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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
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	The blue-tinted tincture twirled around her tongue as she lapped up its last lingering flavors of blueberry and ambrosia. Its heavenly aroma coated the inside of her mouth with a slippery taste of serenity; a feeling she hadn’t been prone to experiencing in recent times.

	“If only this were ichor…” 

	She hiccuped, surprised by the echo in her mind. “No.” She twirled the liquid in her cup. “It’s tea.”

	Each slurp swirled down her throat and filled her with an ecstasy she’d forgotten existed, and wished would reappear.

	How Olympus had changed. It was a place once loaded with the laughter of nymphs running down corridors to escape lusty gods who couldn’t keep their members at rest under their tunics. Once lathered in the unctuous flavor of wine and dripping peaches and spicy finger-foods displayed on silver platters.

	And the sex. Oh, the sex, how she missed it. Not so much for herself, but for others. How she loved spying on them, overhearing them, basking in their sexy sounds that squeezed down the ivory and gold-laden corridors of Olympus. As a divorcee, she rarely indulged in the act—only in solitude and with the aid of her own fingers—but took pleasure in those around her enjoying themselves. If they were happy, she was happy.

	How many times had she stumbled upon Apollo, his beautiful, round butt bared as he thrust against some servant in a corner of the basement kitchen? Thinking to be in absolute darkness in the middle of the night, but forgetting those who—like her—had ambrosia cravings that woke her from her slumber? How many sultry screams had she listened to, coming from Hermes’ or Aphrodite’s chambers? The harmonies of their satisfaction surging from beneath their doors as she wandered by in her nighttime meanderings?

	And of course, the orgies. She’d never partake in them herself, but she’d often snuck a peek at the ones orchestrated by Dionysus. He and his followers got high on hallucinogenic drugs and drowned in grape liquor and went wild. Sometimes he organized such gatherings in plain sight, in a courtyard or orchard or garden. How marvelous to be under the glow of a consenting moon that overlooked his nocturnal frenzies with a watchful but intrigued eye. When he had invitation-only parties, she’d eavesdropped near poorly closed doors or peered through key-holes to admire the swaying of bodies in candlelight. She’d licked her lips at the sweat glistening off skin, gliding down backs and thighs and arms in rhythm with the grunts of gratification and the moans of delight.

	“Hmm, their blood would have been delicious.”

	“Hush,” she said, sipping on her scalding tea to shut the voice up.

	Occasionally, she’d detected someone surprising in the crowd of orgy attendees. Those arrivals always titillated her curiosity more. Apollo had crept in once or twice, focusing on the youthful, virile male guests that Dionysus requested for his nymphs. There were a handful of appearances by higher-level ladies such as Amphitrite—Poseidon’s wife, naughty girl—or Metis, Athena’s mother. And often the ever inquisitive Muses joined the exclusive celebrations. But the one guest that had shocked her most was Hedone—daughter of Eros and Psyche. She’d waltzed in, spreading her powers of pleasure before having her way with a hermaphrodite being with bright bubblegum hair. Oh, how her parents would scream if they knew.

	She’d never tell on Hedone, because she’d never want anyone aware of her evening discoveries. She’d turn fifty shades of tomato red if they found out about her tendencies, her desires, the acts she spied on, and delighted in watching play out before her. No one in the family would understand it, no matter their disgusting proclivities towards incest and their insatiable natures.

	“If they criticize, just dig your fangs into—”

	“Quiet, would you?” She shook her head at the annoying noise in her brain. “Let me enjoy this moment of peace.”

	She loved the rush of emotions. The swelling in her lower half, the tightening of her limbs, the racing of her heartbeat. And her pulse and nerve endings throbbing at the sights and smells and sounds of sex. These self-indulging, unhinged creatures fueled her, fed her, satisfied her. Their actions, their love-making, their explosions of fulfillment covered her flesh with goosebumps and boiled up in her gut with a thrilling tingle.

	And then she departed Olympus to venture into the wild, to experiment with her powers. Upon her return, she noticed the palace halls were quiet, empty. The ballrooms didn’t overflow with cupbearers coveting half-naked deities. There were no harp-players ogling goddesses with plunging necklines. The lively nymph-driven music had all but disappeared, as the nymphs were confined to their rooms, the toxins they used to ingest considered illicit, and the alcohol confiscated until further notice. No more fancy dinners or backyard concerts or theatrical spectacles.

	No parties until the culprit was found.

	Those who used to slip into closets and strip and stroke each other’s private parts now walked with hesitant steps. Their faces weren’t lit up in excitement, but torn in torment as they checked over their shoulders for shadows that weren’t theirs. And their worry, their wariness—no matter how warranted—left her hungry, her belly aching, her insides rumbling with rage.

	“That is because you haven’t fed recently, child.”

	“Ugh,” said Rhea, wishing to dismiss the ominous voice in her head. Why did it always manifest when she was trying to relax?

	She’d been so tranquil, lounging in the deserted main courtyard, savoring her berry-and-ambrosia tea, reminiscing the times when Olympus was thriving, alive.

	“Why must you always interrupt?” She sneered down at the cooling liquid in her copper cup.

	“Because you need to feed. Your belly—it aches.”

	Rhea set a hand over her abdomen, her fingers pressing into the burnt-orange silk. Sure enough, her insides growled, and despite the beverage she’d been imbibing, her mouth was dry, her throat scratchy.

	“That’s because it’s not tea that you require, it’s ichor—”

	A noise from the doorway prompted Rhea to sit up straight and drop her feet to the pebbled ground. She’d been sitting cross-legged, with her eyes closed, for a clearer image of her recollections. As her imagination ran wild, she’d been wrapping strands of her chestnut locks around her fingers as she nibbled on her lower lip. She’d been inattentive.

	In light of recent events, the Olympians were, for the most part, to stay in their quarters. But there were always a few—like her—who refused to obey King Zeus’ commands of staying put, and who crept out once most sconces were extinguished.

	Her ears perked up, and she squinted at the glass doors to the palace as they creaked open.

	“This is what you get for sitting around thinking of the past and playing at family for hours. You’re on edge, and you’re famished.”

	She couldn’t reply to the voice now, knowing someone was in the vicinity. Knowing someone was exiting the building and about to come over to her and interact. If they overheard her addressing the being in her mind, they’d know at once something was wrong, something was off about her. They’d suspect her. And she couldn’t be considered a suspect.

	So she cracked her knuckles, re-arranged her hair in a frizzy, lion’s mane style, and blinked away the blurriness in her eyes.

	“You have a mission, Rhea, and you’ve been wasting time. You’ve been here for too long and still haven’t—”

	“I know,” she hissed, too annoyed to recall she wasn’t alone, but wishing to get her point across.

	The voice didn’t command her, usually. It threw out comments, pointed out tidbits of her mission, helped her navigate, and avoid being seen or caught in her acts of thirst. But tonight it had decided to irritate, to push Rhea to her limits. She’d hoped the tea—a concoction suggested by Hecate, when she’d visited a few hours prior—would soothe her brain and put the voice to sleep. But apparently, she’d failed to tame the beast within.

	“What’s that?” A stern but soulful voice slipped from one of the figures escaping out onto the moonlit terrace. As this individual approached, eyes slitting in curiosity, a few emerald vines made of satin slithered from this voice owner’s gown, prodding at Rhea’s legs.

	Gaia.

	Always composed, always a certain scintillation about her appearance, Rhea’s mother retracted her gown’s tentacles as she passed under an illuminated patch of pavement that turned her muddy eyes to amber, and her scarlet hair to fire. “Rhea, are you all right?”

	In her shadow, the eerily quiet Queen of Olympus lingered. The silver pendant dangling from her lovely neck glimmered under the stars. And her gown, its shade the same navy as the sky, swished over the rocky courtyard’s ground.

	“Mother,” she said, her voice a tad too reserved for someone with such power, such energy. “You are perturbed?”

	“Yes.”

	Rhea refrained from snapping at her internal occupant. “I am fine, dear. Taking advantage of the unusual silence for a spell. Crazy how one forgets the noises of nature while living in such a busy place.”

	With a huff, Hera bypassed Gaia—who’d halted to sniff at a branch of lilies overhead. The queen dropped onto the iron chair across from Rhea and crossed her arms. “Too silent. And cold. I feel so weak, so overwhelmed. Zeus is—” She cringed, likely afraid her husband would come running should she utter his name out loud. “Well, he’s being secretive, and I hate it.”

	“Beware of him. Beware of her, of them all.”

	Rhea watched her daughter, admiring the sharp curves of her face but frowning at the lackluster hues of her tired brown eyes. She and Rhea were like twins in their appearance, most days. But tonight, Hera was washed out, far from her majestic self, whereas Rhea was packed with vitality and memories and adrenaline.

	“Not for long. Not if you don’t drink some—”

	“You must trust in your spouse, darling,” said Rhea, her words worming out before the voice inside could confirm what she already knew. The intuition that she’d been trying to suppress since Zeus had invited her there, along with Gaia. Since he’d begged them to assist with investigating a villain who craved to tear into the gods’ peaceful lives and create yet another civil war.

	For decades she’d been living out in the wild, acquainting with animals and their behaviors, studying their urges, their feeding patterns, their copulation manners. And despite the progress she’d made, once infused with this voice and whatever its ominous abilities were, she’d been drawn to Olympus. So she’d come, at Zeus’ request, and once more took up residence in her old quarters among Olympians.

	Zeus had no clue why she’d really showed up, why she’d abandoned her animal analysis. Not to help him, no; but because she was thirsty. And not for berry-flavored tea, nor for the red-tinted blood of measly humans and forest beasts that she’d been sustaining herself with for weeks.

	She needed real blood. The flavorful, powerful ichor of the gods. Only one location would provide her with that, in abundance.

	“Perhaps a bite to eat?” Gaia had reached the stone table, and tapped two fingers to its surface, summoning a platter of ambrosia cakes, fruit tarts, and the ambrosia-brandy she reserved for special occasions. “To celebrate three generations of goddesses, reunited despite the dire circumstances. How long has it been since we all feasted together, hm?” She took a seat beside Rhea and patted her thigh affectionately.

	“Feed. Soon.”

	“It has been too long,” said Rhea, biting back her yelps towards the voice. She gritted her teeth, ignoring the call of Gaia’s blood, of Hera’s blood, of their delicate, ivory-colored flesh, of their sugary, soft necks. “This is a lovely idea, because I’m downright ravenous with hunger.”
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	With a grunt and an ungraceful bend of the knees, Lukus had arrived. His feet met with the hardened ground, and he waited for his head to stop spinning.

	The electricity flickering from Athena’s touch still numbed his skin as they landed. She was steady, not a lock of her brown curls out of place; but Lukus wobbled, his knees about to buckle as his shoes planted on the solid stone surface.

	He winced, holding in the contents of his stomach as he lifted his chin. Teleporting—godly traveling, as Athena had called it—wasn’t meant for the faint of heart, and this journey proved to Lukus he wasn’t as tough as he’d thought.

	“You’ll get used to it,” said Athena in her cold, matter-of-fact voice; the same she’d used to convince Lukus to let her teleport him in the first place. She released his wrist, leaving a throbbing red handprint on his flesh. “Maybe in time you’ll develop your own powers of transportation.”

	“Right.” He sucked in a deep breath of the clean, mountainous air, begging it to erase the queasiness that threatened to take over. “Because I have a ‘destiny among the gods’, or whatever.”

	He wrinkled his nose as he peered up at the enormous barrier blocking his view of the palace. The shimmering fence gleamed so brightly it appeared unreal, as if made of pure gold, of sturdy, shiny steel, or of materials not found on earth.

	“They aren’t found on earth,” said Athena, fixing her light blue travel tunic, ensuring it flowed near her ankles. “And yes, you have a destiny among the gods. I repeat, you’re not mortal, Lukus. You’re…” she pursed her lips, “one of us.”

	For someone so dedicated to her cause of fetching him and dragging him up to Olympus, Athena didn’t show much enthusiasm at the revelation of his supposed heritage. Nor did she appear pleased when he’d agreed to come with her. What had she expected? For him to continue arguing, pressing his luck? For him to refuse to accompany her? To ask that she leave him alone and not invade the privacy of his apartment? She was a fucking goddess, dammit. If he were to keep trying to resist her, to obey his urge to tell her to fuck off, she’d strike him dead.

	He didn’t want to die before understanding why she was under the impression that he had godly blood in him.

	“My parents are mortal,” he’d said to her, once she’d revealed a tiny glimpse of his heritage. “I’m not a god, not a demi-god, not even a particle of a god. What the hell are you talking about?”

	Athena’s eyes had shifted to yellow slits, by that point. Her veiny, muscular arms had bulged and the aura of trust and confidence she’d inspired had melted beneath a facade of impatience and irritation. “Well, one of your true parents or ancestors isn’t mortal, otherwise I wouldn’t be here, picking you up, at my king’s request. Though I have no clue which of your progenitors is one of our family members, I would never doubt Father’s claims.”

	Father. King. God of the skies. Zeus. She spoke of him with such reverence, such respect, but with a tinge of a tremble in her tone that made Lukus nowhere near excited to meet with the god himself. Something about how she mentioned her mission, her obligations, her investigation, and how Zeus had ordered her to pursue them, didn’t sit well with Lukus. She slurred her speech slightly when mentioning her father, and her cheeks went from rosy to pallid to rosy again whenever she brought up his almighty authority.

	She’d spoken for ten minutes, pacing back and forth in Lukus’ living room, explaining to him that Olympus was in trouble. The gods were in trouble. And Zeus wanted him there. Zeus. The thunder god, the lightning god, the King of gods, had asked for him by name. A pinch of pride and heaps of petrification took hold of Lukus’ insides, and before he even allowed Athena to snatch his wrist, the nausea had already settled in.

	Now, staring at the bold gate before him didn’t help. He shaded his eyes, but there was no blocking out that light, and the tiny sparkles that floated on the surface, fluttering like prismatic fireflies. To top it all off, the sour cherry atop this mountain of delusion, was the fact that it was nighttime. How could a barrier be so dazzlingly gold under the pale moon? Wouldn’t it reflect silver, or white? Wouldn’t it—

	“The more you question things, the more confused you’ll be, Lukus.” Athena’s voice had softened. No longer as intimidating and stiff, she seemed to relax in proximity to her home. Lukus didn’t appreciate how she dug into his thoughts, but he did prefer her in this calmer, less tense state. “Olympus is magical. Everything about this place disobeys the laws of physics that you learned as a human. Corridors expand and constrict, sounds morph, and silence can be overpowering, and what you think you see may be an illusion. Welcome to Olympus.”

	Magic. Gods, goddesses, mysteries, memory spells, mortals who weren’t mortals, places in the sky that were invisible to the human eye. These were all things he’d laughed at most of his life. Proclaimed skeptic as he was, he’d been in denial of magic and the supernatural for so many years, choosing logic over supposition, proving there was always sense in motives and weapons and criminal behaviors.

	That was, until he encountered the bloodthirsty Eros and his impossible-to-resist mother, Aphrodite.

	Aphrodite. Her name had sparked a fire in Lukus’ heart, starting a war in his mind. She and her erratic son had barged into his somewhat peaceful life and disrupted it, then left him disillusioned and drunk in a hospital bed, his memory wiped, his body bruised and exhausted. And then Athena showed up, reignited his recollections, reinstalled in him all the fear and confusion Aphrodite had so sweetly suppressed for him.

	What now? Was he to meet with Aphrodite? How could he confront her, after spilling his heart at her feet and watching her giggle as she declined him because he wasn’t a god? After having offered to kill himself so he’d become immortal and share his life with her?

	Finding out that he was, in fact, part immortal, could be a game-changer. Would she accept him now, knowing he had the blood of the gods flowing through his veins?

	“No.” Athena slid in front of him, her bulky beauty barring some of the painful light from destroying his retinas. “I’m sorry I used her name to further encourage you to come with me, but… no, Aphrodite will take no interest in you. She has enough on her plate. Oh, and it’s ichor.”

	“Ichor? What’s that?” Lukus swiped a strand of his sleek black hair from his forehead.

	“Ichor is god’s blood, which is what you have inside of you, according to Father.” She turned her back to him, facing the fence without a flinch, its otherworldly luminosity filtering into her being, as if absorbing it.

	“According to…Zeus.” Lukus huffed, and peered behind him to see if he had room to step backwards.

	He’d half expected them to land on a cloud, but was shocked to find that in front of the giant gates of Olympus was a simple slab of boring concrete. Held up by what, he wasn’t sure—and he doubted he should lean over the edge to check—but it wasn’t the luxurious, heavenly entrance he’d anticipated when agreeing to come here.

	“I—” Athena cut herself off and her shoulders hunched forward, her knees bending as if to keep her balance. She was on alert, and so abruptly that Lukus had no clue what to do. His breaths got stuck in his lungs.

	Whatever she’d sensed, he hadn’t detected it yet, and had no idea how to react. Hide behind her? Crouch? Jump off this stony cliff to his demise?

	A voice came from above, as if lowering over them like drops of rain. “Don’t you dare.” It was deep, but smooth, like an aged whiskey that melted down your throat, then burned and choked you until your next sip. “If you put yourself at risk before I’ve had a chance to be certain of your identity, I will unleash deadly lightning on the world.”

	Though he didn’t know this thunderous voice, its volume shaking the ground beneath his feet, its intensity rattling his bones, Lukus identified its owner by the words.

	Deadly lightning on the world? Is this…him?

	“Me.” A flowy, foggy figure began to form to Lukus’ left, prompting he and Athena to flip towards it.

	Giant arms, bulky legs, and an oval head took shape, with blurry outlines at first, then soon defined into a tall, tenebrous man. His eyebrows were like lines of thick gray fur, and his eyes were blue like a cloudless daytime sky. A heavy mane of curly graying ebony hair unraveled on either side of his light face, and a frizzy beard undulated down to the upper part of his exposed—and very chiseled—chest. He adjusted the hem of his sparkling silver tunic, allowing it to settle above his knees. 

	As he inclined his head, his silhouette became less and less hazy. A radiant warmth emanated from every inch of his bare skin, putting him in a spotlight from the heavens.

	“Lukus,” he said, his timbre less tremulous, toned down as if to accommodate a half-immortal’s hearing. A certain majesty leaked from his posture, straight and formal. “I am Zeus, King of the skies. And as my dear, favorite daughter said: welcome to Olympus.”

	The dear, favorite daughter in question was cowering in a half-bow, half-curtsy. All Athena’s earlier confidence had evaporated as if this glorious being had sucked it all up. Again proving her intimidation from him, she redressed herself, but clearly struggled to keep her legs level and fought an obvious shake of her hands.

	Following her lead, Lukus tipped into a bow, unsure of the rules of royalty, never having come close to any kings or queens in his travels as an FBI agent.

	When he straightened up, he couldn’t prevent the puzzlement from scrunching his face into a grimace. Weren’t Athena and Zeus close? In all the Greek myths Lukus had been forced to listen to, he recalled them arguing, yes, but most of the time getting on well and working together. So why was the wisdom goddess so fearful of the father who favored her?

	“Oh, that is a story for another time,” said Zeus, sending a fleeting glance at his daughter. The blue of his eyes shifted,  fluttering between soft sky and deep navy, before returning to its airy light hue. “But for now, we have other matters to worry about. First things first, we must establish if you are indeed half-god, as I was informed.”

	“Wait.” Lukus tripped backwards, stopped from falling by Athena’s arm sticking out to steady him. “You’re…you’re not even sure? What kind of bull—”

	“—if you use such foul language in front of me young man I will ignore my curiosity and end you myself.” Zeus’ tone hadn’t risen, but the rapid roar of his words stilled Lukus, pausing his heartbeats. “Ask Athena later what it’s like to defy me. Now,” his expression morphed to one of a pleasant, grandfatherly figure, “if you would please approach the gate, we will proceed with the testing.”

	“T-testing?” Lukus couldn’t move, but Athena nudged him toward the barrier, and farther into Zeus’ shadow, which seemed to stretch on for miles behind them.

	“Yes.” Zeus’ copper-colored sandals slapped on the pavement as he approached. The closer he got to Lukus, the more Lukus’ skin covered in goosebumps and his entire body froze over, like dipped into the glacial waters of an ice lake. “You will touch the gate, and if you are part immortal, you’ll be allowed through.”

	Lukus gulped. Oh, the things he wished he didn’t know. That magic existed, that the Greek gods existed, that there was a palace in the skies that he might be able to visit if he could somehow touch its gates. How he yearned to return to his normal, mortal life of smoking and drinking and bedding women. And investigating gory crimes his FBI colleagues couldn’t figure out.

	“And what…” He gulped again. The saliva gathered in his throat slid downward, sharp like daggers, scraping his insides, impairing his vocal chords. “What happens if I’m not part immortal?”

	Pressing his own large hand onto the gleaming gold gate, Zeus offered a wide but ill-fitting smile. “Oh, you’ll die instantly.”

	Lukus choked, certain his saliva was now a set of swords ripping down the inside of his torso, scratching at his rib-cage, searing through his heart. “W-what?”

	Zeus said it so easily, without a hint of hesitation: you’ll die instantly. Did he not care if Lukus exploded into bloody chunks, staining the concrete in front of this fancy gate? Or if some invisible force slithered under his skin and squeezed his lungs until they were empty, cutting off oxygen from all his organs?

	“It would be more like a heart-attack,” said Athena with a simple shrug.

	A too simple shrug; she, too, appeared unaffected by the risk of Lukus dying if their hunch was wrong.

	Athena snorted. “Our hunch isn’t wrong.”

	“Because it’s no hunch,” said Zeus, angling closer, pointing at the gate. “It’s destiny, Lukus. But I must assure myself of it this way. If I were to open the doors for you and guide you into my home without verifying my sources first, what kind of king would I be? What if you are dangerous, hm?”

	Lukus stopped himself before belting out, “what the fuck could I do to Olympian gods?” and took a deep, unsettling breath. The magical purity of the air—like that invigorating outdoors feel of a wild forest before setting up camp, the sensation of one’s feet on a never walked-on bank of sand in front of a small stream—reminded him that up here, in this new world, he wasn’t in control of anything. He’d been scooped up, transported, and now faced the ever-elusive goddess of wisdom and her all-powerful father, Zeus.

	Who was he to defy the gods he once had no inkling were real? Two of them were there, at his side, their presence overpowering, frightening. And they were insisting that he show them he was one of them. Persuaded some prophet somewhere had been right in confessing to them that he, the soulmate-less mortal targeted by Eros and enamored by Aphrodite, was part-god.

	Fuck it.

	He inhaled another whiff of air, and placed his hand on the gate.
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	An unfamiliar chilly breeze brushed through the courtyard, coating Hera’s olive skin in goosebumps.

	“See?” She tipped her bejeweled goblet up towards the wind. “That never used to happen! Cold? Unheard of in Olympus. I tell you, whatever is amiss has disrupted everything about this place.”

	In all her millennia of ruling at Zeus’ side, she’d never sensed such a surge of negativity oozing from the depths of her marble palace. Never had she been wary walking down the gilded corridors, nor so scrutinized by the portraits hanging from the ivory walls. Even the bigger, more populated hallways felt abandoned. As if a thick fog loomed and a swamp hid behind one of the copper-framed doors, or a murky lake resided under the tiled floors.

	“And Zeus,” she snuck a sip of Gaia’s glorious ambrosia brandy, “is acting weirder than usual, too.” She shivered, recalling her husband’s quick retorts, his sneaking around, his summoning of family members without consulting her. “I mean, it pleases me that you are both here.” She nodded at her messy-haired mother, and beamed at her beautiful grandmother. “But had he warned me, I would have been able to set up your rooms faster.”

	Gaia tossed her scarlet mane and arched up in her seat, her vine-like dress hem swaying with her movement. “I don’t need such a fuss made about me, my sweet, you know this. If anything, I would have preferred to be out here—”

	“—in the cold?” Hera hiccuped. Perhaps she’d had a tad too much brandy, if she was raising her voice and interrupting her primordial goddess grandmother without remorse. One usually leveled their tone in Gaia’s presence, or allowed her to steer the conversation as she saw fit. But tonight, Hera wanted control, wanted to vent, and wanted to be heard.

	“Sweetheart.” Rhea’s touch wasn’t warm as expected, but Hera attributed that to the crisp gust gyrating around their table, as if focused solely on them. “Zeus is always weird. I may have been a bit absent as of late, but I know my son; he’s troubled, and with reason, no?”

	Hera huffed, her brash breath blowing some of the liquor within her cup out and onto the platter of delicacies. With one of her lengthy royal blue sleeves, she wiped the drizzle, then snagged an ambrosia cake.

	“But when he’s troubled, he talks to me. He confides in me. I know, everyone else up here hates me—save Ares, my precious—but Zeus usually shares his woes with me. Lately, though, he shares them with—”

	She snapped her mouth shut before spitting out the words she craved to use to describe Zeus’ favorite daughter.

	Wretched, annoying, wisdom-seeking, far from as witty as she pretends to be, trash, opposing my powers—

	“Hera.” Gaia’s bushy but tamed crimson eyebrows lurched upwards. “Watch yourself, would you? I don’t need access to your thoughts to know you were about to insult our dearest Athena.”

	In Gaia’s eyes, all Zeus’ children were wonders of nature, marvelous creatures worthy of respect, fueling the earth—her earth—with energy and positivity and excitement. No matter their past mistakes or how their offspring often destroyed her beloved planet, Gaia would never stoop so low as to demean a fellow Olympian. And certainly not the revered and perfect Athena.

	“Forgive me, grandmother, but I do not see any appeal to her.” Hera shoved half the cake in her mouth and chewed, ignoring her mother’s narrowing dark gaze in disgust at her masticating.

	She’d never normally be so disgraceful, so inelegant in front of anyone else—but Rhea and Gaia knew her too well. They knew that sugary sweets were her preferred way to vent, to ease any tension. The masticating part wasn’t in her nature, but she was too frustrated to care, too confused to bother fixing her manners.

	She swept the crumbs from the table and tapped her azure nails to the stone surface. “She’s like him, you know. Creeping around, prying into our minds to take our every thought and turn them against us. If she weren’t so damn pure, I’d assume she was the culprit, feeding us poison and making us act on our most repressed urges. Sure, since she doesn’t have any urges, little miss perfect—”

	“Hera!” In tandem, Rhea’s lioness growl and Gaia’s turbulent tornado of a tone hit Hera square in the face.

	“You’ve had too much to drink,” said Rhea, fetching Hera’s chalice before Hera could take hold of it. She sniffed at the contents and gagged. “And this is filled with pieces of your pastry, too. What is the matter with you, daughter? You’re the one acting weird.”

	Gaia nodded. “I’ve not seen you so disturbed since Zeus’ last scandal, and that was centuries ago.” She leaned in closer, and her forest and dirt scent soothed past Hera’s barrier of anger, its earthy tranquility forcing her muscles to relax. “Is that it? Is he,” she cringed, “cheating again? You can tell us, sweetling. We won’t hold it against you; it’s not your fault.”

	“Look at you,” said Rhea, lifting a few of Hera’s dark tresses and rubbing them with the pad of her thumb. “So beautiful. So majestic and poised—” she wrinkled her nose, “—well, in normal times. The most elegant and refined of all goddesses. Mother of marriage, overseer of maidens in their wedding beds. What could stir you so, hm?”

	Hera basked in the compliments for a few moments, drinking up her mother and grandmother’s admiration. She missed that; missed the goddesses who once prostrated at her feet and begged her for her beauty routine secrets. Missed the gods and cupbearers ogling her as she paraded down the sconce-lit hallways, her lengthy peacock-colored dress trains trailing behind her as she twirled her silver pendant and smiled bashfully. She’d never betray her husband, no matter how many times he’d chosen to wound her by sleeping with other women. But she’d also never deny that she loved the attention and craved the praise of others.

	That attention had dissipated in the past few years. Male inhabitants of Olympus shied away from her whenever they heard her clicking heels or detected her vibrant vanilla and magnolia perfume. Maidens scurried off and feigned being busy with other tasks to not curtsy to her. They no longer asked for her counsel, no longer admired her natural magnificence.

	And the praise? Non-existent. If anything, Olympians denigrated her now. They demeaned her as Zeus’ wife or the wounded one or some other unpleasant nickname she refused to acknowledge. She was undermined, tossed aside, or feared. There was no awe in the eyes of those who dared to cross gazes with her; there was distrust, loathing, and terror.

	But why? All because she had a reputation for easy jealousy? Because she’d trifled with a few heroes and maddened a few gods who’d gotten in her way or taunted her one time too many? She hadn’t enacted any curses in hundreds of decades. So what had suddenly inspired her constituents to despise her, after centuries of adoration? Who had spread some foul rumor about her? And why, why hadn’t Zeus come to her defense?

	He allowed the insulting behaviors. He didn’t step in to reprimand his people, didn’t put his children in their place. Not once did he remind his family that Hera was the queen, dammit, and was to be respected at all times. In a few instances, he’d barked at Athena or slapped Aphrodite on the wrist. But there was no thunder, no lightning, no almighty ability used against his offspring and siblings when they sought to harm Hera’s ego.

	“It would be easier if I’d caught him cheating,” she mumbled. She wished she had her cup to hold, to hide the trembling of her hands. “I’d confront him, we’d have a screaming fit, but at least I’d know what I did wrong. I’d understand that the issue is…me.” She sighed, waving at Rhea and Gaia before they both spoke out in her defense. They, along with Ares, were the only ones who ever gave a damn about her, truly. “It’s fine, I’m aware he never desired me that much in the first place. His cravings are for younger, more unattainable things, hm? But we’d moved beyond that. He curbed his appetite, he did. Now…he’s being sneaky and sly again. And I don’t believe it’s because of some bare-breasted bitch whispering at him to further undress her. No…there’s something else.” 

	“And you think Athena is involved?” Rhea sniffed at something in the air, peeked towards the glass doors, then returned her gaze to Hera. Her nostrils twitched as she clearly fought to suppress whatever smell she’d detected nearby. As an analyst of animal behavior, she sometimes took on their demeanors. None of the gods were able to figure out what she discerned in the atmosphere that they couldn’t.

	“I have no clue.” 

	Hera fingered her pendant, peeping down at it as if it would provide her with the answers she sought. But all she saw on its flat, polished surface was her own reflection. Her big brown eyes gleaming with doubt, puckered lips tinted a light blue from the berries inside the baked goods, skin flushed from alcohol. 

	“All I know is she has been defying him a lot lately. She lied to him, did you know?” Gaia and Rhea both gasped. “Yes, shocking. The never naughty Athena fibbing? Unheard of. Only I’m aware of it, though. And I kept it to myself and made an alliance with her, instead. Ugh.” She glanced towards her cup, praying it would move from Rhea’s proximity and slide back to her.

	Rhea, perceptive as ever, grasped the goblet and pulled it farther from Hera’s reach. “Alliance?”

	“To investigate Hecate.” Hera’s eyes widened and her shoulders straightened as another chill coursed through the air; but this one wasn’t natural. It came from Gaia, whose tentacle-like gown began to wrap around Hera’s legs and arms and drew her chair closer.

	“Hecate?” A flicker of red flashed through Gaia’s once docile eyes. “What about her?”

	Hera swallowed. Why did she bring the sorceress goddess up? Gaia adored her, as did most of Zeus’ close-knit relatives. To speak up against Hecate put Hera in a delicate position. It would put her up against her mighty, mega-strengthened grandmother.

	“She…Athena suspects her,” she said, battling to come up with a fib grand enough to convince Gaia. She’d placated Athena for lying, and now she had to lie herself, to protect her hide. “I overheard her speaking to herself about it, debating, and I offered to help. That’s the alliance, but I…I don’t intend to actually respect it.”

	Gaia’s gown shriveled back into place, and her eyes shifted to their earth-brown shade. “None of that is good, Hera. You’re not only betraying Athena, but encouraging her to pursue a lead that isn’t correct. Hecate…no, she’s not responsible for whatever is going on here.”

	“But… the poison…” Hera sensed herself shrinking into her seat. How to persuade Gaia something was fishy about her favorite witch friend without offending her to the point of unleashing a tornado in the Olympus gardens? “It was her poison, Gaia. From her reserves.”

	“So?” Gaia crossed her arms over her bosom, pushing her breasts upward, about to spill out from her low collar. “You imply Hecate staged a break-in and is pretending to be a victim? Did she not already disprove this? Or did Zeus lie to Rhea and I when he summoned us here for help?”

	“I…” Hera’s saliva caught in her throat and her mouth remained agape, her tongue dancing about in search of an appropriate reply.

	“No, granddaughter dearest.” Gaia stood up, her layers of green silk swishing out, blooming about her like petals of a rose. “I did not come all this way for you—and Athena—to accuse someone who is no more culpable than you or I or Rhea. And I will not sit here while you are inebriated and moaning about your situation. You are a queen, for Zeus’ sake! Act like it!” Her voice was ridged with knives, and she raised her arms and glared at the starry sky. “You want respect? Earn it! Cease playing childish games and making idiotic alliances with girls who fancy themselves as detectives. And wait for your spouse to let you in on his plans when he is ready to do so! Be a goddess, dammit!”

	Hera clapped a hand over her mouth as she finally found the force to snap her lips together. In the guise of a response—and still unable to formulate sentences in the wake of her grandmother’s fury—she nodded once and trained her gaze on her lap, fixing on the remnants of cake clustered over her lush dress.

	“Rhea,” Gaia snapped, “come, let us leave Hera to reflect on her attitude.”

	Not daring to disobey, Rhea shot to her feet, again sniffling at the air like a wolf sensing its prey in the vicinity. Her burnt-orange tunic glistened in the moonlight, as if the fabric were fire. The heat radiating from her lips as she pressed a kiss to Hera’s temple only accentuated the sweat already gathering over Hera’s skin.

	“Calm down, daughter,” she whispered, combing a few slender fingers through Hera’s curls. “A good sleep and some strong coffee in the morning should clear your senses, hm? Your grandmother is right. Things are amiss up here, but you will not solve them by being negative and down on yourself. Eat,” she gestured at the remaining delicacies on the tray on the table, “replenish your strength and erase the effects of that liquor. It hinders your abilities, pollutes your blood.” She licked her lips, then flashed a quick smile as she hurried after the already departing Gaia.

	The lilies swayed overhead and the flowered bushes bristled in the breeze. The temperature dropped considerably, since Rhea took her tropical heat away with her. But Hera didn’t budge, continuing to glower at the crumbs in her lap as if they’d offended her. As if they were Athena, Hecate, Zeus.

	She swiped them off and stomped on them before retrieving her goblet of brandy, nestling it to her chest as she stumbled over to a swinging chair on the opposite end of the garden. Her favorite place to meditate, to drink—and to plot.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	|| 4. THESE SCRUMPTIOUS SWEETLINGS ||
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	After a polite exchange of pleasantries with Gaia—and a few coded comments about Hera’s erratic, immature behavior—Rhea chose to meander down the halls of Olympus. To reacquaint herself with the atmosphere of her former home. She kept to a moonlit corridor nearest the side patio-courtyard where she’d once seen Hermes teasing a cupbearer. Peering out the rounded windows, she remembered the exact spot where he’d been tickling under the girl’s skirts. Where he’d prompted her to squeal in delight and bite her lip to encourage him.

	Such voyeuristic tendencies weren’t unheard of in Rhea’s family. Many of her children and grandchildren and distant relatives took part in spying on sexual activities, if not attempting to join in. How many times had she stumbled upon Apollo in deep admiration of Aphrodite and Ares while they played in the dark basement corridors? Or when Hebe had waited near Dionysus’ orgy-room door, her hand reaching under her tunic as she peeped through the keyhole?

	It was all so thrilling to Rhea, but she’d never dare show herself, make it clear that she was there, observing, admiring. To peek in on such private acts was a delicious advantage of living in Olympus, but not all would welcome her attention so openly. Zeus would rage to know his mother took pleasure in watching others in their fantasies. And if word were to reach Hera, or the prudes Artemis and Athena, Rhea’s reputation as a mature, matronly figure would be washed away. She’d find herself venturing into the forests and jungles again, forced to feed on animals, instead of the thick, rich-flavored ichor she so craved.

	The voice, no matter how brutal and blunt it was, was right, and Rhea was struggling more and more to ignore it. She’d fought hard to not stare at the pulse at the top of Hera’s neck, throbbing, begging to be ripped into, to be drained of ichor. And Gaia, her navy veins glowing under her darkened skin, had a rhythm to her heart’s pumping that Rhea had to clench her jaw to resist, and had to tighten her fists under the table to not take advantage of.

	“Rhea, there you are.” The arrival came from Rhea’s left, the hallway leading to the main Olympian quarters.

	Rhea twisted to it, torn from the images of inky blue liquid dripping from her rosy lips, her tongue coated in the berry-hued substance, the delectable flavor flurrying down her throat in waves of ecstasy.

	“Yes?” Heat rushed to her cheeks and her blood boiled. She hoped her thoughts were protected from whoever had discovered her dream-like state, nose pressed into the window.

	The figure slithering up to her was none other than Rhea’s aloof and alluring sister, Leto. Garbed in her lengthy but quite see-through gown of pale sea-foam, she was like a glowing ghost. Her autumn leaf-colored locks tumbled over her breasts and her feet were, as usual, bare, as she hastened over to grab Rhea’s overheated hands. 

	“I have been looking for you everywhere. Why were you not in your chambers? Zeus said—”

	“—you have no regard for what Zeus said, either, since you’re here.” Rhea clicked her tongue, regretting her harsh tone. Leto was a sweet, nurturing soul, and didn’t need to be on the receiving end of Rhea’s moodiness. “What is it?”

	“This,” Leto hugged herself and tipped closer to her sister, “climate, in the palace…it bothers me.”

	Rhea refrained from rolling her eyes. “It bothers all of us. The breeze is quite chillier than usual, for certain; but what do you expect me to do about it?” She side-glanced at Leto’s barely-there outfit and scoffed. “Perhaps a dress with a thicker fabric will help?”

	“I’m not referring to the temperature.” Leto smacked Rhea’s shoulder, and her voice was stern. It was the tone she used for her children, or for her followers when they weren’t respecting the proper demure and womanly attitudes she preached. “I mean the environment, the tension, the negativity. You can’t deny you’ve felt it, too? Is that not why Zeus called you and Mother here?”

	Rhea bit her tongue before responding. Yes, Zeus had summoned her, but she’d come not to help him uncover his culprit. She’d returned only to get her fill of ambrosia-infused ichor and charge herself with power and energy. Though for what, she wasn’t sure. The voice hadn’t specified that part to her.

	“There’s something amiss, and a culprit among us.” Rhea’s jaw tightened. “Gaia and I are here to assist, yes…but I can tell you now that neither of us has deciphered anything to point us in the right direction.”

	It was true; upon arrival, Gaia had confessed she’d detected a foreign-smelling yet oddly familiar energy in the air. And she’d smelled an ominous hunch of foul-play after convening with Eros and Psyche, the principal wounded ones. All her senses were tingling after the brief meeting in the throne-room, where Zeus announced her and Rhea’s participation in the ongoing investigation. It made sense, as they both had extensive knowledge of goddesses far and wide, and deep insight on their pasts and goals and motivations.

	If Gaia had any suspicions, she’d kept them to herself. As for Rhea, she was so absorbed in her own investigation into whose blood she should drink first, that she hadn’t stopped to ponder who might have been responsible for poisoning Persephone, Eros, and Psyche.

	And potentially others that we know nothing about.

	“Yes, well, I’m coming to you because…you know of safe places, no?” Leto’s bushy, untamed eyebrows lurched upward. Her forest fern gaze fixed on the window, on her reflection, but she gripped Rhea’s wrist and squeezed. “Areas in deep woods where one’s offspring
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