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TRIGGER WARNINGS

	 

	 

	Please be advised that this book (and the entire series) will be gory.

	Other triggers worth mentioning are:

	
	- Alcohol

	- Attempted murder

	- Blood

	- Cannibalism (heavy)

	- Emotional abuse

	- Gore (heavy)

	- Hallucinations

	- Incest (Greek mythology)

	- Kidnapping

	- Murder

	- Occult

	- Poisoning

	- Profanity

	- PTSD

	- Religion

	- Suicide (very mild & brief)

	- Torture

	- Violence





	
 

	 

	 

	 

	|| 1. GLORY ||
GAIA

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Be prepared for Gaia’s glory.

	She hadn’t imagined that glory would be plotted out in the dark, dank dwelling of her favorite daughter, Mnemosyne, deep in the Underworld’s mystical grounds, and paces away from Hades’ palace; but it’d have to do, for now. She’d use the rotten mud stench as her ally, she’d absorb the smells of nearby nature—there were forests in the Underworld, after all—and she’d consume all the murky air she needed to fulfill her goals.

	They’d all have to be prepared for those goals to come to fruition. Every single one of those lowly creatures she was embarrassed to call family members. They should have seen it coming; they should have felt her resentment. Not that they had any choice in the matter—her vengeance would come whether or not they liked it.

	Centuries of gathering forces, coercing allies, working behind-the-scenes, whispering into minds, slipping through the shadows—Gaia had put together every possible resource, and she wouldn’t fail. She couldn’t.

	The three Olympian goddesses that she’d captured, bound and gagged at her feet, gaped at her with various degrees of confusion and disappointment. Their eyes were big, glistening with concern. Their pallid expressions carried questions, demanded answers. They were shriveled versions of themselves; not the high-and-mighty princesses of the skies, not the beloved women Zeus valued most. Here, they were servants of Gaia, and Gaia loved it.

	With a sneer at their mud-stained arms and crinkled outfits, Gaia realized she owed them nothing. She didn’t have to explain herself to them. But to unravel little pieces of her plans to them might help her in the long run. If they were to see what she saw, if they were to feel how she felt, perhaps she’d enlist new allies today.

	And perhaps not; but they’ll be useful, either way.

	“I’ve been visiting Tartarus, you know,” she said, rubbing her nails over her silky green tunic. The fabric’s softness soothed her in times of torment—and this was one such time. A time of terror lurking, of massive events about to take place, with her at the helm; and failure wasn’t an option.

	She was a primordial goddess, a revered figure of mythology and history, and she was about to divulge to her stepdaughter, granddaughter, and great granddaughter just what she’d been up to for many, many years.

	They continued to gawk at her, as if she’d said she’d set fire to Olympus Palace itself. Which she might, if it came down to that, though she did love that palace dearly. But they gawked because they knew what her sneaking about meant; that she’d garnered much more power than they’d anticipated. Tartarus was heavily guarded, its entrance sealed shut, barred by multiple layers of stone, metal, and fire-forged steel. It was an entrance that, most times, one never got to go through twice; once past it, one never returned to the less menacing but not quite refreshing air of the Underworld. 

	The guards of Tartarus—Cottus, Briareus, Gyges, monstrous giants every god in existence feared—were Gaia’s children. And it didn’t take much effort to bribe them into letting her into Tartarus…and letting her out.

	“I’ve been talking to my children.” She squinted at the Olympian goddesses, Hera in particular. It wasn’t her fault, not fully; but it was her husband who might have released these children, had he been in the right mind-set. Zeus could have said one word to Hades, and Hades could have liberated those who’d waited long enough to purge their crimes. 

	Gaia couldn’t help but snicker, wondering if Hera might be essential here, if she could be swayed. Could she speak with Zeus? Could she be convincing?

	Not like she could ever stop him from vagabonding…so not a solid idea.

	“Coeus, Crius, Iapetus; my Titans,” she said, listing off her beloved progenies, one by one. And purposely omitting Cronus, that she had no intention of freeing unless absolutely necessary. “Typhon.” Athena gasped—she well knew how dangerous that progeny was. “Chthonius, Astraeus, Ephialtes, Otus, Antaeus—yes, the surviving Giants. Those your filthy family didn’t destroy.”

	The wars of the past—the Giants attacking Olympus, then the Titans launching their own mission to infiltrate the palace—had never quite settled in Gaia’s gut. She’d taken her own side, each time—the side of remaining passive, out of the way, and observing fate as it unfolded. But after centuries of nurturing her pain, of trying to accept that her direct descendants had failed, she’d recognized she wasn’t happy with the result. She wasn’t happy with her children stuffed in a fiery cage, thousands of feet below ground, rotting, fading into nothingness. They were starved, losing power, desperate for freedom—and had been for so long. Too long.

	Gaia heard their cries, nightly. Their wails whistled into her ears and roused her, causing her to pace; she hated pacing.

	She rarely slept, for each time she closed her eyes, she remembered those she’d lost to Tartarus, but also those she’d lost permanently. Sometimes, the spirits of her poor descendants came to her, spoke to her, reminded her why she was plotting this insanely intricate coup. Those who were killed and flayed, their skin used for shields—Athena’s shield, in particular. Those who were burned by torches, their flesh melting off, charred and crisp, decomposing into Gaia’s green earth. Those smacked by staffs or clubs, their brains bashed in, their faces made unrecognizable from the impact. Without forgetting those crushed by boulders, heavy rocks, entire islands, limbs flattened and broken, then buried beneath volcanoes. Those shot at by lightning bolts, or felled by red-hot metal missiles that shredded into their chests, dislodged their hearts, dismembered them, decapitated them.

	So much bloodshed and violence; Gaia’s nightmares were red with blood, oozing through her every thought, plaguing her every breath. When she did sleep, she woke with that coppery taste in her mouth, and spat it out in rage, remembering she’d get her revenge, oh yes. She refused to rest until all her plans were in motion.

	“You wonder why, I’m sure.” She twirled a portion of her gown around her finger, squeezing tight. “Why would I want to meet with those who sought to murder you and yours, hm? All these years, you thought I’d been standing back, neutral, not wanting to interfere? I didn’t, because I wanted them to prevail.”

	Hera’s dark brows lifted; Athena and Aphrodite held hands. Such a sight, those two, usually at odds with one another, now uniting their strength in their fear of Gaia.

	“The Giants, the Titans—they tried, in vain, to unseat that miserable king of yours.” Gaia’s nostrils widened and she sensed a glob of acidic spit swelling in her mouth. A flavor she often experienced whenever thinking of her grandson. An ungrateful, unbelievably spiteful, selfish prick who thought only of himself and his not-that-large cock he enjoyed sticking into any female in sight. He’d calmed down, of late, or so she’d been told; but he’d stray again, it was in his nature.

	Poor Hera. Never good enough for him. She’d have made a better queen on her own.

	She peered down at the three women, wriggling about, backing away from her as if expecting her to shoot more vines at them, to choke them, poke through them, eviscerate them.

	“I’m going to give them another chance. Another opportunity to rid Olympus of Zeus—for good.”

	Hera mumbled into her gag, her words making no sense—but Gaia heard her thoughts.

	“You can’t do that! You can’t take away the lot Zeus was given!”

	“Are you trying to say, dear granddaughter,” Gaia narrowed her gaze on Hera’s now blanching face, “that I, Gaia, primordial goddess of the earth, creator of all of you useless creatures, cannot remove the prize I myself allowed to be given?”

	Athena’s mumble was a surprise; Gaia hadn’t expected her to speak out, wise as she presumed to be. Her thoughts were concise and might have come off as a threat, were she not tied up and unable to voice her concerns.

	“You did not give him his crown; you cannot take it away.”

	“I can steal it,” said Gaia, not missing a beat.

	Aphrodite gasped, this time, but if she wanted to speak, she didn’t attempt to. Her thoughts were confused, shooting to and fro across her mind, but more focused on the outcome of her darling newly discovered son.

	Lukus, said son, was inanimate on the altar, where Mnemosyne had enchanted him into a deep, restorative slumber. Gaia wanted to reassure Aphrodite that her precious half-god offspring would be fine; but it’d be a lie, and Gaia was done lying.

	Time enough to explain to them what my plans are for Lukus.

	“Zeus is not worthy of his crown,” she raised a hand before Hera or Athena could grumble some chewed up response, “and I’ll tell you why. Because he doesn’t care for his humans enough, does he? No, he doesn’t embrace them when they do well. But he doesn’t punish them, either. He lets them get away with everything, choosing to not interfere when they’re instigating wars or harming nature or fucking each other senseless; in all interpretations of that term, mind you.” She massaged the bridge of her nose; bringing up Zeus’ failures never failed to put her in a mood. “He’s let them destroy the planet he was supposed to watch over. Famine? Death? Capitalism? Global warming? All things Zeus could have deliberated on, had he gotten his arse off that rigid stone throne of his. Had he taken his eyes off the bosoms of the pretty little things he employs in his service—”

	Hera’s earlier mumble became a growl.

	“He does not stare at our serving staff anymore!”

	Gaia cackled; a sound that reverberated through her every bone, taking root in her core and waking it, warming it. “You place too much trust in someone who has done nothing but betray you at every turn, my sweet. But fear not, I’ll take care of him for you.”

	Gaia was all too excited to envision her children ripping Zeus from limb to limb, stringing him up from the Palace ceiling, then slowly cutting his flesh off and watching his ichor drip from his rotting corpse.

	But murder wasn’t her solution, as much as the thought of killing Zeus aroused her.

	“My most loyal offspring will strip him of his title, mark my words. And with us ruling Olympus, this world will come to order once more. We will interfere in human affairs—and fix them.” She arched her spine and spread out her arms, welcoming the stuffy, stale cabin air into a pleasant embrace. “We will regrow this world, save it, spare it from the destruction it’s headed towards with Zeus’ reign. For if we do nothing, we maybe have a few centuries before Earth dies from all its ailments. And if Earth dies—we die with it.”

	Silence welcomed that statement. A deafening, heavy quiet that proved to Gaia these Olympians knew nothing of the state of the world. Nothing of its mistreatment, of the level of suffering. This world would, if left untended, explode, and the gods would become crumbs floating in space, determined to discover a new home.

	And we won’t find one. The universe will not allow it.

	“With my babies freed from their unnecessary prisons, they can lend me their power. Together, we can rebuild, restart.”

	She took a weighty breath, trying not to grimace at the mulch odor filling her nostrils. Why couldn’t Mnemosyne live in a more hospitable, cleaner place? There were so many empty homes in the Underworld, dwellings unoccupied for decades at a time. Yet she chose this shabby, one-roomed shack with a roof about to cave in and walls made of actual dirt? It went against Mnemosyne’s clean appearance, her tousled orange curls, her spotless golden tunic. And as much as Gaia enjoyed rolling around in the dirt herself, she didn’t enjoy standing in it for extended periods of time, and being surrounded by it when giving a speech to her enemies and potential allies.

	“They’ve all agreed to help, you see. With their assistance, my centuries of planning will finally mean something.”

	Athena stopped wriggling and glowered at Gaia with a repressed rage that almost tingled Gaia’s extremities.

	“You’ve lost your mind if you think you can trust those children of yours. They were locked up for a reason; releasing them will only bring chaos.”

	“Well,” Gaia chuckled, “in my opinion, chaos is what we need.”

	Hera snorted. “You’d unleash my father, would you?” Her eyes were slanted, but the shrinking of her posture showed she feared her own thoughts. She was afraid of Cronus, and rightfully so; any deity with a modicum of sense shied away from the mere mention of him. “And your husband?”

	Aphrodite shuddered at that. By the strangest of fates, she was a daughter of Uranus, Gaia’s estranged husband. And though she didn’t refer to herself as such—Uranus was a betrayer and a disgustingly horrific deity, after all, even Gaia admitted that—and it was only a technicality, Aphrodite was recognized as a goddess with powers descended from him. As far as Gaia remembered, she didn’t quite like being reminded of it.

	“No, I will not let them out. They betrayed me,” said Gaia, with a flick of her wrist, uncertain why she needed to re-educate these three on the depth of her son and spouse’s treachery towards her. “They engendered Zeus’ behavior. They ruined my offspring’s’ lives, so there’s no way I’d allow them to do so again. I thought Zeus would be different, but alas…no. Uranus and Cronus will remain locked up; but I plan to draw from their energy to assist me with my plans. They’ll be a part of this, though unwillingly.”

	She smiled and rubbed her hands together, recalling all the potions she and Mnemosyne had been working on to transfer powers between deities. Dark, mystical stuff, they were; and many ingredients stolen from the completely oblivious Hecate.

	Oh, the wondrous things she keeps in that locked cabinet of hers.

	“So you will kill Zeus?” Hera’s thought came on suddenly, swerving into Gaia’s mind while her attention was diverted on thoughts of forcing poison down her husband’s throat.

	Gaia brushed her fingers through her tresses; tangled and coated with a light layer of grass, like she preferred. “I won’t if I don’t have to. If he abdicates, or if my children overpower him and he surrenders, then I’ll give him a taste of what he did to my babies. I’ll lock him up for eternity in Tartarus.” She bit her lip, switching her gaze to Athena, then Aphrodite. “But should he be too fitful, should he prove too difficult…then slitting his throat and waiting as the ichor pools out of him will be the least of my concerns.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	|| 2. A LOT OF BLOOD ||
ZEUS

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Something was amiss at the Palace.

	He always knew, always sensed a swift vibration coursing through him whenever one of his own was going through high emotions. He felt his wife’s rage when she experienced a jealous spell; and Ares’ violence when he stomped about in his chambers, growling about improper procedures of war; and Aphrodite’s moans when Ares’ growls became something other than violent. Every trickle of Hermes’ malice, the gentle, soothing tunes from Apollo’s lyre—no matter where in the Palace he was located—the calming waves of the Muses as they weaved their magic.

	Right now, he felt nothing. The palace was vacant; not as if its inhabitants left, but as if their emotions were on lock-down, stuck in impossible to reach places. Zeus couldn’t feel his family members, and it prompted shivers to skid down his back.

	He didn’t like shivers.

	In such strange situations, he’d usually seek the Fates, first, to ask them why his powers were dwindling, why his ever-mighty strength was testing him. But something urged him to locate Hera, instead. Her scent was normally the strongest of all Olympian godly energies, and right then, it wasn’t invading his nostrils as it often did. During these trying times, she wasn’t allowed to leave the Palace—none of the gods were, save a handful with explicit consent from him—but he knew her well, better than anyone. She wouldn’t worry about defying him if she had some pressing matter elsewhere.

	“What pressing matter would she have?” He quirked a brow as he stormed down the corridor, having left his chamber after checking hers—she wasn’t in there, and her maidens hadn’t seen her. 

	He took a gander down the hall to his right, the massive, pillar and statue-lined one that would lead to his throne-room, and squinted.

	It hadn’t escaped him how many tiny dots formed a trail towards Hera being the culprit. Bread crumbs, for sure; nothing concrete, nothing that could outright prove that she’d been up to something…and yet the facts were worrying. And also the fact that Athena had blatantly accused her in front of all—that was concerning. Athena wouldn’t do such a thing unless she were sure; and Zeus had felt her conviction, rattling his bones, anchoring deep into his stomach. He hadn’t liked that in the slightest.

	“Where in Tartarus are you, Hera?”

	He proceeded down the hallway but took a sharp turn before the main Library entrance, slithering down the smaller corridor where he’d often seen Hermes corner servants in the dark, or Apollo flirting with one of his staff-members, away from prying ears and eyes.

	Could Hera be responsible for all this madness? He hadn’t let her out of his sight recently, sensing something off in her character, something affecting her being. Something he couldn’t seem to explain and that the Fates hadn’t been able to decipher for him. The chances were slim that she’d been the one poisoning gods directly, because he’d have seen it, or one of his cupbearers would have. But was she working with someone else? Facilitating their navigation around the Palace? Infiltrating them in and out while no one was looking?

	And for what purpose?

	They’d been on such good terms for the past few centuries. Zeus had, thankfully, grown older, though outwardly he looked the same as when myths were first written about him, eons ago. Inside, though, he was tired, no longer interested in pursuing women who often resisted him and fought him off with transformations and devices he no longer cared to break through. His spirit was exhausted from all the frolicking, and he himself couldn’t keep up with the vast number of offspring he’d produced.

	Hera had appreciated his stoppage of adventures, most of all the gods. She’d become kinder, shown a softer, delicate side of herself that had aroused Zeus beyond measure. They’d rekindled some of the romance from their earlier years, enjoying rumbles in the sheets the likes of which they hadn’t in a long, long time. Zeus smiled at the memory; then frowned when remembering how fast things had changed.

	Out of nowhere, Hera had returned to being stiff, suspicious, and unable to trust anyone but herself and her favorite sons.

	“Oh?” Zeus paused in his steps as he came around the corner to the main Dining Room’s hall. “That’s her?” He sniffed, diving into his godly intuition to analyze the scents swarming the air.

	Following the trail of the aromatic energy, he ended up on the other side of the Dining Room, near the sculpture museum’s doors. Here, the scent ended abruptly.

	“Strange.” He sniffled again; it wasn’t Hera’s delectable, sweet essence of baked goods and flowers. This was a pungent, nearly violent odor, tinged with alcohol and psychedelic effects. And it was blended with something else, blended with—

	Zeus’ mouth dropped open when he looked down and found a pool of bright blue ichor at his feet. He’d been seconds away from stepping right into it—he lifted his foot, backed away, and kneeled to narrow his gaze on the substance.

	There was ichor, yes, a lot of it, splattered on the walls, staining the floor, dripping into the tiny crevices in the marble. But he also caught that sticky, sordid stench of poison, in its vibrant turquoise hue, swishing into the blood and swirling into its darker shade. A dizzying circle of shades of blue, seeping into the marble flooring, drawing him closer to it.

	Poison—the same he’d detected on Themis, then on Phoebe, earlier that day.

	“Another attack?” He rose to his full height and glanced left and right, finding the entire corridor empty, vacant of emotion. No shadows, no breathing; nothing.

	Where was the body? He crouched to take another whiff of the energy emanating from the blood, and wrinkled his nostrils, recognizing the strong liquor and drug-like sweetness as Dionysus’ ichor.

	Knowing Dionysus, so many things might have happened here. He’d poisoned himself—wouldn’t be the first time—and wobbled drunkenly over to rest, falling over at this precise spot to take a nap. Or he had been attacked by the culprit, but with so many atrocious elements already in his blood, the toxin didn’t take effect as well, and he was able to stand up and walk away from the scene of the crime, unscathed. But where had he wandered off to? Zeus had passed near his chambers earlier, in his search for Hera, and hadn’t smelled anything out of the ordinary; which meant he wasn’t in his room.

	Zeus tucked a few curly hairs away from his face and inhaled a deep breath of the atmosphere, letting the air creep into his nose and infest it.

	Ah, there’s more—I smell more beings here.

	A new trail formed in his mind, one guiding him down the hall, toward the corner near the ballroom where Hera had summoned him for her impromptu anti-Athena meeting. Was that her lingering scent he was sniffing now, or something else?

	No…the scent didn’t lead to the ballroom. It led to his right, to a small glass door through which he saw a blare of sunlight and caught sight of a few bushes of flowers swaying in an Olympic breeze.

	A small courtyard—the smallest of them all, if he recalled correctly. A tranquil place where he’d discovered Hestia praying, kneeled before the stone fountain. Where he’d once stumbled upon Demeter in a very private moment of self-indulgence. And where he hoped to find his wife, now. Her essence was strong here, and he prayed she’d be outside once he opened the door.

	She wasn’t. As he slipped out onto the brick pavement, a myriad of smells charged into his nose. Blood was rampant in all of them—but belonging to different individuals, their odors differing greatly. Scanning the small space, he soon found traces of this blood splattered over the fountain’s base and the ground near it, and congealing on a spot to the right, near a cluster of roses. If he wasn’t mistaken, there were quite a few drops in the water, too, swirling and swirling as if to hypnotize him into dunking his head and refreshing himself.

	Ignoring the ominous call from the likely poisoned water, he started with the pool of ichor by the roses. One whiff had him scrunching his brows and frowning down at the substance, recognizing its half-god, half-mortal aroma: acidic and fragrant all at once. And the shiny swirl of turquoise toxins within it.

	“Lukus? Lukus was attacked?” He was about to stomp over to the fountain, but scented another faint yet distinct odor of fire and jungle. “Mother?” He lowered to the ground and got as close to the still moving blood as he could without touching it. He took in a large breath, and shook his head as he straightened up. “Mother’s blood mixed with Lukus’ blood. That…makes no sense.”

	Panic rising in his gut, he hurried over to the blood on the fountain, and braced himself as he squatted and sniffed.

	His legs gave out and he fell onto his behind, luckily not coming into contact with the ichor itself; but at this level, he was able to view the greenish-blue tint of poison spiraling within the obscure ichor. That sweetness, that delicious aroma of cake and cookies—there was no mistaking who it belonged to.

	“Hera?”

	 

	***

	 

	Within less than an hour, Zeus had all chambers searched. He warned all those he came across to be on their guard, as several attacks had taken place at once; but he didn’t tell everyone who exactly had been attacked.

	Dionysus. Lukus. Rhea. Hera. After sniffing in a bit too much of their blood, Zeus was dizzy, disoriented. He’d struggled to keep on his feet, worry crawling into his mind and infesting it with outcomes he didn’t want to see; not yet. Not until they’d all been found.

	Sitting on his throne, massaging his temples, he realized all four of them were no longer in the palace. Despite their blood being imprinted inside his nostrils, he couldn’t smell them, their energies, their presences. And he’d tried, desperately, to detect them, as he dashed out of the courtyard and fetched his cupbearers, his guards, his spies, telling them to strip the palace bare, to round up anyone or anything suspicious.

	They’d come back with nothing.

	The striking coldness of the stone beneath him reminded him of an important factor, a detail he needed to take note of—the only blood not tinged with poison was Rhea’s. Hers was pure, and in a much smaller quantity, almost as if spilled accidentally. Why had she bled? Who’d made her bleed? And what had she been doing for someone to want her to?

	Rhea was, most days, a calm titaness who minded her own business and kept to herself. She’d been living in the jungle for decades, and didn’t take part in most Olympian drama. She did have a furious fire in her when irritated, however; so had she been arguing with one or all of those whose blood Zeus had found outside?

	Zeus tapped his fingertips on his throne’s armrests. Hera had been tense, Rhea had been tense…had they been tense because of one another? He’d rarely, if ever, seen his wife and mother have disagreements, and definitely none powerful enough to draw blood.

	“Lock down the palace,” he said, snapping at the guards who’d returned from their exploration of every inch of the Olympus dwelling. “And bring me my Olympian children.”

	They ran without question, and sounded the alarm—the ear-pinching, teeth-gritting screech Zeus reserved for emergencies, to alert his inhabitants that something was afoot.

	Ares popped up first, equipped with his trusty sword and his helm placed atop his mop of black hair. “Father?” He stopped at the throne-room’s threshold, glowered inside, then marched up to bow to Zeus, his chest gleaming with sweat from what Zeus hoped was a recent work-out, and not a session of sex with Aphrodite. “What’s with the alarm? I thought we were being invaded.”

	“We might well be, sooner or later,” said Zeus, waving at Ares to straighten up. “Sit; I’m waiting for your siblings before I explain anything.”

	Hephaestus barged in with an ax dripping in recently shed blood, Zeus noticed. He tried not to scrunch his nose at the stench of guts filling the air. Hephaestus had the eeriest of pass times, one of them, of late, being butchering meat for Hestia’s kitchen staff.

	Seeing his brother seated on his throne of swords and spikes, Hephaestus limped over to his own seat, fiery with the heat of a volcano. 

	Once properly perched, he turned, addressing Ares. “Invasion?” 

	“We’re waiting to find out,” mouthed Ares, sitting firm as steel, spine stiff against the throne-back. 

	Apollo and Artemis strolled in together, somewhat unfazed by the still blaring alarm. Zeus detected a look of knowing in Apollo’s eyes. As one of the healers in this investigation, he often sensed the same perils as Zeus did, and could detect the poison when it was close. Did he scent it on Zeus, who’d approached the substance perhaps too often today? Did he understand at first glance that something dire was going on, more dire than the situation already at hand?

	Smart boy—and he must have warned his sister.

	Hermes meandered in while fastening his tunic to his waist—evidently he’d been engaged in some dark corridor action, as per usual, but had been disturbed by the siren. His blond curls were miffed up and he had that glaze in his eyes; the one Zeus had seen in them more than once while he was up to no good.

	At the vision of his siblings assembled and seated, he took his throne immediately and switched his expression from quietly aroused to solemn.

	Zeus peered at the entryway, waiting. He knew Dionysus wouldn’t show—he’d disappeared, that much was clear—but where was Athena? She should have been the first to appear when summoned. She wouldn’t miss out on an opportunity to impress Zeus, especially after her recent behavior of defying him. And even Aphrodite, though technically not his descendant, would have made an appearance eventually, her curiosity too overpowering to ignore.

	Yet neither goddess showed. Five minutes, ten, fifteen, thirty—no one else came.

	As Zeus rose, startling those who had reported for duty, two guards stumbled into the room and quickened to kneel before him with their heads bent.

	“Athena is missing, my king,” said one of them, voice trembling with fright. “We found ichor near her door, a sure sign of struggle.”

	“Ichor?” Zeus lifted an eyebrow. “Any turquoise-appearing color to that ichor?”

	“No, majesty.” The guard gulped. “And…we took it upon ourselves to search for Aphrodite, too, since she often attends such meetings with you…”

	Ares groaned, prompting Zeus to spin to him. “Let me guess; she’s not here, either?” He smacked the tip of his sword to the floor, coming close to cracking the wooden dais’ surface. “Of course she’s not; she was supposed to meet me after refreshing herself, and she does take hours to do that but…it’s been too long.”

	Though Hephaestus’ aura glowed orange and gold with animosity, he nodded at his brother, his black eyes slitted. “I was in my chambers earlier, fetching some supplies. I normally hear her rummaging about in her quarters, since they’re across from mine, but…I didn’t detect her presence in there.”

	Zeus leaned over and set his elbows on his knees, using his hands to hold his chin up. “Then we’ll add them both to the list of disappeared.”

	“Disappeared?” Artemis shot up from her seat, sending a few dried leaves from her tunic to the floor. “Who else is gone? Is that what the siren was about?”

	Apollo gestured at her to calm down, then gazed at Zeus. “Father? What is happening?”

	Zeus scrubbed his face. He hated showing emotion in front of his constituents, his children; but he could tell he was about to overflow with worry and had no means to stop himself.

	“Several Olympians have vanished.”

	“Sire,” said the second guard, who hadn’t deigned to raise his voice until now. “I must add that in our search of the palace, we discovered that those who were poisoned…Themis and Phoebe…have also left the premises.”

	Zeus’ hands became warm, warmer, hot. They sizzled with energy, and lightning developed in his fingertips, coursing up and down his arms in zapping motions that made him twitch.

	“What in Olympus is going on here?”

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	|| 3. BUSINESS ||
PERSEPHONE

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Some would call the Underworld’s air stale, starchy; some had called it foul, dirtied with death and decay. And truth be told, there was something sour and slightly nasty about it. A fetid odor that wrinkled one’s nostrils if they weren’t used to it. Persephone found it oddly stimulating, and was never able to explain why; not to her mother, who was her closest confidante, and not to her husband, the ruler of this world, one well used to the stench of it.

	Something in the dark, dreary-like atmosphere woke Persephone up, sprang her into action. While other gods would call fall and winter dead seasons, where everything faded into the soil and shifted to shades of white and gray, Persephone became more active. Her half-year spent in the Underworld was never unproductive, and she never complained—well, not anymore, at least. 

	It was outside that she thrived most, picking elderberries near the Elysian Fields and gathering up herbs she’d later share with her mother, when she returned upstairs to Olympus. Or meeting with souls awaiting judgment, offering them peaceful thoughts, delivering baskets of pomegranates to those she thought might be waiting a while.

	Today, there was something off about the air. More pungent than normal, imbued with a sense of malice, a fragrant aroma of sweet betrayal. Another thing she couldn’t explain—she often detected if there were threats in the vicinity, or anyone whose soul had ill intentions as they approached the palace. More so since she’d been poisoned, then healed by Hecate. Whatever the witch-goddess had injected into her had offered her some new and improved abilities.

	The off-putting scent had drawn her outside. She’d been plucking weeds in her private indoor garden, and caught a puff of something that caused an ominous jolt in her belly. She’d followed that scent, and was now rummaging through the rose bushes by the palace doors, figuring some of them had wilted and taken up a terrible stench—she could smell dead flowers from miles away, and disliked them adorning the entrance of her home.

	Though deeply concealed inside one of the bushes—she didn’t shy away from the scrapes caused by thorns, and had the marks on her arms to prove it—she detected someone approaching the palace, and froze. She couldn’t see them clearly, vision blocked by vines and massive roses, but she did visualize a feminine figure, a lengthy gown swishing over the jewel-encrusted pavement. She had the pace of someone in a hurry.

	Through the emerald-colored leaves and past the aubergine-hued rose petals, Persephone watched the figure, wondering who it might be. The individual didn’t come to the front door, and instead swerved left, towards the side.

	Persephone muffled a gasp; only one person went that way when arriving at the palace—Hecate. Was that her? Had she come back from Olympus?

	Not wanting to startle whoever this was—though praying it was indeed Hecate—Persephone wriggled out of the bush, ripping her mahogany skirts in the process. With a groan, she zapped at the fabric to re-attach it, then shook out said skirts and tiptoed towards where the mystery visitor had hurried off.

	She rounded the corner just in time to witness the person—curly orange hair, a gold dress covering golden sandals—peering left and right before descending the secret steps that led under the palace, to Hecate’s crypt. She’d also seen the intruder’s eyes—wide, a basic but recognizable brown flecked with gold. They marked Persephone’s heart and squeezed it.

	Mnemosyne? What’s she doing?

	This was the third or fourth time Persephone had noticed Mnemosyne slinking down into Hecate’s crypt for who knew what reason. And on every other occasion she hadn’t questioned it—Mnemosyne was Hecate’s aunt, and she often asked the witch-goddess for ingredients for her memory potions, or discussed the benefits of certain herbs with her. They weren’t on the friendliest of terms, but they weren’t enemies, either. 

	But what bothered Persephone was that Hecate wasn’t there, wasn’t in her crypt at that moment. She was in Olympus.

	Why was Mnemosyne going downstairs when Hecate wasn’t there to greet her?

	Everyone in the Underworld knew Hecate’s lair was strictly off-limits unless she was there to allow access. There were no special enchantments or spells blocking doors; only simple locks opened by keys in Hecate’s possession. But it was implied that no one would be daft enough to breach her dwelling and dig through her precious potions. Her poison cabinet was enchanted, with reinforced spells since the break-in, and yet…

	Something triggered Persephone to follow Mnemosyne to inspect what she was up to.

	She made no effort to lessen the noise she was making—she’d been wearing her gardening clogs, and they were loud, even in the dirt surrounding the property—and the clank clank of her steps on the secret stony stairs announced to Mnemosyne that she was being followed. Yet the titaness of memory didn’t slow down until they both reached the bottom.

	Persephone caught up to her, grabbed her by the shoulder, and spun her around.

	This section of the crypt gave Persephone the creeps. A circular lobby filled with stone gargoyle witches set up in a semicircle, guarding the secret stairs, and also guarding the main crypt corridor, their dark eyes scanning every visitor to gauge their intentions.

	Ignoring the gargoyle’s inquisitive gaze, Persephone tightened her grip on Mnemosyne. “What are you doing down here?” 

	Persephone was, most days, intimidated by Mnemosyne. She rarely left her hut, and when she did, she left a trace of majesty and oblivion in her passage, subduing and swaying anyone who sought to speak to her. She didn’t speak—not if she could help it—and only whispered words into people’s minds and persuaded them against approaching her.

	Today, however, she was in Persephone’s territory. The crypt, though housing Hecate and her experiments, belonged to Hades. And whatever belonged to Hades, belonged to Persephone. Mnemosyne, grand titaness that she was, was trespassing.

	Mnemosyne blinked at Persephone as if she were a figment of her imagination, and pinched her lips. “None of your business, majesty.” Her voice was sultry, with a slight croak to it—when she did speak, she was enchanting and, one might say, quite sexy to listen to, even Persephone had to admit.

	But she wouldn’t be bent to the alluring woman’s will. “If it’s in my palace, then it is my business, Mnemosyne.” She gestured towards the charcoal-colored corridor leading to Hecate’s various chambers. “Hecate isn’t here, so you have no business coming to her crypt.”

	Mnemosyne’s light brown eyebrows raised, shocked at Persephone’s defiance. In centuries, they’d exchanged perhaps three words total; and all three times Persephone had been respectful, if not shy. Now, she was guarding her domain like one of Hecate’s fierce hounds, all of which she felt animating behind the nearby door containing them.

	“I have business with Melinoë, if you must know.” She swept a hand through her bushy curls and slid out of Persephone’s reach; Persephone hadn’t realized she’d been squeezing Mnemosyne’s shoulder as they spoke.

	An uncomfortable warmth spread up her arm from the contact, then lessened once they were no longer touching.

	“Melinoë?” Persephone repressed a shudder at the mention of her bastard daughter, who dwelled in the shadows of Hecate’s crypt and could barely muster enough words to form a proper sentence. “Who so happens to be my daughter and who has absolutely no notion of what business is. I don’t even think she comprehends the word itself.”

	“Well,” Mnemosyne tossed her mane, and a whiff of caramelized apple hit Persephone’s nostrils, “we do have business, regardless. We have been…working on something together.”

	Persephone set her fists on her hips and squinted at the woman before her, in all her golden gowned grace, fidgeting to muster up excuses to justify her presence.

	It was all bullshit, and Persephone wouldn’t have it.

	It’s too suspicious with everything that’s been going on lately.

	“In Hecate’s absence? I highly doubt that. Hecate wouldn’t let anyone approach Melinoë for any sort of business transaction unless she were there to oversee it.” Persephone leaned forward. “How about telling me the truth?”

	In a few breaths, Mnemosyne zoomed closer and grasped Persephone by the shoulders, her pointy nails digging through her dress’ material, and into her flesh. She forced Persephone to look at her—her eyes enlarged and filled with stars, circling, circling, seeping into Persephone, trying to take possession of her mind.

	“Hecate has allowed it,” said Mnemosyne, her voice a lullaby, a string of skillful notes that enticed Persephone, strolling about in her brain and blooming flowers in every corner. Flowers that smelled like decay and deceit—and that had no alteration on Persephone’s state of mind. “So you will allow it, too.”

	The stars continued to circle, attempting to coerce Persephone; but all they did was make her dizzy. Whatever spell Mnemosyne was trying on her…it wasn’t working, not fully.

	Mnemosyne must have sensed that Persephone was resisting her, for she brought her face closer, touching their noses. They were of a height, but made of different stuff, for sure; Mnemosyne was sparkles and honey, but Persephone was tough as leather. Impenetrable.

	Mnemosyne kept poking, though, kept shooting her energy into Persephone’s mind, to mess with her thoughts, alter her memories. She reached, reached, reached deep into the confines of Persephone’s soul and clawed at it, not to rip it apart, but to inject it with her spell’s effects.

	There were no effects. Persephone felt nothing but a slight nausea in her gut, which might have been due to the astonishment of Mnemosyne actually trying to use her powers on her. 

	Persephone tried not to smile. It seemed Hecate’s magic had done more than infuse her with a few extra abilities; it had apparently made her immune to Mnemosyne’s memory charms.

	But to fully understand what Mnemosyne was up to, Persephone needed to pretend like she’d been subdued. She needed to act the part, and play dumb so she could investigate what the titaness was truly up to, and why. She could, later, speak with Melinoë and extract information from her; for now, she needed to take on the role of a memory-controlled zombie.

	If she’d sensed Persephone’s sharpness, Mnemosyne didn’t imply it, nor did she seem upset that the spell wasn’t taking. Was she convinced it had worked? Had Persephone somehow coerced her?

	The titaness blew on Persephone’s face; a powdery substance that Persephone knew to be her weapon to put others to sleep. She’d heard rumors of it, and those rumors claimed she hadn’t used that ability in eons. Clearly, she hadn’t forgotten how.

	“You won’t question me again,” whispered Mnemosyne, squinting, lurking, anticipating Persephone’s body to go limp and crumble at her feet.

	But her sleeping powder, like her mind-control attempts, had no effect on Persephone.

	Shit. Pretend to fall asleep, then?

	How Mnemosyne couldn’t tell her magic was pointless, Persephone might never know. Was her mind concealed, protected against the titaness’ energy? She’d have to ask Hecate about that later, when she came home.

	Persephone loosened her legs and let her eyes roll to the back of her head. She’d feigned sleep on more than one occasion in her life, and this time wouldn’t be any different. She let her arms droop at her sides and her head lull forward, and waited as Mnemosyne gently deposited her on the cold, damp floor. An odor of wet dog and dewy grass entered her nose, and she tried not to scrunch it in displeasure.

	From this angle on the floor, Persephone slitted her eyes and watched as Mnemosyne dashed to Hecate’s witchcraft and potion room, zapped something on the door, pressed a hand to it, and pushed. She scurried in, and sealed herself inside.

	Oh, I need to tell Hades about this, at once.

	 

	***

	 

	After creeping past the closed potion room door, Persephone sprinted upstairs and down the hall to Hades’ primary parlor. Though it was a place he preferred for entertaining guests, and he usually didn’t use it unless he had guests, he’d been nostalgic since Athena and Hermes had left, and had been cloistering himself inside to drown his sorrows.

	Persephone didn’t knock—not that she needed to—and found her husband seated on the emerald divan, an old bottle of sherry uncorked and sitting before him on the coffee table, and his fiery red goblet half-emptied. He was tired; dark circles under his dark eyes, his mess of a mane messier than usual, and he wore his black evening tunic that made him look like more of a reaper than even Thanatos did.

	“Hades,” she said, stopping before the coffee table to get his attention. He hadn’t flinched at the opening and closing of the door, and only came to as he saw his wife standing there, in her ragged gardening gown.

	“Wife?” He gestured at the sherry—a rich flavor of licorice and red fruits emanating from the bottle—then at one of the chairs surrounding the sofa. “Join me.”

	Persephone winced. Not only did Hades only drink sherry when he was deeply stressed, but he never offered her to indulge in it; he knew she disliked it. Most days he remembered all her favorites—pomegranate flowers, a juicy tomato to bite into, and pomegranate liqueur with a splash of ambrosia as a digestif.

	“I’ll join, sure.” She waved at the dusty bottle that she knew he’d extracted recently from the hutch, while Athena and Hermes were there. “But not to drink.” She chose to settle next to him on the couch, and he moved the paperwork he’d deposited on the cushions to give her space.

	Paperwork in the entertaining parlor? That’s odd.

	“Forgive me.” He cringed. “Pomegranate liqueur…I can fetch some for you.” He turned to the door, to snap for a serving girl. Persephone set her hand on his arm and spun him back to her. “No? No drinking at all?”

	“We need to talk,” she said, doing her best to level her voice, to hide its shaking, its nervousness. Whenever she informed Hades of eerie events happening in his realm, he reacted badly. And he’d react worse knowing she’d been spying on someone as grandiose and revered as Mnemosyne.

	Hades looked at her, really looked at her, for the first time since she’d entered the parlor. His face changed from whatever depression he’d been submerged in, to a flagrant concern for his wife.

	“What is it?” He tucked a vagrant strand of her auburn hair behind her ear, and his touch burned her skin, igniting it with a sudden, inexplicable lust.

	She gulped down her desire—they’d have time to revel in that later, and she’d need to, after what she told him—and took his hand, lowering it from her face.

	“Something is fishy down here; fishier than usual. I spotted Mnemosyne sneaking down into Hecate’s lair. Again.”

	“Again. Again?” Hades quirked a brow. “And?”

	“And…Hecate isn’t there, Hades. She doesn’t allow visitors when she’s not present, even someone like Mnemosyne.” Persephone perked up, pursing her lips. “And yes, again. She’s been going down there much more often than is customary, though usually Hecate is there to welcome her.”

	Hades leaned to the coffee table and snatched his goblet, swirling its contents under his nose. A shadow of scruff lingered along his jawline; a rarity, as he preferred to be clean-shaven at all times—Persephone had begged him to be.

	“I assume she’s borrowing ingredients to help out with all the nonsense going on?” He took a swig, hissed at the alcohol burning down his throat, then patted Persephone’s leg. “Did you stop to think that perhaps Hecate asked her to do this?”

	Persephone nudged his hand off her. “No, because she didn’t even mention Hecate. She stated she had business with Melinoë.” She huffed. “No one has business with Melinoë but me, or Hecate. Mnemosyne has no right to talk to her.”

	Hades narrowed his gaze on her as he took another sip. “I love you, my sweet, but you may be overreacting.”

	He should have known better; to use such words towards Persephone, who was the epitome of calm and composed at all times, compared to other Greek deities. And especially considering what had happened to her, what he had done to her. In her lifespan she’d been kidnapped, raped, her fate decided for her—so all things considered she was an angel, and her rare flares of temper were inconsequential.

	To have him demean her like so wasn’t acceptable.

	She shot up from the sofa, and Hades immediately grimaced, aware what he’d started. He was normally delicate in his conversations with her, and walked over eggshells to not animate her because he loved her too much to lose her. He groveled at her feet and responded to her every demand and spoiled her with all she’d ever wanted—but comments like these, and implying she was seeing things, were enough to boil her insides and threaten them to burst.

	He raised his hands in complete surrender, bowing forward slightly. “I’m sorry, my dear, I didn’t mean to—”

	“—to what? Imply I’m losing my mind?” She stamped a foot to the floor, rattling the walls with her rage. “I
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