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WANDERING PRINCES AND CURSED GODDESSES


The oldest of Rome's foundation myths was rooted in the scorn of a goddess, a war, and a journey.

It began with a wedding and an apple. It was the happy union of Peleus and the sea nymph Thetis. All the gods were invited—except one goddess. Eris, the goddess of chaos and daughter of Nyx, was shunned, much as she had been since her creation.

Wedding invite lists could be stressful enough, but when the gods were also invested in the union, things tended to get messy. All were assembled in the cave of Chiron, the famed and wise centaur, ready for the ceremony to be over and the feast to begin, when the flapping of wings was heard over the vows.

Eris stood at the end of the aisle, smiled through her hurt, and tossed a single golden apple at Zeus before leaving once more without a word. Zeus knew his problems were only just beginning when he saw the apple was carved with the words Te kalliste—to the fairest.

Hera, his wife and the queen of heaven, put out her hand for the apple.

Aphrodite, his aunt and the goddess of love, put out her hand for the apple.

Athena, his favorite child and the goddess of wisdom, put out her hand for the apple.

"I'm so fucked," Zeus whispered because he knew giving it to one meant war with the other two. "Hermes, help!"

Hermes looked at the apple, back at the goddesses, and grinned. "I have the best idea," he said and told Zeus to make a mortal decide who to give it to.

Unfortunately, the mortal in question was Paris, the lost and cursed child of King Priam of Troy. He gave it to Aphrodite, who promised him the most beautiful woman in the world. And so, she gave him Helen of Sparta, and the whole mess of the Trojan War began.

At its end, when the Greeks were rampaging through the city, burning and raping as they went, there was only one prince of Troy left—Aeneas, grandson of Aphrodite, the goddess who had caused many of the problems that befell them.

Before leaving the city to its fate, Aeneas took the palladium—the sacred statue of Athena that had fallen from heaven at the site where Troy was built. It was known as the xoanon, and with it came the luck and protection of Athena. Aeneas fled from the city and watched its final collapse as the last of the goddess's blessing was removed from it.

Maybe guilt or maternal instincts drove Aphrodite to interfere further in Aeneas's life, but under her instruction, she guided him to a new land where the weary Trojans could begin again, and the palladium could protect a new city of glory and wonder—Rome. He married a princess, and from his line came Rhea Silvania and her sons, Romulus and Remus.

Eris was not so lucky as Aeneas.

For her one act of hurt had caused such war and destruction the Fates themselves cursed her. Eris always had controlled chaos, and now chaos would control her. No matter where she went, it followed, and this already lonely goddess became even more so.

But the Fates never did anything without a plan, and the time had come for Eris to have a chance at redemption. She only needed two things—the palladium and a prince.


CHAPTER ONE


Eris sat at the corner of her favorite bar on the Viale Vaticano and drained her cocktail. She had been coming to Silviano's for the last fifty years, and they still made the best Aperol Spritz cocktails in the city.

She checked her watch. She had been there for almost two hours, and the grip she had on her curse remained strong. She wrote her findings down in the notebook that Isis insisted she use to record her progress. She was determined to help Eris control her curse, and they needed proper data they could use. The control was beginning to feel easier, and a small glimmer of hope that she could one day control the chaos again was starting to bloom. Her social anxiety was another matter.

Eris had been afraid to be around people for so long that she had forgotten how to properly interact with them. The lights, the music, the noise—it became overwhelming if she stayed around all that longer than a few hours.

"Can I get you another?" the bartender asked.

Eris glanced up from her journal at the man and smiled.

"Yes, please," she said and pushed her empty glass towards him.

Eris took the opportunity to check him out. She had seen him working there more than once and wasn't the only person who appreciated his excellent shoulders and dashing smile. He was dressed in a dark red button-down shirt that had the sleeves pushed up to reveal strong forearms. Curling dark hair with a few gray streaks was worn a little longer and matched a beard that suited the cut of his strong jaw.

He seemed oblivious to the way the women's (and some of the men's) eyes followed him. Eris bet that he got amazing tips. He was one of the few people who managed to get more than five words out of her. She wished she had Laverna's easy charm to be able to flirt with him.

The bartender smiled and placed a fresh Spritz down before her. "You've been here a while tonight. Is someone foolishly standing you up?"

Eris shook her head. "No. I just like to be alone around people sometimes, and this place suits me."

"I have seen you here a lot lately. Are you still hunting priests, or have you decided to move up from virgins?" he asked, his hazel eyes dancing with mischief.

"Watching me that close? I don't know if I should be flattered or not," Eris asked, a flicker of attraction burning hot through her. "I also don't know what business it is of yours if I hook up with priests."

"Absolutely none." The bartender set down a new bowl of nuts beside her Spritz. "I am curious to know why priests though. Were you forced to go to a Catholic school or something?"

"My dad ran away with one," Eris said, straight-faced. "It's a way for me to heal my childhood trauma."

"Really? That's one I haven't heard before," he replied and then realized Eris's mouth was twitching. "You're lying. Damn, you had me going there."

Eris sipped her Spritz. "You deserved it."

"I can't help but be curious. You seem to attract men of the cloth. I was merely trying to figure out the appeal on your behalf."

"What are you, a shrink or something?" Eris demanded.

The bartender placed a hand on his chest. "Alas, a failed one, but bartending isn't much different. Satisfy my curiosity and tell me why a woman like you would waste your time with men who don't even take you out on a proper date."

Eris smirked, ready to see a grown man blush. "Why? Are you offering to take me on one?"

"Enzo. And I was about to, but you beat me to it," he said, gracing her with a dazzling, cheeky smile. "Very well. I accept. I'm just closing up. Can you wait?"

Eris's mouth fell open at being so quickly maneuvered. "I didn't ask…"

"Great," Enzo said and hurried away to clear some empty glasses from a nearby table.

Eris blinked. "What just happened?" she whispered under her breath.

She should get up and leave. Her time holding the shields around her curse was already at its limit. She closed her eyes to check them. They were holding fine, but did she want to go on a date? With actual talking involved?

Eris opened her eyes again, and the first thing she saw was Enzo smiling as he held the door open for customers leaving.

Yes, I really want to have a date.

Enzo was handsome but not in a pretty way, and there was something about him that she couldn't quite put her finger on…like he reminded her of someone from long ago, but she couldn't picture who.

Her eternal loneliness niggled at her. What would it hurt to have a drink with him? If he was a dick, it wasn't like she couldn't get up and leave. Unexpected nerves fluttered in her belly. Fates, she couldn't remember the last time she had an actual date.

Eris subtly checked her makeup in a small hand mirror and then felt ridiculous. She shut the mirror with a snap and wrote in her journal: Experiment - Date.

If nothing else, she could use it as an opportunity to test her limits. If things started to fray, then at least no one would be around to see the moment he started trying to fight with her because her chaos was leaking out of her.

Enzo cleared off the rest of the tables, and the last of the customers left. Once he waved the last one out, he locked the door and flipped the sign to CLOSED.

"Still here? You must want a date after all," he teased and turned the music down. "I don't suppose you will tell me your name now?"

"Eris," she replied, closing her journal. "So how did you fail at being a shrink?"

"Straight to it," Enzo said with a grin. He came back around the side of the bar and poured himself a glass of red wine. "If you must know, I didn't fail so much as retire. This is the family bar, and someone needed to run it. There's also less of a chance of me being attacked or stalked as a bartender. What about you? What do you do?"

"I'm between things at the moment. Trying to figure out what I want to do next with my life," she said because no one had ever asked her that question before. She fumbled to find something else to tell him. "I'm used to selling and appraising antiques for people. I have friends here in Rome, so I am back for a visit."

Enzo's expression brightened. "I think I have seen someone with you. Short, slight, very pretty."

"That's Lavena. Though I should warn you, she has a very big, overprotective partner," Eris said. The fact that Laverna and Rom were finally together was another strange and recent miracle.

"That's fine. She's not my type anyway," Enzo replied and sipped his wine.

''And I am?"

Enzo shrugged. "I don't know yet. Don't get me wrong, you are very beautiful, but that's not why I wanted to have a drink with you."

"And what is the reason?" Eris asked. No man had ever been interested in her personality, that was for sure.

Enzo studied her for a moment. "You seem lonely, and I know what that's like."

Eris swallowed hard. She didn't know if this had been a good idea at all, so she opened her mouth and ruined it. "Here I thought you wanted to fuck me out the back."

"It would be a lot more satisfying for you than fucking another priest, but I wanted to get to know you first," Enzo replied, surprising her yet again. "I was raised to be a gentleman that way."

"I'll have you know that priests are some of the kinkiest people alive, so it's a bold claim that you could satisfy me better than they do," Eris said, and her pulse leaped as he moved around to her side of the bar. She didn't move back when he leaned into her personal space.

Enzo trailed a finger over the curve of her cheek, leaving fire on her skin. "Bold of you to assume that I can't, bella."

It had been a long time since Eris had felt a flutter of anticipation in her stomach. She leaned in to kiss him when a phone rang loudly. Enzo swore and took the phone from his back pocket. The screen flashed with a picture of a pretty woman. His expression shifted from annoyance to worry.

"Sorry, I have to go," he said.

Eris blinked. "Are... Are you serious right now?"

"Unfortunately. It's my nonna. She's old and⁠—"

"Your nonna. Sure." Eris grabbed her bag and journal, an embarrassed bubble of laughter rising inside her. Of course he had another woman. She was such an idiot. She unlocked the front door of the bar and opened it.

Enzo had the balls to call out, "Raincheck?"

Eris did laugh then. "Absolutely not. Go home to your wife or whoever is really calling you."

The door to the bar slammed behind her, and she didn't look back. She had barely taken three steps when all the car alarms in the street started to go off, her chaos and annoyance lashing out.

With an irritated sigh, Eris went to find her own car. She turned off the alarm and sat in the driver's seat, trying to breathe and put the shields back up. She should have known better. She didn't attempt dates for a reason. It was just her luck that the first man she liked had a wife.

Eris swore and rested her head against the steering wheel. Loneliness was a chasm inside her, the rejection tearing fresh wounds over old scars. She should be used to it by now, but for some inexplicable reason, the whole horrible scene with Enzo hurt. It wasn't like she had any kind of moral high ground to judge him.

"Fuck him. He's just a bartender," she told herself and drove out of the city as fast as she could.


CHAPTER TWO


The following afternoon, Eris was still pissed as she drove from her small property outside of Rome and into the city. She had many such properties around the world, all tucked out of the way and isolated so that her out-of-control chaos couldn't do any damage.

She didn't know why the failed date from the previous evening was bothering her so much. He wasn't special, just another hot bartender in a city full of them.

The most annoying thing was that she was now going to have to find a new bar to drink at. Maybe it was bothering her so much because she'd felt an echo of a connection for the first time in centuries. He hadn't asked her on a date only because she was beautiful, or so he'd claimed, and Eris couldn't wrap her head around that. Her beauty was the only thing men were interested in.

The day she had met Zeus, the upstart new god boy that had usurped his father, he had taken one look at her and said, "What a waste of beauty you are, daughter of Nyx."

Eris hadn't thought much of Zeus and thought even less of him after the encounter. It was one of the reasons why she had thrown the apple to him at Peleus's fateful wedding. She had been aiming for his head. She had been annoyed by the snub and wanted to get back at Zeus for purposely making sure everyone was there but her. She had no idea the trouble that damn apple would cause her in the future.

It was a reminder to her to never lose her temper. She always had it locked down tight—tighter than her heart and her power. It was why she found the whole incident with Enzo so confusing.

Maybe it had been his grandmother, and she was hurt or ill, and he was her caretaker? He had wanted another date, after all. Eris had reacted too strongly, and while she didn't feel regret as a rule, she felt something suspiciously like it. She had liked him too much, so it was best she kept away for both of their sakes. Nothing good could come of it. It wasn't as if she was relationship material. She was a primordial creature born of darkness. She didn't date. She conquered and then moved on.

"Stop obsessing," she growled under her breath as if her brain had ever listened.

Eris was determined to continue her experiments and not let the incident the previous night bother her anymore. She had the perfect place to visit, one that would recharge her energy so she could try and stretch out the time it took to hold her shields up.

The Pantheon was a mess of lines, families, tourists, and opportunistic street vendors. Built to be a temple for all the gods, it was a wonder that drew people from all over the world. It was always chaotic, and it suited Eris's purposes perfectly. If she could find a decent bar in the area, it would provide her with a new place to linger. She would never have to show her face at Silviano's again.

Stop thinking about him, her vicious side snapped again. Eris would never admit just how much the stupid mortal had gotten under her skin. And this is why you should stay away from men.

It was a warm afternoon, so Eris stood in line for gelato and smiled at a baby. It started screaming, and she sighed in happiness as the frazzled parents' chaotic energy hit her like a shot of adrenaline—just what she needed. She ordered a cup of pear gelato and was enjoying the first sugary spoonful when her phone buzzed in the pocket of her palazzo pants. Moving out of the way of the long lines in the square, Eris pulled out her phone.

Ever since everyone had gotten together to celebrate the birth of Hades's twins, the gods had been keeping closer tabs on each other. One change was that people had her phone number now and were going out of their way to include her in updates and messages.

Eris smiled at the Girls Only group chat that Ariadne had recently made and opened it to see what the gossip was. Selene had sent through a photo that had Eris choking on her gelato. Hermes was holding a crying Zagreus, and the entire front of his shirt and a good deal of his face was covered with what appeared to be vomit. Dionysus was bent double with laughter behind him. Selene had sent it with the caption: To use against him the next time he gets lippy.

Eris chuckled and replied, Surely not the first time he's been covered in vomit while hanging about with Dionysus.

Both gods had been spending a lot of time with the twins, and Eris was starting to think that Hades and Persephone were stuck with four children instead of two. She had mentioned that to Persephone, who was just happy to have the extra hands to help when they visited.

Hermes and Hecate were constantly checking the children for any signs of their magic, and when it finally manifested, they were going to be the best ones to handle it. Eris could only imagine what their abilities would be with Hades and Persephone as their parents.

Eris finished her gelato and checked her shields. They were still holding in place, and she shut her eyes and heaved a deep sigh of relief. Everything was back to normal…

A cold tickle danced up her spine, and the hair on the back of her neck rose. Eris's eyes snapped open. She knew that feeling of dread.

No, no, no, they can't be here.

Eris spotted three figures sitting on the steps of the fountain. To anyone else watching, they would see nothing but a grandmother, a mother, and a child having a day together. Eris's heart stammered in her chest. The Fates were staring right back at her.

Clotho, the youngest, danced about in excitement and waved at her.

Did they know Eris was trying to control their curse? Were they there to stop her or make it worse?

Lachesis crooked her finger at her. Eris's palms turned sweaty, and she began to walk toward them, her feet obeying even though she was screaming inside.

No one said no to the Fates, not even the gods. They swore on them and feared them like the humans did to the gods themselves. The Fates were primal, and Eris was so fucked for getting their attention yet again.

Eris stopped in front of them and bowed, not caring that the humans around them were staring. Don't get angry. Don't get angry.

"How can I be of service?" she asked politely.

"Child of Night, it has been an age," Atropos, the eldest, replied and held out a bony hand.

Eris pressed the back of it to her forehead.

"Have you come to punish me again?" Eris blurted out. She never could handle suspense.

Clotho grabbed her hand and swung it in excitement. "No, silly! We have come to help you break your curse!"

Eris froze. "You…You have? Why? Why now?"

"Because the time is my time. It is now," Lachesis said with a shrug. She lit a cigarette and stared up at Eris. "If you want the curse to be lifted, you must undo that which you broke."

"I don't understand. I can't bring back Troy," Eris replied, her hand still being yanked on by Clotho.

Lachesis swayed in a light rocking motion. "The man is ready, for his destiny is tied to yours as his bloodline always has been."

"You're speaking in fucking riddles. Just tell me what I need to do," Eris demanded and then bit her tongue. "Please. Speak plain. What man?"

"The child of Aeneas!" Clotho shouted, her mad hopping continuing. "He must help you take the palladium back to Troy!"

Atropos clicked her tongue, and Clotho settled. "The child speaks true. You must find the palladium and return it, following Aeneas's path with his blood, stopping where he stopped. Only then will you be free of your torments."

"Find the palladium and a child of Aeneas before returning them to Troy?" Eris asked. Her freedom was hanging in front of her, and she felt like a starving dog staring at a steak.

"Yes. It is not only your curse that you will be lifting, child, so do not waste any time," Lachesis said.

"Okay, so how can I find this man? Is he in the city? Where is he?" Eris asked. There were millions of men in Rome.

Clotho giggled and covered her mouth. "Oh! Oh! Can I please show her, Atropos?"

The old woman nodded. Eris didn't like the identical smiles they were suddenly all wearing.

Clotho let go of Eris's hand and pulled out a looped string from the pocket of her dress. With fierce concentration, the child-like creature started threading the string over her fingers like a highly complex cat's cradle. "Ta-da!" she said at last and held up a small tapestry. "And the best thing is you have already met!"

Eris looked at the face, and her heart stopped. The unmistakable image of Enzo stared back at her. "This… This has to be a mistake."

The thread in her fingers unraveled, and when she looked up, the Fates were already gone.

"You have got to be fucking kidding me!" Eris stared up at the heavens in despair.

Enzo wasn't just a bartender, after all.


CHAPTER THREE


By the time Eris got back to her car, the sun was setting, and she was trying to formulate a plan. She was embarrassed about the not date she had with Enzo, but nothing would stop her from trying to break her curse, even if she had to throw him in a boat and row him back to Troy herself. Enzo wasn't going anywhere, so she needed to focus on the part she didn't have—the palladium.

No one had seen or heard from Athena for centuries. Like many of the gods, when worship of her shifted to newer gods, she had lost purpose and gone into hiding. At least, that was the prevailing theory. If Eris's recent time in Egypt had taught her anything, it was that more gods and goddesses had survived than anyone had expected. Athena was nothing if not a survivor. No, Eris would have better luck trying to find the palladium without first trying to find the goddess it honored.

What Eris needed was help. She pulled out her phone and rang Laverna.

"I was just thinking about you. Are you still in the area? We need to have drinks again," Laverna answered in a happy chatter.

"About our usual watering hole… We might have a problem going back there again," Eris replied and picked at her thumbnail.

Laverna must have sensed something because her tone instantly went on alert. "What is it? What's wrong?"

"The Fates just paid me a visit, and I need your help," Eris blurted out in a rush. She didn't ask for help often, and it almost hurt to do so.

"You have it. Come to Rom's villa. He's cooking on the grill outside and can throw an extra piece of lamb on for you. You sound like you need a drink before we talk about the Fates, hmm?" Laverna said softly.

Eris let out a tight breath. "Better make it a big one."

"Don't I always? I'll let Rom know you are on your way."

Eris hung up and smiled at the idea of Rom cooking Laverna dinner. If they could finally get over their bullshit and come together, then Eris was sure she could figure out a way to find a lost relic and break her curse.

Thirty minutes later, Eris pulled up in front of Rom's villa. The guards had opened the gate before she slowed, so they must have known to expect her.

Laverna met her at the front door, holding two large glasses of red wine. She looked like she was enjoying her summer with her hair up in a clip, barefoot, and wearing cut-off jeans and one of Rom's company T-shirts, the red print of a wolf over her right breast.

"Stealing clothes again?" Eris teased, accepting the wine and the hug from the other goddess.

"He gave it to me, I swear. Are you okay?" Laverna asked, looking her in the eyes. She was one of the few that had always been brave enough to do it.

Eris grimaced. "I'm not sure, but there might be a chance to break my curse."

Laverna's brows shot up. She looped her arm around Eris's waist. "Sounds like you have had a day. Come out the back, and you can tell Rom and me all about it."

"Domestic bliss suits you," Eris teased as they walked through the villa.

Laverna grinned. "It definitely has its perks."

Romulus was standing in front of a barbecue on the back terrace, wearing jeans and a T-shirt. It was about as casual as he got, and like Laverna, he seemed relaxed and settled in a way Eris had never seen before.

Laverna shamelessly checked out her lover. "We wasted enough time, and I like his cooking."

"I'm glad that you are both happy," Eris replied truthfully.

Laverna moved to pat him on the butt to get his attention. Rom smiled at her like Laverna was his whole universe before he saw Eris and nodded in greeting. Watching their interactions made loneliness stab at her again, but she made sure not to let it show.

"And what did the Fates tell you to put that look in your eyes?" Rom asked her.

"They told me how I can break my curse. I only need the palladium and a man whom I had a failed date with the other night," Eris said with an awkward laugh.

"You better start at the beginning," Rom replied, sharing a look with Laverna.

The whole story tumbled out in a rush, including the awkward date with Enzo and how it ended in disaster.

Laverna's eyes lit up with recognition and mischief. "Wait! Are we talking about the bartender with the curls? And the beard? Ohhh, and the shoulders? You know, the one that looks like he could fuck you against a wall for an hour and not get tired?"

Rom's eyes glowed with possession even as they narrowed.

"What?" Laverna huffed. "It's just an observation."

Eris tried not to choke on her wine. Rom's look promised retribution later, and she really hoped she wasn't still around to hear it.

"Yes, that's the one," she said, trying to keep the conversation moving.

It was Laverna's turn to frown. "It's not like you to shit where you eat, Eris," she said crudely. "You know better than to date the bartender of your fave spot."

"I do! And I don't know why I agreed to it at all. He kind of smiled, and one thing led to another. If he is of Aeneas's bloodline, then that means he's also got some of Aphrodite in him. There was something about him that I couldn't help myself."

Rom was still frowning. "If he is who you claim, then he's also of my bloodline, however watered down. I stopped tracking them on purpose centuries ago. Me interfering in their lives tended to make things worse."

"I had forgotten Aeneas married into your family generations before you. No wonder Enzo felt familiar. I knew Aeneas, Aphrodite, and you," Eris said and rubbed her temple. "I must be blind."

"Ohh, he's a triple threat. Delicious. The good news is he likes you and might be down for an adventure," Laverna said cheerily.

"I doubt his wife would like me as much. I also stormed out in a huff and have no intention of going back."

Laverna rolled her eyes. "Did you ever stop to think that it might have actually been his grandmother? Sit down and eat something before you start overthinking this even more. It will make you feel better."

"I saw the picture on his phone. She wasn't old."

"Maybe the picture was?" Laverna said with a shrug.

Eris sat down at the outdoor table where fresh panini, charcuterie, and salads had been laid out. It was no wonder Laverna looked so content and happy if she was eating like this every night.

Rom dished up the grilled lamb, and after a few bites, Eris's jittery stomach settled, and she had to admit Laverna was right.

"I can worry about dealing with what I'm going to say to Enzo later. I need to find the palladium, which is where you two come in," Eris said, pointing her knife at them. "No one knows the city better than you two, so I need some ideas on where to start looking."

Rom chewed through a mouthful of lamb before replying. "The palladium has a history of theft and power. Diomedes and Odysseus were told where to find it when it was in Troy, but they only succeeded in stealing the replica. Aeneas, as part of the royal family, had been given the real palladium to protect it. He got it out of the city when the Greeks got behind their walls."

Eris knew most of the tale, but Rom was in storytelling mode, and she wasn't about to stop him. Any information was good, and it had been so long since Eris had thought about any of the old players and what could have happened to the relics of power and protection that had once been a holy part of the ancient world.

Rom topped up their wines before continuing. "The palladium was held in the Temple of Vesta in the forum for centuries, along with other sacred pignora imperii. It was there up until Elagabalus had it moved to his garish cult temple when he was emperor. I lost track of it after that, and the last rumor I heard was that Constantine took it to Turkey when he was founding Constantinople as the new capital. It might still be there. I have people we can check with that deal in antiquities, and it might not hurt to give Hermes a call and see if it was a part of Darius Drakos's collection that they seized."

Laverna nodded at her lover like everything he was saying was a great idea. Eris had seen that sparkle in Laverna's eyes before, and she was definitely biting her cheek to keep from laughing.

"Yes, Rom, you're right. Those sound like excellent ideas," Eris said before she nudged Laverna under the table with the toe of her sandal. "We could do all that, or we could just ask your beloved here where she has stashed it."

"What? Me?" Laverna said, putting a hand to her chest, eyes going wide with innocence.

Rom's nostrils flared. "You stole the fucking palladium! I can't believe you! No wonder I couldn't sense its presence. You've probably had it sitting in some hole in the catacombs for centuries."

"I took it to keep it safe from that dickbag Elagabalus! He was sacking the city temples. I put a replica in its place and promised the priestesses I would look after it," Laverna snapped back.

Eris smiled at their nonsense. Really, Rom should know better than to be surprised by anything Laverna did at this stage.

"Okay, Laverna, where is it now?" Eris asked her, the ember of hope inside of her fluttering to a flame.

"It's probably where I left it." Laverna sniffed indignantly and picked up her wine. "It's in one of my hordes."


CHAPTER FOUR


Eris had never been inside of Laverna's catacombs. Being so deep under the earth had always made her nervous, and she never would have ventured into them if the Lady of Bones hadn't been there as a guide.

"So, how is it going between you and Rom? Are you living full-time at the villa now?" Eris asked, trying to keep herself distracted so the walls of earth didn't feel as if they were closing in around her.

"We tend to split our time between my place and his, depending on where we are in the city that night. It's weirdly nice to have someone to go home to," Laverna admitted. She was softer than Eris had ever seen her, and when she smiled, it reached her eyes.

"I can't imagine what that is like after hating each other for so long," Eris replied.

Laverna sighed dramatically. "I know. We still argue, but we work it out pretty quickly. He's managed to get through all my defenses, the bastard." They walked in silence a little further before Laverna spoke again. "Can I tell you a secret?"

"As long as it's not some weird sex position that Rom likes," Eris said, making the other goddess's laughter echo through the dark tunnels.

"I would never subject you to that," Laverna said when she finally stopped cackling. "I'm... I'm hearing prayers again. It hasn't really happened in centuries. Since the fight with the witches, something has changed in me. I don't know how to explain it."

"Maybe you are ready to hear from them again, or has the connection you have to the city opened that all back up?" Eris suggested.

Laverna shrugged. "Maybe. I do feel more open since Rom and I got together, and I know Bellona has been hearing hers again too. There has been a change in the air. I probably sound crazy, but it's the only way I can describe it. Now, your curse might have a chance to be lifted, and you actually tried to go on a date. It all seems like things are finally moving again."

"Tried being the word. I still feel like an idiot about it, and I have no idea what I am going to say when I see Enzo again," Eris said, letting out a frustrated breath. "I blame Aphrodite's blood in him that made me say yes in the first place."

"Blame his blood if it makes you feel better about it, but I don't judge you for saying yes. He's hot as fuck for a start, and for people like us to feel any kind of connection, even for a second, it's worth it," Laverna said.

"I should have stuck to priests," Eris replied, and they both laughed.

They walked in the darkness for another ten minutes before they came to a heavy iron door. Laverna's power filled the tight space, and she put her hand on the door. Something clanged inside of it, and it swung open.

"Welcome to my horde. Watch where you step. I haven't been into this one for a while," Laverna said and began to light ancient-looking torches and oil lamps.

"This one? How many do you have?" Eris asked, staring wide-eyed at the piles of treasures stacked around her.

"A few. You know what immortals are like," Laverna said vaguely.

"Some immortals," Eris corrected. She didn't have hordes. She had nothing from the past that she wanted to keep or remember. She had survived her curse by being as present as possible. "Can you tell me what we are looking for?"

There were bookshelves crammed with scrolls and codexes, piles of paintings, chariots, weapons, chests overflowing with jewels, crowns of gold laurel leaves, and statues of every size and kind.

"It actually doesn't look like much, if I am being honest," Laverna said from behind a pile of shields. "It's about a meter high, looks like it was carved out of driftwood with bits of gold foil flaking off it. You can tell it's a woman, but unlike ancient art depicting it, it doesn't hold shields or spindles or any of that nonsense. It feels...different. Like it has an aura. You will know it when you see it."

"Did you really take it to keep it safe? Or did you just get bored one night?" Eris asked, making her way toward an eerie assembly of statues in one corner.

"I was telling the truth. The Vestal Virgins were worried about it being taken from the temple. They reached out to me and asked me to protect it. We replaced it with a likeness. As long as the original was kept in Rome, they were happy for me to have it," Laverna said from where she was shifting shields to see what was under them. "If I am being honest, I kind of forgot that I had it until tonight. Makes me think that I was keeping it safe for when you needed it."

Cool, invisible fingers crept up Eris's skin, and she could feel the Fates' threads all around her. She shifted a marble bust of some emperor, and the air squeezed out of her lungs. Leaning against the earth wall was a lumpy shape of wood, a small pile of gold gilt littering the ground around it. She touched it, and power thrummed against her fingertips.

"Laverna? I think I found it," Eris called. She had met Athena a few times over the centuries, but it didn't feel exactly like her power. It felt ancient and ominous, like a bomb waiting to go off.

Laverna moved through the maze of treasures to join her. "That's it, all right. It kind of gives me the creeps."

"Me too. Maybe the rumor that part of Athena's power is trapped in it is true," Eris said and lifted up the statue. For its size, it was oddly light.

"Here, wrap it in this," Laverna suggested, pulling out a purple cloak from under a pile of golden and silver coins.

"Steal this from an emperor?" Eris teased, taking the garment. Once the palladium was covered, the tense feeling in the air was dampened.

"Probably. I can't remember where half of this came from," Laverna replied with a grin.

Eris lifted the palladium up again and gestured to Laverna. "Lead the way. As much as I am impressed by your treasures, being underground makes me twitchy."

"Well, you are a creature of the air after all," Laverna said and tilted her head curiously. "Have you used your wings lately?"

Eris shook her head. "The last time I tried, they still wouldn't be summoned. I assumed it was just another layer of my curse to piss me off."

"Hmm, maybe they will return once the palladium is back in Troy as well," Laverna commented.

Eris could only hope. She missed the feeling of being in the air, of the weight of wings sitting on her shoulders, the joy and freedom that she felt when she floated through the clouds.

They walked back to Eris's rental car in a thoughtful silence. It seemed a lot quicker going out than going in.

When they were finally free, Eris took deep breaths of the night air. Laverna helped her shift the palladium in the back seat of the car. Eris hesitated before clicking the seat belt around it.

"Okay, part one is done. I have the palladium. Now I just have to figure out how to convince Enzo to come with me," Eris said, leaning against the car. "I doubt he even wants to speak to me, let alone go on a sea voyage."

"And if he says no?"

"I'll tie him up and carry him there if I have to. I might have to do that just to get him to stay still long enough to convince him I'm a goddess."

"Sounds to me like we need to go old school on this, Eris," Laverna said, her smile turning feral.

"You want to kidnap him?" The idea wasn't without merits. Eris needed him, and she had lived with the curse for too long to have to try and bargain details with a human. He was probably already mad at her for walking out, so really, she had nothing to lose.

"Traditions are traditions, and gods kidnapping mortals is nothing if not tradition," the goddess of thieves said.

Something in Laverna's expression raised the dark chaos in Eris. She was a goddess, not a human, and it had been a long time since she had done something reckless.

"The Fates didn't say he had to willingly come with me," Eris said slowly, a plan already forming in her head.

Laverna punched her playfully in the arm. "That's my girl. I'll drive."


CHAPTER FIVE


Enzo scrubbed at the polished bar and tried not to look up at the door every time it opened. He finally had the courage to ask the mysterious Eris for a drink, but everything had gone wrong.

Enzo loved Nonna Bianca, but he could have murdered her the previous night. The emergency alert device that he had gotten for her in case she hurt herself was triggered, not because of an actual emergency, but because she found the device ugly and had taken it upon herself to hot-glue tiny rhinestones all over it. The heat had set it off, and he had blown his date and rushed over to her apartment only to find her drinking martinis and doing arts and crafts.

The bell on the door jangled again, and Enzo's head snapped up. It was just a couple leaving.

He was an idiot. Eris was never coming back. She was the first person he had wanted to ask out in over a year, and it had taken weeks of working up enough courage to do it.

There was just something about her that drew him in. She had a loneliness about her that called out and reflected his own. She seemed skittish around people who weren't her friends, so he had debated whether to approach her or show any interest at all.

He had a feeling she, too, knew all about the dark side of relationships and that maybe his own past wouldn't turn her off. Now, he would never know.

You should have gotten her phone number first, silly boy, Nonna Bianca told him when he scolded her for the hot glue gun incident. She had a good point, except things hadn't even gotten that far.

Enzo kept cleaning until the last people left, and he locked up for the night. He checked the streets, his ridiculous heart hoping that she might be waiting. He sighed. Women like Eris didn't wait. They didn't need to because they didn't give second chances to men who blew it once already.

Enzo grabbed the last of the trash bags and hauled them out the back to the large metal garbage bins in the alley. He turned to go back inside, only to find Eris leaning against the back door. He leaped back with a gasp.

"O Madonna mia! You scared the shit out of me!" he said, heart thumping. "What are you doing back here?"

"I'm waiting for you," Eris replied and smiled. Something about the smile set all his alarms off. He had dealt with stalkers before, and they had liked to jump out at random times too.

"You could have come into the bar," he said cautiously.

Eris's smile widened. "I could have, but I didn't want to interrupt you while you were working. Did you close up?"

"Yes? Why?"

"Good," Eris said and nodded to someone behind him.

Enzo went to turn, but something hit him hard in the back of the neck, and he sank to his knees on the wet street before he went backward. A familiar face hovered above him. Eris's friend.

"Sleep tight, sleeping beauty," she said, and darkness rushed over him.

[image: ]



Enzo came to in the boot of a car. It smelled of upholstery cleaner and grease. His head was pounding, and he had something digging into his lower back. It took him a few moments to realize that he had been kidnapped.

Why are the only women you are attracted to crazy? Enzo thought as he tried to move. His hands weren't bound, which was a good thing. He discovered the source of his lower back pain was a high-heeled shoe. The car slowed to a stop, and he gripped his feeble weapon, his survival instincts kicking in.

"What have you two done now?" a man's deep voice asked.

"It was Laverna's idea," Eris replied, her voice a little high-pitched.

"Don't look at me like that, Romulus! Eris needed him. We don't have time to negotiate," a woman said stubbornly.

Eris, Romulus, Laverna… Nonna Bianca's old tales of Rome suddenly rose in Enzo's mind. They were names of gods.

"You can't just kidnap people off the street and expect them to help you! What were you two thinking?" Romulus demanded.

Enzo's grip on the shoe loosened just a fraction. "Who the fuck are you people?"

The voices outside the car went silent, and after a growling sound that wasn't remotely human, the boot popped open. Enzo threw the shoe at the man hovering above him, leaped out of the boot, and started running.

"Did that motherfucker just throw a shoe?" Laverna called behind him. "Who throws a shoe?!"

Something heavy plowed into Enzo's back, and he tumbled with his assailant. They rolled across the wet grass, and he swore when a sharp elbow drove into his sternum. He wheezed, trying to get air in his lungs. Eris was sitting on top of him, bits of grass and dirt sticking to her face and neck.

"Just say still, Enzo! I don't want to hurt you, but I will tie you up if I have to," she said, pinning his hands to his chest. He tried to move, but she held him firm. She was, he discovered, freakishly strong.

"Why did you kidnap me if you don't want to hurt me?" he said, his breath coming in gasps.

"It's complicated?" Eris brushed a piece of grass out of his beard, and her touch lingered. "Hmm, it is soft."

"There's no point in trying to run," Romulus said, coming to stand beside them. "Get off him, Eris." It could have been the poor lighting, but Enzo swore her eyes turned black at the order. "You are hurting him, amica."

For some reason, it was those words that convinced Eris to let Enzo go and climb off him.

Romulus held out a hand to him. "Come on, you look like you could use a drink."

"Or seven," Enzo replied, taking the hand. Romulus hauled him to his feet like he weighed nothing. "What is this all about?"

"We'll all go inside so we can explain properly," Romulus replied.

Enzo straightened his shoulders. "And if I want to leave?"

The other man pointed at the two women. "They aren't going to let you. Unfortunately, you are the key to a plan they are hatching, and I have no say. Neither do you. Just hear them out?"

Enzo looked at Eris. She had her arms around her middle, like she was cold or hurt, and had the decency to look a little guilty. Laverna was just grinning from ear to ear.

"Okay, one drink," Enzo said.

Romulus patted him on the shoulder. "Good man."

"I didn't hurt you, did I?" Eris asked softly as they walked back to the villa.

Enzo wanted to snap at her, but he found that he couldn't. "I'm fine. Just really confused about why you decided to kidnap me at all."

"It's traditional for gods to kidnap mortals that catch their eyes," Laverna called out as if this was an obvious answer. Romulus looked at her exasperated and besotted at the same time.

Enzo stared at the people before him, his footsteps faltering. "And you are gods, are you?"

All three of them smiled, but Eris answered, "You're going to have to come inside if you want to find out."

She strode off toward the villa, black braid swaying, and even though this was shaping up to be the weirdest night of his life, Enzo followed.


CHAPTER SIX


Enzo wasn't used to other people pouring his drinks, but he waited as patiently as he could while Romulus poured him a glass of a very nice scotch.

"Are you really Romulus...like the Romulus?" Enzo asked.

"Call me Rom, and yes. Why is that funny?"

Enzo tried to stifle his laughter before it became hysterical. "Because my nonna, who is kind of crazy, has always said we are relatives of yours."

Rom filled more glasses and gestured to a set of couches next to a fireplace. "She's not crazy, and you are my blood."

Eris sat in an armchair and crossed her legs. "And how is your nonna?" she asked.

A flicker of danger licked at the back of Enzo's neck. She was obviously still pissed at him for having to bail on their date, even though she had kind of bailed on him too.

"She's sorry that she interrupted our date by setting off her alarm because she was too busy hot-gluing rhinestones to it," Enzo replied.

Eris's black brows shot up, and Laverna flopped down on the couch and cracked up laughing. "I told you he wasn't married."

"You really thought I was married? I said it was my nonna," Enzo replied. No wonder she had been so pissed.

Eris sniffed. "Her picture didn't look like she was a grandmother."

"She's vain, so she makes me use one from her thirties," Enzo said. His grandmother was hard to explain even to the people who knew her.

Rom sat down next to Laverna, and Enzo felt like he was about to get an intervention. He had mediated more than one when he had been a therapist and knew the feeling well.

"Your nonna sounds like quite the character," Rom said diplomatically.

Enzo sighed and smiled into his scotch as he lifted it back to his lips. "You have no idea."

Enzo risked a glance at Eris. A real-life goddess. He knew she was out of his league, but he didn't realize they were light years apart. It made sense why she drew him like a magnet, the small male mortal that he was.

"Are you going to tell me what this is all about?" he asked, finally looking Eris in the eyes. In the bar lighting, they had always seemed dark brown or black. He realized they were actually a very dark purple—gorgeous, like the rest of her.

"You've been chosen for an epic quest!" Laverna said, her excitement brimming over.

"Stop confusing the poor guy and start at the beginning, Eris," Rom replied, putting an arm around Laverna's shoulders. It seemed to distract the other goddess, and she snuggled into his side.

"It began with an apple," Eris said, taking a sip of her drink.

Enzo leaned back in his chair as the goddess of chaos, discord, and strife told him about her curse, his ancestor Aeneas, and what the Fates had promised her if Enzo would go with her to Troy. When she was finished, both of their glasses were empty.

"Is this why you wanted to have a drink with me in the first place?" Enzo asked, an uncomfortable burning sensation starting in his stomach.

Eris's pale cheeks reddened, and his heart skipped. "No! I didn't know who you were. I only found out your true identity today." Eris opened her mouth to say something else and then stopped when her gaze rested on their audience.

Enzo rubbed at his eyes. "I can't just drop everything and leave the bar."

"We can have someone run it for you," Rom replied with a little wave of his hand. "I have people for that. I have a boat you can use and even someone to sail it."

"I can sail it if it's 45 feet or under," Enzo said before shaking his head. "But no, I can't just leave. This is insane."

"You seem to think you have a choice in the matter? Adorable," Eris said, leaning forward to rest her elbows on her knees. "The only choice you have is to either come willingly, or I can tie you up and take you."

Enzo smirked. "If it weren't kidnapping, I wouldn't mind being tied up and taken by you."

"You're cute, Enzo, but not that cute," Eris said, her eyes narrowing dangerously. "Stop flirting with me if you are not going to give me what I want."

"I can't help it. You are very frightening and beautiful at the same time," Enzo replied with more bravado than he really felt.

"Fear boner," Laverna whispered to Rom. "He really is related to you."

Enzo finished his drink. "I still can't leave Rome. My parents are dead, and I'm the only relative my nonna has. If something happens to her, she will have no one to help her."

"As Rom said, we have people who can look after her," Laverna replied. "How much trouble can she be?"

"You would be surprised." Enzo still shook his head. This whole thing was fucking insane. They had to have the wrong person. He wasn't a descendant of some great hero. He was a failed therapist who ran a bar, for fuck's sake.

"Laverna? Do you have any ropes?" Eris said sweetly.

Rom's grip on Laverna tightened when she made to get up. "Show him the palladium."

"Why bother if he's not willing to help me?"

"Call it a hunch. Show him," Rom said, his golden eyes shining brighter for a moment.

I'm drinking with the gods. Enzo ran a hand through his thick curls. What a night.

"Fine. Follow me," Eris said, getting gracefully to her feet.

"You could say please," Enzo replied, setting his glass down.

"You're right. I could, but I'm not going to. Now, hurry up." Eris headed back through the villa, and Enzo sighed.

"Is she always like that?"

Laverna's expression softened. "Wouldn't you be if you had been under a curse for thousands of years? Maybe think about what this means to her before you judge her for acting unreasonable toward you. You are her key to everything."

Suitably scolded, Enzo got to his feet and followed Eris. He couldn't imagine what she had been through. Some days, he thought he was cursed too, but there was a difference between thinking it and knowing it for sure.

By the time Enzo found Eris again, she was removing something wrapped in purple material from the car.

"Can I help?" he asked, stepping forward.

"Just get out of the way," Eris replied, moving around him and setting the object on a work counter in the garage.

Enzo stared at the array of beautiful cars, but his attention snapped back to the goddess as she began to unwrap the purple cloth. It looked like an old piece of wood, vaguely in the shape of a woman.

Enzo's breath caught, and his hands tingled. In a daze, he reached out and touched it. Images flashed in his mind like memories—a family laughing, the smell of blood and smoke, temples burning, people screaming, an impossibly beautiful woman giving him instructions, the gleam of sunlight on the sea…

Strong hands grabbed Enzo by the shoulders and pulled him back. He tumbled to the concrete floor, and his mind returned to the garage once more.

"Enzo! Are you okay?" Eris asked, hovering above him. She placed her cool hands on his burning forehead and cheek. "Talk to me."

"I think I saw some of Aeneas's memories," he said. He dared to place a hand over hers. He didn't know what perfume she used, but it was as dark and lovely as she was.

Eris stroked his hair. "You'll be okay. I've covered her up again. I never would have shown you if I had known you would have that reaction."

"No, it's a good thing," he said, even if his head was now pounding. "Eris, I'll come with you. She wants to go home, and you both need to be free again."

Eris's whole face transformed into a smile so bright that Enzo wondered if he was dreaming. No one had ever smiled at him like that. "Thank you, Enzo. I promise to take good care of you. You'll be back in Rome in no time."

Enzo nodded and winced at his headache. "Now comes the hard part."

"And what's that?" Eris said, helping him sit up.

"Telling my nonna."


CHAPTER SEVEN


Rom and Laverna were already organizing one of Rom's sailboats for them to use. It was docked at Ostia, and they would grab what they needed from Enzo's apartment before heading to it. Eris had her usual bag of gear in the car as well as the palladium in the back seat. She was used to moving around quickly, and she wanted to leave Rome as soon as they could be ready to sail.

"You really didn't have to come with me. I could have met you in Ostia," Enzo said for the third time since they had left Rom's place.

Eris drove them back through the city and towards Prati.

"You think I'm going to give you the chance to try and run away on me? I'm not that stupid," Eris replied. "Besides, I want to meet your nonna."

"You say that now, but you should prepare yourself," Enzo said, shifting his weight in the passenger seat.

"You think an old human woman can intimidate me? It would take a lot more than that."

Enzo snorted but didn't argue with her. "I wouldn't have tried to run away on you. I said I would help, and I will. I'm a man of my word."

"I don't know you well enough to believe that." Eris's hands gripped the steering wheel tighter. "Look, I know I sound like a bitch right now, but this is an opportunity I can't afford to fuck up. The Fates can be fickle. They might decide to change their mind, and I can't keep doing this…" She broke off, afraid she had said too much. She really didn't know him enough to trust him or tell him her secret fears. It was a vulnerability she didn't like to feel.

Enzo's hand moved to rest on top of hers, and her grip on the wheel unclenched a little. "I understand, Eris. I want to help you. Believe it or not, I know a little of what it's like to feel cursed. It might be good for both of us to get out of Rome for a while," he said, slowly removing his hand.

Eris wanted to ask exactly what he meant by that when he pointed to an apartment building. It was old and gorgeous, like many of the buildings in such a central neighborhood.

"Nice place," she said, staring up at it.

"Like the bar, it's been in the family for a really, really long time. We can't let the real estate go at this point, and my nonna won't leave Prati unless it's in a casket," Enzo replied. Eris followed him through a well-lit marble foyer to a set of golden elevators. Enzo ran his hands through his curls.

"Are you that nervous to bring a girl home?" Eris teased.

"You're not a girl. You are a goddess. I'm mentally preparing myself for how she's going to react. I have an adjoining apartment, but she likes to interfere with my love life as much as possible." Enzo laughed awkwardly. "You were the first person I asked out in over a year, and she's never going to let me hear the end of it."

"Really? A year?" Eris looked him over, trying to figure out what was wrong with him. "Why?"

Enzo's expression shut down. "It's a long story."

Eris wanted to know what made him close up so fast, but she knew better than to push it. They were going to be stuck on a sailboat together for days if not weeks, and she would have time to get it out of him.

Enzo got out of the elevator and walked to a white and gold trim door. He took a deep breath. "Prepare yourself."

Eris's laughter died on her lips when the door opened, and a woman of indeterminate age appeared. Her hair was perfectly set in large golden bronze curls, and she was wearing a peach satin nightgown with feathers on the sleeves. She looked like she could be Sophia Loren's blonde baby sister.

"Enzo! What time do you call this?" she said and then saw Eris standing behind him.

Enzo cleared his throat. "Nonna Bianca, this is…"

"Eris," Bianca said, her perfectly groomed brows going up.

"How did you know?" Enzo asked, looking between them.

"Humpf, the divination shells told me I was going to have a visitor," Bianca said, gesturing at them. "Come in and have some brandy with me."

"Don't mind if I do," Eris replied, grinning at a flustered-looking Enzo. "You didn't tell me that your grandmother is a devotee of Aphrodite."

"And La Madonna. As I said, she's hard to explain," Enzo whispered back.

The room felt like Eris had stepped into an enchanted seashell. Sure enough, on one wall was a large print of 'The Birth of Venus' by Botticelli in all its glory. The colors in the room matched the painting, and everything that could have a glint of gold on it was gold.

"Goddess of chaos and discord, what brings your dark shadows to my house?" Bianca asked, pouring more brandy into tiny crystal glasses. She didn't look a day over forty-five, and Eris would have bet any money that she enchanted her beauty products. This was definitely a woman who didn't need Enzo worrying about her so much.

"I need to borrow your grandson for a quest to return the palladium to Troy," Eris replied. Enzo shot her a look. "What? She is a devotee of the goddess. She doesn't need to have it sugar-coated."

Bianca served the brandy and sat down on an apricot and cream velvet loveseat. "Enzo likes to fuss and think that I am made of glass in my old age. He even makes me carry this ugly thing." She held out an emergency monitor that had indeed been decorated with tiny diamantes and pearls.

"I thought you were joking about the hot glue gun," Eris said.

Bianca's smile widened. "Ah, you were the one my dear Enzo was on a date with? Enzo! How dare you not tell me it was Eris?"

"Because I didn't know who she was until tonight when she kidnapped me, Nonna," Enzo replied.

"Tch. No excuse, nipote. I taught you better. He thinks I'm crazy," Bianca said, turning her attention back to Eris.

"You are," Enzo shot back fondly, making Bianca tilt her head back and laugh prettily.

"You will have to excuse my moment of gloating, Eris. He's never listened to me about his destiny, and I need to lord it over him that I was right," Bianca said with a wicked grin.

Eris grinned back. "Please go ahead."

"You know, nonna, you could be even a little bit upset that I was kidnapped tonight," Enzo said, crossing his arms.

Bianca shrugged her delicate shoulders. "Why? You seem fine."

"Did you at least eat something for dinner?" Enzo asked and headed into the kitchen. "Nonna! What did I say about charcuterie not being real dinner?"

"Enzo Enea Silviano, I am a grown woman, and I will eat what I wish!" Bianca called back. She gave Eris an apologetic look. "Don't judge the boy too harshly. He's been a worrier since his parents died a few years ago. He thinks I'm to die at any second."

Eris thought it rather sweet. "His name is Enzo Enea? King Aeneas? You must have seen a lot further than they all believed to name him that."

"Of course. His parents thought I was crazy too, but I knew where we came from and where we were going to go back to. The goddess, our grandmother, talks to all of us if we bother to listen."

Eris sipped her brandy. "She also seems to help enchant your beauty lotions to keep you looking so young."

"A woman does what she can. I would still be working in the bar if Enzo let me. I'm glad you have come. The boy could use a bit of chaos to shake him out of his stupor," Bianca commented. She reached into the pocket of her gown and pulled out a gold and mother-of-pearl cigarette case. She offered a pink cigarette to Eris, who took one. She liked Bianca more and more by the second.

"Mio Dio! Now you are smoking?" Enzo scolded when he came back from the kitchen. He set down a plate of sandwiches in front of Bianca and, surprisingly, one in front of Eris.

"Will you relax? One cigarette is not going to kill us," Bianca chided.

The vein at Enzo's temple throbbed, and Eris took pity on him. She offered him the keys to her car. "Why don't you go and get the palladium and bring it up? I think Bianca should see it. Just don't touch the bare wood again."

"It is here? Why didn't you say?" Bianca demanded, sitting up.

"I'll go get it, but only if you eat those sandwiches," Enzo said, taking the keys.

Bianca put her cigarette back in its case and picked up one of the small panini squares. "Look! I'm eating! Go and get it."

Enzo gave Eris a look that clearly said, See what I have to put up with? Before he headed back out.

"I love that boy with all my heart, but talk about fuss. No wonder he's getting gray hair," Bianca said and lit her cigarette before offering the golden lighter to Eris.

"He seems to have a good heart," Eris replied tactfully.

Bianca hummed. "About his heart. If you break it, I will make the Fates' curse on you seem like a walk in the park."

"Trust me, I don't intend on any harm coming to Enzo or crossing one of Aphrodite's bloodline," Eris replied. Of all the Olympians, Eris knew that Aphrodite was the one to be afraid of the most.

Bianca nodded and blew out a stream of smoke. "Good. I have seen this journey in his future for a long time. I prepared him the best I could and made sure he learned useful things like how to sail and how to fight. I just wish he wasn't such a worry wart and would have fun occasionally."

"He said he felt like he was cursed. Is there anything I should know about?" Eris asked and ate her panini. It was good and complimented the brandy. Dinner had been hours ago.

"He loved the wrong person that is all. The people in our family have an abundance of love," Bianca said, and her wicked smile was back. "I had two nice husbands but unfortunately outlived both. Now, I'm happy being single. Enzo worries about me being alone, but I really am fine."

"All the same, Romulus has organized someone to stay in Enzo's apartment next door to ensure you are looked after while we are away. We will also have someone to manage the bar. Everything will be kept running as normal in Enzo's absence," Eris assured her.

"I don't need a babysitter," Bianca replied primly.

"It's not for you. It's to make Enzo and Romulus feel better about leaving you alone. If you think Enzo makes a fuss, you wait until you meet Rom," Eris said. Somehow, she knew that Bianca was going to be delighted by both Rom and Laverna.

Bianca inspected her perfect manicure. "It's about time he came to visit his family."

Eris was saved from having to reply to that by Enzo's return. Bianca was up on her heeled feet in seconds. "Don't put it in here! We must put her in the altar room."

"Altar room?" Eris asked.

"As you wish, nonna." Enzo looked pained, and Eris followed him through the lush apartment, smiling from ear to ear.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Enzo didn't know if Eris and his grandmother getting along boded well or not. Bianca hadn't gotten along with any of the other women he had ever brought home. The goddess didn't seem bothered by the fact that Bianca was a self-proclaimed priestess of Aphrodite and La Madonna either. In fact, she didn't act like it was strange in the slightest.

Maybe you are the one who should have believed her all along, an uncomfortable thought prodded him.

Bianca led the way through the apartment and opened a door to her altar room. It was completely devoted to Aphrodite, adorned with statues, candles, seashells, flowers, perfumes, and small tokens and offerings. Statues of La Madonna also made an appearance, and somehow, everything felt aesthetically beautiful and heavy with feminine power at the same time, much like Bianca herself. She made space on a small lace-covered table that she used to lay out cards and throw her collection of sea glass, shells, and pearls to read futures.

"Oh my," was Eris's surprised reaction to the room. She studied both Bianca and Enzo, her head tilting as if she were seeing something that they couldn't. "Your connection to Aphrodite is very strong. I wasn't sure if she was still living because she hadn't appeared to Hades or any of the others since they came out to the world. But I can sense her presence here."

Enzo could feel his grandmother's smug happiness because of her compliment. She looked like a well-fed cat.

"Thank you, Eris. That means a lot to me. As I said before, Aphrodite has always made time for her human descendants if they bothered to acknowledge her," Bianca said and tapped at the table. "Put the palladium down here, nipote."

Enzo set the statue down carefully and stepped away from it. He didn't want to be sucked into old memories again. He hadn't had time to process the last lot that bombarded him.

"May I?" Bianca asked Eris.

The goddess nodded. "Go ahead, but be careful. Enzo had a strong reaction."

"Understatement," Enzo murmured. His grandmother could handle the supernatural a lot better than he could. Eris gave him a concerned look, which surprised him, coming from a woman who had kidnapped him off the street.

Laverna's words came back to him about Eris's desperation. After everything that had happened and that he had learned in the past few hours, there was no way he was going to fight about it. When he made his mind up about anything, he would always see it through to the end.

Bianca unwrapped the palladium, and her eyes glazed over as she touched the goddesses worn face.

"I can feel her power in it," she said, swaying slightly. Enzo put an arm out to steady her. "This journey is the most important thing you will ever do. It's what you have been waiting for your entire life. A new beginning for not just us but Eris and Athena too. Curses lifted, life balanced, wrongs will become right once more."

Bianca started to shake, and Enzo helped her into a chair. Eris moved to cover the palladium back up.

He crouched by Bianca's chair. "Nonna? How can I help? Do you need water?"

"I'm fine, but you need to go and pack. Don't worry about me. Eris will keep me company. Go now, nipote. Get your things. It's getting late," Bianca said, patting his cheek. "My beautiful boy. I'm so happy it's going to be you."

Enzo squeezed her hand and got back up. He didn't know whether to feel happy or not. Everything had felt safe and boring for a year, and now he had no choice but to let Eris do what she did best and cause discord in his life.

"I'll make sure she's okay," Eris assured him.

Enzo didn't know why, but he trusted her.

"I won't be long," he said and got up.

Enzo moved through the apartment and unlocked the door adjoining his own. His family owned the whole floor, and generations of Silvianos had grown up in it.

When Enzo had inherited his half when his parents died, he had gutted and repainted it. He had updated the kitchen and made sure everything was just to his liking.

Not long after, he had met his ex-wife, Katarina, and she had put her own creative stamp on it. Stamps that he had only just finished removing in the past few weeks.

It had coincided with Eris's first appearance in the bar, and he had felt the flame of attraction begin to burn in his gut. He had thought it was a sign for him to maybe give dating another go.

Now he knew it was a very different sign altogether. Aeneas, Troy, curse breaking. Maybe he had been hit in the head by a thief, and he would wake up in the street behind the bar. He doubted it. His wildest imagination couldn't have put this night together.

Enzo ran a hand through his curls and down the tender skin on the back of his neck. There was no denying the bits of dried mud and grass on his clothes or the thrumming under his skin whenever he got too close to Eris either.

Enzo knew he had no choice but to leave Rome. Eris made that clear. He grinned at the thought of her threat to tie him up because she would do it the second he got too cheeky. It only made him want to see how far he could push his luck with her. Eris made him want to do reckless things like that just to see how she would react.

Before Katarina had come into his life, Enzo had been the first to crack jokes, play pranks, and be optimistic.

Maybe a mad sea journey would bring that part of him back. Smiling at the thought, he stripped off his dirty shirt, tossed it in the laundry, and went to pack his bags. He had a quest to go on.


CHAPTER NINE


Bianca waited until Enzo was out of sight before she looked imploringly at Eris. "Be a dear and fetch me my cigarettes, will you?"

Eris smiled at the older woman's sneakiness and hurried to oblige. The mother-of-pearl case was sitting on the coffee table next to her half-eaten sandwich. Eris grabbed it too. The lights above her flickered, but she ignored them. Her chaos didn't always like electricity, and she had gotten used to it over the years. Eris took the items back to Bianca.

"You should finish eating too," she said, placing the sandwich before her. The lights flickered again, and Eris sighed.

"Is that you or the wiring?" Bianca asked, lighting her cigarette.

"Me. It's been good all night. I don't know why it's starting up now."

"Probably because Enzo has left." Bianca blew out silvery smoke. "What? Didn't you realize that? He's the key to your curse. Of course he's got immunity to it."

Eris slumped in a chair and put her head in her hands. "Fucking Fates."

She had thought that she was just getting better at controlling the curse. All those hopeful experiments she had done at the bar had been successful not because of her but because he was working there.

Bianca patted her head. "Don't feel bad about it. You have had a busy night and haven't had time to notice."

Eris lifted her head, and Bianca pushed the cigarettes back toward her. Eris lit one with a smile. "Hopefully, as soon as the palladium is back, it won't ever be an issue again."

"Enzo will look after you until then. He won't be able to help himself. Protecting and caring for women is just who he is. That's why that bitch of an ex-wife broke him so hard," Bianca said. At Eris's inquiring look, Bianca looked about and said, "It's not my place to give details, but she was proper crazy. Enzo did his best to help her, and she nearly killed him. He gave up on therapy and on life afterward. He needs this journey as much as you do, goddess. Take care of each other, and you will both be better for it."

Eris had a thousand follow-up questions she forced herself to swallow. Asking his nonna about it felt like a betrayal of Enzo. Finally, Bianca put out her cigarette and ate some more of her sandwich.

"It's late, and I need to sleep soon. Go and see what is taking the boy so long. I want to kiss him goodbye," Bianca said. They were interrupted by a knock on the apartment door. "Now who is that?"

"That will be Claudius, your new helper," Eris replied and went to get the door.

"I do not need a babysitter!" Bianca called in outrage behind her.

Eris ignored her and opened the door. Claudius was tall, built, and handsome as hell, like all of Rom's wolves. He was also sensitive to magic. His mouth fell open as he looked around him.

"Salve, Claudius. Yes, she is a devotee of Aphrodite. Close your mouth," Eris said and gestured, "This way."

Bianca was sitting like a queen on her throne, looking imperious and pissed off. That is until Claudius stepped into the room, and her smile went impish. "Eris, dear, I change my mind. I absolutely do need a babysitter."

"Buona sera, signora," Claudius said, and ever the charmer, he took Bianca's hand and kissed it. "It looks like we shall be neighbors."

"How delightful," Bianca replied, fluttering her long lashes. "Eris? Go and see what's keeping Enzo while my new friend and I get acquainted."

Eris stifled her laughter, but Claudius grinned wide enough that she could tell he was in no danger.

Eris left them to get to know each other and went to find Enzo. The lights flickered until she made it to the door connecting the two apartments, and it was a visual confirmation that Bianca was right about Enzo affecting her curse. Eris made a mental note to call Thoth about it before going through the door.

Enzo's apartment was spacious and boldly decorated with dark green walls and black trims. It was intensely masculine, and the lingering smell of plaster and paint suggested he had done recent work.

"Enzo? I just wanted to see what was taking..." Eris said, and her tongue failed on her.

Enzo was putting clothes in a large duffle bag, and he seemed to have misplaced his shirt. Her brain registered a solid block of man torso, incredible biceps, and chest hair that was probably as soft as his beard. That wasn't what made her veins turn to fire. Scars crisscrossed his back and his chest. Swiping lines from a blade. Eris's power roared for vengeance, and she vanished in glittering darkness to reappear beside him.

"Holy fucking shit, Eris! You scared me half to death," Enzo said, eyes wide. "Are you shedding glitter?"

Eris growled, her fangs dropping in primal fury. She placed a talon-tipped hand on the scar stretching across his abdomen.

"Who did this to you?" she demanded.

Enzo's expression clouded with pain. "My ex-wife tried to kill me so no one else could have me."

Eris could taste human blood in her mouth. "Where is she now?"

"She's... She's not going to be able to bother anyone again," Enzo replied, his eyes clouding with old pain. "She's locked up."

Eris could see the pulse hammering at his throat, and she knew that she was scaring him. She couldn't stop. Couldn't move. Fury was clouding her vision, her reason.

Enzo's warm hand cupping her cheek cleared some of the darkness from her eyes. "Eris? Take a breath and come back to me."

The flecks of night that had been swirling about her settled, and her talons retracted. "If anyone hurts you again, I will kill them," she hissed before her fangs disappeared too. "I will rip out their spines and beat them to death with them."

"Graphic," Enzo said, his lips twitching in the corners. "Is this a god's strange way of saying that you like me?"

"I have claimed you. 'Like' has nothing to do with it. For this service you will perform for me, you will have my protection for your lifetime and beyond. I will see you taken to Elysium myself," Eris said, and the vow twisted around her heart.

"I don't know why someone claiming to protect me is working for me right now," Enzo whispered. He leaned over and kissed her gently on both cheeks. "Thank you, Eris. No one has ever tried to protect me before. It's always the other way around."

Eris wanted to curl into his hard heat and lick the flickering pulse at his neck. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Their night wasn't over, and they didn't have time to go where a kiss might have taken them.

"We... We need to go," she said and stepped away from him, removing her hand from the scar. Her stomach clenched with fear as she watched him pull a shirt on. He could have died, and she never would have known him or had a chance to break her curse. She could feel the vow binding them together, and she would protect him from now on. No matter what happened.

Enzo lifted his duffle and grinned at her. "Okay, goddess, let's go say goodbye to Bianca and start our quest."

Eris nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Enzo's hand rested briefly on the small of her back as he closed the apartment door behind them. Bianca's laughter tinkled through the rooms, and Enzo sighed. "You got a man to look after her, didn't you?"

Eris grinned. "Why? Are you worried you're going to end up with a new nonno?"

"Don't even put the idea in my head," Enzo whispered by her ear, his warm breath sending a shiver down her spine.

"Enzo, darling, come and meet Claudius," Bianca called.

Claudius was sitting on a chair beside hers and looked comfortable being there.

Enzo looked between them and gave Claudius a level stare. "Don't play cards with her, or she will take all of your money and all of your clothes."

Bianca clucked her tongue. "Do not listen to him, Claudius. I would never take your money. Your clothes on the other hand…"

Claudius and Eris laughed. Enzo just slapped a hand over his face.

"Just behave yourself while I'm gone, nonna," he said and moved to kiss her cheek.

Bianca held his face between her hands. "I have never behaved a day in my life, and I am not about to start now, nipote. Maybe you shouldn't behave either, hmm? Have fun on your trip."

"I will message you if we have any reception at the stops," Enzo promised her. He gave Claudius another stern look. "I'm serious. No gambling. Make sure she eats something proper occasionally."

"She will be in safe hands. So will the bar." Claudius held out his hand, and Enzo dropped his keys into it. "You are Rom's family, which means you are my family too. You don't have to worry about anything. Except for Eris. Always worry about Eris."

Eris smirked. "Wise advice, wolf."

"Eris doesn't scare me," Enzo said and smiled softly at her. "She's claimed me, after all. It's everyone else that needs to be worried."

"Did she now? How interesting," Claudius replied, his eyes full of mischief and delight.

"Time to leave," Eris said and finally hustled Enzo out of the apartment.

Downstairs, he stood by her car and glanced up at the apartments. He looked tired and worried. "I hope she's going to take it easy on him."

"He handled Roman senators at the height of their power. I'm sure he can handle your grandmother," Eris tried to reassure him.

Enzo only shook his head. "That's because you don't know her."


CHAPTER TEN


Eris managed to get Enzo out of the car and into a bed before he completely passed out. They would sleep at Rom's apartment near his ship dock in Ostia for what remained of the night and the following day, supply the ship, and set sail.

Eris was too wired to sleep. The last few days were a blur, and she couldn't quite believe she had a way to finally break her curse. She went to the apartment's small bar and poured herself a drink. She paced the apartment before sticking her head into the bedroom. Enzo was sprawled out and fast asleep as if a group of immortals hadn't turned his life completely upside down.

Satisfied that he was out cold, Eris grabbed her phone and went outside onto the balcony. The sea and sky were still dark, and she let the roar of the waves calm her. As a daughter of Nyx, this was her time. She just hoped that others would be awake too.

Eris dialed Thoth's number and hoped he hadn't abandoned it on some bookshelf in his house of many corridors. Kema was good at making sure he kept it with him, but Thoth was the oldest of them all and rarely gave modern technology much attention.

"Eris? Is everything okay?" Thoth asked, his voice distracted.

"Yes, but I need to talk to you. I'm sorry if I woke you up," she replied.

"I wasn't asleep. I'm tracking a new stage of the procession. The stars are moving again, and it's most fascinating," he replied.

"And I am here helping!" Hermes's voice echoed through the line.

"Helping? I thought you were just bored because the women were sleeping," Thoth said, droll as ever.

"What lies! I'm interested in stars!"

Thoth cut him off. "Apologies, Eris. You were saying?"

"I have found a way to break my curse," she said, tears clogging her throat.

"How?" Thoth demanded, all distraction gone from his voice. Having Thoth's attention was like standing in front of the sun.

"I ran into the Fates..." Eris said, and the story tumbled out of her, including Enzo and his grandmother.

"This is great news, Eris," Hermes said once she was done. "What has got you so worried about it all?"

"Two things. First, my curse doesn't have any effect on Enzo. I thought my control was getting better, but it was only because I was in his bar."

"Proximity. Have you tested how far the range is on it? If he gives you a force field, maybe don't stray too far from him," Thoth said, and Eris could just about see the wheels in his head turning.

She said, "His grandmother figured it out before I did. Enzo went into the apartment next door, and instantly, the curse started affecting the electricity."

"It would still be wise to test it because you want to know the precise distance you can get from him," Thoth replied.

Hermes made a scoffing sound. "She's going to be stuck on a sailboat with him. They are going to be plenty close."

"I'll still measure it, Thoth, just to be sure." Eris rubbed at the bridge of her nose. "There was also something else Bianca and Enzo said that has been troubling me. They said they could feel something inside the palladium. Do you know anything about that, Hermes?"

"It was always meant to be Athena's blessing to the city. Is that what they were feeling?" he asked.

"I don't think so. They made it sound like a part of her was trapped in there. When you went looking for the gods, did you find her at all?"

"The strongest leads I found were in Constantinople and their cult to Sophia, or Lady Wisdom. I don't know how a part of her could be trapped in the palladium this whole time. Athena was in the pantheon during the Trojan War and a long time afterward," Hermes replied.

Thoth interrupted him. "Athena's real origins were always mysterious. Zeus just turned up one day with her and said she had come out of his head. While I can believe all his wisdom went to her because he could be dumb as a dung beetle, I always thought the story was rather ridiculous. Hermes is too young to remember this, but when the Myceneans were rampaging their way into the Aegean, they would ceremoniously marry Zeus off to the local feminine deities to make them all one big happy family. In time, humans remembered this as him having multiple affairs. Don't mistake me, he did that too. But there were some local goddesses who were too powerful and too smart to marry him. In Cyprus, for example, Aphrodite chose to become his aunt. Perhaps something similar happened to Athena? She did turn up unexpectedly as his daughter during a campaign through the Aegean after Thera's volcano blew. Hmmm, something to consider in more depth," Thoth said, getting lost in his own thoughts.

"Nothing I learn about Zeus surprises me anymore," Hermes grumbled. Eris remembered a time when he had done his best to honor and love his father, but those days were long, long gone. Zeus's curse had shattered his mind for decades, and even though that curse was broken, Hermes wasn't the same man anymore.

"I suppose once I get the palladium back to Troy, we might find out what magic is inside of it. If she's still living, it might also bring Athena out of her hiding place," Eris said, staring out at the water. The sky was starting to lighten, dawn's light whispering over her skin.

"I will think on this some more and send a message to Isis to let her know your movements. In the meantime, you should rest. You are going to have an interesting journey ahead of you," Thoth said, and they rang off.

Eris watched the dawn break before going back inside, curling up on the couch and trying to sleep. It would be the last time she slept on dry land for a while.

When she finally drifted off, it was thinking about all the things she would do when her curse was finally lifted. She only had to survive a sea voyage with a man she was fiercely attracted to. It didn't matter. She wouldn't risk jeopardizing or complicating her mission.

Only breaking the curse mattered, and not the way her heart skipped whenever Enzo looked at her. She had survived thousands of years alone. She could survive a few more weeks.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Enzo woke, disorientated and in an unfamiliar bed. Someone had closed the bedroom curtains, and it took him a few moments to remember where he was. Ostia. Rom's apartment. Journey to Troy. Eris.

And just where was his goddess of chaos? Enzo stretched his hand out and found nothing but cool sheets. He was disappointingly alone.

His back cracked as he sat up. He thought he would have slept worse after such a long, weird night, but it was the best sleep he'd had in months.

Enzo got to his feet, and after locating his bag beside the bed, he grabbed his toiletries and had a shower in the ensuite. His phone told him it was almost noon. Eris hadn't woken him, but she couldn't leave him behind. He tiptoed out into the main living area.

Eris had pulled the curtains closed there, too, and was asleep on the couch. She was tall and positioned at an awkward angle. Enzo didn't know why she hadn't just shoved him to one side and shared the bed with him. Stubborn woman.

He gently picked her up, making sure his hands didn't touch anywhere they shouldn't, and carried her into the bedroom.

Eris's perfume was a delicious midnight scent of jasmine and cloves. Enzo fought the urge to bury his nose into her gorgeous black hair and breathe it in. Eris didn't stir once as he tucked her in bed and took his gear out of the room.

Now that he wouldn't disturb her, Enzo made coffee and went outside on the balcony. It was a gorgeous day, and the ocean was a brilliant blue. Down below was a promenade and small docks leading out into the water. They were all gated with warning signs. One of the boats had to belong to Rom and would take them on their journey to Turkey.

There were worse ways he could be spending his time, and with his grandmother and the bar being taken care of, Enzo allowed himself a moment to relax.

Of course, that was when a knock on the door jolted him out of his skin. He didn't want whoever it was to wake up Eris, so he put down his coffee and hurried to answer the door.

A giant of a man with long black hair braided back from his face stood on the other side. He had a slightly feral air about him that made Enzo cautious.

"Can I help you?" he asked.

"I'm Sidonius. Rom sent me with supplies, and I need a hand to unload. Is the princess asleep?" he asked.

"If you mean Eris, then yes. I can help. I'm Enzo," he said and stuck out his hand."You must be one of his wolves."

"And you are Rom's great-great-grand-something. Call me Sid, new cousin. We are family now," Sidonius replied and gestured at him. "Come on, I'll show you the boat while Eris sleeps. I don't know about you, but she is the last person I want to see in a rage."

Enzo had seen her beautiful face change into something dark and primal the night before. It was as if a terrifying creature lived inside of her, and for some reason, seeing his scars had set her off. It had been scary, but he also knew she wouldn't hurt him. His heart still felt warm every time he thought of the vow she had made to protect him.

Enzo followed Sidonius to a black van that was full of food and other supplies they would need for their trip. They would be stopping frequently, but it seemed like his new family of gods did nothing by halves.

"So Rom says you're a shrink?" Sidonius asked, hefting a large box in his arms.

"I'm retired. Why?"

"He says I need to find one, and I thought you might be able to recommend someone." Sidonius unlocked one of the gates that led down a narrow pier. Enzo grabbed another armful of bags and followed him.

He couldn't help but ask, "What kind of psychologist are you after?"

"Someone who can deal with PTSD. I was kidnapped and tortured by witches not long ago, and Rom wants to make sure I don't go crazy." Sidonius looked over one of his large shoulders. "Well, crazier. It's a shame you aren't practicing. Us immortals could do with a shrink to help out and that could handle our special kind of crazy."

Enzo could only imagine what kind of issues immortals would need to work through. "I can recommend a few colleagues that deal with soldiers especially that could help with PTSD. I might not be officially practicing, but if you ever need to talk to someone, I'm here."

Sidonius's smile widened. "Thanks. You're going to be a good addition to the family."

"You all seem to take the family thing seriously straight away. You don't even know me. I could be a total asshole whom you don't want in the family," Enzo replied, suddenly overwhelmed by it all.

"You think this family doesn't already have assholes? That's hilarious. It doesn't matter if you are. You're Rom's blood, and you can't wriggle out of it."

Sidonious balanced the box he was holding onto one shoulder and navigated the gangplank to the boat. Enzo followed, eager to look around at his new home for the next fortnight at the very least. He didn't know what time frame Eris was working towards, but he would make sure they were prepared for anything. Enzo went below deck and let out a low whistle.

"Pays to be the king," he murmured, making Sidonius laugh. The boat was 45 feet long, with a kitchen, bathroom, and two small cabins with beds.

"Think you can handle it on your own?" Sidonius asked, unloading the food and stacking the kitchen.

"Easily. I paid my way through university by working on private vessels during breaks. This is top-of-the-line with all the fancy equipment. I can probably set it to sail itself."

"It's got an excellent autopilot. The boys and I took it out and got drunk as fuck. It made sure we got home in one piece," Sidonius said with a deep laugh. "Don't tell Rom, or he'll bust a gasket."

"This is going to be easier than I thought," Enzo said.

"Your biggest challenge is going to be whatever Eris attracts. She's a chaos goddess, after all, and shit is never normal when you have a deity about. Trust me on that," Sidonius replied.

Enzo quickly unloaded his bags and choked on his laughter when he found a one-liter pump bottle of lube with a red bow and a note tied to it saying,

'Wishing you a wet voyage,

Love, Laverna.'

"You guys really thought of everything," he chuckled.

"Laverna is hoping you two hit it off. Our Eris has been alone for a long time. Be patient. She's not as grumpy as she seems, just cautious," Sidonius said and went to get more supplies.

Enzo finished unloading and when he got back up on deck, Eris was standing on the narrow dock holding bags. She was in a black sundress, and the miles of bare skin made Enzo's mouth water.

"Here, let me help you with those," he said, rushing to take her bags.

Eris handed them over without a fuss and accepted his hand to help her onboard. "I didn't mean to sleep so late."

"It's okay. Sidonius only arrived a little while ago with food and equipment," Enzo said as she stepped on deck. "Laverna has some interesting ideas on what constitutes as 'supplies.'"

Eris rolled her eyes. "Fates, what did she do?" She went below deck and must have found the lube because she squawked angrily.

Enzo roared with laughter and called down, "Don't worry, sweetheart, if I do my job right, we won't need to use it at all."

Eris stuck her head out. "You're insufferable," she retorted, but her eyes were smiling as she said it.

"It's going to be a long trip," Enzo replied, crouching down on deck so they were at face level. "I'm sure I'll grow on you."

The sun caught Eris's eyes, turning their darkness to an imperial purple. "Just focus on sailing the ship and not flirting with me, mortal."

Enzo grinned and gently bopped her on the nose. "I'll do both." She snapped her teeth at him playfully, and it only made him grin wider. This was going to be fun.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Their first stop was going to be Cuma, near Napoli. It was a short sail from Ostia, so they set out after they were packed. They had everything they could possibly need, but Eris's anxiety was still erratic. Traveling conventionally was always hazardous when you generated chaos. She had to keep reminding herself as long as Enzo was around, they should be fine.

"You okay? You don't get seasick, do you?" Enzo asked from his place at the ship's wheel.

Eris had thought that navigating the ship with the two of them was going to be tricky, but if anything, Enzo's mood improved by the moment. He bustled around, working like he had grown up on the vessel. Eris found herself unable to look away as he went about his tasks, turned on by his efficiency.

"I don't get seasick. I'm just…never mind, it's going to sound stupid," Eris said, brushing a loose strand of hair from her face.

"You forget I was a therapist. I've quite literally heard it all," Enzo replied. He patted the place beside him. "Come over here and tell me all about it."

Eris hesitated, and unable to resist, she joined him at the wheel. "I'm nervous because I have always found traveling hard. Cars are the easiest because I can take back roads where I won't cause as much damage with my curse."

"What if you have to cross water?" he asked, staring at the horizon.

"There are magical means for me to travel if I have to use them. Even those paths lead me to strange places at times." Eris couldn't resist teasing him, so she added, "The last time I tried to sail on a boat, my curse attracted a kraken."

"Isn't kraken a kind of squid? I hear they are good eating," Enzo replied, making her laugh.

"You're not even a little bit worried?"

Enzo shook his head, sending his dark curls bouncing. "No. I'm with you now, so your curse shouldn't be attracting any nasties, right?"

"I hope so, but I really don't know," Eris said honestly.

They were quiet for a time, both of them watching the waves and the sunlight dancing on them.

Enzo said, "It must have been so hard for you. To live in fear of what could happen around you all of the time."

Eris wrapped an arm around her waist. "I'd like to say I adjusted, but it would be a lie. I was never welcome company before I was cursed, and I became even less so after."

"You seem to have some good friends now," Enzo said, glancing sideways at her. "Laverna and Rom are fond of you."

"Laverna and I reconnected some years ago after a really long time. Hades and Persephone welcomed me at their baby shower, and the gods there kind of took me in whether I wanted it or not," Eris said with an uneasy laugh. "Only the misfits seemed to have survived over the centuries, and we look out for each other."

"That's kind of lovely. It's good to have people you can trust."

"Do you have any?"

Enzo let out a long sigh. "I used to. Now, not so much. I lost a lot of people because of the divorce and then again when I left psychology. I've been too hurt to try and create a friend group again. But I can't complain. I have Nonna Bianca, though, no matter what I put her through."

"Don't worry. Rom knows who you are now, which means you will be a part of the misfit family going forward," Eris replied.

"I think I might like that," he said.

Her heart may have skipped a beat or three when he smiled widely at her before turning his attention back to the water, but she did her best not to notice it.
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Eris didn't remember falling asleep the previous afternoon, but when she woke again, she had been placed into her cabin. She remembered sitting on the soft mattresses on deck, watching the water and stealing covert glances at the captain before there was nothing. She didn't understand why she was suddenly so tired.

Maybe because, for the first time, your curse isn't going to hurt anyone or yourself, a voice needled her. She trusted Enzo enough to fall asleep around him too. Another miracle.

Eris used the small bathroom before changing her clothes and taking a peek into the other cabin. No Enzo.

Eris braided back her long hair and went back up on deck. They were docked, the bay of Naples a haze of aqua and cobalt.

Enzo was striding down the wood docks toward her, balancing coffees on a tray. He seemed oblivious to the nearby women on other boats leering at him with greedy eyes, not that Eris could blame them. He was wearing a dark blue T-shirt that showed just how solid he was. His curls were wild from the wind, and the aviator sunglasses he wore suited him. Enzo spotted her on deck, and his smile was a flash of stunning white.

There was no doubt about him being Aphrodite's blood. Unlike others she had known, Enzo seemed to have no idea about his effect on people's heartbeats.

"Did you sleep at all?" she asked when he drew near, a touch of guilt worming its way through her.

"Black, two sugars." Enzo took a coffee from the cardboard holder and passed it to her. "And yes, I slept fine. We got in about midnight, and I got up an hour ago. Are you feeling okay? I was a little worried when you didn't wake up."

"Just tired, I think," Eris said and sipped her coffee. "You remembered my order?"

"It's a part of my profession," Enzo replied with a smile. "Also, I wanted to ask you out for weeks before I blundered my way through it. It seemed like a good idea to know what drinks you preferred."

"You never turn it off, do you?" Eris said, the back of her neck warming.

Enzo looked confused. "Turn what off?"

"Never mind. Let's get the palladium, and we will see if we can figure out what it wants."

Sidonius had brought them a long bag, favored by hikers and backpackers the world over, and with a minimal amount of wriggling, they managed to fit the palladium into it.

Eris was careful to make sure only she touched it, and both of them breathed easier once it was covered again. Enzo finished his coffee and hefted the bag onto his broad back.

"Okay, bella, where do you want to start? I checked my copy of the Aeneid last night, and he went to see the oracle or the Sybil, if you prefer, when he was here."

Eris's brows shot up. "You brought a copy of it with you?"

"Seemed like a good idea if we need to stop where he did. You didn't think of that?"

Eris rubbed at her forehead. "I didn't. I was so caught up in the idea of breaking my curse and getting you on a ship before you changed your mind, I didn't consider it."

"A good thing I decided to tag along," Enzo teased and stepped up onto the jetty. He held a hand out for her, and she let him help her off the boat.

"It was that or ropes. You didn't decide anything," Eris said.

"Stop mentioning the ropes. I need to be able to concentrate," Enzo replied, shooting her a roguish wink and kissing her hand before letting it go.

Eris didn't know if she should be alarmed that such a move worked on her shriveled, cold heart.

Enzo seemed to be relaxed wherever he was. He bought them toasted panini from a cafe on the promenade before flagging down a taxi. It was a thirty-minute drive to the archaeological park where the remains of the Oracles caves were located.

"From what I read last night, Aeneas went to see the temple of Apollo and the oracle. She told him how to get to the underworld," Enzo said between bites. "I really hope we don't have to take the palladium to the underworld as well."

"Why? Elysium is beautiful," Eris replied and grinned at his expression. "Hades lets me keep a villa there. Until I met you and discovered your forcefield, it was the only place I could get some peace and quiet."

"You might be able to come and go as you please, but I'm still mortal, and I doubt it's so easy for me."

Eris shrugged. "If you want to see it, I can ask Hades. I suppose we will find out what the palladium wants us to do when we get there. The Fates can be vague, but they wouldn't have told us to go if we couldn't figure this out together."

Her tongue tripped a little over together. She had never been part of a team before. Never had a partner in her adventures.

Enzo picked up her uneasiness all too easily. He placed a hand over hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

"Don't worry. We won't stop until it's figured out, Eris. You deserve your freedom," Enzo said sincerely.

"It didn't take you too long to come around. So much for having to stay in Rome and have no adventures," she couldn't resist teasing.

"I just stopped trying to fight it. Besides, once I got over the shock of it, I realized how fun it would be to have adventures with you."

"Fun and I aren't words anyone would generally put together," Eris said.

Enzo tangled his fingers with hers, the warmth of them reassuring her more than words could.

"Their loss, gorgeous," he said simply, and she left her hand where it was for the rest of the drive.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The archaeological park was open with groups of excited tourists taking photos and guides talking ecstatically with their hands dancing. It was the kind of place Eris would avoid. Fragile monuments and lots of people were a recipe for disaster.

"You are looking a little nervous all of a sudden. Are you sensing something?" Enzo asked curiously.

Eris wanted to lie and say she did. She didn't ever admit to a weakness. She didn't want to lie to him, and as he had said, he had heard it multiple times in his previous career.

"I get anxious around people. I never mingled much before the curse, and afterward, it made it nearly impossible," she said, shielding the sun from her eyes and looking about at the ruins of Apollo's temple.

It had been so beautiful once. The smell of incense and sacrifices had hung like sacred smog in the air. Had he died too? Or wasted away at the lack of worship to him?

"That's totally understandable, Eris," Enzo said and, with a gentle touch of his hands, led her out of the main lines of people and to the stone walls that looked out over the sea. "Take a few breaths, and when you are steady, we can keep looking. The palladium isn't humming, and we aren't in a rush."

Enzo made it seem so easy, so natural to reassure her and make her comfortable. A hot, horrible feeling began to burn in her throat, and she swallowed it down.

"Thank you, Enzo. I don't want to be a bother. I don't want to be broken like this..." she said, her fists clenching at her sides. "I was once so powerful. Nothing could touch me. I hate being this way."

Enzo's hazel eyes fixed on hers. "Eris, it really isn't a bother. You have been hurt in ways I can't imagine and for such a long period of time, I have no concept of it. I can tell you that all trauma manifests in different ways. This isn't something about you that's broken. It's a coping mechanism. You didn't want your curse to hurt people, and that's why you kept yourself away from them. Not many people would be that considerate." He didn't try to hug or crowd her, just...gave her space. She didn't know what to say.

Enzo looked back out over the ocean. "It's a beautiful day. I'm with a lovely woman. What more could a man ask for? Seriously. Take as much time as you need. I'm just happy to be here."

"You really are a good person, you know that?" she replied.

Enzo's happiness dimmed, his eyes losing some shine. "Not as good as you would think. Please don't put me on that pedestal."

Eris knew when someone didn't want to talk about things, so she didn't press him. Something horrible had happened to him, and she wanted him to feel comfortable enough to talk to her.

Eris wasn't great with words, so she leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. "You don't need to worry about that. We all have ghosts, Enzo."

They watched the water for a few minutes until the panicky sweat dried on Eris's skin, and she felt steady enough to keep on walking.

"I'm okay if you are," she said.

Enzo adjusted the palladium on his back. "Lead the way, bella. You were the one that saw this place in its prime."

Eris moved through the trees and along the stone paths. "It's hard to see places like this sometimes. The oracle here was quite famous, like at Delphi and Ephesus. I was never game enough to go and see her myself. There was no point because only the Fates could undo what was wrong with me."

Enzo jumped and reached behind him to put a hand on the bag. "It just vibrated! We must be getting close to whatever it wants."

"Aeneas went to see the oracle, so we should try her caves," Eris said, taking his hand and cutting through the lines of people. Enzo didn't try and remove his hand from hers, so she hung on. People were lining up to go inside the cool, dark entrances.

"I have an idea, but you need to stay here," Eris said, letting him go.

"Whatever you say," Enzo replied with a grin.

Eris moved through the people, ignoring the mutters that she was pushing in. She estimated that she got about ten meters from Enzo when her chaos radiated out of her in waves. Children started crying, adults began arguing, and the few site workers left their posts to try and calm people down. Eris made a hurry-up gesture at Enzo, and he cut through the screaming people to get to her.

"Holy shit, I've never seen anything like that," he said with a laugh. They slipped into the eerie stone corridor of the Antro della Sibilla.

Eris took a deep breath. "Back underground again. Let's try and see what the palladium wants and not linger too long."

"You don't like caves either?" Enzo asked.

"I don't like feeling boxed in, and I was always worried I would start an earthquake if I stayed underground too long."

"Then stay close, bella, and we won't have a problem," he replied with a wink.

Eris only shook her head at his flirting but didn't wander far. She wasn't going to tempt her curse to bring all the stones crashing down on them. "What else do you remember from your re-read last night?"

"Aeneas was told by the Sibyl how to get to the Underworld, and there were entrances that led from her caves to it," Enzo replied. "There were water ways that led to Hades."

"Ah, I forgot about the hot springs. We just need to follow our noses, and the sulfur will lead us to them," Eris replied.

The caves slowly became darker, and the few people who had made it inside before the sporadic riot were talking in whispers. It was the kind of place that radiated a presence, an eerie holiness that still remained no matter how long it had been since Apollo's priestesses had served in there.

"The palladium is buzzing like crazy," Enzo said, stopping in front of a roped-off area. "What do you think?"

"Let's follow it. If we come to any cave-ins, we will come back this way and try another," Eris replied. She unclipped the rope. "I'll go first in case there are hazards. I can't let my mortal get hurt, can I?" She stretched out her hand and summoned a ball of white flames to light up the darkness.

"That is the coolest thing I have ever seen," Enzo said, making Eris laugh.

"You haven't seen anything yet. You stick with me, and I'll show you wonders," she teased.

Enzo's body was a warm presence at her back. "I intend to."

The caves were kept in good condition, and Eris could see that humans had reinforced the roof in places. Aeneas's adventures and the ancient writings of the Sibyll herself had inspired humans for centuries. There was no doubt that those searching for evidence of the Trojan prince had scoured any caves they could find in the area.

They turned a corner, and the faint scent of rotting eggs filled Eris's nostrils.

"Yuck. We must be getting close," she said, and they followed the stench.

A few moments later, Enzo said, "I can hear water, and the palladium is humming like crazy again."

Another twenty meters further, and they ducked through an entrance cut into the stone. The cave opened up to a grotto of steam and stalagmites. Eris conjured more flames and sent them darting around the cavern so they could see what was around them.

"This is incredible," Enzo whispered, staring up at the glistening walls. He slid the bag off his shoulders and opened it.

"What are you doing?" Eris asked.

"I don't know. I just have a weird feeling," Enzo trailed off.

Eris placed a hand on his shoulder. "Follow the feeling, Enzo. I trust you."

Enzo nodded and pulled the palladium free of its bag. He didn't fall into a blank trance like he did last time, but all the hair on Eris's neck stood up on end as he began speaking in an ancient Mycenean dialect.

"Goddess of earth, I honor you. Goddess of oracles, I honor you. Goddess of wisdom, I honor you. Goddess of the darkened ways, I honor you. Goddess of transformation, I honor you," Enzo chanted as he gently placed the palladium into the steaming water. Power, ancient and angry, pulsed out of it, filling the grotto and making Eris's fangs and claws spring free.

A ripple on the other side of the cavern made her grab onto Enzo's shoulder.

"Get back from there," Eris hissed, scanning the water.

Enzo clutched the wet palladium to his chest, still looking dazed. "What... What is it?"

"I don't know, but I don't like it. The palladium is pure power, and things will be attracted to it." Eris scanned the waters again.

Enzo peered into the depths beside them. "What kind⁠—"

Luminous clawed hands lunged out of the water to grab him. Eris screeched in fury and unleashed her rage.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Enzo was hauled back as the thing from the water surfaced. Its skin was a shining wet aqua, and its eyes and sharp teeth were white as pearls.

Eris swiped out at it with her talons, and it dove back into the water. She rounded on Enzo.

"Are you okay?" she asked.

Three more creatures burst out of the water, and Enzo shouted in warning. A clawed hand pulled at Eris from behind. He didn't think. He hefted the palladium in his hands and hit the nearest creature in the side with it. It screamed and crashed into the wall of the cave hard. He struck the one clinging to Eris's back on top of the head as she fought off a third.

"Quick! Move back to the entrance. They won't be able to leave the water for long," Eris shouted.

"Mine! Mine! I want him!" screeched the creature she was fighting. "You have others. You don't need this one!"

Eris's claws grew longer. "He is mine," she snarled. With a furious swipe, she struck the creature's neck with a powerful blow. Gray-blue blood poured from the wound before its head slid to the ground. The body slipped back into the water, and Eris tossed the head behind it.

"Let this be a lesson to you all not to touch what belongs to the daughter of Nyx," she shouted through the cave. She whirled on Enzo, and he squeaked.

"Get in the tunnels. Now," she commanded.

Enzo grabbed the wet backpack and carried the palladium out of the grotto and back into the caves. Eris came after him, her silver flames gathered into a single one hovering above her head. It made her wild black hair and feral expression even more eerie.

"God, you are so..." he began, and then his eyes dropped to the gold staining her clothes. "Hurt! Oh, fuck, Eris."

"It's nothing. I just need to get you out of here. The cuts will heal," she said. Enzo stilled as she placed her hands on his cheeks. "Are you injured?"

"No. Just shaken. What were those things?" he asked.

"Naiads. Hungry ones," Eris replied, and her eyes darkened. "They dared to touch you. To try and take you from me. I should go back in there and slaughter them all."

Enzo's heart pounded in his ears, adrenaline and fear racing through him. This sweet, terrifying, beautiful woman had saved him. Thought he was worth defending from those who would harm him. He dropped the palladium and kissed her.

Eris's soft lips tasted of salty water and the berry lip gloss she had been wearing. Her clawed hands burrowed into his hair, and she opened her mouth to sweep her tongue against his.

Enzo groaned, his cock already hard and pressing into his zipper. He couldn't stop. He had been craving her since the second he saw her. Everything about her was soft and savage, darkness and light. One minute she was vulnerable and the next a creature of fangs and claws. She was chaos, and he couldn't get enough of her.

His hands went to her shoulders, and she cried out in pain against his lips.

"Shit! I'm sorry I didn't see you were hurt there," he said, breaking free of her. Eris's agony was like a bucket of cold water. He pulled off his shirt and pressed it to the gouges on her shoulder. "Fuck, these are deep, bella. We need to get you out of here."

"Get the palladium. I will be okay," she reassured him.

Eris's full lips were red from his beard, and he brushed a thumb over her chin. "To be continued."

The darkness left Eris's eyes, and her hands returned to normal. "We will see about that," she said, a small smile playing about her luscious lips.

Enzo shook himself and got the palladium back into its bag. He said, "It has stopped humming, so I'm assuming it's done with this place."

"Then so are we."

Enzo hefted the bag onto his shoulders. "You might need to cause another riot to get us out of here unnoticed."

Eris gave him an appraising look from his boots to his bare chest."Somehow, I don't think they will be looking at me."

Enzo's cheeks heated. "Don't start, goddess. I'm struggling not to kiss you again."

"How terrible for me," she said and slipped past him in the tight space.

Enzo bit back his grin and hurried after her.

Once they reached the roped-off area, Eris touched his arm. "I'm going to cast an illusion over us so we don't get stopped. Stay close to me."

Enzo offered his hand to her, and with the same small smile that drove him crazy, Eris took it.

Her magic was a cool brush of wind over his wet skin. Shadows flickered around them like they were a mirage. Not a single person looked their way until they got out of the archaeological park. They surprised the hell out of a taxi driver as they slid into his back seat and gave instructions to take them to the port.

"When we get to the boat, you are showing me those wounds. They aren't nothing," he said.

Eris was still holding his shirt to her chest. It was soaked almost all the way through.

"If I knew the cave had naiads, I would have been a bit more cautious," Eris said with a grimace. "I'm sorry I didn't protect you better."

"Are you kidding me? You kicked their asses and got banged up for your trouble," Enzo said. He tucked a long, wet lock back behind her ear. "You are fucking incredible. I would have been eaten or worse without you."

"Worse. They didn't want you for food," Eris replied, and Enzo pulled a face. "Exactly what you're thinking. They would have eaten you after they got bored. You still think having adventures with gods is a good idea?"

Enzo lifted her hand and kissed it. "Absolutely."

When the taxi stopped, Eris put her illusion up around them. She made it halfway down the jetty before she swayed. Enzo caught her before she could drop and lifted her up in his arms.

"I'm okay. Just lightheaded," she complained.

"What you are is full of shit," Enzo grumbled back, carrying her the rest of the way and back on board their ship. He set her down above deck before slinging off the palladium and stowing it before going back for her.

"Bianca was right. You do fuss," Eris said as he lifted her down the stairs and helped her to her cabin.

"I only fuss when there is reason to. Stop being stubborn and let someone take care of you," Enzo replied. He went back to the kitchen and dug about for the large first-aid kit and some clean cloths.

"Gods can't get infections. I'm totally fine!" Eris called out.

Enzo muttered a curse under his breath before returning to her cabin. She had lowered the front of her ruined dress, and he tried to think unsexy thoughts and not stare at her purple lace bra.

"Okay. Turn a little so I can see your back," he said, and with a soft sigh of resignation, she did. "Don't make that sound at me. You're lucky I'm not insisting on taking you to a hospital for stitches."

Enzo ignored the roll of her eyes. In silence, he cleaned her wounds and used sticky temporary stitches to hold them together. "Stay here. I'll get you some water."

"Enzo? I really am okay," she whispered.

Enzo growled in frustration. "You're hurt, Eris! I don't care if you think you're okay. You bleeding is never going to be okay to me."

He grabbed the gold-smeared cloths and went back to the kitchen to toss them out and grabbed a bottle of water.

"Drink this and rest. I'll get the ship going," he said, not looking at her. "We have to head for Tunisia now, or it will be nighttime when we reach it tomorrow.

Eris grabbed his hand and tugged him toward her. Enzo crouched down and accepted the soft kiss she pressed to his lips. "Thank you for taking care of me, Enzo. I'm not used to it, but thank you."

Enzo kissed her again, a quick peck only so he wouldn't get distracted, and stood up. "You're welcome. Now drink that water."

"I will," she said, and her smile was the sweetest thing he'd ever seen.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Eris sat on her bed with her eyes closed and legs crossed. Her wounds were itchy, and her emotions were erratic. She focused her power on healing every one of the naiads' scratches. That was all they were, really.

Eris had never seen anyone get so concerned about her well-being. It was probably good that Aeneas had been the one to witness the Trojan War and not Enzo, if that was how he reacted to ichor being spilled.

The gods fought each other in that war, and in every battle, blood and ichor were equally mixed. The gods healed in hours, and the humans buried their dead.

Eris made sure that her wounds were closed before slipping into the bathroom and showering off the ichor that Enzo's cloth had missed. Looking at the plastic and tape stitches holding her together made her heart skip. They were unnecessary, but she was touched that he had been concerned enough to put them on her to begin with.

Eris brushed her fingers over her mouth, the memory of his lips moving against hers coming back to her.

If it wasn't for her worry that the naiads would attack them again and her wounds freaking him out, Eris would have pushed Enzo against the stone wall and taken him right there and then.

She had always pitied the gods who fell for mortals, thinking them utter fools. Now, she was starting to understand. When those creatures had gone after Enzo, nothing else mattered to her except protecting him. He had made her feel safe out amongst the crowds of people. She would make him feel safe against anything supernatural that sought to harm him.

Eris pulled on another black maxi dress and braided back her long, damp hair. She left the stitches on so Enzo would be reassured by the sight of them. She would show her thanks for his care and wound tending by putting together something to eat.

Eris was pulling things out of the fridge when her phone buzzed with a text from Laverna.

Where are you, and have you used my present yet?

Eris snorted. Like she would share that with anyone. No, you pervert. We are just leaving Cuma. Weird day.

Weird how?

Eris quickly tapped out the day's events, editing out her panic attack. It would only make Laverna worry about her.

Enzo wasn't scared of you when he saw your fangs and claws? And you know, ripping heads off creatures?

He kissed me after, so I assume he wasn't.

I knew that lube would come in handy.

Ha. Ha. He saw my ichor and freaked out that I was hurt and insisted on doing first aid.

Well, he obviously cares. A blind man could see how into you he was even though you kidnapped him. You two have a connection.

I think getting regular sex from Rom has rotted your brain.

I think you getting no sex has rotted yours. You only need to meet Bianca to know how much Enzo cherishes the women in his life.

You met Bianca? How did that go?

She's wonderful. I am keeping her, so don't fuck up whatever is happening with you and Enzo.

I'll try my best. I like Bianca too.

And Eris really would try not to fuck anything up. She liked Enzo as well. She liked kissing him, too, and wanted to do it again when they weren't just attacked by naiads.

Eris didn't cook much; she just put things together. Once she had two bowls of herby chicken salad and two beers with lime wedges in the neck, she went up on deck to find her mortal.

Enzo was at the ship's wheel, studying instruments Eris had no idea about. There was a small table and chairs still set up on deck, so Eris put their dinner on that.

"You hungry?" she asked, making him look up from whatever he was doing.

"I am, but should you be up and about?" Enzo asked, his brows drawing together in concern.

Eris put her back to him and pulled her thick braid over her shoulder. "Why don't you come and see for yourself?"

She didn't need to look behind her to know the second he was standing close. He radiated a warm, calm energy she wanted to bathe in. His fingers gently brushed against her skin, making her bite the inside of her cheek.

"They are closed, but they still look tender," Enzo said.

"I'll keep the stitches on for tonight," Eris replied. "If it will make you happy."

"It will." Enzo pressed a kiss to the curve of one shoulder blade, making her breath catch. "Please try not to get hurt again, for my sake. I'm not good with blood or ichor."

"I know. I'm hurt, but you would have been dead. It was worth a few scratches," Eris replied. She turned slowly, but her hopes of kissing him were crushed by the amount of hurt and worry in his eyes. "Sit down and eat something. You'll feel better."

Enzo nodded and pulled a battered paperback from his back pocket before sitting.

"The Aeneid?" Eris guessed, taking her place opposite him.

"I wanted to see if there were any clues about where the palladium might want us to go." Enzo picked up his beer.

"Any luck?"

"Not really. It's all about Dido and their relationship and then her killing herself over him. It's just...sad," he said.

Eris swallowed her mouthful of chicken. "Unfortunately, it's a common outcome when gods mess around with mortals. Back in the old days, they used it as a form of entertainment. I have no doubt that the palladium will guide you like it did today. You went into a trance."

Enzo rubbed at his eyes. "I can't really remember it. I remember the grotto, and then there was nothing until you grabbed me again. What did I do?"

"You bathed her in the waters while chanting to her...in ancient Mycenean," Eris replied, hoping he wasn't about to freak out on her.

Enzo only frowned into his salad and had a few more bites. "I feel like this is about too many goddesses."

"What do you mean?"

"There's your curse. There's me, which is Aphrodite's blood, and the palladium is Athena. You were all there when the Trojan War kicked off, except for Hera."

Eris nodded. "Thank the Fates we aren't dealing with Hera too. She killed herself, or otherwise, I feel like she probably would be."

"Do you think Aphrodite will show up too?" Enzo asked curiously.

"Your grandmother seems to think she is always around. Your family has probably had more contact with her than any of the gods I know," Eris replied honestly. "I thought she was dead too until I met Bianca."

"If she is still around, then why has she never come and seen us properly?"

Eris stopped eating and tried to think of the best way to explain it.

"I suppose it was for the same reason Rom stopped following his human bloodlines," she said. "He felt like he was doing more harm by interfering in their lives. Aphrodite is a very ancient and powerful deity. Probably the most powerful. You can't be around her and not have it alter you."

Enzo studied her face. "More powerful than you?"

"Yes," Eris replied without hesitation. "She was a war goddess too, back in her early days in Mesopotamia, but the love aspect is bad enough. It can break the strongest of gods and mortals alike."

"You really believe that?"

Eris nodded. "I do. I might not have ever been in love, but I've seen love bring gods to their knees. Love is so powerful because it's the only thing any of us really wants. That kind of power is what makes Aphrodite truly terrifying."

Enzo nodded and drank the rest of his beer. "You really have never been in love? Not once?" he eventually asked.

"Not yet." Eris shifted in her chair, uncomfortable with where the conversation was leading. She toyed with a piece of tomato with her fork so she wouldn't have to look at him. "Not the way Laverna and Rom are. Or any of the other gods and their consorts I know, for that matter."

Enzo's voice softened. "Why?"

"Because of what I am." Eris didn't want to have to explain it to him. She was emotionally raw from the day as it was. "So, Tunisia tomorrow?"

"Hopefully, with good winds, we will reach it by the afternoon," Enzo said, picking up on her cue. He had plenty of hurt feelings in his own eyes that she knew he wasn't eager to talk about either.

They watched the sun go down in silence before Eris gathered up their bowls and empty bottles. She wanted to take Enzo downstairs to find out where the night would take them, but whatever question Enzo saw in her face made him suddenly look hesitant.

"Get some sleep," he said gruffly, breaking the tense moment and kissing her forehead.

Eris swallowed back her disappointment. "You too, if you can."

She hurried back downstairs to hide her burning face. Maybe their kiss had only been the adrenaline of the fight with the naiads, but now he thought better of it.

Eris had also just told him how dangerous it was for mortals to get involved with the gods. She dumped the dishes into the sink and went to curl up in her cabin.

Congratulations, you've just put him off. But wasn't that what she always did? She was, after all, the Unloved One for a reason.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The following day, the winds were strong, and Enzo was busy keeping the ship on course to Tunisia. He wanted to ask Eris if she was performing some divine intervention to get the wind on their side, but she had closed up tight again.

Enzo knew he should have kissed her properly the night before. He had stopped himself because, despite the desire that was burning inside of him, he still hadn't been entirely honest with her. She had been so open about herself, about how hard it had been with her curse. She had shown him the monster that lived under her skin. He hadn't shown her his.

Enzo had always tried to live his life as honorably as he could, and he wanted to tell Eris all the dark and dirty shit that lived inside of him. She deserved that before anything went further between them.

The truth was, he was afraid she would look at him differently. She seemed reluctant to get involved with immortals and mortals even less.

Despite her warnings about mortals getting involved with the gods, he didn't want to blow the one chance he could have with her. So he said nothing and tried to figure out a good way to tell her about his messy past.

They arrived at the Punic Port of Carthage at three in the afternoon when the sun was beating down with a relentless heat.

Enzo knew that money opened doors and smoothed travel, but whatever Rom had organized had ensured his boat had a dock available at every harbor. When he and Laverna said, "I have people to take care of it," Enzo hadn't imagined that included countries outside of Italy. The customs officers waiting for them on a rickety dock barely looked at their boat or their passports.

"Don't look so surprised. Once Rom decided you are family, it came with the family benefits of his anal attention to detail and love of organization," Eris said, adjusting her large black hat.

"It's just strange not having to be the responsible one for once, that's all," Enzo replied, pulling on the backpack containing the palladium. "Where to first?"

"Going to the archaeological site worked at Cuma. There isn't a palace left, but there are ruins of a citadel," Eris suggested, and they walked to the road. "But first, I'm calling a cab because I'm already sweating."

"Good idea," Enzo said. They waited in the shade of a tree, and Enzo stole covert glances in Eris's direction.

"What, Enzo? You are starting to make me nervous," she said.

So maybe he wasn't being so covert after all.

"I just can't get over how quickly you healed. You don't have a mark on you," he replied.

Eris folded her arms. "I tried to tell you I was fine."

"You don't get it," he said, his mind already full of images of blood and screaming.

"And I never will unless you explain it to me," Eris insisted.

Enzo was saved as a dirty taxi pulled up. "Maybe later when we aren't on an epic quest."

"Sure," Eris said, ignoring the door he opened for her and going around the other side of the car. With a sigh, Enzo got in beside her. Eris was already giving the driver instructions in Arabic and seemed willing to drop the conversation entirely.

It was for the best. Enzo didn't want to think about his past when he was actually doing something that felt worthwhile. Bianca had told him that he was stagnating, and he hadn't believed her. Being on a boat again and feeling like he had a purpose proved just how right she was. He wanted Eris too, after almost two years of not wanting anyone. So what if she was a primordial goddess who could smite him whenever she pleased? He smiled because he kind of liked that about her too.

"What is that grin about?" she asked him.

"Just thinking about if you're going to smite me anytime soon," he said.

Eris lowered her sunglasses and looked at him over the top. "Are you sure you're okay? You are in the strangest mood today."

"And you aren't? You're closed up tighter than a fish's asshole," he replied.

Eris pushed her glasses back up her nose. "It's called self-preservation."

And before Enzo could unpack that statement, the taxi pulled up in front of the archaeological park. Eris paid the man, and they stepped out into the heat.

"This conversation isn't over, goddess," Enzo said. "When we return to the boat, I want to know what you meant by self-preservation."

Eris made a small huffing sound. "Sure thing, Enzo. I'll tell you right after you tell me what's up with you and blood, or why you would kiss me one minute and then back off like I had slapped you the next."

Enzo opened and closed his mouth several times, but no words would come out.

"Exactly," Eris said before turning on her heel and marching off to the entrance.

"If you really are listening, Aphrodite, help me figure out what to say to this woman," he muttered under his breath. Instead of Aphrodite, the palladium on his back hummed. Enzo reached behind him and patted it. "Yeah, yeah, I'm going."

The park was emptier than Enzo expected. He supposed the heat would have driven most of the tourists into airconditioned bars and restaurants. It was better for their purpose that hardly anyone was around.

He tried not to be nervous about whatever the palladium would do to him next. Eris would watch over him if he went into another trance. It didn't matter if she was annoyed with him. Enzo knew Eris would protect him. That thought made his insides turn to mush and want to pull her into the shade and kiss her again. He was always the responsible one. The one in charge. To know that someone as powerful and capable as Eris had his back made him weak at the knees.

Enzo followed Eris through the admission gates, and they began to wind their way through the ruins. Broken columns, large stone floors, and fenced areas of a necropolis were all that remained. Enzo tried and failed to imagine what it would have been like in Aeneas's day. The way Rome and Carthage had fought had seen the city destroyed more than once. He hoped that the palladium could sense whatever it was he could not.

"Anything?" Eris asked, falling into step beside him.

Enzo shook his head. "Not since the gates."

"We keep walking then. We have a few hours before they shut down," she said. She reached into her bag and took out a bottle of water. She had a mouthful before offering it to him. Enzo took it for the small peace offering it was. He had a swig before passing it back.

"Thanks," Enzo replied.

They continued their walk, Enzo stopping to read the small signs about Byrsa Hill where they were standing and the history of the piles of stone they were looking at. They were almost at the top of the hill when the palladium started to buzz against his back. "We need to go this way," Enzo said, pointing to a path that led around the sides of a building structure.

Eris cocked her head at him but then nodded. "I'll follow you. I don't think we are in danger of being attacked by any naiads this time."

Enzo's lips twitched. "This time it will probably be snake monsters or a cyclops."

"Save the cyclops for Mount Etna," Eris quipped back.

Enzo grinned and followed the path the palladium was leading them down. They moved further up the hill and had to jump a small gate as they neared the top.

Enzo really hoped they didn't get busted because, unlike the caves, they only had the trees to hide them. They kept going until they reached the side that overlooked the port and the sea.

"This is quite the view," Eris said, taking off her hat and fanning her face with it.

"We can't go any further, so this must be the spot," Enzo replied. He took off the bag and unzipped the palladium. "Here we go, Athena. Let's enjoy the view together."

As soon as Enzo placed the wood to the earth, his world melted away to another. He saw palaces and ships and hunts out in forests that no longer existed. He saw passionate embraces and whispered promises. He saw ships leaving and a pyre burning. The sea crashed all around him, and a mighty temple of Athena rose in its place. A sign of where he must go next. And then all the burning horror of Dido's death came roaring back.

"Enzo! Breathe!" Eris's voice cut through the screaming, the heartbreak, the feel of a sword buried in his chest.

Tears were streaming down his face as he struggled to pull himself free of the visions. Eris was crouched on the ground beside him, her hands on his shoulders.

"There you are. Just keep breathing. You're okay," she murmured.

"I'm not okay. Nothing is okay. My family really is cursed," Enzo sobbed. He hadn't cried. He hadn't let the horror and grief inside of him out and now he couldn't hold it in. He clutched Eris's hands. "Don't you see? We always kill the women who love us."


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Eris hid her shock by wrapping her arms around Enzo's wide shoulders and stroking his hair.

"Tell me what happened, Enzo," she said softly. "Let it out."

Enzo wiped his hands from his face. "My ex, Katarina, started out as a patient. I knew getting involved with her was a bad idea, but when she was good, she was an unstoppable, positive force that lit up the world. When we started seeing each other, I referred her to another doctor. I knew she had problems, but while she was on her meds, she was fine. We got married," Enzo said, his eyes glassy and staring at the ocean.

"It was a few months after that she started to get obsessive. Suspicious. She didn't want me to have female clients. She would throw violent tantrums if I so much as thanked a waitress. She was constantly up and down, and I didn't know what I would get from day to day. After a year of this, she got worse. She would turn up at work and cause scenes. She started to fight with Bianca. You can imagine how well that went."

Eris didn't say anything. She just stroked his hair and let him talk it out.

"Katarina attacked Bianca when she was working in the bar. She broke the front windows and hurt a customer. Bianca called the police on her, and Katarina was taken to the hospital. Maybe I just wasn't strong enough to love her anyway, but I couldn't handle it. I knew I couldn't help her. So, eventually, I divorced her," Enzo said, and a deep shudder went through him. "That was when the stalking started. She would break into my offices and trash them. Leave dead birds on my doorstep, threats about what would happen if I didn't come back to her. I told the police. I had cameras installed in the apartment and my business. Had all the locks changed. It stopped her for a time, and I thought she was finally over it. That she had moved on."

"But she hadn't," Eris guessed. She smoothed the tears off his face. His eyes were so full of torment and shame. "Tell me the rest, Enzo. I won't judge you. I never will."

Enzo still hesitated, so Eris gave him her water again. After a few mouthfuls, he seemed to settle.

"I will say it quickly," he said, sniffing back his tears. "Katarina broke into the apartment to kill me. If she couldn't have me, no one could. I stood between her and the door to Bianca's while she called the police. I tried to stop her without hurting her, but she pulled a knife on me and cut whatever she could reach. My survival instincts kicked in, and I… I shoved her as hard as I could. She fell and hit her head on the edge of the marble counter. I thought she was knocked out. I tried to get back to Bianca's, but I had lost a lot of blood and passed out. When I came to, I was in a hospital bed. I found out that Katarina had killed the doorman in order to get into the building. The cameras I installed in the house had everything on film to prove what had happened. I hadn't checked on her after I knocked her out. I… I killed her, Eris. The police had all the evidence to prove it was self-defense, but I still killed her. It took months to recover, and I shut my business for good. I went back to work at the bar because my nerves just couldn't take it anymore."

Eris was torn between sorrow for him and pure fury at the dead woman who had hurt him. "Oh, Enzo," she whispered and gathered him into a hug, his head resting on her chest. "None of it was your fault. You are not cursed. She was sick, so I can forgive much of what she did, but she also hurt you over and over. You don't do that to someone you love." Her hands stroked his back, felt every ridge of the swiping scars his wife had inflicted on him, eager to kill him. To wipe his bright soul from the world.

Enzo held her tighter. "You don't think I'm a monster?"

"Oh, baby, you are so very far from a monster," she said, kissing the tears off his cheeks. "It was an awful thing to have happened, but you never set out to harm her. You loved her, and she was going to kill you, Enzo. You were only defending yourself and Bianca. Don't feel guilty about that or about wanting to move on from someone so toxic."

Eris tilted his chin up, so he was forced to look at her. "If you really want to argue and play who is the bigger monster here… I started the Trojan War, baby. You will always lose this ridiculous game."

Enzo let out a choked laugh. "You do have a point. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to have a breakdown here of all places."

Eris stroked her fingers through his thick curls. "Can I ask what triggered it? What did the palladium show you?"

"Dido and Aeneas. Her killing herself. And finally, I saw a vision of a temple to Athena. A big one. I'll have to check my copy of the Aeneid when we get back to the ship, but I think it was Castro," Enzo replied. He put the palladium back into its bag and rubbed at his face. "I need a drink. All the drinks."

"Bar or boat?" Eris asked, hating the sadness still in his eyes. It was a good thing that his ex-wife was dead because Eris was feeling an overprotective rage towards her human that she had never experienced before.

"Boat. I don't want to be on this ground a second longer than I need to," Enzo admitted. "I don't want to spend the night in this place in case I have another vision."

Eris held out her hand to him. "Then come here, and I will show you a trick."

Enzo raised a brow, a flash of his usual humor back in his eyes. "Should I be worried?"

"Always," Eris said, tugging him close to her. "Put your arms around me. Tighter. We wouldn't want you to get lost." Enzo held her to him, so she was pressed in between his lovely pecs.

"Tight enough?"

Eris rubbed her cheek against the firm muscles because she couldn't help herself. "Yes, this is perfect."

"Is it now?" he asked with a short huff of laughter.

"Hold on," Eris said, wrapping the glittery darkness of her power around them.

Enzo gasped, and the world dropped away. They were in the dark void for a few moments and then reappeared on the boat's deck. Enzo stumbled, but Eris held him upright.

"Holy crap. I thought you said your curse would drop in weird places when you teleported," he said, still clinging to her as if he was too afraid to let go.

Eris tilted her head up to give him a cheeky smile. "But the curse doesn't work when you are close to me. It was worth the risk." She reached up and kissed his cheek. "Go and have a shower, Enzo. Wash the day off. I'll take us out."

"Wait, you can sail?" he asked.

"I can get us going. Navigating is up to you," Eris replied with a wink.

Enzo laughed softly and slowly let his arms fall from around her. "I'll shower quickly. Just in case."


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The sun was setting out over the ocean when Enzo returned on deck, his hair still damp and smelling of citrus. Eris tried not to lean in and sniff at him as he took over the ship's wheel.

"I told you I could get us moving," she teased.

"Thank you. I'm…"

"Don't you dare say you're sorry. Now, get back to work so I can shower too," Eris said, refusing to let him feel bad about what happened on top of Byrsa Hill.

Enzo's lips twitched up into a smile. "Bring me a beer when you come back."

"Pushy little mortal, you'll get what you're given," she said and headed back downstairs with a sway of her hips.

It felt good to shower off the sweat, tears, and dust. More than ever, she wanted to protect Enzo from anything that would try and hurt him again. Bianca had said he had loved the wrong person, which was true, but Eris didn't believe for a moment he was cursed. He didn't have the heart of a murderer. He wouldn't still be upset over what had happened if he did. No wonder he hadn't dated in over a year. After a marriage like the one he had, it was a miracle he wanted to try relationships again.

You really don't deserve someone like him, a voice said in the back of her head. It sounded like Zeus, which made her even angrier.

"Maybe I don't, but I'm not going to give him up without a fight," she said aloud, silencing the inner voice.

Clean and relaxed once more, Eris chopped lime wedges for their beers and went up on deck. Enzo was sitting on the reclined mattresses, staring at the darkening water.

"No one steering the ship?" Eris asked.

"Autopilot can handle it for the moment," Enzo said, a slow smile spreading over his lips. "Are one of those beers for me?"

Eris moved across the deck and passed them to him so she could climb up beside him. "Only one is. The other is mine," she said, leaning back against the cushioning. "Are you okay?"

"I am now. Actually, I feel better than I have since it happened. Lighter, I guess," Enzo said and sipped his beer. "I had moved on emotionally after the divorce. She just couldn't let it go and then thought it would be best to kill me over it. Feeling all of Aeneas and Dido's pain just ripped it out of me. I've wanted to tell you about it since I met you, but I didn't know how."

"So you don't love her anymore?" Eris asked, trying not to sound too hopeful.

Enzo shook his head. "Not for years. I didn't want her to die, but I didn't grieve our love. That had been over a long time. It was only that she died when she should have gotten help. She wasn't a bad person. Just unwell."

"I understand. There's no point in letting the past drag you down. Take it from an old immortal who knows," Eris replied, bumping her shoulder against his.

Enzo smiled, making her stomach flutter. "Drinks. A beautiful sunset. Despite the weird day, this almost feels like the date we never had."

Eris liked that idea. "I wouldn't know. I never had one."

"As a rule, I usually don't let my dates see me cry," Enzo said with an awkward chuckle.

Eris couldn't resist pinching his cheek. "Why? You look so pretty with tears in your eyes."

"Ah, there she is. I was wondering how long the soft Eris would last," Enzo said before his voice turned husky. "Is that something you are into? Making grown men cry?"

"Not recently, but I can make the exception if you are into it."

Enzo's expression shifted, his eyes heating as they lingered on her lips. "Trust me, Eris, when I do decide to seduce you, it will be you crying from pleasure. Not me."

"That's quite the boast."

"Not a boast at all, bella."

Eris licked her suddenly dry lips. "Prove it."

Enzo's brows rose. "You still want me after my big messy outburst today?"

"I really do. In fact, if you don't kiss me in the next five seconds, I'm going to toss you into the ocean," Eris threatened. She was only half joking.

Enzo took her beer from her and placed it in the cup holder beside his own. Butterflies exploded in her chest as he leaned down until their noses almost touched.

"Are you sure?" he asked. "Because once I start kissing you, I won't want to stop."

Eris stroked her finger over his soft, bearded cheek. "How terrible for me."

Enzo laughed softly and lowered his lips to hers. Heat burned through her veins, and Eris pulled him closer. She had thought her reaction to the kiss in the caves was because they had just been attacked, and adrenaline was fueling them. She was wrong; it was just Enzo. His lips fit against hers like they had been made for her.

Her hands moved to slide up his side and pulled him closer until he was on top of her. She needed more of his weight, his soft lips and stubble moving against her, making her brain haze with lust. She licked and nipped his full bottom lip before opening her mouth wider. Enzo groaned with the first touch of their tongues.

His hand slid across the curved bump of her stomach, and Eris moved it higher to her breast. Enzo had big hands that covered her completely, and he gently squeezed her in a way that had her gasping.

"Fuck, Eris, your skin is so damn soft," he whispered against her jaw before kissing down her neck. "I just want to kiss you all over."

"Then do it," she panted, making him laugh.

Enzo made his way down her collarbone and chest. His hands found the tie to the wrap dress she was wearing and undid it, moving the fabric aside to reveal her bra and swell of her breasts.

"Tell me if you want me to stop," he said and waited for her to nod before he lowered his head and sucked her hard nipple through the lace.

"Fates, Enzo, more of that," she breathed, her fingers digging into his shoulders. His answering grin made her pussy clench. Maybe it wasn't a boast that she would end up crying before he was done after all.

Still wearing that confident smirk, he slipped a finger under the center of her bra and tugged it down so her breasts spilled out over the top of them.

Enzo stared down at them. "So perfect and ready for my mouth." He proved it by sucking one of her hard pink nipples. The warm, wet electric shock of it raced down to her pussy. She was already wet, and he had barely touched her. She shifted her hips to grind against him. He was wearing soft linen pants, and they couldn't hide the hard line of his dick in them.

Enzo laughed softly against the curve of her breast. "Don't encourage him. This is about me kissing you all over. He can wait."

"Then get on with it so I can have play time too," she grumbled with a playful tug on his curls.

Enzo blew on one of her nipples, making her whimper. "Don't rush me. I've wanted you since the second I saw you all those months ago. I have many things I want to do to you."

"H-How many?" Eris asked, her mind struggling to focus with his mouth sucking and nipping at the soft curves of her breast.

"You'll just have to be a good girl for me and find out," Enzo replied. His hand traveled under the skirt of her dress, pausing when he reached her hip. "No underwear?"

"It's hot, and a girl has to let things breathe," Eris said, her face turning red.

Enzo's thumb moved in a circle over her bare hip. "I agree entirely. You should never wear panties around me again." His mouth replaced his thumb, and he kissed his way over the flared curve of her hip, across her soft belly.

Eris fought the urge to cover herself when he moved the rest of her dress out of the way, leaving her bare to the night. Enzo made a soft hum of pleasure and then surprised her by moving to her other hip and the smooth skin of her thighs.

Everywhere his lips went, warmth blossomed until she felt like she was raw with want. She squirmed under his attentions and moved her hand to touch herself. Enzo caught her fingers and lifted them to his mouth to kiss and nip them as well.

"Are you purposely trying to edge me into tossing you off this boat? Because it's working," she complained.

Enzo clucked his tongue. "So impatient for an immortal."

"Please, Enzo," she begged and then bit her tongue. She had never begged for anything in her whole existence.

Enzo seemed to guess this because he kissed her higher on her inner thigh and licked at the wetness he already found there.

"Fuck, you taste so good," he growled against her skin. His patience finally snapped, and he spread her wide and gave her pussy a hard, slow lick.

Eris bucked against the mattress. "Fucking hell."

Enzo grabbed her hips and dragged her back to his mouth with an impatient hiss. He lifted her hips back to his mouth and held her there while he ate her like she was the best thing he had ever tasted.

Eris had always found oral sex too intimate to be genuinely comfortable with, but Enzo made her forget every reason she hadn't liked it in the past. His tongue made her gasp and squirm, and when he made it to her clit, his stubble sent her over the edge with his name on her lips.

Enzo's eyes caught hers, and he blew on her sensitive flesh. "Again," he said.

"I don't think I can…"

"You can," he insisted and lowered his mouth back to her clit. It was even more intense now that Eris had already come once. Enzo slid his finger into her, and stars flashed through her vision.

"You are so gorgeous, Eris. Everything about you. You look so fucking sexy now. I'm going to completely unravel you so there's nothing for you to hide behind. I want to see all of you," Enzo said, his expression fierce. He added another finger inside her, thrusting them slow and deep.

She rose up until she was almost sitting so she could see what her gorgeous man was doing to her. Watching his thick fingers disappear inside her and the way he focused so entirely on her pleasure made Eris lose her mind. She gripped his thick curls and held him exactly where she wanted him. With one scrape of his teeth against her clit, Eris's whole body lit up.

"Enzo!" she gasped, her head falling back as she came on his face. She was shaking all over, and when a tear slipped from her eyes, his fingers caught it.

"That's mine too," he said huskily, kissing it off his finger.

Eris pounced on him, pushing him onto his back and straddling him. Her hand dropped to his dick, and she found his pants wet. Her eyes went wide. "I didn't even touch you."

"You didn't have to," Enzo said, stroking his fingers down her throat and over her breasts. "All I needed was my name on your lips as you came to finish me off."

Stunned, Eris lay down on him and rested her head on his chest. Enzo's arms came around her and started to comb through her hair. It took her a moment to realize she felt cherished for the first time in her life.

"Next time, I'm starting with you," she said in a daze. Had she ever felt this relaxed? She snuggled into the safe, solid warmth of him and let the feeling seep through her.

Enzo's chest rumbled as he laughed. "It's a deal."


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Considering his history, Enzo thought if he ever tried a relationship again, it would be with a nice, normal girl. Looking at the goddess of chaos relaxing on deck in a black bikini, he knew he would never want nice or normal. He was done for. He would follow his goddess anywhere.

For the first time since Enzo had met her, Eris's hair was fully out. It was long, softly curled, and spread around her head like dark shadows. Enzo wanted to rub his face in it. Amongst other places.

Fuck, he couldn't stop thinking of the taste and feel of her pussy against his mouth. He had been working half hard all day because of it. Having the object of his obsession sunning herself in a skimpy little bikini didn't help his permanent state of arousal either.

"Tell me about your vision of the temple again?" Eris said, pulling him out of his increasingly filthy fantasies.

"It was on a hill, and there were statues of Athena everywhere. I checked the Aeneid this morning, and it talks about visiting Castrum Minervae in book three. It's modern-day Castro, right on the heel of Italy's boot, and it will take another day to get there. Aeneas really didn't sail in a logical way," Enzo said, staring out over the ocean so he wouldn't get distracted by her full breasts and soft bump of her tummy. The thighs he wanted squeezing his head. He cleared his throat. "The palladium is missing Mount Etna, which is probably for the best. I really have no desire to encounter the Cyclops and have Poseidon chase me for the rest of my days."

Eris laughed. "There's no chance of that. No one has seen Poseidon for centuries."

"I always thought you guys would always know where the others were. Like a supernatural tracking system," Enzo replied. He really should have paid closer attention to Bianca's thoughts about the gods and their antics.

"Absolutely not. How do you think Zeus got away with so many liaisons? The pantheons slowly dissolved over the years. I don't think anyone, not even Hermes, has seen Poseidon for over a hundred years. He hated Zeus as much as Hades did and was done following him. Each god left their pantheons and went wandering or into a kind of retirement. Or they died," Eris replied. She told Enzo about Hades and his court, the Egyptians, and how they were all slowly coming together once more. Sidonius hadn't been kidding when he said Enzo was a part of the family now, whether they liked it or not. And what a family it was going to be.

He went to fetch Eris a fresh beer and a bottle of water. He didn't know if goddesses could get dehydrated, but he wanted to make sure he was looking after her. He didn't mind being her serving boy one bit.

"So what I am hearing is that all the gods are going to be like my family now too? Am I going to be on a phone tree?" Enzo asked.

Bianca was going to be thrilled by the prospect.

"Absolutely. They will tease you and meddle in your business as much as possible like they do me," Eris replied with a grin.

Enzo took a sip of the beer in his hand for courage. "And they won't care if you bring home a mortal?"

Eris pulled her sunglasses down her nose so she could look at him with her velvety dark eyes. "Why? Do you have a mortal in mind that I should be taking home?"

Enzo placed the bottle of water in the cup holder. "Looks like this beer is going to be mine now." He took another large mouthful of it.

"I'll suck your dick for it," Eris said sweetly, and Enzo struggled not to choke.

Eris's smile turned naughty. She slid from the sun mattress to her feet and then slowly dropped to her knees on the polished wooden deck.

"I… Are you serious?" he stammered, his dick hardening.

"Of course I am." Eris stroked her hands up his thighs. "If you don't want it, now is the time to say."

"Of course I want it," Enzo said, putting the beer into its holder so he wouldn't drop it. He brushed his fingers through her hair and nodded. Her smile went even more wicked, and she nuzzled her face against the hard length of him through his shorts.

Enzo's breath caught as she gripped the drawstring of his shorts between her teeth and pulled them loose. With a gently tug of fabric, she freed his aching dick. Eris's fingers stroked him softly as she fluttered her long lashes at him.

"Don't look away," she said.

Enzo's fingers tightened in her hair. "Don't go easy on me."

"Never," she purred and licked the bead of pre-cum off his tip.

Enzo couldn't have looked away if he wanted to. Eris's soft lips and tongue on him were the most incredible thing he had ever seen or felt. He let her set the pace, which was gentle enough only until she got used to the size of him. Her dark eyes watched every gasp and tremor and helpless sound he made. And then she used everything she had learned against him to blow his mind.

Enzo had both hands in her hair, giving himself something to hold onto. One of Eris's hands slipped under his shirt so she could drag her nails over his stomach and down to squeeze his ass. Her grip tightened, and she began dragging him against her.

"You want it harder, goddess?" Enzo said, rubbing his hand over her jaw. "You want me to fuck this perfect mouth of yours?"

Eris's nails dug into his hips, and she nodded as best she could with her mouth full of him.

"Tap out if it's too much," he panted, already struggling not to blow. Eris somehow managed to give him an incredulous look. Enzo gripped her hair. "You're very sassy for someone with their mouth full of dick." He didn't give her a chance to sass him again as he thrust hard into her mouth.

Eris groaned and sucked him harder than anything he had felt in his life. She took everything he gave her and then heightened it. Her hand dropped to cup and squeeze his balls, and he was done for. Pure ecstasy shot through him, setting his whole body alive with light and blissful agony. He came down her throat until it was leaking out the corners of her mouth. He loosened his grip on her, but Eris hung on and took her time to lick him clean.

"Was it worth the beer—" she began and squeaked in surprise when Enzo hauled her up to sit on the edge of the raised platform. He kissed her hard and deep.

Eris moaned against him, her tongue flicking against his and her long legs wrapping around him. Enzo pushed aside the hem of her bikini bottoms and stroked her drenched pussy.

"Oh, fuck yes, faster," she whispered against his neck, her arms pulling him closer.

Enzo thrust two fingers into her in a brutal rhythm, his large thumb moving to circle and tease her clit. Eris cried out and sank her teeth into his neck as she came on his hand, her gorgeous body shaking against him. Enzo kissed her harder and more possessive than he had kissed anyone in his life. Eris's tongue found his as she deepened the embrace until they were both breathless. Her lips were so red, her eyes fucked out wide, and her hair a messy tangle.

"You are so perfect in every way." Enzo kissed her softly once again. He slowly removed his hand from her. His fingers were glistening with her come. "That beer is yours, but this is mine," he said and licked them clean of her musky, sweet taste.

"A great deal," Eris replied with a satisfied chuckle before draining her well-earned beer.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Castro was a coastal town packed with people eager to cool off in its blue-green waters. They pulled into the port alongside smaller boats filled with snorkeling gear and teenagers eager to explore the coastline.

Eris took it all in with a relaxed smile. Maybe it wasn't because the curse wasn't affecting anyone around her, or because Enzo had given her some of the best orgasms of her life, but the thought of dealing with people didn't bother her as much as it usually did.

Enzo organized their docking for the day and helped her off the boat, just like he always did. He was also wearing a lazy, relaxed smile whenever he glanced her way. Eris had always been a fuck-and-run sort of person, and her lovers had never fought to stick around longer than that. Enzo didn't seem to want to go anywhere, and neither did she.

They hadn't moved past kissing and mutual head jobs, and Eris was okay with that. Enzo hadn't pushed her for more either. Was this what people meant by taking it slow? She had never been sure because she had never tried to have a relationship before.

"What are you thinking about that has that grin on your face?" Enzo asked, his mouth twitching.

"Gelato," she lied and pointed where a man was selling them from a cart. "I just love having cream in my mouth."

Enzo gave her a heated look. "Do you want me to walk around with a hard-on all day?"

Eris batted her eyelashes innocently. "I don't know what you mean. I was only talking about ice cream, Enzo."

Enzo only shook his head and went and bought them two cones. He passed a chocolate one to her. "Here, put this in your mouth and behave yourself."

"I'm the goddess of discord. I don't know how," she replied and gave her gelato a slow lick.

"I can play that game too, goddess, so be careful," Enzo warned, ears turning red. He quickly looked away from her and towards the roads. "Let's find a ride up to the Castello Aragonese. The older Messapian walls and the remains of the structure they think was Athena's Trojan sanctuary are there."

"Yes, sir," Eris replied sweetly.

"Oh, goddess, I won't believe for a second that you are submissive in any way." Enzo huffed out a laugh before he leaned in closer and whispered in her ear. "But if you stop teasing me, I'll take you into my cabin tonight and fuck your pretty cunt with my tongue until you soak my beard with your come."

Eris's pussy clenched, and her breath caught. She was so distracted, she didn't see her gelato melting before it splattered on her chest. Enzo wiped the chocolate off with his finger and licked it. Eris growled softly, and Enzo gave her a swift kiss.

"Let's go before we get too distracted," he said, offering her his hand. Eris let out a breath and tried to tell her aching pussy to have some patience. Enzo's smile widened as she took his hand, and her heart tripped a little.

There's no fool like an old fool, she thought. And developing any kind of feeling for a mortal, let alone a mortal of Aphrodite's blood, made her a terrible fool. Had the Fates seen this in her journey to break her curse as well? She didn't want to think about it, but as they sat in yet another taxi trying to weave through narrow, busy streets, it was all she could think about.

You're so perfect in every way, he had said. No one had ever thought she was perfect before.

Under the privacy of her sunglasses, she stared across at Enzo. The sea breeze blew about his dark curls as he talked animatedly to their driver.

I want to keep him. Please, Fates, let me get to keep him. She had never asked them for anything before because all she had ever wanted was to have her curse broken.

Was it too much to ask to have this mortal for her own? Enzo looked at her like no one else had. He saw through her surly bullshit and could make her smile even when she didn't want to. He did that before she even knew he was the key to her curse.

The Spanish castle rose into view, and the taxi slowed to let them out. Eris stepped out of the way of a gaggle of sticky children being herded by sunburned parents. She automatically tensed, expecting her curse to make the crowd turn on each other. Enzo's hand rested on her back, and she instantly felt grounded.

"Are you okay? We just need to move out of the square and find a quieter spot," he said reassuringly.

Eris nodded, her throat going tight. It was such a small courtesy, and yet it wasn't one anyone had ever given her. Enzo took her hand again, and they walked out of the main meeting place of people.

"Is the palladium giving you any clues yet?" she asked, focusing on the touch of his hand and the cool breeze against her skin.

Enzo reached his spare hand back to touch the bottom of the bag. "Not yet. I was talking to our driver, and he said that the site for the sanctuary of Minerva/Athena wasn't open for tourists. The small figures and parts of statues that they have found are being shown at the museum, but we might have to do some illegal fence jumping again if the palladium insists on being placed in the area of the sanctuary."

"I will be able to put up a disguising spell if it comes to that," Eris replied. She felt a lot more confident using her powers with him close by to ensure they worked as they should.

"I have a question for you, being a real goddess and all," Enzo said as they walked through the medieval streets. "Was the Roman Minerva different from Athena? Or were they the same goddess?"

"Some of the goddesses like Bellona were never mixed up, but Minerva and Athena were. Minerva was a goddess of wisdom and got the war part attached to her when the Romans tried to sync her with Athena. It always annoyed her, but mortals will be mortals," Eris said with a shrug. "This site was founded for the Trojan Athena, and then, as time passed, she willingly shared the site with Minerva's followers. For the most part, gods didn't quarrel about such things. Well, the women didn't anyway. Like most women, they were more interested in survival. Gods change with time, just like humans. We grow and evolve, or we disappear and are forgotten."

It was something that Eris's current family of gods understood, which was why they hadn't gone crazy from existing for an eternity. Isis and her island of lost goddesses proved that not as many had gone as they had thought. Some were just waiting for the time when people needed them again the most. Eris wondered if Athena would one day show herself too.

Enzo nodded, his expression thoughtful. "That makes sense. You are a goddess of chaos, of change, and that's what life is. That's comforting."

"How is it?" Eris asked. "Most people hate change."

Enzo lifted her hand to kiss her knuckles. "The nature of life and humanity means you aren't going anywhere. I don't like the idea of you disappearing any time soon, Eris. Not now that I finally found you."

Eris stopped walking. "You are getting a little possessive there, mortal," she said, her heart racing.

"Yes, and I don't think I'm the only one." Enzo looked down at her, completely unafraid. "You really think I'm going to walk away after we get to Troy? That I won't want you or that I will toss you aside once your curse is broken?"

"Experience dictates that yes, you will," Eris said, hating the hitch in her voice and pain in her chest.

Enzo's lips brushed against hers. "Then it's time for a new experience."


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Enzo didn't think he would ever tire of seeing the look of surprise on Eris's face whenever he gave her a compliment. It also made him mad. Had no one ever cared for her? Given her any type of comfort? It just made him more determined to give her all the things she had never had. He was naturally affectionate and genuinely liked women. He hated that she had been so mistreated.

The palladium began to buzz, and Enzo snapped his attention back to the task at hand. He followed the magical instructions it was giving him until they reached a fence and a gate. There was no security as such, but archaeologists were walking about the site with tools and notebooks.

"She wants to go in," Enzo said to Eris. A week ago, he would have laughed if someone had told him he would be referring to an inanimate object's advice and instructions. That sort of thing was his grandmother's territory, not his. He had met delusional people before, and he knew he was sane. Sidonius had tried to warn him that life got weird when you hung about with immortals. Enzo was having too much fun to care if he was losing his mind.

"I'm going to cast an illusion over us like I did at Cuma, so stay close. We can hide ourselves but not our shadows, so we need to get in and out of there as quickly as possible," Eris said, and the air went cool with her magic.

"I'm ready," Enzo reassured her. "I trust you."

Eris's cheeks went pink, but she nodded and stroked her fingers over his face. The spell felt like he had stepped from the sun into the shade. He held onto Eris's hand, and when the gate to the site was clear, they slipped inside. It was disorientating to look down and not see his own body, so Enzo focused on not tripping on the large, uneven stone blocks.

The palladium was humming against his back, and a vision flashed through his mind. The temple was built up around them. It was night, and heavy perfumed incense filled the air. He stumbled, and Eris grabbed him to keep him from falling over.

"What the fuck was that?" she whispered.

"I saw the temple how it used to be," he whispered back.

Eris's grip tightened on him. "But you weren't touching the palladium."

"I know. I don't know why it happened. I know where she needs to be placed. Make sure I don't trip over anything."

Enzo took the palladium out of its bag and cradled it gently to him. The sun-scorched ruins disappeared, and he was in the nighttime temple once more. He walked past carved and painted wooden pillars. The walls were decorated with images of Athena wearing a Phrygian helmet and carrying a spear and shield.

At the far end of the temple was a massive statue with offerings laid at her feet. She wore a chiton of blue silk and had bronze weapons.

Enzo's vision blurred, and he saw the ocean stretching out before him. He was standing on the dais where the central statue was. Eris's hands were on his shoulders, ensuring he didn't tumble straight off the side.

"She used to have a statue here," Enzo said, his voice sounding small and far away. He placed the palladium down where Athena's other likeness used to stand. The wood shuddered under his hands, the tremor running through the stone and making the other workers on the site exclaim in fear.

Enzo held onto the palladium as a new vision rocked him. It was of another seaside town. The land was dryer, with rocky hills and dark, damp caves. Carved into a rock face was a double-bladed ax, a statue of a minotaur, a palace in ruins, and a hill with a twisting stone labyrinth.

Enzo returned to himself with Eris's arms around him, holding him close. "I have you, love. I have you. Take a breath. You're okay," she murmured against his hair. It took him a moment to realize she wasn't speaking Italian or English, but he still could understand her.

"I'm here. I'm back," Enzo stammered. "What happened?"

"You were talking in Mycenaean again," she replied, kissing his brow. "The same as before, a chant to honor Athena. Can you stand?"

"Kiss me first. I still feel like I'm not fully in my body," he said.

Eris tilted his face up, and her lips found his. He kept his eyes closed so he wouldn't get disorientated and kissed her back hungrily until his whole body was pulled into the present moment. Her tongue brushed against his, and he forced himself to pull back.

"You keep doing that, and I will have another problem to deal with. I really can't walk around hard all day. There are families about."

Eris laughed softly. "Lucky you're invisible, so no one can see the bulge in your pants. It's a shame. It's such a pretty bulge."

"Remember what I said about you not teasing me?" Enzo said and laughed with her. The shaky feeling had left him, and he stored the palladium in its bag before getting to his feet.

Eris looped her arm around his. "Easy. You were out for a while there."

"Felt like only a few seconds. What's happening to me, Eris?"

"I don't know. Maybe it's the magic stored in the palladium leaking out or the Fates fucking with us. Let's get out of here so we can talk about it properly. We might need to talk to Hermes or Thoth. They are the magic experts," Eris said as they wove back through the ruins.

Enzo held her arm tighter. "I think I need to call my nonna."
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Eris left Enzo at the ship and went to go and buy some fresh groceries. He didn't like them being separated, but she assured him that she could keep her curse in check for an hour. That wasn't so much of his concern. He just didn't like not being with her.

You've never been a clingy lover before, and now isn't the time to start. Giving himself a lecture didn't work. He had never been falling in love with a goddess before, so all bets were off.

Enzo used the time apart to refuel, check, and service all the instruments. He didn't want whatever was happening with his brain and heart to affect his safety measures. He placed the palladium back into his cabin and unzipped it. He didn't like the idea of her being covered up more than what was necessary. He rubbed at his chest, worried that he was starting to obsess. It was time to talk to an expert. He rang his nonna.

"Now he calls me after days and days," Bianca answered. There was a clinking sound and voices in the background.

"Don't act like you're missing me at all," Enzo replied with a laugh. "What mischief are you up to, nonna? Or shouldn't I ask?"

"Claudius has taken me out to the bar. I needed an outing, and I'm perfectly fine. I'm catching up with a few regulars, and I met with Rom and Laverna. I'm keeping them, and you can't stop me. Don't worry, Claudius, you are still my favorite," Bianca said, and Enzo heard the flick of a lighter. She sounded too happy for him to want to admonish her for smoking. "How are you and your goddess doing?"

Enzo's neck went hot. "Good. We are in Castro."

"Why do you sound funny? What happened?"

Enzo struggled to decide where to start. "Something is happening to me, nonna."

"Something like having a spiritual awakening or something like you're dealing with Eris daily?" Bianca asked.

"Both, and it's both I need advice on." Enzo told her about the palladium and his growing connection to it. How even that had changed with him no longer needing to touch it. He told her about speaking dead languages in trances, having visions, and now wanting to make sure a statue was comfortable in his cabin.

"Am I losing my mind? Or do you think this is normal? I don't understand what's happening to me, nonna," Enzo finished. He was sitting on the bed beside the palladium, his head in his hands. He missed Eris.

"You are not crazy, nipote. This is who we are. You have spent your whole life trying to deny this part of you, and now you have no choice but to do it hard and fast. We were the original keepers of the palladium. Our family was of the royal house of Troy. The palladium was Athena's gift, so of course you feel you must honor it," Bianca explained. It made the sense he needed to hear.

"Maybe it's all instinct, and it's in the blood. It's just so strange to be having these visions. Eris is making sure I don't get hurt when they hit." Enzo tugged at the curls at the back of his neck and squeezed his eyes closed. "Nonna, I think I'm falling in love with her." Enzo expected her to crow with victory or at least giggle. Bianca was only silent for a long moment.

"You always had a hopeless romantic streak. You get it from your grandmother," she said finally.

"That's it? No gloating? No smutty jokes? You always had something to say about all my girls before."

"They weren't serious."

"I married Katarina!"

Bianca made a huffing sound. "But you didn't love her the same way. You don't fall for an immortal on a whim or for a good time. You fall for an immortal, and you walk into it knowing that you're probably going to suffer for it, and you do it anyway. That's how you know it's true, Enzo. You love a god; you accept whatever the Fates have installed for you. Do you think you could let her go?"

Enzo lay back on his bed, the feeling in his chest growing tighter. "No. I won't let her go. I can't. I want her. I just don't know how I can keep her. She is a goddess, and I'm… I'm just a bartender."

"You are so much more than that. Otherwise, you wouldn't be on this quest. It's about time to set yourself free, nipote. Find out who you really are. Show Eris who you really are. That's all you can do when you love someone," Bianca replied. She lit another cigarette. "Tell me where you are going next?"

"Crete. I am sure of it. We might be out of reception for a few days," Enzo said.

"Text or call when you get there. Enjoy this time, Enzo. Don't worry about me. Claudius and the others are good company. We aren't alone anymore." They said their goodbyes, leaving Enzo lying beside the palladium and wondering who he would be by the time he got back to Rome.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Eris arrived back at the docks at sundown. Her quick trip to buy supplies had turned into an ordeal when her shields had slipped, and her chaos had shorted out all the cash registers. She spotted Enzo walking about the deck, and the sight of his T-shirt stretching over his back and biceps instantly made her feel better.

"Hey, let me help," he said, dashing over to the gangplank to take the bags of groceries from her. She didn't have the heart to tell him that her goddess strength meant she would be perfectly capable of carrying him as well as the groceries.

A table and chairs had been set up on the deck, and a platter of charcuterie and fruit had been laid out.

"What's all this?" she asked.

"I thought about taking you out on a date, but then I realized you probably wouldn't want to be around more people after today, so I set this up instead," Enzo replied and put the bags down. He pulled out a chair for her. "You sit, and I'll put these away." He took a silver cocktail shaker from the table and poured a Spritz into her glass.

Eris swallowed hard. "If you keep doing nice things like making me Spritz, I'm going to have no choice but to fall in love with you." She said it as a joke, but her tone was too quiet for that.

Enzo only picked up the bags and shot her a wink. "That's my plan." He moved below deck before Eris could come up with a reply. She had none. She wanted to fall in love and know what it felt like to belong to someone. She drank some of her Spritz and smiled so she didn't start crying. It was exactly the way she liked it. She wanted to keep him so badly, her chest ached.

Enzo came back on deck and poured out another shaker for himself before sitting down. "You okay? You're looking a little bit like you want to kill me."

"It's just my face," Eris replied and sipped her Spritz. "I just don't know how to handle it when you're so nice to me."

"I know, but you'll get used to it," Enzo said, utterly unperturbed by her frowns as usual.

Eris cleared her throat and turned her attention to the setting sun so she didn't pounce on him. "You seem a lot steadier. Did you talk to Bianca?"

"I did. She sounds like she's having fun with Claudius and the others. I'm glad. I've probably smothered her too much in the last year," Enzo said.

"How so?"

Enzo ran a hand through his curls. "After my ex attacked, I became kind of paranoid for Bianca's well-being. I realized she could have died, and that messed with me more than Katarina trying to cut my heart out. Bianca has been tolerant of all the safety precautions and my fussing, but she's someone who needs to be free."

"She is. It's not a bad thing to have someone care about you that much. Bianca understands that." Eris ate an olive and muttered, "I would have handled things a lot differently if I had been around then."

Enzo's mouth twitched. "How so?"

"If some stalker tried to hurt you, I would have annihilated them before they even got close to you," Eris replied honestly. Even though his ex was dead, it didn't stop the feelings of fury that raced through her every time she thought about him almost dying because of her.

"I don't know if I will ever practice psychology again in order to get a stalker, so hopefully, it won't be a problem," Enzo said, and his eyes went sad.

"You miss it?"

"Sometimes. I like helping people."

"I've noticed." Eris smiled and gestured to her Spritz.

"I can't help it. I like the look on your face when I do something for you that you didn't expect," Enzo replied.

Eris started to feel hot, so she changed the subject. "Have you figured out where the palladium wants you to go next?"

"Crete. I'm sure of it. In my vision, I saw a minotaur and a labyrinth. Aeneas did stop there at Pergamea, but there's no evidence that the town ever existed. I figure we aim for Heraklion and see where the palladium takes us," Enzo replied and ate a handful of grapes. "I talked to Bianca about my visions growing stronger too."

Eris tried not to stare at the strong column of his throat every time he swallowed. "And what was her theory?"

"Because our family was of the royal bloodline and was the palladium's protectors back in Troy, my connection to it is strong. It's…speaking to me, and yes, I know how crazy it sounds." Enzo shrugged. "But then I also got to make out with the goddess of chaos and discord, so a statue talking to me with visions doesn't seem so crazy compared to that."

"Not as crazy as me wanting to make out with a mortal." Eris smiled. "There are good kinds of crazy. What else did Bianca say?"

Enzo gave her a long, steady look that made her heart trip up. "She said if I fall in love with a goddess, I accept whatever the Fates have installed for me."

"And are you in danger of that?" Eris asked, her mouth going dry.

"Extremely."

Eris's fingers crushed her napkin. "Why?"

"Lots of reasons."

Old anger flared through her, triggered by the feelings welling up inside of her. "Is it because I'm beautiful? Because being awed by that wears off."

"Is that what happened with the others?" Enzo asked softly.

Eris's laugh was full of bitterness. "It's the only thing anyone ever sees. Do you know what Zeus said to me when we first met? He said, 'What a waste of beauty you are, daughter of Nyx.' That's all I've been to the gods and everyone else, a monster clothed in beauty."

"They all sound like a bunch of assholes." Enzo frowned and put down his drink. "You are beautiful, but to be honest, it's not your most appealing quality, nor is it what I'm the most drawn to."

Eris unclenched her napkin. "It's not? Then what is? Because my personality isn't exactly sparkling."

"Another reason I like you." Enzo turned to face her properly. "You understand pain and darkness. You've seen and experienced more of it than any creature should have to bear, and despite that, you're still nervous about being around people because you're worried your curse might kill them. You don't judge me because I killed my ex-wife. When you look at me, you see more than just a bartender and a failed shrink. You see people for what they are, Eris, not just for what they look like or present to the world. You're not a fucking monster. You are a force of nature. Being around you makes me feel more alive than I have in the last decade." Enzo stopped his passionate rant and took a breath. "I want your curse to be lifted to free you from it, but I wouldn't change a thing about you. Claws and fangs and chaos and social anxiety…I want all of it."

Eris drained her Spritz and tried to find the right way to respond to everything she was feeling. It felt like chaos but so very different. It was bubbling inside of her but bigger than she thought she could possibly contain.

Eris got up, moved to his side, and cupped his cheeks with her hands. With a gentleness she wouldn't have thought herself capable of, she kissed him once. "I want you to come downstairs with me."

"Is it to smite me for my audacity where people won't see?" Enzo asked a gleam of mischief in his eyes.

"No, it's so I show you I want you back in the best way I know how," Eris replied and kissed him slowly again. She whispered against his lips, "Please come with me."

Enzo stroked her arm. "Well, I did make you a promise if you did your best not to tease me today."

Eris bit him on his bottom lip. "Yes, you did."

"Then lead the way, goddess," Enzo replied.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Eris's belly fluttered with anticipation as she walked below deck with Enzo. She turned in the narrow space. "Your cabin or mine?"

"Yours," he said quickly. He looked a bit sheepish as he added, "The palladium is in mine, and it's too sentient for me not to feel weird about her watching."

Eris laughed and wrapped her hands around his neck. "That's so adorable. Good to know you don't have a voyeuristic streak."

Enzo gripped her ass and squeezed. "I'm not willing to share any part of you with anyone else," he said, pressing her up against the cabin door and kissing her.

"Good, because I feel the same," Eris replied and tugged his shirt off over his head. Her fingers trailed over his scars and chest hair, and just knowing she could touch him the way she wanted made her pussy wet. Enzo deepened their kiss and dragged one of her legs up around his hips. He let out a throaty chuckle when he found her bare under her maxi dress.

"I love your aversion to underwear when it's hot," he said, brushing his fingers over her pussy. Eris's nails dug into his pecs and ground up against his hand. "Fuck, baby, you are so wet."

"Take me to bed or take me here. I don't care. Just don't stop," she panted against his lips.

"Open the door then, goddess." Enzo dragged his stubble down her throat as his thick fingers toyed with her. "I made you a promise, and I want your cunt on my face before I fuck you senseless."

Fuck. Eris fumbled for the door handle, opening it and dragging him inside in one move. She pushed him back onto the bed, and they both stripped, laughing as they did. She couldn't remember ever laughing with a lover during sex before, but she couldn't hide her enthusiasm for the sexy, buff man stretched out on her sheets.

"You are so gorgeous," she said, with a slight shake of her head like she couldn't believe so much deliciousness lived under his clothes. She wanted to lick him all over.

Eris must have said it out loud because Enzo only grabbed her, lifted her on top of him, and said, "You first," before dragging her pussy down onto his face.

Eris reached her hands up to grab the headboard. Sexy as hell and loved to eat pussy, how did she get so lucky? He sucked hard on her clit, making her jump at the little electric shocks that it sent through her. Enzo's big, rough hands squeezed her soft ass, and she groaned. His tongue moved down to fuck into her, and lights danced through her vision.

"Fuck, Enzo. Don't stop," she gasped and ground her pussy against him.

He took her lead and doubled down on making her lose her damn mind. He moved his fingers up to spread her wider and brushed small circles around her clit, his tongue never stopping. Eris's thighs were already shaking, and she wanted to hold out longer, but with another deep tonguing, she was coming undone. She couldn't catch her full breath before he was scraping his beard over her clit and sending her orgasm to a whole new level. She clung to the headboard, trying and failing to stop the tremors running through her as she did exactly what he had promised and soaked him with her come.

Enzo let out a soft chuckle and kissed the wetness smeared down her inner thigh. "Still with me, baby?"

"Pretty smug for a man who is about to be fucked senseless," Eris said, her voice still shaky.

He made a sound of protest when she began to slide down his body. "I wasn't done with that."

"I need you in me," Eris replied, his chest hair tickling her thighs as she moved to straddle him. His lips caught hers, and she could taste herself all over him. It felt filthy, and it just made her hornier. Her pussy clenched, and the emptiness almost hurt.

"Should we get Laverna's present?" Enzo joked.

"No time. Don't need it," Eris said disjointedly, her hand wrapping around his dick. He was so hot and hard, she was torn between sucking it and fucking it. Her pussy made the decision for her, its ache growing painful. She rubbed the tip of him over her, wetting him down with her come and making her body tingle all over again. She could get off again just by doing that. Enzo made a strangled little groan that made her rub against him again.

"You keep doing that, and I'm going to come before I even get inside you," he said. One hand moved to cup her breast and teased her nipple. He rose a little and unclipped her hair, letting it spill over her pale skin like midnight. "Fuck, ride me, baby. Make it hard."

"Pushy little mortal," she said and sank down on his cock. His thick body bucked, and a curse slipped out of his mouth. She leaned down and licked his lips as she let her body adjust to the size of him. She knew he would feel good, but she was quickly losing every shred of control. Eris gripped his chest and rolled her hips slowly.

"Fucking hell, Eris, stop teasing me, or I'll take over and pound your perfect cunt the way it deserves," Enzo growled.

"Such a filthy mouth for such a nice boy," Eris said and put her fingers between his lips. "Hush now and take what I give you." Enzo responded by sucking her fingers and thrusting up into her.

Eris laughed, her power rising with her lust, and she gave him exactly what he was begging for. She took his cock into her hard and fast, making him groan around her fingers. He braced his feet on the mattress and fucked up every time she lowered herself on him until they found a rhythm that had her taking him to her limit every time. All of the pent-up tension that had been building between them for weeks exploded, and she couldn't fuck him hard enough, deep enough. She screamed out another orgasm before Enzo pulled out of her and rolled her onto her back. He tossed one of her legs over his shoulder and fucked back into her.

"Yes, more. Fuck, more," Eris begged.

Enzo's smile was a wild and wicked thing above her as he pounded into her. He was using her reckless and rough, and she loved every second of it. There was no hesitation in his actions or hiding the need from his face. He fucked her like his life depended on it, and she had never felt so seen and wanted.

Eris twisted her fingers in his curls and tugged them hard. "Come for me, Enzo. Fill me up until you're leaking out of me."

Enzo's pupils blew out, and he took her mouth in a punishing kiss. He fucked her for another minute before his breathing stammered, and his orgasm shook through him. Eris's pussy tightened, and he gripped her hips hard, holding her to him as he came. They were both panting as they kissed, unable to stop.

Enzo dropped her leg from his shoulder and rolled her so she was half on top of him, his dick still throbbing inside of her. "Fucking hell, goddess. I needed that."

Eris rubbed her face against his hairy pec. "Me too. You better rest up, mortal. I'm not nearly finished with you yet."

"Good, because I'm not done with you yet either." Enzo lifted her chin so he could take her mouth again and kiss every remaining thought out of her head.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Enzo was more relaxed than he had been for the past three years. His hands rested lightly on the ships's wheel as they sailed with nothing but sun and sea around them.

Depending on the wind and waves, it would take them a few days at the most to make it to Crete. Occasionally, he would see shadows dancing about the sails and knew that Eris was doing something to speed them along. He had spotted Korfu early in the morning while she had gone back to sleep, and if they kept traveling at such a speed, it wouldn't be much longer until they neared Kefalonia. They were making excellent time. Too excellent. But he wasn't about to complain about divine help guiding them along.

The goddess herself had finally woken up and was back in her usual place on deck with a book and a drink.

Enzo's hands tightened on the wheel as he thought about how he woke up that morning at dawn with Eris's luscious mouth wrapped around his dick like she was determined to suck the life right from him. He thought about her the night before, naked and demanding as she rode him. Fucking glorious.

Enzo was a big guy and had always been aware of his size and strength. He had never really unleashed himself on a lover for fear of hurting them unintentionally. For the first time, he didn't have to worry about that. The goddess of chaos took everything he gave her and then gave back twice as much.

As if she realized she was being observed, Eris slid a kaftan over her bikini and went to join him at the wheel. Her wild black hair had been piled up in a clip, leaving her long neck bare.

"You have a thoughtful look on your face," she said, kissing his cheek before sitting in the chair beside him. "What's on your mind?"

"That I'm grateful we don't have to do every stop on Aeneas's journey. Otherwise, it would take us months to break your curse," Enzo replied. It wasn't a lie; he had been thinking about it amongst his lustful recollections about his goddess.

"The Fates weren't specific enough, but that's no surprise. They no doubt saw that the palladium would take over as a guide. Have you felt anything from it today?" Eris asked.

Enzo shook his head. "No, but the visions I had in Castro left an impression. I can't stop thinking about it. Something happened in Crete, and it involved Athena and a lot of pain. Do you know anything about it?"

Eris's dark brows drew together. "Thoth was going to check into it for me, but he said that Athena wasn't really Zeus's daughter. Like Aphrodite, she was a much older goddess who got assimilated into what became the Greek pantheon."

"So the story of her being born out of Zeus's head was a bunch of bullshit?" Enzo asked.

Eris smiled. "Most stories about the gods are a bunch of bullshit. According to Thoth, when the Mycenaeans conquered their way through the Aegean, they began to assimilate the gods of those lands. They would 'ceremoniously' marry Zeus, their thunder god, off to local goddesses. They would be downgraded to liaisons as time went on, but the ancient ones who refused to be married became other relations. Aphrodite became his aunt; Athena became his daughter, etc. Whatever happened between Athena and Zeus must have been more than a fling because she has always been very loyal to him, as if she owed him some incredible debt. The other gods thought that if anyone could kill Zeus, it would be Athena because she had always been the closest to him. He'd always trusted her more than anyone else."

Enzo rubbed at his eyes, the echoes of strong emotions from the palladium reverberating through him. "Whatever made her loyal to him, my guess is that it happened on Crete. When I have visions of it, it always comes with intense feelings of loss and despair. I can taste ash and blood in my mouth. Something really horrible must have happened to her there."

"I wish we knew where Poseidon was. He might have a better idea. Like Athena, he was closely connected to Crete and could have witnessed what really happened." Eris reached over and took his hand to squeeze it. "I'm sure we will figure it out when we get where the palladium is leading us. Try not to let it cause you too much distress. The Fates have sent the three of us on this journey to break more than just my own curse."

"You're right. I suppose I just don't want to fail at helping you. You deserve to be free, the both of you do," Enzo said, drawing his arm around her waist.

She froze for the briefest second before she snuggled into him. His touch-starved goddess wasn't used to affection, so he was taking it as slow as he could with her so he didn't scare her off. The intensity of his feelings for her should have scared him most of all. They didn't. Nothing felt so right to him as his arm around Eris.

"You smell good," she whispered, rubbing her nose against him.

Enzo kissed the top of her head. "You do too. What is the first thing you are going to do when your curse is broken?"

"I haven't dared to think that far ahead. Hope still feels dangerous at this point. What are you going to do?" she asked, her dark purple eyes searching his.

"I have no idea either. I like running the bar, don't get me wrong. I just don't know if it's going to suit me forever. For once, I don't mind not knowing what's going to happen next. As you said, it feels dangerous to plan out anything until after we are done with this quest." Enzo grinned at the horizon. "Maybe I'll end up reading fortunes and making love spells with Bianca. Or retreating to a cave with the palladium somewhere to be a mystic."

Eris laughed and kissed his neck. "I doubt that, but it would be amusing for me to watch. Maybe we both need just to wait and see what happens."

"At least if we are together, the company will be good," Enzo replied and kissed the top of her head. Something silver flickered in the corner of his eye and released her. "Hey, did you see that?"

"What?" Eris asked, looking about.

"Take the wheel for a second," Enzo said and went to investigate. "Maybe it was a dolphin or a whale. I haven't seen one in ages." He moved about to the front of the ship, leaning over to see if he could spot whatever it had been. There was another flash of silver and purple, but he couldn't make out the shape of what he was seeing. He leaned down further and jumped as a woman's face smiled up at him with fanged teeth.

"Eris! There's something—" he began when the creature leaped up out of the water. He reeled backward, but he wasn't quick enough. Wet claws gripped him, and great wings flapped.

"Enzo!" Eris screamed in panic.

He tried to fight the naked woman-like creature off, but the claws tightened their grip, and he was pulled up into the air with another high-pitched scream. Eris reached out for him, and he tried to grab her. His fingers brushed against hers, but then he was dragged up into the air by his feet, the ship dropping away beneath him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Eris watched in growing fear and horror as Enzo rose higher into the sky.

"Fucking harpies! You bring him back!" she shouted, amplifying her voice in warning.

Another creature burst out of the water, rocking the sailboat. Eris stopped the boat and dropped the anchor. Fear and fury were turning her eyes black. Her fangs lengthened, and claws stretched from her fingertips. First naiads and now harpies. She was done with people touching what belonged to her.

A shadow spear appeared in her hand, and she threw it at the closest circling harpy. It pierced its chest, and it screamed, the wound spraying black blood as it careened out of the sky.

The other two harpies tossed Enzo between them in the air, and Eris went cold. She had seen them use each other's strength to terrorize and then tear their victims apart. They loved the taste of fear in their meat.

"No." Eris's power roared out of her, tearing and stretching her body until she was a creature of Tartarus. She didn't register the pain as horned bat-like wings burst from her back, and she shot into the air. Her whole world was narrowed on one thing—Enzo. He was struggling in the harpies' claws. Eris saw the blood seeping through his shirt and lost her mind.

Eris launched spear after spear at the harpies that were now swarming. She landed on one's back and tore its wings off before tossing it aside like the filth it was.

Eris unleashed the true darkness inside her—a gift from her mother—and blacked out the skies around them. The harpies called and screamed, disorientated and unable to see. Eris could see better in the dark than in the light. She summoned a sword and shot through them, slaughtering her path to the leader that had her Enzo.

"Eris!" he called over the noise.

She collided with the harpy holding him.

"Mine," she snarled and tore into its neck with her fangs.

The harpy dropped Enzo, and he started to plummet toward the waves. Eris tossed aside the dying harpy and dove after him. The darkness vanished, and the blue sea rose up faster and faster. Eris collided with Enzo, catching him and wrapping her arms and wings around him as they hit the water.

The impact snapped something in her right wing, but she didn't let Enzo go until the depths slowed them. She released the hold on him only long enough to untangle her wings. She grabbed him by the shoulders and began to kick back to the surface. They burst through the waves, Enzo coughing and spluttering.

"Eris!" He turned in the water and froze, eyes going wide. "Fuck...Eris, bella, are you in there?"

She couldn't form words, too lost in the power riding her. She grabbed him under the shoulders and started to swim toward the boat.

"I'm not hurt bad. I can swim," Enzo tried to say, but her answering snarl stopped him from arguing.

They reached the boat, and Eris lifted him up so he could grab the edge and haul himself aboard. He reached down for her hand and helped her up. She stood over him, her dress shredded and her wings broken. Enzo climbed to his feet.

"Woah. I didn't know you had wings, baby," he said, his calm voice reaching through to the rational part of her. He cupped her face and kissed her fanged mouth. "Thank you for saving me. It was terrifying, but you are incredible. My goddess. My perfect dark queen."

Eris shook all over, the darkness seeping out of her skin and wrapping around her like a shroud. The claws resting on Enzo's chest retracted and with a sharp stab of pain her broken wings mended and folded back inside of her.

The fury cleared from her eyes, and then she could only see her beautiful Enzo, whom they tried to steal from her. She didn't see any fear in his face as she pulled him to her.

"Mine," she hissed, her teeth not quite back to normal.

Enzo's eyes heated with lust. "Yours, baby. Completely." He kissed her jaw. "Utterly." His mouth moved to her neck, and his kiss turned to a sucking bite that had her grinding herself against his thick thigh. "Without question."

Eris grabbed the tears in his ruined shirt and tore it off his body. He had scratches from the harpy claws but no puncture wounds.

"I'm okay. They are minor," he assured her.

Eris licked one of his bloody scratches, unable to stop the instincts of the creature still riding her. They both groaned, and Enzo hauled her up into his arms to kiss her. Eris couldn't hold back the fear anymore, and tears spilled down her cheeks.

"Don't cry, baby. You got me. You got me," Enzo tried to soothe between kisses.

"Need you," she managed to gasp out and dragged him to the deck of the boat.

"Read my mind." Enzo tore off the tatters of her clothes, which were still stained in harpy blood. Eris stroked his already hard dick through his shorts before shoving them down, only far enough to free him. She wrapped her legs around him, kissing him with all the relief and jagged fear she still felt. Enzo hauled her hips up and thrust inside of her bit by bit until she loosened for him.

Eris dragged her nails down his biceps. "Won't hurt me," she said disjointedly.

Enzo forced his way in until he hit her limit before dragging himself out and thrusting in her again. "Fuck Eris, you are so tight right now."

"Harder. Need you," she demanded and pulled his lips back to hers. Her fingers knotted in his salty locks, and his teeth sank into her lip. It was messy and rough and full of wild desperation that they both needed to get out.

Enzo moved his fingers over her clit in demanding circles. "Come on my cock, my dark goddess. I want your perfect cunt to take what it needs as your reward for saving me. Use me any way you want."

Eris's magic surged up again, and she flipped him onto his back. The transformation happened too quickly for her to have any control over it. Her healed wings shot out behind her, stretching out wide. The darkness fell around them like glittering midnight, and Enzo's eyes went so wide that she momentarily faltered. Her skin was a pale purple-gray in color, and she knew her eyes would be full dark. Unseen power lifted her dark hair, and her claws traced over his chest.

"No, don't stop, Eris. Show me everything. Fuck you are so gorgeous no matter what form you are in," Enzo groaned, his hands moving to grip her full breasts. "Fuck me, baby. Fuck me, please."

"You're so pretty when you beg, mortal," she said, her voice changing to a deeper timbre. Her wings arched up behind her, and she fucked her sweet mortal, just like he asked for. Enzo's fingers went back to her clit, exactly where she wanted them.

Eris lost herself in sensations of fucking in her primordial form. The feeling of him filling her and the burning love in his eyes made her scream when she came for him. She kept riding him, making her pleasure stretch out longer and longer until his own release had him sobbing her name and her thighs dripping with his come.

Enzo ended up spread out on the deck like the delicious sacrifice he was. Her darkness was all over him, and he looked fucked out and perfect.

Eris's form slowly shifted back to human, and she collapsed on top of him. "Mine," she whispered again as exhaustion claimed her.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


"Iswear I am fine," Enzo reassured Eris for the third time as she hustled him into the ship's small bathroom. She had changed back into her normal human form and instantly started panicking over his wounds.

"Just wash them out, and I'll call Hermes. Who knows what those filthy creatures carry on their claws," she said, her eyes full of worry. Gone was the furious, winged goddess. Whatever power that had been riding her seemed to have eased back inside her, leaving only a panicking lover.

Enzo kissed her soft mouth. "I think we both need a shower."

"There's not enough room, and if I come in there, we won't shower at all," she insisted, but she was smiling as she said it. That was enough to assure him that she was going to be fine.

Enzo stripped off and got under the hot spray. He couldn't tell what scratches on him had been made by harpies and what had been made by Eris. He still had tiny flecks of metallic darkness clinging to him. He was washing his hair when the shock set in, and he started to shake. He shut his eyes and took some deep breaths to try and calm his racing heart.

He had almost been taken by monsters and had been saved by his goddess yet again. She was the monster that they all rightly feared, but she was nothing but glorious to him no matter what form she was in. Enzo wanted to know that he accepted all of her. She was no less beautiful to him with wings and fangs than without.

He wondered if all mortals who dated gods felt that way. Luckily, he now had a whole bunch of them he could call for advice.

Enzo wrapped a towel around himself and sat in the small kitchen area. Eris had tied on a robe and was hovering over him with her phone held to her ear.

"Okay, he's out of the bathroom. I'm going to put you on video so you can have a look at them, Hermes, so make sure Thoth is there," she said, and Enzo tried not to laugh.

Two gods appeared on screen, and Enzo assumed they were Hermes and Thoth, one fair and one dark and both with scarily intense gazes.

"Hello, Enzo, so nice to meet the descendant of Aeneas," Hermes said, his eyes twinkling with sparks of mischief.

"Really? Because the way I remember it, you sided with the Greeks during the Trojan War," Enzo replied. "I was under the impression that you wanted the entire royal family dead."

"If I hadn't helped Aeneas get to Italy, you would have never been born to become Eris's big cuddle bear." Hermes's grin widened. "And I'm not the god you need to be worried about right now. I was always under the impression that she ate her lovers after sex like a mantis."

"I haven't finished with him yet," Eris quipped back.

"Can we get on with it? There's no point arguing about who sided with whom in which wars and who Eris is going to eat when she gets bored with them," Thoth interrupted. "Show me these wounds, and stop wasting my time."

Eris took the phone and zoomed in on Enzo's various cuts and scrapes.

"Eris, you can't be serious. I was imagining gouges that needed stitches at least," Hermes said, fighting back his laughter.

Thoth added, "I'm changing my number so I don't get bothered by this nonsense anymore."

"I didn't know if harpies have poison on the claws, and he is mortal. Would you call it nonsense if Kema was taken by harpies?" Eris demanded.

"Honestly, I'd be more concerned for the harpies than Kema," Thoth replied with a wry smile.

Hermes scratched his stubble. "Yeah, I agree with Thoth on this one. My granddaughter is the bigger threat in that situation."

"So there's no poison?" Eris said.

"I've never heard of any harpies having poisonous talons. Maybe clean them with antiseptic and make sure they don't become infected, but apart from that, they look about as dangerous as a skinned knee," Hermes replied, still thoroughly amused. "It's nice to see you so concerned, though, Eris. I don't think I've seen you worried over anything before."

Thoth added, "Unless he starts to mutate in some way, I don't think there's anything to be concerned about."

Eris let out a breath. "Okay, I'll clean them and keep an eye on them."

"Bring the cuddle bear to Egypt when you are done in Troy. I want to meet this mortal that has you so enamored. And who managed to make you freak out enough that your wings came back," Hermes added before they hung up.

Enzo took Eris's hand and kissed her palm. "Thank you for double-checking, even though it wasn't necessary."

"I don't know how to take care of a mortal. I don't know what can kill you or not," Eris said, her voice uneasy.

Enzo pulled her between his knees and hugged her, pressing his face to her soft belly. "I'll let you know if I feel sick at all. Would that make you feel better?"

"Yes," she said and threaded her fingers through his hair.

"What did Hermes mean, I helped you get your wings back?"

Eris chewed her lip. "I haven't been able to summon that form in centuries. Seeing them take you today unleashed that ancient part of me. I can't… I can't lose you, Enzo. You seem to be attracting every man-stealing creature around at the moment, and I don't like it."

"I didn't think of it before, but Aeneas also got bothered by harpies near the Strofades Islands. We aren't that close to them yet, but maybe this is still their territory," Enzo replied, running his hands down the backs of her legs to try and soothe her.

Eris grumbled. "Maybe I need to tie you to the mast and be done with it."

"I'm afraid Laverna didn't send her rope collection along with her industrial-size pump bottle of lube." Enzo's hands dropped to her ass and gave it a squeeze. "Though I won't object to you tying me up if you want to have your wicked way with me."

Eris finally laughed and tilted his head back for a kiss. "You silly mortal, I don't need to tie you up to do that."


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Eris was watching Enzo like a hawk and didn't believe him when he said he was fine. The palladium was messing with his sleep at night, and she didn't think it would get any better now that they had made it to Crete. They had gotten in late, so Enzo was still sleeping beside her. Eris didn't like the purple bruises under his eyes, and she blamed the palladium for it. She thought about going into Enzo's room and asking it to leave him alone or be tossed into the sea. Threatening it could make it lash out against Enzo, so she restrained herself. But only just.

Eris took out her phone and shot a message to Hermes. The palladium is sending dreams to Enzo now. It's communicating with him, and it's getting worse. I know you think I'm overreacting when it comes to his safety, but this is weird.

Eris didn't know if he would be awake yet, but Hermes always had his phone on him so he would get it eventually. She was stroking Enzo's curls when her phone lit up silently.

I always thought that Athena was a bit vacant in certain areas. I remember asking her once who her mother was, and she didn't know her name. Zeus had always spun shit about it being Metis, but Athena was never certain. The palladium was already established in Troy when Zeus brought her home to Mount Olympus, and none of us ever questioned it.

Eris bit down her frustration, her fingers flying over the screen. What if a part of her power or essence is trapped in it, and that's messing with Enzo? How can we make it stop without it hurting him even more?

The best thing you can do is follow where it leads you. Whatever it is, it has a purpose, and the Fates want it to be free. It won't let Enzo rest until it gets what it wants. See it through. The Fates will lift your curse and Cuddle Bear will be free of its influence.

Eris exhaled her frustration slowly through her nose. Hermes was right, but she still didn't have to like it. She just wanted to keep Enzo safe.

Eris put her phone down and cuddled further into him. She stared at the lines of his face and wondered how she could have fallen so deeply for a mortal. She might never have been in love before, but she was guessing that the too big feeling inside of her was it. She hadn't thought that this trip would be so dangerous to him. She didn't have a choice but to take him, though she didn't want him to get hurt because of her.

"You're glaring at me," Enzo grumbled, his eyes cracking open. "What's wrong?"

Eris brushed the curls back that had fallen across his face. "Nothing. I'm just thinking too loudly. How are you feeling?"

"Like we need to get started on the exploring. The palladium is quiet, but I don't think it will be patient for long," he said with a yawn.

"I'll make coffee, you shower and wake up," Eris replied and kissed his forehead.

Enzo made a sleepy sound before asking, "Can you see if we have any aspirin?"

"Sure thing," Eris said, doing her best to hide her concern from him. Coddling him wouldn't help either of them, and the quicker they gave the palladium what it wanted, the quicker that it would leave Enzo alone.

[image: ]


It was afternoon by the time they had rented a car and were driving through Heraklion. The palladium was out of its bag and strapped into the back seat like another passenger. Eris was behind the wheel because she didn't want Enzo to suddenly have a vision and drive them off the road. She would survive the crash, but she wasn't going to let him take any unnecessary risks.

"There's no historical site of Pergamea that has been found, so let's start with Knossos," Enzo suggested. She had made sure he had eaten and taken the aspirin she had found. He was sipping on another coffee and lounging back in the passenger seat. A small headache, he had said. Eris didn't believe him.

"It is an older site, and I hear they have re-opened it finally after the damage the triplets did to it," she replied with a grin.

"That was them? I thought some crazy terrorists had taken it over," Enzo said in surprise.

"It was a bit of both." Eris ended up telling Enzo about Pithos taking Ariadne and Asterion to Knossos and how it had ended very badly for Pithos. Going against Hades and his court was the stupidest thing Pandora had ever done, and Eris had seen plenty of stupid things over the centuries.

"Hades made sure that it was fully restored and that it was opened to the public again. It's listed in a sacred sites trust that Medusa has set up for Greek and Minoan artifacts and archaeological ruins. They really wanted to make sure that nothing like it could fall into private hands again," Eris said, and they pulled up in the Knossos site parking lot.

Enzo shook his head in disbelief. "They covered it up well, but I suppose that's Medusa's doing as well."

"It pays to have a media queen when you're immortal, that's for sure."

They got out of the car, and Enzo opened the back door to get the palladium. His hands rested on it for a moment before his eyes glazed over. Eris hurried to his side, unsure whether to pull him out of whatever he was seeing.

"This is not the place. This was where they served and danced. Where they sang and sacrificed. Where grain and wine poured forth in my name, but this is not the place," Enzo said, his words soft and the tone of his voice more feminine.

Eris's blood ran cold, and the hair on her arms stood up. "We will find the place, but please don't hurt him. We will give you what you want," she begged.

Enzo blinked rapidly and shook and suddenly was himself again. "Shit, it happened again, didn't it?"

Eris pressed her forehead to his chest and tried to take some steadying breaths. "This isn't the right place. It doesn't want to be here. We have to keep searching."

Enzo hugged her, and they both stood locked together, trying to ground themselves. "It sounds strange, but I kept seeing a labyrinth."

"Not strange at all, considering where we are. We follow the palladium. She knows where she wants to go, and she's going to make sure that we get there," Eris said. Her fingers tightened on the back of his shirt. "Just promise to tell me if you start to get even more unwell?"

"I promise. She can't hurt me, baby, because if she does, I can't help her. She's just…upset," Enzo replied and gave her a soft kiss. "So let's give her what she wants."


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Enzo had a throbbing pulse behind his eyes that he was doing his best to ignore and had a double vision that he was trying to pay attention to. He was getting strange flashes of the places they drove by as if one eye could see the present and one eye could see the past.

Dry, rocky hills were green; the buildings were smaller and more compact, and there were more farms around them. It was wilder and simpler. Every time they were heading in the right direction, he would see more.

"I hate this so much," Eris admitted.

Enzo placed a comforting hand on her knee. "It's going to break your curse."

"I don't want it to break you in the process," she said, her hand dropping to squeeze his.

Enzo knew worrying for anyone was a new experience for her, so he didn't try and tell her that he was fine. He didn't want to lie to her. While he didn't think the palladium would hurt him intentionally, it was determined to get what it wanted.

"Turn here," Enzo said as his vision split to a dirt path and a paved road.

Eris did as he asked. "It will be night soon. If it gets too dark, we might have to call it and try again tomorrow. You mentioned caves once before. We could head over to Mount Ida tomorrow and see if it is what she wants."

"It's this way. I know it is. I can't explain the feeling. I'm seeing the road she wants us to take, but her memories of it are ancient, so I'm doing my best to navigate on the roads now," Enzo said and leaned forward to rest his head between his knees. Nausea clenched his stomach. "Oh, fuck, stop. I'm going to be sick."

Eris pulled over and cars honked irritably behind them. Enzo opened the door and vomited on the dry ground. His vision spun, and he heaved again. Eris appeared by his side, laid a damp paper napkin on the back of his neck and passed him a bottle of water.

"Drink this. It might help," she said softly, running her fingers through his hair. Enzo rinsed out his mouth before swallowing a few large mouthfuls.

"I'm sorry," he groaned.

"This isn't your fault, Enzo." Eris kept stroking his hair and neck, and he leaned into the touch. "Maybe we need to go back for the night. I don't want you getting worse."

An invisible hand squeezed Enzo's chest and tugged him forward. "No, it will get worse if we go back. We are close. We have to keep going. I don't think it's much further."

"Okay, but I don't like it," Eris said, her mouth pressing into a tight line.

"I know. Trust me, we are close," he insisted and got back in the car.

Eris found the plastic shopping bag that their pastry snacks had come in and handed it to him. There were a few more paper napkins inside that he got out in case he needed them.

"Tell me if I need to stop again. I don't care if we piss off every malaka on this road if we have to," she said and started the car again.

"I promise I will," Enzo said, clutching onto the bag. "Drive slower if you can. I'm going to try and keep my eyes closed and see if it helps with the motion sickness."

They had to stop another two more times in the next thirty minutes. The sun was setting as they wound up the final part of a hill and the feeling in Enzo's chest blossomed like a tiny supernova.

"Here, it's here somewhere. Where are we?" he asked and opened his itching eyes. The sun was setting like a bloody smear on the sky, and a chill swept through him.

"This is Papoura Hill," Eris replied, checking the map on her phone. There was fencing up all around the area, but there didn't seem to be any security guards.

Enzo got out of the car and a sense of rightness seeped through him. "Definitely the place." He drained his water before unclipping the palladium and lifting her out.

"Try and warn me if you start to get another vision," Eris said, moving to the gate. "I don't need you toppling off into the darkness somewhere."

Eris grabbed the padlock on the gate and snapped the chain with a vicious yank. She conjured one of the pale magic lights like she did in the Sibyl's cave and sent it out over the area. The silver light touched the stone and lit the eight concentric circles they made.

"Fates. It's a labyrinth, just as you said," Eris gasped.

Enzo's grip on the palladium tightened. "Eris…I think I'm about to have another vision," he whispered.

The palladium went warm in his hands, and the night changed to a gray sky.

He could taste ash and death as he stepped into the labyrinth. The gods were angry, and he didn't know how to make them stop. He began to dance the path, his body moving in the steps his mother had taught him, and her mother before her. There was no music, just the soft breath he exhaled as he danced deeper and deeper along the paths.

The power of the place, activated by the dance, began to thrum through his legs, his torso, his arms. He was lost in the labyrinth now, and he let it take him, let it be a prayer to the gods to stop the black skies, the waves that had been battering the shores and stealing away whole settlements.

Enesidaon, the Earth Shaker, was unleashing his anger and had ignored their offering of the holy bulls. Only their powerful goddess would be able to help them now.

"Atana Potinija, help us. Atana Potinija, shine on us once more." He chanted and danced and danced, until he no longer felt his body, until he was nothing at all. The earth shook as he neared the center, and it all came crashing down on top of him.

Enzo's feet stumbled in his dance, and he fell to his knees in the center of the labyrinth. He placed the palladium on the earth, and he was in the ashy landscape once more.
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The seven hems of her skirts were smeared with ash and mud as she knelt in the ruins of her labyrinth. The golden tattoos of snakes going up each of her strong brown arms shone brightly as lightning split the sky. In the gloom, she spotted a man walking up the trails of the mountain toward her. He had come with the invaders on their ships. Her people hadn't fought them, only accepted the grain and wine the strangers had brought with them.

This one coming to her was no man. He was a god. The Thunder Bringer. She didn't have the strength to hate him, not as she wished to, because her people were eating now because of him.

The god's long hair was tied back with a leather thong, and his beard dripped with the misting rain that was now falling on them. Eyes as golden as the lightning splitting the sky looked down on her.

"You are the one the people call Atana Potinija," he said, voice deep as the thunder.

Atana only nodded and rose to her feet. "I was her. The Sun Goddess. They called me until the island to the north erupted under Enesidaon's wrath and covered my sun with his infernal ash."

Her hand gripped the leather handle of her labrys, the bronze ax begging to split this interloper's skull. What would be the point? His death wouldn't make the ash clouds go away, but maybe his powerful storm winds could.

"My brother has gone too far in his anger, and we all now bear the consequences of it."

"And are you here to finish me off, Thunder Bringer? I may seem weak, but I have enough in me to make you work for your victory," Atana declared, her pride and boldness still alive even if her lands were dying.

The god only shook his head. "No. There has been enough death. I offer you another life. I'm building a family of those like us. Join me."

"I am not suited to be a wife," Atana said, her grip on the ax tightening.

The god chuckled deeply. "Your ferocity and gray eyes are lovely enough that I would want you, but no. Matrimony does not suit someone as powerful and as old as you. You can become my daughter. Your people, my children."

Atana stared up at the sky and shut her eyes against the rain. She could still hear their screaming and taste their blood and sorrow soaking the earth. "Two things I shall ask of you, and then I will bind my power in service of your own."

"Name them," he said gently.

"Blow the ash from the skies so my people can grow their food once more," Atana said and opened her eyes again. "And take my memories of their pain and this place from me. I will never be able to become something new otherwise. It would be a kindness, and I know one such as you is too brutal to be called kind. But I ask it all the same. Do it for me, and I will bind my power to you."

The god smiled, and he was handsome. And for once, he did choose to be kind. "Take my hands, Atana, and I will do these favors for you."

Atana let go of her ax and rested her hands on his. "Thank you…Father."

"Welcome to the family, daughter. I have a feeling you are going to be my favorite, if for no other reason than the fact that you thought about killing me. That was wise of you. Just like it was wise for you to stay your hand. You chose strategy over might. I admire that."

"I may kill you yet, Father," she replied, and that made him laugh loudly.

"Consider me warned, daughter."

The god was still smiling, and his golden power rolled over her, taking parts of her that she would no longer need. He didn't need them either, so he forced them into the only tree left standing in her sacred place.

By the time he was done, the tree was gone, and a likeness of her remained in the truck. He picked it up and hefted it over one shoulder before offering the new goddess his hand.

"Come, Athena. I know the perfect place to put this," he said.

She took his hand, and they walked back down the mountain together.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Enzo came back to himself with the rocking of the car. He was lying in the back seat, still clinging to the palladium.

"Eris? Where are we? What happened?" he murmured.

His head was still full of visions of ashen skies. He could feel the weight of the stones of the labyrinth as they came down on top of him.

"I'm getting you the fuck away from that mountain is what I am doing," Eris said, her features in shadows.

"How late is it?"

"Past midnight. You were out for hours this time. I was going to try and get us a room at a hotel in Heraklion for the night. You need to rest," she said, not taking her eyes off the road.

Enzo let go of the palladium and sat up slowly. His head was pounding twice as badly as before. "No. Take me back to the boat. We can't stay here, not even for the night."

Eris made an unhappy sound. "Why, Enzo? You have already been throwing up. I don't think getting back on the boat will be good for you."

"Because she won't stop, Eris!" Enzo said, clutching his head. "All I can hear is her weeping and the cries of the dying. Feel the stones crushing me."

"Okay, just breathe," Eris replied, her voice going soft. "I'll get you there, and maybe when we are off the land, it will calm itself."

Enzo rubbed at his face. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap. She's just eating my brain away right now. I can't get my mind in the right order, and I have all these memories. I don't know what to do."

Eris reached her hand back to touch this leg. "Just rest for now. Let me take care of it. It's going to be okay."

Enzo lay back on his side and kissed her hand before she moved it back to the steering wheel.

When Enzo woke again, he was in Eris's arms, being carried like his weight was nothing. She had him slung over one shoulder and was making her way across the gangplank and back aboard.

"Don't take me downstairs. Just put me on the deck mattresses. I need the fresh air," he said, and she changed direction. "The view is good right now."

"Sick as a dog and still has the energy to stare at my ass. Unbelievable." Eris set him down on the mattress, and Enzo pulled her to him. He needed to feel her body against his, the warm, soft aliveness of her. She smelled so good, and when her arms came around him for a moment, everything felt okay.

"Do you want to tell me what happened up there?" she whispered and kissed the soft skin under his ear.

Enzo's grip on her tightened, and he swallowed down the tears building in the back of his throat. "Can we take the boat out first? We need to get to Antandros, in Turkey. That's the next place."

Eris cupped his cheeks with her hands, her dark eyes studying his face. Whatever she saw there seemed to be enough to convince her because she nodded.

"I'll take us out but only if you go and get something to eat and drink. You need something in your stomach," Eris said, and her eyes narrowed. "Agreed?"

Enzo nodded. "Agreed."

As soon as they undocked, Enzo felt the pressure in his head lessen. He did as promised and went below deck. The palladium was back in his cabin, and he tried not to look at it as he grabbed fresh clothing.

He brushed his teeth and showered off the dirt on his hands and body that he couldn't remember getting. He had been dreaming of dancing. Had he actually performed the steps of the labyrinth? His muscles were sore and wrung out.

He needed to talk to Eris and find out what he had done under the palladium's influence. He missed Bianca. She would have been better suited mentally and spiritually for this journey. She would have known what do to when an ancient and pissed-off goddess decided to live in her head.

Feeling steadier after his shower, Enzo put together some sandwiches for both himself and Eris. He took a beer from the fridge and drained it before grabbing two more. Eris was handling the boat like an expert. The harbor was already behind them, and nothing but dark sea and moonlight ahead. It took him a few moments to spot the shadows of her power were wrapped around the mast and sails. The silent crew that was helping to do the things she couldn't.

"I brought you some dinner too," he said, placing the small tray on the deck mattresses. "Come and have a picnic with me."

Eris put on the autopilot and took the beer he offered her. "You ready to start talking, Enzo Enea Silviano, or am I going to have to bend you over my knee?"

Enzo gave her a thoughtful smile. "Can I have both?"

"Don't make me laugh when I'm so worried about you," Eris said, her lips twitching.

"I'm feeling a lot better now that I'm not on Crete. It was too much. I'm going to sound totally crazy when I tell you what I saw," Enzo replied.

Eris placed a hand on his arm. "I think we are past that. Besides, you didn't see you doing a cult ritual dance that there is no way you could possibly know the steps to."

"So I did dance," Enzo murmured. "Fuck. Okay, well don't say I didn't warn you."

As they ate, Enzo told Eris everything he could remember from the visions the palladium had shown him. How he had felt the fear of the dancer as they moved as an offering to the gods to stop their assault on the island and the feeling of the earth shaking and bringing the labyrinth down on top of them.

When Enzo got to his vision of the goddess, his hands began to shake. Eris put an arm around him, her grip growing tighter and tighter as he spoke about Atana Potinija, Enesidaon, and the Thunder Bringer.

"I think he put the memories of who she truly is into the palladium. All that emotion, the grief and anger, it was all trapped into the tree," Enzo said hoarsely.

Eris let out a long breath. "This makes so much sense. Hermes, Thoth, and I have been debating about Athena and her origins. She and Zeus both might have thought her memories being taken would be a kindness, but they were wrong. Those kinds of things fester, and the Fates knew it. They told me that it's not only my curse that needs to be broken. Athena gave her power and loyalty to Zeus. Now that he is dead, she must be so lost and confused without him to anchor her in the purpose that he gave her."

Enzo didn't like the shock that spread across Eris's face. "What? What is it?"

"I just suddenly realized that maybe my curse wasn't the worst thing that could have happened to me. Athena—Atana—relinquished everything to Zeus because she wanted to save her people. At least I know who I am, and what I have done. She doesn't."

Enzo kissed her and tucked her head under his chin. "We will break both of your curses."

"I will thank you for it," Eris said, holding him tighter. "But Athena might not be so happy about it."


CHAPTER THIRTY


Eris woke from an uneasy sleep to a cloudy day with light, sprinkling rain.

She didn't like the tightening threads of fate that were spinning around them. The Fates had really outdone themselves with the tangle she was now tied into.

It kept running over and over in her mind—Enzo, Athena, Aeneas, Aphrodite, and her throwing that stupid apple at Zeus. After centuries upon centuries, it was now coming to its end.

At least, Eris hoped it would be the end. Enzo still looked too pale and haunted, and she hated that she had drawn him into the mess of her curse. If anything, she wanted to blame the Fates. He was a descendant of Aeneas, but hadn't they suffered enough? Suffering Eris herself had inflicted all because of her hurt feelings. She had always thought that she was the most cursed creature in creation. She had acted from that place from the very beginning.

The birth of the twins might have drawn her back to talking to her brethren more, but she had always isolated herself. But she had liked it when Hades had invited her to stay in Elysium, to get to know them all. She didn't know how to take the kindness at first. It was so different from the times when the Olympians had been in charge. She had stayed away from them as a form of self-protection.

Eris couldn't stop thinking about Athena either and how she had always dismissed her as just another of Zeus's lackeys. Who supported male heroes and seemed to only care about logic and reason. Had Zeus taken other things away from her apart from her memories? She had been a 'virgin' goddess, but her origins in Crete depicted her as a goddess of fertility and magic and of transformation. The double-bladed ax and Minoan culture had always been deeply tied to the matriarchy. That she had sacrificed parts of herself to Zeus to save her people made sense, and he had remade her into his image.

A part of Eris wanted to throw the palladium into the sea, wrap her protective shadows around Enzo, and take him far, far from the machinations of fate, her curse, and the spirit of Atana Potinija.

She had spent the night watching over him again, keeping the ship on course to Turkey. If they kept making good time, they would sail around the island of Lesvos and arrive at Akcay Limani to dock in a few hours. From there, they would go inland to Edremit, and hopefully, on to Troy.

They were currently below deck for breakfast at the tiny table, and Eris didn't like the feeling of panic building up inside of her. Everything suddenly felt heavy and loaded, like a calm before a storm.

"Talk to me, Eris. You are looking like you want to destroy something," Enzo said, putting down his mug of coffee.

Eris looked Enzo over, checking for any signs that he could be in pain or distressed. He looked fine, if a little tired.

"For once in my life, I am actually more concerned with protecting something," she admitted, her heart hurting. "I don't know how to keep you safe, and it's stressing me out."

Enzo bumped his knees against hers under the table. "Hey, look at me. I don't need protection right now. The Fates wanted me to help you, and that's what I'm doing."

"You being hurt wasn't part of the deal!" she whispered, the words being torn out of her. "I don't want my curse broken if it means sacrificing you."

Enzo's smile was heartbreakingly soft. "I get it. I love you too."

"I didn't say love!" Eris said, her panic growing. She got up and made for her cabin, unable to calm herself. Enzo caught her up in a hug, making her turn in his arms.

"It's okay, Eris. The emotion is not going to hurt you, and neither am I." Enzo rubbed the tip of his nose against hers. "Just kiss me and stop fighting it. I don't care if the palladium has made me a bit unwell. I'll survive a bit of nausea, trust me. This is still the best time I've ever had."

"You can't mean that," she said, her fingers stroking his beard.

"I do." Enzo brushed his lips against hers, and it was all that was needed to send desire shooting through her. Her mouth opened for his tongue, and she was lost in the taste and feel of him.

Eris dragged him into her cabin and went softly back onto the bed, tugging him down on top of her. Enzo's hand stroked up her arm for the satin strap of the black slip she had slept in. He pushed it off her shoulder so he could kiss his way over her skin and along her collarbone. His gentleness was undoing her even more than their frantic fucking on the deck of the boat. How could she handle feeling so much after being so cold inside for so long?

Eris tugged at his shirt until he lifted off her long enough to pull it off. Her pajamas were next, in-between unhurried kisses until they were both naked. Enzo sucked her nipple into his mouth before spreading kisses lazily down her body.

Eris threaded her fingers into his thick hair and tugged it in the way he enjoyed. He laughed huskily against her inner thigh before spreading her pussy and taking a long, slow lick over her clit.

"Fuck, Eris, you just taste so good everywhere," he said and licked her again.

Eris's breath stuttered out of her, the huge emotion inside of her mixing with her building orgasm. Enzo enjoyed pushing her to her limit but was careful not to drive her over the edge.

"Why are you torturing me like this?" she groaned.

"Because I want you nice and wet for me, but I don't want you coming until it's on my cock," he replied, pulling back from her. He stood at the edge of the bed, his gorgeous dick hard, and Eris whimpered with the sheer amount of want that was seeping its way through her.

Enzo pulled her to the edge of her bed and drew her legs up over his shoulders. He had all the control over her, and he knew it. Eris's fingers dug into the sheets as he thrust gently into her. She squirmed, wanting him to go faster, to pound every thought out of her head. Enzo only grabbed her hips and slowed her down with a soft tsking sound.

"So impatient. I'll get you there, goddess," he said, turning his head so he could nip the soft skin of her ankle. He shifted his weight and pulled her down onto his cock in a steady, mind-blowingly deep rhythm that had her almost sobbing with how she could feel every inch of him, how they fit together so perfectly, how he knew exactly where to hit inside of her to make her moan the loudest. Her orgasm was so close. It was just shimmering out of reach, making her pussy throb with an ache only he could satisfy.

"Look at me, Eris," he said, his voice breaking through the desperate haze he had put her in. He looked so commanding, so sure of himself as he held himself deep in her and whispered, "I love you."

Eris broke. "I love you too," she replied, her voice cracking as her body shattered into a million pieces. Enzo released her legs so he could lie on top of her and kiss her deeply. He fucked her through it and another before he finally let himself find his own release.

She kissed him and held him close, a few traitorous tears slipping from her eyes that she hoped he didn't notice.

"I love you," she whispered into his hair, in awe of everything she felt and never thought herself capable of. "And no one, not the ghost of Atana, or even the Fates themselves will keep you from me."


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Enzo eyed the coastline of Turkey with trepidation. The palladium's presence was like a beating heart in the back of his skull. He had taken the time to do some searches on his phone, trying to get an idea of where she would want to go.

Like Crete, Edremit also had a Mount Ida, and it was said to have been the place where Paris had been subjected to the beauty competition with the apple of discord. Athena had been there for it, so it seemed like the best place. If it was up to Enzo, he would have carted Eris off to one of the resorts and taken advantage of the thermal pools and hammams that it was famous for.

Maybe once the curse is lifted, he thought. He wasn't in any rush to get back to Rome just yet, and if the palladium kept making him sick, he might need a week or two to recover.

He didn't voice that to Eris because his goddess was already blaming herself for every minor mishap he had. Nonna Bianca would love that he was getting a taste of his own medicine.

Eris came up on deck looking more refreshed than she had been after her post-coital nap. Enzo couldn't help the grin of absolute satisfaction that spread over his face. She admitted she loved him back, and it was the best day of his life, no matter what happened next. They hadn't known each other for long, but it hardly mattered. He knew his own mind and heart, and the latter firmly belonged to his goddess.

"You are looking very happy for a man who is about to get himself pummeled mentally by an ancient goddess trapped in a statue," Eris said, her voice a husky purr as she moved in to kiss him.

"But I just had my dick pummeled by another goddess, so life is good," Enzo replied, his grin widening.

Eris laughed, a deep throaty sound that he rarely heard but could never get enough of. "We both needed it after yesterday. Any idea where the palladium might guide us next?"

"I was thinking Mount Ida, but I can't be certain. Once we dock, it's not a long drive to double-check," Enzo replied, holding her closer. "I've taken some headache tablets already, and have packed some spare plastic bags in case I end up needing them to vomit in."

Eris held him a little bit closer. "I hate that you need them at all. Maybe it won't be as bad because we aren't on Crete, her home soil."

"I guess we will find out, my love," he said.

Her cheeks turned pink at the endearment, and he quickly kissed her before she would wriggle away with embarrassment.

They docked an hour later at Akcay Limani and hired another car. Enzo carried the palladium, and it was silent for long enough for them to drive through Edremit. The mountain, named Mount Kaz in Turkish, was a little over an hour away.

Enzo tried not to think about what he would see when he got to it. He distracted himself by admiring the green national park lands and messaging Bianca to let her know where he was. She wasn't great at texting back, but at least she would read them. He was reluctant to call her because she would want to know all about his visions, and he didn't have it in him to talk it through again. It hurt him to think about the young dancer and the despair that Atana had been feeling when she encountered Zeus.

Would he still have this connection to Athena once the palladium had been returned to Troy? Eris didn't know where the other goddess was or how she would react if her curse of ignorance was also about to be broken. He was suddenly very grateful that he had Romulus so adamant that they were family. Maybe Eris and him would protect him if Athena's wrath was vicious.

"I once met Kybele in these mountains," Eris said, bringing him out of his thoughts. "She was ancient already then. She was who the Romans ended up calling Magna Mater—the great mother. The Greeks ended up assimilating her with Rhea."

Enzo smiled. "What was she like?"

"Ridiculously powerful. She had two lions that followed her wherever she went. I gave her my respect and kept moving. I could control my chaos then, but I didn't want to cause any offense to her, no matter how accidentally," Eris replied, her dark eyes looking at the trees. "I can feel echoes of her still in here. There were also oracles who lived on the mountain. Later on, there would be a temple to Apollo, but it didn't matter. All the oracles here belonged to Kybele."

Enzo took her hand and kissed it. "I am strangely grateful we don't have to deal with any oracles this trip, even if we seem to be encountering their sites. The Fates are enough."

"And they are more demanding and cryptic than any oracle." Eris gave his hand a gentle squeeze. "Are you picking up anything yet?"

"Nothing more than a presence of her. A feeling that this is where she wants to go. Maybe it's more symbolic for her, and there won't be another vision involved," Enzo said hopefully. He didn't like his chances, but he doubted anything could be as bad as what he had experienced on Crete.

They reached the top of the mountain in the afternoon. There were a few cars and a bus at the top, filled with day trippers wanting photos of the view of the forest and ocean. Enzo got the palladium safely into its bag before they got out of the car. It hummed on his back, and his legs began to walk off on their own.

"Eris, it's happening," he said, and she quickly took his hand.

"I'm with you, Enzo. I won't let anything happen to you," she promised.

"Good, because we are going into the forest." The trance slid around his skin like a warm blanket. He was vaguely aware of Eris's touch, but he couldn't see her. The visions were hitting him thick and fast. He saw flashes of three goddesses, standing with Hermes and a young man with dark hair.

The part of him that was still Enzo was amazed at how much Aphrodite looked like Nonna Bianca. They had the same laughing eyes, full lips, and bronze-gold hair. Her skin was golden brown, and she wore a lavender dress that complemented her features.

Athena was dressed in a white chiton with a brown belt and sandals. She had bronze vambraces on her forearms and carried a sword, her dark hair in a simple braid. There was no mistaking her for Atana except her energy seemed so much less potent than Enzo's last vision of her. Even the golden snakes that adorned her strong biceps were missing.

Hera was dressed in purple and gold silk, her dark braids looping around a crown of stars. She was stunningly beautiful, but Enzo was terrified of the cold power in her eyes.

"Choose mortal," she said, and the dark-haired youth didn't hesitate as he tossed the apple in his hand to Aphrodite. Hera's eyes flashed with power. "Mistake," she hissed and vanished.

Athena's gray eyes connected with Enzo, and her brows drew together in confusion. Enzo stumbled out of the vision, and he was back in his own body. He was on his knees by a stream. The palladium was beside him where he had been scooping handfuls of water over her.

"Enzo? Baby, are you back in there?" Eris asked, resting a hand on his shoulder.

"I'm here… I think she saw me," he stammered. He could taste blood and realized it was his own. His nose was bleeding. "Fuck." He rinsed his face in the stream and had a flash of Aeneas doing the same thing to get the ash and char smell of dead bodies from his skin. He saw the palladium beside him where he had carried her all the way from Troy. Enzo wondered if he had ever known how Athena herself had fought against his people because of Paris's slight. Still, he loved the goddess enough to carry the palladium away from the city.

"Eris, we need to get… We need to get to Troy," Enzo said, his words slurring as ancient power began to drag him under. "The memories. I can't hold them back."

"I've got you, Enzo. I'll keep you safe," Eris said, her lovely face hovering above his as he sank back to the damp earth and let the power overwhelm him.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The next time Enzo woke, it was dark, and he was back in the car. He was in the passenger seat with a towel wrapped around his neck like a bib. It was stained with blood.

"What happened now?" he groaned.

"Don't move! Just don't fucking move," Eris snapped, tears in her eyes.

Enzo reached over and placed a hand on her leg. "It's just a nosebleed. It won't kill me."

"I might if you don't stop worrying me," she said and wiped her cheeks. "We are almost at Troy. I'm not waiting a second longer while you are still attached to the palladium. We break in if we have to. I don't care."

"By the stream, I saw the day that Paris gave the apple to Aphrodite. She looked so much like Bianca," Enzo said, using the towel to try and clean up his face. "Athena, she…she looked right at me like she was confused to see me there. I have Aeneas's memories of being there with the palladium after Troy fell. It's so strange to feel so connected to things that happened so long ago."

Eris reached over and stroked his hair. "This will be over soon. I'm not going to let it hurt you anymore."

Enzo caught her hand and kissed it. "I'm going to be okay. I swear. How much longer?"

"According to my maps, it takes about ten more minutes. Drink that bottle of water by your feet."

Enzo did as he was told. He was covered in bits of leaf and sand from the stream bed. He must look like a fright to have Eris so worried. He didn't have a headache. He was just thirsty and felt hollowed out inside.

"Hey, do you want to go and do thermal pools after this?" he asked.

In the light of the dashboard, her lips twitched. "Don't you dare make me laugh after I have been losing my mind for the past two hours. Are all mortals this difficult?"

"Only the best ones. Just remember I'm worth it for how hard I make you come," Enzo replied, waggling his brows at her.

Eris did laugh then. "I hope so because I am going to need all the orgasms to get over the stress you have put me through today."

"And the day's not even over yet," Enzo said.

They pulled into an empty parking lot minutes later. There was a boom gate across the road leading further in. The small building that was a gift shop and meeting point was locked up for the night. A huge wooden horse statue stood watchfully at the entrance into the park. Stray dogs came to sniff at them and the car, but the whole place seemed empty except for them and the ghosts.

Enzo was light-headed, but he still picked up the palladium to carry in. Eris was looking about them, alert and wary, her eyes shining with magic.

"Do you feel anything?" he asked her in a whisper. He didn't know why he was being so quiet when it was only them, but the moment and the moonlight glowing on the pale stones made everything sacred.

"Only a lot of regret," Eris replied. "Follow me. They found the remnants of the temple of Athena this way." She summoned her eerie silver flames once more and sent them ahead of them to light their path.

The palladium started to hum in his hands, and Enzo held it closer like he would a distressed child. "It's going to be okay, Atana. We are almost there now," he murmured.

Fresh blood was running from his nose and splattering onto the wood. He didn't tell Eris, just kept following her tall shadowy figure in the pale light. Flashes of memory bombarded him—images of the city when it was thriving, full of people laughing and music being played. The memories shifted to the city burning, the smell of the slaughterhouse in the air.

The temple to Athena rose up fully restored in one of Enzo's eyes, and in the other, there was nothing but foundation stones. He moved past Eris, following his visions of the past to where the palladium had once sat on an altar. It was wrapped in beaten gold with sacrifices, offerings, and incense at its feet.

"Lady Athena, Great Atana, we honor you," Enzo said, his mouth moving of its own accord. He swiped the blood from his nose and touched it to the wood. "With the ancient blood of the ones you once loved, we free you."

Enzo staggered back from the palladium, and Eris's strong arms caught him. "Easy, I have you," she said, and they lowered to the cold stone.

Enzo's heart was beating out of his chest. Ancient power thrummed from the palladium, and the wood splintered with a horrible cracking sound. A ghostly figure of the goddess rose from the broken wood.

"Are you seeing this too?" he whispered.

"Yes. It's her. Atana Potinija," Eris replied.

The ghostly goddess stretched out an arm that was twined with a golden snake and touched Enzo on the head. He tried to touch her back, but with a small smile, she disappeared. The pressure that had been in his head for days vanished, and Enzo collapsed in Eris's arms, his world spinning before all went dark.
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Eris clutched Enzo tighter to her. There was so much blood on his face and chest. "Enzo? Please wake up," she begged, giving him a small shake.

"He will not," a voice said, crackling with age. The Fates were standing in the broken pieces of the palladium. "Some things should not be seen with mortal eyes, and he has already witnessed too much."

Eris wiped at the tears on her cheeks. "Please, he was helping with the task you set for him! Give him back. I'll do anything, Antropos."

The eldest of the Fates looked at her with endless eyes. "Would you keep your curse in exchange for this mortal's life?"

Eris looked down at the man in her arms. Enzo had made her feel more accepted and more loved in a few weeks than she had ever felt before. She thought of his cheeky little smile and the look on his face when he had told her that he loved her.

"Yes. I will keep my curse if you fix whatever this magic is over him. Give him back," Eris said, looking back at the Fates.

"Finally, she gets it!" Clotho chimed, her childlike voice high and excited.

Eris held Enzo closer to her. "What do you mean? I get what?"

Atropos gripped Eris's chin in her old, bony hand. "That it's not always about you."

"You are a goddess, and thousands died because of your hurt feelings," Lachesis said from beside Atropos. "As a goddess, every action you take has consequences. You were not invited to a wedding, so you caused a war that broke the balance in the ancient world. The universe must have balance, so you were cursed to right the scales of all those souls whose blood soaked this earth."

Eris shut her eyes against the tears and emotions flooding her. "I know, and I am sorry. I deserved the curse. I resented it, but I understood. I'll keep it."

"Child, you don't need to anymore. We release you," Atropos said, and Eris looked up.

Clotho grabbed something invisible by Eris's head, and the golden threads of the curse lit up around her like she was in a cocoon. Clotho laughed merrily and started to dance around her, and the golden threads unraveled. Eris heaved in her first easy breath in thousands of years. Her power filled her, and it felt untainted and fresh in her fingertips.

"What about Enzo?" she asked, but when she looked up, the Fates were gone.

Panic and agony laced through her, her power lashing out in fury. The shadows wrapped around them, and she teleported them to her house in Elysium.

The underworld shuddered at her arrival. The wards around Elysium hummed in warning that they were unsure whether she was a threat or not. She was an ancient force birthed in Tartarus, and she was heartbroken.

"Hermes Athanatos Diaktoros, I summon you," Eris called out in the ancient tongue of the immortals, the power of her voice setting the walls of her villa shaking. Eris wiped the blood off Enzo's face with the skirt of her dress, her tears falling on him.

A golden line of light appeared before a door opened, and Hermes stepped through it.

"What is it with you goddesses breaking your mortals all the time?" he said.

"I didn't break him. The ancient spirit of Athena broke him, and the Fates left him like this."

Hermes stepped closer, wariness in his golden eyes. "You are going to need to let him go so I can take a look at him. If it's resurrection we are going to need, then I will have to take him to Thoth."

Eris's fingers slowly unclenched, and she laid Enzo down on marble floors. She edged back and started to cry again. She had lifetimes of tears she had refused to let herself shed, and now it was pouring out of her as her whole being cracked open.

Hermes crouched down by Enzo and lifted his eyelids. He waved his hand, and the blood all over Enzo's skin vanished. He placed his fingers on a place on Enzo's neck and put his ear to his chest.

"Eris? Who put you up to this?" Hermes asked.

"What are you talking about?" she sniffed.

"Did you use an ancient summoning just to fuck with me?" he demanded. "He's not dead, Eris. He's knocked out."

"No. No, he was dead. I am sure of it. There was a ghost inside the palladium, and she touched him…and then the Fates were there, and they asked me if I would keep my curse to keep him alive, and I said yes! But then they removed my curse, and he was still not moving!" Eris said and scrambled back over to Enzo.

Hermes frowned and pointed to Enzo's chest. "Put your head there." Eris laid her head down, and a deep thump echoed under her ear. "You hear that, goddess? That's a fucking heartbeat. He's fine. He's just sleeping off whatever magic has been riding him. Tell me again what happened, slower this time."

Eris sat up and cradled Enzo's head in her lap. She told Hermes everything, including how much she loved the man in her arms whom she thought she had lost forever.

"So her memories were trapped all this time," Hermes said once Eris was finished. He rubbed his beard. "I wonder how she's going to be feeling with all of that now unleashed on her. And you. You are finally free, huh?"

Eris nodded. "Yes. The curse is gone. I think I'll celebrate it more once I know Enzo is okay."

"He is okay, Eris. He's just wrecked from having an ancient goddess messing with his head," Hermes said and rested a hand on her shoulder. "You are going to be okay too."

Enzo stirred in her lap, and his eyes blinked open. "Eris? Where are we?"

"We are in Elysium. I did tell you that I would bring you here myself," she said, swallowing back her tears.

Enzo's eyes widened. "Did I die?"

"No, my love, you didn't die," she whispered as she leaned down to kiss him. "We both finally get to live."


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Two days later, Eris woke Enzo in her favorite way.

His body writhed against the sheets as she flicked the underside of his dick with her tongue.

"Fuck me, Eris, or I'm going to blow," he groaned.

Eris gave his crown a hard, wicked suck before moving her mouth from him and making him swear.

"Poor little mortal, all frustrated and helpless," she purred and guided him inside of her. She stroked her nails down through his chest hair, shifting her hips until he filled her to her limit. Her heart fluttered in her chest as she looked down at him. "My perfect, perfect Enzo."

Enzo only slapped her on the ass. "Get moving, or I'm taking over."

Eris twisted his nipple in retaliation, making him suck in a breath. "Threaten me at your peril," she said and then fucked him until they were both senseless. It had been the same every day since he had awoken.

Eris had believed she had lost him, and she was doing everything she could to remind herself that they had both survived the Fates' twisted plans to undo the final damage that the Trojan War had caused. Wherever Athena was, Eris felt sorry for whatever the Fates had twisted her up in.

"I can't feel my legs," Enzo said, staring up at the ceiling with unseeing eyes. "I'm sure you killed me that time."

"Don't even joke about that," Eris hissed.

Enzo rolled on top of her to kiss her hard and deep. "I'm here, my love. I'm not leaving."

Eris wrapped her arms and legs around him, holding him close enough to feel his heart thumping against hers. "Unfortunately, we both have to leave today. I promised I would go."

"Are you sure I'm invited?" Enzo asked, his brows furrowing. "I don't need any more immortals pissed off at me."

"They want to meet you." Eris ran her fingers through his thick curls. "Besides, they know what happens when I'm not invited to a party."

Enzo groaned. "Bite your tongue, woman. We only just had your curse lifted," he said and kissed her smiling mouth.
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Hades's villa stood on the edge of the sea. Eris and Enzo walked hand in hand through the lush gardens surrounding it and followed the sounds of people laughing and talking.

"Sneaking in the back way as usual," Hades said, appearing from out of nowhere.

"Are we late? We were kind of busy," Eris replied with a grin. "This is Enzo."

Hades studied him for a moment before holding out his hand. "It's nice to meet you finally. And no, the triplets and their sorceresses haven't turned up yet, and Rom and Laverna should be arriving soon with your grandmother."

"I apologize in advance for anything inappropriate that comes out of her mouth," Enzo said and shook Hades's hand with a smile.

"It sounds like she will fit right in with the rest of the rabble," he replied.

"Aunty Eris!" a high-pitched voice squealed, and something small and powerful barreled into her.

Eris swung Melinoë up in her arms and kissed her cheek. "Happy birthday, little one. You have gotten so big!"

It wasn't an exaggeration either. Though the twins were technically one mortal year old, they were growing at an immortal rate and resembled five-year-olds. Melinoë blew her black forelock from her face and grinned at her.

"Is this your new friend?" she asked, looking at Enzo.

"It is. This is your new uncle, Enzo. He's a part of the family now," Eris said. Enzo smiled at the little girl, and she curled shyly into Eris's neck.

"Stop hogging the cutie pie." Laverna's voice interrupted them, and she squeezed both Eris and Melinoë in a big hug.

Romulus and Bianca came through the garden behind her, arm in arm.

"Nonna!" Enzo hurried to catch her up in a big hug. "You won't believe everything that happened to me."

"I will, nipote. I will," Bianca said, kissing his cheeks.

Eris passed Melinoë to Hades so she could go and greet Bianca too. "I told you I would keep him safe," she said.

Bianca kissed her cheek. "Lucky that you did too."

"You should know I fully expect you both to sail my boat back to Italy," Romulus said in his usual blunt manner.

"I missed you too, Rom," Eris replied, and his eyes sparkled at her sass.

Hades's joined them, his eyes widening a little. "Bianca, is it? You remind me so much of my aunt."

Bianca's eyes changed to a pale lavender color, and her voice was softer as she said, "I always knew love would find you eventually, nephew."

"You did indeed," Hades said, his mouth kicking up in a smile.

Bianca shook herself, and her eyes changed back to normal. They landed on Melinoë, and her smile went bright. "And this must be the birthday girl. I have a special present just for you," she said, unclipping two gold chains from around her neck. On each of them hung a black pearl. "These are very special necklaces that came from my many times great grandmother Aphrodite. She told me that you and your brother should have one each to keep you safe."

"Wow. It's so pretty," Melinoë said.

Bianca looked up at Hades, who gave her a nod of permission, and Bianca placed them over her head.

"You make sure you give that one to your brother, okay?" she said, and the little girl nodded.

Eris slipped her hand into Enzo's, and he leaned into her.

"You saw those glowing eyes, right?" he whispered.

"Yes, love. It seems Aphrodite has been keeping a closer eye on your family than you thought." They all walked back out onto the beach, where the rest of Hades's court was sprawled out on blankets and chairs. Zagreus sat in Selene's lap while Hermes taught him coin tricks. Asterion and Ariadne were helping Persephone carry out food on large platters while Medusa, Perseus, and Dionysus argued over music.

"Wow, this is a lot," Enzo whispered, eyes growing wide at the site of so many gods together.

"This isn't even all of them yet," Eris said and winked at him. "Let's get you a drink, and you'll be fine. Where is my Zagreus?"

"Aunty Eris!" the little boy said, kicking up sand and running over to her. She never thought she would see the day that she would be welcome at such a gathering. That she would have a man that loved her and fit in with the whole wild crowd of them. Enzo was introduced and given a drink to calm his nerves. Bianca swanned in like they were all gathering to meet her and had Dionysus flirting with her before they got through introductions.

"So what are you going to do now, Enzo? Back to the bar?" Laverna asked some time later. They were sitting on a blanket, their toes buried in the sand.

Enzo ran a hand through his curls. "First, I need to sail Rom's boat back to Italy."

"Yes, you do," Rom said from behind Laverna. She was currently using him as a chair, and she elbowed him. "What? They do."

"But after that?" Enzo continued. "I'm not so sure. Sidonius said that he needs a therapist, and I don't think there's anyone out there that could handle all this." Enzo gestured to the general gathering of gods. "So I might take him on as a private client. I miss being able to help people."

"If you are going to start taking on clients, Cuddle Bear, I need therapy," Hermes said, joining their circle.

Enzo cocked a brow. "That's Doctor Cuddle Bear to you."

Hermes laughed, his amber eyes shining. "Selene says I have to do it, and she gets what she wants."

"You need it because it will be good for you," Selene said, poking him in the side. "You all have the worst daddy issues."

"Well, look who their daddy was," Persephone chimed in. "But my mommy ones are terrible, so sign me up too, Doctor Cuddle Bear."

Ariadne pushed in and added, "And I have a whole gaggle of orphan assassins that could use a few therapy sessions as well."

Eris suddenly had an overwhelming urge to wrap herself around Enzo and hiss protectively. "You will all learn to respect his time and pay him well," she said, and Enzo put an arm around her waist to draw her closer.

"So possessive, goddess," he murmured against her ear.

Eris turned her face to his. "Of you? Always and forever, love."

"You want to sail Rom's boat back with me? I'm in need of a first mate," Enzo said, his eyes shining with a love she felt in her bones. "And there are so many dangerous sea creatures between here and there. We never even ran into Scylla or Cetus."

"Don't worry, I'll protect you," she said and lifted her mouth to his. "But no one will protect you from me, mortal."

"I can hardly wait. We might even get a chance to use Laverna's gift," Enzo replied and kissed her laughing mouth, neither one of them noticing as all the other gods cheered them on.


EPILOGUE


The day was warm in Egypt, a light breeze blowing from the deserts to the west. Isis's temple was peaceful, serene, and for once empty, except for herself. She wandered through the library, suddenly restless. Perhaps she should go and visit Egypt for a week or two. She wanted to spend proper time with Anubis and his Tahirah, as well as Set, Ayla, Thoth, and Kema. So much had changed since she had isolated herself away.

Maybe Thoth was right, and it was time for her to try and give the world another chance. She touched her cheek, thinking about Khonsu and how he held her tightly. She had missed him so much, and seeing him brought back so many feelings she didn't know she had. He had been watching over her this whole time, and she had ignored him and everyone else to nurse a heart that had mended long ago.

Isis was still mulling over her thoughts when the island's wards chimed—something divine had crossed into them. She hurried through the temple and down the stone steps to the water's edge. After a moment of searching, she found the body of a woman lying face down where she had washed up.

"Oh no," Isis splashed through the water and gently rolled her over. The woman's hair was black and hung in tight curls. Golden snakes ran up each of the woman's brown arms, and a chill went through Isis.

"Atana?" she whispered, touching the goddess's face.

The goddess's eyes opened, and they blazed with pain and grief. "Isis. I remember," she sobbed. "I remember everything."
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PROLOGUE


No one was ready when our world ended.

The year had been so bad that everyone had started making jokes about it to stop themselves from going insane.

In the first six months, the world had seen massive fires that chewed through billions of acres in the Southern Hemisphere, where the Northern had freak snowstorms that had iced Europe over. There had been hurricanes, monsoon flooding, and landslides in Asia.

Volcanos were rumbling, and we figured it was only a matter of time before they exploded and blackened the sky with ash once more. We thought it was global warming.

And magic? We didn't even believe it was real. We couldn't have known that the freak nature events were magic rushing back into our world.

England was one of the few countries that had yet to suffer a disaster. The rest of the world made jokes that our weather usually sucked enough to be classed as a natural disaster.

We didn't stop to think it was because something worse was coming for us.

We should have known that those events were warnings, precursors to the oncoming scourge.

We thought the worst thing was whatever freak climate event was happening. It wasn't. The worst thing was finding out how much mankind deserved it.

We should've put as much effort into preparing ourselves as we did into joking. Not that you could have been ready for England's calamity when it did arrive.

No one could have been ready…not for him.


1.


Elise knew the day would be a nightmare when a guy in a posh suit bumped into her on the train and spilled his coffee down the front of her work uniform. He tried pawing at her with a handkerchief to mop it up as he apologized, to the point Elise had to slap his hands away for having a grope.

"Bloody Mondays," she muttered, buttoning up her coat to hide the stain as she got off the train. Tottenham Court Station was packed with commuters this time of morning and was humid with humanity's fug.

Outside, the winter wind was paralyzing, blasting Elise full in the face and making the people around her hunch inward to brace against it. The coffee was already freezing and sticky against her skin.

Just perfect.

Elise would need a pick-me-up before she spent the day surrounded by dusty boxes in an airless basement office. She checked her phone. 8:30 am. Plenty of time to indulge in her favorite sanity saver.

Instead of going on the usual route to her work building on Morwell Street, Elise hurried up Great Russell Street and headed to her happy place. The British Museum's columns came into view, and she let its unique kind of magic work on her.

She calmed down even as she dodged the tourists and bought a coffee from one of the vendors who liked to take advantage of the Museum's traffic.

One day, Elise, that's where you are going to be working. She sat down on a damp step, sipped scalding coffee, and let herself fall into her favorite fantasy. In it, Elise poured over ancient manuscripts, carefully restoring and digitizing their words for future generations. She would wander the archives and find lost treasures, forgotten about in their depths, be an insider advocate to help repatriate treasures and assist Interpol in hunting down black market antiquities.

She had completed a degree in history and a master's in restoration, and where did she end up after graduation? Working in HR for a fucking real estate firm. It didn't matter how good her grades had been or how highly her academic papers had been praised. She still had to pay the bills, and jobs at the British Museum didn't come up often.

You'll get there. Baby steps, her father's voice echoed in her head, and her chest ached. Last summer, he had finally succumbed to cancer that had been eating away at him, and Elise still missed him every day. She had taken a month off to sort out his estate, and then, her boss had mentioned if she needed more time, Elise should quit.

Like I'd give her the satisfaction. She should have probably sold the house in Salisbury and moved closer to the city but hadn't had the heart to do it.

"Hey Elise!" a cheerful voice shouted across the green space and hurried towards her. Chrissy was an eyesore to look at on a gloomy day. Wearing an offensively bright yellow jacket and beanie, her curly brown hair corkscrewed in the wind and tangled with her massive pink earrings.

"Morning," Elise said, standing up and taking one more wistful glance at the stately columns of the museum before they began walking to work.

"I thought I was going to be the only one running late, but this is brilliant. We can say the train was delayed," Chrissy said breathlessly. "Come to worship at your fave shrine?"

"Yeah, something like that. Couldn't bear going into work just yet," Elise replied, giving her a smile. It was not that Elise didn't like Chrissy, but she was high-intensity first thing in the morning, and Elise tended not to feel alive until 10 a.m.

"I hear you. Goddess, I'm hungover. I went to an early winter solstice party yesterday, and I hit the homebrew beers too hard," Chrissy replied, stuffing half a croissant in her mouth. "The energy was off the charts, though. I'm buzzing even with the hangover."

"Share some of those good vibes around. I think we all need them at the moment," Elise said, smiling because it was impossible to stay in a bad mood around her.

"Oh yeah, I heard on the news this morning that Yellowstone Park is going to blow in America. Seriously, with this year, nothing would surprise me. Gaia is kicking about and pissed off, I tell you. We did a ritual last night to try and calm shit down, but the Goddess wants what she wants." Chrissy was keen on her New Age spirituality, but thankfully, she didn't push her 'love and light' brand of it onto Elise too much. She was a jaded Lutheran raised kid, but Chrissy was more concerned with her preference for wearing only black and never getting laid than her spiritual beliefs.

"A winter solstice ritual sounds like a really cold orgy in the woods," Elise teased. Chrissy's pink lips smirked.

"Well, there was a bit of that, but don't mock it until you try it. I'm gutted that the Solstice falls on a fucking Monday, or I would have gone to Stonehenge and really soaked up the energy," she replied as they walked into the blissfully warm foyer of Highland and Pierce.

"And no doubt, I would have gotten a call to come to pick up your freezing ass because I conveniently live twenty minutes away from it," Elise said, giving her a playful nudge with her shoulder.

"Probably, but to be fair, your cottage comes with tea and a fireplace. Do you think Umbridge will be wearing the beige cardigan or the cream with the beige spots?" Chrissy asked, stepping into the lift. 'Umbridge' was their name for Susanna, the manager of the HR department who was a total troll, just like the Harry Potter character, but with a worse taste in clothes and desk knick-knacks (creepy dolls that Elise occasionally moved around to mess with her).

"What about the one slightly more beige than standard beige, but less beige than mocha beige?" Elise said, and they both giggled.

As it turned out, Umbridge was wearing the one with spots because she was standing outside of the elevators, waiting for them.

"Where have you two been? You're ten minutes late, and I need you to watch the phones so I can go to the manager's meeting upstairs," Susanna demanded.

"Sorry, the train was delayed, something about ice on the tracks," Chrissy lied and gave her a harried smile. "You know what the bloody tube is like in winter. You better run. We can take it from here." Susanna's eyes narrowed behind her glasses, her lips pursing together as she stepped into the elevator. "We will discuss this later."

"Should have farted in the elevator before I got out," Chrissy said once the silver doors shut.

"You'll get her next time," Elise replied with a laugh and headed for her corner of the office.

Elise had a standing desk with a computer and scanner next to the storage compactors that housed all the hard copies of employee contracts and files. A half-dead succulent and a picture of her Dad were the only decorative touches she had bothered with.

What's the point of decorating when I'm going to be out of here in two months? She had said over a year ago. I really have to get out of this place.

Elise dumped her coat over a chair, found the clean shirt she kept for emergencies in a drawer, and headed for the bathroom to change.

By the time she got back to her desk, Chrissy was waiting for her, shuffling her deck of faerie creature oracle cards and looking at her curiously.

"What? Is there still a coffee splash on me somewhere?" Elise asked.

"No, your aura just looks a bit ramped up today, like way more than usual," she said.

"I tried a new cereal today, if that counts? It's bran heavy," Elise replied. Chrissy rolled her eyes.

"Trying to stir me up today won't work. I'm too charged with dark energy."

Elise turned on the computer. "Hmm, sounds dodgy."

"We are made up of both light and dark, Elise. You have to accept both sides whether you like them or not," Chrissy replied, unperturbed. She fanned out the deck and held it out to Elise. "Pick one."

Humoring her, Elise shut her eyes and ran her fingers over the deck. This was a fun thing they did at least once a week, so Elise was surprised when she pulled a card she'd never seen before.

It was of a tall male fae, with long scarlet red hair and a set of antlers like a stag rising from his head. He had two swords strapped to his back, with his torso covered in woad tattoos. His golden eyes were savage, with a sensual mouth curled in a smile the kind a wolf gave you…right before it tore your throat out.

"Please tell me it means I'm going to win the lottery," Elise teased. Chrissy was frowning at the card, deep in thought. "What?"

"Nothing. This card is a heavy masculine energy card. I've never seen a woman pull it before." Her voice deepened, and her eyes glazed over. "You're going on a journey, and you're going to face darkness and hardship. You will have a protector from the shadows, but you're never going to be safe." Chrissy shook herself. "What did I say?"

"That I'm going to meet someone. Hopefully, he's hot and not like…Barry from Accounting," Elise joked. Barry had drunkenly groped her at the last Christmas party, and since then, he had kept asking her out once a month like clockwork.

No, thanks.

"No, it won't be Barry."

"Then the only other man I see regularly is Glenn down the pub every Monday night," Elise said, determined to make her laugh. Glenn was her Dad's old drinking buddy and best mate that wanted to keep an eye on Elise and make sure she was doing all right. It was nice to hang out with the old guy and have someone to talk to about her Dad. Besides, Monday was Cheap Night at the local pub, and Elise could never say no to a pint and meal deal.

Chrissy shook herself and propped the card next to Elise's succulent. "I don't know, honey. I'm probably just jittery or hungover. You can hang onto the hot fae warrior for the day," she said with a smile.

"I'm going to go with hungover. Maybe get some water into you with all the pastry you're inhaling."

Chrissy flipped her off. "I drink heaps of water, asshole."

"You have crystals in your water bottle. I worry about you."

"Whatever. I'll see you at lunch."

Elise frowned as she watched her walk away, her eyes eventually drifting back to the card.

"Looks like it's just you and me and the adventure of all the scanning from the last Staff Quarterly Review."

The vicious fae only smiled a little wider.


2.


As Elise predicted, the day was a drag. The sandwich roll she bought from the building's cafe had hair in it, and the coffee was cold. Her computer shut itself down twice for updates. The scanner alignment stretched all the writing on the pages, forcing Elise to do them again. Chrissy got more anxious as the day went on, her buzzing from the night before wearing off, leaving her nauseous and twitchy.

"What the hell did they put in that homebrew?" Elise asked, passing her some stomach tablets that she always kept handy. With a two-hour commute every day, you learned to always be prepared.

"I don't know, maybe someone put fun mushrooms in the salad," Chrissy complained, looking gray.

"Not so fun now, are they?"

"Eat a dick," she groaned and downed the tablets. "It doesn't feel like a hangover. It feels like dread and really bad juju."

"That's a typical Monday for you," Elise said, rubbing her back.

By the time five o'clock rocked around, Elise was packed up and ready to go. The stag fae on the card looked at her with enough judgment that she stuck her tongue out at it.

Stupid Chrissy is making me paranoid now. Elise just wanted to go home and have a hot bath.

The footpaths on the way to the train station were already packed with people. Elise had her arm tucked through Chrissy's to help keep her upright.

"I need to sleep for a week," she said.

"Drink some electrolytes and feel better," Elise replied, letting her go once they reached the bottom of the stairs and heading for her platform.

Three women and a man walked past Elise dressed as some kind of crazy forest nymphs. They wore leather leggings and their long hair in braids decorated with feathers. They had dark blue war paint all over their arms and face in intricate spirals.

Looks like these guys managed to get the Solstice off work. They were probably off to a party at a pagan convention.

"Cool costumes, guys," Elise said with a smile. One of the women hissed in reply, flashing her fangs. The others merely stared at her before walking away. Weird. No one else was looking at them as they walked the opposite way through the crowd; people just got out of their way. Honestly, it wasn't the oddest thing Elise had seen on London public transport.

Elise had to stand for the first thirty minutes next to a guy with a nasty body odor and a woman who wouldn't stop talking on her phone. Still, by some miracle of the transport gods, she managed to get a chair in the front of the carriage once they got to Woking. Elise pulled out her eBook reader, but it refused to turn on. She tried resetting it, and still nothing. She could have cried out of sheer frustration.

This day can't get any worse. Then her phone died.

"You've got to be kidding me," Elise muttered. It had been fully charged when she had left work. She looked up at a man cursing across the aisle. As she stared around, she realized everyone's electrical devices had died.

Elise didn't have a chance to contemplate it because the lights flickered and turned off next. People complained as the train ground to a halt, and the side doors opened, sending icy wind into the carriage.

That was when the screaming started.

"What the fuck is going on?" a woman said somewhere in the dark. Elise looked through the glass panel in the door that connected to the next carriage just as a man's face got slammed against the glass, his blood spurting everywhere.

Elise could make out a flurry of movement of passengers brawling and women screaming and clawing each other's eyes out. A man was stomping on the head of another, blood spilling out onto the floor. Through the chaos, there was a flicker of a figure in gold. The people moved out of his way, and Elise covered her mouth to hold back her scream. The asshole from her fae card was staring right at her.

Someone grabbed Elise by the hair, and she turned quickly to shove the woman off. People started shouting in the carriage. A man used his laptop to smack the passenger in front of him hard in the back of the head.

Elise crouched down on the floor, shaking like hell and hoping no one would see her. The doors connecting to the carriage opened, and she held her breath, dreading what was coming.

Ivory stag antlers smeared with gold appeared, and the tallest man she had ever seen stepped into the carriage. He was wearing golden armor in delicate interlocking designs. His long white hair hung in a braid down his back and ended in red tips.

He turned to face her, his eyes vivid scarlet under the golden mask he wore. He had twin swords hanging from his back, and eying them, Elise crouched down lower on the carriage floor, pushing back against the wall to get away from him.

Everyone was too busy killing each other to notice the world's scariest fae cosplayer in their midst. His armor got splattered with blood as a woman knocked her own head against the bar on top of the chair.

Golden light shivered out of him, and then all the screaming stopped as everyone in the carriage slumped dead. Elise gagged, terror clawing at her, and waited to meet the same fate. Death by the hands of a creature she hadn’t believed existed. When the killing light touched her, it only made her skin tingle before moving back to the fae staring at her, scarlet eyes wide with confusion.

What the actual fuck is happening?

Another fae covered in woad and blood climbed up through the side door and said something in a guttural, Gaelic sounding language. He noticed Elise cowering and drew a wicked-looking blade.

There was a sharp clang an inch above her head, and Elise peeked an eye open. The golden one's blade slid the other one's away. He hissed out something, an order, judging by the tone, and the black-haired fae drew back in surprise and horror.

The golden fae moved out of the way, and the other fae sprang into action, pulling Elise out of her hiding place. Elise kicked and punched out at him, but it was no use. He dragged her out and pushed her to her knees in front of the golden fae.

His red eyes shone behind the mask as he observed her. Then he cut his thumb on the edge of his blade and smeared his blood along Elise's forehead before sticking it in her mouth and running it against her teeth. Elise tried to spit it out, but he gripped her face, holding her jaw shut until she swallowed. Elise's stomach churned, her mouth tasting of honey and flowers.

With that done, he jumped lightly out of the train and onto a white horse that was waiting outside of the carriage. The black-haired fae bound Elise's hands with a strap of leather, then she was thrown over the front of a saddle. The fae climbed behind her and pressed a dagger to the back of her neck. He muttered something Elise didn't understand but got his meaning clear enough. Don't try and escape, or I'll slit your throat. Elise nodded, too scared to do anything else.

She turned her head and saw the army of mounted fae surrounding the train. As they passed the open carriages, she caught glimpses of what remained of the people who had torn each other apart in the horrifying fit of madness. Elise gagged violently at the sight of so much death and carnage. The people had done it to themselves; the army hadn't left their mounts, only watched.

The golden prince looked at Elise again, his eyes cold. "Take her back to the camp," he said, and she jolted, realizing she could understand him. "I'll deal with her when I return."

"Yes, my prince," the warrior behind her said.

With growing horror, Elise watched the golden prince make an elegant gesture with his hand. The train hummed back to life, doors shutting automatically, as the train started to move back towards London, carrying the vicious madness with it.

[image: ]


Need to find out what happens next? Click here to keep reading!
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