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TRIGGER WARNINGS

 

 

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

Other triggers worth mentioning are:


	- Attempted murder

	- Animal cruelty (mild) (no harm of pets)

	- 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. YOU’LL KNOW║

???

 

 

 

 

 

Leaves crunched under her feet; a sound she’d become familiar with, that resonated deep within. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Like crumbling paper, a crispy bite of chicken. Knuckles cracking, bones snapping.

The more she heard it, the more she remembered what she’d done. What she had yet to do. The more leaves detached from thin branches and swished to the ground, the more aware she was of time running low.

She gazed across the bushy field of slumbering crops, focusing on a small countryside home.  It was quaint—weathered stone walls, faded olive shutters, a flimsy roof that looked ready to cave in. It didn’t fit in with the modern cities she’d overviewed, which explained why it was so tucked away from civilization.

Still as a statue, quiet as a mouse, she waited. For a sign of life, for proof there were inhabitants in the house. For the green light revealing they were targets.

She needed that green light, needed the certainty it brought. Then, she’d make her move.

Stumbling backwards, she braced herself against a tree-trunk. A dizzy spell crashed over her, muting her senses as a distant but pleasant picture came to mind.

The Olympus palace, encircled by its massive, glistening gates. The foundations floated atop a steep mountain, with chunky clouds concealing it from human view. Sunlight poured from the heavens, basking the grounds in a golden glow. She could have smiled at the image, at the memory of the faint hymns playing from the gardens, the scent of ambrosia-filled pastries wafting up from the kitchens. 

But something within her rumbled, growled, yanked her away from the merry sights to remind her of her task. Her dreadful, gloomy task.

The cottage came into view once more. She’d gotten closer while she’d been in her dream-world. Much closer. She no longer needed to squint. 

Someone skipped by the window. Chatter and footsteps, followed by silverware clinking and scraping on plates.

They were eating.

Perfect.

A few more steps allowed her to peek through the stained pane, to witness them digging into a meal of pheasant, potatoes, and greens.

Blood gushed through her veins, fast, fast, faster, prompting her to muffle a squeal. With each bite of food they scooped up, the surge inside her amplified. Her extremities tingled, her belly bubbled, her vision blurred.

And there it was, at last—the dim green glimmer that indicated her next victims. Invisible to the human eye, it was like a blanket that only she could see; a filter flickering over her eyesight to signal her of her next targets.

Them.

Her heartbeat sped up, echoing in her eardrums.

Convince them. Drag them into the cause.

She winced, a tiny twinge inside urging her to fight the thirst ravaging her; but it was useless. She’d tried before, and failed. Nothing stopped this craving.

Convince them. Save them.

The yearning took over. It dug into her scalp, burning through her brain, slithering down her spine as it enhanced her muscles. Her skin prickled, her stomach expanded, and her saliva thickened with the familiar yet unwelcome taste of poison.

It’s time.

Her hand left a luminescent print on the doorknob as she twisted it and tugged the door open. She never knocked—the green light meant she didn’t need to.

A cozy, fire-lit ambiance within welcomed her. A woman, a man, and a young boy sat at the narrow table, pausing their spoons near their mouths as they sighted her.

The man stood up, frowning. “Who are you?” he asked, in a foreign tongue she identified as French.

She pounced before he could take a single stride in her direction. Her nails were like talons as she drove into him. But instead of slicing at his flesh, she crushed his arms, pinning him to the ground, under her weight.

Her touch immobilized him. Her acerbic aura made him submissive, relaxing his jaw, numbing his muscles. Once certain he wouldn’t resist her, she pried her lips apart, and a smoky substance squeezed up her throat and out of her mouth. Clover-colored fumes laced with vibrant violet puffed over him, soaring, soaring—until they shot into his nostrils, his mouth, his eye-sockets, his ears.

Once the mist had seeped into every cavity of his body, he became stiff. He blinked once, twice, three times before nodding. 

She removed herself from him, and he stood with ease. As if she hadn’t just plowed into him, as if he’d never lost control of his motor functions.

She veered to the woman and child, both in awe at the scene, shocked into silence. She pointed the man towards them.

“Robert?” The woman slid before the youngster, shielding him. “What is happening?” She also spoke French.

The man snatched his wife’s wrist. His other hand took hold of her jaw and squeezed it to force her mouth open. He blew the green and purple haze into her, watching as it shimmied down her throat, luminescent through her light skin. 

She shuddered, swallowed—then turned to the juvenile. A frightening violence flashed in her eyes as she repeated the intoxication ritual on her son, who had no means to stop her. 

All three of them then spun to her. Alert, obedient. Ready.

Success.

Her pale pink tunic flowed in the breeze whisking in through the open door, and wisps of her straw blonde hair rubbed over her forehead. She pointed towards the outdoors, a slow smile spreading over her lips. “Feast. Gain strength. A war comes.”

They didn’t wait for her to say it twice; in a flash, her three newest victims exited, trudged through the field, and disappeared into the neighboring woods.

She followed them. The man crouched near a tree, still as stone—then jumped at an unsuspecting deer grazing near the forest entrance. He sunk his teeth into its furry flesh and tore it apart, splattering its crimson blood onto tree-trunks and rocks. His saliva sizzled onto flowers and bushes that wilted at once, dying from the toxins his body now contained.

She smirked, excited with how fast he’d shredded the animal.

Nearby, the woman was slumped by the beginning of a meadow, attacking a defenseless rabbit. She ripped off its fluffy ears, morsels dribbling from her mouth as she chewed. A messy pile of insides gathered at her feet, but it didn’t disturb her in the slightest.

In the meantime, the husband had located another deer, and was busy draining its juices onto his tongue. The boy had climbed a tree, his fingernails like sharpened claws as he heaved himself onto a thick branch. He seized a few baby birds from a nest and slurped them up one by one like noodles. He burped, swallowed a few more, and cackled in delight.

The unknown one, satisfied with her duty completion, meandered the other way, leaving her deadly creations to roam the woods and continue to devour its inhabitants. She’d send them new commands soon enough; they knew to wait until that time came. The poison inside them controlled their thoughts, their motions; and she controlled the poison.

She had to wait, too. Wait for the next batch of innocents to twist and warp to her orders. She never knew where she’d go, not right away. But somewhere, another family would bend to her will, drink her venom, and grow strong by chowing down on wild beasts, big and small, fearless or frightening.

An army of poisoned humans for the upcoming battle.

Dazed, her footsteps airy, she braced for the new instructions that would soon pop into her head. The whispered words that would enter her soul and swim into her mind, repeating over and over until they tattooed onto her brain.

She wandered, barefoot, barely conscious. Insane, lost, lonely. But never disobedient. Confused and conflicted, but always at the ready.

Wander. Gaze. Poison. Watch.

She almost stumbled on a rock, her mind battling its madness.

Wander.

She blinked, and the marble palace reappeared in her thoughts, begging her to remember who she was. Who she really was.

Gaze.

A flash—a lively courtyard filled with dancing nymphs and half-dressed men playing lyres, harps, singing out melodies that enchanted her.

Poison.

Flowers blossomed, draping over hedges, sprinkling their pretty petals onto the red brick passageways.

Watch. Repeat. Over and over.

She pictured the smile of a blond-haired man, sitting beside her, his hand caressing hers. Handsome, chiseled, enticing enough that she licked her lips. His amber eyes creased in joy, and his lips parted to speak to her— 

His image dissipated as a gong echoed in her skull, heavy and harrowing, tugging her far from the images—memories or imagination, she’d never know.

“Focus. You’ll know when it’s time.”

Her eyes closed, and she sensed her body lift and drift away.

She had no clue how many minutes passed, but when she next came to, she lay in a field of lavender and tulips, a refreshing aroma tickling her nostrils. 

The softness beneath her sore spine soothed her—but the agony that raced to her temples pushed her to sit up and rub her forehead.

She’d been transported elsewhere, which meant it was time for more orders.

She took a deep breath, inhaling the flowery smells.

“More. Wander. Gaze. Poison. Watch. Repeat, over and over.”

Despite her wobbly legs, and the incessant ache of her scalp, she got up. A house—much larger than the previous one—loitered at the edge of the meadow, calling her to convert its owners.

“Psyche…you’ll know when it’s time. Don’t forget.”

One step, another, another. Her bare toes dipped into the fresh soil. Her fingertips became empowered with atmospheric energy. The nearer she got, the more she felt tormented but tipsy. Unsure, but eager.

“Help them. Set them all upon each other. We will save the world.”

Reminded of the last place, the carnage she’d caused, she hoped they’d spare the animals. The darling things she’d usually protect, but instead now set her new disciples to feast on. The innocent friends, sacred to her family. 

They weren’t her family anymore. Her only family was the poisonous liquid splashing in her abdomen, brewing, preparing to unleash and infect. And the voice guiding her every move.

These vulnerable,6 furry creatures were important; their essence was strong, their blood essential to her minions. To hell with what her so-called family would think.

“You’ll know, Psyche.”

 



 

 

 

 

║2. THE FAVORITE DAUGHTER║
         ATHENA

 

 

 

 

 

Athena stared at the blinking letters suspended in the air before her. She traced a few more with her finger—LUKUS—and glared at the name as it trembled, as if laughing at her.

She had so little to go off of. How she wished Agent Arvantis was around to help her, but Aphrodite had wiped his memory. The human detective would be of no use to her now.

Backing away from the floating names and half-sentences, Athena fell onto her bed. Its plush, pale covers were almost comforting—but to her, in a time like this, there was no such thing as comfort.

Ruffling her messy mop of brown curls, she groaned at the matted strands sticking to her forehead. One glimpse at the mirror across from her—noticing her gray eyes streaked with red—she sneered. “What a sight I am.”

Getting to her feet, she pressed down on her wrinkled tunic, desperate to make it somewhat presentable, and re-adjusted her breastplate. 

“Athena, goddess of strategy? What strategy? I can’t even strategically comb my hair.”

She sighted the magic words still sparkling nearby.

“Oh, yes, remind me how I’m failing, would you?” She marched over to the floating list of potential evil-doers, to review the little knowledge she had so far, for the thousandth time.

Cup-bearers—nothing to report.

“Of course not, they’re bribed.” She swiped a finger to cross it out but made a mental note to interrogate some of the servants she often caught sneaking about at night.

Apollo—working on remedies for Eros.

Artemis—noticed diminished game/animals on earth. Strange?

She didn’t always trust the twins, but she doubted they had a major role in this situation. Apollo wouldn’t try to cure someone if he had caused the carnivorous rage. 

“But…that doesn’t clear him yet.” She split them up, sending Apollo to the left, Artemis to the right.

Hermes—too busy traveling between here and Tartarus.

“He might have leads,” she wrinkled her nose, “but he’s our connection to the deceased who aren’t speaking. He had no part in transporting the souls of Eros’ victims.”

Hermes—sly thief and flirtatious boy, he was. She’d never accuse him outright, but he was never easy to read. Always hiding beneath his crude jokes or changing the subject to sports. Wincing, she shoved him to the left, joining Apollo in the “uncertain” list.

She had too many on that side already.

Hera—???

“Ugh,” she moaned, sliding the peacock lover’s name farther left than anyone else’s.

Adoptive mother or not, Athena would never trust the queen of the skies. Not when she’d spent years plotting against her own husband and seeking retaliation out of jealousy.

Demeter—all she does is cry, she’s not faking that.

Hestia—sworn to neutrality.

Zeus—!!! Never blame the king!

Shrugging, she whisked all three of them to the right, the “non-suspect” area.

Then came the two she often struggled to read. She had interrogated them separately, but their stories were so similar she had to wonder if they’d consulted one another first. Or if they were innocent as they claimed.

Ares—would he use violence on his son and daughter-in-law?

Aphrodite—proved her innocence, but never cared for Psyche…

She tapped her cheek. “I have no clue where to put them.” 

For an instant she thought of separating them—Aphrodite to the left, Ares to the right—but she abandoned them where they were, too conflicted to choose.

Aphrodite hadn’t kidnapped Psyche, but she might have known more than she claimed. And Ares would do anything to protect his lover.

She moved Hades—awaiting interrogation and Persephone—pending upwards, as she had yet to obtain their stories. A pinch in her belly prompted her to want to stick Persephone in the suspects column, but she was a victim, too.

Grimacing, she threw Poseidon—nope to the right. Though she definitely didn’t care for him, he wouldn’t dare harm Psyche or poison Eros. He had little time to try, and still harbored feelings for Aphrodite, anyway. Zeus and Hades always monitored him because of his earthquake-inducing tantrums, so he’d never escape their scrutiny if he were off kidnapping goddesses and provoking gods into carnivorous rages.

Suppressing a chill, she tossed Hephaestus—likely uninvolved to the non-suspects, no matter how it irked her. Their history made her wary of him, but he wouldn’t have time to organize someone’s disappearance.

And I’d rather not chat with him more than necessary.

Dionysus—who in Tartarus knows?

The dazed and drunken deity was a mystery to her, so she tugged him towards the suspects. His frenzies, albeit controlled nowadays, bothered her. When she first approached him to ask questions, his lips were violet-hued, and his breath smelled of wine. He couldn’t enunciate a single sentence that made sense.

All other names she flicked upwards or to the right; all but one.

Athena—?

Did she trust herself? For all she knew she might have been under a spell or intoxicated. But she had no memory loss or blackouts and could account for all her actions in recent weeks. 

She snapped her fingers, and her name vanished with a poof of yellow smoke.

On the other side of her room were the other facts—dates, cities, outlines of locations, victim’s names. Every detail of Eros’ carnage. She wasn’t too familiar with American geography, preferring to survey her chief city of Athens and its Greek surroundings. But Eros had concentrated on the United States, striking major areas, leaving terror in his wake—so America was where she had to focus.

Zeus had sent down a team to wipe out memories and calm the citizens. The gods would have had quite a crisis on their hands if their king hadn’t reacted so fast. They had sufficient issues to handle, with Psyche’s location still a question mark.

Her disappearance signified something big; that someone targeted Olympian deities, messing with their minds, enraging them, confusing them. The sooner Athena discovered the culprit, the better. Who knew where Psyche was and what she was up to? Eros had caused soulmates to rip each other’s hearts out; Athena panicked at the idea of what more could happen if a psychotic goddess was on the loose.

She whirled to her suspect list. “Is it one of you? Or…someone, something else?” She scratched along her jawline, her shoulders sore, her spine electrifying with pain. “What am I not seeing?”

The suspended words evaporated in a sky-blue smoke as she walked through them, headed to her closet. She wrenched the giant metal doors open and dug through the piles of coppery armor and rusted weapons, to salvage her aegis—the special shield fabricated from Medusa’s head. She pulled out her favorite sword, a gleaming immortal material she couldn’t pronounce the name of, and extricated her old bronze helmet from a pile of headgear.

Throwing the shield and sword onto her bed, she set the helm atop her frazzled curls. It weighed on her skull, causing recollections she didn’t wish to see, but preparing her for what might come.

Blood. Screams. Lightning cracking over navy skies. The clinking and clanking of swords, the chopping of limbs, slicing of extremities, the sangria colored stains on muddy earth.

Shivers spiraled up and down her spine. “Goodbye, goddess of wisdom.” She spun to her reflection, watching her eyes shift from gray to yellow dotted with blue. Her dress magically shortened, and her breastplate widened to cover her upper arms and below her breasts. “Hello, goddess of war.” She summoned the sword and it launched from the mattress, its hilt nestling into her palm as if having always belonged there.

I’ve missed this.

She’d ditched her other persona because of Ares, unwilling to argue with him about proper war tactics. But now…her father counted on her. He wanted her to retrieve Psyche, then confront whatever beast had marked her. Zeus wanted the old Athena back.

A knock caused her to drop the blade. 

“Yes?” She removed her helmet and smoothed out her hair, tugging at the hem of her gown as the door opened.

Hebe, her sister and chief cup-bearer, appeared at the threshold. “Father wishes to see you in the throne-room,” she said, her eyes duller than usual.

“Did he by chance say what he needed?” She puffed out her torso. “I am working on the suspect list.” She followed the girl out and secured her door with a few enchantments.

Hebe shrugged. “He told me nothing. But he seemed…anxious. I’d hurry, if I were you.” Inclining her head, she scurried to the left, down a darkened corridor leading to one of the service staircases.

Athena meandered in the opposite direction, gliding onward to her father’s favorite meeting place. She wandered by portraits of heroes she’d guided, all smiling at her, encouraging her. The sconces brightened as she approached, illuminating her passage to the larger, marble-lined hallway that led into the throne-room.

Heavenly sunlight swarmed her as she stepped into the rounded chamber, sighting the circle of empty thrones atop the dais, and the biggest seat of all towering in the middle. Zeus sat atop the latter, straightening up when he saw her arrive.

“Ah,” he said, standing as she approached, her soft soles barely making a sound on the polished, mirror-like floors.

“Father.” She kneeled, but he waved her up and tugged her into his arms.

“No need for formalities, dear daughter, we are alone.” His chin nuzzled her, and a sweet scent of honey and ambrosia filtered into her nostrils.

Despite his affection, she had no trouble detecting the quiver in his tone, and the twitching of his limbs as he pulled away and returned to his seat.

“Father,” she shifted her weight, “if you’ve summoned me for answers, I must remind you a few weeks is little time to solve such a mystery. Even for a goddess like myself.”

His sky eyes narrowed on her. “I’m aware. But that’s not why I asked you here.” He twirled the end of his beard around his finger. “I have news that might help you. Reports from local lesser gods in Europe. They’ve noticed abnormal human behavior and instantly associated it with the behaviors Dionysus shows during his festivities.” She opened her mouth to complain about the wine-drinking god, but Zeus raised a hand to stop her. “It’s not him; he’s been partying up here since before Eros ran off to the United States.”

Humans and frenzies? This is about to get gross.

“They claim something is slaughtering animals. Game, mostly.”

“Right, Artemis mentioned that,” she said, crossing her arms, tipping forward to peer at her feet.

“Yes, but these are additional sightings. Whatever is killing these creatures…is also devouring them raw. Skin, organs, flesh, parts of bones. Carcasses were found in forests, wiped clean.”

Her forehead creased as pain flared to life in her scalp. “Oh, dear.”

“Indeed.” Zeus expelled a heavy breath. “I’ve heard of no being that likes to do such a thing, not in eons. And humans…they wouldn’t, not the ones I created. They cook animals first. The individuals I oversee do not have such gruesome violence in them, do they?”

“Well…” She sealed her mouth—asking him where he’d been for the past few centuries while his bloodthirsty warring son oversaw his precious planet wouldn’t aid their situation in the slightest.

Luckily, he’d given her the power to shield her thoughts—including from him—meaning he wouldn’t have access to her demeaning beliefs about Ares.

“Pan found gnawed bones in puddles of blood. Decaying flesh. Horror scenes. To be truthful, these weren’t unlike the crime scenes Eros left behind.” Concern etched over the king’s face; a worry Athena hadn’t seen in him in centuries.

“So you’re asking me to investigate those areas, then?” She pinched her lips. “Do you plan to strip me of my powers, as you did Aphrodite, and pair me up with some smart-ass, dimwitted skeptic of a human to look into this brutality?” 

Zeus’ gaze darkened and he squared his shoulders. 

Oh, no. That was too much.

Her eyebrows shot up as she clapped a hand over her mouth. “Father, please, forgive me, I’m under a lot of pressure—”

“—No!” He jammed a sandaled foot to the ground, making the throne-room’s foundations quake and the marble pillars wobble, threatening to crash. It wouldn’t be the first time everything shattered in the wake of Zeus’ rage.

Athena dropped to her knees and bowed her head, zipping her lips shut.

“You’ll interrogate Eros, in his mother’s presence,” said the king, his voice low in his throat. “She’s a true witness of this mess.”

She lifted her chin enough to spot him angling against the back of his stone chair.

Aphrodite—not a goddess she enjoyed spending time with. But she couldn’t show her honest feelings at his request; he’d send her flying out of the castle with a zap of his thunder.

“You need to uncover a way to link his behavior to these animalistic, ritualistic events going on in Europe. And figure out if Psyche has anything to do with it, if Eros believes she might be pushed to commit such acts.” He cracked his knuckles, and on instinct she shuddered. “Then you’ll descend to earth and question these local deities, demigods, and your immortal heroes. We must decide if any of them could be suspects.”

Rising, her knees weak, Athena bowed. “As you command, Father.”

“Based on all this, you may be able to pinpoint Psyche’s general vicinity. And stop her, if she’s the one creating this carnage.” He ran his fingers through his curly locks and sighed. “Most of these beings are sacred to us, and if Artemis finds out the extent of the damage—”

“—she won’t. I mean,” she cleared her throat and averted her gaze, regretting having interrupted him, “you made my thoughts impenetrable for a reason. To avoid interference with the investigation. So she won’t get wind of this, not more than what she found out on her own. If you keep her confined to the palace, like everyone else…I can pursue this without disturbance.”

Zeus set his elbow on his armrest and his jaw on his fist. “Well said.”

She flinched. “Where is Aphrodite? So that I might go and get that part over with.”

“Play nice,” said Zeus, torn between a chuckle and a grunt of displeasure. He knew better than anyone how the goddess of love and Athena weren’t friends. “She doesn’t deserve such heavy judgment on your part. Don’t forget she brought Eros home and prevented his chaos from getting worse.”

“Fine, but—”

“—but nothing.” His sternness returned as he stiffened and pointed at the exit. “She’s in her room, waiting. And aware of what I’ve asked you. You’ll go to Eros together, and then you will come to me before you leave for Europe. Understood?”

Athena bobbed her head again. “Yes, Father.”

She spun on her heels, frowning once Zeus could no longer view her expression.

Great. This is…great.

“Find the truth, favorite daughter of mine,” he added, his tone booming across the room as she reached the door-frame. She craned her neck to watch him stretch in his chair. “Find Psyche.”

Dread uncoiled in her gut, its snaky scales scratching her stomach linings as she ambled to Aphrodite’s room.

 


 

 

 

 

║3. RILE ME UP║
         EROS

 

 

 

 

 

Eros stared out at the gloom surrounding his enclosure. Plunging, never-ending silence stared back.

Shifting about on the hard, twin-sized mattress, sheets dangling to graze the concrete floor, he groaned at the sensation of the sweat-coated pillow under his neck.

The dungeons weren’t cold and terrifying as one would expect. Instead, they were dank and swampy, with a foul sewer smell that swirled in his stomach, making sleep feel near impossible.

His only way of preserving his sanity was to picture Psyche standing at the entrance, a torch illuminating her fair complexion, flames dancing in her azure eyes. Her golden mane swishing as she tiptoed closer, her calming aroma of fruit and flowers falling over him like a soft blanket of bliss.

He snorted, and the image dissipated. “That’ll never happen, not here.”

He’d never leave the dungeons, nor would his wife return. He deserved such mistreatment anyway, didn’t he?

He had to take responsibility for his actions while under the effects of the toxins that still flowed in his godly blood. “Godly?” He peered at his palms, still viewing the blood that had long since been washed off. “Yeah, super godly.”

The word poison played on repeat in his mind. Fast, fast, faster, making him dizzy, drowning him in shame and despair. Prompting questions; who would hurt a love god? Who would harm his delightful wife, the deity of souls?

Souls. Soulmates. Soulmates eating human hearts.

“Stop—”

A blurry, woman’s outline grew in the dungeon entryway. Wearing a silky nightgown, she held up a thumping heart to her mouth, pointing at him. “You,” she said, digging her fangs in, splattering scarlet liquid everywhere. Chomping, chewing, her teeth were stained red, and droplets drizzled down her clothes.

“Stop!”

His horrific murderous tendencies haunted him—whether he was awake or fighting for slumber.

“Leave me alone,” he said, flicking his wrist to banish the ghosts forcing themselves into his recollections.

Instead of fading, the picture shifted, and a foggy-silhouetted man joined the woman, taking the oozing organ from her. He smiled, his striking blue eyes holding Eros’ gaze as he, too, sank his fangs into the still beating heart, blood blasting all over his messy mane of ebony hair, dribbling down his well-defined jaw.

“Lukus?”

That was new—the FBI agent had never popped up in his visions before now.

Eros lurched up from the mattress and ran to the metallic bars. “Lukus…no, I’m so sorry.” 

He squeezed his eyelids shut, willing the detective’s figure to fade, but when he reopened his eyes, Lukus’ face had crept closer, his nose mere inches away. He munched, and munched, and munched, morsels of the heart spewing from his mouth and lodging onto Eros’ cheeks.

“Stop, stop!”

Eros raked his fingers through his curls, scratching against his scalp, rocking back and forth. Unable to differentiate between reality and imagination. Stuck between torture and truth, his legs bent, and he crumbled, smacking his forehead against the enclosure.

The visualizations vanished as footsteps fluttered down the hallway leading to the prison doors. 

Eros perked up. He tipped his ears close to the bars and waited, listening, praying.

Is someone coming to rescue me?

He flinched—no, not rescue. Persecute. Interrogate. Punish.

He’d had enough of their questions; so unless this person came with news of Psyche, he had no interest.

With a huff, he heaved to his feet and marched to the bed as the door creaked open…to reveal Aphrodite.

Aphrodite. The one who had stopped him. The one who’d brought him to his senses. Her power, her fury, her ability to destroy him for the deeds he’d committed—

But she wasn’t snarling at him, wasn’t charging her energy to hurl it at his chest. 

She flashed a weak smile as she set her torch near the door. “Son.”

“Mother?” He took two steps forward, then froze, catching more movement from the hallway.

She’s not alone.

“Who…who is there?” On instinct, he hugged himself, wary of who else would brave the gross dungeons for the likes of him.

Aphrodite padded over, and he remembered how she’d kneeled before the cage, not that long ago. She’d been wracked with worry, with guilt—not eager to tear him to shreds as he’d anticipated. No…she had rescued him. She’d stopped Zeus from killing him.

“It’s okay, son.” Her melodious voice, her heavenly nymph’s song, settled into his lungs and allowed them to expand. Allowed him to breathe. “Come here…let me look at you.”

Though hesitant, he crept over. “Mother…” His leather pants chafed as he walked, making him cringe.

She reached between the bars and brushed his cheek, wiping the tears he’d unwillingly unleashed. “My boy,” she said, sliding her fingertips through his oily, unwashed hair. “I promise, we’re working on a cure. Something to get you clean, so we can release you. I hate seeing you stuck in here, but…it’s for your safety, too.” Her strawberry blonde locks lowered over her bare shoulders as she leaned in. “I wish I could swear all will be well, but…I can’t.”

The second person made its appearance, prompting Eros to gasp and jerk away. “Who is that?” Shivers scattered down his spine as he was unable to perceive their aura.

Aphrodite moved out of the way and left room for a woman in gleaming armor, a short-hemmed dress stopping at her bulky knees.

“Eros, hello,” said Athena, her voice cautious, but her body language far from afraid.

“Zeus sent her,” said Aphrodite. “She’s here to interrogate you properly, this time. Have you calmed down since she was last here? Are you…conscious enough to answer her questions?”

He recalled the visit from the goddess of wisdom, and his insides bubbled. Not that he had anything against her—of all the deities, she was the most level-headed, most days. But he was in no mood for questioning. Her probing would worsen his unease.

It will rile me up…they should take my reluctance as a warning.

Athena’s tanned, youthful face inched up to the magical bars.  “I’m sorry to push, but your responses are crucial in helping me locate your wife.” She was taller than most goddesses, her knees bruised, her posture stiff. Yet there was a certain beauty to her ruggedness, to her muscular arms and ungraceful hands.

He got lost in the intricate designs of olive trees and owls on her breastplate. “How can you find her?”

“I think you were poisoned by the same concoction, though it had different effects on each of you,” she said, eyeing his disheveled appearance, a pinch of pity in her features. “Understanding your trauma might tell me which direction to look for her.”

His mother, a stark contrast from Athena, wore a loose-fitting tunic, exposing her creamy skin and enhancing her warm, sexual aura. “It would help, son.”

Help…but can I trust Athena?

They both scanned him, trying to pry into his thoughts. He winced, a tart and tangy taste in his mouth. “I…can’t. I’ll lose it. Again.”

Athena’s owlish eyes connected with his, digging into his soul. “I understand it’s difficult, but…this is important. Remember; you can’t harm us. These bars are enchanted, and Aphrodite and I are empowered Olympian goddesses. We won’t let you do anything.”

Her reassurances were flat, meaningless. His sanity would suffer if he spoke, if he brought his experiences to life.

“Son.” Aphrodite’s musical tone lost its charm. “Do it for her. For Psyche.”

He gulped.

Psyche.

Her ghost gallivanted about his head, reminding him why he went crazy in the first place. “Fine,” he shoved up the sleeves of his shirt, “what do you want to know?”

He’d do anything for Psyche, but kept his distance from his mother and aunt, in case his thirst for revenge returned.

Athena cleared her throat. “Well…when you were provoking your murders…how did you feel? Like you craved the killing? Or something within made you?”

Eyebrows scrunching, he rubbed his neck. Had he been orchestrating it all? Or did someone command him, whisper orders into his ear, manipulating him from afar?

“I think I was in control. I don’t recall hearing voices…but maybe there were some in the beginning.” His words triggered a vague recollection. “One voice led me to the Underworld. To…steal Cerberus’ blood. But after that, I murdered on my own instincts.” He joined his hands behind his back, desperate to hide how they shook.

Aphrodite reached out to him again. “You weren’t in your right mind, son, we’re aware of that.”

“She’s correct.” Athena never removed her gaze from him. “But…were you always in control? Or were there times when you didn’t wish to coerce your soulmates into eating each other’s hearts?”

The onrush of ugly flashbacks made him queasy. He wobbled side to side and stumbled forward, almost slamming his forehead into the metal again. Aphrodite grabbed his wrist and squeezed, but her touch brought him no reassurance.

“I…don’t know. I’m sorry, I can’t remember all the details.” An uncomfortable warmth crawled up his forearm, cruising to his shoulder and up his neck. “All I see are visions of my crimes… Specters of those I killed. Gore and blood.” He gagged as the images splayed out before him again and again. “I’m not sure I wanted to slaughter them all…it was an obligation. Like I was doing it to free them, save them. Like such a gruesome death was the only way.”

Aphrodite’s grip tightened, and his eyesight blurred.

“So…you didn’t see yourself as evil.” Athena’s tone became gentle, distant. “You assumed you were doing it for good.” She squatted beside Aphrodite. “My next question will seem strange.”

He nodded; if he opened his mouth he might be sick. The spectral woman from earlier hovered nearby, slurping up the juices from the muscle she clasped in her bloody hands.

“Did you ever think of murdering animals, too? Or strictly humans?”

Through his hazy view, he saw Aphrodite look at her in confusion. “What does that have to do with any of this?”

Chomp, chomp, chomp.

Eros’ rib-cage constricted, his heart thrumming quick, too quick, shooting electricity up his limbs. He jolted backwards, out of his mother’s grasp.

“Eros?” The goddess of love gasped. “What is it?”

“There have been horrible animal deaths throughout Europe the past few weeks,” said Athena, ignoring Eros’ sudden shift in demeanor. “The carcasses are similar to the messes you left behind, according to Zeus.”

“Animal deaths?” Eros’ voice strained, slicing up his throat. “Animals are eating each other’s hearts?”

“No…something is eating them raw. Skin, organs, nibbling on bones. Leaving little remains.” Athena stretched up to a standing position. “Some of our local gods found them, and they informed Zeus.”

Eros’ sickness still swelled in his gut, but he straightened up, too. “I didn’t care for animals. My carnivorous desires concentrated on humans.”

A sudden pang in his lower abdomen had him gritting his teeth, locking his heels to the floor to not hunch over.

The toxins…brewing…

“What are Psyche’s thoughts on animals? Does she eat meat?”

He snarled, glaring at Athena with an urge to jam his nails through her breastplate and into her chiseled chest. “You would dare accuse Psyche of such a heinous thing?”

“Son, calm down,” said Aphrodite, distancing herself from the cell. “No one accused anyone.”

Athena’s biceps bulged as she folded her arms. “I can’t deny the link. Someone poisoned her, same as you, Eros. And she’s missing…and animals are turning up horrendously butchered. Do you not see it?”

His heart banged so hard it tugged at the vessels connecting it to the rest of his body. It hurt. It screamed, screeched, blinded him with fury and hunger.

No…not again. Not now, not here…

Athena was oblivious to his suffering. “Eros, I need you to answer. Did Psyche have any grudges against animals? It might mean the poison finds deeper, well-hidden emotions and brings them to life.”

Her words were muffled as the obnoxious pounding of his heart resonated in his ears. He didn’t recognize the rhythm; rapid, but out of anxiety, not poison. It wasn’t his heart he heard; it was Aphrodite’s. And in the background…Athena’s, slower, more prepared, less frightened.

He wasn’t supposed to hear them. The magical enclosure was supposed to block his skills.

“So does that mean,” Aphrodite slipped backwards, “he wanted to kill humans, deep down? Wanted to destroy the gods?”

Athena set a fist under her jaw and grimaced. “No clue. We’re still analyzing the traces of the potion from his blood.”

Blood.

His calf muscles tightened.

Blood, blood, blood.

The venom was reactivating, traveling to his extremities, prying into his veins.

Athena rattled the cage. “Tell me, now! What do you remember?”

Eros saw red. Vibrant, vivacious, violent. 

He dashed up to her, startling her into hopping several feet back. He couldn’t touch her, but he felt her; her doubts, her concerns, her heart speeding up.

“She…loves…animals,” he croaked, a perilous pain jabbing into his temples. “Your insinuations are triggering me, Athena. Riling me up.”

Aphrodite whimpered. “Eros—”

One growl in her direction and she flew to the door. “No.”

“Son…” Her timbre trembled, coming from far, far away. “We’re not saying she did it, only—”

“—I don’t care.” His voice was no longer his own. It was dark, barking, bitter. As the two goddesses glanced at one another, whispering, he growled again, prompting Athena to guard Aphrodite, shield her.

“Eros, relax—”

“—no.”

Ferocious hormones awoke in every cavity of his body. An angry intonation repeated in his ears, over and over—his inner turmoil begged to belch fire at her.

Aphrodite. The one I wanted dead.

He chortled, and the deities shriveled, slinking farther away.

I want them all dead.

“There may be a connection between your behavior,” Athena swallowed, “and these recent murders. And Psyche’s vanishing. It’s inhuman…ungodly. Whoever, or whatever, took her might be executing the poor creatures in some sacrifice. Or fueling on their flesh. But I’m on your side, Eros. I’m on your side.”

She was a soft summer breeze; and he yearned to unleash a deadly storm to knock her over.

“Shut up,” his fists bunched, “now.”

The more she talks, the worse I’ll get.

His consciousness veered between his normal, loving nature, and the ravenous rage that clogged his arteries, lodged in his mouth.

“I answered you.” His nails pierced his skin. “I can’t help. Not with…this…inside.”

“Eros, let me—”

“—you provoke me!” His speech whipped out like a tornado, billowing over to blow the two goddesses against the prison wall. “Get out!”

Neither of the women put up a fight; they retrieved their lantern and withdrew, their hastened footsteps climbing back to where they came from.

He deflated, darkness seeping into his cage once more. The twinkling energy wrapped around the bars seemed to wink at him, daring him to try to break through.

I don’t think this thing can hold me much longer.

 


 

 

 

 

║4. AN UNLIKELY DUO║
        ATHENA

 

 

 

 

 

The poison still flows in Eros, and it’s volatile.

Athena and Aphrodite’s steps resonated as they climbed the stone stairs leading up to the main mansion. Athena’s pace was quick, eager to get to work; but Aphrodite lagged. The dungeons were far under the principal lodgings, and the goddess of love wasn’t used to such exertion.

But exhaustion wasn’t the only thing bothering Aphrodite, Athena knew. She slouched, shoulders inward, wringing her hands.

“It’ll be okay,” said Athena, half-hearted and uncertain.

Aphrodite let out one of her signature exaggerated sighs. “But will Apollo find an antidote? Because I doubt anything will be okay.”

They’d always disliked each other, but today, Athena had to be the bigger person.

Clutching the torch as she gritted her teeth, she slowed down, allowing Aphrodite to catch up. “I don’t believe he is necessarily the best god for the job, no.” She hadn’t suggested it in front of Zeus, but in her gut, the deity of medicine and music lacked the skills to analyze such dark poisons. “He’s good with healing, but this is more of a curse. We don’t have anyone in Olympus who handles those.”

Humming in agreement, Aphrodite’s expression darkened—in concentration or in rage, Athena wasn’t sure. “We need someone from the Underworld. Someone who has dabbled in obscure spells.” Her melodic voice lowered, and her emerald eyes darted back and forth, as if fearing being overheard.

“Aphrodite?” Athena paused, one foot hovering over a step.

The strawberry blonde goddess stiffened, her voluptuous curves crashing into Athena’s lithe muscles as she leaned sideways. “I told no one of this, least of all Zeus, but…” Her perfumed and oiled skin sent discomforting shivers up Athena’s arms. “I had a visitor before the big meeting the other day.”

Athena almost lost her balance as she lowered her foot. “A what? Who?” Her free hand grazed the rocky walls to regain her stability. She thought of her suspect list and bit her tongue, waiting.

With a semi-indifferent toss of her curls, Aphrodite resumed her ascent. “An unusual guest. A surprise one—”

“—enough with the theatrics.” Athena puffed out a breath as she continued after Aphrodite, refusing to play into her guessing games. “Who was it?”

Swift as a bolt from Zeus’ fingertips, Aphrodite’s words hit Athena square in the face. “Hades.”

“Who?” Athena’s knees buckled and she nearly missed a step.

“Hades!” Aphrodite adjusted the décolleté of her strapless tunic. “He visited me.”

The King of the Underworld, swinging by her room in secret?

The constant drip-drop from the spiraling ceiling and the flicker of the lanterns made Athena dizzy.

Hades. The one man in the family who never gave into Aphrodite’s temptation, into her foolish seduction tactics. The one who only had eyes for his bride and though he’d cheated once, he’d never do so again. Had he
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