” She pulls me closer and brushes her lips across the top of my head. “You fought well. I take pride in your courage.”

There is an interrupting knock on the door—but to our surprise, it is not Hephaestus that enters but Ares. Xe looks from Hades to me and back, evidently waiting for me to be dismissed.

“She’s allowed to stay,” Hades says, pulling herself up with a weary grunt. “What ill tidings do you bring now, Lord of War?”

“Zeus believed that matters of state were for the gods alone,” Ares says, bland and without judgment, and takes a seat across from us.

“And what do you think, Ares?”

“I think the regent of Elysium may decide who sits or does not sit in on her meetings, mortal or not. Speaking of, you’re not moving into her palace, are you? So you better turn one of your chambers into a war room—sadly for you, Lord Hades, your isolation must now end.” Xe pauses, offering no update on xer cherished pilot. “I won’t keep you long, Regent. But I wanted to say that between the damage inflicted on the Harvester and the disruptions in the colossus network that Persephone caused, we’ve seen some of their long-range jamming clear up, and were able to track the Harvester for a time. My orbital—” Xe glances at me.

“She knows,” Hades says simply.

The Lord of War raises xer eyebrow. “That’s the first mortal in generations. You’re breaking Zeus’ prohibitions left and right. The part of me that’s in orbit,” xe goes on, “was able to lock on. I think we’re closer than ever to triangulating precisely where the colossus nests are…”

Despite my interest in the meeting—and more than that, the honor of being allowed to watch two lords discuss the most intimate affairs of Elysium—I begin to drift off, lulled by the steady rhythm of Hades’ voice. Exhaustion has caught up with me, and the leaden weight of it pulls me down, and down.

I’m drawn into a warm seashore, the sand hot and white under my bare feet, the horizon distant and endless: this is the beginning of Poseidon’s demesne.

At my feet, Khrysothemis kneels, sand speckling her dress and skin, sand in her golden hair. She’s building a castle. “I wonder what it’d have been like if we had been born to Poseidon,” she says, “though I understand she has no children. Of all the gods, only Demeter has ever been maternal, if only by a technicality. Odd, don’t you think? The rest don’t seem to want to be parents at all. Even for Zeus with Athena, it was a matter of accident. To live so long, and yet to—unanimously—sire no offspring. Do you think it’s just an urge that they don’t have?”

“If Poseidon had been our mother,” I point out amicably, “we’d be spending all our time undersea. Not very pleasant.” And even less free than Demeter’s garden. Commandeering a submarine to flee to the surface would have been trickier than breaking out of our mother’s estate.

“I like the ocean. It’s everything that Elysium isn’t.” She stands, brushing sand off her hands. Much clings to her fingers still. A few seashells linger in the folds of her skirt—we are, I realize, wearing the exact same dress. Soft fabric the color of ripe wheat, sleeveless, loosely fitted. “It’s a shame I never got to visit it myself.”

“You still can,” I insist. “We will see it together. Once things have settled down, I will go there, and through my eyes you’ll get to behold it all. The bright shallows, the pelagic deeps. I’ll lodge demands with Poseidon herself—every submarine she owns will be open to you.”

Her smile is small and sad. “I wasn’t made to stay with you forever, Persephone. It was always the duty of all lower marks to save their superiors.”

“But we’ll stay together. That’s the—” Only bearable outcome. The only way I’ve been able to countenance her death, that we now truly belong to each other, completely and forever.

My sister shakes her head. “We’re almost completely synchronized now, and my assimilation into you nears its ultimate conclusion. I will live on as a part that can assist you in combat, the way I did before, but I don’t think I will have much of a voice left. I’m sorry. I wanted to say goodbye.”

“I’m not letting you go.”

Khrysothemis pulls me into her arms, the place in which I’ll always be safe. “There is a favor I want to ask of you.”

“Yes.” My voice breaks. “For you, anything.”
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PERSEPHONE




A second dream, or perhaps the same long one. The landscape has changed.

Khrysothemis and I are sitting in our mother’s garden. The sky is overcast, drenched in twilight—all bruised shades, bloodshot clouds and darkening purple. This is odd, because the sky above Demeter’s estate always looks perfect, picturesque: the exemplary summer day, the flawless evening. She’d never allow it to appear so uncomely, to resemble the dermis of a drowned corpse. It’s strangely quiet too, absent the hum of insects, the chirps of birds, the noises of our other sisters at work. They murmur gossip; they sing. It’s never completely silent.

My sister shines, as always; she’s in the burgundy dress she wore to Aphrodite’s gala, her hair loose and bright, the color of nectar. She’s spinning slowly, swaying to music only she can hear. It’s a dance meant for partners, but she is alone—perhaps she’s practicing for Methe. When she revolves in my direction, she looks up, as if noticing me for the first time. Her smile flashes—her teeth gleam sharp, and I have a moment of disorientation, as though I’m looking into a mirror. As though it is my expression on my sister’s face.

“Persephone,” she says, in a voice which laps at me like the waves. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

Relief draws the breath out of me in a sharp current. “I thought you were disappearing.”

She approaches, taking my hands in hers. Her mouth presses, brief, against my knuckles. Around us, the silence becomes a roar.

Then Khrysothemis smiles and nods toward a distant corner of the orchard. “Come with me.”

I don’t ask questions, because I would follow my sister anywhere. But it’s strange that when we enter that corner, the shadows grow long and deep; the canopies knit tight, so much that what little sunlight remains is filtered out. At first it is merely cool, then it’s gelid outright. Impossible, in Demeter’s garden. And none of these species should be here, the orchids with petals like glistening tongues, the fruits that hang taut and ripe like livers freshly extracted from the ribcage. After a time, when I look back I can no longer see a path to the orchard and its brightness, the greenhouses with their fine, clear glass.

Now it’s no longer silent, either. There are bird calls I can’t quite recognize, some night-dwelling creatures that are not as neat and tidy, as familiar, as Athena’s city owls. My feet sink deeply into loam. Khrysothemis’ grip on my hand is a vise, as though she thinks at any moment I might try to break free. She starts walking fast, faster. I have to pick up my pace to keep up; ahead of us is a narrow path, hemmed in by thick brush. It’s not part of the Lord of Harvest’s estate, not part of her vision. She is a woman of manicured order, and her domain the same.

My sister’s running. She is laughing, too, seized by an impossible and unknowable joy, one so enormous that I want her to share it with me, in an act that would finally let us understand each other. She hurls us forward, heedless of the black thorns, and plunges us into the dark leaves that flutter like lungs—

I jolt to consciousness.

For a minute I have no bearings at all, detached from myself, afloat in a sea of warm, undulating foliage. Then I return to my body, my senses. It’s strange—even when decanted, I wasn’t this disoriented; quite the opposite. Perhaps this is what the transition from sleep to awake is like for mortals.

In bed, which is expected enough, but everything else is wrong. The texture and color of the sheets, which are oxblood and woven thick; the size of the bed, which is much smaller than I would expect. And there’s someone pressed up against my back, arms around me, a possessive circle. This too isn’t too unfamiliar, but it’s not Hephaestus or Hades. Both of them run much warmer than is typical for mortals; this person has a much more human temperature, and they smell of wine. Once my thoughts reach that point of coherence I take hold of the arms around me—they don’t belong here—and shove the sleeping person away.

There is a yelp. I twist around, and come face to face with Dionysus’ champion.

Who takes one look at me and nearly leaps out of the bed. “Persephone?” Methe shouts. “Why the fuck are you—where’s my betrothed? Why are you fucking covered in blood?”

I start to answer that I’m covered in no such thing, then I look down and discover that the crimson robe Hephaestus draped around me has been stained black—every last square centimeter. Blood has matted my hair, dried thickly under my fingernails, crusting around my wrists and the insides of my elbows. I haven’t been clad in this much gore since I escaped Demeter’s estate.

When I say nothing, Methe’s eyes darken and her expression twists—she reads into my silence an answer that is both true and not—and then she throws herself at me.

She’s trying to pin me down—we are about equal in stature, but I’m more densely made. In technique she is my superior, more experienced in hand-to-hand. We wrestle each other, each trying to gain purchase, each trying to buck and throw the other off. I immobilize her arms, only to have her slip right out from under me and shove me from the bed. Quickly I recover—the carpet is plush—and sweep her legs out from under her before she can tackle me. A vase falls and rolls across the room; several bottles, cologne and lotion, follow suit as we bring our scuffle toward the vanity.

By sheer luck I finally corner her, slamming her down against a table, one of my knees pressed against her solar plexus. Not yet putting my weight on it. “What do you mean,” I snarl, “where is your betrothed? Why were you expecting her?”

Methe tries to free one of her hands. I pin both wrists in place, over her head, and squeeze tight; I let her know with my strength that I can snap every joint to fragments. For a time she falls into furious silence. Then: “Khrysothemis. She came back.”

My stomach twists. Almost I say, She can’t come back. She’s dead. “What do you mean?”

“You told me she was dead, but she—she was here.” Methe’s voice is lined with terrible anger, but her eyes are filling with tears. “I woke up, and she was here, and told me that she’ll stay with me always. We spent all night talking, about our future, about everything. I fell asleep holding her.”

“Then you were dreaming.” My voice is sharp. It has grown cruel, even if I haven’t quite meant it to. All of a sudden I’m gripped with the need to hurt her, this woman who might have taken my sister from me—perhaps if Khrysothemis hadn’t met her, she might still be here. It’s an irrational thought; it has no basis in reality. I arranged their meeting. And yet once I think of this, it has appeal. It captivates me, the concept that I could avenge my sister on Methe, the one that I trusted to keep her safe and yet failed to.

“If so,” she says through her teeth, “why are you here?”

To that I have no answer, and in my lapse of indecision, she thrashes and throws me off. I land, not gracefully, on a part of the floor uncovered by any rugs.

It jolts me back to sanity, or something like it; of course Dionysus’ champion isn’t responsible. The one who caused this—the one who took my sister—

“Are you,” says Methe as she rises to stand over me, “a shapeshifter?”

All my systems are nominal. Diagnostically, there’s not one thing wrong with me. “No.” I almost laugh: it is hoarse, acrimonious. “Only the Twelve can do that.”

“What happened to Khrysothemis? What really happened? At the gala.”

“I don’t know.” But I do know, only I cannot say it. I don’t want to say it. I want my dreams to be free of viscera, and I want to etch the texture of Khrysothemis’ mouth on my knuckles into memory—I want that carved into me, deeply and indelibly.

“What happened to you? What did you do?”

“I don’t…” An image intrudes upon me: Herakles’ body in the Harvester’s hand. Eir limbs thrashing uselessly. The burst of flesh, the snap and crunch of ribs. A demigod reduced to no more than animal response.

Scrambling, I spring toward the window, shove it open, and retch. Only there’s nothing to regurgitate. My hands are ice. How did I come here? Except I do know, I do know precisely. The hand that closed over mine in the cockpit, the same hand that piloted the swarm-nodes in my place—and now this, in return, is my repayment. The favor she asked of me. “Khrysothemis,” I say, my voice coming out bitter, “must have adored you above all else.”

Methe’s hands clench in the sheets; the fabric audibly rustles. “The gala. My lord requested the security footage from Aphrodite. She graciously granted it, but there was nothing there. We pored over all of it, for the entire duration of the feast. Every corner, every hallway, everything. Once Khrysothemis went out of my sight, she never appeared again.”

I don’t bother telling her that I don’t appear on cameras when I don’t want to. Nor does that explain why Khrysothemis didn’t. Did I subconsciously erase all evidence?

“I shouldn’t have let her,” Methe whispers, voice cracking. “I should’ve insisted that she remained at my side for the entire event. But there couldn’t possibly have been any threat. Who would harm a champion’s intended? What did she ever do to anybody?” She lets out a strangled noise. Her eyes glisten; she shakes her head quickly, as though that will forestall the descent of tears. “Khrysothemis watched your match, you know, in the Panathenaic. Rewatched it over and over. Your first engagement at the wall too. She couldn’t stop grinning when they called you Dread Persephone. She was so proud of you; she loved you so much. More than she loved me, sometimes it felt like.”

Slowly I get to my feet. “Come with me,” I say, my voice parched. “We’ll make my mother answer.”




♦




The first time I came back to Demeter’s estate, it was under duress. This time is no different. To enter her domain, to return to this green-gold world once more, draws every line in me taut: this was not a world meant for me, and to emerge into its luminous summer again after so long in the Underworld’s cold does not bring me a sense of homecoming. It feels like surfacing into an environment to which I do not belong, a closed ecosystem that no longer has a role for me.

Methe, standing beside me as we approach the great cornucopia, looks nervous; a little ill. She’s cleaned up, made herself presentable, though there’s no hiding the dark circles under her eyes, the bruised look. And she does not want to jeopardize Dionysus’ relationship with Demeter, which is cordial now, despite the death of the daughter that would bind their estates together. But she’s come nevertheless, because she must know. On my part I’ve sent a message to Hephaestus and Hades, to inform them that I will be back shortly, and that they should not worry. I have not told them, in so many words, that I have come to confront my mother.

“Do you,” says Methe in a muted voice, “get along with her?”

Her meaning Demeter. “Well, what did Khrysothemis tell you?”

“Of her kin, she spoke of you alone. Her other sisters might as well not exist.”

A frisson arrows through me, electrifying; I want to ask what she said outside of watching my fights, demand to know it all, but we’ve reached the estate and at once it becomes evident something is wrong. I of all people know what this place should look like, sound like, smell like. It is silent: no birdsong or chittering insects, no golden-haired women humming as they work. The hydroponics sprinklers are still. The fountains are dead.

When we come across the first shattered body, Methe lets out a snarl and nearly leaps away from it—the clone looks exactly like Khrysothemis. Most of them do, and Dionysus’ champion grows paler and paler as we go along.

The air is savory with blood. It eclipses all else: the honey, the jasmines, the lavenders and magnolias. This bestial musk, because we’re more mortal than not, making of this cornucopia a lush and flowered abattoir. Blossoms and fruits have been crushed underfoot, bursting sweet and red, tangerines and persimmons and grapes cloying the butchery. The mix makes it more nauseating than it would have been otherwise; I’m used to viscera enough, its richness, but the sugary ripeness transforms it into a sickening perfume.

Nor are the gardening daughters the only ones struck down: copies of Mark Three, too, lie in their broken armor, flesh smashed to a fine pulp against the alloys that were meant to protect them. The soil is soaked in nectar, juices, gore; so much so that in spots it has turned to mud. A rose apple, split open, lies next to an eyeball that’s been freed from its socket—it is left remarkably intact, the iris green as rare jade, still vivid. This was not an execution; it was a slaughter, thorough and sadistic. Adrastus himself is nowhere to be seen.

It looks almost exactly like the chamber of my birth.

“Mark Four.” Methe’s voice is odd. “Can you analyze DNA?”

“Not on my own. My mother has a lab. Several labs,” I add, trying to infiltrate the estate’s network and finding it’s been taken offline. There’s a void where data activity should be. Nowhere in Elysium is truly disconnected. And it occurs to me then that this is why no alarm has been raised, even though every single corpse is hours old—six or eight—because Athena can no longer see into this place. The only reason there are no flies and other carrion eaters is because Demeter hasn’t bred them in her garden.

The corpses are not as haphazardly left as they first looked: the further we venture toward the house, the more obvious it becomes that they’ve been left as a trail, a direction—pointing at Demeter’s hangar.

An intuition settles on me, heavy, and for an instant I think I can imagine what it is like to be Athena: to see what is to come, and yet be helpless to shift its course. “Wait here,” I tell Dionysus’ champion. “I have to see the rest of this alone.”

“Call for me if you require it.” The light of Dionysus’ divinity flashes, brief, in Methe’s gaze. “Champion of the Underworld.”

The hangar, situated well away from the rest of the estate, is nevertheless still chameleoned to blend in: from the outside, it resembles the trunk of an enormous tree—part a trick of architecture and facade material, part a careful layering of holograms. The wood is an exquisite crimson, a choice I’ve always thought odd in an estate where most everything trends green and earth-toned, and the illusory branches are distantly above, fecund with pearly fruits that exist nowhere else—that cannot be cut, peeled, tasted. I’ve never been inside this hangar, this tree; my mother did not create me to pilot her eidolon Anesidora.

I don’t need to fight my way through anything, or even through a door. The entrance has been left ajar.

The hangar, like any other, is high-ceilinged; unlike most, it’s more wood than metal, and the metal is painted matte, the better to blend in with the fortified oak and beech that make up much of the interior. The illumination flickers; many light fixtures have outright been extinguished, the remains of them in shards on the ground. In the dimness I stride past the bays, my pulse percussing so fast and so hard that my skin feels like a thin drum stretched over it.

Anesidora’s bay comes upon me almost more than the other way around: obscured by shadow, and then suddenly in clarity. There’s a low buzz of electricity. Coolant pools viscous and black around one enormous, clawed foot. Deep gouges have been driven into the eidolon’s limb and chassis, and cables trail down the length of its torso. The damage is improbable—as if an especially potent colossus has been here and unleashed its rage on Anesidora, tearing directly into its chest, hunting for the soul that sustains it.

There’s a low, harsh rasp of labored breathing. My mother lies propped against the eidolon’s ankle.

Her veil is torn, cast aside; her stomach is hemorrhaging ichor, and intestines lie tidily in her laps, coils unspooled and drenched in gold. For several seconds I stare, enraptured. I’ve always wondered what the insides of a god look like, and now I see that in physiology they’ve emulated the arrangement of mortality—just as wet, just as raw. The only difference is the ichor, and the fading light of godhood.

Demeter opens her eyes, bright blue-purple even now, the shape of blooming roses as they have always been. Her red mouth moves. It takes several tries for the words to come out. “Hello, daughter. Returned to the scene of your crime, I see.”

“I don’t—”

“You do. You need but think of your actions in the past hours, after your engagement. You need but review the memories of your body.” A harsh cough; she spits up ichor. It doesn’t go far, splattering in her lap, joining the abundance already there. “This house, this orchard—all of it I developed for you, crafted the only system in which you would be possible. Built it up seed by seed, petal by petal, to prepare for your arrival. It was for you that this domain was made. And for you, too, that your sister was born.”

I take several steps closer, even though I don’t quite want to. My laugh is sharp. “What, are you saying you made her to be my companion, because you were so worried I’d be lonely?” Our sisterhood is what we made ourselves: of that I am certain.

Her eyes are like knifepoints, despite her state. “If I were to ask you what Khrysothemis liked to eat or what song she loved best, would you be able to tell me?” When I don’t answer, she goes on, “Naturally not. She liked what you liked, Persephone. She loved Methe because you told her to. Have you never thought it odd that you loved your sister so intensely, when you are incapable of love? You know your own specifications, how little room you have for empathy. With your patrons, the profit is obvious, immediate—you have every reason to fool yourself into believing what you feel for them is love. But with Khrysothemis, what reason was there? And yet you were attached to her, to the detriment of your independence; you came back to ensure your sister’s contract. Illogical, for someone like you. Didn’t you wonder why?”

I remain where I am, neither moving nor speaking, my larynx closed to a pinhole. All retorts have died stillborn in my throat. I try anyway: “That’s many words for a dying woman, Lord of Harvest.”

She grins, her teeth flecked with the evidence of her imminent end. “Because it must be said; it must be explained. Khrysothemis was created to be your component. When you were struck down by poison, she answered her most atavistic imperative—which was to restore you. She devoured you, not the other way around. From the chrysalis of her you tore your way out, exactly as you were meant to, as you were programmed to. None of us can escape our code, Persephone. What a grand success this has been.”

Two boons I ask of you, sister, before I am truly gone.

The grotesquerie of it laid bare before me, the confirmation of what I’ve suspected all along: I was consumed by my sister, devoured by her, coalesced again within her—a pupa, destroying the cocoon that harbored it. My flesh is no longer mine. I wear Khrysothemis’ skin.

My stomach roils. And yet something—not my own volition—makes me inch once more toward my mother. Like the overrides, but far stronger, so potent that it can seize control of me even though I’m alert, awake, gripped by the terror of a nightmare made flesh.

“All things that live must grow, my daughter, and growth requires resources. Khrysothemis was your sister, but she was also the soil you took nutrients from, the albumen which has fed you and made you stronger.” Demeter holds her hand out. “The lesser models of my house, you see, are required to act when the greater model needs aid. When it is wounded; when it is struck down; when there is no other way but to feed upon the lesser clones.”

I kneel before her. We are level. The oily smell of Anesidora’s coolant is in my nose, bitter and acrid. Ichor has remarkably little scent. I realize, distantly, that a god’s corpse would never rot. No maggots shall be upon it. “But why? What purpose was served in any of this?”

“Don’t you recall what I told you, when you came to negotiate for Khrysothemis’ future? Only gods and colossi may hurt a god, and you were neither. But I found a way to imbue a mortal frame with a fragment of divinity, and I put it in your sister—you must have felt it, yes? Must have hungered for that bright light, must have been unable to take your eyes off it. And now it’s in you, empowering you to rend open a god’s flesh. Though, to be fair, it seems it was Khrysothemis who tore open my guts. I suppose I bet on the wrong daughter.”

“You wanted us to kill you,” I say, and my mouth hangs open now, salivating.

“Foolish girl. Not death. For me to be truly alive, I need to grow,” my mother whispers. “There was never going to be a Mark Five. You are complete, you are the best of what is possible. And now, Persephone, you’ll do what you have always been meant to. Your final milestone. It is the duty of all lower marks to save their superiors. Take me into yourself, and make me the perfect being.”

My thoughts are far away. My body leans forward, and the seams of my outer skin fall open to accommodate the food that’s to come. My mouth yawns wide, far wider than I ever imagined it could possibly be, and I hear the click of my jaw unhinging. Ichor may have far less scent than human blood, but it is so sweet, far more exquisite than any ambrosia, than any liquor of the Twelve. The fluids from Demeter’s guts are soaking into my robe. I can already see it, my mouth gilded by this liquid, more elegant than any lipstick.

I take hold of my mother, and begin to feast.
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