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I may not have a Three-Headed Hellhound,
but I do have these Three.







CONTENTS
I
II
III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII
IX
X
XI
XII
XIII
XIV
XV
XVI
XVII
XVIII
XIX
XX
XXI
XXII
XXIII
XXIV
XXV
XXVI
XXVII
XXVIII
XXIX
XXX
XXXI
XXXII
XXXIII
XXXIV
XXXV
XXXVI
XXXVII
XXXVIII
XXXIX
XXXX
Epilogue
Myth Glossary
Also by Nicole Scarano
About the Author





I
HADES’ skin pricked, sending a jolt through her nervous system to her brain, but the pinch of flesh persisted, causing her eyes to flicker at the disturbance. The eternal midnight of the Titan fortress cloaked the room, but her vision was meant for the darkness. She was born of it, blood of ancient blood. Her ancestors forged the Underworld, and now she reigned. The Omega. The end of all ends. This darkness was no match for the god of death.
The pinch came again.
“Who dares disturb me?” she whispered into the night. The disruption on her arm halted, but no one answered her call. “I demand an answer. Who dares upset me?”
A small voice gasped, a tiny laugh escaping lips too childish to hold back any longer.
“Could it be?” Hades rolled onto her side and lunged off the mattress. “Makaria?” At his name, her fingers clasped a small torso in a flurry of feathered movements, and her nose pressed against a soft cheek. The child shrieked as she caught him, his unsteady legs unable to carry him to freedom, and in a storm of kisses, Hades pulled her son to her chest.
“Why are you up so early, my darling?” She brushed Makaria’s dark hair from his forehead as she cradled him, and the boy stopped flailing in her grasp. He shoved his hands up to her face to reveal the figurine of the horse in his grip, as if the wooden animal was all the answer his mother needed. Hades ran her finger over its carved mane, realizing it had been its hooves that had pricked her arm, and then she turned her gaze back to her son. Makaria’s eyes were wide and alive. No sleep lingered in them, which meant there would be no more sleep for her.
“Come, my darling.” She hoisted him to her hip and stood. “Let us not wake your father.”
The instant her toes touched the cool of the stone, Kerberos lifted his heads. The gargantuan hellhound had shared her bed since the first night of his freedom, the day she broke his chains and released him from his guard above the entrance to the Winding Staircase of Tartarus. All these years later, the dog still refused to leave his mother’s side, crowding the bed to sleep atop her legs. When Makaria was born, Alkaios tried to force the creature to the floor with Chimera, the lion god-killer with the tail of the snake, but Kerberos refused. Alkaios may have taken Hades’ name publicly. He may sit on the Underworld’s throne and rule as king, but Kerberos was his mother’s. It was an unbreakable bond, and Alkaios finally relented. Just as he had built Hades a larger house on his farm, when he thought her merely a girl named Persephone, he crafted her a bigger bed. The colossal mattress took up most of the room’s space, but it allowed him to sleep comfortably with his wife, despite the dog’s presence at her feet. Hades had laughed when she saw how massive it was, but after a few nights, Chimera joined them, and she recognized the wisdom in its size.
Hades bent over, kissing her still sleeping husband on the forehead, and then whisked Makaria out into the hall, lion and hellhound hard on her heels. As a babe, they kept their son in their room, but now that he was two years of age, they moved him to his own. Both Hades and Alkaios had been concerned he would throw a fit at the separation, but the boy thrived on his independence. He took the advantage to play unsupervised, and Alkaios had spent the majority of last night attempting to persuade him to sleep. He jokingly blamed Hades for gifting their son her Old One strength, yet he never complained when the child refused to surrender to exhaustion, dragging himself from bed so that his wife could rest. Alkaios had almost lost both Hades and Makaria when Minotaur ravaged the earth, and sometimes when he did not realize she was watching, Hades saw her husband cling to their son. He was a father unmatched. His devotion to his family was fierce and unwavering, but it was as if in those secret moments, Alkaios felt fear rear its vile head. He would hold Makaria close to his heart to remind himself that he was real. That he had not been stolen. It was why Hades wanted to let him sleep. He spent most midnights watching over an exuberant Makaria.
It was not only Makaria that Alkaios clung to with renewed strength. Hades noticed he held her tighter. There was a fierceness in his grip, a deeper devotion in his touch. He knew her strength rivaled his, a power unmatched by all on this earth save the bull locked away in the labyrinth, but he hugged his wife as if she were precious gold, his arms wound tight. A normal woman’s bones would crack beneath the weight, the god in Alkaios a powerful beast, but Hades welcomed his attachment. She loved him more with every passing moment, and he had not been the only one to almost surrender the love of his life. She had planned to seal herself in the realm of the Old Ones to save both Olympus and Earth, nearly losing the one person in this world she could not lose. She had loved Zeus for decades and Alkaios for only a few years, but in that short time, Alkaios had shown her an unfathomable and consuming love. He had given her a son, a second chance, and all of his soul. She belonged to that beautiful man with the mud blue eyes so completely that she would rather die than exist separately from him.
Thankfully, since Makaria’s birth, there had been no cause for concern. The Labyrinth imprisoned Minotaur, and the seal held the Old Ones in their realm while Medusa stood guard. Mount Olympus and the earth healed, and even the relationship between the Mountain and the Underworld strengthened. Zeus and Poseidon had witnessed what greed did to the gods that came before. Insanity and bloodlust had driven the Old Ones to genocide. Power hoarding had provoked their Titan father Cronus to slaughter his own children. Zeus learned from their mistakes and, together with Poseidon, swore a blood oath with Alkaios. Acknowledged publicly as Hades, Alkaios became the third brother of legend, and the three greats ruled with iron fists and kind hearts.
They did not forget the true Hades, though. Known to the world as Persephone, wife and queen of the dark lord, Olympus knew her truth. The last Old One. The Omega, the end of all ends. Her power was unmatched. Unrivaled. Even Zeus bowed to it. The council chamber on their holy mountain grew a twin throne beside the one Alkaios as god of the Underworld inhabited, and they made no decisions without her. The Mountain respected the dark goddess, and even Hera had grown kinder. But Hades did not want control. She did not crave Zeus’ reign. She only wished to rule alongside her husband and love the forgotten realm fate had blessed her with. Motherhood consumed her time, and peace consumed the planet.
The throne room ignited in light as Hades entered its vastness. Blankets, cushions, and toys carved from wood littered the stone tiles before the thrones. Hades smiled as she placed Makaria on the ground. When she transferred her Olympian power to Alkaios to save him from the Touch of the Gods, the single throne gracing the dais split into two, the Underworld recognizing that both a king and a queen ruled this realm, and while Chronos had ruled atop that seat with a cruel fist, Hades and Alkaios rarely sat there. Instead, this chamber had become a place of gathering. Children played here. Hades, Ioanna, Keres, and Hydra gossiped here. Alkaios and Charon traded stories over meals here. Since Zeus knew the Titan existed, Hades had released him from the confinement of his ferry and the home grown from its broken plank. He still transported the dead across the River Styx to their judgment and slept in his boathouse with his family, but he and Ioanna often brought their triplets to the fortress for meals.
“Are you hungry?” Hades asked, ripping a loaf of bread into small sections. Without a word, Makaria swiped a piece from his mother with a soft smile and jammed it into his mouth as he spun on his heels to dash across the floor. Hades laughed at his tiny barreling legs, but his still unsteady gait tripped him, and he sprawled headfirst onto a lounging Kerberos. The boy’s face slapped the hellhound’s hide, and a burst of giggles exploded from his lips as he used the hound to push himself to a stand.
“Makaria,” Hades scolded, barely able to contain her own laughter, “be careful. Kerberos is no plaything.” Makaria looked at her and then back at the dog. With a tiny fist, he offered the beast the rest of his bread as an apology. Kerberos glared at Hades, and this time, she could no longer stifle the laughter. It exploded from her in an infectious melody, for his expression was one of utter confusion. He was king of the beasts. A monster. A demon. He possessed the power to kill the gods themselves, and here he lay, a cushion for a child’s fall, an animal to be placated with slobbery dough. He liked the sound of Hades’ amusement though, and seeing her intoxicating smile, he relaxed and seized the bread from Makaria. The boy giggled and rubbed the dog’s snout.
“Another!” he called out, holding an open palm up to his mother, and she crossed the room, placing more of the torn loaf into his hand. He alternated between feeding himself and Kerberos, and when Chimera realized he was missing out, he too came to beg from the little god. Oh, what mighty god-killers they were.
“I do not understand how they know.” Ioanna’s voice rounded the corner seconds before her three daughters barreled into the throne room. A year older than Makaria, he and the triplet fates became instant friends, a fact both mothers were immensely grateful for. Their childish joy brought life to the Underworld like it had never witnessed.
“Yet the moment your son is awake, they ask to see him. I often wonder if they have been blessed with a third eye.” Ioanna and Charon followed their children into the chamber, arms ladened with toys and breakfast.
“Alkaios?” Charon asked as he kissed Hades’ cheek.
“Still sleeping.” Hades returned the greeting and then wrapped Ioanna in a warm embrace. Since Charon’s Titan blood helped seal the Old Ones in their realm, he moved freely about the Underworld when he was not chartering the shades across the River Styx. Hades had offered to give his family rooms in the fortress alongside the rest of them, but Ioanna and Charon chose to remain in their boathouse. Hades could not blame them. Ioanna was one of her closest friends; Charon, the father figure she relied on, but their love was a bond too strong to be broken even by centuries of separation. The few years they had together since their reuniting were not enough to make up for time lost, and Hades understood their need for privacy. The passion of their relationship was mirrored in hers. Gods forbid it, but if she was ever separated from her husband for centuries on end, she was not sure she would survive. That mortal farmer she was once so repulsed by was now her greatest reason to wake each morning. She had thought she loved Zeus, but nothing compared to the strength of Alkaios’ and her marriage. She knew Charon and Ioanna felt the same.
“Have the girls eaten?” Hades broke a pomegranate in two and handed half to her friend. She extended the other to Charon, but the massive Titan had already found his way to the meats and cheeses, his fists overflowing.
“No.” Ioanna popped a few jeweled seeds into her mouth and sank to a seat on a plump cushion. “They are all chaos and energy this morning.” She nodded at her daughters as her husband settled beside her, feeding her a bite of his cheese as he sat. Hades did not need to follow Ioanna’s gesture. The four children were running in and out of her line of vision, shrieking with laughter as they weaved between Kerberos and Chimera.
“Once they settle, I will feed them,” Ioanna continued. “I never remember possessing this much energy as a child. I blame their Titan blood.” Charon opened his mouth to protest, but before he could utter a word, she twisted like lightning and kissed him, silencing his objection with a twinkle in her eye.
“If that is Titan blood,” Hades laughed, “then gods help me. My ancestors’ blood runs strong in my son.” As if to reinforce her plea, Makaria tripped on Chimera’s serpent tail and tumbled to the floor. Hades flinched at the impact, but the boy only let out a howl of laughter and then used the lion’s rugged mane to pull himself back to his feet.
    
IT WAS NOT long before Keres and Hydra joined them, but it took another hour before the children calmed enough to eat. When they finally sat, though, their appetites were almost insatiable, and the four of them shoved everything their parents gave them into their tiny, ravenous mouths. Makaria ate in Keres’ lap, while the triplets crowded Hades’ and Hydra’s legs. Ioanna rested against her husband, and Hades noticed her eyelids blinking lazily. She could read both happiness and exhaustion on her friend’s face. Charon caught her staring, and Hades lifted her gaze to his. He smiled as he brushed Ioanna’s hair back, but she was oblivious. Sleep had claimed her.
“Come.” Hades gently pushed the children to a stand and guided them further into the darkness as Keres and Hydra gathered the blankets and remaining breakfast. “Let your mother rest.”
“Thank you,” Charon mouthed as he settled against the pillows so his wife could lie against his chest at a more comfortable angle.
“Who dares make a racket at this early hour?” Alkaios’ soft but strong voice burst into the throne room seconds before his massive frame leaped through the door. With the speed and grace only a god could possess, he lunged forward, snatching an unsuspecting Makaria off the ground. The boy squealed as his father raced through the shadows, holding him as if he was flying above the stone, and then shrieked as Alkaios gracefully dropped them both to the blankets. Burying his face in his son’s belly, Alkaios tickled the boy’s ribcage until he howled for his mother to rescue him.
“You have woken the king!” Alkaios laughed against the child’s ribs, causing Makaria to squirm. “There is no salvation for you. Your mother cannot save you.”
“‘Tis the truth,” Hades said, raising her hands in a helpless gesture. “I can do nothing to stop his wrath… although perhaps his wrath should be quieter. Ioanna is sleeping.” She nodded across the room, and Alkaios followed her gaze.
“My apologies,” Alkaios mouthed at Charon, but the Titan only smiled as he tangled his fingers in Ioanna’s golden tresses. His daughters had returned to crowd around their mother, and one was already fast asleep, while the other two were struggling to wedge tiny fingers into a pomegranate.
Alkaios turned back to Makaria, and with a kiss to his chubby cheeks, he rolled onto his back, resting his head on his wife’s lap. Hades’ hands instinctively went to his hair, brushing the wild sleep from his locks, but Alkaios caught them before she finished. With reverence, he brought them to his lips and kissed her fingertips, then her palms, before flipping them over to kiss her knuckles. Her skin was warm. Her scent intoxicating, and when he met her gaze, he saw his hunger mirrored in her eyes. Needing no further invitation, Hades leaned forward and pressed her mouth against his, breathing him in, reveling in the feel of his full lips, the way his hands clung to hers, the weight of his head on her thighs.
Makaria shifted on the blanket, leaning his elbows on his father’s chest. Alkaios grunted at the small but sharp bones digging into his skin, and Hades pulled back from her husband. If she deepened the kiss, she would lose herself in his love, and now was not the time. But by the gaze she left Alkaios with, he understood her promise to return to that thought in private.
“Me too.” Makaria leaned further onto his father, and Alkaios wrapped his arms around the boy with a grunt as he crawled carelessly over his father’s chest to his mother. Hades could not contain the smile, and she pressed her lips to her son’s expectant cheeks, feathering kisses up and down his face until he squirmed.
“I love you.” Hades released him and brushed his hair behind his ears. It was an unruly tangle of dark curls, so like his father’s, but she did not have the heart to cut it. Not yet, at least.
“Love you,” Makaria repeated distractedly, as his eyes narrowed in on his favorite cheese. He grabbed it with eager fingers and then looked at Alkaios.
“Tell Father, too,” he instructed Hades with a serious expression.
“I love you.” She obeyed without hesitation. “I love you more than you will ever know.”
“I do know.” Alkaios lifted his thumb to her lips, brushing them softly. “I—”
Kerberos stood up with such violence the floor shook. His three throats loosed a deafening growl as he threw himself before Hades and her family. Alkaios bolted to a seat, pulling Makaria to his side with a protective jerk, and Chimera followed the hellhound’s lead, his hulking mass padding behind to guard their backs.
“Let him in.” Hades stood, and Kerberos lowered his haunches into a tense sit, the air flickering with resistance before he released his hold. Hermes materialized before them, and the moment their eyes met, her heartbeat quickened. A hint of concern haunted his irises.
“Is it Minotaur?” She could not stop the words. She feared a day might come when the Alpha broke free of his prison, and by the uneasiness in the messenger’s muscles, fear of the worst unconsciously wove its threads into her mind.
“No.”
Her chest sagged with relief.
 “Zeus and Poseidon request Hades’ presence on Olympus.”
“Which Hades?” Alkaios asked as he stood. Since he was the public persona of Hades, his wife adopting the name of Persephone to their followers, he was curious if Zeus wanted him, the Olympian, or his wife, the Omega.
“Both of you.” Hermes shifted between them, and both Alkaios and Hades registered the uncertainty in his gaze. “Immediately if you are able.”
“Go.” Keres scooped Makaria into her arms. “I will watch over your son until you return. Charon will guard the Underworld with Kerberos’ aid.” The ferryman nodded his agreement. As a Titan, he often acted as the Underworld’s caretaker when it was absent its gods.
“Thank you.” Hades kissed Makaria on the forehead and stretched out her hand. With a crack of air and a ring of metal, the Pitchfork appeared in her grasp, and then, in a swirling cloud of inky black smoke, the three gods vanished.



  





II
IN SNAKING BLACKNESS, Hades, Alkaios, and Hermes materialized on the holy mountain. Sun poured through the open hallways, bathing every structure in warmth and purity. Grown from the very stone of Olympus, the dwellings of the gods formed a ring around the Throne Room and Council Chambers, the white stone and fresh air a stark contrast to the comfort of the Underworld’s darkness.
Hades turned her body toward the Council Chambers but halted when Hermes made no motion to follow her.
“They are this way,” he answered her unspoken question before turning toward the outer rings of the city. The further they traveled away from the gods’ dwellings, the greater the tug at Hades’ gut grew. She recognized these hallways. They had fully healed from the destruction of the Old Ones’ fires, but she still remembered the ash, the stench, and the death with such clarity she almost tasted it from her time here at Minotaur’s side. She could not fathom why Hermes was leading them to her old bedchamber. She had not returned to that room where she had loved Zeus for decades since her son woke her from within her womb from the Old One’s insanity. The room no longer resembled the carnage she had a hand in inflicting, and she was in full control of her mind, but the deep recesses of her soul feared what would happen if she dwelled too long in the place her ancestors had desecrated with their blood lust.
Within minutes, the group arrived at their destination, and the moment they rounded the curve in the hallway, Hades and Alkaios felt it. Icy air assaulted their skin despite the sun’s strength, and Hades’ eyes flew to her husband’s. He wore the same concerned expression she felt spreading across her own features. Snow did not fall on this holy mountain. Only Zeus’ thunderclouds had the power to hide the sun from Olympus, and yet waves of ice battered her skin, pricking gooseflesh from her arms.
Hades stretched out a palm and watched as a solitary snowflake landed on her, impossibly white and frigid in the seconds before it melted against her warmth.
“Thank you for coming with such haste.” Zeus’ deep voice interrupted her shock, and she looked up to find the king of the gods standing with his arms crossed, his mighty Thunderbolt tucked under a massive bicep. He was incredibly large, practically consuming the entire hallway, much as her husband did, but where Alkaios was of hell with his almost black hair, dark blue eyes, and dominant demeanor, Zeus was of the sun, blond and fair. A crown of snow had gathered atop his head, making his hair even lighter.
Poseidon stood beside him, leaning against the wall while he slowly twisted the base of the Trident on the ground with long and agile fingers. He was tall like his brother, but his muscles were leaner, built for water and speed, not for power.
“The others do not know yet.” Zeus leaned forward and clasped forearms with Alkaios. Poseidon followed suit, and then both gods hugged Hades in greeting.
“When Hermes alerted us to this, we called upon you first,” Zeus continued. He pressed a broad palm to Hades’ back and stepped aside, revealing the door to her old dwellings.
Hades and Alkaios simultaneously sucked in their breath, for there, seeping from beneath the cracks of her former room, was crystal white snow. It swirled on frigid winds in a delicate dance before settling to melt on the warm Olympian stone, but the mounds closest to the doorframe refused to submit to the heat, slowly growing around the ice-encrusted door.
“How is this possible?” Hades asked, stepping forward. The closer she drew, the colder the surrounding air became, until it enveloped her whole, hiding her from the sun’s heat. “Snow has never touched Olympus.”
“Why her door?” Alkaios did not wait for Zeus to answer his wife. “What is inside?”
“We do not know,” Poseidon answered. “Snow is not welcome on our mountain, nor do we know why it only presents itself here. That is why we summoned you. Perhaps your wife can offer insight.”
“This is not me.” Hades turned to face the god of the seas. “I have no hand in this.”
“We do not think you did,” Zeus said. “We know you have no quarrel with us, nor has your ancestor’s sickness returned, but since this is happening here, we must assume it has something to do with you. We are unable to open it. It is frozen shut and will not yield, no matter what power Poseidon or I throw at it. If we could get inside, we might discover the source of this disturbance, but the door is sealed.”
“And you believe I can unlock it?” Hades asked.
“It stands to reason,” Zeus replied. “It was your… is your room. It always will be, even if it exists absent your presence for all of eternity.”
Hades and Alkaios shared a look, an unspoken communication only a husband and wife could understand, and then Alkaios shrugged, taking the Pitchfork.
“We will guard your back.” He hoisted the bident as Zeus and Poseidon fell in step with their weapons. “Call your dog to you first, my love. If this is Minotaur’s doing, however improbable, I want the god-killer at your side.”
Hades nodded her agreement and stretched out a hand. Smoke dripped from her fingers, swirling and ebbing in an intricate dance until, in a cloud of black, Kerberos appeared. Instantly understanding his mother’s need, the hound stepped beside her until his boney ribcage pressed against her thighs. His spiked tail wrapped around her waist, and his left head curled before her until it rested against her belly, the middle and rightmost ones poised to strike.
It was an unnatural peace as Hades reached for the door. Warring gods joined to protect a woman more powerful than they. A monster from the depths, a god-killer of Tartarus, standing free on the holy mountain.
And then Hades’ fingers fell against the latch. She twisted her wrist and as easily as if it were a normal door, the lock popped willingly, and the door swung wide.



  





III
NOTHINGNESS GREETED THEM. No great evil lay in wait. No monstrosity stood poised to strike. Not even Hades’ room appeared on the other side. Nothing was there save a cold shimmer that spanned the entire doorframe. Frosted at the edges, the bluish-grey tint formed a cloudy film, blocking their view into what was once her chambers.
“By all that is holy, what is that?” Alkaios asked. Hades did not answer him. She could not answer. This was a phenomenon she had never laid eyes upon, and with slow movements, her fingertips stretched toward the flicker.
“Stop.” Alkaios leaned forward and gripped her wrist just as Kerberos used the head pressed against her belly to reel her back. “We do not know what this is.”
“But we should find out,” Hades said gently, “and I am the god who can withstand the most.”
Alkaios realized she was right. As Old One, the Omega reincarnated, her power surpassed even Zeus’, but he did not care about her strength or status. She could read the fear in his eyes. He had almost lost her once, and he could not help the roiling in his gut. She was his soulmate, his entire world. He refused to let her plunge recklessly into destruction.
“I will try.” Zeus stepped forward, sensing the concern in Alkaios’ voice.
“Zeus…” Hades argued.
“I said I will try first.” His gaze flicked to Alkaios, and the King of the Underworld thanked him with a nod. Hades yielded, stepping back, and Zeus drew up to the barrier. With hesitation, he slowly lifted his hand to the doorway and pressed his palm flat against the shimmer.
Nothing.
“It is as if it is a wall.” Zeus looked at Hades and Alkaios with raised eyebrows and then hoisted his Thunderbolt. He tapped it against the cloudiness, but it simply bounced back. He grunted in confusion before raising his weapon above his head. Lightning screamed from the sky and electrocuted the old metal. He swung the Thunderbolt forward, crashing it against the barrier in a shocking display of power and electricity, but the greyness of the doorway merely absorbed the strike as if it was nothing more than a summer breeze.
“It causes me no harm.” Zeus extended an arm to Hades. “But it will not yield as I expected. I believe this is meant for her, but at least I can provide you both with some assurance that it should not injure her.”
“Thank you,” Hades and Alkaios said in unison, and with a squeeze of her husband’s hand, she stepped forward. She reached out and brushed the shimmer, but unlike Zeus, no resistance met her. Her fingers pushed through as if it was air until her entire wrist disappeared.
“Can you try?” Hades looked at Alkaios as she pulled her arm free. He nodded and moved closer to the door, shoving his fist forward, only to be greeted by a solid barrier.
“For good measure, I shall attempt it.” Poseidon pressed a palm against the flicker, but his flesh did not pierce through. “As suspected, this is intended for Hades, but the question is, do we send her through?”
“Of course,” Hades said. “We cannot leave this unexplained. This is not natural. If left unchecked, it could wreak havoc on Olympus.”
“Or it might simply blow snow through your door,” Poseidon countered.
Are you willing to take that chance?
“Hades,” Alkaios interrupted. “While I agree we cannot leave this, I do not think you should barrel headfirst into the unknown. We have no idea what might happen to you, to Olympus, if you cross that threshold. Perhaps we should wait and monitor it.”
“It did not harm me when I put my hand through.”
“I know, but—”
“Alkaios.” Zeus placed a broad palm on the King of the Underworld’s shoulder. “I understand your hesitation. We all care for her; you most of all, even if it pains me to admit it, but Hades is our best option. She is stronger than the three of us combined, second only to Minotaur, who is safely imprisoned. She will be fine.”
“I know… I…” Alkaios started. “Be safe, my love.” He surrendered, grabbing her waist and drawing her to his chest. She was so small compared to him; it was easy to forget that she had more strength running through her veins than all of Olympus combined. “I do not mean to worry about you.”
“But you always will.” Hades reached up and kissed him. “Just as I always worry about you. Never apologize for that.” With a last squeeze to his ribs and a kiss on his neck, she untangled herself from his embrace. “I shall be fast. I plan to cross over, look around, and return immediately. No matter what I find, I will not linger until we have had a chance to discuss it.”
“Take the Pitchfork.” Alkaios extended the bident to her.
“I do not need it to wield my power as you do.” She pushed the weapon to his chest. “I would prefer you keep it. I will be fine.”
Alkaios nodded his reluctant agreement, and then, with a nod to Zeus and Poseidon, Hades stepped over the threshold and vanished.
    
THE INSTANT HADES’ foot landed on the opposite side of the shimmer, an uneasy wrongness settled over her. Something had brushed past her. She had not seen what, but a presence caressed her spirit for only a breath before it disappeared. She could not explain the feeling, but in that moment, the universe shifted, and a certainty that something of significance had changed filled the atmosphere.
The air was frigid. Snow swirled around her. The sun was absent from the sky, and despite the shredded curtains leaving the room open to the elements, the chamber was dull and bleak. The stone had lost its luster, darkly pale, and the air was still and empty. There was no life here.
Hades had never heard such silence atop this mountain. Even in the dead of night, life always pulsed through the stones, giving witness to the gods who dwelled there, but the Mountain was harsh and hollow now. Dread pressed against her chest. When the Old Ones stole Olympus from Zeus and Poseidon, the holy city still rang with life, even if it was the presence of pure evil. But this? This was different.
Hades pushed the wariness to the recesses of her mind and studied the room. It looked exactly the same, yet it had aged one-hundred-fold. The bed linens were brittle with decay; the wooden furniture rotting to dust. The stone walls stood cracked, their normally pure shine, lifeless. It resembled a tomb. Her tomb, and a shiver snapped at her spine.
Hades wondered what she might find on the rest of Olympus, but if she exited through the shimmer, she reasoned it would deposit her back into the sunshine with her husband, so she moved to the window and looked outside. Heavy clouds blotted out the sun, showering the Mountain in constant snow. Not a single inch of the city was left untouched. No greenery showed through the frigid blanket. The ice was all-consuming, yet not even its undisturbed purity could mask the layer of decay beneath the surface. No amount of white could cleanse this Mountain of the grey nothingness.
Hades swung her legs through the window, and using the cracks in the wall as handholds, she climbed out to the hallway. She stared at the outside of her door, half hoping Alkaios and Kerberos would be standing there with confused expressions, but the hall was empty. And it looked as if it had been that way for decades. The drifts were impossibly tall, the icy wind whipping through the corridors with unforgiving speed. It would be exhausting to trek through this waist-high snow, so Hades let drips of smoke fall from her skin. She promised Alkaios she would return with her findings after a few minutes, but she needed to see more. She needed to discover what havoc this blizzard might have inflicted on the rest of this holy city.
The blackness swallowed her whole and spat her out in the Council Chamber. The circular room housed a stone throne for each god, and after the Olympians rebuilt their home, a new throne had grown out of the one reserved for the god of the Underworld. Unlike the others that stood free and alone, this one was grafted onto the original, signifying the complete intertwining of Hades’ and Alkaios’ rule.
Hades climbed the few steps to the thrones and placed her palm against the stone. It was frozen, almost painful to the touch, and she snatched her hand away. The snow had not penetrated these walls, but the cold had. No one had sat in these for a long time.
The dread in her gut slowly morphed into panic. She loosed the tentacles of smoke from her body with rapid vengeance, stepping into the darkness to emerge in the Throne Room. Some of the glass windows were shattered, allowing the snow to drift through the deserted hall. It danced on the wind and swirled delicately at her feet. The freezing crystals were a deadly beauty, biting at her skin as she ran for Zeus’ dais. It stood empty and cold just as the council chamber did, and nausea roiled her stomach. There was no life here. Only frozen stillness. A quiet so desolate her ears rang.
Hades searched the room desperately for any clue to where the gods might be, as to what might have happened, but the only presence beside herself was the falling snow.
The gods fled the mountain to seek refuge in the Underworld when the Old Ones ruled Olympus, so it reasoned, they could have deserted their home for a second time. But the oppressive air and the fear swirling in her gut told her they had not. Something had happened, and she needed to find something, anything, before she could report back to her waiting husband.
Hades heaved the door to the Throne Room wide with such force it cracked against the snowdrifts. She flung herself out into the shrouded corridor, the deepness no match for her strength, and within seconds, she stood outside Zeus’ room. She never ventured here, not even when she loved him. He always came to her. Then when he exiled her to Hell, she avoided his and Hera’s marriage bed at all costs, but something about this cold drove her here. She pushed the heavy door open and slipped inside. The room stood empty; dark, save the small shadowed light that poured through the tattered curtains. Zeus did not sit waiting for her. Only more suffocating emptiness.
Hades’ heart sank. She would have welcomed Hera’s bitter tone, but not even the Queen graced this cold chamber. Hades turned to leave. She had been gone too long. Alkaios would be worried. She was worried, and she needed to return to the warmth of both the sun and his embrace before she ventured back here into this ice land. Perhaps with her descriptions, Zeus or Poseidon could offer some insights.
But just as she twisted past the massive four-poster bed draped with intricately decomposed curtains, Hades froze. She missed it when she first entered. Desperate to find answers, she had not stared at the bed shrouded in darkness, but an irregularity caught her eye. It was too dark to tell, but something was in the shadows. A shape loomed among the snow and bedding, and with a racing heart, she stepped closer.
The covers, or what was left of them, were pulled high, hiding what bulged beneath. Hades dragged the black smoke from her body in preparation for whatever evil lay in wait, and then, with shaking fingers, she reached out and snatched the corner of the blanket. She took a fortifying breath and tugged, revealing the buried shape.
The sight that met her eyes froze her heart, and Hades, the lord of death, the Omega, the end of all ends, and the most powerful god left to roam this earth, screamed in terror.





IV
“ZEUS?” Hades’ voice ripped painfully from her throat as she lunged forward, but he did not answer. He could not. He was dead.
“Zeus, please.” She grabbed his bare chest and pulled him to her, her black smoke enveloping them both, pushing against his skin in search of entrance. It was to no avail. His body was too stiff. Too cold. He had been lying here for what looked like decades, the ice preserving his beautiful form in coldness. His flesh was hard, his hair brittle, eyes frozen shut, and a painful sob escaped Hades’ lips. For all the strife he once caused her, she loved him fiercely during their years together. They had made their peace, and she still cared deeply for this man. He was not Alkaios, nor would he ever be, but he was their king, and seeing death’s finality claim him cracked her soul in two.
“How did this happen?” Tears streamed down her face as she lowered him to the mattress, and for the first time, she noticed the crimson ice on his chest. Her fingers brushed against the bright crystals that engulfed a gaping wound ripped through his ribcage. It froze the bedsheets below him the same color, and the shocking realization crashed over her. Someone killed him in his sleep. Someone snuck up on the King of Olympus in his own home and slaughtered him in his bed.
A strange energy pulsed from Zeus’ shattered heart, and Hades pushed her fingers further into the morbid cavity only to rip them out immediately, as if the ice had turned to fire. The Thunderbolt. Someone had killed Zeus with his own weapon.
But that was impossible. Wielded by another deity, a god’s weapon possessed no great power. In mortal hands, it was no more useful than a farm tool. It was why one of her Pitchfork’s prongs was broken. It had dwelled on earth absent a master for centuries, giving way to brittleness as time passed. As far as she knew, only Hades and Alkaios shared a weapon, the bident’s strength as strong in her grip as his. Could Hera have done this? Had their years of marriage given her some control of her husband’s Thunderbolt?
Hades gripped the blankets and tore them from the rest of the bed, and her hope sank. The mattress beside Zeus was not empty. Hera’s corpse lay sprawled next to her husband, her throat slit ear to ear. A surprising sadness swelled in Hades’ chest at the sight, and gently she brushed her fingertips against the necklace of blood. The Thunderbolt. Whoever did this had pierced Zeus’ heart in his sleep and then slashed her throat seconds later. Neither god stood a chance.
Hades looked around the room. As she suspected, the Thunderbolt was gone. Whoever killed the couple took the weapon with them. Could it have been Poseidon? Blood of Zeus’ blood; perhaps he seized control of the Mountain and stole the bolt for himself before returning to the sea to rule.
Hades pleaded with the Universe as she fled Zeus’ frozen tomb. She raced through the drifts to Poseidon’s chambers and heaved her shoulders against its imposing door. It had to be Poseidon. It needed to be him. Who else could have murdered the King? She refused to entertain the possibility that it was them, that they might have returned.
The door yielded only slightly as it crashed against something inside, and a sharpness jolted Hades’ bones as she bounced off the wood. She barely noticed the pain in her wild panic, and when it failed to give way with a second shove, she stepped into her smoke and out into the room. She looked down to see what had blocked her entrance.
“Poseidon?” She sank to her knees and gripped the god’s shoulders; but like his brother, he was long from this world. His rusting trident lay inches from where he was sprawled, one hand still reaching for it while the other stretched for the door. He tried to escape, to come to Zeus’ aid, but he was too late, too slow. He had been stabbed in the back, never making it out of his chamber.
How could he be dead? He had been alive and well only minutes ago, his bronzed skin glistening in the sun, the spark in his eyes bright as he spoke to her. What dark world had she stepped into?
Hades scooped Poseidon’s rigid body into her arms and carried him to the bed. She could not leave the King of the Seas to rot on the floor. He deserved better than a blade to the spine. The cowards had not possessed the bravery to look the brothers in their eyes when they drove the death blows through their flesh. She lay his tall frame down, positioning his beautiful head on the pillows, and then she returned for his Trident, resting it across his chest. She felt the metal’s frailty against her skin. It had been without its master’s touch for years. How long had he been dead?
Although she knew what she would find on the rest of the Mountain, Hades needed to see it; to witness it all, so she left Poseidon to his eternal sleep and pushed back out into the blizzard. Her power snaked from her in fluid tentacles until blackness engulfed her, and then, with a shove of her hands, the darkness shot forward. Like the wind of a deadly storm, the smoke whipped through the hallways, dispersing the snow, and a tear escaped her eye at what the emptiness revealed.
The corridor was strewn with bodies. Athena lay the closest, her limbs twisted at uncomfortable angles, and yet she still maintained a grip on her spear. Ares sprawled close beside her, or at least his body did. Whoever did this had severed his head from his torso, and it leaned against Athena’s feet. Artemis and Apollo were not far behind. Apollo sat before Artemis, pinning her frozen body to the wall. It seemed he tried to protect her, but the death blow was too strong, killing them both and entwining their corpses for eternity.
Hades’ hand lifted to her trembling lips. The gods had not turned against each other. Poseidon had not murdered his brother. Someone ambushed Olympus and killed Zeus first and Hera seconds after him, which was a small mercy. She had not been forced to witness her husband’s death. Hades guessed Poseidon woke to protect his brother, but he was the next target. Take out the greats, the rest would fall easily, and fall easily they did. The Olympians surged from their rooms to aid their kings, but they stood no chance against what came in the night. Hades recognized some wounds as Zeus’s Thunderbolt. The others she did not understand at first glance, but then she leaned closer to Aphrodite’s still corpse. Her throat had not been slit, but strangled, the stone below her bearing two familiar punctures. She had seen this mark before. She had inflicted it herself with her Pitchfork, the Pitchfork she left behind when she crossed over into this hellscape.
“Alkaios?” she whispered, and an unholy fear seized her chest. It took only a second for her smoke to drag her to hell.
    
“ALKAIOS?” She was screaming, caution thrown to the wind. The Underworld was too quiet, unbearably still. She knew she was too late, and yet she ran. “Keres? Charon?”
Hades tore through the Titan Fortress, but every room, every hallway, was empty. In her terror, she tripped over something, cracking her knees against the floor as she fell. Her eyes flicked back to the object obstructing her path, and there at her toes curled a dead snake of Tartarus.
“Hydra?” Hades pushed to her feet and bolted for the throne room. Hydra’s battered body lay cold at the entrance. Dozens of snakes surrounded her headless corpse. Cut off the head of a serpent, two grow back. The only way to defeat the Hydra was to sever her head, and with sickening violence, someone had hacked it from her neck. Red stained her hair, and her snake-slitted eyes stared unseeingly up at Hades almost accusatory. Why did she let this happen? Why had she not been there to protect her?
Sickness roiled in Hades’ stomach as she stepped over Hydra and into the throne room. Her toes hit a second body in the dimness. She could not bring herself to glance down. She already knew who it was, and it cleaved her broken heart in two.
“No,” Hades whispered, sinking to her knees and scooping up the woman. “Please, no.” The sobs wracked her chest and escaped her mouth in gasps. “Keres. Oh, my Keres.” She brushed the hair from her friend’s forehead and sucked in a shocked breath. Half of the woman’s face was gone, the flesh cauterized by the cold. This was her friend. Her right hand, and someone had cut her down with disrespect and anger. Hades wanted to scream. To bring the fortress crumbling down around her until it buried her alive. Keres was gone. The woman Hades trusted most met her end in pain and fear, and Hades had not been here to save her.
She did not want to continue onward. The carnage was already too great, and she did not think she would survive finding anyone else. Terror clung to her bones that she might find him, and it would kill her.
But she had to see him. She needed irrefutable certainty, and so with a kiss to Keres’ frigid forehead, Hades lay her down and crawled further into the room. Ioanna and her daughters were next. The triplets were older, women as beautiful as their mother, and Hades stilled. She had been gone for less than an hour, yet the children were grown as if she had blinked and decades passed. How many years had she been trapped in this horror-filled landscape? Was this another realm that mimicked her own world, or was this her Ioanna, her Keres? Had she truly been here so long that Ioanna’s babes had matured into adulthood, only to be gutted like prey?
Charon sprawled in death beside his wife. From his wounds, it was obvious he had tried to stop the attack, to protect his family. He was almost unrecognizable; flesh hacked from his body with hatred. Hades could barely look at him. She could not bear the sight of the man who was a father to her, but when she noticed who lay ahead, she could no longer reign in her terror.
Hades doubled over and vomited her breakfast onto the cold tile in angry heaves. When the last of the bile dripped from her lips, she ran across the floor and crashed to her knees.
Every single spike on Kerberos’ back was cracked and splintered. His spiked tail had been ripped from his body, thrown into the shadows, and his side necks lay at awkward, broken angles.
“My darling.” Hades dry heaved, her breath pumping out of her faster than she sucked it down. Her hands gripped his leathery neck as she hoisted his massive weight to her chest. “Please, no. My darling, come back to me. Who did this to you? Why was I not here?” This hound was her heart and soul. Kerberos was her vicious child, and he lay lifeless in her arms, his body forgotten and cast aside like rotten meat. Hades sensed Chimera beside him, but she refused to look at her lion. She did not want to gaze upon the mutilations her faithful companion bore, so she simply reached out and seized his matted mane in her fingers.
She was not sure how long she sat there. She cried until her tears ran dry, and yet sobs still wracked her body. Kerberos was a part of her soul. She refused to say goodbye to him. She could not let him go, especially since she recognized, even in the darkness, where she knelt. The two-surviving god-killers had died at the dais steps. They gave their lives to protect the throne. As long as she kept her eyes pinched shut, Hades was able to deny the truth. As long as she did not see him, she could believe he still lived. At her core, she knew the truth, though. She felt it the moment she stepped into Hell. There was no life here, just as there was none on the Mountain. Lying to herself was no longer possible. Hades needed to look up.
Even though she expected it, the sight was a punch to her throat. She almost doubled over at the vision of Alkaios propped up on the throne. Someone had arranged him there after his death, his murderer making a mockery of him. He was stripped naked save for the simple cloth covering his waist, and Hades understood why he had been left in this disgraced state of undress.
Zeus and Poseidon were killed quickly. The Olympians were destroyed in haste, but her Underworlders had been brutalized. Alkaios most of all. He sat straight as if he were an arrogant king, a makeshift crown of shattered stone atop his head. His torso and thighs were hacked to shreds. In some places, the muscles had been peeled off to reveal cracked bones. A few of his fingers and toes were missing while the rest were broken beyond repair. But his face? His handsome face remained unblemished. Someone wanted her to see this. Someone wanted her to know without a shred of doubt they killed Alkaios, that this corpse was her husband.
Her love pulled her up the steps, and Hades scooped Alkaios into her arms. His frozen body was stiff and heavy, but it was no match for her strength. She lifted him off the throne and sank to the floor, cradling him to her chest until not even air could pass between them.
“I should have listened to you.” Tears dripped from her chin to land on his ashen skin, and she pressed a kiss to his forehead. “I should have never crossed over. I am sorry, my love.”
She kissed his cheeks and then his lips, but as she pulled him to her breast, her fingers brushed over a familiar wound. The punctures were uneven. One inflicted by a curved blade, and the other by jagged metal. The Pitchfork. Alkaios, like Zeus, had been killed by his own weapon.
“Makaria!” Hades screamed. The child was missing, as was her bident. She wanted to stay with Alkaios. To respect the love of her life by cleaning the frozen blood from his body and clothing his nakedness, but a drowning terror for her son took over.
“Makaria!” Her voice shook the Underworld as she lay her husband down gently beside Kerberos and raced out into the hallways. She searched the fortress room by room, but there was no sign of the boy or her Pitchfork. Running to the broken seal, Hades leaped out into the ever-changing terrain, but only the mangled bodies of her four horses greeted her. Where was he? Where would he hide?
With one last thread of hope, Hades raced for the Styx. He often played with Ioanna’s daughters at Charon’s boathouse. Perhaps he had taken refuge there when the carnage started.
The moment she burst through the fog, Hades knew she would not find him. The boathouse had been burned, its charred skeleton the only thing remaining above the poisoned waters of the River Styx. Hysteria boiled within her, clawing at her throat and demanding control of her body. She had to get out of here and warn her family of what she found. She could not stay in this Underworld. This was not her home. A world without Alkaios would never be home.
In writhing smoke, Hades appeared back in her room atop the snowy Olympus. She was desperate, manic. She craved her home, the warmth of Alkaios’ embrace, the smile on her friends’ lips. She longed to cling to her small boy and kiss his curly hair, and without hesitation, she flung herself at the shimmer.
But this time it did not yield. It did not offer her passage but instead stung her skin with an electric zap so strong that Hades flew across the room and slammed her head against the wall with a sickening crack.





V
ALARMS SOUNDED IN HADES’ skull, jerking her awake. Her skin burned as if Zeus had cut her down with his Thunderbolt, electrocuting her flesh with divine fire, and her head ached from the impact. A groan escaped her lips as she struggled to push off the icy floor, and the moment the shimmer came into view, the rush of panic returned tenfold.
Pain forgotten, Hades launched herself at the door and pressed both palms against the barricade, but it was of little use. What had been as pliant as air before was now an impenetrable barrier.
“No.” Her voice escaped her lips in a plea as she banged against the shimmer, but it held firm, denying her return.
“Alkaios?” She pounded the portal, hoping, praying, begging he could hear her, but the mountain was still. The glimmer, silent. “Zeus?” She recoiled from the door and pulled the darkness from her flesh. It ebbed and pulsed until it seethed in rage about her frame, and then it plunged forward. It assaulted the shimmer, but the barrier absorbed the smoke, drinking it down until none remained.
“Poseidon?” Her skin split with every strike. Blood oozed over her knuckles, yet she barely noticed the cracking pain radiating from her bones or the crimson smear disfiguring the frost. “Alkaios, answer me!”
He did not answer her. He could not. Her husband was gone, lifelessly disfigured in a mockery of their home, and despite her strength, her divinity, Hades was trapped in this cold.
    
EVENTUALLY, her muscles gave out, shaking in tortured agony, and Hades sank bruised and devastated to her rotting bed. How long she sat there in the deafening stillness, she could not say. It stretched on for days, for years, for seconds. It was an eternal silence. It was a blink of an eye.
It was the cold that finally woke her from her trance. The unnatural chill seeped deep into her bones and penetrated her blood, making her sluggish and stiff. No earthly weather should affect her, but neither should snow invade Olympus. She needed to move, or she would freeze to death.
For a fraction of a moment, Hades considered lying down and letting the frost claim her. She could join Alkaios in eternal sleep, a fate kinder than living without him. She would shut her eyes. That was all it would take, and eventually, even her thundering heart would falter and fail.
“No.” Hades reprimanded herself out loud, the sound echoing off the emptiness, and her verbal defiance forced her to her feet. This was not her end. This was not Alkaios’ end. She was the Omega, death reincarnated. Life ended when she decided, and she would not allow whatever evil that had dug its claws into this Mountain to have the final say.
“I will find my way back to you.” She kissed her fingertips and pressed them to the solid shimmer, hoping Alkaios felt her love on the other side of this impenetrable divide. Olympus offered her no answer, nor did the Underworld, but there was another place that might offer one, even if it was an explanation she dreaded. She needed to go and face the monsters who birthed her.
Hades knew the moment she emerged from her smoke and stepped onto Medusa’s mountain that whatever devastation had brutalized Olympus also left its savage mark here. The stillness was palpable, a breed of emptiness only the void of life could manifest. Kerberos had ripped one of the three witches who guarded the temple into shreds, but two still remained the last time she stood atop this once hidden peak. Hades would have welcomed the sight of the mud-clad women with lips sewn closed with thick twine. At least then, she might believe that some had escaped whatever brutal wrath destroyed this existence, but not even their crudely covered forms crept out of the frozen garden maze.
Medusa had resumed her post at Hades’ request after the first gods returned to their eternal prison, but no longer hidden from the world, she enjoyed her freedom to come and go. Her task was a sacred birthright. As the last of her kind, she guarded the Realm of the Old Ones with stone and ferocity. No one approached the sealed gateway without facing her power, and if Hades’ genocidal ancestors ever cracked the seal, Medusa had only to speak the dark queen’s name, and the Omega would answer.
But Medusa never summoned her. Never called for help, and Hades did not need to venture into the temple to know why. The Gorgon was dead. Her race, finally extinct.
Hades hesitated at the crumbling temple’s entrance. She knew what awaited her, but her presence here was not for Medusa alone. She needed to see it with her own eyes, to confirm their escape.
But just as her foot crossed the threshold, something gave her pause, and Hades looked up. The highest pinnacle was barely distinguishable amid the treacherous clouds, but a memory picked at her brain like a nail at a scab. She had not thought of it in years; the incident believed to have been brought on by the Old One’s insanity, but as she gazed heavenward, a wisp of dark hair and the sense of falling flooded her consciousness. A woman had shoved her off that ledge. Someone no one else saw. It was merely a figment of her imagination, her own mind playing tricks, but as Hades stood there, the overwhelming sense that she was being watched pricked her skin. The woman who pushed her? What if she had been real? What if she was here, awaiting the Omega with answers?
Hades turned to move toward the peak, but the feeling evaporated as suddenly as it had invaded her. Whoever was up there, if there had been anyone at all, was gone, and Hades could put off the inevitable no longer. She stepped into the dark temple.
Her eyes instantly adjusted to the blackness, and the sight made her resent belonging to the darkness. Medusa was strung up just inside the entrance; multiple spears piercing her massive, serpentine body. Knotted ropes were tied to the weapons’ staffs, extending up to disappear in the shadows. She hung suspended from the ceiling by them; the giant spearheads embedded deep in her flesh, pulling at her muscles as she bled until she froze solid. Hades’ gaze traced her once terrifying beauty, and her fingers pressed against her lips in horror when she saw the Gorgon’s head. It had been severed from her neck, hacked and sawed with vicious strikes until it ripped free. It had not been a clean death. It had not been quick.
A tear escaped Hades’ eye, but she swiped it away as she stared at her friend. Whoever slaughtered her had spiked her snake adorned skull with a spear and dangled it from the ceiling inches above her neck. They left enough space to prove they killed her while keeping her form in the air. They poised her for the kill as she hovered in death. She was terrifying in her suspension, and when Hades looked into Medusa’s eyes, she knew why she had been posed for all to see. Her executioners sliced her eyelids off, so that even trapped within this lifeless body, Medusa would turn all who gazed upon her to stone. In her human form, she controlled her power, for it was a gift, not a curse. She still retained her crown of seething snakes, but her eyes were safe to gaze into. It was her transformation that gave her the name of terror. Her legs would bond together and morph into the tail of a serpent. Impossibly large, the scaled girth consumed entire hallways. Medusa was a monster, a glorious warrior, and with a single glance, her stare solidified her opponents. There was no question as to why the Old Ones charged the Gorgons with guarding the entrance to their realm. Few stood a chance against their fatal gift.
Hades had once looked into Medusa’s eyes and lived, the power of stone no match for death reincarnated, and as she gazed up at her friend now, rage and anguish hurtled through her. Even in death, the Gorgon’s eyes were deadly, and her murderer wanted all who set foot here to become statues before they could fathom the danger. Hades longed to pull Medusa down and bury her with dignity. She wanted to grant the Gorgon, her family, and the gods the final resting places they deserved, but she forced her emotions down into her gut. No mortal had done this. No creature of Olympus possessed the authority to inflict such damage. Whoever did this harbored strength and vengeance, a terrifying opponent, even for the Omega. Hades could not waste time with sorrow or ceremony. That would come later if she failed to right the wrongs of this hell she had stepped into. For now, she must keep moving. As it was, she might already be too late.
Hades reached out a finger, and smoke burst from her skin. She may not have the luxury to mourn the fallen, but she would grant Medusa this small dignity. Inky smoke whispered through the air to wrap around the Gorgon’s head. It coiled and writhed until it formed an impenetrable blindfold over her eyes. It would not move. It would be her eyelids.
“I am sorry.” Hades passed beneath Medusa’s body and disappeared into the darkened hallways that led deeper into the ancient temple. “I will undo this,” she called over her shoulder. “And if I cannot, I will have vengeance. You deserve better. I should have protected you.”
    
HIDDEN DEEP WITHIN THE TEMPLE, the door was almost impossible to find unless one knew where to look, but both memory and an unexplainable pull guided Hades’ steps. This was the gateway to her ancestors, and the closer she drew, the stronger it pulled. The power on the opposite end of that seal beckoned her with every step as if it were the desert and she was the only water for miles. The intense craving in the air confused her. The Old Ones were the only race of gods capable of wreaking this level of carnage on both Heaven and Hell, which meant they must have freed themselves, yet Hades felt them calling her to their prison, begging for release. If they were free, she should not sense them lusting after her.
As she rounded the last corner and descended deep into the darkened hallway that housed the gateway, her suspicions were confirmed. The seal held. Not even a crack marred its smoothness. The door remained untouched.
Hades stepped to it and pressed a palm to the stone. Instantly, the power on the other side lurched for her. It seethed and roiled, clawing to be released, but her madness had never resurfaced after Makaria’s innocence woke her. The same phenomenon affected the original Omega’s wife while she carried their daughter. During the great genocide, the dying Omega cast both her and his weapon to earth to save them, using his blood to seal his realm away for eternity. It almost worked, but the Alpha’s mother sensed her second son’s treachery and prophesied with her final breath that when the last of their kind reunited with the last of their weapons, they would once again rise to rule. When Hades found the Pitchfork on Alkaios’ farm, solidifying their fate, the prophecy ignited the Old One divinity within her. She was the only god of their race to be free of their realm, and as the only pure child of their race to remain, the power of her father abandoned his tarnished flesh to reincarnate in her soul. Their insanity devoured her when they first awoke from their centuries of death, but because she never partook in their sins, in their defilement, once she regained her mind, it never faltered. Hades would never again open this door, and even if her ancestors’ delusions consumed her consciousness, it was impossible for her to sever the seal. They had imprisoned the first gods with the blood of an Old One, a Titan, and an Olympian. Three generations had bled for this prison, and only one born of all three bloodlines could break it. Hades and Alkaios had sworn a pact with Charon and Ioanna that if any of their descendants fell in love, they would be barren to ensure no such offspring was ever conceived. Judging by the solid gate before her, their covenant was successful.
Hades slid her palm against the three stains on the stone. Her own mark was strong, the power behind it calling to her. Tentatively, her fingers brushed the blood next to it. Zeus. Despite his death, it too burned fierce. She caressed the last bloodied section, and Charon’s familiar authority flooded her senses. A soft sob escaped her throat as she yanked her hand back to her side. Even now, in his absence, his blood overwhelmed her with his love. Charon had risked his safety to seal this door, and the rusted blemish bore witness to his devotion to his dark king, the woman who returned both his life and the other half of his soul. Hades hoped she could return his life to him one more time. She refused to allow this stain to be all that remained of the Titan who was a father to her.
Hades stepped back in both relief and disappointment. Her ancestors unleashed would explain the apocalyptic snow, but their freedom would be a death sentence for the earth. The Olympians barely contained them once before, even with the aid of the Omega and her god-killers. She might not be so fortunate a second time now that she stood alone.
The relief at their imprisonment dwarfed the unknown threat, though. Hades knew of no other entity ferocious enough to obliterate an entire race of the divine. She knew of only two beings who could best Kerberos. The Alpha and the Omega. Yet someone else had ripped her god-killer to brutal pieces.
What unholy hellscape had she stepped into? Was this her mind? Had that portal trapped her within a nightmare of her own imagination? Or perhaps she had stridden into an alternate timeline, a reality that existed parallel to her own, never intersecting but vastly horrifying. Neither Olympus nor the Underworld offered answers. This temple was void of all but death. There was only one place left to search, and in smoke, Hades pulled herself to the mortal plane. Even if it took an eternity, she would scour the earth until she held Alkaios and her son in her arms again.
    
THIS WAS NOT HADES’ Earth. This was not her home. The land that had once been peaceful and overrun with nature was now a writhing cacophony of monstrosities. Gone were the trees. Gone were the greenery, the animals, the crystal waters, replaced by buildings she did not recognize built from materials that did not exist in her world. Snow covered every inch of this severe synthetic forest, and a black, unforgiving substance lay where the soft, fragrant dirt had once blanketed the ground.
And the noise. Unlike Olympus and the Underworld, Earth teamed with unpleasant sounds. Metallic beasts careened around buildings and between crowds, humming with unnatural growls, mankind trapped within them as if they wished to be caged. Horns of unrecognizable timbre screamed through the chaos as throngs of seemingly unaffected humans dressed in foreign garbs wove in and out of the metal creatures. These mortals were wholly unconcerned by the lawlessness before her. They moved in a symbiotic choreography with their environment, some even talking to themselves with utter disregard for the insanity.
A shoulder crashed into hers, jarring her from her shock, and a man barreled past. His eyes flicked over her bare arms and simple dress as if she was out of place. He was talking to himself as if the act was as commonplace as breathing, but he paused his conversation in annoyance.
“Sorry.” The single word escaped his mouth, abrupt and unapologetic, and only then, as his hand moved from his ear, did Hades notice the small rectangle pressed to his head. It was smooth and impossibly shiny, and the moment he spat out his insincere excuse, the man placed it back to his skin and continued his string of angry words. The awkwardness of his cadence suggested he was talking to someone, and Hades took a step forward in bewilderment. But who? She pulled the sound from the device in his fist to her ears, and with a jolt of surprise, she heard a second voice pour through the contraption. He was not speaking to himself as she had first assumed.
Hades’ eye scanned the too loud street, pulling more sounds into focus, listening to the onslaught of voices and pandemonium. Every human talking to themselves seemed to have a similar box pressed to their ears. The metal creatures roared as they barreled through the snow, their artificial parts groaning as their interiors played uncomfortable music. Doors with bells opened and shut. A scream of artificial alarm whistled on the wind from an unseen distance, and then to complete her bewilderment, an impossibly small and fluffy dog walked by, a rope tied to his neck as he barked ferociously at her ankles.
Hades jerked back, not in fear, but in surprise. She had never laid eyes upon a dog that little, its fur matted down by a colorful garment. A dog wearing clothing? The air was bitter, harsh in its frozen hunger, and she could fathom its necessity for an animal so small, but the tunic he wore looked as if it had been crafted especially for his miniature size. The sight seemed more surreal to her than even the machines honking behind her.
“Sparky!” the woman walking the dog admonished, and then she turned to Hades, her eyebrows furrowed at her bare skin and long skirt. “So sorry. Such a tough guy, thinks he owns the block.”
Hades’ heel tipped off the curb, and she stumbled into the road. The woman and her dog stared at her in confusion and then rushed ahead, leaving the dark god alone in the surging mass. The noise was too much, the overwhelming panic tightening its grip on her gut with every horn that blared, with every flashing red and green light. This was not her world. This was not Earth.
Yet as Hades’ eyes drank in the anarchy, as her feet rooted to the hardened substance below her and her hands felt the air, she recognized this Earth. Its familiarity rushed to her, feeding her its memories, its knowledge. Every remembrance this ground had poured into her being. The history the wind recalled pushed into her pores and flooded her mind. The world was not hers, but it remembered a time when it had been; a past when instead of brick and steel, it was grass and soil.
The earth whispered, driving its experiences into her, speaking of centuries lost and forgotten, and Hades understood. This was not a prison locking her in her own imagination. It was not a reality that differed from hers. This was her world. She stood in the right place. Only it was the wrong time. Hades had crossed the threshold and stepped into the future. A dark and terrifying one. A future where the gods were dead.



  





VI
THE SQUEAL OF tires against asphalt and ice jerked Hades from her numbness just in time to watch a metal monster careen toward her. Its two wheels smoked against the ground, begging for friction, but the snow refused to allow it any grip. The helmeted man atop the machine struggled to reign in his speed, but it was of no use. He was traveling too fast, and in the onslaught of traffic, Hades had neither the time nor space to escape.
The impact shattered the air; the motorcycle collapsing in on itself as it drove into Hades’ thighs. With a sickening crunch, the metal folded in on itself, tires popping as the bike’s deformities punctured the rubber. Hades could hear the rider screaming even behind his mask, fear oozing from his skin to circle her, and for the first time since the world had learned the name Hades, she did not feel his prayer as he hurtled toward death. Just his terror. She thrived on fear. Mankind worshiped her in the hopes the King of the Underworld would save them from evil. They prayed that in the afterlife, Hades would not deliver them to Tartarus, but instead grant them eternity in the sweet fields of Elysium, yet this man uttered no prayer. He did not beg for help as he flew from his seat. Only horror scented the wind. Her flesh and blood had destroyed metal and machinery, crumpling it into worthless coils. He did not understand what stood before him; who stared him down. The only living god left on this earth had delivered him to his end, yet he crashed to the asphalt, blind to her true presence.
The motorcycle collapsed in a deformed heap just as the rider slammed into the pavement. Hades heard the sickening crunch of his bones as they shattered upon impact. She smelled the blood oozing from his skull. He was not long for this world, his soul eager to journey to her realm, yet his flesh lay there, clinging to his spirit, breath rattling his end. He had no coins, no prayer, no faith. How long had the gods been dead?
A horn blared followed by a thunderous crash as three cars swerved to avoid hitting the dying man, and Hades twisted her neck to witness metal impact metal. Glass shattered, and people screamed. Some in fear as their vehicles skid out of control, but most were aimed at her—the woman whose flesh crushed steel. Hades recognized the scent of terror in the air. She had once purposely elicited such carnage, but in those days, she understood her odds. She knew her enemy well. This future was foreign. This world was unrecognizable, and if whoever killed the Olympians still ruled, they would take note of an indestructible woman walking the earth. They would come for her, and until Hades knew whom she faced, she felt it wise to conceal her presence.
Turning away from the chaos, she moved to the dying motorist and gripped his shattered thigh. His legs bent at an unnatural angle, his arms and neck twisted like a rope, and the white of the snow below him drank the red of his blood in a macabre greed, but the moment her hand seized his flesh, smoke burst forward to dive into his body. It weaved and coiled, consuming him, and within seconds his broken bones fused and his skin knit closed cell by cell. With one final push of darkness, Hades forced his soul back into his chest, and the man coughed a violent breath of air.
Without a word, she turned and grabbed the motorcycle with both fists. She yanked the crumpled machine apart with inhuman strength, and the bike uncoiled, dents smoothing and cracks healing. The tires inflated, and just as she had returned the mortal to life, so did she resurrect his vehicle. Setting it down against the pavement, she snagged the motorist by his collar and hauled him forward until he straddled the motorcycle.
Confusion and fear coursed through his rigid muscles, but Hades ignored him and stepped back. If not for the crashes behind him, the man atop his bike would have been an image of perfection. Untainted and whole. Hades breathed deeply, the icy air stinging her lungs as she sucked it down, and then she lifted her hand and snapped her fingers.
The motorist sped by her as if she did not stand in the center of traffic. He did not remember her or the accident. No one did as traffic resumed. Gone were the crashed cars. Gone were the terrified witnesses. With a snap of power, Hades had returned order and peace to the street. Not a single crystal of broken glass littered the pavement. Not one mark of burned rubber marred the road. It was as if the accident had never happened.
And to the humans, it never had. Their vehicles bore no evidence. Their minds remembered nothing. Only Hades knew the wreckage her confusion had caused, and having erased every trace of her from the surrounding memories, she stepped out of the street and disappeared into the crowd.
    
HE DID NOT BELIEVE his eyes. He could not believe them, for surely what he witnessed was impossible. A terrifying woman cloaked in darkness had withstood a vehicular assault without so much as a hair out of place. Meanwhile, both the bike and the motorist suffered catastrophic injuries, ones he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt were fatal. His shock doubled when the raven-haired beauty undid her harm with a snap of her fingers, the street returning to normal with no memory of her devastation. Then she disappeared into the throng as quickly as she arrived, no witnesses left to tell of her power, of her dread.
But he remembered. He saw the smoke drift from her body into the dying man, watched it permeate every crash and each victim. He had recoiled when it reached his flesh, lapping at him like waves upon the sand, but instead of forgetting as the rest did, it simply wrapped him in power. Her strength embraced him, coating his skin, bathing his conscious in glorious euphoria. He felt her raw, electric superiority, and his heart raced at the darkness, at her beauty. This was no woman. She was no mortal. She was something else entirely. Something new he had never experienced, and before he registered his own movements, he was following her.
He kept his distance, using his own particular set of skills to remain hidden from sight, but he made sure she never strayed too far. He needed to know.
Was she who he was looking for?





VII
BY THE TIME a young woman carrying a bundled child passed Hades with a scowl of confusion on her lips, the god knew her simple dress and bare arms would attract unwelcome attention in this freeze. The fashion of this future was foreign to her, but the thick layers needed no explanation. It was unnaturally cold, but it hovered differently here than it did on Olympus. Dread and violence cloaked the Mountain, as if the evil required to subdue the gods had unleashed its fury there, leaving little vengeance for the rest of the world. On Olympus, Hades’ bones had felt the frost creeping ever closer. If she had stayed, it would have fought to claim her, but here on earth, her power insulated her. She did not need a covering, but after a multitude of disapproving glares, she decided to forgo her ancient garb.
She paused before a shop, its glass windows revealing a display of statues clothed in garments. Her eyes roamed the fabrics until they landed on one ensemble. The statue wore a strange fabric that clung to its legs. It hugged every curve, every shape, its dark blue a pristine color. Hades searched the shop’s memories until she found the name. Jeans. Skinny jeans to be exact, and her first thought was Alkaios would love them. The sway of her hips, the movement of her thighs. A tear escaped down her cheek. He could not be dead. How could he be dead? She needed him, missed him, and she craved the almost tangible touch of his adoring gaze that traced the curves of her body he loved with undying fierceness.
Hades swiped the tear away, its single drop nearly frozen, and her eyes traveled up the statue. A simple shirt hugged its torso, but it was the outerwear that gave her pause. It was a brown color, something she could remedy with ease, but the leather jacket with its buckles and zippers was a fierce work of art. Hades smiled to herself as she brushed her fingers over her dress.
Fiber by fiber, the garment of old tore apart and re-knit itself until it resembled the jeans and jacket; only instead of blue and brown, the fabric was black as death. It clung to her skin, matching her raven hair seamlessly, and as a final touch, her sandals expanded into black combat boots with tall, thick heels. She had noticed a pair at the rear of the shop and instantly knew she wanted them. They added height to her frame, a sense of power to her midnight visage. Yes, Alkaios would love the intimidating vision she presented. His eyes would worship her as she moved. Even dressed like this, Hades was darkness and dread, and she would figure out how to return to Alkaios. She would undo this devastation, even if only to show him how she looked in these black jeans.
Hades turned from the shop window and continued down the street, forcing her tears deep into the recesses of her body. She had been gone from Alkaios for only hours, yet the pain of missing him carved a thousand wounds in her soul. His disfigured corpse played on repeat in her memory. She always knew losing him would crush her, but she was wholly unprepared for the devastation it truly inflicted. Long ago, when Zeus exiled her from Olympus, she believed her heart was beyond repair. How foolish she had been. This was worse. This was like dying repeatedly without the blissful relief of death. She did not want to entertain the thought of what might happen if this timeline was irreversible. It would kill her. It was impossible to live absent her heart.
    
THE SCENT of unfamiliar yet enticing food wafted past Hades, and her stomach groaned in hunger. The sun was dying, giving way to darkness, and there was little more she could do. Even if she discovered a clue as to what had caused this freeze, she did not have the heart to continue. Not now, at least. Her day had been filled with heartbreak. She had not found Makaria’s body in the Underworld, but that did not mean he was alive. For all she knew, he lay at the bottom of the Styx, but without his corpse, Hades could imagine him alive, still hiding in wait for her to find him. She longed to end this day with that hope intact. She could not bear to discover him dead and dismembered like her husband. Better to drown her fear and sorrow in whatever smelled so delicious and save her search for her son tomorrow. She needed a night of hope. One more sleep where her boy yet lived.
Hades drifted over the snowy sidewalk toward the fragrance and stepped inside a pub. Scents she had never experienced before overwhelmed her, some pleasant and some repulsive. The idea of food and wine outweighed any unpleasantness the building offered, though, and she moved to take a seat.
Music saturated the air, and she could not decide if she liked this different sound or not. High in the corner, a box played images and sounds as if by magic. She studied it, letting its history speak to her, and amazement at the technology filled her mind. A television. Mankind had come a long way since her days on earth. Perhaps that was why the gods were dead. With their inventions, mankind believed themselves superior. Why pray to Zeus when this was at your fingertips?
“What can I get for you?” A man’s voice interrupted her thoughts, and Hades shifted toward the bartender. The first thing she noticed was his forearms. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing black marks etched into his skin. The Oracle of Delphi had worn such markings, but their details paled compared to the tattoos before her now. These were intricately designed and flawlessly executed. Gone was the unique line work that came from pressing needles into flesh by hand. Gone was the faded color. This was intoxicatingly perfect, and she had to clench her fingers to keep them from brushing over the designs. Alkaios would wear these tattoos well. Dark and intricate, they would dance over his muscular biceps and his bare chest, down to his—
Stop.
She could not go there. A fraying thread held her grief at bay. She would not snap it here under the watchful gaze of mortals.
“Wine please.” Hades looked up into the bartender’s eyes. He wore an odd expression, a combination of awe and trepidation. She was a beauty beyond compare, said to rival even Aphrodite, but she was also death reincarnated, and as a mortal who lived in a world without gods, coming face to face with the Omega was an alarming experience. Hades smiled, forcing a sense of calm into the man.
“What kind?” he asked, his features relaxing. She paused at his question and then looked at the countless bottles behind him. Even wine was different in the future.
“Whichever you like.”
“This is my favorite.” He turned and grabbed a bottle, pouring a glass before setting it before her. Hades lifted to her lips and drained it in one breath. It was delicious, but she cared little for flavor at the moment. Earthly wine had barely any effect on the gods, but perhaps if she drank enough, it would blur the edges of her pain.
“Would you like another?” The bartender stared at her in surprise, and she nodded. “Same kind, or do you want to try something else?”
“Same will do.”
She only drained half, the look on the man’s face causing her to pause, and she placed the glass down before smiling reassuringly.
“Thank you.”
“Bad day?” he asked, grabbing a rag to wipe the counter.
“Excruciating.”
“I’m sorry.” A waving arm at the opposite end of the bar interrupted him, and he moved to the beckoning patron with an apologetic expression. “Give me a second. I’ll be right back.”
Hades watched the young man move away. He was kind. She sensed the genuineness of his sympathy, but she was glad he had left. She did not wish to be cruel to him, but everything within her was numb, and every smile that curved his lips pained her heart.
“I see you’re almost done with your drink,” a lecherous voice oozed behind her. “Can I buy you another?”
Hades lifted the wine to her mouth and drained the last of the crimson liquid before turning to the speaker. He stared at her with a predatory gaze. Just as the bartender emitted kindness from his every pore, this man reeked of manipulation and danger. Hades sighed in relief. He did not deserve her goodness. He warranted wrath as he tried to slip closer, to take advantage of what he thought was a defenseless girl alone at a bar. Bitterness overloaded her soul and leaked from her skin. Her broken heart would revel in this unleashed darkness.
Their gazes locked, and the man was suddenly routed to the floor unable to move. His eyes widened in shock, but Hades did not release him from her hold. Malice and intimidation wafted off her, diving into his skin, worming their way into his spirit. She showed him death and terror, pushed the screams of Tartarus into his mind. His heartbeat quickened. She held him in her cruel grasp until his heart could no longer withstand the strain, and then she released him.
“I am what waits across the River,” she whispered so only he might hear. “Take this as a warning. Although it matters little to me which direction your soul tips the scales of judgment. Either way, you are mine.”
Without a word, the man shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled out a fistful of bills. Slamming them on the bar without counting, he bolted for the door to disappear into the night. He would not be back.
“That was impressive.” The bartender settled before her. “Normally, he can’t take a hint.”
“May I have another?” Hades ignored the comment and gestured to the empty glass.
He looked at her with concern. “Maybe you should have something to eat so it doesn’t go to your head?”
“No.” The word escaped too harsh, too cruel, and the bartender flinched at her tone. He turned and grabbed the bottle, pouring her a generously large serving, and guilt flooded Hades as he set it before her.
“Food would be nice.” Her voice swelled with apology, and the man smiled at the melody of it. “It smells wonderful in here.”
“I’ll get you my favorite,” he said, anticipating her question for a suggestion. “You’ll love it.”
And he was right. She did love it. It was unlike the fresh food she thrived on, but the grease and the spice warmed her soul. It was indulgent and unhealthy and exactly what she needed. The bartender wore a smile on his face the entire time she ate, pleased that she enjoyed his recommendations, and Hades loosed a tiny thread of smoke from her fingers when his back was turned. It wove through the air and circled the bartender’s neck before absorbing into his flesh. His kindness was a blessing, and she returned it sevenfold. Fortune would favor him from this day forth.
“Reports of unseasonal snow in the southern United States is cause for concern, authorities say, and while the U.S. government has yet to release a statement, meteorologist expert Dan Sutton theorizes that if this cold continues its advancement, we could be looking at a second global Ice Age,” a polished woman on the television said almost too low to hear, but Hades’ ears pricked at the words.
“Can you increase the volume?” She looked at the bartender, and with a nod, he flicked the remote. A green bar grew across the screen, and the reporter’s voice flooded the pub with increased clarity.
“Two years ago, when snow fell on Athens during its hottest summer on record, experts were baffled by the phenomenon. Meteorologists from around the globe met to study the unnatural weather, but what started as an unexplained episode of nature has now turned into a worldwide concern.”
Two years? Hades balked at the woman on the screen. Snow had been falling for two years?
“Spreading quickly over Greece, and then to the surrounding countries, the United States has begun seeing reports of uncharacteristic storms,” the reporter continued. “The constant winter concerns authorities since the afflicted areas’ survival relies heavily on food shipments from the unaffected regions, but as snow sightings were recently recorded in Africa and now the southern United States, many worry that as more and more continents are affected, the greater the shortages will become. Agricultural experts across the globe have partnered with engineers and their local governments to test the productivity of wide-scale greenhouses, but with the snow moving at a rapid speed, it leaves many wondering if these efforts are too little, too late.”
Hades stood up with such abruptness the chair almost toppled backward. Something about the woman’s words pricked at her mind. It was as if a buried memory clawed for freedom from a deepness too great to escape. Ice age. Its recollection was in shredded fragments. The portal in her room. The nagging cold. This had to do with her. How? She could not see, but it was tied to her, and alarm itched at her spine.
Hades seized a handful of napkins, and as she had transformed stone to coin all those years ago with Alkaios, she poured her power into the papers. They lost their white color, transforming into bills, and when they were complete, she dropped a few on the bar.
“Thank you,” she said to the bartender as she shoved the rest of the money into her pocket.
“Anytime.” He smiled, clearing her plates. “See you soon.”
But Hades would not be back. She could not hide within these comforting walls nor drown her sorrow in mortal wine. The apocalypse barreled ever closer, and she was the last god left alive. No matter how many experts argued, no matter how many banded together to build greenhouses, this was a power beyond mortality, and if she did not stop this, the world would perish in ice and agony.



  





VIII
NIGHT FELL FAST under the constant cloak of snow. Hades contemplated returning to the Underworld, but the idea of sleeping there without Alkaios was repulsive. She should return and bless his body with the dignity of a sacred burial, but that would give his death a finality. He had been murdered by the Pitchfork just as Zeus had been by his Thunderbolt. Death delivered by a god’s weapon was final. It left little of the soul behind, only enough to inhabit the wind that danced through the grass. If she ventured to Elysium, she would not find him. She would find none of them. Their presence would fill the breeze that caressed her skin, the floral fragrance that drifted to her nose, and while it offered more peace than the Touch of the Gods, it was not enough. To scent Alkaios on the air and not be able to embrace him was too great a despair, so she turned her feet toward a hotel that towered over the shops at the end of the block.
At the front desk, Hades requested a room on the top floor from an attendant, whose name tag read Cassia, and then paid with the leftover bills from the bar. She longed to unleash her smoke to travel to the penthouse suite instead of using the contraption labeled The Elevator, but judging by the look on the young woman’s face, it would be a poor idea. More observant than the other mortals in this future, the girl stared at her raven hair and dark eyes with wary awe. Her mother had raised her on folklore and legends, much to the ridicule of her childhood classmates, but standing here, Hades saw the recognition. Cassia’s logic told her it was impossible, yet as Hades walked away, she could not help but wonder if she had just witnessed greatness.
Hades watched Cassia as the elevator doors closed. She could feel the girl’s longing pulling at her skin. She wanted to believe, and Hades longed to confirm her suspicions, to assure Cassia she was not alone in this universe, but she let the doors slide shut without fanfare. Her arrival in this timeline undoubtedly had painted a target on her, and she did not want to present the bullseye until she backed this frozen evil into the corner.
The elevator dinged as it arrived, and with a swipe of the key card, Hades entered the suite. A floor-to-ceiling window engulfed the entire outer wall, and like a predator to the scent of blood, she drifted to the vast pane of glass. The snowy city below was picturesque, almost dreamy in its serenity. From this vantage, one could forget the danger this cold threatened as it floated down from the heavens. From the warmth of this comfortably decorated room, the falling snow was angelic, a blanket of purity smothering the world. Its splendor reminded Hades of herself, of how terror and carnage were not always delivered by the horrible or the deformed, but sometimes by intoxicating beauty.
    
HADES WOKE with what should have been the sun but instead was only a slight shift from black to grey. She stretched out on the engulfing mattress, her body stiff and her mind tired despite the comfort. She had forgotten what it was like to sleep alone, and without her husband’s warmth, she had cried herself into oblivion.
She allowed herself to wallow in grief while the moon was queen, but now that the day dawned anew, she shook off the remnants of self-pity and ventured into the washroom. The heat of the shower was alarmingly different from bathing in the creek behind Alkaios’ farm. Its warm stream did not feed her power like the poisoned waters of the Styx, but as the news from the television droned in the background, she enjoyed every second of the scalding water and fragrant soaps. She would have relished it more if Alkaios were there, and closing her eyes, she permitted herself a single moment of imagination. His dark, suds-coated hair. His wide and excited eyes as the water ran in streams over his massive frame. She pictured his calloused hands working the knots from her midnight locks and the softness of his whispered voice against her ear so as not to wake Makaria.
Makaria. Her wildly adventurous son would love the hot rain that fell inside this contraption. She could picture the tantrum he would throw if she tried to dry him off before he finished playing in the steam, and her heart ached with a prayer to the universe. She begged whatever could hear her, whatever might be out there in the far recesses of space, that her boy was alive and well, and she would not stumble across his tiny, mutilated body. That somewhere in this frozen land he stood in his own shower, readying to meet the day.
The water eventually lost its heat, and Hades wrapped a towel around her torso before venturing out into the suite. She ordered a simple breakfast from the hotel’s room service and ate before the television as her hair dried.
Long ago, when she was merely a human girl on earth, Zeus had enlisted her and Orion’s help in quelling a Titan demi-god uprising. They had convinced a city to pray to them and not the Olympians, weakening the gods’ authority. After the destruction of the Old Ones, the Universe saw fit to limit the deities, their strength increased by prayer. Hades was all that remained of that ancient and absolute power, and it had crossed her mind that the lack of belief among humanity may have led to Olympus’ downfall. Before her ancestors’ prophecy awoke the dormant Omega in her blood, she needed the worship of the faithful to contend with the likes of Zeus. Even if that was not the case now, the gods often looked to humans for aid, and so Hades scanned the news for hints. Perhaps a mortal existed that could shine a light on their predicament, or at the very least, set her in the right direction. For even in her infinite power, Hades was blind. She could not see beyond the snow. She felt nothing in the death of the gods except to notice their own weapons killed them.
After an hour, a finished breakfast, and two cups of a beverage called coffee that she thoroughly enjoyed, Hades grabbed the remote to turn off the television. Nothing caught her eye, and disappointment corrupted her emotions. It had been a long shot, but the sliver of hope that she might find answers had been enough to cause her heartache at the failure.
Her finger slid over the power button, but before she pressed it, a familiar face flashed on the screen. It was a small clip from a previously aired interview, and the name Dan Sutton sparked her memory from the television at the bar. A meteorologist from a place called New York, Sutton had traveled to Athens after the snow first appeared. According to the reporter, he was the foremost authority on unnatural weather phenomena, and it was his crew that had pioneered the modern greenhouse that governments around the world prayed would offer salvation.
Hades flipped the news off and walked to the chair where her clothes lay neatly folded. Brushing her fingers over the fabric, the jeans and jacket morphed into a business dress, the shape mimicking the one the news anchor wore. The woman’s had been a vibrant blue, but Hades’ version remained hellish black, and slipping into it, the boots on her feet transformed into understated yet imposing stilettos.
Hades looked at her image in the mirror and hesitated. The dress fit her flawlessly, exquisite yet professional, but she wondered for a moment if the black ensemble was too aggressive. In the past, the gods were widely acknowledged. One look at her severity and unnatural beauty would bring men to their knees in prayer, and her appearance, while magnificent, would not cause chaos. But here, in this technologically advanced future, her deity was obvious. There was no magic, no power left, and the air hummed electric as she moved, welcoming her strength as if it was starving.
Perhaps adding color to the ensemble would soften her edges, but as Hades lifted her fingers to the fabric, she could not bring herself to do it. She had existed in darkness and blackness since her exile from Olympus. No, she would remain as she was. She was the end of all ends, and the snow would yield to her will even if she had to strangle the life from it with her own fists.
    
IN SMOKE AND DARKNESS, Hades appeared outside of Dan Sutton’s research compound. According to this morning’s report, this site had started as a small investigation, but over the past two years, it had grown exponentially, stretching for miles as different greenhouse and scientific labs joined forces. Hades stepped out of the concealing shadows of the outlying buildings and made her way over the plowed pavement toward the main office. None of the employees milling about noticed her, and she slipped inside uninterrupted.
“Can I help you?” A woman at the front desk held a palm over her phone’s mouthpiece as she directed the question at Hades.
“I am here to meet with Mr. Sutton.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“Yes,” Hades lied.
“One moment, please.” The girl took her hand off the phone and spoke into it. “Harry, can I call you back in a bit… sounds good. Thanks.” She hung up and turned her eyes to Hades. “May I have your name, Mrs.…?”
“Alkaios.”
“Mrs. Alkaios…” A thread of almost invisible smoke circled the receptionist as she scrolled through the digital calendar on the computer before her. “Ah, here you are. Mr. Sutton has been expecting you. If you care to take a seat, he’ll be right out.”
Hades stepped back from the desk as the woman picked up the phone to announce her arrival. She did not take the suggested seat, though. She knew he would come for her quickly. He would not understand his urgency, but even oblivious men cannot refuse the call of a god.
“Mrs. Alkaios.” Dan Sutton burst into the room seconds later with an enthusiastic greeting. A thin man in his early fifties with grey peppered throughout his dark hair, Dan was classically handsome, but his features were kind and comforting, drawing those in his orbit closer to his presence. Hades immediately liked him and felt a sense of relief as he jovially extended a hand to her.
“It is so nice to meet you. I’m glad you were able to make it. Thankfully, the weather took a more mild turn this morning,” he said as she shook his hand. The moment their skin touched, he gazed up at her in surprise but recovered his shock quickly, but not before removing his fist from her grip.
“Shall we?” He gestured to the door he had just exited, and with a smile aimed at the receptionist, Hades followed.
They toured pristine laboratories, and he introduced her to multiple specialists, none of them confused by her sudden appearance. By the time their walk-through was complete, Hades had only formed two conclusions. Science and technology had replaced faith, and despite the vast collective intelligence, no one had any answers as to why snow suddenly fell during a blistering summer heatwave.
“Some believe this cold is punishment for humanity’s sins,” Dan said as they concluded their tour in his office. He offered her a cup of coffee from the pot on his corner table and then sat with a mug of his own. “I don’t believe that higher powers are out to annihilate us, but that this is normal evolution. An inexplicable ice age terrorized earth once before, yet mankind prevailed. We have come full circle, and we will overcome. Our ancestors had spears and fire. We have a wealth of knowledge and advancement at our fingertips.”
“And you trust your intelligence will save you?” Hades asked, crossing her legs.
“It has to.”
“Otherwise, those who consider this a punishment are correct.”
“Yes… no, of course not.” Her statement threw him, and he looked curiously at her.
“Why are you so certain that no higher powers are at work?”
“Because when the snow fell, the world prayed.” Conviction poured through his words. “We begged for help. We pleaded for deliverance, for a sign. It was an alarming sight to behold. News traveled fast, and many visited from all over to witness the snowfall in Athens. The awe stopped once the frost spread. The surrounding cities. All of Greece. Europe. Oceans are icing over. People are dying, and food shortages are no longer a hypothetical but a real death sentence. Those with faith prayed harder. They fasted and wept. Sacrificed and repented. The cold only worsened. If there were gods, if a higher power existed, they would have come. They would not allow their children to perish in ice and terror. There are no gods. Only science.”
Hades leaned forward and placed her half-empty mug on the desk. She gazed into Dan’s eyes, saying nothing, and after a moment, he shifted uncomfortably. He had not noticed it before, but there was something unsettling about this dark woman.
“Perhaps the gods could not answer.” Hades released him from her hold and settled back with her coffee. “Perhaps they are coming.”
“If they are, I hope they show themselves soon. We are racing death against a fast-ticking clock.”
“These greenhouses?” Hades abruptly changed the subject. “How successful do you expect them to be against the oncoming freezes?”
“We have made significant advancements over the past two years. Productivity has doubled, but at our current output, we will not have enough to feed the entire population. We have the largest and most experimental one here. Would you care to see?”
She nodded, and Dan stood, ushering her out of the door.
“Did anything happen in Athens right before the snow fell?” Hades asked, as they ventured out into the cold.
“How do you mean?”
“From your research, the source of the storm is still unclear. You mentioned the atmosphere and planets are functioning normally. The polar ice caps remain unchanged, and global warming was not the cause. There were no natural catastrophes. No earthquakes or floods. No volcanoes or storms. Snow does not form from nothing. So, did anything happen? Even something insignificant that perhaps was out of the ordinary.”
“Not that I know of.” Dan approached the greenhouse and extended a hand for the handle, but a young man with glasses the size of his face and a knit cap pulled so low his features almost disappeared beat him to it. He held the door open, and Sutton led the way, but before she could follow, the man grabbed her elbow.
“I was there,” he whispered, and Hades froze. “I was on holiday. I always wanted to visit the sites of old. The gods aren’t real, but I love their myths. I was in Athena’s Temple. The ruins are magnificent, and I had lost all sense of time. The sun had set, and very few tourists remained. That’s when I heard it. It was like a pop of electricity followed by a rush of air. It was only in the Parthenon. No one outside felt it, but the next day the snow fell. I never left Greece to return home. I volunteered with the hope of helping, but most think the sound was just a shift in temperature or the temple settling.”
Hades stared at the man who clutched her elbow as if he could force his conviction into her. The eyes behind his glasses were sincere. He believed every detail was important, and for the first time since she had arrived in the future, truth tugged at her.
“May I?” She extended her bare fingers to his cheek, and he froze before gulping down his surprise. He nodded, and she pressed a palm to his cold skin. His memories flooded her, his emotions taking over hers, and then she heard it. The pop he described. She breathed deep and pushed further, listening again to his memory. The rush of air was there, but it was subtle. The Parthenon wasn’t the origin of the sound, but instead a conduit. It had channeled residual power, as she suspected most temples and sacred grounds did. His memory was not much, but it was a start. Even though Athena’s crumbling temple was not home to the frost, perhaps she would find more on that holy ground.
“Thank you.” She lowered her hand and turned to follow Dan, who had only just realized she no longer stood behind him.
“Who are you?” The young man’s voice trembled, and she glanced over her shoulder at the wide, glass-covered eyes.
“Someone here to help.”
    
THE TOUR of the greenhouse was fascinating, if not disheartening. If this were any other freeze, the advancements cultivated here would have withstood an extended winter. Sutton explained that when the panic first hit, unaffected areas shipped aid to those affected, but as it spread, countries put aside their differences and began working together for long-term solutions. Many private estates had expanded to include personal greenhouses, and once-popular industry staples had either gone out of business or converted their efforts toward food production.
“With the continual failing temperatures, nature struggles to support crops and livestock,” Dan said as they concluded their tour. “Some, including myself, predict that it will not be much longer before the planet becomes hostile to mankind. That’s why these greenhouses are important. This one was the first constructed after the snow fell, and it tests mostly crop solutions, but we have two other experimental buildings. A second houses the livestock, and the third is working on population survival. Thankfully, the weather is still survivable, and while spreading, it hasn’t encompassed the globe. At this rate, we have a few years before we must rely solely on greenhouses, and I’m confident in what we can achieve.”
Hades was not. The technology was brilliant, the crops delicious, but this was not a second ice age. This was not nature shifting and rearranging. Even faced with one, Sutton did not believe in the gods, but that changed nothing. This freeze was of supernatural origin, and the efforts of man would be futile against it.
“It is remarkable what you have accomplished here.” Hades extended a hand, and Dan shook it.
“Thank you for coming, Mrs. Alkaios.” Dan smiled as she released his grip and stepped toward the treacherous outdoors. “I appreciate your time.”
Hades nodded and slipped outside. She rounded the corner quickly, careful to avoid detection, and as she stood alone, she stretched out her palms. Tentacles of inky smoke snaked from her fingers, writhing and pulsing about her in a chaotic storm. The air vibrated, humming with power, and then the smoke tore through the wind. It wove between the buildings, each ribbon of darkness finding a home in the multiple greenhouses. They dug in deep, permeating every plant, every machine, and each employee. Mankind could not stop this cold. They could not fight it, but with her help, this place would not falter. It would not fail. Just as she had once blessed Alkaios’ farm when he was nothing but a mortal struggling for survival, so she baptized this compound. Unlike her husband, most here would not notice the change. Most would believe success was a fruit of their labor, but the young man with the large glasses recognized he had been wrong about the gods. They were real. He had met one.
    
THE RAVEN-HAIRED BEAUTY stood unaware of his presence, but that was his intention. She believed she was alone, and she was, save for his watchful gaze. It had taken him a while to find her, but her darkness left a mark. Her power allowed him to track her, and as he lingered hidden from sight, he watched that same black smoke pour from her body. He did not try to stop her, nor did he worry she might poison the greenhouses. As terrifying as this woman was to behold, he had witnessed what her darkness could do. It returned a man from certain death. It reformed metal and erased memories, and he suspected now it was fortifying the delicate crops growing within. At least he hoped that was what it intended. He had seen how powerful it was and watching her for a second time settled terror in his gut. If that power was used for ill, not a soul would see tomorrow.





IX
IT WAS SO WEAK A LESSER god would have missed it, but the soft sound jolted Hades awake in shock. Prayer.
It was a halfhearted whisper, lacking in faith and conviction, but it echoed in her brain all the same. This was the first time she had felt any form of worship since her arrival in the future, and she closed her eyes to revel in it.
It took long seconds to coax the prayer out of hiding, but once the words became clear, she realized that not only were they uttered with uncertainty, but they were also not meant for her. The voice was weak, barely above a whisper, but it belonged to a woman. She was praying to Athena, and in the days of old, Hades would have never heard worship intended for the goddess of warfare, but in this moment, she was the only god left. A woman bowed prostrate at Athena’s temple, calling out to anyone who would listen, and in a cloud of smoke, Hades answered the call.
Once a holy place of ostentatious beauty, the Parthenon stood a crumbling giant in the snow, and Hades’ stomach roiled at the decay. She and Athena rarely saw eye to eye, and at times, they had come to blows, but this? Athena did not deserve such disgrace. The temple had crumbled under the weight of its age, and what had once been a vibrant house of worship was nothing more than a tomb to a dead god. Gone were the priestesses. Gone were the burning incense and sacrificial offerings. The Parthenon lingered lifelessly in ruins, and rage coiled in Hades’ gut. Athena warranted more honor than this blasphemy. 
“I am sorry, my friend.” Hades brushed her fingertips over the fractured stone. “I am glad you are not here to witness this.”
The prayer echoed again through the dark, and Hades removed her hand from the wall and followed the sound of the frail voice. It chattered with cold as it begged, but she did not hasten. She was not Athena and would not reveal herself in the goddess’ temple, but she would move closer so the woman might feel her presence. It would bring her comfort to know that after all this time of silence, a god finally answered.
“This is all I have.” The woman’s voice was no longer only in Hades’ mind but also echoing off the walls. Hades stepped into the shadows just shy of the entrance, close enough to study the girl praying while remaining hidden.
“But if you can see it within yourself to accept this, then please help us.” The woman lowered a single flower to the snowy steps as she spoke. She was young, barely past the threshold of adulthood, and the flower she presented was wilted and dull. A tear escaped Hades’ eye at the offering. It was a simple bloom, unworthy of Athena’s time, and yet in this unending snow, Hades saw the precious gift for what it was. With the world focused on survival, how long before flowers became extinct? No greenhouse would waste space on beauty when it needed food. The young woman had found one of the last remnants of spring this earth had left, and offered it as a sacrifice. In that moment, Hades wished she were Athena. She wished she was the one this girl called out to, for she longed to rush to her kneeling frame and scoop her into her arms. Hades wished to tell this worshipper she had been heard, and her prayers would be answered.
The young woman paused as if hoping something would happen, but after a moment, she sighed a mournful breath and stood. She turned from the temple and walked away, and Hades noticed for the first time that she was not alone. A young man leaned against an all-terrain truck waiting for her.
“I don’t know why you bother,” he said as she stepped into his embrace. His tone was not unkind, but simply disappointed, as if he longed for someone to answer her, and when they did not, his heart broke. Hades could feel his love for the girl wafting off him as he clung to her.
“The gods aren’t real. They never were.” He kept his arms around her as they walked to the passenger side of the vehicle.
“I know,” she answered as he helped her inside, but Hades noticed the lie in her voice. She did believe, or at the very least, desperately wanted to.
“It’s just that things are so bad,” she continued, “I’m willing to try anything, believe in anything.”
“Then, for your sake, I hope someone out there is listening.” The man leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I’d do anything for you, even believe in deities that never existed.” The woman gripped his hand with love before he shut the door and moved to the driver’s side.
Hades’ heart sagged as they departed. They did not believe. What evil had befallen the world since she last saw Alkaios alive? How could no one believe? Had they not heard the stories of Zeus’ magnificence? Had they not heard about the souls Hades returned to the living? How long had the gods been dead that no mortal remembered their power? The snow began only two years ago, but something had killed the Olympians long before that.
Hades lingered in the shadows until the truck was well on its way before she stepped out onto the temple steps. She bent and scooped the wilted flower from the snow and clutched it to her chest, breathing life into the precious sacrifice. It surged with color and vitality. Her power would ensure the flower never died or froze. She might be death reincarnated, but she would preserve this remnant of spring. Even when all nature failed, these petals would prevail. Hades was no god of the harvest, her power limited when it came to granting growth, but she could give this much to the sacrifice so humbly offered. Hades lifted her foot to disappear back within the temple, but a distant movement caught her attention.
The young woman’s head snapped back, and the moment their eyes met, she shifted in her seat until she knelt backward in the truck’s cab. She stared at Hades in shock, her lips trembling fiercely before her hand flew up to press against them. Hades lifted the now colorful flower, and the girl’s already shocked eyes widened at the miracle before they returned to Hades’ face. The woman said nothing. She did nothing. She simply knelt, holding Hades’ gaze until the vehicle disappeared from sight.
Thank you. The words echoed so forcefully in Hades’ mind that she stepped back in surprise. The woman’s voice was strong. Full of belief and conviction, and this time the prayer was not aimed at Athena, but at Hades herself. The girl had the gift of discernment. She recognized Hades was not the goddess of this temple, and while she did not know her name, she knew she was there to answer her prayers. Hades had known women of such vision before. The Oracles of Delphi. There was no doubt in her mind. That girl was one of their descendants.
    
THE SNOW HAD LONG CONCEALED the truck before Hades retreated into the Parthenon. She had been unable to look away from the departing woman, and the two had been locked together in silence until distance rendered her invisible.
Hades carried the sacrifice to what remained of the altar and lay its eternal petals where they belonged. As she lingered in the darkness, her memory replayed her conversation with the young man with the enormous glasses, but here in the shadows, its stillness confirmed her suspicions it was not the origin of the freeze. Athena’s temple was holy ground, the power lingering in subtle fragments despite its mistress’ absence. Hades guessed the ruins were merely a conductor of devastation. Like metal in an electrical storm, it resonated with whatever evil had unleashed into the world, but the enemy was long gone. No answers waited here, and with a sigh of frustration, she pulled herself back to the city. When the man told her of his encounter, a glimmer of hope ignited in the recesses of her mind, but the temple’s forlorn state snuffed the burgeoning flame out.
Hades zipped her leather jacket higher up her chest as she walked through the streets, her mind combing through the events of the past twenty-four hours. After visiting the greenhouses and Dan Sutton yesterday, she returned to the city and purchased a small metal box that this strange future deemed so important. It took only seconds for the cellphone’s history to flood her mind, and she spent most of the previous night toggling between the televised news and the internet searching for clues. It had been nothing but a waste of energy and battery. Every article had written the same thing. The freeze came suddenly and without warning, and no matter how hard Hades searched using her divinity, her power revealed only shadows and fog.
It had been nearly morning when she finally gave up the hunt in favor of spending an unreasonable amount of time in the scalding shower, fighting back tears over her family. She was the Omega. The most powerful god left alive, and all of her foresight counted for naught against this ice. She promised Alkaios she would return to him, but when the water ran cold, she had collapsed into bed, defeated. She had no answers. What if she never found any?
Hades’ head whipped sideways, jerking her from her memories of self-pity and back into the present. A museum sign directed patrons inside, and out of morbid curiosity, Hades followed its call. The moment she stepped through the entrance, she wished she had not. Every work of art, every statue, stood in a decayed state, mimicking the slaughtered gods in their disrepair. They portrayed Zeus as an ancient man, white-haired and small. Gone was the blond, hulking man forged of steel and power. Gone were the beautiful face and imposing eyes. This was not Zeus; this was not the King of Olympus. It was a mockery, and Hades fled the museum before she could discover the sad portrayals of anyone else she loved. She would not be able to reign in the grief if Alkaios’ perfect visage had been so disgraced.
Hades barreled out into the open, almost thankful for the burn of ice in her lungs. The pain forced the tears back into her eyes, the sobs down her throat, and as she rushed over the icy walkway, her panic blinded her to an on-comer. Her shoulder smacked into his with such force that he stumbled backward, but before she could apologize, the man loosed a string of obscenities.
“Watch where you are going, you bi—” His voice caught in his throat when he spotted the blackness of her eyes.
“Sorry,” he mumbled in fear, before pushing past her in a desperate escape. Hades spun to apologize, embarrassed by her carelessness, but that was when she saw him. He was good, almost too good.
She froze for a breath and then whirled around to continue down the street. She only caught the hint of his shadow as he disappeared into the crowd, but this was the third time she sensed this stranger’s presence. The third time, she detected his scent on the breeze. When it first happened, she almost did not register him. In the second instance, she considered the possibility of a coincidence, but now? This was deliberate. Someone was following her.
Hades slipped into the subtle and constant whiteout that blanketed the earth, eyes trained on the crowd, but her power unfurled behind her, weaving about the pulsing bodies until it found him. His aura was different, unnatural, and without plan or forethought, Hades veered down a side avenue.
Her feet carried her quickly over the pavement, and within seconds, she exited onto another populated street. She moved with a speed no mortal could follow, yet as she wandered aimlessly, she sensed him round the corner to emerge behind her.
He had skill. She gave him that. Not only could he track her movement, but he also maintained the foresight and talent to linger far enough behind to not warrant concern. If she had been anyone else, the man would have tailed her unnoticed. The thought was unsettling, and she hoped she was his only victim. At least she was not in danger.
Hades stepped gracefully through the crowd, careful not to alert her stalker to her awareness, and then as she lunged before a group of tall men, she seamlessly disappeared into a side alley, the timing perfect to hide her movements. She flattened herself against the wall and waited.
A minute passed before she felt his confusion grow closer. He had lost track of her, and she sensed it again. His unnatural presence as he searched. It would only be a matter of seconds before he located her, but seconds were all she needed. The moment his profile came into view, Hades grabbed him.
“What the—” her hand clamped over his mouth before his surprise could complete its outburst. With inescapable strength, she dragged him further into the shadows and pinned him violently up against the wall.
“Why are you following me?” she whispered close to his covered mouth. He struggled for freedom, but despite his larger frame, his muscles were no match for hers. Recognizing his defeat, he stilled with the tension of a coiled snake and pitched his gaze to hers. He was handsome, in a boyish way. He appeared no older than twenty-five, but Hades knew his innocent looks were a deception. His features were pleasant, but not striking enough to stand out. Too young to be taken seriously, yet old enough not to be questioned. He was tall so that most might not glance up to notice his eye color, but his height was not so intimidating to cause onlookers surprise. His appearance was perfectly sculpted. Sufficient beauty to move easily through this world, but enough mediocrity to forget. His features were no mistake. He was the perfect specimen to stalk someone, and great wisdom lingered behind his youthful face. His presence here was by design.
“Why are you following me?” Hades repeated, shoving him against the wall for emphasis before lowering her hand from his mouth.
“I’m… not.”
“Do not lie to me.” Her voice pitched low, and terror passed over his expression. “I have sensed you for days.”
“That’s impossible…” he stuttered. “You shouldn’t be able to. No one ever has.”
“I am unlike anyone else.”
“I…”
“Answer me.”
“I needed to know if you could help.” The words tripped over each other as they poured from his lips.
Hades’ eyes widened at his answer. She had not expected that explanation, and her grip lessened a fraction, allowing his head to fall forward from the frigid wall.
“I’ve felt nothing like you,” he continued, his speech more casual than she was accustomed to despite his alarm. “No magic remains in this world, and when I saw you fix that bike, I needed to find out if you were here to help or to kill us all.”
“You are mistaken.” Hades pulled her hands from his chest. “I did no such thing.”
“Do not lie to me.” He caught her retreating wrist as he repeated her own command back to her. “I watched you heal a dying man. I saw an entire street forget the sight of a motorcycle crashing into your legs as if you’re not flesh but steel. Darkness poured from your skin and washed over me, and I had to follow you… to see if you were here to finish what the snow started, or if one powerful enough to combat the freeze had finally answered our prayers.”
“If you remember, you are not human.” Hades cupped his face in her palm and stared into his eyes, but she did not recognize him. He was no god, nor was he a being from her time in history.
“And neither are you. So few of us remain, and none feel as strong as you.” The man slipped his hand over hers and pressed it closer to his cheek so that not even the cold could slip between their skin. “By the gods—if they are real—please tell me you are here to help.”
“I did not bring about this snow,” Hades said, and he sagged in relief at her words. “But I cannot promise you aid. I know neither you nor your intentions. I can only assure you this freeze is not of my hands, and I have no intention of allowing this evil to continue.”
“Then, for now, we are on the same side.”
“Where did this winter come from? Do you know what caused it?”
“Kinda, yeah.” Hades cocked her head at his odd language, and he smirked. “We don’t know everything, but perhaps more than you,” he clarified. “But her story isn’t mine to tell.”
“Then take me to her.” Hades stepped back with an expectant stare, but he shifted uncomfortably, realizing he said too much.
“I can’t.”
“You are mistaken.” Hades’ voice was severity and control. “That was not a request. You will take me willingly, or I will force your hand. And I can assure you, the latter will not be pleasant.” 





X
HADES FOLLOWED the young man to the distant outskirts of the city, the snow removal nonexistent in this abandoned warehouse district. The buildings were hunched with time, some mere skeletons; a morbid foreshadowing of what awaited humanity. Hades held a wary distance back from the man, but no danger pricked her senses beside the forlorn emptiness. By the stillness of the air, he meant her no harm.
At the heart of the rubble stood a mostly intact warehouse, and the young man gestured toward it. The snow immediately outside the doors was trampled, and despite the vacant appearance, Hades felt life pulsing within. She moved closer, and the moment he opened the door, blissful heat wafted over her skin.
“Did you discover anything new—” a feminine voice rounded the corner a second before its owner, and the young woman froze in her tracks when she saw Hades standing in the entrance.
“Is that her?” she asked incredulously as the man slammed the door behind them. He nodded, stomping the snow from his boots.
“Why is she here?” Alarm tinged the girl’s voice, and her expression turned hostile. Hades was clearly unwelcome. “How could you bring her here? You could have killed us all.”
“She gave me no choice,” he answered. “She caught me following her.”
“That’s impossible,” the woman spat. “No one ever sees you. We know nothing about her, and you led her right to us. All of us.”
“I gave him no choice,” Hades repeated the man’s answer, interrupting the girl’s panic. “I forced his hand. Do not be angry with him.”
“I will be angry with him.” Her defiance was electric, and Hades sensed this was no normal woman. Even in the face of danger, she held her ground. “He was sloppy. No one should be able to sense him tracking them, and now he has led you to the very place we fight to keep hidden.”
“His movements were obvious,” Hades said.
“How could you do this?” The girl was distraught, ignoring the comment in favor of her friend.
“Your anger is misguided,” Hades interrupted. “He took care to hide. He just could not hide from me.”
The young woman whirled on her as if she suddenly noticed the shift in power.
“I forced him to lead me here,” Hades continued. “To refuse would bring him nothing but death, yet I am undecided. You are correct in fearing I can kill you in a heartbeat, but for now, I believe you have information I want. So, I come in peace. I have questions about this snow, and he said you can provide me with answers. We should go inside and talk since I have no intentions of leaving. Shall we?” She extended her hand in a gesture they both understood was not a question but a command.
The girl’s mouth gaped, but she nodded slowly. She turned back into the warehouse and led them into the building’s kitchen. Fragrant herbs, stewing meat and vegetables, and fresh bread filled the air, and Hades breathed deeply. Food in this era was not the same, but this smelled remarkably close to the meals she shared with her family.
“Dinner just finished.” The woman gestured to the pot on the stove. “Shall we eat as we speak?”
“Sounds lovely.” Hades pushed softness into her voice as she sat. The girl did not smile, but her lips twitched at the kindness.
“I’ll help.” The young man pressed a friendly kiss to the woman’s head before spooning out three bowls of stew while she sliced the bread.
“There is a small greenhouse here,” he explained as he placed a steaming bowl before his guest. “We grew the produce ourselves, but the meat and grain we… buy.” His pause told Hades all she needed to know about the legality of their meal.
“The greenhouses will not be enough,” she said as her companions sat. “This freeze. Nature did not birth this.”
“No, it didn’t,” the young woman agreed as she ripped off a bite of bread and popped it into her mouth.
“But you know what did… or at least have an idea.” It was not a question, and the girl paused at Hades’ words before looking at her friend as if for approval.
“Might as well,” he encouraged. “She’s already here. She’s seen our faces.”
“I am Hope,” the woman started hesitantly. She shoved a bite of stew into her mouth, chewing slowly as if to fortify her nerve, and when she swallowed, her story continued. “But it is not a name. I am hope in human form. I’m not a person but a physical representation of the idea, of the feeling. All who have ever hoped for something, believed in someone, wished, begged, and craved for anything. It was me. I have always been. I will always be.”
Hades froze, the spoon halfway to her lips, and it clattered against the bowl as it fell from her fingers. Her freed hand shot across the table and gripped Hope’s wrist. The moment their skin connected, the girl jerked in fear, but Hades’ grasp was too great.
For a moment, no one spoke. No one moved, and then Hades lifted her gaze. It was true. She was no human. She was an idea in the flesh.
“I have never…” Hades started.
“I do not seek attention,” Hope answered her unspoken question. “I do not make myself known except to those I must.” Her eyes flicked to the young man at her side. “I remain hidden because hope is important. Mankind can withstand great evil and hardship if only they have faith. Humanity’s survival depends on it, and if I die, hope dies with me. Humanity will end in fire and despair if I am not here to give them purpose. So, I exist in the shadows, the outskirts, the concealed. I survive so that earth may prevail.”
“You are incredible.” Hades retracted her hand and picked her spoon back up. “I have never felt a being such as yourself. Are there more of you? Reincarnations of emotions?”
“It’s only me… as far as I know.”
“I wish I could dig into your history, but I do not have the time. You are magnificent, but how are you connected to this snow?” Hades asked.
“At the dawn of eternity, there was a box.” Hope’s eyes darkened at the word. “Chaos. Every evil, every madness was trapped inside. I don’t know how it came into existence, or who created it, but it is vicious and bloodthirsty. It could not be contained, and so The Universe brought my essence to life. They tasked me with its care. As long as hope restrains evil, it won’t overrun the world. The box resides within me… or at least it did. While joined, we coexist, balancing one another, but without my touch, it rages uncontrolled. Chaos swells until it has a mind of its own. It ceases to be a physical object, but instead, becomes a containing portal. It encapsulates a single space and time, but as it grows and evolves, it expands. What was once only a street becomes a city, a country, the globe, and it doesn’t stop there. As it increases, it affects history. It encompasses its present when it is first unleashed, but left unchecked, it will consume the future and devour the past until it leaves nothing unscathed.”
Hades stood with such shock that the chair almost toppled backward, startling everyone. A portal? The past? She had seen it. The door to her room.
“Chaos has been unleashed?” she asked.
Hope nodded.
“How?”
“A woman,” Hope answered as Hades sank back into her seat. “Not entirely unlike you,” she added, as if it had suddenly dawned upon her. “She was dark as night. Death and power followed her. It wafted off her in waves of fear. I never felt such strength. Centuries ago, she assaulted me. I’m not sure how she found me, but she knew what she was after. She ripped Chaos from me and vanished. I’ve spent a millennium searching, but she is gone.
“I feared for decades that she would unlock the box, but peace held, and I relaxed. Years passed, generations evolved and died, and still nothing. I searched endlessly, but I never found her. She left no clues. And then the snow came. I was too late. Chaos had been unleashed.”
“Two years ago?” Hades asked.
“No. The snow fell too fast for the box to have just been unlocked. I’m afraid it has been free for longer than I care to imagine. Besides… the chaos is not winter.”
“So, why ice?”
“No clue. This freeze does not fit into my understanding of how this evil works.”
“Our best guess,” the young man said, “is it’s a manifestation of whoever stole it. A second ice age has thrown the world into a panic. The box is manifesting its chaos as frost. That’s why we believe it has been open longer. It has adopted a personality not its own, and that requires time and someone of great power.”
“I assume to end this freeze, you need to find her?” Hades asked.
“And quickly.” Hope nodded, something in her tone igniting fear in Hades’ veins.
“I agree, but what are you not telling me?”
Hope shoved bread into her mouth as if to prevent herself from answering and looked at the young man for help. He swallowed slowly and then turned to Hades with a heavy expression.
“If Chaos is reunited with her, it will dwindle to its normal state, and balance will return,” he said. “It’s the only way to stop this, but if…”
“If Chaos grows beyond my control,” Hope finished for him, “it will kill me if I try to reabsorb it. If the box expands too far through time, my body won’t be able to withstand the joining.”
“And if you die,” Hades said, “the world perishes with you.”
“There is no life without hope. There can be no future, no humanity, without faith that good will win in the end.”
Hades slumped in shock. What had she stepped into? She had believed she would only be gone a moment, but now? She could not picture the finality of what this meant. Her gaze drifted between the man’s and then Hope’s, and then she opened her mouth to speak.
“Who is that?” a sudden but harsh voice interrupted before she uttered a sound.





XI
HADES’ head whipped around, and the sight of two tall men blocking the doorway confronted her. The speaker stood closest to her with his arms crossed over his chest, and she was struck by how beautiful he was. Perfect skin framed symmetrical features, and his eyes—a soul-piercing blue—scowled at her in disapproval. He was beauty in male form, and despite his angry expression, he was intoxicating to gaze upon, as if a master had painted him to life.
An equally tall young man stood behind the first, but unlike his beautiful companion, he was broad and muscled. Dark hair covered his head, and a hint of it peeked out from his shirt where the top buttons hung undone. He was ruggedly handsome, reminding her of the warriors of old, born and blessed for combat.
“Oh…” Hope attempted an answer before turning to stare at Hades, her mouth dropping open in realization.
“Is that her?” the beautiful newcomer asked, his unkind voice a harsh contrast to his angelic features. The young man who had been tracking Hades opened his mouth, but that was all the confirmation he needed. “That’s her, the dark woman you’ve been following, and you don’t even know who she is?” The accusation in his tone was a slap to the face. “You’re sitting here, telling her everything? How could you be so stupid?”
“I gave them no choice.” Hades stood, her heeled boots granting her the height to glare into the beautiful man’s eyes. “I offered them no explanation. They are not to blame.”
“Your defense of their behavior does them little,” he spat as he gestured to Hope. “She told you who she is. We have rules for a reason. They keep her alive. Her death could end the world, so I don’t care what you did. This is on them, on him.” He pointed to the young man who had been following her. “By leading you here, he has put us all at risk.”
“She is here to help, Icarus,” Hope blurted as she stood and rushed to the beautiful man’s side. “She won’t hurt us.”
“How can you know that?” the beautiful man, Icarus, asked. “In all of our years together, we never laid eyes upon this woman, yet you trust her.”
“I can’t explain it.” Hope placed her small palm on his forearm.
“I need this freeze to end, as do you,” Hades said. “I can sense the truth within Hope. She does not lie, and therefore, I am here to offer aid. I have no intention of killing your friend. I need her.” To return to Alkaios, she added silently.
“Then perhaps we should exchange introductions before we spill any more secrets. I am Icarus, and that is Theseus.” He gestured to the brawny man behind him. “You met Hope, and Prometheus is the one who was tailing you.”
“It is a pleasure,” Hades said.
“And you?” Icarus stared down at her with severe expectation.
“Persephone,” she lied. Until she knew what was behind this madness, she felt keeping her true identity hidden was best. She either could not trust this small group, and her secret would save her. Or she could, and they might need the upper hand of her ancient bloodline.
“That’s a beautiful name,” Theseus spoke for the first time, his voice as gruff as his appearance.
“Thank you.”
“Persephone?” Prometheus asked, suddenly staring at her with new concern. “Is that just a name? Or are you…”
“THEE Persephone?” Hades finished for him. Prometheus nodded, and she sank to a slow seat before addressing the small crowd. “Wife of Hades. Queen of the Underworld. I am that Persephone.”
“By the gods!” Hope doubled over, bowing with respect. “We are humbled to be in your presence, Queen of Darkness.”
“Thank you.” Hades smiled. “But there is no need for ceremony. Please sit.” Hope obeyed, as did Prometheus and Theseus, but Icarus remained rooted where he stood in shock. Panic flashed through his eyes as he realized who he had verbally berated. Like a dying fish, his mouth gaped, searching for the proper apology, but Hades simply gazed at him in kindness. The warmth in her expression allowed him the bravery to finally sink into the open chair beside her.
“I can’t believe you’re real,” he said.
“The stolen bride,” Hope said. “Cruel Hades’ captive wife in the flesh. I can’t believe you are real, either.”
“Excuse me?” Hades leaned forward in confusion, but Hope stared as if she didn’t understand the queen’s words. “What do you mean, stolen bride?”
“Persephone.” It was Hope’s turn to be confused. “She was… you are Hades’ captive wife.” When Hades’ eyebrows pinched together, Hope continued with an unsteady voice. “You disappeared centuries ago. Said to be the most beautiful god—surpassing Aphrodite herself—Persephone was the object of Hades’ obsession. He was a merciless and vicious god, hated even among his own, which is why Zeus exiled him to hell. Legend has it, Hades stalked her relentlessly, but she refused his advances. He was a monster—evil incarnate and incapable of love. Angered by Persephone’s constant refusals, the dark lord kidnapped her and dragged her to the Underworld, where he forced her to marry him. She was never seen again. You were never seen again.”
Hades jerked with such violence, her spoon smacked against the bowl’s rim. It clattered to the table with a thud, but she barely noticed the sound that made her companions flinch. She hovered in silence, unable to speak for long moments as she stared at the splattered drops of spilled stew.
“That is what you think?” Her words rushed past her lips as she met Hope’s gaze. “That is what this generation believes?”
“Is it not the truth?” Prometheus asked.
“No.” The word was pain, and Hades’ hand clapped over her mouth in surprise. Her cheeks felt damp, and she realized she was crying. It was too much. Her heart could not take it. Alkaios was dead, and in this sick and twisted future, mankind believed he was a heartless king, forcing her into a loveless marriage. When he had assumed her name after she transferred her power to save him from the Touch of The Gods, this is not the fate she had envisioned for them. Whether they were publicly Hades and Persephone, or privately Hades and Alkaios, it made no difference. They were equals, lovers, soulmates. But in death, humanity disgraced the kindest man she had ever known.
“Alk—Hades,” she corrected herself, “was no monster. He was not cruel, nor did he steal me. If anything, I stole him. His youth, his life.” Anger bubbled from her in relentless waves, and her companions sat in petrified stillness.
“I love that man with my entire being. I am nothing without him. My heart is bound to him in ways I cannot explain.” Her mind drifted to their Pitchfork. No god in all of history shared a weapon with another, save them. It was a true sign of their devotion. Of their intertwined destiny. “He is the other half of my soul, and I would rather die than live without him.”
The group stared in awkward silence as she swiped the tears from her eyes. Rage boiled in her chest. Alkaios was dead, and the world hated him.
“You were not his captive?” Hope whispered in surprise as Hades shattered the stories she believed true. “You went willingly?”
“I would do anything for him. To live apart from my husband is a fate I refuse to accept.” She looked up at Hope to drive her point home. “I love Hades.”
“Then why did you disappear?” Icarus interrupted. “The gods have been inattentive for so long; most believe them myths, but we remember a time when Zeus ruled. They stopped answering our prayers, abandoning this ungrateful world, but you disappeared long before that. If your husband did not imprison you, what happened? Why do all the stories about Persephone just end?”
“The box,” Hades said. “I am not from this time. Not yet. My timeline has only just begun, and a few days ago, I was on Olympus. An unfamiliar shimmer had appeared, and only I could walk through it.” She met Hope’s gaze with purpose, and the girl’s lips trembled. She knew what Hades was about to say. “Chaos has affected time. It has reached the past. How irreparable, I cannot say, but when we discovered the shimmer, we did not know what it meant. I was supposed to step through and then report back. Only I found myself trapped in the future, centuries gone in the blink of an eye.”
“When you walked through the portal, you stepped out of time.” Hope’s mind spun as she fit the pieces together. “That’s why you disappeared. For you, the journey took mere seconds, but for the world, you vanished for centuries. You were stolen, only not by your husband. Chaos is worse than we thought.”
“If you exist, then the gods are real.” Prometheus wrapped a comforting arm around Hope, pulling her to his chest. “Why do they not help? Why do they ignore us? Mankind has forgotten their power, but are they so petty that they refuse to stop the apocalypse over the lack of faith?”
“They cannot help you.” Hades ripped a piece of bread and pushed it into her mouth, afraid of her own words. If she spoke them out loud, they would be real. Alkaios would truly be gone. She scanned the expectant faces staring at her across the table, and then, as if her voice was oozing poison, she spoke.
“The gods are dead.”



  





XII
“DEAD?” Icarus and Prometheus blurted simultaneously.
“All of them?” Theseus asked.
Hades nodded. “I vanished for centuries, only to find everyone I love dead. The gods, the inhabitants of the Underworld. All save me. One moment, my husband was begging me to be careful, the next I was holding his lifeless body. I had—have a son. He was a toddler when I left, full of chaotic joy, and now he is gone. That is how you know I will help you. I refuse to live in a world where they do not exist.” Hades wiped the flood of tears from her cheeks. “I never got to say goodbye. If I had known it would be the last time I saw my husband, I would have kissed him.” Her eyes shot to Hope’s with a sudden panic. “If I return the box to you, can we fix history? Can I go back and reverse this harm? Their deaths?”
“In theory?” Hope said. “Yes. If I consume Chaos before it spirals out of control, the damage to the past should be reversible, but the box has never been unleashed before. I want to promise you this ends well, yet there are limits to my abilities. I want you to give me your faith, but I need you to understand I may not be capable of fixing everything.”
“I will not punish you if that is what you are worried about,” Hades promised. “You have given me hope, and it will surprise you how much power I bring to the table. Find me the box, and I shall do the rest.”
“How did they die?” Theseus asked, as if he only just processed the gods’ deaths. “How do you kill a god? Was it the ice?”
Hades was unsure how to answer that question. Despite this group’s desire to save the world from annihilation, she did not consider it wise to admit the Olympians’ own weapons executed them. She owed them some explanation, though.
“It was not the snow. Something… someone killed them.”
“Who could have—”
“Her,” Hope interrupted. “The woman who stole the box. I’ve never experienced power like hers. She did this.”
“How could a single woman, even one of her strength, kill all of Olympus?” Theseus asked.
“I was gone.” The realization hit Hades like lightning from Zeus’ thunderbolt. She knew the portal allowing only her through was no coincidence. The complete picture had not fully formed, but pieces were slowly falling into place. The gods were both strengthened and weakened by prayer… or lack thereof. Her lineage did not need worship, but the Olympians did. Without Hades, without the protection of the Old One within her, had earth forgotten the gods with such finality that a creature of power rose to fill the void? She hated the possibility that such strength existed, but if her resurrected ancestors taught her anything, it was that just when you think yourself safe, your world erupts.
“Of course.” Hope sat up straight, misunderstanding Hades’ meaning and forming her own conclusion. “Legend has it that Zeus fought Hades to force Persephone’s return to the land of the living. We know now that you were not stolen to rule the Underworld but instead, lost to time. If your husband loved you as you say he did, he might have flown into a rage, blaming Zeus for your disappearance since the portal appeared on Olympus. Could a war of the gods, one with the severity of the Titan genocide, end the Olympian reign?
“Perhaps,” Hades agreed. But unlikely, she added silently. She had no doubt Zeus and Alkaios clashed without her, but annihilation? This was not them. Their conflict may have opened the door for destruction, but they did not do this to themselves.
“Losing a beloved wife and mother would surely bring strife, but I do not believe that is the sole reason for Persephone’s disappearance,” Icarus said. “If the portal only allowed you through, there must be a greater purpose at play. Unless there is something you aren’t telling us, a lovers’ quarrel is not the reason you stepped through time.” He stared at Hades as if he smelled her lies, but she held her ground.
“I agree,” Theseus said. “Everything has happened seamlessly. The snow fell. The box is hidden from even Hope. The gods are dead. Removing Persephone might have devastated Hades, but drive him to end the world? If he truly loved his wife, he would do nothing so severe as to cause his son harm.”
“The box.” Prometheus’ voice cut through the room with unnecessary force, causing both Hades and Hope to flinch in surprise. “If left unchecked, Chaos will consume the world.” He started pacing as if movement could solidify his idea. “It feeds off the earth, eventually spiraling so out of control, that not even Hope can survive its reabsorption. Unless whoever this woman is wants total annihilation, she needs to reign in its anarchy, but without a way to sustain its hunger, it will grow beyond even the most powerful deities’ skill. The box requires a contained power source to feed on in order to bend to someone’s will.”
“And who better than the Queen of Hell?” Hope stood and grabbed Prometheus’ arm, glancing at Hades. “Persephone you are a goddess, but not of the same caliber as the other Olympians. Allowing another god to survive would be a thorn in her plan, but you? You have enough darkness, enough power to fuel Chaos without being capable of stopping it. That’s why she wants you. She needs Persephone to feed the box so she can remain in control.”
Hades was suddenly grateful she had the foresight to lie. If that was why she had passed through the portal, she was thankful history misunderstood her. Glad legend believed her a stolen bride. Whoever this mysterious woman was, she had made her first mistake. She allowed Persephone, the victim, to survive. She would lead the queen into a trap so she might harness her darkness, and Hades would let her. For Persephone had not stepped through time. Hades, the end of all ends, had, and she would not be the one walking into the trap. Yes, this stranger had made her first mistake.





XIII
HOPE RE-HEATED their meal since it had long gone cold before any of them settled enough to eat. Even insulated within the warehouse walls, the chill seeped through, disregarding any barrier placed against it and disrupting all in its path. Hades had fallen silent as the stew bubbled, and her new companions sensed her need to process the history she had been absent from.
“Earth’s survival depends on regaining control of the box, but this woman has remained hidden for centuries.” Hades broke the silence only after the last bite of stew had been devoured. “And you have no inkling where you might find her.”
“We exhausted all our resources, and still nothing,” Hope said.
“But we are not gods.” Theseus gathered the empty bowls and placed them in the sink. “We may be touched by power, granted the curse of immortality, but we are not deities. There is much we can’t do. You are not Zeus, nor Athena, but you are a god. Perhaps you can see what we cannot.”
“I am,” Hades agreed. If only he knew who he spoke to.
“You will help?” Icarus’ voice tightened as if he still did not trust her. He was the only one at this table to recognize there was a darkness to her that ran deeper than merely Hell’s Queen.
“I will do everything within my power to both protect Hope and set history right.”
“Let’s pray you are enough,” Icarus said.
“Take me to where you lost the box.” Hades ignored Icarus’ doubt and stood, rounding the table to grab Hope’s hand. “Violence leaves a taste of darkness behind. To rip Chaos from your soul is no easy feat, I assume?” Hope shook her head. “I still may be able to sense the assault. If I can feel her evil, I will know what to look for.”
“It is far.” The woman squeezed the god’s hand for reassurance.
“That is of little concern,” Hades said as Hope’s memory of the attack flooded her mind, and in an instant, they vanished in smoke.
    
THEY APPEARED IN WAIST-HIGH SNOW, Hope breathing heavily in shock, but Hades ignored her surprise and pushed the pulsing coils outward from their bodies. In a wave of wind and white, the snowbanks roiled backward until the field stood bare and open.
The smoke slowly recoiled and absorbed into its mistress’ body as she walked over the frozen grass, and neither woman said a word as Hades paced.
“Here.” She stopped short and looked at Hope. “This is where it happened.” It was not a question.
Hope nodded, and Hades bent, placing her palm against the earth. Pain rushed through her, and she sucked down a lungful of icy air in surprise. Even after centuries, this field remembered the violence. It was woven into its very fabric, integrated into its identity. It was no surprise that time had left this place barren and untouched. The blood shed here had been spilled in agony and aggression. This ground bore witness to a cruelty that soured even the Queen of Hell’s stomach.
“I am sorry.” Hades retracted her hand and stood up. Hope watched her with crossed arms, not bothering to wipe the single tear slowly freezing to her face.
“I have not come here since,” she said as Hades reached out and brushed the tear away for her. “Now you know. Now you see what kind of enemy we stand against.”
Hades sighed and looked over the emptiness. For violence to remain with such intensity, the assault must have been brutal. Only pure viciousness could have inflicted such a black mark on the land. Pressure spread through Hades’ gut. This darkness was strong; strong enough to kill gods. Her god-killers had been destroyed, their places taken by a far greater terror, and that terrified Hades. Kerberos had been birthed to protect the original Omega and the Underworld from Minotaur, the single most powerful being to exist. Second only to him, Hades was the Omega reincarnated, and the oppressive malice in this field concerned her. She had seen what this new evil did to her family, to Medusa, to Hope. This unseen enemy was no mere being. Something wicked had come. Someone Hades was not sure even her strength could combat, especially without a weapon.
Hades turned and took a single step forward. The moment her foot hit the ground, she fell, the force of the malevolence in the frozen dirt dragging her down. She plummeted, barely aware of Hope’s screams, and a sudden déjà vu slammed into her mind. She was falling, endlessly falling. Someone had pushed her. A woman with dark hair whose features vaguely resembled her own.
“Persephone!” Hope was screaming, pulling her away from the tainted ground, and Hades looked up at the girl’s panicked expression. Sickness coiled through her. This power. It was familiar, and that terrified her. It could not be happening again. Surely this was not her doing. Her mind felt clear and in control. She could not have done this. She was not this cruel.
    
THE WOMEN RETURNED in a swirl of tentacles to find the dishes washed and the men missing.
“Please do not tell them what you saw.” Hades held Hope’s wrist in pleading. “Icarus is already distrustful.”
“What happened, Persephone? What did you see?”
“Nothing. I saw nothing, but I felt it. I felt her and the violence she inflicted upon you. Evil leaks into this world. I am of the Underworld, bred for darkness and born of Hell. I rule the dead, and this? This alarms me. I will help you, but do not tell of my collapse. I have no answers to give your friends. Not yet, at least, and I do not wish to cause fear.”
“I’ll say nothing, I promise, but you are merely Queen of the Underworld. I mean no dishonor, but you are not Zeus. He was king, and still, his strength did him no good. Can you help us?”
“I do not know.” Hades pulled Hope into an embrace, for it was the truth.
They stood together for a long moment, both women acutely aware of how the simple touch of a stranger poured relief into their spirits. Hades had not realized how badly she needed the comfort of another until Hope reciprocated the gesture, wrapping her thin arms around her waist. The three men undoubtedly cared for this girl, protected her with their lives, but Hades felt her need for affection pouring off her. Her desperation and fear seeped into Hades like an offering, and the warm spread of tears fell from Hope’s sobs onto her neck.
Hades let her cry a centuries’ worth of heartache and dread, and when her sorrow finally quieted, she withdrew, cupping the girl’s face in her palms.
“Come.” Hades brushed the wetness from her cheeks. “Let us find the others.”
She guided Hope from the kitchen into a makeshift living room. Second-hand rugs and worn sofas crowded the space with an eclectically welcoming charm, and the three men sat in wait for them, too tall and broad for the antique furniture.
“If I sense that power again, I will recognize it,” Hades said by way of greeting. She took a seat on a floral cushioned chair while Hope collapsed next to Prometheus. Noticing her red and swollen eyes, he pulled a knit blanket from the back of the sofa and tucked her against his side.
“But you don’t know where she is?” Icarus asked, always the skeptic.
“No… I will find her.” She spoke quickly to cut off Icarus’s oncoming retort.
“In the meantime, what should we do while you search?” Theseus asked. “There must be something we can do against this cold?”
“There is,” Prometheus said, realizing Hades had no answer for Theseus. “Hephaestus’ forge. We suspect that this freeze’s rapid consumption of the world is in part due to his extinguished forge. It makes sense that if the gods were dead, it would have fallen cold. Its power heated the earth, and without its warmth, the freeze will only spread faster.”
“You want to restart the fire?” Hades asked.
“I want to try, but we are not gods. We cannot find the furnace.”
“I have been there. I can take you.” Prometheus leaned forward in eagerness, but Hades lifted her palm. “I am not Hephaestus. I can reignite the flame, but without his gift, it may not be the same.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Icarus said. “Any burn is better than this ice.”
“Then I will do it.”





XIV
IN TWISTED COILS OF SMOKE, they appeared. Emptiness pressed down on them from all sides, a stillness so quiet their ears rang. There was no light. There was no life. There was no flame.
“Where did you take us?” Icarus studied the vast, soot-covered fortress. “This cannot be Hephaestus’ forge?”
“Every metal bent to his will; every weapon his flames forged are housed in these endless rooms.” Hades led them into the dark. “The forge is buried below the storerooms, and with each new creation, the fortress expands. There are more chambers now than I remember.”
“But you can find it?”
“Have faith, Icarus,” Hades said as she navigated the maze of hallways.
They descended ever downward until the group lost all sense of direction, but Hades’ footsteps never faltered. Long minutes and ceaseless halls passed, and then, as they rounded a corner, the cold forge loomed large. They stepped into the room, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the furnace, but a sharp gasp cut their awe short.
“Persephone.” Shock colored Hope’s voice, and Hades followed the girl’s gaze. Hephaestus—Mason of Olympus—leaned battered and broken against his unlit forge, the ash and dust of years passed covering his corpse in a death shroud. A large mallet lay beside his mangled hands. He had tried to fight back, to defend himself, but the crippled god stood no chance.
“They truly are dead,” Icarus said as Hades moved to the fallen god. Upon closer inspection, it was obvious he had put up a vicious defense. Whoever killed him had faced a worthy opponent, but in the end, they bludgeoned Hephaestus. The gods of Olympus had been executed with quick and efficient blows. They had been attacked first, unable to make it from their beds to staunch the onslaught. The Underworld had been hit next. Her loved ones had barely the time to rally around Alkaios before they were slaughtered, but their deaths were different. Violent. Brutal. Someone wanted Hades to witness their wrath. It had been a message; she was sure of it. And Hephaestus? She guessed his death was among the last, followed by Medusa and her witches. Their enemy was thorough, striking the powerful with surprise, and then cleaning up the rest. It broke Hades’ heart to look at the mason. Unlike the others, he had known death was coming.
Hades brushed a finger over her friend’s soot-coated face. Killed by the weapon of the gods, his soul had been destroyed, save for a faint whisper. It had not traveled to the rolling fields of Elysium but instead hovered over the coals. She felt its soft longing for its master. His spirit had not fled to eternity because this was his glory. This was his home, and the remnants of Hephaestus longed to burn eternal in his forge.
“I am here, old friend,” Hades whispered. “Lend me your aid, and I will help you find rest in the flames.” Hephaestus’ soul answered her call, and wafting slowly between her fingers, she sensed its faint presence, giving her strength, guiding her power.
“Come,” Hades beckoned to her companions. Tendrils of smoke snaked from her skin, and while its inky blankness remained, sparks tinged these coils. They flickered in the darkness, and as the group gathered around, Icarus sucked in a breath of awe. The doubter believed.
“Lend me your strength,” Hades instructed, and the four placed their palms against her leather jacket. Power surged from them into her; weak compared to the gods, but it flowed all the same. Basking in their trust, Hades closed her eyes, cultivating the fire within her soul. She was not the mason god, the embers burning weaker within her than it would have Hephaestus, but the Old One in her blood boiled to life, seeking destruction. She waited for a long moment, letting it singe her heart, and then she thrust her fists into the frozen forge.
The instant her flesh touched coal, a blistering flame exploded. Hades threw up a wall of smoke to protect her companions from the heat. It was unlike any fire she had ever felt, its strength enough to melt muscle from bone. Death would be immediate, and as the furnace roared to life, she held the barrier of darkness firm. The fire assaulted her smoke, battering it with all the intensity it could muster, but she did not yield.
Slowly, the frosted room began to thaw, color returning to its ancient bones. It would take time for the forge to reach fighting strength, but Hades hoped for the first time since her arrival, and she shared a look with the woman clutching her side. The moment their eyes met, the girl smiled, and the emotion surged stronger in her chest.
“It’s working,” Prometheus blurted with a small laugh. “I can’t believe it.”
“We must hold for a while longer.” Hades pushed more power into the forge, and the flames cracked with such force that she half-expected the stone to shatter. “Once it feeds fully from us and the remainder of Hephaestus’ soul, the burn will become self-sustaining. It will not stop the freeze, but it will give Earth a fighting chance.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Hades caught Icarus staring at her. A strange confusion mixed with understanding flooded his eyes. Cynical and untrusting, he was the only one who recognized the darkness emanating from her. The power vibrating within her blood. He understood as he watched her stoke the forge. This was not Persephone, or at least not the Persephone he spent generations pitying.
Hades met his gaze and shook her head. Only Icarus noticed the movement, and he nodded almost imperceptibly. He understood, and for the first time, he had faith. He would follow this raven-haired beauty to his death, and perhaps beyond.
“What was that?” Prometheus broke the silence, and Hades’ spine stiffened.
“Someone is here.” Hades lifted her head and breathed deep. Only gods could find their way to Hephaestus’ fortress. Someone of power had followed them.
“We have to leave,” Prometheus said.
“Do not let go.” Hades’ voice was calm but forceful. “Do not break this bond. The fire is not strong enough. If we stop now, the freeze will consume it.”
“What do we do?” Hope asked. “If it’s her, we can’t stay here.”
“It will take them a while to find the forge, even with the heat beckoning. Hephaestus was chaotic in the design of his dwelling,” Hades said. “Icarus, Prometheus, move your grip from my shoulders to my wrists.” The men obeyed immediately, and once their movements halted, she brought her fists together until her skin kissed. “Without breaking contact with me, join hands.” Icarus and Prometheus dragged their fingers over her knuckles until they joined, and Hades pulled back from the flames.
“Keep your hold on one another, but do not pass through my barrier. The fire is too hot for your bodies to withstand.” She withdrew some smoke from the barricade and bound the men’s clasped hands, binding them to each other and her power.
“Hope, Theseus, move your palms from my hips to Icarus’ and Prometheus’ backs without losing contact.” They obeyed, and the moment she was free from their grip, she wrapped the four in her smoke.
“The fire is almost at full blaze.” She turned to leave the forge. “Our bond will feed Hephaestus’ spirit into the flames. As long as you do not part, my darkness will funnel my strength into the fire. I will hold off whoever it is until the ignition is complete.”
“Persephone?” Hope’s voice trembled.
“Do not break the bond. I will be back.”
    
HADES SLIPPED THROUGH THE FORTRESS, one with the darkness. She made no sound as she moved, her power shrouding her in shadows, connecting her to the four she left behind. Her skin vibrated at the presence in the air, and gooseflesh rippled over her arms in anticipation. The gods were dead, yet divinity other than her own hummed through the stone. She hoped it was the dark woman. She wanted to put a face to the evil.
A soft footfall echoed off the walls, and Hades paused. Whoever it was did not care if she heard them. They wanted her to know they were coming. There was a confidence in the sound. Yes, they wanted their arrival to be witnessed, to be feared. Pity they would never hear Hades. She would sever their heads from their necks before they even saw her shadow.
The footsteps sounded again, and she angled toward them. By the way they bounced off the high ceiling, it was not the echo of one person, but multiple. Hades slowed as she slipped through the shadows unseen. Three beings of power had come. The dark woman had allies, and a nagging settled in her gut at the unknown. Hope had only told of one opponent, yet three unknowns moved over the tiled floors ahead. She would have to move fast. They could not get to the forge.
Hades pressed her spine against the wall, the stone chilling her back even through the leather, and twisted her neck to scan the room. It was one of Hephaestus’ storerooms, colossal and cluttered with his larger incomplete works. They blocked most of the dim room from view, and despite her unnatural eyesight, she could not make out any living souls. Seizing the good fortune, she slipped inside unseen and leaned against a forgotten block of marble. When no intruders met her gaze, she pushed onward until she came to a half-completed chariot at the center of the floor. She crouched behind its dusty metal for silent moments, but just as she lifted her foot to continue, she saw them.
Two men stepped into view, and she withdrew to the safety the chariot provided. They eased through the room, not bothering to conceal their form. Not that the mason’s abandoned projects could obscure them. They towered over every object in the chamber, including her, their size unnatural and familiar. Their broad shoulders rested atop chiseled abs. Their biceps bulged over massive hands. They were strikingly beautiful, their handsome features and blue eyes intoxicating as they strode forward. Their characteristics were similar to one another, clearly marking them as brothers, and even though their beauty was that of unadulterated glory, it was their hair that stuck Hades’ boots to the stone. Blond. Blond like their father. As a god, Hades sensed their lineage wafting off them, but she did not need her divine senses. Her eyes told her all she needed to know about who fathered these men. She had loved him once. She had memorized his face, his skin, his golden locks, and these twins were almost his spitting image. These were Zeus’ sons.
Hades’ hand flew to her mouth to capture her bewilderment. How were they alive? Zeus was dead, and if she had not seen his shattered ribs with her own eyes, she might have believed she hallucinated the two men. Yet here they stood, every inch the King’s sons. Hades searched the brothers’ features for any sign of Hera, but in her shock, she failed to sense their humanity. Forcing her pulse to slow, she breathed deeply of their fragrance. No, these were not Hera’s sons. These were Zeus’ demi-god children. Their mother had been mortal, and Hades’ heart fell at the realization. Zeus had been unfaithful before he died, and while Hades and Hera rarely saw eye to eye, as a woman, she understood the heartache and betrayal.
Her sympathy for the Queen was short-lived, though. Demi-gods were no match for her strength. She did not revel in the idea of slaughtering the children of the man she once loved, but their weaker statures would render that unnecessary. With a single blow, she could subdue them, and then once the forge was lit, she would pull information from their minds, regardless of how unwilling they were to reveal their secrets.
Smoke pooled around her forearm, readying for the strike, but just as her arm lifted, the brother on the left stepped further into the open, and Hades saw what he gripped in his fist. The Thunderbolt.
Bile rushed up her throat, acidic and bitter. Zeus’ Thunderbolt, the very weapon that slaughtered the King. With sudden and sickening clarity, Hades understood. Gods passed their weapons to their descendants. The bolt had found a new master, and this demi-god had murdered his own father with it. That is how they caught Zeus unaware in his bed. That is how they annihilated the gods with little opposition. No Olympian would have suspected their King’s children until it was too late. Until they pierced his heart with the very weapon meant to protect him.
Hades leaped from the shadows and thrust an onslaught of smoke at the brothers. With practiced ease, the one with the bolt lifted the metal and deflected her assault. Like his father, his strength was no match for hers, but unlike Zeus, his power was weak, his grip on the weapon soft. Both men stumbled back at her force, and Hades gave them no chance to recover. Her feet vaulted over the frozen stone, and bending her muscled thighs, she launched herself at them.
Crack! Her spine hit the wall, and she collapsed to the floor in disoriented pain. Her breath panted out of her in ragged gasps, and she looked around wildly to find herself halfway across the room, buried by debris. Her eyes shot to the sons who had not moved, and a tinge of fear and anticipation rippled through her blood. The brothers had not done this. Someone of power had forced her off her trajectory. The dark woman. She was here. Hades smiled to herself as she hauled her body from the ground. This would be a fight worthy of her skill.
“Mother?” a deep, masculine voice taunted from the blackness, and Hades froze. Her heart stopped, and her stomach plummeted. Nausea roiled up her throat at the sound. So familiar. Unrecognizably foreign.
“Mother?” the voice sneered again. “I know you are here. I can feel your darkness. It has been a long time since I last encountered your presence, but one never forgets power of that magnitude.”
Hades pulled herself further into hiding as a third figure stepped into view, and her hand clamped over her mouth to stop the scream as her body shook. The intruder was not the dark woman. It was a young man with raven hair black as night… just like hers. With mud blue eyes… just like his. One would have to be blind not to recognize this handsome man. Even without the distinct smoke circling him, his looks gave his parentage away, and Hades almost collapsed to her knees. She wanted to scream loud enough to crack the earth itself. She longed to run to him and hold him to her breast. She wanted to die and join her husband’s finality—the husband whose younger face stared back at her in the darkness. Her son was alive, and he was the enemy.
“Hercules, Perseus, go find the others,” Makaria said, curling smoke expertly around his finger, just as she always did. “I will take care of her.”
The brothers bolted from the room, and if Hades’ brain could process her storm of thoughts swirling in madness, she would have stopped them. She would have consumed this storeroom in darkness, forcing Zeus’ sons to her will, but she could not move. She could barely breathe. The boy she left days ago was now a man. The child she loved with all her heart, the son she had fought for even amidst her insanity, stood here against her.
“Hiding will do you no good, Mother. I know you are here, and we know what you are trying to accomplish. It will not work. She will not allow it.”
She? The dark woman. Makaria served her?
“You need not fear me, Mother. I am not here to kill you… even though you deserted me.” His voice soured at his last words until rage seethed from his every pore. “You left me with him, the usurper. That unworthy husband who stole your throne. I had to live with that disgrace; watch him rule over your realm while he assumed your name. Oh, how I despised him. I hated you, too. You abandoned me to that man, but it does not matter now, Mother. I killed him. I killed him for you.”
Hades gasped in agony at his declaration. She knew the truth before he uttered the words, but still, his confession ripped out her heart. Makaria snapped his head at the sound and forced a torrent of smoke toward her concealed body. Hades barely registered the onslaught before it crashed into her and threw her across the floor. Her knees broke her fall with a resounding crack, and she hurtled over the stone, skidding to a painful halt.
“Stop hiding and face me!” His wrath pulsed around his matured and looming frame as if it was a living monster. “Face the son you abandoned. The child you left with him. It is the least you can do, especially after what I did for you. I freed you from the usurper, from the liar. Come out and thank me. Embrace your son, Mother. It has been centuries since I have laid my eyes upon you, and I wonder. Are you as beautiful as I remember?”
Tears cascaded down her cheeks as Hades stood, smoke twisting from her skin. She took a frozen breath and stepped out into the open. Their eyes met, and she registered the shock in his gaze. She was unchanged. He entirely altered. For a second, weakness flickered in his expression at the sight of her. She was exactly as he remembered. The beautiful mother he adored, but then the anger assumed control, and he raised his arms for a strike.
“Persephone!” The voice echoed in her head. Hope. She was screaming. Begging for help. Fear and agony vibrated her call, and Hades realized her foolishness. Her son was the bait, the distraction, and now she might be too late.
Makaria loosed his assault, but it bounced uselessly off the back wall. Hades had vanished.
    
HADES MATERIALIZED IN THE FORGE, but in her soul, she knew she was too late. The air was colder; the fire, dying. Their bond had been broken. One brother, Perseus, had backed Hope into a corner. His hair was longer than his brother’s, and as he surged against Theseus to get to Hope, Hades noticed a small snake braided into his blond locks. Medusa. So, he had severed the great Gorgon’s head from her body.
Hercules, the stronger brother, wielded the Thunderbolt against both Prometheus and Icarus, and Hades knew if she did not seize control of it, death would follow. She lunged for Hercules, but he saw her coming out of the corner of his eye and whipped the bolt backward. With a crack, it impacted her outstretched wrist, but her bones did not yield. The metal stopped against her skin. Zeus was dead. His weapon weakened in the hands of a lesser power.
Hercules stared at her in defiance, unsurprised by her strength, before pulling it back for another blow. He recognized who she was. He knew who he faced, yet he coiled the Thunderbolt for a second strike. Something was wrong.
“Persephone!” Icarus took advantage of Hercules’ distraction and barreled into his chest. “Save Hope,” he yelled as they plummeted past her. Hades whirled around and grabbed Perseus by the throat, hauling him off of Theseus. Her fist closed around his windpipes, but instead of panic, Zeus’ son gazed at her with a mixture of disdain and expectation, as if he expected her to protect Hope, as if he knew his actions would distract her focus.
And then the room darkened. An unfamiliar presence consumed the air, and in the fog of sorrow Makaria’s declaration had coated her mind with, Hades barely registered the movement behind her. As if time had slowed, her love for her son halted her hand from snapping Perseus’ neck. Her respect for Zeus clouded her judgment of his sons, and it happened with a speed her distressed brain could not react to.
Long black hair flickered in the outskirts of her sight, and Hades shifted in time to see her. The dark woman. Resembling Hades only in the darkness of her hair and presence, the woman stepped behind Prometheus and gripped his throat with blackened fingers. Her midnight eyes met Hades’, and she squeezed. Prometheus pitched backward in pain. He bucked against her hold, but the dark woman was too strong for him to resist, and then the familiar smoke of Makaria’s power flooded the room.
Hades dropped Perseus and lunged, but Icarus was faster. He sprang in desperation for his friend, but the dark woman raised her free hand and forced it against Icarus’ skull. The tall man flew back at an awkward angle as if every bone in his body broke simultaneously, and before Hades could reach him, before she could step forward to catch his fall, Icarus hurtled into the dying forge.





XV
THE FLAMES BURST FORWARD. Ravenous monsters hungry to burn flesh. They devoured Icarus whole. They consumed the beautiful man until he was nothing but ash and soot.
“Icarus!” Hope was screaming. Maybe it was Hades. She could not tell, and the dark woman gave her no time to distinguish. In a flash of Makaria’s smoke, she vanished, carrying a terrified Prometheus with her. Perseus followed his mistress, but just as the tentacles of darkness ensnared Hercules, he aimed his father’s Thunderbolt at the furnace. Sparks charged the tip, and a streak of lightning shot forth and hit the flames. With a deafening crack, the forge split down the middle. Stone and rubble collapsed over the fire, burying both its heat and Icarus’s remains in their frozen tomb. Then he too was gone, and silence took his place. Icarus was dead. Prometheus stolen. Hephaestus’ forge destroyed. Never again would his eternal flames thaw the earth. The earth would freeze.
“Icarus!” Hope ran to the debris and began to rip fallen stones from their resting place, her movements manic. “Help me! You have to help me. We need to get him out.”
“Hope.” Theseus grabbed her shoulders and pulled her back from the forge.
“Let me go!” She punched his hands away and flew forward. “We have to save him.”
“Hope, he’s gone.”
“Don’t say that,” she snarled. “Don’t you dare say that.”
“Hope?” Hades’ voice had never sounded so weak. Numbness ate at her muscles. Frost danced over her skin, and she could not move.
“No!” Hope whirled on Hades with furious intent, but she did not mean it. She did not blame Hades, not truly, but her anger and desperation controlled her reaction. “You were supposed to help us,” she spat. “You were supposed to fix this, but now Icarus is dead and Prometheus is gone… by the gods, Prometheus.”
Theseus caught her as she collapsed in grief. “What do we do?”
He was speaking to her. Hades snapped her head to attention, but she could not think. She could barely function. Makaria had killed Alkaios. He tortured and slaughtered his own father. She had lost her husband and now her son. This enemy was too great.
“Persephone?”
“I—” Hades stumbled. “I do not—” She needed to get out of there. Breathing became impossible, her lungs solidifying in her aching chest. The air stank of ash and death, and her mind spun with the overwhelming desire to escape.
She lifted her hand and ensnared Hope and Theseus in smoke, delivering them safely back to their warehouse. She should go with them. Help them. Comfort them. But she could barely comfort herself, and choking on her own despair, she pulled herself to Olympus.
Her feet landed hard on Zeus’ hidden ledge, and the uneven snowdrifts toppled her to her knees. She screamed at the impact, and the Mountain shook at her rage. The pain was uncontrollable.
The falling snow muffled her agonizing sobs, and before long, it buried her alive in a frozen coffin. Hades did not know how long she hovered there. It might have been days, but she did not care. She let the cold eat at her life. Icarus ended in fire. Perhaps she should perish in ice.
But she refused to die. This future could not prevail. Her son was an innocent child, not a bloodthirsty monster. The sins of her Old One father had passed to him, corrupting the years where she had been separated from him. A single seemingly harmless decision centuries ago stole her life and love. She had failed to protect her child, and now death and brutality were woven into his very fiber. Not as it was within her soul, though. Hades was the end of all ends. Death was her constant companion, her servant and her master, and while her reign was built on darkness, her rule was not cruel. She did not torture loved ones. Something happened to Makaria, and it could not continue to fester. She needed to carve out the rot. Otherwise, her precious boy would be lost to her.
Hades stood with a renewed determination, and the snow avalanched from her body and off the ledge. An idea pricked her mind like a thorn drawing blood. Her Pitchfork. Hercules carried his father’s Thunderbolt, and based on the death marks of some of the Olympians, the bident had delivered their deaths. Only Makaria would be able to wield his parents’ weapon, yet when he met them at the forge, he came only armed with his power. Makaria was a descendant of the Old One bloodline, but he was not the Omega. He was smart enough to know if his mother regained her Pitchfork, the tables would tip dangerously in her favor. Not wanting her to regain control, he had not brought it to their reunion, but she knew in her core it was in his possession. If she reclaimed it, perhaps the tide would turn.
Hades flexed her stiff limbs and outstretched her hands. Snaking smoke spiraled from her fingers until it pulsed about her in a dark storm. Her eyelids drifted closed, and with her soul, she called to her weapon. The vapor shot out, searching the far corners of the earth, and after long moments, she felt it. It beckoned to her, longing to return home, and she wrapped her mind around its spirit and pulled.
It vanished. Hades’ eyes snapped open, smoke sucking back into her body with limp defeat. Her soul had touched it. Its calling had been weak, but it answered her. It craved her hand, and then, as suddenly as she found it, the bident disappeared from her sight. Makaria. He was resisting her, but he was not alone. He was not stronger than she was. The only reason he triumphed at the forge was because he held the element of surprise. But now? He should not be able to fight her pull with such finality. Something else was at work, aiding him in concealing the weapon.
Hades sighed and lowered her arms. Makaria could not keep it. He wielded too much power with it at his side, and she silently chided herself for not bringing the Pitchfork through the portal with her. If she had, it too would have been lost to time, and her son would never—
The portal.
Hades vaulted over the ledge and sent a cloud of smoke hurtling out before her. The snow careened off the mountain, creating a path, and she launched into a run. Her speed carried her through Olympus in seconds, and when she reached her old room, she stepped into her shadow and out into the bedchamber. The portal was designed for her alone. It wanted her to pass through, and the Pitchfork was a part of her. She had to try. If she pulled the weapon out of the past, history would rewrite. Makaria would never have access to its power. Alkaios would have survived his attack.
No. She could not think like that, not now. Makaria still outpowered his father, and allowing her hopes to raise would only distract her. No, she had to concentrate on this one task. Change the past, reclaim the weapon from her son, and then once she returned the box to Hope, she would dream of her husband again.





XVI
ALKAIOS AND CHARON pored over every text and artifact they could find. Hades had disappeared weeks ago, and what started as a few panicked minutes had turned into unbearable days. Months passed with no sign of her, and the snow leaking from her room on Olympus was steadily growing worse.
Three weeks ago, Zeus deemed it necessary to inform the council, and the Olympians banded together with the Underworld to search for its missing Queen. So far, their efforts had been fruitless, and out of desperation, Alkaios was poring over every written history, hoping to find a clue as to why his wife had disappeared or what had brought about the snow, but no answer presented itself. Charon lent his ancient knowledge, and the two of them worked tirelessly, leaving Keres and Kerberos to rule the Underworld. Hydra moved in with Ioanna to help with Makaria and the triplets, but the boy’s normally joyous nature was souring. He missed his mother and did not understand her abandonment.
Alkaios could not blame him for his depression. He felt the same agony and had taken to sleeping in his son’s room along with Kerberos and Chimera. He could not sleep in the bed without his wife. Her cold spot tortured him, and for the first time since Hell welcomed him as king, the god-killers were affectionate with him, clinging to his side just to be close to the one Hades loved most. The monsters longed for their mother. They all did. The Underworld was no home without her.
“Alkaios,” Keres interrupted the silence, but he grunted, lifting a hand to hush her. “Alkaios.” Her tone demanded attention, and his eyes shot to hers in confusion. “Look.” She gestured to where the Pitchfork stood propped against the far table. Faint darkness circled it, and with a quiet subtlety, it vibrated.
Alkaios dropped the scroll and stepped toward the weapon. Charon and Keres followed close behind, and even Hydra with Makaria on her hip and Ioanna with her daughters in tow moved closer. With a sudden and terrifying roar, Kerberos leaped forward and snatched the Pitchfork in his teeth, pulling it back as if he fought unseen hands. He snarled and tugged, his massive claws grating over the stone, and with an expression of desperation, he threw his gaze to Alkaios. The god understood.
“Hades.” He lunged, grabbing the Pitchfork. Kerberos relaxed his grip, and he realized just how much force the beast had been resisting. The pull of darkness almost knocked him off his feet.
“It is her.” He grunted with excitement. “She is calling to it.”
“Go,” Charon and Keres said in unison.
“But…” Alkaios eyes flicked to Makaria.
“Alkaios, go.” Keres’ words were not a request but an order. “Find her and bring her home. She tasked Kerberos and me to watch the Underworld in her stead, and that is what we shall do. We have a Titan to aid us, god-killers to protect us, and a mother to guard the children. You need to go.”
Alkaios looked around, and the entire room nodded in unison. They were of one mind. Hades must be returned to Hell.
    
THE AIR CRACKED, followed by a cloud of shooting darkness, and Zeus and Poseidon exchanged an alarmed look before bolting down the hallway. Alkaios had arrived on the mountain, but his entrance was not normal. Something was wrong.
They chased the path of smoke to Hades’ old room, the snow thicker than when they last stood here, and there they found Alkaios pressed against the shimmer. His fists clutched the Pitchfork with such ferocity that his knuckles were white, and the metal vibrated so loudly the very air shook. Half of the uneven curve had disappeared through the frosted pane, but its movement had been halted where Alkaios’ hands clung to it.
“Hades,” the god of the Underworld grunted, and the brothers leaped to his side.
“What do we do?” Zeus asked.
“She is calling to it,” Alkaios answered, his skin coated in sweat as he struggled to maintain his grip. “The portal let her pass through, and this weapon is part of her soul. It seems to be able to follow her, but it is also mine. What if we found the loophole? I am not allowed entry, but I am one with the Pitchfork, just as it is one with her. I believe if I can hold on, maybe her power will pull us both through.”
“By all that is holy, do not let go,” Poseidon said.
“I do not… intend… to.” His voice shook. “It is resisting me. I do not… know how long...”
Zeus lunged forward and grabbed Alkaios’ hands in his, his powerful grip cementing Alkaios to the metal. With a roar, he turned his eyes heavenward, and lightning shot from the clear sky and electrocuted his irises. Pulsing with power, Zeus pushed his body against the Pitchfork until their bodies trapped the weapon. He squeezed Alkaios’ fingers so tightly, the dark-haired god feared his bones would crack, but neither man yielded as the lightning wrapped them in an unbreakable cord.
Poseidon took his brother’s lead and pulled water from the mountain to his hands. He outstretched his arms, and rivulets flowed from him to his brothers. The water wound around Zeus and Alkaios until it braided itself between the lightning and the black smoke, binding both men to the bident. A bond of three brothers, of three greats, is not easily broken. They would get Alkaios to Hades even if it stole all their strength.
Suddenly the Pitchfork bucked forward, and both Alkaios and Zeus’ clasped hands disappeared into the shimmer. The gods exchanged a stunned look, but that was all the reaction they were allowed before a ripping pain exploded in their skulls.
    
HADES GROANED AGAINST THE PORTAL, straining with every fiber of her being. The Pitchfork resisted her call, but she felt it drawing closer. It was right there; she could almost touch it. Renewing her efforts, she pushed her darkness to its breaking point, her strength so great, it cloaked the entire Mountain in a tumultuous smoke. The sky blackened. The winds whipped about her at dangerous speeds, and with a scream of desperation, Hades pulled the past forward.
 A deafening crack rang through Olympus, splitting the stone beneath her feet, and as she roared her final strain, the shimmer gave way. The Pitchfork ripped through, flying to her hands with such speed her flesh bruised a deep purple as it made contact, but that did not matter. The Pitchfork had answered, and a great shifting settled over the world. Hades had changed history by removing her weapon from her son and that dark woman.
Her victory was short-lived, though, as a massive object hurtled into her chest. She grunted at the painful impact, the force expelling every breath of air from her lungs, and she and the colossal entity tumbled backward onto her ancient bed. The brittle wood snapped beneath her weight, and her spine slammed into the ground, the shock slightly cushioned by the tattered threads. Mind reeling in panic, Hades kicked the mass from her chest and jumped to her feet, brandishing her Pitchfork in defense. In her alarm, she barely registered the object grunt in pain at her blow, but something within her woke at the sound. That familiar melody.
Hades’ eyes narrowed in on the attacking mass as it flew backward into another equally large being. The second one groaned as their bodies impacted, but it managed to catch the first, keeping them both from slamming into the wall. The intruders stood slowly, as if consumed by pain and confusion, and Hades almost collapsed when she saw who they were. It could not be. It was impossible.
“Alkaios?”





XVII
“ALKAIOS?” The pitchfork clattered violently to the ground as Hades cast it aside and flung herself across the room. Alkaios barely had time to fortify his footing before her chest collided with his. The force of her body meeting his rattled painfully through his ribcage, and the impact forced a rough grunt from his lips as her arms locked around his neck. But he did not care. He welcomed the pain, the tightening choke of her embrace. Hades was alive. She was in his arms, and he would never let go.
“How are you here?” Sobs pummeled her chest, and he felt every vibrating contraction. He knew by the sound of her voice and the way her fingers clawed at his neck as if she was trying to rip him wide and crawl inside his soul that something was wrong, but he could not bring himself to worry about it at the moment. He would in a minute, but now?
Alkaios hoisted Hades’ smaller frame along his torso and pressed his mouth to hers, reveling in the tightness of her thighs as she wrapped them around his hips in an inescapable grip. He had recovered enough from the pain of tearing through the shimmer and her attack to return her crushing embrace, and his forearms squeezed her waist like a death snake. He did not care that they had an audience. He could not tear his lips from hers, and he kissed her like she was water in the desert, land in the ocean. He kissed her like he was dying, and this was goodbye. He kissed her like this was their first time.
When they finally broke apart, desperate for air, Alkaios placed her on the ground and grabbed her face in his large palms. She was intoxicatingly beautiful, and the skin-tight clothing she wore had not gone unnoticed. His body sang against hers in joy, and when his mind stopped spinning and her tears dried, he would take a step back to admire her. But for now, he refused to move away, to break their hold. He needed the soft weight of her thighs pressed against his, her heart beating a rhythm with his as her hands fisted the loose fabric hanging over his spine.
“Never leave me again.” He brushed the tears from her cheeks, his thumbs tracing her features as if he was trying to memorize them.
“How are you—” Hades’ eyes flicked to the being behind Alkaios, a gargantuan man shrinking into the shadows in an attempt to give their reunion privacy. “Zeus?” Without releasing her husband, she extended an arm to him, and Zeus stepped into the embrace. For a moment, the three clung together, afraid if they let go, they would lose one another again.
“How did you get through?” Hades asked as Zeus finally pulled away. He bent and picked up the discarded Pitchfork, but when neither Hades nor Alkaios made any motion to separate or take it, he folded it into his arms and sat on the remains of the bed, much as he used to do when he loved the red-haired immortal.
“You were calling the Pitchfork,” he explained. “Alkaios grabbed ahold of it, hoping we found a loophole. Only you could pass through, but as this is part of your soul, so would it. Unlike all other gods, you and your husband share the weapon, so it is also of his soul, truly binding you both as one.”
“We thought if I could just hold on, your power might force the Pitchfork through and drag me with it,” Alkaios said. “Zeus had grabbed my hands and wrapped us in his lightning. Poseidon lent his strength, only he was not touching us and was left behind. Probably for the best, as he is the only remaining great until we return.”
“Alkaios and I swore a blood oath making us brothers,” Zeus finished. “With you summoning the weapon, you seemed to drag me through as well, since we are all connected.”
“The Thunderbolt?” Hades looked around desperately. Their explanation made sense, especially since this future underestimated both her and her marriage, but she could barely focus. She only cared that Alkaios was clutching her so tight against his chest that she could barely force air into her lungs and that she was no longer the only surviving god. “Tell me you brought it with you?”
“No, I was not holding it. I was not expecting you to pull me through. Poseidon and I were only trying to keep Alkaios bound to the Pitchfork long enough to survive the crossing,” Zeus said, and Hades’ chest deflated. She sagged against her husband, leaning her head against his wildly thundering heart, and that was when Zeus noticed what Alkaios had already discerned. Something was wrong.
“Hades?” Zeus’ voice was soft. “What is wrong?”
“I…” she trailed off for a moment. “It has been an excruciating few days.”
“Few days?” Alkaios grabbed her chin and twisted it up so he could look into her eyes. “What do you mean, a few days?”
“I know for you, I only just left,” she explained. “But in reality, I have been stuck here for days.”
“Hades.” By his tone, it was her turn to sense something was wrong. “You have been gone for weeks.”
    
ALKAIOS AND ZEUS FILLED HADES in on everything that had happened in the past, and then with a breath of dread, Hades told them the truth they had stepped into, starting from when she crossed into the future to find the gods dead, to finding Hope and her friends along with their belief that she was Persephone and intended to feed the box. She concluded with their altercation at the forge, leaving out only one detail. She needed to survive the full explanation first before she broke their hearts, and by the expression on both men’s faces, they were not handling the news well.
“I do not want to go look, do I?” Zeus asked when she finally finished.
“No.” Hades shook her head.
“My brother? My wife?” Zeus ran his hands over his face until his skin tinged red. “In their sleep?” Hades nodded. She did not tell him Poseidon had been stabbed in the back. She had moved him to his bed, and that was all the grieving Zeus needed.
“At least it was quick, and they did not suffer.” He looked up at her. “How? How did this woman kill all of Olympus and the Underworld?”
“I was not there to protect you,” Hades said.
“But we are not so easily defeated,” Zeus argued. “I have seen your god-killers. They were bred to withstand Minotaur, yet someone slaughtered them. How? If not the Old Ones, then who?”
Hades shifted uncomfortably against Alkaios as he clung to her, and the movement settled a rock in Zeus’ gut.
“How Hades?”
“With your own Thunderbolt,” she whispered. Zeus’ eyes went wide, and he looked down at his weaponless hands. “Before we changed history by pulling you from the past, you both were dead, too. Zeus, your own weapon had killed you. You never saw it coming.”
“How could someone kill me with my weapon without a fight? Not even Poseidon could accomplish that.”
“You have sons,” Hades blurted. She could not delay the inevitable, and Zeus recoiled as if she had slapped him.
“Sons?”
“Twin brothers. Hercules and Perseus. I still sense them in this future, which means they have already been conceived in our time.”
“Hera is with child?” Zeus leaped to his feet, but Hades’ expression was all the answer he needed.
“They are demi-gods. Their mother was mortal, but as your children, they inherited your weapon.”
Zeus sank to the bed in disgrace. He remained silent for a second before meeting her gaze.
“She had red hair,” he admitted, glancing uncomfortably at Alkaios as if the King of the Underworld would vault across the room to kill him for the confession. “She reminded me of you, Hades, and I know it was wrong, but it was a moment of weakness. I have no delusions of stealing you from your husband. If there was ever such an unbreakable bond, it is yours, but I regret trading someone who loved me for power. I wanted to remember what that love felt like, even if it pales compared to what you feel for Alkaios.”
“Zeus…” Hades trailed off
“I did not know she was with child. It was only one night, and because of my foolishness, my children hate me enough to fight for the apocalypse.”
“That is how they took Olympus,” Alkaios said, ignoring Zeus’ admission. “Zeus would never kill his sons. No one would question their presence here, but… they are demi-gods? How did they take the Underworld?”
“Alkaios,” Hades whispered, and his blood ran cold. He stepped away from her as if their separation might somehow silence her words and shook his head. “Do not say it.”
“I never found Makaria’s body.”
“Stop.”
“I told you we were stopped from re-igniting the forge. The dark woman was there, as were Hercules and Perseus.”
“Hades.” Her name was a warning on his lips.
“Makaria is not dead.”
Alkaios stumbled back until his spine hit the wall, and he sank to the ground in despair. He already knew what she was going to say.
“He killed you, Alkaios. Our son killed you. I stepped out of time to discover the gods dead, including you. Zeus was slain by his own weapon, as you were with yours.” Alkaios choked at her words and lowered his head to his hands. “But unlike everyone else, Makaria did not just kill you. He tortured you; mutilated your body. He wanted me to find you like that, to see the hate and disgust he harbors for you. Alkaios, I have been here for days, knowing you lay disfigured in the Underworld. I did not return there. I stayed away because I could not bear staying one moment longer in our home without you.” Her voice dissolved into a painful sob, and both men stared in horror at her hunched shoulders.
Pain lanced Alkaios’ heart, and he fought the nausea clawing at his throat. He had been so worried about finding her that he never stopped to consider the terrors Hades might be enduring. His soul felt hollow and raw as he watched his wife struggle to regain control. He hated himself. He had not been there for her, and even though he was now, she would never forget his corpse. The sight would eternally haunt her, and a heartbroken rage boiled through him. It took every ounce of his self-control not to lash out and destroy the Mountain.
“When I did not find his body, I panicked,” Hades whispered through her tears. “I wanted him so badly to be alive, and then when I came face to face with him, with our sweet, innocent boy, he told me that he killed you. Called you the usurper. This adult version of our child is proud he slaughtered you, and he believes he did it for me.”
Alkaios reached forward in his grief and grabbed his wife’s ankles. He could not gather the strength to stand, so he clung to the only part of her he could reach. He needed to be touching her.
“I should have never let you go,” he gasped. “I should have made you stay with me. This is my fault.”
“You did not know.” Hades sank to her knees and folded her husband in her arms. “But you are here, and I can hold you. I was afraid I would never hold you again.”
“That will never happen.” Alkaios pressed his face into her neck and breathed in the fragrance of her soft skin. “I will always come for you.”
“Why do they hate us?” Zeus asked as Hades kissed Alkaios’ head. “What made them despise their fathers with such intensity that they would kill us?”
“My guess, based on my understanding of history and the box, is there have been three variations of time.” Hades collapsed beside Alkaios, and he folded her into his side as Zeus stared at them with a numb expression. “The first occurred when the dark woman stole Chaos from Hope and unleashed it. We would have stood against her, and despite her power, her attacks would have been waves dashed against our rocks.
“But I do not believe that was her initial intent. She did not expect her plan to succeed. She was merely biding her time until the box grew strong enough to encompass both her present and our past. Once that happened, she created the portal, one only I could step through, and the moment I did, history changed.”
“Why only you? Because, as an Old One, you had the power to stop her?” Zeus asked.
“Possibly, but I fear it is more complex than that. Hope and her companions believe I am merely Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, and therefore my darkness is the perfect fuel for Chaos. But if Makaria stands with her, she knows who I am, so that cannot be it. By having me disappear from the world for centuries, she had less opposition, but I believe she needed to turn Makaria against Alkaios and your sons against you, Zeus.
“When I stepped through the shimmer, I felt a shifting as history rewrote itself. I also noticed something pass me. Preoccupied at first, I did not pay attention, but I think it was her. The dark woman traded places with me. She removed me completely from the equation, and she repeated the past for a second time to enact her plan.
“Makaria blames Alkaios for taking my rule and hates me for leaving him. What if this woman fed hatred into my son? Taught him to despise his once human father, to blame him for my disappearance? The Old Ones’ contempt for inferior beings ran deep in their corrupt veins. It, too, courses through Makaria’s blood, and without me, perhaps he found it easy to hate the mortal man he blamed for losing his mother.”
“I would have become insufferable if I had to live centuries without you,” Alkaios admitted. “I understand how his ancestry, her manipulation, your disappearance, and my aggravation would have turned Makaria hateful. Especially if this woman is powerful. Who knows what kind of spell she cast over our sons?”
“Hera will… would have been livid when she discovered my infidelity,” Zeus said. “Combined with her anger and the dark woman’s words of poison, it would have been easy for me to turn my back on my half-mortal children. I would never resist them if they entered Olympus, but there would be little love between us.”
“I believe you are right,” Hades said. “That is why I dragged the Pitchfork from the past. The one called Hercules is a mountain of a man, and he wields your Thunderbolt. Makaria controls our Pitchfork and used it to slaughter the Underworld. I tried to pull it to me earlier, but something was blocking me, and it was not just Makaria. That gives me cause for great concern, but then I thought if I removed it from history, that would ensure Makaria never had access to it. He still possesses the power of the first gods, so even by stealing the weapon from him, he managed to slaughter the Underworld. I had hoped some might escape, but I feel no life in my realm.”
“By pulling us through, the timeline has changed again, and at least we now control the Pitchfork,” Alkaios said. Hades nodded her agreement.
“I am willing to bet our sons still hate us,” Zeus said.
“Makaria did not just lose a mother. He lost his father too,” Hades agreed. “He would have been easily drawn to anger. Without either of us, who knows what hatred he was fed? The people of this time believe Hades kidnapped Persephone and forced her to be his miserable bride.” Alkaios scoffed at her words and then recoiled when he realized she was speaking the truth. “If all mankind believes hateful things about our public personas, then what do our sons believe now that everything has changed?
“That Alkaios—the man who stripped his mother of her throne—stole her away from him for centuries? That their father, Zeus, deserted them on earth to be abused by a jilted wife? In your absence, I doubt Hera would have been forgiving of the twins.”
“Can this be undone?” Zeus’ voice was desperate. “Can we fix history? I do not want this to be my end, knowing I betrayed my wife and abandoned my children. I do not want my one moment of weakness to define my rule.”
“And it has defined your rule,” Hades said. “Humanity has made a mockery of us. They poisoned Alkaios’ and my marriage into a tale of abduction and abuse, but they also turned you into a fool. Their legends paint you as an old man incapable of remaining faithful to his wife. In this future, it was not one moment of weakness, but a lifelong disgrace.”
“We must fix this. I cannot allow Hera to die like this. I did not love her and only married her for power, but… but I could love her, right? And my sons?”
“Of course, brother,” Alkaios said, and Hades leaned forward to grab the blond king’s hand.
“Hades, tell me what to do.” Zeus gripped her fingers so tight she feared the bones might crack. “Every time I am confronted by something—my father, the Old Ones, this future—I see a picture of myself I hate and the evil I could become. I cannot be the dead, foolish god. I want to be like you. Someone with love and respect. Tell me what I must do, and I will help you fix this.”
“We need to find the box and return it to Hope.” Hades used their joined hands to pull herself to her feet. She wrapped Zeus in an embrace, and the irony of their surroundings struck her. The last time she lived here, she hugged him in love, and now? She realized her hatred for this man was gone. So much had changed, yet here she stood, embracing him in love, albeit a vastly different kind.
“Do you know who this woman is or where Chaos is hiding?” Alkaios plucked the Pitchfork off the bed and shivered. Hades looked at his face, which was tinged blue, and wrapped an arm around his waist to rub his freezing skin.
“No, but now three gods survive in a land where there were none. We will find her and save our sons. But first,” her eyes twinkled at Alkaios, “we should get you both warmed up.”
    
HADES’ power hung thick in the air as the gods departed Olympus. The strength of her darkness wove into the storm clouds, unwilling to part from this place of carnage. Perhaps it was the sheer determination of her will. Perhaps it was the cloak of death blanketing the mountain that fed the end of all ends. Or maybe it had been the unmatched force that pulled two gods into the future, but regardless of the reason, something had changed. In their reunion, they failed to notice, but as the three vanished from Olympus, someone else saw.
The shimmer had weakened. The portal had torn slightly. It would not allow the past to come gushing through, but what once only allowed Hades’ entrance now stood exhausted to anyone bound to her soul. What once completely cut her off from her natural time now allowed her essence, her scent, to waft through, and one, in particular, could not ignore the fragrance.
Unseen and unheard, he moved in darkness until he stood before the frosted glimmer. Snow still drifted through, but so did something else. Smoke. Black smoke. She was beckoning him, calling him to her side, and he would answer. He needed to.
With fang and claw, he tore at the shimmer. His power was brutal, and the struggle monumental, but he did not stop. He ripped at the portal with every ounce of strength coiled in his muscular form, and he did not yield, even when his gums bled and limbs burned in agony.
He snarled and clawed for most of the night, his exhaustion pressing in on every side, but just before the sun showed her first rays, the shimmer split under his will. His soul was hers, and the weakened portal could resist no longer.
With a final roar and rip of colossal fangs, his three heads tore through, and that is when he smelled it. Someone he had not scented in a millennium. His vicious blood ran cold. Gone was his exhaustion, replaced by fear. Kerberos needed to find his mother.





XVIII
ALKAIOS STOOD under the steaming stream of water, his arms wrapped around Hades’ shoulders. Her back pressed against his chest, and he could still feel her ribs struggling to regain their breath. The soft heaves of her slowing breathing complimented the thunder of his heart as it roared within his ribcage. It had found its home, and what a joyous return it had been. Alkaios kissed the top of her head and then buried his face in her soaked hair, letting the scent of her floral shampoo bathe him in peace. She was here and in his arms. She was alive and whole and perfect. He would stay under this heat she called a shower forever with her.
Hades reached up and grabbed his wrists as they hung with a comforting weight against her clavicle and leaned her head back against his muscular chest, forcing his lips from her hair. From beneath her eyelids, she gazed up at him, and he could not resist the call. He slid a calloused palm up her bare throat, gripping her jaw, and gently forced her backward further until he could reach her lips. The kiss was searing, the heat as intense as the scalding water.
“Bathing in the creek will be anticlimactic after this,” Alkaios laughed as she collapsed against him.
“I knew you would like it.” Hades smiled, pushing her smaller body further back into his. His arms instinctively tightened around her chest.
“I do. When we fix history, I at least have this to look forward to. Well, this and those clothes you were wearing. Maybe it is because I lived for weeks without you, but Hades… your beauty in those garments almost killed me.” This time it was Hades’ turn to laugh, and unable to get any closer to him, she lifted her foot, slipped it between his legs behind her, and wound it around his ankle. She could not get enough of his skin against hers, and by the way he had greeted her in the privacy of their hotel room, he felt the same.
“I will never leave you,” Hades said.
“If we cannot do something together, we do not do it at all,” Alkaios said against her ear, his lips brushing her skin softly as he spoke. “I cannot lose you again. I thought I would have to give you up when Minotaur took Olympus, but then this. I do not care that your power surpasses ours. It means nothing if I cannot be by your side. I love you, and while this shower is pleasant, I would rather use snow and frostbite to bathe than be parted from you. I like this heat and those clothes, but you are what I love most. You are beautiful, no matter the setting.”
Hades twisted in Alkaios’ arms and wrapped hers around his neck. She kissed him long and deep, until her breath was not her own but his, and then, in blissful exhaustion, she rested her head above his heart and listened to the steady rhythm. He was not dead. He was here and strong and perfect, yet the nightmare of his mutilated body plagued her memories. She shuddered, forcing those thoughts into the recesses of her brain, and pulled him closer. Neither of them spoke, allowing their embrace to say everything their words could not.
Hades lost track of how long they stood skin to skin under the scalding stream, but they both jerked to attention at the sudden spew of icy water. Yelping in laughter, Hades batted at the faucet until the cold halted, and Alkaios scooped her up and carried her out of the shower. He grabbed a towel off the rack and wrapped it around her shoulders first, rubbing her arms to dry the chill from her skin without a thought to his own comfort. He took his time wringing the water from her hair and wiping off every drop from her body. His movements were reverent, a form of worship as he cared for his wife, and only once she was dressed in the glorious pants called jeans, did he worry about himself.
He dried off quickly, unable to tear his eyes off his beautiful wife, but when he pulled his garments on, he laughed at how suddenly odd they looked next to her modern beauty. With a smile, he reached out and brushed his fingers over Hades’ jean-glad thighs. He trailed them reverently up to her hip as if he was helpless in her orbit and then hooked them through the small belt loop to jerk her closer. She smiled as her shoulder slapped his chest, and the ancient fabric draped around his hips slowly tore apart. Stitch by stitch, it re-knit until he, too, wore a pitch black pair of jeans, combat boots, and an expertly tailored leather jacket. He loomed as dark and dangerous as his wife, ever much a vision of a god in his new attire as he had in his old, and it struck Hades just how large her husband was. In the darkness of the Underworld, surrounded by death and monsters, he blended in well, but here in a room built for mortals, dressed in form-fitting clothes, no one would mistake him for human. She was smaller than him, her divine beauty the clue to her deity, but his size was unmistakable. He and Zeus would have to be careful. Their statures would not allow them to hide their true nature.
“Is something amiss?” Alkaios asked, furrowing his eyebrows at her expression before looking down at his clothes.
“You are beautiful, no matter the setting,” Hades repeated his words to him, and Alkaios smiled before seizing her waist. He hauled her off the ground in a passionate kiss.
“I cannot let you go,” he growled against her lips. “I missed you so painfully, I fear I will never have my fill of you.” His broad palm tightened around her back as his other cupped her jaw. “Please… do not make me leave this room.”
“I do not think you will ever understand how much I missed you.” The sorrow in her voice struck a painful blow to his heart, and he flinched almost imperceptibly. There was no hiding it from his wife, though. She knew him too well, and her hands flew to his face, dragging his gaze to hers. She held his eyes for a long moment, letting him study her seriousness. “I love you, Alkaios. My feelings for you have no end. Even if you were dead, I would still love you until time ended. Never let me go. Never put me down.” And then she sealed her mouth against his.
A sudden knock interrupted the peace, and Alkaios groaned as he lowered his wife slowly down his body.
“Hold that thought.” He pressed his lips to hers in a quick peck and then brushed a lock of damp hair behind her ear. “We will come back to that later.” He seized her hand and led her to the hotel door where Zeus stood in the outside hallway, waiting.
“How do I look?” He extended his arms and spun. He wore expertly tailored slacks along with dress shoes. A blue sweater, the exact color of his eyes, stretched around his broad chest, and a long, form-fitting dress coat finished the ensemble.
“Like Zeus,” Hades said, reaching forward to adjust his collar. It was the best way to describe him. Zeus and Alkaios were no mortal men. They were not handsome; they were stunning.
“Are you ready?” Hades grabbed Alkaios’ hand again, knowing full well she was not. She wanted to disappear for a year inside that hotel room with her dark and magnificent husband, but that dream was impossible. She would not grant the dark woman any more time with her son than she had already stolen.
Both men nodded, and Hades added, “they believe me to be Persephone. Makaria must know who I am, and it stands to reason, so do your sons and the dark woman, but perhaps not.”
“You think it best to hide your nature for now?” Zeus finished for her. “I agree that is wise. We are already at a disadvantage. Let us keep at least one advantage close to the chest.”
    
THE FROZEN WIND blew Hades through the door, a cloud of white surrounding her blackness. The warehouse was warm, but too still. A great mourning hung thick in the air, and the image of flames consuming beautiful Icarus flooded her memory. It was her fault he was dead. If only she had—
“Where have you been?” Hope’s voice interrupted Hades’ guilt as she rounded the corner. Red rimmed her eyes from the tears she had shed in honor of both Icarus and Prometheus. Hades hoped he was still alive, but she worried that living at the mercy of the dark woman would be a worse fate than death.
“Calling for help,” Hades answered as a defeated Theseus came into view. His and Hope’s brows furrowed in confusion, but instead of explaining, she simply stepped out of the doorway. “There is someone you should meet.”
Answering her call, Zeus strode out of the blizzard and into the room. The high ceilings did nothing to dwarf his mass as he stalked in with the confidence only the king of all could possess. He settled beside Hades and looked down at her companions, giving them a single solemn nod.
Before Hope or Theseus could react, Alkaios followed, the white of the snow a stark contrast to his black clothing and dark hair. He emanated danger and desire. Strength and violence, but behind the dominance of his gaze was a softness, and it swam in his blue irises each time Hades entered his line of sight. He stepped to her side opposite Zeus and wrapped a muscled arm around her waist. Side by side, there was no mistaking them. Dressed in similar darkness, they were a vision of Hell, a vision of perfection. There was no denying it. They were one soul split between two bodies, and the terror and love that wafted off them were intoxicating.
“Hope, Theseus, this is Zeus.” Hades gestured to the blond god. “And this? This is Hades, my husband.”
Hope’s mouth fell open, and no one spoke for so long that the silence turned uncomfortable.
“It is always a pleasure to meet faithful servants of Olympus.” Zeus’ lips split into a confident grin as he broke the tension, and Hades stifled a smirk at his introduction. On their trip to the warehouse, she had recommended the men play into their royalty. The Olympians were dead, and humanity was about to lay their eyes upon Zeus for the first time in years. It might inspire greater faith if the three remaining gods exuded confidence, even if the thought of war with their sons turned their stomachs to ash.
“You have been a great aid to Persephone,” he continued. “She has explained our situation, and I have come from the past to offer my help.”
“How?” Hope squawked. She cleared her throat in embarrassment and then stepped closer to him before she realized what she was doing. She awkwardly shrank back, but Zeus moved to her with a grin.
“May I, my lord?” she whispered, extending a hand, and Zeus offered her his large fist. She grasped it gently, her eyelids snapping wide at the contact.
“They are real.” Hope burst into tears. “The gods are real.”
“Come now.” Zeus wiped her damp cheeks with his thumb. “No tears, my child.”
Hope pulled her hand from his and swiped it across her face with a smile. She stepped back, and Theseus leaned forward to clasp forearms with the king. Shock coated his face as they connected. Zeus was the epitome of charm when he cared to be.
“That’s him?” Hope looked warily at Alkaios. “That’s Hades?” Alkaios twisted the Pitchfork in his fist as a response, the metal audibly grinding against the concrete floor, and Hope’s gaze snapped from the weapon, back to him, then to Hades.
“You look different,” she said, pinching brows at Hades as if she had seen through Persephone’s facade to witness the true Omega for the first time. She had never studied the queen, assuming no great power remained in this world, but seeing the Lord and Lady of the Underworld side by side, a nagging at the back of her brain whispered she had been dangerously mistaken.
“She is stunning, is she not?” Alkaios answered, looking down at his wife, and Hope nodded in awe at the pair.
“She was telling the truth. I almost didn’t believe her when she said the legends were wrong. I thought perhaps living beneath your iron fist had tricked her into believing she loved you.” Hope stepped forward and extended a curious hand to the Pitchfork, brushing her fingertips softly over the ancient metal. “She wasn’t lying. How could anyone ever think that? How could they tell stories of your hatred? One merely needs to look at you, my Lord, to see the love you have for her. The air is thick with your obsession and desire.”
Alkaios smirked. The girl’s words would normally cause his cheeks to flush with embarrassment, but in this moment, everything paled compared to the feeling of Hades’ warm and breathing body against his.
“A life without her is not worth living.” Alkaios pulled his arm from around Hades’ waist and brushed the lingering snow from her hair. “That is why we are here. I need to take my wife home. I have lived long enough without her.”
“How are you here?” Theseus asked as the group moved into the kitchen. “How are you alive?” The urge to offer hospitality to the kings in their midst burned strong, and Hope ushered them to the table as she put on water for tea.
“We are from the past,” Zeus answered as he took a seat, and this time, Hades did laugh. He gazed at her with a twinkle in his eye, knowing full well how ridiculous he looked in the small chair.
“But she made the portal for Persephone. How did you force your way through?” Theseus continued.
“It was…” Zeus glanced at Hades for help, unsure how much she wanted to divulge to these strangers.
“It was because of me,” Alkaios answered as he sat. Hades pulled out the chair beside him, but he caught her hips as she lowered herself and redirected her until she landed on his thighs. With a kiss on her cheek, he leaned her against his chest. She did not fight his possession and looped an arm around his neck. It was a simple movement. One made comfortable from years together, and though the image of her sitting on her husband’s lap would have been playful with any other couple, it was a position of power for Hades and Alkaios, and Theseus had the sudden urge to prostrate himself and atone for his doubt.
“Ha—Persephone and I,” Alkaios corrected himself, “rule as one. She did not lie when she told you our marriage was not of cruelty, but of destiny. The Underworld had one throne until our wedding, but a second grew out of the stone to acknowledge our union. The Pitchfork answers to her as well as me. The monsters of the deep call her mother, and the waters of the River Styx do not burn her flesh. When a couple weds, the two become one, and that was the biggest mistake this dark woman made, believing the history of hatred and brutality. She designed that portal for Persephone, but what she did not realize is that where my wife goes, I follow. She called to me, and I forced my way through to answer.”
“I could listen to him speak about you for days.” Hope’s grin split her face as she served Hades and Alkaios steaming mugs, but when she placed the fragrant cup before Zeus, she paused. “But that doesn’t explain your arrival.”
“Hades is my brother,” Zeus said, wrapping his chilled fingers around the warm tea. “I lent him my power as he pushed through the shimmer, but because we were connected, he pulled me through. His soul is one with Persephone, but he is blood of my blood, and we stepped through time together.”
“Regardless of the reason.” Theseus took a sip and almost groaned at its heat. “We are thankful you are here. We need your help. Especially now since Icarus is dead and Prometheus…” He trailed off, afraid to utter the words.
“Why would she take him?” Hope directed her question to Hades. “She was after you. Why kidnap Prometheus?”
“He is of supernatural heritage,” Hades said, knowing full well that she was not here to fuel Chaos. Not if her son was involved, but she could not mention Makaria’s name. She could not label him as the enemy meant to be cut down. Not yet. “His body and strength will feed Chaos so that it does not spiral beyond the dark woman’s control.”
“Prometheus…” Hope’s head collapsed into her hands, and Theseus rubbed her back comfortingly. “It will eat him alive. Every day, it will gnaw at him, forcing him to watch his own flesh decay beneath Chaos’ ravenous hunger. His fate is to suffer eternally without the comfort of oblivious death.”
“We will return him to you.” Zeus reached out and placed his broad palm over Hope’s arm. “I promise to set this right.”
“I pray you can.” Hope pulled her hands from her face and settled one over Zeus’ knuckles. “You are the King, so perhaps you can see more than Persephone. She said she could trace the dark woman’s power, but so far, we have no leads.” Hope’s eyes flicked to Hades to assure the god she did not blame her, despite what had happened at the forge. Hades nodded slightly, but when Hope’s gaze returned to Zeus, he was no longer looking at her. He was staring at Hades.
“You cannot see her?” he asked, and Hades shook her head. “Even after coming face to face with her.”
“No.”
“Get up.” Zeus stood abruptly. “Both of you.” He turned back to Hope and Theseus. “Forgive me, we will return momentarily.” And with that, he strode from the room. Alkaios and Hades shared a confused glance, and then he gripped her hips, pushing her to a stand.
“You cannot see her?” Zeus repeated the moment they joined him in a hallway out of earshot of the kitchen.
“I cannot even find Makaria,” Hades answered.
“That makes sense,” Alkaios said. “He has your blood, and like his ancestors, he must have the ability to cloak himself from you.”
“No…” The wheels in Hades’ mind churned as she processed the thoughts swirling through her. “He is an Old One, yes, but as the Omega, I should be able to see my child. I cannot even sense Zeus’ sons, and they are merely demi-gods. I believe it was Minotaur who hid my ancestors from me last time. He is the only god whose power outranks mine.”
“Hades.” Alkaios captured her bicep in alarm. “You said the door to their realm was still sealed, correct, so it cannot be the Old Ones?” She nodded, but Zeus’ hand snapped out and grabbed Alkaios’ fist where it clutched her arm.
Zeus looked at them as if they were blind, and with a voice full of fear, he asked, “Did you check the labyrinth?”



  





XIX
TUMULTUOUS SMOKE DELIVERED the trio to where Hephaestus had bound Minotaur in his eternal prison—a labyrinth with never-ending halls and no escape while the Alpha yet lived. When the mason god had thrust a stone carved from the Titan fortress and the Olympian city, coated in the Omega's blood and the River Styx’s poisoned waters, into the dirt, this stretch of earth had been void of human life, far from civilization. This unholy ground had been a rolling field, but as the tentacles recoiled within Hades’ body, the sight that greeted them froze their souls. Ice as far as the eye could see.
Alkaios bent down, brushing the accumulated snow back until his fingers grazed thick and solid ice.
“Was this not a field?” He looked up at Hades. With Kerberos’ aid, he had fought the Alpha here, alongside his wife. The sight of her battered, pregnant body was not one easily erased, yet he had no memory of this place. She nodded in confusion, and he reached up to grasp her hand, pulling himself back to his feet as their fingers threaded together.
“Then why are we standing on a frozen sea?” Zeus asked.
“I…” Hades’ voice trailed off. She had no answer.
“Are we in the right place?” Alkaios asked. “Did we mistakenly travel elsewhere?”
“This is it,” Hades said. “Can you not feel it? The evil?”
“Great evil dwells here,” Zeus agreed. “But—” His voice dropped off. “Hades?” He gripped her shoulders and twisted her torso slowly. “There.”
Both Hades and Alkaios followed his gaze, and Alkaios sucked in a breath. Barely visible through the storm, sat a distant island, the surrounding sea frozen solid. A dead forest loomed, recessed from the beach, but that was not what Zeus had noticed. It was what stood far beyond the leafless trees, invisible to all save those with divine sight. The Labyrinth.
The trio stared at the distant prison in silence, and then, as if controlled by a single mind, they whirled toward what should have been open waters. The frozen sea stretched to the edge of the horizon even through the reduced visibility.
“How are we on the sea?” Alkaios asked. “How did the Labyrinth get here?”
“I…” Once again, Hades could not find her voice. What had become of this future, and how many more horrifying surprises could she endure?
“Is he locked within?” Zeus asked, not waiting for her to respond to her husband. “Is he still trapped?”
“The Maze stands unscathed.” Hades turned back to the Island. “I can only assume he remains imprisoned, but I need a closer look to confirm.”
“This storm,” Alkaios said as they began to walk over the thick ice, “it brews deadlier the closer we move toward the Island. Could Chaos be here?”
“Even if Minotaur is contained, it would stand to reason that his corruption would encompass its surroundings. It is entirely feasible his presence cloaks the box,” Hades answered.
“It stood here unattended for centuries,” Zeus said. “Did the Labyrinth corrupt the land, pulling it farther from civilization until it was surrounded by a sea?”
“Anything is possible,” Hades agreed. “There is much I do not understand about my kind. The Styx mixed with my blood was designed to hold him at bay, but who is to say his depravity did not ooze out over the—”
“Halt!” a male voice interrupted her words, and the gods froze in their tracks. Alkaios spun the Pitchfork to prepare for a strike, but Hades caught his hand, stilling him.
“Mortal,” she mouthed, and Alkaios pulled the bident to his side. He looked at her and then at Zeus in confusion. He knew they were all hearing the same question in their minds. How had a mortal come to be here?
“Turn around slowly,” the man ordered, and the gods twisted into the wind, coming face to face with four armed soldiers standing before a snow vehicle. Their guns were raised in defense, and Hades felt Zeus tense beside her.
“What are you doing here? This is a restricted area,” the man continued, and Hades pressed her fingers against Zeus’ wrist. His gaze swung to hers, and she shook her head slightly so that only he might see. Hold back, her eyes begged. He relaxed at her request, but not before stepping closer to her.
“We come peacefully.” Hades pushed tendrils of smoke through the whipping snow and into the men. Alkaios, taking Zeus’ lead, closed the distance between him and his wife, their massive bodies instinctively protecting her.
“We bear no ill will,” she continued as her power soothed them, comforted them, blinded them from the truth confronting their minds.
“Very good.” The man’s voice had softened, and all four lowered their weapons. “You’ll freeze out here. Best come with us.”
“Thank you.” Hades was all wine and honey, and the soldiers led her to their vehicle with awestruck expressions. They helped her inside its warmth, barely noticing the gods entering behind her, and as they drove over the ice away from the island, Hades held them under her captivating spell.
    
THEY DID NOT HAVE FAR to travel. Within minutes, dark giants loomed ahead, jutting heavenward through the snow. Ships the likes of which the gods had never seen. Metallic and harsh, these monstrosities lingered on the icy sea as a warning. This was a line of defense never meant to be crossed, and Zeus could not help but wonder if these monsters of war plaguing his waters would bring Poseidon pride or rage.
The vehicle slowed to a stop before one ship, and the soldiers exited before helping Hades down. They ignored Zeus and Alkaios as if the two looming gods did not exist, their eyes only for the gorgeous woman holding them under her spell. They led her to the gangplank, but before she could step up, Alkaios grabbed her wrist.
Hades’ head twisted to her husband, but he wordlessly gestured at the water. The ice surrounding the Island extended far, consuming every wave in its wake, and the beginning signs of freezing were showing against the hull of the ship. If they did not retreat soon, the frost would swallow them whole. Hades’ eyes flicked up to her husband’s. The oceans were freezing. It would not be long now. Many thought the world would end in fire, but the truth was, it would end in ice.
Hades slipped her fingers between Alkaios’ as they climbed. Their guides continued once the three gods were onboard, leading them below deck, and while a few onlookers watched the newcomers, most ignored the intruders as Hades bent them to her will.
“Doctor?” the soldier who had stopped them outside called as they entered a massive room. Zeus grunted at the glaring light, and Alkaios’ grip tightened around her hand in surprise. Even Hades, who had witnessed advanced technology when she visited the greenhouses, felt overwhelmed. The bleach-white walls contrasted the endless rows of computers and machinery. The state-of-the-art equipment emitted soft hums and dull blinks, and a sudden dizziness twisted her brain. This lab was unlike anything she had laid her eyes upon.
“So, this is what they have replaced us with,” Zeus whispered, and one soldier glanced back as if surprised someone was walking behind him. “No prayer fills the air, no worship bathes my soul. Instead, they look to this pandemonium.”
“Doctor?” the soldier repeated, and this time a short man with salt and pepper hair emerged from the garden of machinery. He looked at the soldiers with curiosity, but it slowly morphed into fear when he noticed Alkaios’ darkness looming tall.
“They should not be here,” he sputtered, and the soldier opened his mouth to protest.
“We had a meeting,” Hades said with a honeyed voice before they could argue. She pushed her power forward to encompass the doctor. “Do you not remember?”
“Yes.” The word was slow as his features morphed from confusion to excitement. “Yes, of course! So glad you could make it. The weather is worsening. I was sure you would cancel.”
“Nonsense,” Hades soothed.
“Dr. Edwin Marcel at your service.” His smile was enthusiastic as he gripped her extended hand.
“Mrs. Alkaios,” Hades replied, adopting the same name she had given Dan Sutton at the greenhouse. Alkaios grunted in amusement, and Dr. Marcel turned toward the sound.
“Mr. Alkaios, I assume,” he said, noticing the couple’s clasped hands, and Alkaios nodded. The doctor shook his free hand and then spun on his heels, completely ignoring Zeus. “Come, come,” he continued as he walked further into the lab. “We’ll talk in my office… oh, thank you, gentlemen,” he shouted at the soldiers as his short legs hustled over the tiled floor. “I have it from here.”
Marcel ushered them past a dozen scientists who worked oblivious to the world and steered them into a small office. He gestured at the chairs opposite his desk, but one glance told both Zeus and Alkaios they were too large for the furniture. Alkaios gripped the back of the softest chair and pulled it out for his wife. Once she sank to the cushion, he and Zeus backed up to lean against the wall.
“Can I get you anything?” Dr. Marcel asked as he took his seat. “Coffee? Water?”
“Nothing, thank you,” Hades answered for the gods. She preferred not to waste more time than necessary.
“Well, if you need a drink, let me know.” The doctor smiled. “Now, what can I do for you?”
“Why are you here?” Hades asked.
“As the foremost expert on mutations within biology, the military invited me to be a part of the research team studying the anomalies surrounding the island. Dr. Ezra Valerian, professor of physics at Harvard, is one specialist here. Dr. Lionel Swann, an award-winning chemist, along with Dr. Claude Fara—”
“Brilliant minds, I am sure,” Hades interrupted.
“Yes, yes, of course. The best,” Marcel babbled as if trying to regain his train of thought. “A few years ago, when meteorologists first noticed the drop in temperature, they tracked a large-scale anomaly here to this body of water.”
“Why the military presence?” Alkaios asked, and Dr. Marcel jerked in surprise as if he had forgotten the dark man at Hades’ back.
“Oh, well…” he fumbled to regain composure. “This island wasn’t here before. It doesn’t exist.”
Hades twisted in her seat to look at Alkaios and then Zeus. They were all thinking the same thing. This island had not existed before. It had been a field, an empty and forgotten stretch of earth.
“It does not occur on any maps,” the doctor continued. “Radar cannot detect it. Satellites are blind to it, yet here it sits, surrounded by ice. The more time goes on, the more the sea freezes. The military had to continuously retreat, and eventually, they gathered a team of experts to study the island and the anomalies emanating from it.”
Zeus cleared his throat, and Hades held his knowing gaze. “It has to be here,” he said. “This must be the point of origin.”
“We need to get to the maze,” Hades said, but as she moved to stand, Alkaios stepped forward with furrowed brows.
“Mutations within biology?” He leaned over the desk, broad palm gripping the wood with menace. “Why would they require your expertise? What is on this island?”
The doctor squirmed uncomfortably under Alkaios’ intimidating stare. His eyes flicked to Hades for reassurance, but he found none as she stared in horror at her husband. Alkaios had picked up on a sentence she had assumed was merely the man’s tendency to babble, but the implications of his specialty shot a swarm of dread into her gut. The Minotaur could not be free. He couldn’t.
“It is best I show you.” Dr. Marcel stood and gestured for the gods to follow. He shuffled wordlessly through the lab until he came to a locked door. Fishing the keys from his pocket, he twisted the handle but did not push it open.
“What you are about to see is disturbing,” he warned. “If you wish to remain outside, I completely understand.” He aimed the words at Hades, and she smiled softly at him. If only he knew the realm she ruled, the deformed monsters she called friends.
Marcel paused, giving her the opportunity to reconsider, but when she did not leave, he nodded and pushed open the door. The interior was pitch black, and it took the doctor a moment to locate the light switch. With a click, fluorescent lights flooded the room, and an odd stench greeted the gods as they stepped inside. The doctor waited until all three crossed the threshold and then closed the door.
As it clicked shut, he gestured to the center of the floor, but his movements were unnecessary. Hades saw it. A single sterilized table stood before them, bearing an object draped in a white sheet. They were in some sort of operating room, and she realized the smell coating her skin, her nose, her hair was the scent of rotting, unnatural flesh.
“That is not…” both Alkaios and Zeus whispered in unison, but Hades shook her head.
“The body is not big enough,” she answered.
“This is why I was invited.” Dr. Marcel gripped the bleached sheet, and taking a fortifying breath, he pulled.
Simultaneously, Zeus leaped backward, and Hades and Alkaios stepped closer. Both King and Queen of the Underworld moved to the edge of the cold, metal table and stared down at the corpse. Alkaios grunted in surprise, but Hades lifted a hand and brushed her fingers over the ‘Y’ scar in the creature’s chest. It was a woman. Or had been one at once. It lay completely naked, but its skin had hardened to a leathery texture, and its small breasts were void of nipples.
Hades traced the stitches down the abdomen but paused where the belly button should have been. Smooth hide stretched over its midsection, but that was nothing compared to what descended below. Feathers. Dark brown feathers coated its lower body, her legs not the shapely length of a woman, but instead the thick and bent form of a monstrous bird. Hades moved down the corpse until she reached the feet, and she could not stop her hands from brushing over what she found. The beast had no feet. Massive bird-like claws with razor-sharp points grew from her ankles. She closed her fingers around one claw and shuddered. It was the size of her fist, a length designed for ripping flesh from bones, for shredding organs while the victim still lived.
Hades dropped the appendage and moved back up the body. The woman’s face was hideous, death relaxing her features. Alive, she would be a sight to behold. A creature deformed specifically to wreak havoc and terror. Hades set her fingers against the creature’s eyelids and pushed them open. No irises greeted her. Only black orbs, a vision into the abyss.
All that remained of her examination was the beasts’ arms, and one glance confirmed they were the same as the legs. Brown, gnarled feathers peppered wing-like extremities that ended in a second set of claws. They were smaller than the feet but no less deadly. One well-placed swipe, and this creature would cleave its victim’s throat in half.
“Ha—” Zeus caught himself before he completed her name, but he already had her attention. “By the gods, tell me that is yours. Tell me that thing is of your realm.” His large body pressed up against the wall in surprise, and Hades wished she could ease his shock by telling him it was of Hell, that this monster was loyal to the mistress of darkness.
“No.” She could not lie. Not even for Zeus. “I have never seen this before. It is not mine.”
“Heavens,” he swore as he inched closer. “Then what is that?”
“Sargent Annabelle Harpy,” Dr. Marcel said as he stepped forward and grabbed the monster’s right arm. He twisted her wing and gestured to the remains of a rose tattoo with script embedded in the petals. “Those are her children’s names and dates of birth. It’s how we identified her. She was part of the original investigation into this island, but she went missing upon arrival. No one saw her for over a year, but a few months ago, soldiers patrolling the island’s perimeter were attacked. Some were killed while some disappeared, but the survivors overpowered their attacker. They brought the body back for an autopsy when a soldier stationed on this ship noticed the tattoo. He had been a friend of Sargent Harpy and recognized it. The Island did something to her, and that is when they called me. I have been studying her mutation, but I regret to say, she is not the only one we’ve seen. She has been the only one we’ve killed, though, so I have been incredibly thorough with the study of her corpse. I would love a live specimen to examine, but they have proved impossible to capture. We don’t know what happened to her, or what this species of animal is, so we named them Harpies after her.”
“The Island is mutating humans?” Zeus stepped closer to the harpy on the slab and pressed a fingertip to the point of her claw. A perfect bead of blood bloomed where it pricked his skin, and Alkaios’ breath caught as Zeus wiped the crimson away. These creatures had the power to rip divine flesh.
“You cannot be here,” Alkaios said, stepping forward to loom over Dr. Marcel. “You must evacuate.”
“The military would never allow that.”
“Do you think I care?” A growl vibrated Alkaios’ voice. “Humans are not safe here. This is not your concern.”
Marcel squinted at his use of the word human and stepped away from Alkaios’ darkening form in fear.
“It would be wise and in humanity’s best interests to abandon this place.” Zeus placed a palm on Alkaios’ shoulder, pulling him back from his anger. “If you do not leave of your own volition, I will be forced to remove you. Heed my warnings. I am not someone you wish as an enemy.”
“But I… I have no control over what happens here. And what about the harpies? This is the greatest scientific breakthrough in centuries. We cannot just allow them to mutate and reproduce. We must do something about them.”
Zeus ignored the scientist and left the room, unable to withstand the stench of death and decay as the gods of the Underworld could. Alkaios followed with a glare at Dr. Edwin Marcel, but Hades paused before the short man as she moved toward the exit.
“The harpies? Leave the harpies to me.”





XX
“IF THE ISLAND is corrupting humanity, they must pull back,” Alkaios argued as they trudged over the snow-drenched beach. “They cannot stay.”
“They will not listen to reason,” Hades said.
“So, we force them. We are gods.”
“This era is a stubborn breed. They value their knowledge over faith.”
“Hades.” He grabbed his wife’s bicep and spun her to face him. “You can influence them. They do not have to die.”
“And make them go where, Alkaios?” Frustration coiled around her tone, surprising him. He released her arm, lowering his gaze to hers, and was greeted by a mix of exhaustion, despair, and hostile agitation.
“Olympus is not safe. Not even the Styx saved the Underworld.” Her voice was steady, and Alkaios almost wished she would yell. He had been parted from her for so long that her calm anger and borderline defeat unnerved him. At least if she fought him, he would see the spark he loved beyond reason, but the further into the snowy woods they traveled, the more tension constricted his wife.
“We did not keep our own children safe. You saw the ice. The sea is freezing. Frost covers the earth. How long before the world dies? Better these men perish here quickly than survive only to watch everyone they love fall victim to a painful end.”
“Hades?” Alkaios stepped back from her in alarm and threw a concerned look at an equally stunned Zeus.
“There is nowhere to run. Nowhere that is safe.” Her words collided as they sped from her lips. “We cannot help them. I could not even help you, and you died. Alkaios, you were dead, your body mutilated almost beyond recognition. You died and left me here. You left me alone to find Makaria grown into a man I do not recognize; a man I cannot love for what he did to you. You were not there. You did not see.”
“I am here now.”
“It does not matter.” Hades’ chest heaved on the verge of hysterics, and Alkaios’ heart broke as he watched her. He had been so caught up in their reunion, so enthralled by her beauty, that he had failed to consider the pain this future had inflicted on his wife. “You are here now, but it does not change what I saw. Every time I close my eyes, the carved flesh hanging from your body haunts me, the broken bones splintering through your skin. I see Kerberos torn to shreds, Ioanna and Charon slaughtered, and their children… by the gods, Alkaios, he even butchered their daughters, his friends. Our son… our son did this. How am I supposed to live with that? What does it matter if those soldiers die here? I—”
Alkaios seized Hades and crushed her to his chest. His muscular arms wrapped around her, constricting until she could not move. She struggled to escape his grip, digging her nails painfully into his skin as she pushed, but after a long, futile moment, she surrendered. A mournful cry fell from her lips as she collapsed against his heart, and her clawing fingers captured the front of his shirt. She clutched at the cloth as if trying to rip it open, as if she needed him to feel the heartbreak coursing through her. Every pent-up emotion flooded from her soul to his ears, and Alkaios grabbed her jaw and tilted it up. Her red-rimmed eyes peered up at him, and he knew she was stronger than he would ever be. He would not survive witnessing her death.
Desperate to assure her he was here, that he was alive, he pushed his lips against hers in a rough kiss, and when they parted, he drew her so close against his body that she had barely the space to breathe. The pressure was what she needed, though, and her heaving chest slowed.
Alkaios kissed her forehead, soothing her silently. His confident and resilient wife had disappeared, and he was concerned over her sudden combativeness. He also did not want to picture the horrors her words described. To witness Makaria so cruel? It made him sick.
“I am sorry you had to do this alone,” he whispered into her hair as he noticed Zeus trying to catch his eye. He looked up at the blond god, who jerked his head backward to where Minotaur’s prison loomed over the dark tree line.
“The Labyrinth,” Zeus said under his breath. “She will be all right. It is the evils of that place. I feel it wafting over me. Can you? Being this close to the Alpha is affecting her, trying to reclaim her sanity.”
“No.” Hades popped off of Alkaios’ chest. Gone was the despair, replaced by a sudden clarity, and she whirled on Zeus. “This is not him. Hephaestus designed the Labyrinth to hold him until his death. This? This is Chaos, and I think his power is amplifying it. Polluting my mind, muting those humans. Alkaios—” She grabbed his face in her palms and kissed him. “We found it.”
“The box is here?” Alkaios asked.
“The Alpha’s prison would be the perfect breeding ground for evil. If I were her, this is where I would choose. The Underworld, especially Tartarus, would be my first choice, but since she would have had to unleash Chaos long before she grew strong enough to kill the gods, she would have never survived us, the Styx, and Kerberos.”
“But Hephaestus built an inescapable maze for all who enter its walls, not only Minotaur,” Alkaios said, trying to follow her reasoning. “Would she risk an eternity trapped just to hide Chaos from you?”
“Look what the box did to this island. It does not exist, completely hidden for centuries. She does not have to be within its walls.”
“Could it really be this simple?” Zeus stepped forward, hope in his eyes.
“Provided Minotaur remains locked away, we should have no issue locating it. Returning the box to Hope might prove more difficult. Makaria, your sons, and the dark woman undoubtedly have built an impassable defense.”
“What are the chances that Minotaur regained his freedom?” Zeus asked as they resumed their trudge through the thick blanket of snow.
“My blood and the Styx’s water should have held him, but every Olympian and my god-killers were dead until this week. Now only three gods exist. This future does not abide by our rules. I think we should prepare for the worst.”
“I was afraid you would say th—uff.” Zeus doubled over as if an unseen fist had struck him viciously in the gut. Hades’ hand flew to his back to catch him from falling face-first into the snow, but just as her fingers curled around the fabric of his coat, it hit her chest. The force knocked the breath ruthlessly from her lungs, and Alkaios grunted behind her, barely remaining upright.
“I am surprised any human on this island is left untouched.” Zeus heaved, his hands gripping his knees in a desperate attempt to remain on his feet. “The air. It is thick and vile. How are you standing unaffected?” His gaze shifted between husband and wife as he fought down both rage and nausea.
“I walk unharmed in Tartarus, but I feel its gnawing all the same.” Hades’ tentacles of dark smoke unfurled from her wrists to ensnare Zeus. The king’s ragged breaths slowed until he could stand upright, and then she extended her power to Alkaios. As the fog embraced them, Chaos retreated. “Stay close. I will keep the madness at bay, but I fear that is only the beginning of our opposition.”
    
THEY DID NOT HEAR HIM, not even her. It was no surprise, despite his longing for her attention. He was a predator born and bred for violence, for death. He had been brought into this world to take others out… all save her. He would die before he allowed her to perish, and so he stalked silently through the snow. She traveled with two companions. One he cared little for. He would sacrifice him if it meant her survival, but the other? She loved the other, and he must protect him at all costs.
He listened as the trio spoke. He ignored what the men said, but her voice? It was music on the breeze. It was bliss and intoxication. He worshipped the sound. It had been absent from his life for weeks, and he longed to reveal himself to her, to listen as she called him “my darling,” but something told him to hold back. To remain in the shadows. His time would come, but this was not it.
The wind whispered above his heads, and his hulking frame froze in the snow. His size made no sound, his stillness so perfect, he became one with the dead forest as he waited. Three pairs of ears strained against the storm. Six soulless eyes searched the whiteout. Razor-sharp fangs protruded from leathery lips, and the vibration whistled above him again. It was closer this time. They had been hunting the trio just as he had, but so intent were they on shedding divine blood, they failed to notice the god-killer moving silently through the shadows.
The hound’s muscles coiled beneath his hide. His legs tensed for oncoming slaughter. His three heads spread wide in wait, and with a cloud of raining white, the stalking creature burst from the trees.
Kerberos’ tail lashed out and snared the thing’s waist, pulling it screaming to the ground. Its voice was the screech of a bird woven with the shrill of a woman, but Kerberos silenced it in a spray of glorious blood. The snow beneath his claws oozed crimson as he spat the creature’s torn throat from his mouth, and a roar ripped through his throats in brutal warning. A warning the winged creatures did not heed as their swarm descended upon the god-killer.





XXI
“WHAT WAS—” Zeus whirled around, but all he could distinguish through the shadows was tumultuous and crimson snow. Something hunted them, and judging by the carnage spraying through the storm, it was more than one predator.
A roar shook the earth with such force, the frozen trees threatened to splinter apart like shards of glass, and Hades jerked at the sound. His sound. But that was impossible.
She spun in desperation toward the battle waging deep in the forest, but all she saw was turmoil and brutality. Snow concealed the volatile scene, allowing only blood and pain to seep through its white curtain. But she had to see. She needed to.
Hades lifted her foot to step toward the butchery, but that was the only movement the violence allowed her. Before her boot returned to the earth, an onslaught of darkness barreled down upon the gods. A wild scream sliced through the sky, and she watched in horror as claws parted the falling blizzard and reached for Zeus’ spine.
Hades abandoned her curiosity and flung herself at him, seizing his broad shoulders a breath before the harpy severed his spinal cord. The force of her speed toppled them to the ground as the air above whistled through feathers.
Zeus grunted as his back slapped the earth, but Hades was already moving. Curling her legs beneath her, she twisted her neck in time to watch Alkaios brandish the Pitchfork at the oncoming monster. With a snap of coiled muscle and a metallic ring, the bident flew from the king’s fist with deadly intent. His aim was true, and the twin prongs burrowed deep into the creature’s chest.
The blow pushed the winged harpy backward with alarming speed, but Hades was faster. She vaulted off of Zeus’ prostrate form and leaped into the air. Her fist closed around the Pitchfork’s long stem, and she shoved. The harpy spat blood, droplets splattering her face, and she drove her weapon into its heart as they fell to the earth. The snow cushioned the beast’s fall, but her boots landed atop its ribs, shattering the bones into splinters.
Hades ripped the bident from the corpse, its leathery chest distinguishably male, and turned as Alkaios pulled Zeus up from his back.
“Go!” Alkaios’ urgency bled through the word as he hauled the blond god after him. The already dim sky had darkened, and as their eyes met, she understood her husband’s warning. Clouds did not block the sun’s weak rays. An unholy rain was about to descend upon them.
They barely made it ten feet before the skies opened and poured down their wrath. A swarm of harpies screamed from above, mouths hungry for flesh, claws thirsty for blood. Zeus extended his hands, and then with the force needed to topple a mountain, he pulled his fists down. The heavens erupted, the air charged static, and lightning dove for the earth. Without the Thunderbolt, his power should have been diminished, but the magnitude was blinding as the searing light cut through the monsters. Singed bodies and acrid smoke fell, littering the ground with severed limbs and ashen feathers.
“It is here.” Zeus’ mass hummed electric. “It is close.”
But Hades already knew. The Thunderbolt was on this Island. His sons… and with that terrifying display of power, they would know their father was coming.
“Hades,” Alkaios warned above the din of the dying monsters. He jumped into the air and caught the wing of an injured harpy as it dove for his wife. Hades sidestepped the falling creature, and as soon as she escaped the beast’s reach, Alkaios pulled. The harpy’s wing ripped off in a macabre spray of blood, and it fell with a chilling scream. The sound rattled their bones and shook the earth. Wind whipped painfully against their skin, driving icy crystals into their flesh like a thousand splinters.
Yet as the creature bled red onto the pure ground, and its scream died on its tongue, the wind did not slow. The storm churned violently until the gods could not see their own palms before their eyes.
“Those were just the scouts.” Alkaios grabbed Hades’ waist and shoved her forward as tree branches snapped against the oncoming weight. Hades thrust the Pitchfork at her husband and unfurled her fingers as they fought through the snowbanks. Smoke snaked out of her body in thick coils, writhing with a vengeance eager for blood. The tentacles ensnared Alkaios, surging darker at his touch as the army at their backs bore down on them.
Alkaios needed no words from his wife. He understood her as if she were within his mind, within his soul. He gripped the Pitchfork with white knuckles and waited for the dance of violence only the purest of loves could choreograph. Where her movements ended, his would begin. A glorious death waltz.
Three harpies erupted from the tree line, and Hades threw a noose of smoke at their necks. It constricted their throats as it pulled, and the shrill screams of her victims urged their brethren forward. With a sharp yank of her arms, she hauled the smoke down, dragging the monsters to the ground. Alkaios lunged and gracefully swung the Pitchfork, severing all three heads in a single slice. Blood rained down as their corpses slammed to the earth, but Alkaios strode through the slaughter and launched the bident at another oncoming harpy. The dual prongs pierced its chest, pinning it to a looming tree with its death blow, and Hades stepped into her darkness only to step out before the hanging monster. With nimble fingers and a shattering of wood, she tore the weapon free and dropped through the air. Her boots landed hard on the back of a low-flying harpy, and its spine snapped at the impact.
Alkaios seized the neck of a beast aiming for Hades as the goddess crashed to the earth and held its threshing body out to her as an offering. She decapitated it with a single strike.
Behind them, Zeus unfurled a bolt of lightning from his fist, and it burned through the hearts of four harpies. No sooner did it leave his fingers, though, than a fifth monster swooped down and nearly sliced through his neck with its bloodthirsty claws.
“Alkaios!” Hades jerked her head in warning as she shoved the pitchfork into the gut of an abnormally enormous creature, and Alkaios’ fist shot out and grabbed Zeus’ throat. He yanked, jerking the king out of harm’s way by a sliver of air. Zeus caught his footing but did not pause, using his momentum to hurl himself at the harpy rushing past their eyes. His arm wrapped skillfully around its torso, and with a flex of his massive bicep, he broke the beast’s spine.
And still, the monsters came. The snow bled crimson, not a single inch remained white. Bodies lay strewn about the forest. Singed feathers caught in the branches, yet they did not yield. Wave after wave of deformities crashed down upon them, smothering the gods in defiled blood.
“Hades,” Zeus grunted as he ripped the wings off a harpy. “We need to get out of here.”
“No,” Alkaios and Hades chimed in unison. Hades swung the Pitchfork at a harpy’s chest, but it caught it in its claws with a snarl. Alkaios did not miss a beat and seized the twin prongs behind the beast. It whirled in surprise, gripping the metal even tighter to keep from losing its grip, but Alkaios had not been trying to take it. The creature realized his mistake too late. It never saw Hades’ fingers aiming for his neck, and with a gurgle of blood, the goddess ripped out its throat.
“We are close,” Hades called over the din as she used her smoke to pull a harpy against the Pitchfork waiting in Alkaios’ grasp. “They are protecting the Labyrinth… and the box. We must—” Claws swiped at her knees, causing her to collapse in the crimson snow.
Alkaios skewered his wife’s attacker, and Zeus grabbed the creature’s head with crushing fists, forcing bolts of lightning into its brain. It died with an unnerving wail of horror.
Alkaios ripped the prongs free and then threw himself at his wife. He hauled her off the ground in fear, but the moment her ribs pressed against his, he felt her wholeness. She was unharmed. But he also sensed the charge of her skin, and his eyes shot heavenward where a swarm plummeted through the trees. His gaze rejoined hers, and she nodded her consent. With a kiss so quick it barely brushed her lips, Alkaios gripped her smaller frame and launched her into the oncoming fray.
Hades soared gracefully through the storm, twisting toward the threat. The harpies bore down on her in rage. Their unnatural bodies hummed with a hunger for flesh. Their blood thirst oozed into her every pore, every fiber, every cell, and when she righted herself in the air, there was no mistaking the true terror of the Omega.
Hades collided with the foremost harpy, and her fingers curled around its skull. It howled in agony, clawing at her body for its freedom, but her darkness was the strongest of armor. The beast could not penetrate her defenses, and together, they fell from the sky. Blackness pooled about the pair as they plummeted, growing ever darker, ever thicker. Hades and the harpy disappeared from sight behind its writhing swell. The only evidence they existed within the pulsing fog was the screams of the tortured monster, but as their bodies crashed to the frozen ground, the darkness exploded. Like a bomb designed to level cities, her power shot through the trees faster than sound. For a moment, the world was silent, but the ferocious explosion that followed cracked the earth where she stood.
The smoke blew over Alkaios and Zeus as if it was a mere breeze, but when the turbulence settled, nothing remained of the harpies save shattered bones and shredded feathers.
Hades turned and met her husband’s gaze. Fierce pride painted his features, and he stepped toward her with an extended hand. She took it, and he raised her bloody knuckles to his lips with a reverent kiss. Zeus pulled up behind them, but unlike Alkaios’ awe, he looked as if his stomach had soured. Hades’ brow furrowed at his disturbed expression, but without warning, Zeus drew her into an unsteady hug.
“You should be King, not I,” he whispered, and Hades burst into a laugh, pushing him away.
“I think Chaos has slipped past my defenses and into your mind.” She cupped his handsome face in her palm, but then whirled on Alkaios with a pinched brow.
“Do you hear that?” But she did not need to ask. They all heard it.
“We have to get to the Labyrinth.” Alkaios hoisted the weapon with his free hand as he pulled his wife relentlessly over the snow. The trio ran with a speed only gods could possess, but the chasing hum only increased. The air vibrated, and the storm thickened. The army at their backs bore down on them with a ruthless pace, for the harpies ruled this island. They would crash against the gods with wave after wave until they purged their presence.
“How are there so many?” Zeus panted. “I saw you kill every last one with my own eyes.”
“The soldiers.” Hades glanced over her shoulder as her husband led the charge. “I think that is why they refuse to leave. Why they keep ordering scientific experiments despite the heavy casualties. Chaos has them in their grips, and the island demands its sacrifices.”
A thousand screams punctuated the air, and Alkaios surged faster, jerking Hades forward. As her eyes twisted from Zeus, they caught on a shadow, and she stumbled. It was there again in the fog. It was hunting them. Following them. The second predator.
“Alkaios?” She squeezed her husband’s hand hard. She needed to stop, to see. It was impossible, undoubtedly the island playing tricks on her mind, yet she could not shake the pressure in her chest. The predator barreling down upon them called to her. She must greet him, even if it meant her death.
“Run, Hades.” Alkaios pushed her ahead of him as the trees behind them bent to the screaming horde. “Look.”
Hades obeyed even though her soul screamed for her to plunge into the woods, and there it stood. A vast clearing. The Labyrinth. They only had a few steps until they broke through the tree line.
Zeus roared as a harpy dove from the storm and dragged its claws across his back. The hand clutching the Pitchfork still on his wife’s hips, Alkaios snagged Zeus’ collar with his other and shoved the bleeding god ahead of them. They had to get to the Labyrinth. They would not make it.
And then, with a boom like raging thunder, the harpies pulled up short and landed hard in the snow. Their wings beat the air, and their claws stretched for the gods, yet they made no attempt to follow. The horde stood pressed together as if caged in by an invisible barrier. The tree line. They would not cross its threshold.
“Are you all right?” Alkaios asked with a ragged breath as the trio slowed to a walk.
“It is a flesh wound.” Zeus reached between his shoulder blades, but when his fingers pulled away, blood coated his skin. “What happens when Chaos consumes the world? If that is what awaits mankind, nothing will survive.”
“She stole Prometheus to feed the box.” Hades coiled delicate tendrils around her fingertips and pressed them to Zeus’ back. Fiber by fiber, the veins grew together and the muscles knit into smooth skin. “He does not possess the strength to encourage that kind of growth.”
“But you do,” Zeus said. “I saw what your power can do. I knew you were the Omega, but this is the first time I truly understood, and it terrifies me. If you feed that box, the world will end. It would be an apocalypse without salvation.”
“We do not know if that is her plan,” Alkaios interrupted. “Hope believes that to be the case, but she assumes Hades is merely Persephone, the Dark Lord’s queen.”
“Yes,” Zeus argued, “but Persephone’s myth is nothing to Hades’ reality. However misguided Hope might be, I believe her reasoning is sound. If the Omega feeds the box, it will truly be the end of all ends. We must protect Hades at all costs.”
“I know.” Bitterness tinged Alkaios’ voice as he pulled Hades against him and wrapped her in his arms. His forgiveness was gracious, but his memory was long. He remembered in excruciating detail Zeus’ desire to execute her to save them from the Old Ones. “I have always known that.”
“The Labyrinth appears whole and stable,” Hades interrupted. She sensed a storm brewing between the gods and seized control of the conversation. Zeus turned toward Minotaur’s prison, but Alkaios remained focused on his wife. Hades looked up into his beautiful eyes, and a wordless exchange passed between them. She knew he would protect her regardless of the consequences, just as she would him. It was one reason her love for him would never break. Alkaios captured her jaw and lowered his head. His lips against hers were soft and gentle. A promise. He was the lesser god, yet he would fight to the bitter end for her.
“You believe Minotaur is still in there?” he asked as they broke apart.
“He is.” Hades slipped her fingers through his as they began to walk across the empty wasteland. The harpies did not follow. “The walls are unbroken. I feel my blood and the Styx pumping through the stone. It is difficult to discern anything amidst the Chaos, but a hint of him lingers on the wind. As the Omega, I will forever be connected to the Alpha. He is here.”
“Thank Olympus,” Alkaios sighed.
“We still must proceed with caution,” Hades said. “You saw the strength of Zeus’ lightning. His Thunderbolt is close by, which means his sons are as well. If Hercules and Perseus are here, then so is Makaria and possibly—” Hades froze, and Alkaios bumped into her suddenly immobile form. He glanced down over her shoulder at her face but noticed her eyes trained ahead, fire and rage emanating from her skin. He followed her line of sight, and he saw her.
Barely visible through the storm was a dark mark, a woman clothed in black with midnight hair cascading down her shoulders and blackened fingers. She was dressed in their ancient garb, and from this distance where her features were blurred, Alkaios swore he was staring at his wife.
Hades snatched the pitchfork from Alkaios and stepped forward, but Zeus flung out a hand and grabbed her bicep. He pulled her back and shoved her into Alkaios’ chest. They grunted in unison at the pain, but Zeus did not notice. He was lost in a trance. Terror coated his body. Fear oozed in pulsing waves from his pores. He could not tear his gaze from the vision ahead of them, and as his fist restrained her arm, Hades felt the tremors shaking his muscles.
“Zeus?” She clutched his wrist, trying to peel him off, but his grip was iron. “Zeus?”
“Stop.” Zeus turned and caught Alkaios, shoving them both backward. “Hades, take us out of here.”
“What is wrong?” Alkaios asked as Hades tripped from the blond god’s force, capturing her waist and hoisting her through the snow.
“We must go.”
“Zeus.” Hades dug in her heels, forcing the trio to come to a jarring halt. “You know her, don’t you?”
Zeus gazed at her in alarm before turning to Alkaios as if to beg for help. “Please, we need to leave.”
“Who is she?”
“I…”
“Zeus, who is she?”
“She…” Zeus stared deep into Hades’ eyes, and in that moment, she regretted asking. She did not want an answer. “She is my sister.”
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“YOUR SISTER?” Hades asked the instant their feet touched the soft carpet of her hotel room. “How?”
“I do not know. It… It is impossible.” Zeus looked ill, and Alkaios grabbed a bottle of water from the small refrigerator and screwed off the top. He extended it to Zeus, who accepted it with a dazed expression. He stood still for a moment, as if unsure what to do next, and Alkaios slowly pressed his fingers against the plastic until Zeus lifted it to his lips. Hades watched as the blond god downed the water in massive gulps, feeling a mixture of alarm at his reaction and deep respect for her husband. He had every right to despise the King of Olympus, yet he had forgone the path of vengeful bitterness and offered forgiveness instead.
“Is she like Poseidon?” Hades softened her voice in an attempt to coax Zeus from his panic.
“She is my sister,” he repeated with a furrowed brow.
“I meant, is she a great? Is she powerful like you, like Poseidon and Alkaios?”
“No.”
Hades released her breath in relief.
“She is worse.”
“Worse?” Alkaios voiced the question ricocheting off Hades’ skull, their spines stiffening.
“There are three gods, I fear. Two, I am wary of. You and Poseidon are the completion of the trinity. We are the three greats of Olympus, and I never wish to fight either of you. Our battles would come at a significant cost. I fear Minotaur and Hades. As the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end, I stand small against them. I have no shame in admitting both terrify me.” Zeus paused as if to fortify his resolve. “And lastly, I fear my eldest sister. The firstborn of Cronus, she was the only Titan I ever feared. She is the only child of my father to surpass me in every way.”
“What is she?” Hades asked in a soft tone.
“Nyx,” Zeus answered, “the goddess of the night, and with a single touch, with a simple snap of her fingers, she can put mankind to sleep… or she can stop their hearts in death.”
“How do I not know of her?” Hades asked. “I lived with you on Olympus for decades. How has she remained hidden?”
“Because she is dead.” Zeus walked to the frost-coated window and looked out upon the stormy city. “It is impossible. She… she should not have survived.”
He collapsed against the cold glass. Hades and Alkaios shared a concerned expression, but neither found the words to comfort him. A dead god returned to haunt them. What could they say? And so Alkaios moved to the mattress and sank to a seat. Hades followed his lead, and they sat with clasped hands until Zeus was ready.
“Nyx was the first-born of the Titan King.” Zeus finally broke the silence and moved away from the window to sit on the sofa across from the bed. His large frame consumed every inch of the cushioned space, yet he appeared small and defeated as he sank back. “She was conceived of love and honor, created before my father’s mind soured, and therefore, she was the greatest of his children. The personification of night, Nyx sees life in light and dark, black and white. She accepts no compromises nor accepts any middle ground. It either is or it is not. At first, her unyielding view of the world benefitted my father, but as the centuries wore on, it became a thorn in his side. The more Cronus descended into madness and hatred, the more my sister opposed him, and he could not risk war. With her power, she would steal his throne.
“That is when the murders started; why Poseidon and I took power from the Titans. My father had gone insane, and as a result, he began to devour his offspring. He slaughtered his sons, murdered his daughters. His fear of Nyx’s strength drove him to kill his own children. He feared we would turn against him. It is why I nearly destroyed the earth in the war against him. I could not let him continue down his path of death. As his only remaining sons of power, Poseidon and I were not long for this world. His distrust had already been cast in our directions.”
“She died in the uprising?” Hades asked.
“No. Long before my father devoured his own, while he was hesitant to kill his children, he exiled Nyx, but that act did not dampen his anxiety. It only worsened his fear, which led to violence.”
“If he merely exiled her, why did you believe her dead?” Alkaios asked.
“He sealed the door behind her.” Zeus ignored his question and turned his gaze on Hades, and she understood. Her door. Cronus had sealed Nyx in the Underworld.
“He pushed her over the threshold in the dead of night so that none would witness his betrayal, but I saw him,” he continued. “I was there in the shadows, and I did nothing as my father shoved her into the darkness. I was merely a boy. What could I have done? The guilt never left my side, though. I was the only one who witnessed her punishment, and I simply watched.”
“Zeus...” Hades soothed
“I did nothing. I watched him cast her into Hell, and I did not even tell anyone. It was not until my father consumed the rest of my siblings of power that I told Poseidon. Only when my throat was meant for the slaughter did I act, but it was too late. I failed to save most of my family.”
“You were only a child.” Hades reached forward and placed a hand on his clenched fists. In all their years together, he had never once spoken of the uprising, but hearing his words now broke her heart. The loss he endured. The pain he inflicted on himself as he waged war with those he loved. She better understood his lust for control, why her love had not been enough. To lose his reign would allow the horrors of his past to creep in and turn him or those he cared for into monsters. “It was not your fault.”
“The day after he threw Nyx over the threshold, that doomed Titan warrior stepped into Hell in a quest to conquer the darkness.” Hades froze at his words, her hand recoiling from his skin, but Zeus barely noticed her movements.
“He never returned; you know the story. His death at Kerberos’ fangs was the reason Cronus gathered the gods and sealed the Underworld until a god was born powerful enough to rule Hell. But what you do not know, what no one knows, is that he did not die quickly. Your hellhound ripped him to shreds, but he took pleasure in his torture. His screams lasted long into the night. The whole of the Titan fortress listened in fear. After that, no one argued with Cronus’ idea to seal the door. They were all too eager after listening to one of their own suffer. It was at that moment, I realized Nyx was dead. She had not survived her exile, and to ensure she never re-emerged, in the impossible event she endured, my father locked her away.”
“Did he…” Alkaios trailed off before swallowing. He did not want to hear the answer. “Did Cronus convince the Titan to venture into the Underworld in the hopes his death would unite the rest?”
“I have no way of knowing my father’s heart, but I swear by my throne that those events were not a coincidence. He sent my sister to die at the fangs of god-killers and then covered up his sin with a tragedy. I believe, with my every fiber, that Cronus set those actions in motion. In his twisted mind, he believed his hands were clean of her blood, but then, without the Underworld to blame, he eventually resorted to murder.”
“You are certain the dark woman is Nyx?” Hades asked. “Could you be mistaken?”
“You recognized your son the moment you laid your eyes upon him, did you not?”
“Yes… I even knew your sons.”
“So I know my sister.”
“How did she survive the Underworld and escape?” Alkaios asked. “The seal did not break until Hades, and such poison fills the River Styx, not even Minotaur can touch its waters. Nyx would never have survived the swim. The Underworld is impossible to escape, and it is unforgiving to those not its own. It is only by Hades’ decree that the foreigners who set foot within its realm live to see another day.”
“Only Hades can answer that, but by her expression, she, too, is at a loss.” Hades nodded her agreement, wracking her brain for any plausible explanation, but it was in vain. No matter her power, Nyx was not of the Underworld. She was not made for it, and as a result, Hell should have carved her flesh from her bones, her soul from her mind.
“I had hoped Nyx would reveal herself when Hades broke the seal. It was impossible, but I still clung to the faint prayer that she survived, but Hades never mentioned her.”
“She was not there,” Hades confirmed. “There was no god present, save my power.”
“I searched for her myself when Olympus took shelter in the Underworld. While Minotaur ravaged the earth, I sought in vain for my sister. There was no trace of her. She was dead. She was gone, yet here she stands, desperate to destroy the world in insanity and ice.”
“What could be her reason?” Hades asked. “Your father is dead. Revenge and justice were delivered. Why does she crave the apocalypse?”
“In this future, I have not seen her for centuries. I do not pretend to possess the slightest understanding of the woman I called sister as a child.”
“Perhaps the Underworld corrupted her beyond recognition?” Alkaios suggested. “It shriveled her soul and mutated her mind until nothing of her former self remained. She would have seemed a monster, just another fury, and by breaking the seal, Hades released her from her prison.”
“It is possible,” Hades agreed. “The Underworld inflicts horrors on any living mortal caught in its clutches. Perhaps it ruined her spirit, but let her body survive.”
“It might explain our sons,” Alkaios said, and both Zeus and Hades looked at him with questions in their eyes. “She would have despised your father after those centuries of torture. Her hatred could have easily spilled over into impressionable minds. It explains why Makaria killed me but resisted hurting his mother despite his anger. Why your twins were so eager to kill you and Poseidon. The sins of the father.”
“Especially in this version of the timeline. It pulled all of us from history to abandon our sons. It would have been easy for her to convince them of their father’s failings. If she never left the Underworld, she would have been there watching us.” Hades gripped her husband’s hand harder as a shudder rippled through him at her words. “She was there, stalking our every move. How simple it would have been for her to gain access to Makaria. He would have welcomed her kindness with open arms. She was of his mother’s realm after all. When I disappeared, he would have been desperate for me, and she slipped into my shoes with ease. Our features are not alike, but the darkness and the hair. A child would find those similarities comforting.”
“She would have hidden their friendship from me, but that all changed when you pulled me forward,” Alkaios said. “I vanished, and she slid into our roles as parents. But how did Charon allow this? How did he not see?”
“Your ferryman may be Titan, but he is no match for my sister. If Nyx survived, your absence in the Underworld created a void only the likes of her power could fill. He stood no chance. None of our friends did.”
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HOPE AND THESEUS sat in stunned silence. Zeus had just finished a redacted account of his history with Nyx, and the group of five huddled under thick knit blankets in the warehouse’s makeshift living room.
“What does she want?” Hope’s tea had long since lost its warmth as it sat untouched in her grip.
“I do not know.” In contrast, Zeus had drained every drop of his as if its heat could ease the knot of dread in his gut.
Hope considered his admission for a moment and then set the tepid mug on the coffee table. “Take me to it.”
“Hope, no.” Theseus twisted in his seat beside her, but she silenced him with a palm pressed to his wrist.
“I can sense the box, and we need to recover it before it is too late.” She turned to Hades as if she unconsciously understood she was the one to convince. “Let me find it so we can end this.”
“Very well,” Hades agreed.
“Then I am coming too.” Theseus stood forcefully.
“You do not need to.” Hope clutched his hand and pulled herself up beside him. “It is dangerous, but I’m in good hands.”
“It is because it’s dangerous that I must. I’ve never left your side. I will not start now.”
Zeus moved to protest, but Hades shook her head. Theseus understood the risk. He had witnessed the forge consume Icarus and Nyx steal Prometheus. He was not blind to the danger, but the tenderness and urgency in his voice convinced Hades to relent. It was not a love like hers and Alkaios, but it spoke of a bond strengthened by centuries. She would not have a hand in severing it.
“Stay close to her,” Hades said to Theseus before turning to Hope. “And you remain at my side, no matter what you sense.”
Hope nodded her agreement, and Hades captured her free hand, Theseus still clutching the other. Alkaios stared at his wife for a silent moment, and then he and Zeus stepped closer as exploding fog ensnared them.
Hades pulled the group from the warehouse, intent on the Labyrinth, but as their bodies evaporated in smoke, a disturbance rattled her mind. In the flash before they vanished, she saw Alkaios’ eyes snap to hers. He heard it too.
Hades redirected their journey to answer the screams, and they materialized on the ever-thickening ice. The acrid smell of soot and death filled her nostrils a split second before her vision focused on the carnage. The frozen sea before them lay littered with bodies, human and harpy alike. Patches of ashen snow and crimson streaks painted the white canvas, and one of the anchored ships spat ash and fire as it tilted dangerously in the water. Soldiers were yelling, metal groaning, ice cracking, and dozens scrambled from the sinking ship, desperate for salvation. Men and women from the other vessels ushered the fleeing soldiers to the stability of their ships, while others attempted to rescue their comrades still trapped atop the tilting decks.
Hades watched in horror as a burning soldier ran screaming over the edge. His silence rang louder than his cries as he hit the water, and his body froze. The survivors would not make it. The ship was descending too fast, the fires aboard too hot, the waters below too cold. She stoked her dissipating smoke back to life, and with a shove of her fists, thick tentacles shot over the ice. It wrapped its incorporeal limbs around the vessel, and the sinking jerked to a halt.
Alkaios waited until Hades steadied the ship and then swung the Pitchfork. A consuming dark cloud exploded from its prongs. Its speed drove wind and snow over the fire, its heat no match for the violent freeze. The flames sputtered and then died beneath the darkness.
“Zeus, now,” Hades grunted as she pulled the ship further from the water, and the king wasted no time. He bent his knees and launched into the air with a bolt of lightning. His power shattered the thick ice at his feet, and before the fissures stopped their cracking expanse, he was on the destroyed deck. With the speed and grace only he possessed, he seized soldier after soldier until he delivered every survivor to safety.
He nodded at Hades as he leaped off the vessel, and she released her hold. The ravenous waters resumed their feast, and soldiers and gods alike watched in stunned silence as the sea offered no mercy, swallowing the mangled, metal carcass whole.
No one moved as time halted, and then a firm voice broke the hush. The soldiers burst into action to obey their commander, but Hades could tell by the way the sound carried it had been Zeus. He caught her gaze through the crowd, and she stepped to join him when she noticed a familiar man out of the corner of her eye. His short stature was standing in shock over the dismembered body of a harpy, and Hades angled toward him, her fingers finding Alkaios’ as she walked.
She led him over the fractured ice until they stood before Dr. Marcel. He did not register their approach, so lost was he in his despair over the creature at his feet. It had once been a man, and she wondered if they had been friends before Chaos stole his humanity.
“Doctor?” Hades lowered her voice so as not to startle him.
“Yes?” He jerked in surprise and lurched back from the corpse. “I was…”
“It is all right.”
“His name was Nikolaos. He just had a son.”
Hades’ heart constricted at the news. She released Alkaios’ hand, which she vaguely realized she was squeezing too hard, and stepped over the body to wrap an arm around the doctor’s shoulders.
“What happened?” she soothed as she led him away from the ever-increasing bloodstains.
“Something is wrong,” Dr. Marcel answered. “They came from nowhere. Too many. We couldn’t stop them.”
“What did they want?” Alkaios placed a comforting hand on the shorter man’s shoulder.
“Chaos. Nothing but chaos.”
Husband and wife exchanged a look over his head at his choice of word.
“They attacked unprovoked,” the doctor continued. “They swooped from the heavens as if in revenge and did not stop until they exacted their pound of flesh. Then, as suddenly as they came, they left.” He looked at Hades in bewilderment. “How could there be so many? How many soldiers have they stolen from beneath our noses? Hundreds disappeared only to be replaced, but we never noticed, never questioned, forever pushing onward in the name of science.”
“What happened?” Zeus asked as he caught up with the group.
“They came from nowhere,” Dr. Marcel repeated in a daze. His eyes were glassy, and even though he stared at Zeus, his focus did not register the towering man. “You must stop them.”
“We will,” Zeus said.
“No, not them.” The doctor flicked his chin to a dead harpy riddled with bullet holes before whirling on Hades and gripping her wrist with such force, that she recoiled in surprise.
Alkaios leaned forward to pull him off his wife, but she silently signaled him to hold back as her head lowered until she was level with the man’s wild eyes.
“Stop who?” she asked, all honey and wine.
“They are going to destroy it.” Marcel pointed to the tree line on the distant beach. “After this attack, they are angry, afraid. You must stop them. We have not finished our studies. We have never entered that ancient building. They will get themselves killed.”
“We have to go.” Zeus grabbed the man’s rigid fingers and pried them from Hades’ wrist. “They are heading right for Nyx. She will kill them before they even reach the Labyrinth.”
“Take him below deck.” Hades pushed Marcel at Hope.
“But, Perse—”
“Go.” Her voice rang with authority, and Hope slammed her lips shut. “Stay with him.” She turned to Theseus. “Get the wounded aboard the other ships. Do not let anyone follow us.”
Theseus nodded his understanding and grabbed Hope, dragging her over the ice. His supernatural speed and power pushed an urgency into the surrounding humans, and within seconds, the soldiers were hauling their injured comrades off the ground with renewed vigor.
Hades waited until every back turned, and then she shoved darkness from her flesh in a violent torrent. The smoke consumed the trio and stole them away with its ferocity, but her gut churned in the fear they were already too late.
    
THE WALL of soldiers spread long and wide against the tree line, but only a single opponent faced them. Nyx stood a dark stain in the white against the Labyrinth’s stone. She made no move to escape or to attack. She simply waited in the snow as mankind readied to challenge divinity.
“Get back.” Hades shoved men out of the way as she barreled through their ranks. “You need to get back.”
“Ma’am, you should not be here,” a soldier grunted as she pushed toward the clearing.
“Leave.” Alkaios’ deep voice crashed through the air, silencing the man’s protest. “Everyone back.” No one made a move to heed his warning.
“Now!” A violence Hades had never heard from her husband boomed through his word, and collectively, every soldier recoiled in fear of the Dark Lord pushing through their lines. Those in his path retreated to offer him a wide berth, and they watched with uncertainty as two large men fought to keep in step with a woman who both stole their breath and their heartbeats. They stood frozen in confusion. They had their orders, their mission, but this domineering man was all ferocity and control as he stalked forward. They did not understand the pull, but something within them longed to obey.
“Go!” A roll of thunder echoed around Zeus’ command as Hades broke through the front line, and the soldiers recoiled, retreating slowly. They stumbled backward, unable to tear their eyes from the woman clothed in black before them, and Hades sighed in relief. They were not too late. The men were leaving.
She stepped further into the vast clearing before the Labyrinth and froze. Only Nyx waited. Something was wrong. Her hands shot out of their own accord, and her darkness unfurled. She twisted her neck to yell for Zeus and Alkaios’ aid, but no words slipped past her lips. There was not enough time. For a moment, Nyx hovered perfectly still, and then her fist raised into the air.
“No!” Hades pushed thick coils of power forward, but she was too late, too slow, and Nyx snapped her fingers.
It was instantaneous. Hades could do nothing to stop it, and every single human soldier at her back fell dead to the snow.
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“HADES, STOP!”
But she did not heed Zeus’ warning. She did not hear it. All she heard was the blood pumping rage through her ears, and in a violent storm of power, Hades stepped into her smoke.
An instant later, she appeared before Nyx, and in one swift movement, she strode from the darkness and brought her knee up with brutal force. It slammed into Nyx’s gut, and the goddess grunted in pain. Hades did not give her time to recover as she gripped the woman’s shoulder and flung her against the Labyrinth. Nyx hurtled into the wall with an unnerving crack, spitting blood into the snow as she fell.
Hades lunged for her prone body, but Nyx rolled onto her back and kicked her hard in the stomach. The blow threw Hell’s Queen off-balance, granting her precious seconds. She scrambled to her feet, but that was all the respite Hades allowed. Her fingers closed around Nyx’s throat with a grip of iron, and she shoved the dark woman up against the wall.
Nyx’s head cracked the stone, tiny fissures exploding from the impact, and with terror coiling through her spirit, she clawed at Hades’ hand for freedom, but the Omega was too strong. Zeus might fear Nyx, but Hades did not. Her power was nothing compared to the rage burning in the Queen’s veins.
“Where is the box?” Hades shoved her fist harder into Nyx’s throat, and the woman’s eyes rolled into her skull as her body screamed for oxygen. “Where is it?”
In a frantic attempt for relief, Nyx brought her knee up and caught Hades in the thigh. The blow forced Hades’ footing to fumble, and Nyx seized her opening. She gripped the Omega’s fingers with her blackened ones and bent them backward until the satisfying crack of bone rang loud. Hades ripped her hand back but refused the cry of pain gnawing at her throat to escape. She watched without mercy as Nyx choked on the air flooding her lungs, and then she lifted her mangled hand. Inky serpents circled it, and slowly the deformed fingers cracked and popped as the bones reformed.
Nyx stared in surprise as Hades healed within seconds, her pause a mistake she realized too late. Hades lashed the darkness around her fist like a whip, and the tentacles slashed at Nyx’s skin, marking it with angry welts as they pinned her against the Labyrinth.
“Where is it?”
“All in due time, Hades.”
Hades dropped her arm at the use of her true name, and the smoke released Nyx. The dark woman crashed to the snow, but this time she made no move to stand, remaining prostrate before the Omega.
“You know who I am?” Hades asked.
“Of course.” Nyx lowered her eyes in respect. “I lived under your rule and know your power well. You are not Persephone. That name sickens me with its blasphemy. You are far greater than any goddess. You are the true King of the Underworld. My King.”
Hades stepped back in surprise, unsure she heard Zeus’ sister correctly. They were words of honor and loyalty spoken with a reverent voice. Of all the confessions she expected to spew from Nyx’s lips, these were impossible.
“How?” Hades took a deep breath. “How did you survive the Underworld? How did you escape?”
“I did not.”
“Then why did I not sense you?”
“I am darkness. You are darkness and death. We are not so different, both exiled to Hell by those promised to love us.” Nyx looked up but remained kneeling. “When my father cast me aside, I wandered the ever-changing terrain until I came to the mouth of Tartarus. I knew I would never escape that vicious prison, and so I descended the never-ending staircase. Your hellhound allowed me passage. Perhaps he had had his fill of Titan flesh from my brethren, or perhaps he took pity on me. Perhaps sin stained my soul, and he accepted my eternal descent as punishment. Regardless of his reason, he stood aside as the evils of Tartarus swallowed me whole and welcomed me as its own.
“On the day of my exile, I began my decline. I wound eternally down past every tortured sinner. I do not know how far I fell. No matter how fast I stumbled over the steps, there were a thousand more awaiting me. I would still be climbing ever downward, except decades after my exile, the entire Underworld shook. Tartarus heaved and groaned, and it was the only time the tormented dead ceased their shrieks of agony. It was you. You had come.”
Nyx slowly stood before she continued. “The moment your power rippled down the staircase; I knew I needed to find you. I must prostrate myself before the one strong enough to rule this vicious realm, but I had descended so far, the return climb loomed before me as an impossible task. It would take me a decade, a century, a lifetime to ascend, but it did not matter. I had to lay eyes upon you, to drink in your glory, your perfection. I craved your acceptance and your touch. I spent every step thinking of how I would worship your arrival, and I pledged my allegiance to you each morning and night. I was your slave, your servant, your everything. If I could escape Tartarus, I would be forever in your debt.”
“That is why I never sensed you.” Realization dawned on Hades. “Tartarus’ evils cloaked you from me. The depths swallowed your power.”
“I am nothing compared to you.”
Hades stepped back, unsure what to make of her confession. Zeus feared this woman. She had done unspeakable things to Hope, to Olympus, to humanity, yet Nyx stood there professing her obsession. Hades was missing something. She had to be, but what?
“But before I could bask in your glory, before I could bow at your feet, the power within the Underworld shifted. An impostor had risen to take your place, and I wept at the injustice.”
“Imposter?” Images of Makaria’s fury played in Hades’ memory. That was what he had called Alkaios.
“Yes.” The word escaped Nyx in a breath of hatred, and a change settled over her features. Her eyes darkened, and her face distorted with ravenous anger. Gone was her beauty, replaced by a twisted demon of rage. “He took your crown and stole your name. He is unworthy of your power, your realm, yet he reigns like a god. The imposter stripped everything from you. He is festering flesh that will rot the body if not cut out, and I will not rest until I have returned you to the throne. You are Hades. My Hades. The only Hades. He must be carved from your side so that your reign may be cleansed and pure.”
“Alkaios?” Hades recoiled in disgust, the pieces suddenly clicking into place. Tartarus had corrupted Nyx’s sanity and replaced it with a sick obsession. She believed Alkaios had stolen her rule. Hades’ stomach roiled at the implication. It is why Makaria had killed his father in the second timeline, why he wanted to kill him in this one.
“I gave him my power freely.” Hades’ voice cracked. “And I would do it again in a heartbeat.”
“Usurper,” Nyx spat. “I will not rest until I have ripped him from your throne, and you regain your authority.”
“My reign has not ended.” Hades knew arguing was futile. A change had possessed Nyx. Her obsession and conviction consumed her, driving her to madness, and with every passing second, Hades’ uneasiness grew.
“Don’t you understand?” Nyx started to pace with aggravated movements. “This is for you. This is all for you. We killed Olympus for you. We destroyed the Underworld for you, and we will not stop until only you remain. But you did something. You changed the past and brought those monsters forward with you, but it is no matter. We will kill them, and then you shall rule alone and almighty.”
“We?”
“That is why the portal allowed only you through. We did not intend to use you to fuel our box. No, we delivered you here to save you from the usurper. Prometheus’ soul is adequate for Chaos’ hunger. This has all been in your name, Hades. Look at this pathetic world. These mortals idolize their own knowledge. They call you by your false name, which I cannot bear to speak. Mankind believes you were a weak Queen, a stolen bride. They will pay for their foolishness, and then they will realize their mistake. Humankind will see you as I see you and fall at your feet to worship your majesty.”
“Nyx, stop.” Zeus’ words flashed in Hades’ mind. Nyx sees the world in light and dark, black and white. She accepts no compromises. Conviction burned in her eyes. She was blind to all but her own truth.
“It is all for you. We are doing this for you. With the impostor’s death, you will return to glory, and all will bask in your power.”
“Stop!” Hades flew forward and grabbed Nyx by the neck. She forced her weaker body to the snow and pinned her with brutal pressure. “You say this is for me, that you serve me, but this is not what I want. You cannot kill him, cannot have him. Alkaios is not the imposter. He is my husband, my life.”
“You will see.” Nyx’s glassy eyes stared at Hades as if in a trance. “It is right. It is what you desire.”
“No, it is not.” Hades was losing her patience. Panic seeped into her heart, and her fist closed tighter around Nyx’s throat. She should not kill the goddess. She needed her to find the box, but desperation clouded her judgment. “I do not want these deaths on my hands.”
“See how he tricks you? You are the King of Death. Your servants should bathe you in the blood of your enemies.”
“Stop it!” Hades slammed Nyx’s skull against the ground, hoping to jolt her out of her crazed delusion, but the woman merely grabbed her wrists and moaned in pain. “I do not want Olympus in ashes or the world coated in ice and insanity. Give me back my son and abandon your claim on my husband. If you wish to serve me, to bow at my feet and call me King, then you will stop this madness and take me to the box.”
“I cannot stop this. I can only play my part.”
“If you will not undo this apocalypse you set in motion, then so help me, I will kill you.” Hades tightened her grip around the goddess’ throat in emphasis.
“Then I shall die at your worthy hands, but I cannot stop this. It is not mine to end.”
“You unleashed Chaos. You can return it to its confinement.”
“You misunderstand me, my King.” Nyx stared deep into Hades’ eyes with unnerving conviction. “This is not my war to wage. I am only a vessel; a servant with a role to play. I swore my allegiance to her when she promised me your return. Your arrival is all I have craved for centuries, but this is not my plan, not my design. I cannot stop it, and even if I could, I would not. I would rather die than witness you wallow for an eternity in shame.”
“You did not unleash Chaos?” Hades recoiled as if the woman’s skin burned her fingers. “You are not the one they call the dark woman?”
“No, but I am honored you thought so highly of me, my King. I wish it had been me and that I had the foresight to plan your return to power for centuries, but alas, it was not. I only serve her, and I will continue to do so until I can serve you.”
“Who is she?” Hades demanded, but when Nyx said nothing, she screamed. “Who is she?”
A soft footfall sounded behind them, and Hades froze. Gooseflesh pricked her skin, and alarm sliced through her skull. That scent. That presence. It was terrifyingly familiar. Power wafted off the being at her back, a deliciously dark authority. It wrapped around her as if it craved her touch. It wove into her soul as if it was finally returning home, and her breath caught in her lungs.
For a moment, no one moved. Hades longed to turn and see the newcomer, but everything within her screamed for her to run, to ignore the intruder. Her mind warred with her heart, but before she could force her muscles to move, a melodic voice drifted to her ears on the frosted wind.
“Hello, my daughter.”





XXV
MY DAUGHTER. It had been decades since Hades last laid eyes upon her mother, the mortal woman blessed with bearing a reincarnated god. She had been black of hair before age stole its color, as all the women in her family had been. Hades was the first daughter born of the Omega’s lineage to wear a crown of crimson. The color had been a sign, a mark, that her pure blood burned with destiny. When Zeus cast her from Olympus, her hair died as her divinity awoke. Gone were the fire and embers. Black ash took its place. She had thought it a punishment, but it was a gift and a curse. The Omega’s spirit had awoken within her soul, reincarnating its power, her Old One father’s power.
Despite the years and the horrors that had transpired since her birth mother’s journey to Elysium, the heavenly fields of the afterlife, Hades had not forgotten the woman who raised her. She remembered the way her hands braided her hair; how she smelled of earth and air, of bread and smoke. Her laughter filled Hades’ chest with peace; her guiding words never straying far from her heart. And her voice? It had been a lifetime since she heard it, but Hades never forgot the sweet melody. It would stay with her for all eternity.
So, there was no doubt that the woman speaking was not her mother. Not that mother.
Hades turned from Nyx’s collapsed form and faced the stranger. Her breathing stuttered at the sight that greeted her, and overwhelming waves of emotions flooded her chest. Her power craved the woman, yet the hatred for her anarchy coiled within her gut. Hades yearned to go to her and fling her arms about the stoic woman’s neck. She longed to claw out her throat with her own fingernails and watch her bleed to death in the white landscape.
“Come, let me look at you, my daughter.” The stranger outstretched her hand, beckoning Hades closer. “Let me gaze upon your beauty and majesty and embrace you, blood of my blood.”
“It is you,” Hades choked as she stepped backward in recognition, and for a moment she was no longer in a storm before the Labyrinth but on a peak atop Medusa’s hidden mountain. Those years ago, when a figure resembling her own image pushed her off the pinnacle, she assumed the vision was the Old Ones’ madness torturing her sanity, but standing here before this regal goddess she suddenly understood. She had shoved her.
“You? You tried to kill me.” Hades realized her mind had distorted the memory. It was clear why Hope recalled an attack by a woman alarmingly like herself. She assumed Nyx’s black hair and vicious spirit had caused Hope’s confusion, but every painful detail fell into place. This woman was an older version of Hades. Strands of silver streaked gracefully through her raven locks. She was shorter, and while her eyes were not as vibrant, the same deep blue colored her irises. Their skin was a similar shade, although hers wrinkled lightly at her edges. She was not the stunning beauty her daughter was, but she was regally lovely. Their faces were slightly different, their bone structures confirming them as relatives but not replicas, but their differences did not matter. Hades knew this stranger spoke true.
She was not the mortal who had carried her within her womb. No, this dark woman was her first mother, the Old One cast to earth when the original Omega sealed the gate to their realm. She was the beginning of the prophecy that foretold their return once the last of their kind reunited with the lost weapon. Hades’ Pitchfork. She was the first queen of the Underworld, and now, as she stood here in resurrected glory, she witnessed her husband’s power reincarnated in the last daughter in her bloodline.
“I would do no such thing,” the woman said. Her words were full of conviction, but something in her eyes rang warnings in Hades’ skull. Hiding beneath the cool blue was an expertly masked craze, a hunger for chaos, and Hades was not sure if proximity to the box had brought it on, or if the insanity of the Old Ones poisoned her veins. The pure child in her womb had woken this woman from the madness the Touch of the Gods inflicted a millennium ago, and after the original Omega and her husband sealed the door with his dying blood, it forced her to live and die as a mortal. She had lost the Pitchfork during her fall from her realm, abandoning it to the dirt until Alkaios found it on his farm. Hades never suspected the prophecy would awaken her. She had become mortal, her corpse long lost to the grave, but staring at the living mother before her now, she assumed that just as those locked away had risen, so did she. She must have clawed her way from the dirt to rejoin her kind, only to find her husband had not resurrected but had reincarnated within Hades’ spirit. But had the sickness returned? Hades had broken free of its hold because she was only infected by association. Her hands were clean of her ancestors’ bloodshed, but not this woman. She took part in the genocide before her unborn child woke her from her bloodlust, and by the underlying essence she tried so desperately to suppress, Hades worried that the Old One’s disease had once again reared its venomous head.
“On the mountain,” Hades said. “You pushed me to what should have been my death.”
“Do not be absurd, my child.” The woman reached further for her, but Hades stepped out of reach. “I would never kill you. I felt it the moment I dug my way from the grave. You were the one prophesied. You are the reincarnated of the Omega and my daughter. I could never harm you. If unleashed, Minotaur would have tried to subdue you as he did your father, his brother. He would have crushed you under the weight of his tyranny. I merely aimed to deter you from releasing him. He had his chance to reign, and he ruined the world. Minotaur’s kingdom ended in genocide, and I would rather slit my own throat than bow to his oppression again. No, I was trying to save you so that you might rule. Your father failed at conquering the Alpha, but not you. You, my daughter, are power and authority. It is your turn to take the throne.”
Hades stepped further away from the madwoman. Her words mimicked Nyx’s speech of obsession, and she understood in part why Zeus’ sister had turned her feet down this path. The dark woman was an Old One. There would be no resisting her.
It all made sense, and Hades flung her gaze wide at the tree line in search of Alkaios. She desperately wanted to grab hold of him, to feel something true and good beneath her palms, but she was also thankful he was not here. Why he had not followed, she could not fathom; nevertheless, she gave thanks. She needed him safe from this madness.
“Come, come, my child.” The dark woman caught her as she tripped in the snow, and Hades recoiled from her touch. “I understand this is a lot for your mind to absorb, but I have been waiting centuries for this moment. I spent my life working tirelessly for this day so that I might gaze upon your face and call you king.”
“It was you.” The words tumbled from Hades’ mouth with an urgency she could not deny. “When I stepped through the portal, you traded places with me. You are who I felt.”
“Yes, and do you know how excruciating it was to pass by you and not take hold of you in my embrace? Do you know the agony I endured, knowing I removed my child from time and left her in the future where I would not lay eyes upon her for thousands of years?”
“Stop.” Hades ripped free of the woman’s grasp and stumbled away from both her and Nyx. “You did this. You killed the gods. You destroyed the Underworld and assaulted Hope.” She sucked in a panicked breath. “You turned my son against me. Persuaded him to slaughter his own father. I saved my husband from that timeline, but still, you poisoned the child I love against me.”
“She did not steal me from you, mother.”
Hades froze as Makaria slipped out of the Labyrinth as if he was air and vapor. In her distress, she could not understand his movement. That prison was eternal. All who entered were bound in the darkness until Minotaur was dead.
“I am blood of your blood,” he explained. “You locked him away with your blood and your River, the stone of the Underworld and Olympus. I am as you are, and therefore I can move within the maze without harm.”
“As can I,” the woman added.
“Who are you?” Hades spat. She longed to go to her grown son. To take him in her arms and weep, but every nerve in her body burned electric in pain and shock.
“I am Demeter, goddess of the harvest,” the woman answered, and a memory flashed in Hades’ mind. The Pitchfork. It had been forged in honor of the original Omega’s love.
“I am the wife of the first Omega, and I am your mother, Hades,” Demeter continued. “I have done all of this for your reign and will not stop until the usurpers are dead, and you rule on your rightful throne. Those weak men think they control you. That fool took your name and humiliated you. He is unworthy of the title. He is not even worthy of the honor of feeling the soles of your feet tread upon his back. That is why I unlocked the box. It is why my Chaos has taken the form of eternal snow. No harvest can survive the long winter. I shall not bless Earth with my fruits until my daughter takes her birthright.”
“Makaria.” Hades turned to her son with a plea in her voice. She sensed the insanity in her mother and the conviction in Nyx. She could not reason with them, but she could not leave without her beloved boy. “Please, come to me. We have to go.”
“No, mother. You cannot go back to him. He stole you from me and left me alone. He abandoned me in the Underworld with them—those lesser creatures, and Zeus? He is unworthy of the title King. I am here to help you, mother. I want to see your imposter destroyed and dismembered so that you may rule on a throne of their bones.”
“Makaria!”
“Hades, my child,” Demeter soothed. “I realize that husband of yours tricked you into believing he was deserving of your love, but he is not. He is nothing but a—”
“Shut up.” Smoke oozed from Hades in a hostile threat. “Makaria, come. It is not too late. Your father loves you. He will forgive you. Help me return the box and set this right.”
“I am never returning to that man. If I ever go to him, it will be to carve out his heart. Look what he did to you. He made you weak. You rely on him too much, forgetting your place. Your place is above us all, your heels crushing the necks of your subjects.”
“I am no tyrant. I am not Minotaur,” Hades said. “I am sorry I abandoned you to this woman’s care, and I hate that she poisoned your mind to thirst for carnage and power, but I refuse to be what you ask. I will never betray your father. I will never betray Alkaios.” She emphasized his name, and both Makaria and Demeter recoiled as if the sound were acid. “Come with me now. Leave this wretched place and help me restore the world to its rightful balance.”
“It is in its rightful state,” Makaria argued. “You belong on the throne. Not Minotaur. Not Zeus, and especially not him.” He avoided speaking Alkaios’ name. “I will not stop until every god is dead and you accept your crown. You are afraid, I can see it now, but mother, when you realize who you are, you will be magnificent. You are the end of all ends, and how glorious your reign will be absent lesser men cutting you down. Please, let me help you. Let Demeter and I guide you into a new era. An era where the Old Ones are born anew.”
“Listen to your son,” Demeter said. “We do this for you. We love you, and we are so close to our goal; I can almost taste your glory.”
“This is not love,” Hades spat. “This is obsession. Madness. You are no better than your kind, Demeter. They killed their own, and you coerced my son to kill his. I will not let this stand. I will locate the box and restore history.”
“You will never find Chaos.” Demeter stepped closer, and out of the corner of her eye, Hades noticed Nyx follow her lead. “After I stole the box from that pathetic embodiment, I brought it here. Like Makaria, I can move in and out of this Labyrinth. My husband’s blood birthed the Styx, and your blood was birthed of my flesh. These walls do nothing to contain me. Minotaur’s enslavement within is the perfect protection, for while I crave his death, his brutality keeps all others at bay. When you are crowned king, we will aid you in his annihilation, but for now, his viciousness serves a purpose, and as long as we remain hidden from him while inside this prison, his bloodlust cannot touch us.
“Somewhere deep within this eternal maze lies Prometheus. Each day the box feeds on his flesh and spirit, and every night he heals, renewed. The endless cycle ensures that Chaos’ hunger is kept at bay, and the raging Minotaur safeguards the boy’s sacrifice. It does my soul good to see my husband’s brother reduced to perpetual madness. Come, my daughter, observe what you did to the Alpha. It is a vision of beauty. Imagine what you could do without the constraints of your usurpers.”
Demeter stepped close again, and this time, Makaria moved in tandem with Nyx. As if born of air, Hercules and Perseus emerged from the blizzard to complete the circle. They were boxing her in, denying her an escape. Nyx was power, and Hercules swung Zeus’ Thunderbolt. Paired with the blood of the Old Ones running through Makaria and Demeter, Hades stood little chance in this fight. Her deity outranked theirs, marking her the obvious victor. But if it came down to it, could she kill her son? If her survival relied on destroying her son’s life, would she deliver the death blow to save herself? She knew the answer. Unlike her ancestors, she did not slaughter family.
“Come, Hades,” Demeter soothed as the group tightened the human noose. “Let us help guide you into a new age. Only two gods remain, and when they are destroyed, we will not need the box. Humanity will return to its former glory, and my harvest will once again grace the land. Come with us, my daughter. We are so close to our goal.”
“Chaos is destroying the earth,” Hades pleaded with Makaria one final time. “It will not remain stable for much longer. If you wait, it will destroy the world, leaving nothing in its wake for me to rule.”
“Surrender your fear, mother. You lived under my father’s oppression for too long. Let go of his poison and join us. All will be perfect in the end. You shall see. You and I will rule together.”
“Makaria, please!”
“Hades.” Demeter grabbed her daughter’s bicep, and the world erupted with roars of anger. Snarls so loud they shook the earth, Demeter jerked back in terror, but relief flooded Hades’ heart as a hulking mass pushed through the storm and slid to a vicious halt before her thighs. The beast crashed into her legs with painful force as it skidded in the snow, and its spiked tail drew blood from her abdomen as it wrapped protectively around her waist, but she did not care. She smiled as she bled, joy filling her to overflowing. Her ears had not deceived her in the woods. She heard him. Kerberos had come for his mother.
“How?” Demeter flew back from the hellhound’s three snapping jaws.
“You created the portal for me.” Hades’ smoke coiled around the dog without her realizing it, as if even her power needed to embrace the creature she loved. “I am the Underworld. My soul belongs to that realm, and in turn, it is always with me. I ate from the pomegranate tree. I am bound eternal, and where I go, Kerberos follows. You made a mistake. You believed you were only granting me passage, but that is why I know your words of poison against my family hold no truth. I pulled Alkaios and Zeus through. It seems my god-killer tore his way after me. I am not misled by them. I love them, and their souls are forever tethered to mine.”
“That is impossible—”
Kerberos turned his heads on Nyx, but the goddess was already scrambling backward. Only Makaria did not falter. He challenged the hound with a defiant gaze, and Hades reached down to grip one of Kerberos’ spinal spikes. Demeter knew who this creature was. Her husband had created him, and she possessed no urge to challenge the three-headed dog, but her son stood without fear. He had killed the beast in the previous timeline, and he would kill it again.
“Makaria, please. It is not too late. Come with me to your father.”
“Nyx, Hercules, Perseus,” he commanded, “grab my mother. She is not seeing clearly. I will slay this disgusting monster, and then she will see. She will accept the truth.”
“Makaria, no!” Hades screamed as he launched for Kerberos. The hellhound snarled in response and coiled his legs, readying his strike. It was a fraction of a second, a breath of a moment, but it was all Hades needed to predict the outcome. Either Makaria or Kerberos would die in a pool of blood and pain. Her pleading fell on deaf ears. Demeter’s hold on her son was too great to be broken in a single meeting, and she could not stand here and watched the child of her womb fight the child of her realm. She could not watch Kerberos’ fangs shred her son’s flesh. She refused to witness Makaria rip the dog’s heads from his body.
As if time slowed, Kerberos’ muscles released like springs, launching him into the air. His spiked tail uncoiled from her waist, and as the speared end left her skin, she caught it in her fist and unleashed her smoke.
The flash of darkness was almost too fast for the eye to witness, but just as Makaria’s blow found its target, the monster and his mother disappeared, leaving only the falling snow to catch her son as he fell.
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HADES SLAMMED INTO ALKAIOS, her arms capturing him in a fierce embrace. The force of the impact drove his muscular frame through the snow and into the abyss of smoke swarming at his back. His body fell uncontrollably through the shadows, his boots digging at the air for a foothold. For long alarming seconds, he was fog and nothingness, and then with a rough jolt that traveled up his ankles and into his knees, his soles hit the solid ground of the warehouse. The instant their feet landed on safe terrain, Hades ripped her arms from his waist and stumbled across the room. Her fingers clawed at her chest as if she wanted to crack open her ribs and carve out her heart, and her breath pumped out of her in ragged bursts as Kerberos crashed violently on the floor before her husband.
A bewildered Zeus appeared moments later, tripping over Kerberos as her power pulled him from the Island, but before the hound mustered the indignity required to snap at his stumbling ankles, Hope and Theseus tumbled through the heaving smoke. Hope’s slight frame had been snatched from the ships with such aggression that she flew from the inky tentacles and landed hard against Zeus’ unforgiving torso. She grunted in pain and toppled sideways, and she would have hit the warehouse floor at an awkward angle if Theseus had not pitched sideways to catch her before colliding with the sofa.
“Hades?” Alkaios moved for his wife.
“What is that?” Hope screamed as she struggled against Theseus’ hold to escape Kerberos’ hulking frame, but the dog paid her no mind. Concern for his mother consumed him, and he barely noticed Zeus standing beside him.
“What is that thing?” She repeated the demand, but the entire room ignored her.
“Hades, what happened?” Alkaios and Zeus asked in unison, but as Alkaios approached his wife, Kerberos lunged in front of Zeus with a low growl. He made no move to attack the god, but his stance was clear. None save Alkaios could approach Hades.
“My mother.” Hades gently grabbed her husband by the collar of his leather jacket. “It is my mother, not Nyx doing this, and they are coming for you. HE is coming for you.” Alkaios did not need to ask who she meant. He understood, and his stomach soured. He had not yet gazed upon his son’s face, but he was not sure he would survive it. According to Hades, the boy had grown to resemble him, and it might kill him to look at a version of himself consumed by hatred and disgust.
“She was mortal,” Zeus said from behind Kerberos’ barrier. “I met her at the ceremony where we granted you your immortality. How is she involved in this?”
“Not that mother,” Hades answered, but she could not tear her eyes from Alkaios’. The pain of seeing Makaria filled with such anger wracked her body, fighting for control of her emotions, and she needed Alkaios’ kindness to ground her. She could not do this. She could not fight her own son.
“Not her,” she continued. “The mother of my bloodline.”
“The Old One?” It came out as a question, but Alkaios already knew it was true. He saw it in his wife’s eyes, felt it in the tension pressing against her skin. “The first Omega’s queen.”
“We forgot about her,” Hades said. “When we caged the Old Ones back within their realm, we did not consider that despite her death as a mortal after my father cast her from grace, she would rise like the rest, fulfilling the prophecy. The Pitchfork resurrected her just as it had my ancestors, and we allowed her to remain free.”
“How?” Alkaios’ mind spun. “Her pregnancy. I thought it woke her from the madness? Does she want to finish what her brethren started?”
“No.” Hades grabbed Alkaios’ face in her palms. “The genocide of her people scarred her soul. Her hands were not innocent of the bloodshed, and therefore its imprint never truly granted her freedom but merely a reprieve while she lived as a human. She does not wish to slaughter her own and rule like Minotaur. She desires her daughter on the throne, the return of her husband’s power. She is fighting for her family’s dynasty… a dynasty that does not include you, since she believes your inferior bloodline is a disgrace. For her, you have no place in my reign. Her husband was always second to the Alpha, and now, she sees me as second to you and Zeus. My mother wishes to rectify that. She craves a new era, the kingdom of the Omega. Her goal is to crown me king, the last made first. The insanity never left her. It has simply changed.”
    
“A CHANGE IS COMING.” Hope broke the silence. After their return to the warehouse, it was clear Hades needed privacy with Zeus and her husband. Coupled with the three-headed monster in their makeshift living room, Hope and Theseus had hidden in the kitchen, having no desire to feel the sting of vicious fangs.
The separation from the god-killer did little to quell their anxiety, though. The gods’ voices were full of anger and pain, and while Hope understood the gravity of their situation better than her companion, the way the woman called Persephone spoke about her mother rooted a new and deeper fear in her heart. Hope had always believed Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades were the greatest powers the universe possessed, but the words being flung about the room forced her to face the truth that someone else existed greater than the King of Olympus. That vile demon pacing the floor proved that horrible fact. Zeus should fear nothing. He was the ruler of the skies, yet she witnessed with her own eyes how wide a berth he gave the deformed hound. He was afraid of him, and if a creature that Queen Persephone seemed fond of frightened him, then how would they survive the mother she spoke of?
The gods startled as she entered the room. They had fallen quiet, and now was as good a time as any to add to their distress.
“Chaos is changing,” she explained. “I feel it swelling again, and I fear we are too late. That it might already be beyond my ability to consume.”
“We are not too late,” Hades said, and Hope looked at her in confusion. Moments ago, she had been devastated by the revelation of both her mother’s and her son’s betrayal, but she was calm now. Her confidence returned. Hope wondered if the beast was to thank. The hound was too large to sit on the sofa, so he had settled his mass on the floor by Hades’ feet and rested his three monstrous heads across her lap like a leathered and fanged blanket.
“We cannot be too late,” Hades continued as Alkaios, whose gigantic frame sat crammed in the sofa’s corner to avoid crowding Kerberos’ mouths, reached out and took her hand. “I will not let her take my son from me. She will not have the final say in his future.”
“We will do everything in our power to return the box,” Zeus agreed. He had settled in the chair furthest from the creature, and Hope was not sure if the sight was comical or unsettling. “My sons are in possession of my Thunderbolt. If I can get to it, I will regain my full strength and—”
A knock banged the warehouse’s front door, but the gods sensed it before the first thud of knuckles sounded against the metal. Smoke enveloped them as they disappeared from the living room, spitting them out at the entrance, and Kerberos heaved his bulk before Hades. Alkaios brandished the Pitchfork as Zeus stepped closer, the irises of his eyes flashing with thin lightning strikes.
“Enter,” Alkaios called, and with a gust of frozen wind, a young man blew over the threshold.
“By the gods.” He jerked in surprise at the hostile sight waiting, and with one look at Kerberos’ fangs, he jumped back outside.
“I come in peace!” he shouted over the storm. The snow was deeper than it had been that morning, and Hades noticed the young man’s clothes were frozen to him. He had been out in the cold for too long.
“I come in peace,” he repeated. “I am here to help.”
“Let him in.” Hades’ body absorbed her smoke in a coiling mass and stepped around Kerberos’ guard. “Come.” She extended a hand to the newcomer, and when he took it, he looked up in surprise. She smiled at his expression, which only confused him more, but he allowed her to drag him into the warmth of the kitchen.
“Perhaps a cup of tea and something to eat?” she said to Hope, but the girl was already pouring steaming water into a mug.
Hades surveyed the young man. He was handsome in a disheveled way, his appearance that of someone who had lived off the land alone. Half of his clothing hung wet from melted snow, and the rest clung to his muscles in frozen sheets.
“Theseus, bring me a blanket,” Hades said, and then, with a question in her eyes, she took hold of the man’s shirt with tentative fingers. He held her gaze for a minute, as if deciding whether or not to trust her. The woman before him was terrifying. The men at her back were forged steel. Trusting them could kill him, but refusing their help might have the same result. Any more time alone in that blizzard would turn his fingers black with rot.
With a sigh, he nodded, and Hades pried the soiled clothing from his body. His skin was red beneath his layers, and she fought the urge to recoil in horror at the sight. Goodness radiated from his spirit. He did not deserve the suffering he had endured at the snow’s mercy, and the marks on his flesh were not normal. This man had experienced unnatural torture on his journey here.
Hades left the man’s underlayers on for modesty, but he did not fight her as she stripped him almost bare. It was as if he sensed the safety her power offered. He watched her with respectful awe, but the moment she reached for his gloves, he jerked back so fast she flinched in surprise.
“The tea is warm,” Hades said. “You will want it against your skin.”
“The gloves stay on.”
“Are your hands hurt? Let me see, I can help.”
“No.” The word came out harsh as he stepped even further away.
“All right,” Hades soothed as Theseus returned with a thick blanket. He tossed it to her, and she held it out as a peace offering. “The gloves stay on. Come and eat.”
The young man obeyed, letting her wrap him in the quilt before sitting at the kitchen table. Hope placed a steaming bowl of soup and bread before him along with a mug of tea, and as he devoured the food like a wild and starved animal, Hades studied the burns on his skin. The snow had done irreparable damage to his flesh. She already smelled the decay. He would not survive this on his own, and while she could not cast the unnatural chill from his bones, she could return his health.
“May I?” she asked, touching a protruding deformity on his earlobe. He looked up at her mid-bite and then nodded with a careless shrug. Hades slid her palm to the back of his neck, and smoke exploded from her flesh. The young man recoiled in shock, trying to slap her hand away, but her grip was iron. There was no escape, only submission, and after a moment of panic, he surrendered to her terror.
Tendrils coiled around his limbs, diving into his skull, and he flung a pleading look at the formidable man in black. His eyes begged for help, but the towering man merely smiled at the woman holding him captive.
“Almost stilled my heart the first time I witnessed it,” the dark man said as he placed a broad palm on the woman’s shoulder, and the young man’s gaze flicked between the two. How he had not recognized it, he did not understand, for it was as obvious as the gloves concealing his hands. They were dressed alike, their darkness and power fusing as one. A deep love encased them, and with a jolt, the memory of such a myth electrified his brain.
“You’re…” He tripped over his words. “You’re Hades and Persephone.”
The woman smiled as she removed her grip from his skull, and with sudden clarity, he realized he was not only still alive but free of pain. His fingers shot to his ears and then his neck. Perfect skin had replaced the frost’s damage, impossibly smooth under his fingertips.
“Thank you.” He stared at Hades and then up at Alkaios. “I have come face to face with a god before, and a few weeks ago, when the atmosphere shifted, I knew they had returned. When a second shift occurred, I began my journey down the mountain. That was you?” His eyes drifted to Zeus. “You are him, are you not?”
Zeus nodded.
“Where have you been all these generations? Why did you abandon us?”
“Who are you?” Zeus ignored the question.
“My name is Midas,” he answered. There was wisdom in not ignoring the almighty king. “I swore centuries ago that I would serve the gods and live an honorable life. I’ve lived in seclusion for decades, but even alone atop the mountains, the absence of their sovereignty was obvious. My oath fell dormant, but when I felt your presence, I came as fast as I could to offer you aid.”
“While we are thankful for the souls who remember us, how can you help?” Hades asked. “You have immortality, but I do not sense power.”
“I don’t have power,” Midas answered. “I have greed.”
Hades pinched her eyebrows at his comment, and Midas plucked the spoon from the bowl and held it before her eyes.
“May I?” he asked, and when Hades nodded, he lifted his other hand to his lips. Biting the glove’s fingertips, his teeth pulled the fabric free before dropping it to the table. Hades was surprised when flesh met her gaze. By his reaction earlier, she had expected a cruel deformity to mangle his hands, but perfect fingers and knuckles graced the skin that he kept too carefully hidden.
Midas lifted the spoon for the group to see clearly, and then, with his bare fingers, he brushed them against its edge. Instantly, the spoon transformed. The section he touched bloomed gold, and the shine expanded rapidly until the entire curve of metal glinted in the light.
Hope and Theseus hissed in shock, and Zeus leaned over the table, but it was no trick. The cheap silverware had changed into pure, solid gold.
Midas pulled back his bare hand and shuffled with the discarded glove. Hades moved to help, but when he flinched, she sat back in her chair, granting him the space to struggle alone. She watched him carefully, and as his fingers found their home, she noticed how he had been excruciatingly careful not to touch the table, nor the blanket wrapped around him.
“Everything you touch turns to gold,” she said with a realization, and Midas shifted his gloved hand to her and offered her the exquisite spoon.
“Everything,” Midas confirmed. “Thank the gods only my hands are cursed, and my own skin is impervious to their poison.”
“That is why you did not let me take your gloves.”
“I cannot be responsible for turning the beautiful Persephone into a statue.”
“It transforms flesh and blood as well as objects?” Alkaios asked. Midas did not speak, but as he stared at the dark god, the answer bled from his eyes. How many had he killed to warrant such anguish in his gaze?
“This is how I can help,” Midas finally said. “I do not have power or strength. I only need to touch you, and your golden heart will forever cease to pump.”
“Even the flesh of the gods?” Hades asked.
“I am not sure, as I have never touched one, but I assume my greed would consume them as well.”
Without warning, Hades’ hand shot out and snatched his glove free. Before he could stop her, she slid her fingers against his and watched as gold slowly painted itself up her forearm. Midas screamed in horror and yanked his arm, but his strength was no match.
“Stop!” Alkaios jerked forward, seizing her shoulders, and pulled her away from Midas. Kerberos leaped between the stranger and his mother, snarling an enraged threat, but as suddenly as it began, the gold halted. Darkness oozed from Hades’ skin. Her smoke pooled beneath the shine consuming her flesh, and with a resounding crack, it shattered into pieces and fell to the table.
“Why would you do that?” Alkaios jerked her around to face him. Wild eyes bore into hers, and his limbs shook as he held her.
“I had to know.”
“I realize these past weeks have tested you to your breaking point, but you do not get to leave me. Not like that.”
“I never told you, but the day I broke the seal and released my ancestors, Medusa tried to stop me. She looked into my eyes, and I should have solidified to stone.”
Alkaios dropped her shoulders and stepped back as if her skin was fire. “How?”
“The darkness shielded my eyes, just as it shielded my flesh from his touch, and now we know. If we survive this, I may ask Midas to return to the Underworld with me. A fourth god-killer.”
“He can kill a god then,” Zeus said, “but what about Makaria? Minotaur? Your mother? I saw Medusa turn an Old One to stone, but they created her for violence.”
“Demeter, yes. She is the goddess of the harvest, and her marriage to my father may allow her certain privileges, but not this. Makaria, I am not sure. He is of darkness and death like me, but he is not the Omega. Minotaur? You cannot kill the Alpha with a golden touch, but we all know he is almost impossible to slay… even for me and Kerberos.”
“You are not the crowned Queen of the Underworld, are you?” Hope interrupted. “That thing.” She gestured to Kerberos. “And the gold. History lied to us on more accounts than just your marriage. Even you lied to me. You ARE the Underworld.”
Hades gripped Alkaios’ hand, and the entire room stood in silence, unsure of how they ever missed it. Shocked by how the knowledge of their scholars could be so wrong.
“There is no Hades without Persephone,” Alkaios said, smiling at how true those words were. “I refuse to be king without my queen, but you must forgive our white lies. We knew so little about this future.”
Hope opened her mouth, but Hades shifted back to Midas, signaling the discussion of her nature was over.
“I apologize for the surprise, I had to know.” Midas nodded with eyes so wide they swallowed his face, and she continued. “How did you come to be cursed? And the gloves? How do they not turn to gold?”
“It happened centuries ago,” Midas answered. “As a young king, full of greed and ambition, I wanted the world to bow at my feet. I was blind to reason, never praying to the gods. My lifestyle was selfish, and my cruelty knew no bounds. I was not cruel in a violent sense, but if you could do nothing for me, I wanted nothing to do with you. Poverty ran rampant in my kingdom, but that mattered little. Why should I care for the poor if I was wealthy?
“The years passed by, and my greed increased with insatiable hunger. My realm was in ruins, but my lust for more blinded me. Then one day a witch arrived on my land and begged for shelter from the storm. He promised to grant me my heart’s desire in return for my hospitality. Overwhelmed by selfishness, I took him in and offered him the choicest meats and finest wine. We feasted with gluttony while the beggars outside grew sick in the incessant rain, and when morning came, my guest honored his promise. Whatever I asked for was mine.
“Overjoyed, I weighed my options. I could ask for power, soldiers, or a bountiful harvest, but what good are those without wealth? And so with confidence, I requested the witch gift me with the touch of gold. He did not hesitate, and when his blessing was complete, he told me to test my new power. You can imagine my joy when the wine goblet I picked up transformed. When the witch left, I barely noticed, too busy was I turning countless objects into precious metal. I ordered my servants to serve my breakfast, and it was when I grabbed my first morsel of food that I realized my mistake.
“The bread in my hands morphed to gold. I put it down and snatched some olives, but they too solidified before I bit down. I tried everything at the table until nothing but gold remained. In a panic, I attempted to take a drink, but both water and goblet turned before a single drop graced my tongue. I ordered the guards to return the witch, but he had vanished as if he was made of wind.
“My life spiraled into despair and chaos after that. I could not dress or bathe myself. One day, I accidentally touched my garment, and the clothes hardened around me. I had to promise the mason he could keep the golden fabric if he managed to chip them from my body.
“I could not sleep, for every night my fingers fell against the mattress and transformed it. Eventually, I had to restrain my wrists to the tables beside my bed, otherwise, they would entomb me in solid blankets. I no longer could feed myself and had to rely on my servants to force food into my mouth. If not for the touch that converted mere tree branches into priceless metal, I would have starved to death. My subjects feared me after I accidentally turned a servant who angered me into a statue, but a few driven by desperation and the promise of taking home golden objects agreed to feed me.
“I existed in that misery for years. My kingdom fell into ruin as I devoted every waking moment to the search for the witch, but it was no use. He had vanished, but my sanity shattered the day I killed her.
“One of my few remaining servants fed me in exchange for branches turned to gold. It was not selfishness that drove him to help me though, but necessity. He had a daughter, but in my neglect of my people, many parents in his village had died, leaving countless orphans. His wife perished under my negligence, but he promised every orphan that if they found their way to his home, he would care for them. He used my daily payments to support the children, but on one particular morning, he brought his only daughter with him. She had fallen ill, and he feared she would turn for the worse if he left her unattended. As he had every day for years, he delivered my breakfast, but while he was concentrating on pouring water into my mouth, his child stood and walked to him. She was dizzy with fever, and just as she reached her father, she tripped on the empty bowls at his feet.
“I should have let her fall. I should have let her hit the stone floor, but instinct kicked in, and I caught her. I will never forget that moment. My fingers grabbed her small waist, and instantly she began to glow. She was solid gold before she even struck the tiles.”
Midas stopped and wiped a tear from his cheek. It took a minute for him to regain his composure, but after a few long breaths, he continued.
“I will not try to describe the father’s grief. I force myself to remember that moment every day so that I never forget my sins, but I shall spare you. Know this, though. It was a pain like I have never experienced. I could not live like that. I was despicable, and I resolved to kill myself.
“So heartbroken was the father that he left her tiny golden body behind, never to return. I refused to leave her, so I scooped her into my arms and fled into the woods. She would become my gravestone. A warning to all of greed’s evils. As I ran, I prayed to the gods for the first time in my life to fix what I had done, to undo my unforgivable sins. And as suddenly as he disappeared years ago, the witch stepped out from the trees.
“Only he was no witch. He was Dionysus, god of wine. Disgusted by my greed, he cursed me with my heart’s desire to teach me of my foolishness. I asked him why he did not come to my aid earlier, and he told me it was because even in my suffering, I never repented. I never asked the gods for help, and this was the first time I felt sorrow for someone other than myself. He had intended to leave me in misery, but my grief over the child changed his mind, and he led me to the River Pactolus, where he gave me a choice. The river would wash away the gold, but it only had the power to cleanse one. I could rinse myself and be free of my curse, or I could allow Dionysus to bathe the girl and restore her to life and health. There was no choice. I told him to save the girl.
“After the breath returned to her lungs, I saw that not only had the god healed her from her illness, but he also removed her memories of her golden death. Blessed by divine presence, she pranced around the forest with innocent abandon, and I knew it was my time to leave. I would not risk her life again, but as I walked away, Dionysus shed his outer cloak. He instructed the child to change out of her dress and into his cloak behind the privacy of the bushes. When she emerged, the long cloth had miraculously fitted to her body in a beautiful garment, and Dionysus promised it would never tear or grow too small. That way, she would always carry a piece of Olympus with her. He then took her mortal skirt, the one that had soaked in the river as the gold bled from her flesh, and fashioned two gloves.
“He swore to me they would never fray nor rot, and that while I wore them, I could touch whoever and whatever I pleased. My skin would forever turn all it touched to metal, but my hands, protected by my gloves, would be safe. I had made my choice to live with the curse to save the girl, and so he blessed my first selfless act.
“After that, he returned the child to her overjoyed father, and I disappeared from civilization, resolved to live my life in solitude so I might protect humanity. I never used my gift for gain unless it was required for my survival, but I often use it to help those in need. I consider it my worship, and I trusted Dionysus feels my devotion to him. For decades, every offering of gold gave me peace, and I had faith he smiled upon me, but then one day, the air stilled, and I knew.”
Midas paused and looked at Hades, sensing she was the god to address despite Zeus’ presence.
“The gods are dead, aren’t they?”
“They were.” Hades nodded. “But not anymore.” She reached up and lovingly grabbed Alkaios’ hand. “Your beloved Dionysus is frozen in death atop Olympus, but three of us yet live, and while breath remains in at least one Olympian, there is hope.”





XXVII
“ONCE WE CROSS the Labyrinth’s threshold, we cannot escape its ever-changing maze unless the Minotaur is dead,” Midas repeated. Night had fallen as the group discussed the task at hand. Hope had long since fallen silent, every passing minute warning her the box was ebbing beyond her control, and Hades slowly paced the small kitchen to prevent Kerberos from settling too close to her terrified companions.
“But Chaos is somewhere within its walls, therefore we have no choice but to enter,” Theseus concluded. Alkaios nodded his confirmation, and Theseus turned to Hades. “But he cannot be beaten?”
“Killing Minotaur will cost us more than I can bear. His death demands an unbearable price, and if it comes to that, I will pay it. But so must all of you. You need to know that. But if we find the box quickly, perhaps we don’t have to face him,” she answered. This conversation left her exposed. Telling their newfound friends of the Old Ones had rattled their faith. Even revealing only what was necessary had them staring as if she spoke of foolishness and destruction. “If we return Chaos to Hope, I can get you out. Hephaestus imbued the Labyrinth with the waters of the River Styx. It is poison to all except those who rule the Underworld.” She purposefully omitted the part of her Omega blood. Their eyes were already wide, hearing that an all-powerful ancient deity roamed the prison’s darkness in search of victims to quench his violent cravings. She did not wish to cause them to doubt her ability to keep them safe by admitting that she was the end to Minotaur’s beginning.
“I can also aid in our escape,” Alkaios said. The words were a statement, but his eyes begged a question. The Styx should allow him passage, but would her blood?
Hades nodded slightly, so only he noticed, and dragged her fingers over his knuckles as she passed him. He may not be blood of her blood, but he was the other half of her soul, the two who became one.
“Before you become too encouraged,” she continued, as a look of confidence settled over Theseus, “Makaria and Demeter can pass through unscathed. As long as they avoid Minotaur, they move seamlessly through the prison’s defenses. That means they are able to drag Nyx, Hercules, and Perseus through with them. We have three gods and a god-killer, but we face three Old Ones, our children, and a sister Zeus himself fears. Just because I can aid you in our escape does not mean we will survive to see that end. I need you all to understand that the last time we faced Minotaur—” she gestured to Kerberos, Alkaios, Zeus, and back to herself, “—we could not kill him. We succeeded in merely locking him away in a prison that has driven him further into hatred and madness. The minute we step foot inside those walls, he will come for me. That is why Demeter hid the box in the Labyrinth. She was counting on Minotaur’s revenge to destroy any rescue attempts.”
“If she can move within this maze, what is to say she won’t unleash Minotaur to stop us?” Midas asked.
“She would never allow that. Her own confession made it clear she does not work alongside him. She merely abuses his evils as she avoids any confrontation with him. If he escapes, it will not be of her design,” Hades answered. “She wants me on the throne. Her daughter. If Minotaur breaks free, there will be no throne left on which to rule.”
“He is truly worse than the dark woman?” Theseus asked in disbelief.
“I cannot lie to you. I wish I could promise we will prevail and live to witness the fruit of our labors, but that is not the truth.” Hades stopped pacing and grabbed Alkaios’ hand as Kerberos pressed his protruding ribcage against her stomach. “We shall do everything within our power to return the box to Hope, but the odds against us are not good. We must protect Hope at all costs, which means some of us will step inside that labyrinth, never to emerge. I need you all to consider that before we move against them. Demeter slaughtered all of Olympus. Not even the gods are safe, and in order to succeed, everyone in this room must understand that their life is worth Hope’s survival.”
“That changes nothing,” Theseus said. “Icarus died for the cause, and every day that box eats Prometheus alive. They sacrificed because they believed in a future where balance was restored. I have always known I would die to save Hope. That will never change.”
“I may not know you,” Midas said, “but I promised to serve the gods for as long as I drew breath. They died, and my oath went unfulfilled for decades, but now that you are here, you have my life and my greed. It is yours to command.”
Hades nodded and then turned to face Alkaios and Zeus.
“It is our son.” Her husband cupped her cheeks lovingly in his palms. “There is no question. I will not let Demeter take him. They are our children, our legacy. We are not our predecessors who killed their own. We shall save them, no matter the cost.”
“Everyone should rest in these final hours before dawn. You are no good to me, exhausted,” Hades said. “Come morning, we end this.”
In blackness, Hades, Alkaios, and Kerberos disappeared for her hotel room. The hound immediately curled up on the lavish sofa, but Hades turned in the darkness to her husband. With reverent fingers, she pulled his jacket from his shoulders and then peeled his shirt from his body. She leaned forward and kissed his strong, warm chest, and her arms wound their way to his back until she was clutching him for dear life. He was perfect. He was alive, and he was hers.
Alkaios hugged her for a long moment, lost in the feel of her body pressed against his skin, and then he gripped her jacket and ripped it from her form. Hades met his gaze, everything he wanted to say to her shouting in his eyes. Even without words, she understood him. She always did. She always would.
Alkaios grabbed her jaw in both his broad hands and tugged her roughly against his chest as he kissed her with all the desire that coursed through his veins. It was fierce and savage, pure fire in this world of ice, and Hades yanked her hand from his waist to grip his neck. Her passion flared alongside his, and she pulled him closer, breathing in his love with every desperate kiss. Tomorrow, she would face an enemy she had prayed she would never face again. Tomorrow, she might have to decide between saving the world, her son, or her husband, but tonight she would not think about that. Tonight was for the living, and she wanted to spend the last few hours of peace in Alkaios’ arms; skin against skin, lips against lips, heart against heart.





XXVIII
“IT CANNOT BE HIM.” Zeus stood outside their door as Hades flung it open. “It feels like him.”
“Poseidon is dead.” Hades grabbed his wrist, her other hand already clutching Alkaios’ fingers. The sudden violence had woken them from a deathlike sleep, and the familiarity of the power reverberating through the air had Hades flying out of bed in search of Zeus. The blond god had beaten her to it, and he had jerked in surprise as she opened the door before he even rapped his knuckles on the wood.
“It bears his essence, but this is something else,” Hades said, and together the three gods stepped into the surging smoke, Kerberos hard on their heels.
In writhing darkness, they stalked out onto the frozen sea and into a scene of destruction. Masses of shattered ice crowded the horizon, and what little water remained untouched by the freeze churned viciously about the ships; their metal helpless against its hunger. Soldiers and scientists alike screamed in the chaos as an ebbing whirlpool opened its ravenous mouth below, their voices lost beneath the hundred cracks of ice.
“Charybdis.” Zeus bolted forward, pulling lightning to his limbs as he ran. Alkaios looked at Hades, but she had no answer to offer.
“Zeus?” Alkaios called as they took off after him.
“It is a servant of Poseidon,” Zeus bellowed over his shoulder as he raced headlong into the fray. “A monster of the depths. These ships will not survive its whirlpool. It will suck them into a watery grave. We must stop it before she—”
An explosion silenced his words as colossal sheets of ice shot heavenwards. The force knocked Zeus to his back, but Alkaios was upon him in an instant, yanking him to his feet.
“Alkaios, get down.” Hades’ voice jolted through him, and a second later she captured his shoulders, driving them both to the ground. Alkaios hit the ice, and instinctively his arms ensnared Hades so her face would not smack the jagged surface as a mass swept above their prone bodies exactly where their heads had been seconds before.
Alkaios clutched her tighter as a second mass dove for their prostrate chests, but Kerberos leaped with exposed fangs, sinking three sets of teeth into the pulsing flesh. The creature snapped its fleshy tentacle with a bloodcurdling scream, and before Hades could move to capture her hound, it flung the dog savagely across the ice.
The creature roared again, and Hades pushed off of her husband and whirled around. The voice had not come from the head protruding from the tentacles, but from something far larger hovering above. Hades’ gaze followed the sound, and when her eyes met those of the beast above her, she stepped back until she felt the reassurance of Alkaios’ solid chest.
A beautiful woman with hair so black it almost appeared blue hovered above them. Her pale flesh was bare to her waist, where her body transformed from a siren of beauty to a horrific monster. Six bulbous heads sat at the end of six fleshy tentacles, the size of which were longer than Alkaios was tall. Grotesque eyes bulged from the faces accompanied by thin razor teeth. Hundreds of bonelike fangs protruded toward the newcomers, and as the woman screamed again, Hades saw her sickening rows of teeth were the same.
The sea monster stared down at Hades for a long moment, and then it fled for the churning waters. Her tentacles carried her with unnatural speed, and then, as if to challenge the Queen of Death herself, the creature coiled her mass around the closest ship and squeezed.
The metal was hay in her grip, and the vessel cracked in half. Its passengers screamed in terror, but the cries were not long-lived, for the monster hauled the broken pieces away from the ice and fed them to Charybdis.
“Scylla,” Zeus said as he pulled himself off the ground and stepped beside Hades. “We needed to stop Charybdis before she arrived.” Zeus’ eyes crackled with lightning. “Poseidon keeps her at bay. She resides in the depths and should not be this close to land. Come, help me—”
A second ship groaned as Scylla’s rage shattered it into splinters.
“It is too late,” Hades grabbed his arm and pulled. “Without your brother to contain her, Chaos is feeding her madness. We cannot waste time.”
“But the soldiers?”
“Are beyond salvation,” Hades urged. “If she is here, then the depths are freezing, forcing her and Charybdis to seek refuge elsewhere. That means Chaos is spreading. We need to locate the box before it is too late.” If it is not already, she thought to herself. As if to reinforce her words, Scylla screamed a bloodthirsty wail and fed yet another vessel to the whirlpool’s hunger.
“Zeus.” Alkaios grabbed the god’s back as Kerberos returned to his mother’s side. “We help them by finishing this.” Zeus nodded, but the pain in his eyes remained as he watched his brother’s servants slaughter hundreds. He was thankful Poseidon was dead. He should not have to witness this.
    
HADES SUMMONED HOPE, Theseus, and Midas to their side, and the small group stood at the Labyrinth’s entrance. They had encountered no opposition upon their arrival, which unsettled her. The moment they stepped foot within the Alpha’s prison, that would change. She suspected Demeter wanted this. Inside these poisoned walls, her bloodline had the advantage, and their group’s survival would be paid for in blood. They all would enter, but some might never leave.
“Demeter and Makaria will try to take me alive.” Hades squeezed Alkaios’ hand, her voice only for his ears. “If it comes down to me or the box, let her have me. We cannot allow this to continue.”
Alkaios released her hand, and she thought he planned to argue, but instead, he curled his arm around her shoulders and pulled her forehead to his lips. “Let us get our son back.”
Hades lifted her chin and pressed a kiss to his mouth, and as they parted, smoke spiraled out of her in a torrent of power. Alkaios shifted the Pitchfork in his grip, and Midas stepped to the threshold. With steady movements, he peeled the gloves from his hands and tucked them into his pants pockets. He held his fists out before his chest as if they were coated in acid, and then he gazed at the trio of gods.
“Grant me strength for what is to come,” he prayed. “Give me courage so I might bring glory to Olympus.” Zeus nodded, a swell of power surging within him as he experienced worship for the first time in this bleak future. Midas returned the gesture with reverence and then turned toward the gaping entrance. “Praise be to the gods.” And with that, he plunged into darkness.
Zeus exchanged a weighted glance, first with Hades and then with Alkaios, before extending his hand. Alkaios grasped his forearm, and the two stood locked in solidarity. “See you on the other side, brother.” He did not look back as he followed Midas.
Hades released her husband and stepped to Hope, Kerberos hard on her heels. She brushed her fingers against the woman’s back, guiding her toward her fate, and together the women entered the Labyrinth. Kerberos did not hesitate to follow his mother, and neither did Theseus hesitate to follow his friend, leaving only Alkaios out in the snow.
The dark god stood in silence with his eyes closed to the world. His thumb rubbed against the pulse of the Pitchfork, absorbing his wife’s power as it flowed through their connected weapon, and when he felt her spirit wrap him in her warmth, Alkaios plunged into the awaiting terror.
    
“SHOULD WE SPLIT UP?” Midas asked as they approached a divide in the darkness. “Cover more ground?”
“No,” all three gods answered in unison. They had faced Minotaur before. It would take their combined strength if they stumbled upon his wanderings, and even then, victory was not guaranteed.
“We stay together until forced otherwise.” Hades pushed to the group’s head.
“As you command,” Midas said. “Which way should we go?”
Hades glanced back at Hope, but the girl shook her head. She did not sense it either. Minotaur’s stench was too great, blocking out everything save the thick rot of corruption, and Hades realized this was why she had not been able to pull the Pitchfork from Makaria. It had been within these poisoned walls.
She turned back to the fork in their path and pushed tentacles of smoke down each hallway, but they offered no clue which direction was the one they searched for. Hephaestus had originally created this maze to confine her to the Underworld when the Old One’s insanity consumed her. While she now had the power to escape its walls, some of the mason’s initial intentions remained. Hades would be as blind as the rest.
Kerberos slipped silently beside her; his six ears tilted slightly toward the tunnel to her right. Hades studied the hound for a moment and then gripped one of his spine’s spikes. Once three dogs mutated into one, Kerberos had been created by the first Omega to protect the Underworld from his power-lusting brother. Minotaur and the maze might blind her, but not the dog, not the beast bred for slaughtering gods. He survived for centuries, chained above the stench of Tartarus. His nostrils honed to scent beyond the decay. The Alpha could not blind her beloved god-killer. He already sensed Prometheus.
“Take me to him,” Hades whispered, and without hesitation, Kerberos’s powerful thighs coiled beneath his leathery hide and launched him into the right-most blackened hallway. Hades tore after him, and the rest followed, keeping stride with the beast’s breakneck speed. This might work. The hound could lead them through the convoluted dead ends and circular hallways without mistake and—
“Theseus!” Hope’s scream was terror, and Hades skidded to a halt, twisting in time to see a massive male harpy dig his claws into her shoulders. With an explosion of blood, the creature yanked her into the air and aimed his wings to fly beyond their reach.
Theseus launched into action and seized Hope’s ankles, causing the monster’s talons to gouge deeper into flesh. She screamed, but the sudden weight pitched the harpy to the side. The speed dragged Theseus over the cold ground, his torso angled for the wall. He had a single second to choose between himself and Hope, but it was no contest. He braced for impact, and his face slammed against the Labyrinth wall.
Theseus roared in agony as the Styx’s water within the stone burned his flesh. His grip began to fail, but in its attempt to knock Theseus loose, the harpy dipped too close to Kerberos. Without warning, the hound leaped up and snatched the monster's torso. The harpy’s body split apart in a macabre display, and it was dead before Kerberos unhinged his jaws.
Alkaios caught Hope as she slipped in the pooling blood, but he barely had time to pull her to his feet, when a second harpy slammed into his chest. Alkaios shoved Hope into Hades’ waiting grasp as both god and beast hit the ground, almost knocking Zeus to his back as they collided with his knees. The harpy’s scream echoed off the walls, and it drove its wings toward Alkaios’ face. He flung the pitchfork across his body and jammed it into the creature’s claws, halting them inches from his cheeks. The impact cracked the razor talons. The harpy snarled, but Zeus seized the opportunity and curled his iron fist around its wings. He ripped them free of its torso with a roar on his lips, and the Labyrinth shook with his rage.
Zeus hauled the blood-coated Alkaios from the floor and pushed him forward as the group barreled down the hallway after Kerberos. The whispering wind was the only warning of the approaching fray, the air too dark to see where their enemies would strike next.
Hades grabbed Hope’s head and shoved it down just as a harpy passed above. With effortless grace, she held the girl down with one arm and reached up to seize the throat of the creature. Her wrist snapped sideways with a sickening crunch, and the harpy fell from the air, dead of a broken neck.
“They are coming for Hope,” Hades said as the group rounded a corner. “Surround her—”
A host of harpies stood waiting for them as they rushed into the darkness. Kerberos dug his claws into the floor, gouging deep wounds in the stone as he struggled to stop. His muscles strained, and sparks littered the ground, but his mass was too heavy, and he barreled into the creatures’ knees. The ones at the front flapped their feathered wings and lifted into the air, avoiding the danger of his careening spiked spine and tail, but the moment he slowed, dozens descended upon him like vultures and carved their talons in deep. Crimson blood exploded from the hound’s flesh as he roared in agony, and a blind panic settled over Hades. She shoved Hope backward into Theseus’ arms and dove for her dog. Smoke whipped out from her muscles and ensnared the harpies’ throats. With an upward jerk, the inky nooses hoisted the monsters into the vastness above and hung them.
“Kerberos.” Hades grabbed the god-killer’s chest and examined his destroyed flesh. By the wheeze of his breath, they had punctured his lungs. He was bleeding too fast, his heart pumping his life out onto the floor in hot waves. He would not last long like this; she already noticed the spark in his eyes begin to fade.
As she forced her power into him, it coiled around his wounds, knitting him together. Suddenly, a mass of solid muscles collided with her face. She flew back hard, slamming into Alkaios’ chest, and the impact sent them sprawling. A massive female harpy beat its wings, whipping the wind through the hallways, and retreated from its assault on the gods to land on the dying dog. The hellhound could scent the Minotaur and guide them to safety. He posed the immediate threat.
The harpy landed harshly on Kerberos’ exposed neck as a second, slightly smaller monster pinned his spiked tail to the ground. Unable to move, her dog heaved in agony and rage, but the blood only pumped from his wounds faster. And then the harpy at his throat shrieked and dug in her claws with merciless brutality. Violent red surged from the hound’s jugular, and Hades screamed.
Alkaios had never heard such devastation pour from his wife as she forced herself from the floor to save her beloved, but just as she moved, four harpies flew from behind. Two seized Zeus in a chokehold, one grabbed Theseus and threw him from Hope’s side, and the third hoisted Hope into the air by her neck. One snap was all it would take. One flick of its claws, and Chaos would consume the world. With a pain in her chest she knew would never forsake her, Hades had to make a choice. The dog, or all of humanity, in both the past, present, and future. Anguish and despair poured from her lips, and then she made a decision that would haunt her for all of eternity.





XXIX
HADES LEAPED for the harpy and grabbed the wrist that gripped Hope’s throat. Rage poured from her lips as she tightened her fist, and in a flurry of blood and pain, she snapped its bones in two. The jagged bone and torn muscle ripped free in her iron grip, and the monster howled. It tried to fly to safety, but missing half its wing, it fumbled, falling against the wall. The River’s waters burned its flesh, and its shrieks were an unbearable torture as it fell to the floor.
Hades gripped the severed limb in her hands and twisted it until the splintered radius and ulna angled forward like twin knives. Black consumed her eyes, darkness pulsing in thick heartbeats around her, and as she stalked toward the harpy, she peeled the shredded muscles from the arm until the protruding bone was a weapon. She did not hesitate as she drove it through the creature’s eye and into its brain.
It gurgled as it died, and Hades advanced on the two monsters clawing at Zeus. Blood coated his clothing as their claws forced him toward the walls, his raised arms and brute strength offering him no salvation. They were going to burn his flesh against the prison. As if of one body and mind, Hades and Alkaios attacked, tearing limb from monstrous limb as Zeus fought to keep his skin from the stone. These harpies were significantly larger than the ones in the forest, the proximity of the box fueling their deformities, and relief washed over him as Hades drove her bone weapon into the beast clutching his skull. He was not sure how long he could have resisted its assault.
Hope stumbled against Midas as the gods of death fought to free Zeus, and careful to keep his hands from her body, he shoved her forward with his shoulders. She could barely make out Theseus’ form in the shadows as he struggled to escape the claws vying for his flesh. Midas followed her line of sight, and together they bolted into the darkness for their friend. Just as Midas passed Kerberos, he caught the dog’s eye, and to his surprise, the beast met his gaze. He was still alive. Barely. His veins had little blood left to spill as the harpy choked him, but he was still alive.
“Persephone!” Midas screamed as he launched into the air. The harpies atop the hellhound screeched and hurled their claws forward to shred him upon impact, but Midas was not worried. He lifted his palms before him and grabbed hold of each harpy as he soared past them. Instantly gold bloomed from his fingers, and by the time he rolled to a harsh stop on the ground behind Kerberos, the creatures were solid, glistening statues. “Persephone, now!” he called over his shoulder, and then without a backward glance, he flung out his hands and rushed for Theseus.
Hades spun around at Midas’ call, and her eyes locked on the golden sculptures above her dog.
“Go!” Alkaios swung the Pitchfork into the second harpy holding Zeus, and its neck cracked. “We got this.” He grabbed the blond god’s bicep and spun him until they stood back-to-back as an army of harpies barreled through the darkness. The bident, gripped with white knuckles, swarmed with impenetrable smoke, contrasting the crackling lighting entwining Zeus’ fist. Light and Dark. Heaven and Hell. Together they challenged the writhing horde, their numbers so thick the creatures on the outskirts shrieked in agony as their wings dragged across the walls.
Zeus flung out his hands, and bolts of lightning exploded in glorious carnage. He smiled. The Thunderbolt was close, lending its master aid. He unleashed its fury on the heaving onslaught. The air filled with the putrid smell of burnt flesh.
Hades did not hesitate. She stepped into the darkness pooling around her and appeared before Kerberos’ body. She gripped the golden harpies frozen eternally atop her dog and squeezed. With echoing cracks that reverberated through the maze, she shattered the metallic bodies into a thousand shards and then fell to her knees with such speed that pain carved its way through her bones. She did not care. She felt nothing but fear. Nothing but desperation. Her fingers dug into Kerberos’ neck, the horrific gouges so wide, her hand disappeared within his flesh.
“Do not leave me,” she screamed. “Not again.” Power poured from her into his body, and slowly the blood vessels knitted together and the sinews regrew. His eyes drifted to her as if to look upon his mother one last time, a dimness settling into his irises. He was not healing fast enough.
“Kerberos?” Hades flung herself against his neck and scooped his bloody heads to her breast. He was too heavy. His muscles could not support his mass, and he hung awkwardly in her arms. She hugged him close, sobbing as she tried to pull him within herself. As if she could open her ribs and force him inside to save him. He was her heart. If only she could bury him next to her own pumping organ where he belonged. The hound was present at the beginning of her reign. He had been there through every heartbreak and every triumph. He could not die. Not now. Not like this.
“I love you,” Hades cried into his ear. “I do not know if I ever told you, but I love you, Kerberos. Some say you are a monster. Some believe you are only a dog, but you are a son to me. You are my greatest ally and friend. You do not get to die on me.”
Something swept across her spine, and Hades watched as his spiked tail wrapped around her waist. With a strength too weak, he squeezed with all the life that remained within him, as if to return her embrace.
“Hades,” Alkaios grabbed her shoulders and heaved her up.
“No, stop.” She fought her husband with uncontrolled violence, trying to maintain her hold on the hound, but Zeus joined and hauled her to a stand.
“We have to keep moving,” Zeus demanded.
“I will not leave him!”
“You do not have to,” Alkaios jerked her harder, as if to wake her from her sorrow. Her head snapped back at the force, but whiplash dislodged the grief coating her brain, allowing her to register his words. “He is fine. I would never leave the dog.”
Hades glanced behind her as the men pulled her thrashing body over the stone. She gasped at the sight and almost fell to her knees, but her husband’s support held fast. Kerberos was on his feet, the remaining gouges on his hide growing together at an alarming rate. He met her gaze and growled. Its volume rattled the bones within her chest, and then he bolted forward with fire and brimstone in his dark eyes. Hades loved him. He always knew it, but now the words had been spoken. He had evolved since the first Omega, but in this moment, he changed again, and as he raced past Hades, he flicked his spiked tail in front of her. She caught it, gripping the leathery skin tight in her fist, and for a second, it joined him to the two people in this world he treasured most—his mother and the man she had given her heart to. Now it was time to save the third love of his life. The boy was a mere child when last he saw him, but that was of little concern. If Hades loved him, so did he, and with a burst of speed, Kerberos broke free from her grasp and barreled fangs first into the fray.
    
GOLDEN MONSTERS LITTERED THE STONE. Shredded bodies painted the darkness red, yet still, the harpies came. The further into the eternal maze they plunged, the worse the opposition grew, and blood poured from the group’s wounds faster than Hades could heal them.
Two harpies flew overhead, aimed for Hope, but Hades seized the girl and dragged her out of their path. Using her own flesh as a barrier to protect Hope, Hades hit the stone and bounced back unscathed. The larger harpy screamed, coiling its legs under its torso, and then in an explosion of motion, it shot them toward the slight creature beside it. Gripping its brethren’s face in its talons, the monster shoved the smaller harpy into the poisoned wall and used its blistering corpse to launch itself after the women fleeing in the opposite direction. The smaller beast fell dead to the floor, but Alkaios did not allow the enormous creature any headway as he swung the pitchfork and decapitated it.
Hades thrust an exhausted Hope into Zeus’ available arms and wound her smoke close until it consumed her body. It pulsed and ebbed about her frame, concealing her from sight. The sudden absence of her power beckoned the harpies. It opened the floodgates, and their numbers dominated the emptiness. The monsters descended like hail plummeting from the frozen skies, fast and lethal. A horde of winged beasts blocked the path before them, a swarm barred the escape at their back, and just as their enemies closed in for the death blow, Alkaios understood.
“Pull in,” he bellowed over the thunder of hundreds of wings. Zeus obeyed immediately, shoving Hope to Hades’ side. Kerberos slowed his pace until his tail coiled around his mother’s waist. With his free hand, Alkaios grabbed Theseus by the collar and pulled him close before swinging the Pitchfork out to force Midas in line. Their grouping took seconds, and it happened not a moment too soon, for the instant they stepped within the writhing tentacles, Hades unleashed Hell.
Smoke poured out of her in savage waves, and both Alkaios and Zeus braced for the slaughter. They had witnessed this before, and just as it had in the woods, Hades’ power obliterated every monster in its path. All that remained as they forged onward were disintegrated feathers and pulverized flesh save for one surviving harpy. The explosion had mutilated its body beyond recognition, but life clung to it. With a roar, Kerberos charged its kneeling defiance and tore it to shreds.
They met no more resistance as they raced through the convoluted Labyrinth. All sense of direction had long since fled their minds, and if it were not for the hellhound’s ability to scent the god he was bred to kill, they would be hopelessly lost within these walls. Even Hades felt overwhelming confusion as they rounded each curve. The maze was endless. With every step, she dreaded finding that which they so desperately searched. She had been trapped in this prison for less than a day, and already the dizzying sameness leeched her brain of its sanity. What had it done to Minotaur after all these centuries? What had it done to her mother? Their sons?
Kerberos’ ears twitched, and with unmatched speed, he drove them down a hallway darker than the rest. The movement was so subtle, no one noticed, but Hades did. Something had alerted her dog. They were close. She opened her mouth to warn the others.
“Hade—” Her name escaped Zeus’ lips in a strangled grunt as his massive form flew out into a sudden opening. He hit the ground with a bolt of lightning so fierce it hurt her eyes and cracked the stone beneath him.
Hades twisted as she slid to a stop, but before she could take a step to aid Zeus, Hercules stepped out of the gloom, brandishing the Thunderbolt, Perseus hovering behind him. The metal hummed electric from the blow, but before she could choose between helping Zeus and stopping his sons, a dark movement caught her eye.
Nyx emerged from the shadows as if she had always been there. She blended perfectly with the darkness, the night her constant companion, and she stepped out to reveal herself, all grace and menace. With delicate fingers, she bent and seized Zeus by the front of his sweater. The King of the Gods slammed his hand down atop hers in an attempt to pry her grip loose, but just as swiftly as she appeared, Nyx met Hades’ gaze and then pulled her brother into the blackness like a predator dragging its kill home to devour.
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“ZEUS!” Hades lunged for the shadow that swallowed him whole, but Kerberos’ growl was the only warning she received before a blow powerful enough to turn her bones to dust slammed into her chest. She flew across the room, the pain so great no cry could escape her lips, and before her brain fully registered that she was airborne, her shoulder crashed into the wall, the bone popping out of its socket. This time, she did scream. Minotaur had found them.
Alkaios was running for her before she even hit the ground, but the Alpha’s monstrous size appeared from the blackness with savage speed, fist aimed to shatter the god’s eye sockets. Kerberos exploded in violence and threw himself before Alkaios. Three sets of fangs carved deep into Minotaur’s forearm until they scraped bone. Blood coated the hound’s mouth, but he did not yield. His jaws held firm as Minotaur swung him brutally against the wall in an attempt to break the dog’s hold. Kerberos’ skin blistered at the contact, and one of his bony spikes protruding from his spine cracked in half. Yet, he did not yield.
Alkaios seized the Alpha’s momentary distraction and grabbed Hades’ shoulders, snapping her arm back into its joint. He yanked her wheezing form from the floor and then cupped her face in his palms.
“You are all right.” Whether that was to assure himself or her, he was not sure. “We have to get Hope.”
Hades coughed, flecks of blood spraying onto her lips, and as Alkaios wiped them clean, she looked to where Midas and Theseus were desperately trying to protect her from Hercules and Perseus. They were no match for the Thunderbolt, and just as Hope turned to run alone into the darkness, Perseus moved with the speed and power of his father to capture her waist.
“I got Kerberos,” Alkaios said as Hades’ concern strained for the dog. Minotaur wrenched the hound free, his forearm missing a strip of flesh, but the gaping wound did not slow him. The Alpha fought with a dancer’s grace, not as the colossal deformity he was, and he caught Kerberos by the ribs. Flashbacks to when he had crushed every bone in the dog’s ribcage flooded Hades’ brain, but having learned from his mistakes, the god-killer lashed his spiked tail across Minotaur’s eyes. His roar was raw, and Kerberos slashed again. The Alpha loosened his grasp as he flung a hand up to defend his bleeding face, but the dog had a different target in his gaze. Like an executioner’s noose, his tail coiled around one of the god’s long horns and pulled. Blind to the attack, Minotaur’s balance was no match for the force, and the Old One collapsed beneath the weight. His jaw hit the ground so hard, Hades was sure the bones shattered, and Kerberos extricated himself from his death grip with a snarl.
“Go.” Alkaios shoved Hades as he ran to aid the dog. He did not offer her a single backward glance, and with her stomach pitching with fear, Hades bolted for Hope. Theseus and Midas fought hopelessly against Hercules and the Thunderbolt, but Perseus was no match for Hades. She stepped into her darkness and appeared in a side-branching hallway barring the fleeing pair’s escape. She extended a hand and slammed the heel of her palm against Perseus’ forehead. Smoke exploded from her, and he catapulted backward like straw in a storm. The sudden absence of his dragging force sent Hope careening forward, but Hades opened her arms and caught her.
Spinning on a perfect axis, she yanked Hope out of the open hallway and into the dark. There was only one thing the lack of extending tunnels could mean. The center of the maze. The box was here somewhere, as was Prometheus. Hades’ stomach turned. She did not want to witness the decay Chaos had inflicted upon his flesh.
“Theseus… you have to help him,” Hope cried as Hades dragged her further into the open space. Hades flicked her gaze to the fight and saw him bleeding on the floor below Zeus’ stolen Thunderbolt. Zeus. Where was he?
“No.” Hades savagely hauled the woman back to her side and careened behind Minotaur’s hulking frame. “We need to find the box. Where is it, Hope? Where is—”
Minotaur’s massive fist flew for their heads as they tried to disappear unseen. Collectively, they flinched, but their movement was too late. There was no escaping the blow. Hades forced her chest in front of Hope, preparing to take the brunt of the bone-cracking assault, when the air whistled with a familiar hum.
Minotaur grunted in frustration as the Pitchfork’s curve slammed into his wrist. The force drove his arm backward at an unnatural angle, allowing the women to escape the death blow. Only the wind of the sailing weapon assaulted their skin, and Hades reached gracefully into the air. She plucked the bident from its flight and swung it around her body as if it was a part of her, and just as its uneven prongs lined up with Minotaur’s heart, she uncurled her fingers. The weapon’s aim was true, and it burrowed with a sick thud into his chest. The instant the metal made contact, Hades looked at her husband with thanks in her gaze. He nodded in return. Fear colored the aura surrounding him, but so did bravery and love. The Pitchfork served both masters, and in a fight, he had her back. He always had. He always would.
The Alpha stumbled, and Kerberos leaped for him, his massive paws aimed at the curve of the metal. Careful to avoid the long handle, the dog hit his target, driving the bident further into the Old One’s chest. Minotaur barely noticed his blood oozing onto the floor. He merely punched the hound’s middle head, a resounding crunch of bones echoing off the room.
Hades flinched at the sound. She wanted to help; she needed to help, but she had forced Hope to leave her endangered friends. She must do the same. They had to find the box. Cementing her hold on Hope’s sweating fingers, she resumed their plunge into darkness, but not before she saw Alkaios summon the Pitchfork to his waiting grasp in a spiral of smoke. Not before she noticed a second fist seize the weapon in his younger hands and then swing the metal at her husband’s skull. The blow cracked excruciatingly, and Alkaios collapsed. Blood seeped from his temple; his eyes unable to focus.
“Hello, father.” Makaria’s disdain reverberated off the Labyrinth. “I have been waiting for this moment.” Alkaios barely had time to register the sight before him. A young man created in his image, colored with hints of his mother, stood before him. Gone was the boy who liked to be carried, who tripped over god-killers and insisted on feeding them his meals. Gone was the boy who wanted his parents to pledge their undying love to one another. Vengeance and rage had taken his place. A beautiful face marred by hatred, and as his own likeness leaped forward for the kill, Alkaios threw his gaze to his panicked wife and screamed for her to run.
Hades stumbled over nothingness and clutched Hope closer to her chest. Her family needed her. They would not survive without her, but she forced her feet to carry her further from those she loved. It was her family, her bloodline, that had cursed this future. She would not waste Alkaios and Kerberos’ sacrifices.
Together, the women ran at a relentless pace through the blindness, and after a few minutes, Hope grabbed Hades’ jacket and yanked.
“There.” She pointed to a grey shimmer surrounded by ever-expanding waist-high walls, a miniature replica of the maze entombing them. “It’s there.”
Relief bloomed in Hades’ chest at her words. They only had a few more paces. A little farther and this would be over. It would—
“Take one more step, and she rips out his throat.”
Hades’ heels dug into the tile at the threat, the force of her sudden halt pitching Hope forward. She hurtled for the stone, but Hades caught her waist and pulled her firmly against her chest in a protective stance.
Demeter stood before them, but that is not the sight that chilled Hades’ already cold skin. It was Nyx at her back with her blackened fingers around Zeus’ throat. No… Not around his throat. Inside it. Her fingertips were buried in the god’s bloody flesh, and one move, one yank would rip his larynx from his neck. Hades swallowed and met Zeus’ gaze. Fear flickered behind his irises, but something else dominated his expression. Resolution. She saw it as clearly as if he had written his words. He did not want her to save him. He wanted her to end this. He had been ripped from the past, but if he died now, he would never return. Yet he did not yield.
Hades nodded almost imperceptibly at him and loosened her grip on Hope. Black smoke slowly coiled outward, its sheer volume hidden from her mother’s sight by the room’s darkness, and when it writhed around her with glorious purpose, she shoved Hope forward.
“Run!”
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HOPE TORE through the darkness toward the gray light ahead. Demeter turned to follow, but Hades was already moving. She sprinted forward and slammed a harsh shoulder into her mother’s chest as she lunged for Zeus. He might be willing to die, but she would not let him. Not like this.
The force flung Demeter far from Hope, but the Old One landed on her feet and ground to a violent stop. Her eyes darted between her daughter and the fleeing woman, calculating which was worth the pursuit before she turned her path to Hope. Chaos was hers. She would not allow this emotion trapped in flesh to resume control.
Hades seized the temporary reprieve and dove for Nyx. True to her threat, the goddess carved her fingers further into Zeus’ throat. Bloody bubbles burst from his mouth, and weak lightning crackled over his skin as he fought for his life. Hades threw a hand forward, smoke billowing from her to coil around Zeus’ neck, entombing his flesh. The darkness took seconds to cling to him, but it was almost not fast enough. His throat tore wider, his vision blurred, and he thought he heard his own death cry vibrating on his lips.
Nyx ripped her fist from its bloody hold, pulling Zeus’ larynx with her, but instead of the organ tearing free, it slammed against Hades’ power and held strong. The smoke did not contain the goddess’ fingers though, and the force of the god-flesh crashing against death’s vengeance broke every bone in her hand. She screamed an unsettling cry of pain as Hades collided with the pair, and all three plummeted to the floor. Hades wound her arms around Nyx’s limbs, peeling them back like the rind of a rotten pomegranate, and Zeus rolled free, bleeding profusely from his neck but alive.
“Go!” Hades shifted atop his sister, pinning her to the ground, but the goddess recoiled and slammed the heel of her palm into her chest. Hades flew backward, crashing into Zeus’ shins as he stood. He dove for her as he stumbled and gripped her biceps, pulling her to a stand. But the moment her feet connected, she shoved him toward the sounds of war at their backs. “Help them.”
The command barely escaped her tongue before Nyx rammed into her stomach, but Hades dug in her heels and skid to a stop. Zeus watched the Omega contort her arm, wrapping it around his sister’s neck to grip her lowered throat. An emotional tearing ripped through his chest, his desire to obey warring with his need to help the woman he had come to respect above all save his brothers, but a horrific sound chose that moment to echo from the shadows. Alkaios’ voice was unbearable pain, and agony pulsed in Zeus’ gut. The noise was unnatural. The Dark Lord was dying… no, he was suffering. He was being carved into pieces, and with a bolt of lightning, Zeus leaped through the darkness, begging fate that he was not too late.
Alkaios’ cry shot through Hades’ veins, turning them to both ice and fire. She screamed as his anguish rattled her bones. It was knives carving through her lungs, aiming for her heart, and she shoved her fist viciously against the soft throat in her grip. The force almost decapitated Nyx, but she leaned into the blow before it was too late. She let Hades drive her back until the Omega slammed her against the poisoned walls. The goddess roared as her flesh sizzled and blistered, blood dripping from her skull from where the bone impacted stone. Hades dropped her shuddering form carelessly to the floor and turned without a backward glance. Demeter was nearly upon Hope. She could waste no more time on Zeus’ misguided sister.
Hades pooled the writhing darkness at her feet, and in a flash of black, she vanished, appearing beside Hope a second later. She grabbed her arm and dragged her through the replica maze. The smaller walls came to their chest and slowly rose to a pinnacle where—
Hades tripped when she saw him, and this time, Hope had to pull her back to her feet.
Prometheus.
He lay at the center, the box of Chaos embedded in a festering wound in his gut. Nyx and Demeter had carved him open, and a shockingly ordinary wooden box nestled amidst his intestines, solidified within his congealed innards.
Hades was certain he was dead. He had to be. There was no surviving this, yet Prometheus turned his head and caught her gaze. His face was hollow and gaunt, like a skeleton wrapped in sallow skin, but as his sight drifted to Hope, his demeanor changed. He parted his lips and mouthed silent words, his voice unable to escape, but the message was clear. Hades saw it in his yellowing eyes. It was a warning, but before she could decipher his weak and garbled word, he swatted a bony hand as if to shove them into a retreat, and the air exploded.
Shockwaves of magic and light erupted from the box and hurled into the women. Hope’s neck snapped backward, and Hades’ rib cage felt like it might splinter. Together, the women flew toward a wall, but in the split second it took them to fall, Hades gripped Hope’s hips and pulled her body flush against her chest just as her spine slammed into the sharp stone. Her backbone cracked, and she crumpled to the ground, Hope safely atop her, protected from the blow.
Hope rolled off her on shaky legs and grabbed the god’s face. Hades coughed, blood spitting from her lips, her eyes unfocused.
“Persephone?” Hope cried.
“I am fine.” Hades batted her hands away. “Get me up.”
Hope scooped the unsteady god into her arms and pulled her to her feet. The blow lost them precious ground, but thankfully it had done the same to Demeter and Nyx. Hades grabbed Hope’s wrist and dragged her forward with a pronounced limp, but she paused when she saw Prometheus. He had healed. His skin, healthy and full. His abdomen, whole. She stared in confusion, but this time, when he spoke, she understood his warning.
“Go!” he screamed, and as soon as the words left his mouth, a horrible tearing split his stomach, the sound echoing in wet pulses off the cavernous and invisible ceilings. The women watched in horror as his gut ripped wide to reveal the pulsing box. Blood pooled around his hips as his intestines fell from his flesh. It was happening again. Healing and devouring him in an endless cycle. How many times had Chaos flayed him alive?
“It’s too strong,” Prometheus’ voice spat in hoarse gasps, crimson coating his lips. “It will kill her. Leave me and get her out.”
“No.” Hades stepped forward, but Hope’s grip tightened on her fingers and pulled her back.
“It’s too late,” she sobbed. “I didn’t want to admit it, but I felt it the moment we set foot inside this maze. It is beyond my strength to contain. We need to go.”
Hades looked wildly between Hope and Prometheus, but movement caught her eye. Demeter and Nyx were closing in, and suddenly it all made sense. It had been too easy. Getting to this point was a success. Demeter had barely tried to stop her. She knew. Her mother knew it was too late. There was no undoing this.
“No,” Hades whispered.
“Persephone.” Hope tugged her back again. “We have to run. We will find another way.”
Hades looked at her and then pulled the girl to her chest. She was right. There was another way. She would—
A rush of air whistled past Hades’ head, followed closely by a crushing fist. She reeled backward in surprise as Minotaur’s blow barreled down toward her. Where had he come from? He was in the darkness with Alkaios. She had not heard his heavy footfalls, yet he was seconds away from breaking both her and Hope’s neck with one swipe.
There was no time to think. No time to retaliate. All she could do was squeeze Hope close to her chest. In a swarm of thick fog, they vanished into an empty part of the maze, her power drawing Alkaios, Zeus, Kerberos, Theseus, and Midas to her side.
There was another way. Not how Hope meant. Not how Hades wanted this to end. But there was another way.
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING? You were so close.” Zeus tripped in the darkness, his right arm hanging mangled and limp. His left supported Alkaios, whose wounds bled rivulets down his body. The side of his head was split, the skin hanging from where Makaria struck him, the white of his skull glaring through the red flesh. His full weight hung on Zeus, and even through his shirt, Hades could see the contorted and broken ribs pressing against his skin. But while her husband’s bones were still contained within muscle, one of Kerberos’ ribs protruded into the open air with a jagged point. His left front paw had been severely crushed, unable to support his hulking frame. Blood dripped from Midas’ mouth, and Theseus could not stand upright. They were all minutes from death, and thick, hot bile churned up Hades’ throat.
Hope vomited on the floor at the sight of Alkaios’ skull. The gods could not easily heal wounds carved by their own weapons or by an Old One’s cruel hands. Hades wore a scar on her arm gifted to her by Athena as proof from before the Omega’s strength bloomed in her body. But her power could help them now.
“Hades?” Alkaios’ words slurred as crimson bathed his teeth. His injuries were by far the worst. Hades had robbed Makaria of his chance to mutilate his father in this timeline, and he seemed determined to reclaim that death.
“It is too late.” She dove for him, slamming her palms around his skull and forcing tendrils of smoke into his wounds. “We are too late. The box is beyond—”
The ground thundered, and Hades snapped her head to see Minotaur barreling down on them. How had he found them so quickly?
She pulled them from his path; her smoke propelling them into a different hallway, but the moment the inkiness dissipated, Makaria stood in wait with a wicked grin. Hades flung her hand out, diverting the smoke from Alkaios’ brain to her son. It slammed into his chest and hoisted him into the air, pinning him to the wall. The Styx’s water would not burn him, but the darkness binding him would hold long enough to allow them an escape.
“Do not deny me this, Mother,” Makaria bellowed from the shadows above. “This is my destiny, my purpose. I am fated to free you from his bonds and place you on the throne.”
“Son,” Alkaios rasped, still in love with the child who almost slaughtered him, but Hades captured his face, shaking her head as she forced her power to finish healing him.
“We do not have time. He is lost to us in this timeline.” She pulled them in smoke to a new corridor and turned to Zeus the second her husband’s flesh healed, but he shook his head.
“Them first.” He nodded at Midas and Theseus, and seeing he would not yield, she grabbed their necks.
“But you said it is too late.” Alkaios spat the remaining blood on the ground, his words no longer garbled. “Chaos has grown too strong, so we cannot reunite it with Hope.”
“I know what I said.” Hades whirled on Kerberos and Zeus, wrapping each in vines of smoke as the hallways thundered again with Minotaur’s oncoming assault.
Zeus threw a bolt of lightning from his fingertips into the Old One’s eyes. The monstrous god stumbled slightly, but that was all the pause Hades needed, and she sucked them from his path.
“If we cannot reunite Hope with her charge, then we cannot return home. This is the only timeline we have,” Alkaios said as they stepped out of the shadows, running blindly after his wife’s leadership. “We have to save Makaria since we cannot undo the past. We cannot—”
“I am going to do it.” Hades stopped short and turned around to confront her husband, and the group noticed with failing morale that they had returned to the heart of the maze.
“He almost killed you, but I need you to face him again.” She stepped to Alkaios and grabbed his jaw in her palms. She rested her forehead against his and breathed deeply. Even through the stench of blood and sweat, she could smell his skin, the fragrance that always brought her peace. Even now as the ground rumbled beneath their feet and Minotaur searched for his prey, his earthy spice wrapped her in warmth. “I have to ask you to buy me an opening at all costs. We got through before because Demeter was not trying to stop me. She knew Chaos had grown beyond Hope’s abilities. She knew it was too late. This time, they will not be so forgiving. When she figures out my intentions, it will be a fight to the death, so you must distract them. Draw Minotaur as far away from me as possible.”
“Hades.” Alkaios seized her elbows in an iron grip. “No.”
“Hades?” Hope asked in confusion. “Why are you calling her that?”
“Buy me an opening at all costs. Get me to the box.” Hades ignored Hope, her pleading eyes only for her husband.
“I cannot allow you to do this.” Alkaios grew darker, taller, all angles and harshness. “I will not let you. Do not make me.”
“My love—”
“No.” His voice was thunder. “You are mine. You do not get to leave me, not again.”
“Alkaios, it is the only—”
“I said no. I am a good man. A kind and generous man, but I cannot. I am sorry, but my selfishness is too great. It could kill you. Do not make me live in a world without you. I will do anything you ask except live in a world where you do not rule by my side, sleep in my bed, speak my name. I will not do it.”
“Alkaios.” Hades cupped his cheeks in her palms.
“What if you do not survive?”
“What if I do?”
Alkaios roared a feral and painful sob. It tore through him as if it would rip him in half, and then he pulled her to his lips and kissed her in an outpouring of terror and love. For that single gut-wrenching moment, the maze ceased to exist. Their companions disappeared, and all that existed was her. Her skin, her scent, her mouth, her soul. She was his whole heart, his reason to live, and he was afraid that if he let her go, if he released his grip on her now, he would lose everything. He was not brave enough to lose her, so he kissed the wife he adored with every emotion he was too frightened to voice.
When they finally parted, Hades breathless and flushed, Kerberos pressed his three heads into her stomach, and Zeus slipped his palm against her back, breaking the spell and returning the couple to the horrors at hand. The four of them stood frozen together, understanding and resolve passing between them.
“Why did you call her Hades?” Hope pushed. “What is going on?”
“We will give you as much time as we can.” Zeus ignored her questions. “But first, I need to reclaim my Thunderbolt from my sons.”
Alkaios nodded, but his lips could not part to form the words. They pinched together, and his breath raged within his lungs, battling for control. Hades pulled her hands from his face, her fingers trailing over the scruff of his beard she loved so much, and as they left his skin, he nodded again. She brushed Kerberos’ skulls as she pushed him aside, and then, in tumultuous smoke, she disappeared into the darkness.
“Get Hope out of here,” Zeus commanded Theseus and Midas.
“No.” Hope shoved forward until she stood chin to chest with the king. “Why did he call her Hades? What is she doing?”
“She is going to absorb the box.” Alkaios met Hope’s shocked gaze. “She is going to contain the Chaos instead of you.”
“No!” Hope flew at Alkaios and grabbed his jacket in desperate fists. “Bring her back. It will kill her. It is too strong; she won’t be able to resist. Please stop her.”
“If anyone is strong enough to restrain that evil, it is her,” Alkaios said. “She is the only one strong enough.” He looked at Hope’s panicked face. “I am not Hades. Not the true one. History remembers us as Hades and Persephone because it was easier than changing the name mankind prayed to. When she saved my mortal life, she gave me her Olympian power and crowned me god, but I am Alkaios. She was the original Hades. She is the only Hades. The last survivor of the first gods, she is their Omega, the end of all ends. History made her seem weak and destroyed. You have no idea the blasphemy that is. The woman legend calls Persephone is the single most powerful being on this earth after Minotaur, the beast we must stop in order to buy her a fighting chance. My wife’s darkness is our last chance at destroying Chaos. If she cannot do it, no one can.”
“She can do it,” Zeus said. “Hades will do it. If I must die to allow her time, so be it. She would make a better king than I, anyway.”
“So will I,” Midas said. “It was her power that drew me from the mountain. It was like nothing I’ve ever felt. I will sacrifice my life if it grants her victory.”
“So shall I. My life is hers. It always has been. She need not ask.” Alkaios stared at Zeus with a pleading in his eyes that unsettled the king. “That is my wife and son out there. Do not let them die.”
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“KEEP her away until Hades contains the box.” Zeus pushed Hope into Theseus’ arms. “We will find you when it is safe.”
Theseus nodded, but when Hope parted her lips to argue, he twisted her hips and guided her into the darkness without a backward glance. He understood Zeus’ command. Hades could not afford distractions, and while each of their group had pledged their life, including him, Hope was the one soul that could not perish. He would hide her in this endless maze, and either Hades would be victorious, or they would face an imprisoned eternity.
Minotaur’s thundering hunt boomed closer, and Kerberos turned his back on Midas and the gods and dug his claws into the stone. His healed spikes bristled atop his spine, and Alkaios stepped behind him; the Pitchfork poised for the kill.
Soft footfalls at their backs caught Zeus’ ears. The sound was barely audible above the Alpha’s charge, but he did not need to hear it. He knew they were there. He already felt them. Blood of his blood. Zeus threw his back against Alkaios’ just as Hercules swung the Thunderbolt for his skull. Perseus charged behind his brother, dangling something in his fist. It resembled a head, but long ropes hung in knots around—
“Medusa,” Zeus bellowed over his shoulder at Alkaios. “They have Medusa’s head. Keep your eyes down.” He pitched his gaze to the floor as he spoke, his son’s feet filling his vision, and he bolted into a run. He barely made it five steps before dozens of claws joined his sons’ assault. Harpies. They were smaller than the ones in the corridors, these monsters freshly mutated, but the talons were every bit as brutal as their predecessors.
Zeus launched himself at Hercules. The demi-god swung the twisted metal at his father. Lightning exploded from its rusted tip, but Zeus was lord of the skies. This was his power, his deity, and as it struck his heart, the king’s skin crackled with thousands of electric shocks. His blue eyes turned white, sparking and brutal, and he slammed into Hercules.
The men tumbled across the floor, Hercules clawing at his chest for relief from the burn, his skin singed with painful electricity, and Zeus seized the bolt. He ripped it free from his son’s hand as if plucking it from a child’s unsteady grasp and then rolled to his feet with perfect grace.
The moment his father regained his footing, Perseus shoved Medusa’s severed head into the air, her vacant eyes searching for flesh, but Zeus pitched sideways and flung a screaming harpy before him. The monstrous shield morphed to stone instantly as the Gorgon’s dead stare landed on it, and he dropped it to shatter against the cold tiles before rolling out of the way.
The Labyrinth shook, and Minotaur barreled into the room. Kerberos lunged and grabbed hold of his knee with all three jaws. The crack of bone upon impact was so thunderous that it sent tremors through the stone, and Perseus stumbled. Medusa’s head pitched wildly in his grip, turning three harpies to statues. Zeus threw himself forward, narrowly avoiding her sightless gaze, and skidded across the unforgiving ground. He kicked Perseus’ kneecaps hard as he slowed and reached up to clamp his palm around Medusa’s eyes. He yanked her decapitation from his son’s grasp, some of her dead snakes ripping free from her scalp, and then plunged his electrified thumbs into her eye sockets, destroying her sight.
Minotaur did not slow despite the blood oozing from his knees where the hound’s bite drove deep, so Kerberos flung his body backward and slammed his spiked tail viciously into the ground. Its razor tip embedded itself into the stone like an anchor, and his mass jerked to a torturous stop. He wanted to roar at the pain tugging at his spine, but he held fast, forcing his fangs deeper into the horned god’s flesh until they carved into bone. Blood pumped past his teeth and down the thick hide of his neck. Never had carnage tasted so sweet.
Alkaios seized Minotaur’s momentary stillness and vaulted through the air. Darkness pulsed around him as he aimed the Pitchfork for the Old One’s heart, but just as the metal poised to tear into flesh, Minotaur pitched his head down and shoved his horns forward. Alkaios grunted as he twisted mid-flight, desperate to avoid impaling his lungs on those blood-soaked tips. He had witnessed years ago how they skewered Zeus like a hunted boar, and without Hades at his side, he would not survive.
He roared as their sharpness plunged into his waist, but it was only a flesh wound. He contorted his legs, the horn still embedded in his torso, and thrust his feet against the Old One’s face. The kick launched him backward off the horn with a wet tear, and he landed hard on the stone, out of reach. His hand flew to his side where crimson bloomed its morbid petals and shoved his fingers into the torn cavity. It was jagged and deep, piercing through to his back, but it had missed his organs. Alkaios heaved a sigh of painful relief and looked up, shocked to see Minotaur had ripped free of Kerberos’ hold and was bearing down on him with inescapable speed.
Zeus watched in horror as the Alpha charged Alkaios, but before he could move to help, Hercules flew at him and knocked him to the ground. Four harpies descended upon him like vultures to carrion, and pain pierced his thigh as one dug its talons in deep. Zeus pulled the Thunderbolt to his chest and gripped the middle of the uneven metal. With expert talent, he rolled to his back and twisted the weapon in a circular motion, and the sharpened ends sliced through each harpy’s gut as it spun, their internal organs eviscerated.
Zeus launched to his feet to escape the viscera, spinning to face Alkaios’ prone body in the distance. Minotaur was almost upon him, and a strange fear thundered through Zeus. The man he once would have given everything to slaughter was seconds away from death, but faced with that sudden reality, he knew their blood pact ran deeper than just a promise of peace. This was Hades’ husband. This was his brother, and a feral rage echoed from his lungs. Lightning, unlike any he had ever loosed, flew from his thunderbolt. It was blinding, obliterating the darkness to reveal hundreds of waiting harpies, and then it slammed into Minotaur’s heart. The Old One stumbled at the blow. The scent of burned flesh coiled through the room, and he fell with a sickening thud.
“Kerber—” The impact of two muscular forms colliding with his body strangled Zeus’ plea, but the dog needed no urging. He raced to Alkaios and shoved him with desperate force until the god was back on his feet.
Zeus hit the ground, his sons pinning him to the floor as a horde of harpies swarmed. “Midas!” He heaved forward and slammed his forehead into Hercules. His son rolled disoriented to his side, and Zeus kneed Perseus in the gut, knocking him beside his brother.
“Go,” Midas answered as he raced toward the sea of harpies with outstretched hands. He seized two as they reached for him, and instantly, their dark feathers dripped golden. “Help them. I will bring glory to your name with every kill.”
Strength surged in Zeus’ chest, and he stared at Midas’ fearless form. His faith was unwavering, offering prayer even in the face of certain death. It had been days since he had bathed in worship, and it was glorious.
Perseus and Hercules shifted to stand, but Zeus flung himself atop his sons, his mass far superior to theirs. He raised his weapon above their chests, and it spiked with raw electricity.
“I will fix this,” he growled. “I will do better, be better. I swear it. Just not today. I cannot today.” And then he unleashed his lightning. The bolt slammed into his son’s hearts, stopping their rhythmic beats for a long moment, and when their struggling stilled, Zeus retreated. He stood silently above the sons, who looked so like him, and waited until their pulse stuttered back to life. They would not regain consciousness for a while, but they would recover. Even if this timeline vanished when Hades was successful, he wanted his children to survive, despite the fact that they were living embodiments of everything he despised about himself. He would do better if he got a second chance. For his sons, for Earth, for Hera. A strange swelling rose in his chest. He did not love her, but he cared. He could love her. If he ever returned to gaze upon her scowling face, he would strive every day until she smiled, and he would not stray again. He could not be the Zeus this future believed him to be.
With renewed resolve, he glanced once more at his unconscious sons and then at Midas’ fury of gold, and then he raced for Alkaios.
    
MINOTAUR’S HORN PIERCED ALKAIOS, and Hades clamped a hand over her mouth to keep from crying out. She wanted to go to him, to capture him in her arms and save his life. He was what she loved most, and the darkest crevice of her soul whispered for her to let the world burn in exchange for his survival. What was this life without him? Nothing. She should pull him from this Chaos, and—
No. He would never forgive her. His sacrifice was for her. His pain was what she had asked of him, and she would not disrespect his suffering.
Minotaur threw her husband across the room, but in a shock of light, Zeus saved him from the assault, and Hades knew. It was time. She had to turn her back on those she loved. She hoped her bonds around her son held and that he did not fight them. She needed Makaria far from this until it was over. Dread already gnawed at her gut over those she had abandoned to Minotaur’s brutality. She did not want to add another precious life to the body count in case she failed.
As soon as the lightning died and the shadows resumed their rule, Hades slipped silently for the box. She was so close she could feel the thick waves of evil assaulting her soul. It pounded against her defenses, begging for entrance, but she refused its cruelty. Only a little further, and she could pluck it from Prometheus’ decaying intestines and force Chaos to surrender to her darkness.
    
COILS OF SMOKE and lightning circled Minotaur, but their power barely slowed the monstrous god. The horde of harpies had swallowed Midas whole, and Alkaios did not know if the man could survive the swarm. Golden creatures littered the dimness, their bodies not as deformed as the ones Hades had obliterated in the corridors. Some still clung to their human features, military uniforms hanging in shreds from their evolving wings, and with a sickening realization, Alkaios recognized the soldiers Scylla had sacrificed to chaos.
“Zeus.” Alkaios caught the blond god’s eyes and jerked his head backward at the oncoming swarm as he ensnared Minotaur’s neck in smoke. Pulling the Pitchfork down, he yanked the god downward just as Kerberos leaped for his face. Minotaur barely stumbled at the force and swung a bone-cracking punch at the dog’s ribs. The dog howled, but he did not surrender to the pain and sank his fangs around the Old One’s clavicle.
Zeus’ focus followed Alkaios’ warning, and he cursed. He hoped Hades was close to her goal. They would not survive much longer. His knee was bent at an unnatural angle. Kerberos was more blood than hide, and Alkaios? Alkaios bore the brunt of the brutality as he drove them relentlessly away to buy his wife time. Minotaur was not unscathed, massive flaps of torn flesh hanging from his body from the hellhound’s fangs, but he pressed onward as if they were nothing but flies to be swatted and crushed.
Kerberos’ tail lashed out and slashed the air before Alkaios as his three jaws closed tighter around the bone. Alkaios seized the whipping limb and heaved. The force pulled the hound to the ground, dragging the Old One with him, and Alkaios vaulted over the dog’s spiked spine and drove the Pitchfork into the horned god’s bent shoulder. Zeus followed his lead and barreled forward. The Thunderbolt sliced into the Alpha’s hide, embedding itself so deep that the tip lodged between bones. In unison, Alkaios poured smoke through the bident and into Minotaur’s flesh while Zeus shot lightning into his veins, but the Alpha did not roar. He did not cry out in pain. He merely twisted and met Alkaios’ gaze.
Alkaios read his fate in those hate-filled eyes, but it was too late. Minotaur pitched his head down and drove his gore-soaked horns into Alkaios’ torso. Blood bubbled over his lips, and a hiss of air rushed from his lungs. With a paralyzing sense of finality, Alkaios looked down at the horn punching through his ribcage to pierce his lung. The Old One had obliterated the organ upon impact, and with the knowledge he had won, he flung Alkaios across the room.
The King of the Underworld hit the wall, a crimson smear staining the stone, and then he collapsed to the ground. This is where he would bleed out. This is where he would die. The world dimmed in the darkness, and his brain stuttered in the turmoil. He wondered what had happened to Demeter and Nyx as his breathing stilled, and he remembered Hades’ plan to consume a chaos so volatile, Hope had fled. His heart slowed as he pictured his beautiful son, grown and cruel. He always imagined his family would surround him at his end, and bloody spit leaked from his mouth as he wheezed a painful laugh. No. There would be no peace for the Dark Lord. Death had come for him in lonely horror. Perhaps it was for the best. He did not wish to witness what might happen to Hades if she failed to subdue the box. He would never survive the vision of it ripping her to shreds. Better he die alone. He did not want the wife he loved so impossibly nor the child so bent on his destruction to see his violent death. He could not help his emotions. The innocent boy had matured into a vile creature in their century’s long absence, yet he still loved Makaria. Flesh of his flesh. Blood of his blood. His son. His heir. He should not have to watch his father perish in agony.
Alkaios’ eyelids drifted shut. He fought to open them, to watch as Kerberos and Zeus failed to stop Minotaur, but he could barely keep his lids slitted. He was tired, too tired. His extremities were numb, and he wanted to think of Hades. To remember how her raven-black hair glinted in the sunlight, and how her soft skin smelled after she washed in the creek that ran through his farm. He pictured her full lips and how they pressed against his mouth, his neck, his chest, his soul. How her fingers felt when they took his hand or when they caressed his bare back as he slept. She was intoxicatingly beautiful. He loved her to the point of ruin and regretted nothing about his life, despite it delivering him here to a death at the hands of a madman. His only regret was that they had not had their eternity together. He would give the world if only he might fold her into his embrace one last time, to press his body against hers, to feel her lips crash against his.
I love you, my wife. He could no longer speak, only think, but he hoped she heard his thoughts. He also prayed she was deaf to them. Survival demanded her strength and concentration. His farewell could not distract her.
And then the light came. It washed over him, and Alkaios’ soul stepped to it with peace. Only it was not light. It was Zeus, and the lightning was so excruciatingly fierce it shoved his soul back into his body and electrified his heart.
Alkaios jerked up with wide eyes and screamed at the pain sparking through him. The scent of singed flesh from where the bolt cauterized his wounds filled his nostril, and his heart pounded erratically within its bony prison. He barely had time to register the breath pumping through him before Zeus slammed into his shoulder and hoisted him to his feet, a limping Kerberos guarding their back.
“You do not get to die on me,” Zeus roared as they retreated. “You do not get to die and leave me to suffer Hades’ wrath. Are you all right, or do you need a second jolt?”
“No.” Alkaios shoved the Thunderbolt away from his chest. He never wanted to feel Zeus’ lightning burning through his veins again. “My...?” He looked around, but before he finished the question, metal hummed through the air. He caught the Pitchfork that Kerberos had thrown at him and nodded at the stumbling dog in thanks.
“We should try to lose Minotaur in the Labyrinth,” Alkaios said. “We will not last much longer.”
“I agree—” The word strangled in Zeus’ throat as Nyx leaped from the shadows and slammed into him. The two tumbled into the darkness, and Alkaios lunged to follow when he caught Minotaur’s pursuit out of the corner of his eye. In a flash, he decided. He longed to rescue the man who had become his brother. To help him fight the sister he so feared, but Hades needed Minotaur far from her, and so he spun on his heels and raced into the Labyrinth.
    
SHE COULD SEE IT. The box was hers. Just a few more paces.
Hades felt the weightlessness of her body before she felt the blow, but when the pain ignited her nerves, it was excruciating. Her shoulder blades hit the stone, but in one seamless motion, she rolled her shoulder against the wall and landed gracefully on her feet. Makaria stood before her, flanked by Demeter.
“Don’t do this, Mother,” he begged. “Stop fighting your destiny.”
“Get out of my way.” Hades ground her boots into the floor, coiling her muscles.
“No.”
“Do not make me do this.” She pulled smoke around her until it was a tumultuous storm. “Get out of my way.”
“I can’t let you do this. Mother, you are blind. That man is weak, and therefore, so are you, by allowing him to act your equal. Let me fix that. Grant me the honor of crowning you lord and king of all.”
“I am sorry.” A tear fell from Hades’ eye. “I am sorry I left you and that you grew to hate the father who loves you with every fiber of his being. It breaks my heart that you spent centuries being lied to, but most of all, I am sorry for how I hurt you. For how I must keep hurting you. I love you, my son. You will know that one day. Our love will surround you, and you will never remember this future.” She looked to Demeter. “You as well, Mother. I will undo this madness. I will find you when I return to my rightful time and bring you peace.” She twisted the darkness into her flesh and bolted forward, grabbing Makaria by the throat and driving him backward. “I am sorry.”
Makaria punched her ribcage, but she held tight. Her fingers constricted, and his eyes widened at her strength. He was her son, but he was not the Omega, and he had lived too long without that reminder. Hades launched him across the room but was yanked back by her hair with such force that the bones in her neck cracked in protest. Demeter pulled her to the floor, her back kissing the stone with violence as her mother brought her knee down hard on her gut.
Hades gasped at the impact but disappeared in smoke before any lasting damage crushed her organs. Demeter inhaled an agonized breath as she collapsed, and Hades ensnared her in inky coils, constricting them like ravenous snakes until she began to choke.
She ignored Demeter’s gasps for air and raced for the box. Makaria had recovered, but he was not fast enough. He struggled to close the distance, but his limbs were no match for hers. Hades surged ahead, her feet slapping the ground in the song of hope and desperation.
    
ZEUS’ nose shattered under Nyx’s knuckles, but he welcomed the pain. It meant he yet lived and that his plan worked. She had seized the opportunity to strike his face, oblivious to his purposefully lowered hands. She had forced the Thunderbolt from his grasp minutes ago, but he still felt its strength. It was close by in these endless corridors, and as her strike broke his bones, his fingers plunged into her abdomen. Blood and flesh exploded around his fist, and before she could recoil to safety, Zeus unleashed a torrent of lightning into his sister’s gut.
Nyx screamed in pain, slithering back into the gloom to lick her wounds. The shadows engulfed her, but Zeus lifted his gaze and shot lightning into the air. The shadows gave way to his light to reveal her hidden figure in the corner, but unlike the wounded rat he expected to find, she huddled as if in a trance. Fury and night swirled about her, and as the lightning died, he knew it was too late. He had seen her like this once before as a child, and it was the reason he feared her.
Zeus spun on his heels, desperate to outrun her death, but he barely made four steps before darkness devoured him.
    
THE BOLT OF LIGHTNING GRANTED ALKAIOS’ heart a second chance, but as he and Kerberos raced through the darkness, Minotaur’s ever gaining threat pounding behind them, he knew it was only a matter of time before the organ exploded. His single working lung burned as if molten lead flowed through it, and fresh blood oozed from the punctured lung despite Zeus’ burns. Sweat poured from his skin in spite of the apocalyptic cold, and Kerberos panted with concerned force as he struggled to keep up.
Neither god nor hound retained the power to continue this pace for much longer, but by the thud of the Alpha’s footfall, they did not need to. He would be upon them in seconds, and neither of them possessed the strength to fight back.
“Please, Hades,” Alkaios huffed between painful breaths. “Please be there.”
Alkaios stopped short in alarm, but Kerberos was too close on his keels to avoid a collision. He dug his claws into the stone, but his speed rammed him into the god’s calves. They fell, limb over head over tail, and slammed to a jarring halt against the wall. Kerberos yelped as the Styx’s water blistered his hide, and Alkaios heaved his torso until his body formed a barrier between the hound and the poison. Kerberos exhaled in relief, leaning his heads down in exhaustion against his Dark Lord’s heart. They lay intertwined in silence for a moment. Never had the hellhound allowed him this much contact, and the meaning was not lost on the god. His heavy chest panted against his human one, and slowly Alkaios wrapped his weakened arms around the dog. The fight had fled them both, abandoning them with nothing more to sacrifice. At least the two hearts who loved their queen most would find their end together, but then Kerberos jerked upright and stared at Alkaios with sudden clarity.
Silence. That was why Alkaios had stopped. The Labyrinth was quiet. Gone were Minotaur’s deafening footfalls. Gone were his heavy and murderous breaths. The air was still. Empty. The Old One had not followed them.
Alkaios and Kerberos sat up with a start, before pushing themselves off one another. If Minotaur no longer hunted them, where was he?
    
PROMETHEUS’ devoured gut was so close within reach that Hades could smell the decay. It wafted off him in pulsing waves as her fingers reached for the box. She was seconds away from victory. They would finally put an end to this eternal cold.
Movement caught her eye. An impossibly fast shadow blurred her vision, and she barely had time to brace for impact before Minotaur’s hulking fist captured her chest with a bruising grip and hoisted her into the air.
All the hope blooming in her heart died as he lifted her above his horns. He found her. Their plan had failed.
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HADES’ ribs cracked beneath Minotaur’s fingers, but despite the pain, she did not cry out. She offered him no scream, no sacrifice of her voice. Smoke twisted about her in constricting vines, and with an audible pop, her skin consumed the blackness whole. The tendrils wrapped around the shattered bones and forced them to rejoin her skeleton. The shifting scraped her internal walls as they reformed, and then with a vicious jerk of her backbone, Hades flung herself backward.
The sudden movement forced Minotaur to lose his grip, and she flipped mid-fall to land on her feet. The moment her boots thudded against the stone, her hand flew to her side, and the Pitchfork materialized in her palm. Minotaur was before her, which meant Alkaios no longer had need of this weapon. He was either dead or abandoned.
“I have been waiting for you,” the Alpha growled, but she ignored his words and spun the bident in her fist. He was the only god to surpass her in power. Her only chance at survival was to end him quickly.
“I spent centuries waiting in the darkness. I knew the traitor would return.”
Hades launched herself into the air and swung the Pitchfork. Minotaur sidestepped her assault with ease, but she had been expecting that. As graceful as a hypnotic dance, Hades caught the Old One’s neck with her heel and wrapped her long legs around him until she sat behind his skull. With every fiber of her being, she squeezed her thighs around his throat, constricting his jugular, and he pitched forward, choking. One of his fists hit the floor to steady himself as he stumbled, while the other flew to her thigh. His horns were useless at this angle, and even as his fingers ripped open her jeans and carved into her flesh, she did not yield. With a roar of pain, she locked her ankles, refusing to relent as she cut off his oxygen. Minotaur flung his head backward and slammed his skull into her nose. Blood exploded over her lips as the cartilage crunched, yet she did not yield.
Hades twirled the Pitchfork upside down and punched the uneven prongs into the Alpha’s shoulder. She drove it hard and deep, the soft flesh giving way to metal, and using the weapon as an anchor, she tightened her hold. Her muscles burned, and the claw marks on her thigh were fire, but still, she held.
Minotaur pitched again, and her balance teetered for a fraction of a moment, but she used the momentum of righting herself to carve the bident further into his shoulder, inching it ever closer to his lungs. His strength faltered as he beat her leg until the muscle was unrecognizable, but she only needed to hold a little longer. Minotaur was on his knees. She had put him there. She would keep him there.
And then Hades made a mistake.
Chaos pulsed through the air, and Prometheus’s death scream tore through her brain as the box ripped him in half before reforming his gut. The evil was gaining strength, the explosion nearly dislodging her hold, but she held. Prometheus’ anguish almost caused her attention to waiver, yet still, she held.
But then she noticed Makaria. Her son was standing close to Prometheus, and the wave of Chaos that exploded from his festering wound blew with such power, it flayed the skin from Makaria’s jaw. It was only a second, a split moment where her son’s teeth and bones were exposed before he regenerated, but it was enough. Her head jerked to the side to see him, and Minotaur seized his opening. He bucked forward, flinging himself face-first toward the stone just as she was distracted. Hades never saw the ground coming, but she felt the excruciating crack as her forehead broke against it.
Minotaur slipped free from her legs and grabbed her ankles. Vision blurred by blood, Hades tried to kick him off, but she was airborne before her blow found its mark.
“You are unworthy of your title, as was your traitorous father,” Minotaur said as he yanked the Pitchfork from his flesh. Hades hit the ground a second later, and with a cry on her lips, she pulled herself along the floor, trying to stand. She only made it to her knees before her weapon slammed into her temple and then ricocheted off the wall with a deafening clang. Her face plummeted to the stone, and her blurred thoughts wondered if she had any teeth left.
“But I bided my time.” His thunderous footsteps grew closer. “I knew you could not resist the pull of my power forever. Just as I waited for centuries for you to unleash us from our realm, so I waited for you to enter my domain here in this prison. Do you think me so weak as to allow my brother’s fool of a wife and your half-breed son to assume control of me and this Labyrinth? Do not be misled, Omega. I could have ended the goddess of the harvest with a snap of my fingers. I could have used those pathetic twins’ bones to pick her flesh from my teeth, but I understand the importance of patience. I learned their plans, and I knew it would bring you to me.”
Minotaur grabbed her by the hair and yanked her head back. This time Hades did scream as her neck almost ripped free from her body.
“And here you are.” He bent his hulking mass to whisper into her ear, and her stomach roiled with fear and disgust as his lips brushed her skin. “And now I will kill you. It will be slow, and perhaps I shall wait until you are spent, until your soul clings to life by a single frayed thread. Then I will kill your husband, your hellhound, your son, your mother, and even that pathetic Olympian King before your eyes. I will flay their flesh from their bones while they live, and you will hear their screams, unable to help as payment for what you condemned me to. Then I shall kill you.”
Hades flung out her arm, and the Pitchfork flew to her expectant palm. Her fingers barely captured the metal before she thrust it up, burrowing its prongs into Minotaur’s face. The horned god bellowed as he stumbled, and Hades pitched herself to her feet. Without a backward glance, she raced on tortured legs toward the box, coiling smoke around her. She just had to step into the darkness and vanish, to emerge before the grotesque Prometheus. The toe of her boot broached the blackness, and—
Her spine broke as Minotaur’s fist slammed into her, throwing her against the waist-high walls of the miniature maze. Her gut bruised instantly upon impact, and she fell to the floor, unable to breathe. Her power ensnared her, desperate to fuse her bones together, but the pain was blinding. She could not move; she could not stand.
The Alpha’s shadow loomed above, and as he bent, she moved the only muscles she could. Her fingers twisted, shooting snakes of smoke up to constrict his movements. He struggled against the bonds, but it granted her the respite she needed. Her vertebrae clicked together as she crawled for freedom. She found the bident and snatched it up, curling it behind her head. With almost ungodly speed, she launched it at him, and the prongs’ aim flew true. The metal buried itself deep into his ribs, and stepping into her blackened mist, Hades appeared at Minotaur’s side. She ripped the Pitchfork free with a wet suction and swung the sharpened tips to decapitate him.
Minotaur bellowed and grabbed the bident, but not before it sliced his throat. He was bleeding profusely from every inch of his monstrous flesh, but so was she. It was only a matter of minutes before one of them yielded.
Hades released the Pitchfork to his grasp. Surprise coated his features, and as the absence of her opposition tilted him off balance, she struck. Her knuckles punched him with enough force to stop his heart. She did not quit after one blow. Her fists were raw, her bones shattered, but she did not stop, and then she felt it. His heart fumbled. With a war cry, she leaped at him, driving her shoulder into his chest. The Alpha collapsed to his back like a stone statue, and her smaller body landed on his ribs.
Locking her legs tight around his torso, Hades aimed her broken hand and punched. Blood flung from his mouth as she beat him. She was a flurry of rage and anger. She was death and destruction. She was the Omega.
Minotaur’s breath became labored, and her fist pulled back for the final blow, leaving her own torso unguarded. He took the opening and slammed his forehead into her chest. Hades tumbled off him, and in one swift movement, he climbed atop her and grabbed her throat. Her eyes went wide, and he flung her skull down with such force it split.
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“NO!” Makaria jerked forward, but Demeter grabbed his arm, holding him in place.
“He’ll kill you.” Her eyes glazed with panic.
Makaria looked desperately from his grandmother to Hades, and with hot bile rushing up his throat, he noticed the pool of blood expanding from her brain. Minotaur sat atop his mother, his chokehold bruising her neck, and she was not moving. Her lungs appeared frozen without breath, and a sudden and violent change came over him. It was as if something had ripped the veil guarding his mind, and he could see clearly for the first time. Hades was a stranger. Someone he knew only in a faint memory centuries ago. A woman he barely recognized, but that did not matter. He loved her. Deep within the recesses of his being, he realized he always had.
“He’s killing her,” Makaria shouted as he bucked against Demeter’s despondent hold. “He is killing her. Let me go.” His eyes flew to the crimson stain flowering ever further from Hades, and he heaved, his skin slick with fear and sweat. “Let me go!” Demeter’s fingers slipped from his arm with a snap, and he vaulted across the room. He was screaming. He was crying. He was afraid he was too late.
Makaria uncurled his fist and called his mother’s weapon to him. It answered eagerly, and the minute flesh embraced metal, he swung. In this timeline, Hades had stolen the Pitchfork from the past. He did not have the centuries of training his former self had to master his mother’s bident, and its power coursed through him like ice battling lava, causing his grip on the weapon to falter. The split second it took for him to adjust his aim was all Minotaur needed, and the Alpha snapped to meet Makaria’s gaze before he struck. The bones in the boy’s chest shattered, and he almost vomited from the pain as he landed hard.
He did not want to get up. The agony was too great. Who was his mother that she could withstand this formidable god with such viciousness? Who was that imposter of a father that he willingly stood against this monster? Makaria had been the most powerful immortal for so long that he never learned what it meant to lose, but with tears in his eyes, he knew this would be an excruciating lesson.
Makaria tilted his gaze to his bleeding mother and crawled his hand against the icy floor toward her.
“Mother?” He spat blood, the words almost unintelligible. “Get up.”
Minotaur turned to Makaria and pulled his hulking weight off Hades, causing the boy to flinch as he closed in for the kill.
“MOTHER. GET. UP.”
    
THE INSTANT the Pitchfork vanished from his fingers, Alkaios knew why Minotaur no longer followed them. Man and dog shared a desperate look, and as if of one mind, they raced through the hallways as fast as their battered bodies could carry them.
Alkaios spit blood and then tripped, Kerberos’ sudden appearance before him the only reason he did not fall. The hound was more carnage than hide, yet he wrapped his spike tail around Alkaios and held him up as he wheezed. The god looked down at the monstrosity helping him and suddenly understood his wife. With shaking fingers, he reached out and placed his hand on the hellhound’s closest head. The dog’s eyes shifted, their blackness full of death and torture. It was like staring into the horrors of Tartarus, and yet Alkaios finally recognized what Hades saw. At least he would die alongside a friend.
Kerberos growled and knocked Alkaios with his raised hip bones. To anyone else, it would have appeared cruel, a gesture of scorn, but to them? To them, it was so much more.
“MOTHER. GET. UP.”
The voice ricocheted off the walls so loud it was as if his son had yelled it in his ear, and Alkaios could not stop the terror that burst from his lips. He tripped and smashed his knees on the stone, not even Kerberos’ tail able to steady him. His heart stalled. His lungs ceased pumping. Hades. No. Please, no.
“Get me to her,” Alkaios begged, and Kerberos surged forward at a brutal pace, the dread shocking his heart just as viciously as it had Alkaios’.
    
“MOTHER. GET. UP.”
Zeus could barely hear as his sister’s darkness consumed him. It would kill him. He knew that the instant the world faded away. Yet with sudden clarity, he heard the pain of a son rip through the air, and a violent shock of despair tore through his soul.
“Hades,” he whispered as he writhed on the floor in a death dance. She could not be dead, but by the anguish in Makaria’s voice, Zeus feared she was. Minotaur must have found her, and that meant he had either abandoned Alkaios or killed him. Zeus hoped for the latter. Death would be kinder. No man should have to listen to his son’s excruciating fear as his mother died. He could barely stand the sound.
“Is this what you want?” His voice wheezed out of him as the ever-encroaching night stole his life. “The queen you fought so hard to crown is dying. She may be dead already, and this would all be for nothing.”
The darkness faltered, an infinitesimal pause, but Zeus pushed onward.
“Nyx, is this what you want? Because I do not—” His voice silenced, strangled in his throat. Panic descended as he coughed violently. His mouth expelled the cough in silence, his body denied all sound, all breath, and then as suddenly as his lungs constricted, air returned in a painful explosion.
“I do not wish Hades dead. I fight for her.” The words tumbled from his lips with chaotic speed before he lost his voice again to his sister’s eternal slumber. “I am doing this for her because she asked me to. I do not rule over her, nor do I hate her. I want her alive and on her throne, same as you, so why are you letting her die?” He twisted painfully in the darkness to where he knew Nyx stood above him. He could not see her, but he hoped she was watching him for his final blow.
“You would kill your brother for the fear of a future that is not set in stone. You worry I might oppress Hades, but that is all it is. Worry. It is not real, and so you are killing me out of fear. You are no better than our father. You are just like him.”
    
“MOTHER. GET. UP.”
Theseus dug in his keels and skid to a halt, jerking Hope to a stop beside him.
“What are you doing?” She rubbed her neck from the jarring whiplash.
“It’s her,” he answered. “Hades. They’re killing her.”
“I…” Hope looked around the darkness with panicked movements. “It is getting stronger by the minute. I’m afraid Chaos is beyond containment.” Her voice poured from her lips as tears poured from her eyes. “I can’t help her. I can’t stop this.”
“I know.” He gripped her arms comfortingly.
“I can’t die,” Hope sobbed. “Don’t ask me to do this because everything within me hates myself for running away, but you know what happens if I die.”
“I do.”
“It has grown too great for Prometheus to feed. It’ll rip him to shreds within the day, and then it’ll have full control. Unless Demeter can provide it a greater power source.” Hope looked up with a disturbed expression. “And that’s exactly what she has at her fingertips. Hades… Alkaios, I mean. That hellhound. Zeus. If she feeds one of them to it…”
“Keep running and don’t look back.” Theseus drew her into a fierce hug. “I love you, my friend. Though filled with strife, we’ve had many good years together.”
“Theseus?” Hope tried to pull free, but he held her close in a soft but unyielding embrace.
“I was prepared to give it all for you. I believe in you. I love you.”
“Theseus, stop.”
“You are my family. Prometheus and Icarus are my family. We are not bound by blood, but the ties we share are unbreakable.”
“Don’t do this.” Hope’s voice raised an octave as she struggled against his arms.
“Whatever you do, don’t come looking for me. Keep running. Stay alive. The world needs you more than ever.”
“Theseus, please, don’t do this. I don’t want you to do this.”
“It will be okay.” He pulled back and grasped her cheeks in his palms, brushing the tears away with his thumbs.
“I love you too,” Hope sobbed. “You’re the only family I have left. I already lost two of you. Please, do not leave me.”
“I have to,” Theseus whispered. “We can’t let her die. Deep down in your soul, you know that.”
“But I don’t want you to die.” Hope’s forehead collapsed against his chest.
“It’s okay,” he repeated. “My life sacrificed for the true lord of death? My life exchanged for the world’s last hope? It is a worthy and glorious end… I cannot run from this. This moment is what we have waited for our entire lives. The end of Chaos’ reign.”
Hope tilted her head and studied his face as if to memorize every line, every curve, every color. Her fingertips lifted and brushed softly over his jaw, and then she stepped back from his embrace.
“They will sing songs of Theseus and the Labyrinth,” she said. “I’ll scream it from the mountains until they immortalize your name—all of your names. I will never forget. I will not let history either.”
“Go,” Theseus cried. “Go before I change my mind. Remember me like this, my friend. Brave and full of love. It has been a beautiful life serving at your side. I only pray you find others to complete this glorious existence with you.”
And with that, Theseus raced into the darkness, leaving Hope alone for the first time since the box had been stolen from her.
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“MOTHER. GET. UP.”
Hades’ eyelids cracked into slivers barely wide enough to see through, but it was not her vision that called to her. It was a voice. A desperate and terrified voice.
“Makaria?” It was more air than a whisper as she turned her head. Everything was pain. Everything was carnage, and the agony made her want to succumb to the eternal night. But she could not die. Not now. Not when her son needed her.
Hades rolled to her side, and a rush of thick, warm liquid bathed her ear. She did not want to lift her fingers to her skull for fear she would feel not bone but brain. Every cell in her body berated her for moving. Every nerve burned white-hot as she pushed her palm against the stone. It slipped in the slickness of her own blood, and her shoulder slapped the ground as she collapsed.
“Makaria,” she whispered. She could see him from this angle. He was beyond her reach by only a few yards, but the distance might as well have been miles. She gripped the uneven floor in her fingertips and pulled her chest over the coolness, but she was too late. She would never make it in time, and as if the scene before her slowed so that she might witness every excruciating detail, Minotaur lifted his fists high above his head and then brought them down on Makaria’s rib cage in a brutal strike.
    
“YOU ARE NO BETTER than our father. You are just like him.” Alkaios heard Zeus’ strained voice ahead in the gloom, and he and Kerberos surged forward.
“I am nothing like him,” came Nyx’s scream, and the shadows thickened around them. Of blackest night, this was unlike Hades’ darkness, which was all smoke and power. This was the utter absence of light, a nightfall woven from death. Alkaios felt it crawling inside him, searching for his life so that it might snuff it out, and he pushed faster only to trip on something strewn across his path.
He stumbled, struggling to regain his footing, but the clang of metal against fang jerked his sight to Kerberos. The dog had picked up the object and with a flick of his muscular neck, he launched it at Alkaios. The Thunderbolt.
Alkaios caught it in his fist and forced himself further into Nyx’s night. The bolt would not obey him as it did Zeus, but Zeus was here and alive. They were sworn brothers. That had to count for something.
“Cronus,” Zeus mumbled, and by the way he sounded, he was choking on his own blood. “You are his daughter, killing your own family to preserve your already doomed rule.”
“I am nothing like that madman!” Nyx’s night wavered, the blackness receding for a split second.
Alkaios saw her hovering over Zeus like a woman possessed before the blackness returned, and he hoisted the bolt above his shoulder. With a plea to whoever listened, he prayed she did not move as he launched it through the air toward her heart.
For a moment, there was only the whistle of wind as it flew, and then, with a harsh thud and a shocked cry, it found its mark. Instantly, the night receded as the weapon drove Nyx against the wall. She screamed as she tried to peel her blistering flesh from the Styx’s poison, but it was no use. The Thunderbolt had penetrated her stomach and embedded itself in the wall at her back.
“Get up.” Alkaios grabbed Zeus harshly under his armpits. The exertion made him dizzy, and the men teetered until Kerberos threw his weight behind their legs.
“Is she?” Zeus started.
“I do not know.” Alkaios clutched the hellhound’s spikes for stability and dragged Zeus out of the dark hallway.
Just as they escaped her view, Nyx reached down and gripped the Thunderbolt. With all her might, she pulled, and for a long moment, nothing happened. And then it budged, grating against the stone at her back and the organs in her gut. Nyx smiled as she repositioned her hands, and she heaved.
    
HADES’ voice could not scream as Minotaur’s fists shattered her son’s bones, but everything within her wailed. Her soul thrashed. Her mind spun. Her gut heaved. With strength her muscles did not possess, she pulled herself across the floor, her chest leaving a smear of blood in her wake. It was the longest journey she ever traveled, and the entire crawl convinced her that every move would be her last, but just as Minotaur raised his arms above his head for a second time, Hades threw herself over Makaria’s torso.
“Mother, no,” he spat, his weak and damaged limbs trying to force her off him, but she coiled herself around her son, and accepted the crushing blow for him.
The world went black and then oozed back into her hazy vision. The pain was too great to even voice a cry. Every muscle, all of her will, poured into protecting the child she loved beyond reason.
“You are a fool, and you are weak,” Minotaur laughed. “You care so much for your inferior gods and your half-blood son, you would sacrifice yourself for them. Our reign would have been remarkable—the Alpha and Omega—but you are an insult to our race, just as your father was. Too concerned with the survival of your bloodline to recognize your potential. Perhaps when I kill you, the soul of the Omega will reincarnate again, and I shall finally have an end worthy of my beginning.”
“The first Omega resisted you, as did I,” Hades whispered into her son’s chest. “As will the next.”
Minotaur roared and threw his fists down against her back, but Makaria snaked his arms out from under her torso and caught the Alpha’s hands. The impact broke every bone in his fingers; the sound echoing in Hades’ skull, but her son did not cry out. He did not allow his voice to admit his agony. Instead, he shoved his lips against his mother’s ear.
“Get up, Mother. Finish this.”
    
ALKAIOS, Kerberos, and Zeus careened into the opening, their wounds fighting their every step, but the moment their speed spit them out into the Labyrinth’s center, they jerked to a halt. Harpies. Hundreds of them, and the bloodthirsty army blocked their path to Hades. No matter how many they killed, the Island mutated more.
Movement caught Alkaios’ eyes, and he shifted to watch a smaller harpy stride through the horde. He was still transforming, his human form peeking through the cracks, but that was not what gave the Dark Lord pause. It was the tattered lab coat, hanging by shredded and bloodied threads about its shoulders.
“Is that…?” Zeus trailed off.
“Doctor Marcel,” Alkaios finished for him as the swarm launched into action and descended upon them.
    
MIDAS WAS MORE blood than flesh. Talons dug into his muscles faster than he could condemn them to gold, yet no matter how many harpies his fingers morphed from tissue to metal, there was another to take its place. He would drown in this ocean of violence, and he only prayed his sacrifice served its purpose.
A harpy clawed at his calf, and he collapsed. Pain radiated from his kneecap, but just as the winged monster above him raised her talons for his throat, a wave rippled through the hoard. Their feathers trembled, and their muscles tensed. Collectively, the beasts snapped their heads away from his prone form. Midas held his breath, uncertain if this distraction was his salvation or the herald of something worse.
Without warning, the harpies fled, rushing across the expanse with the cries of blood-lust and battle on their lips. They carelessly trampled him, his body tossed like hay beneath their claws. His arms flew before his face, striking any monster that came too close. Golden bodies piled around him like a tomb, and with sudden claustrophobia, Midas kicked his way free.
That is when he noticed them. Hades lay across her son’s prone form as a human shield, protecting him from Minotaur, but just as his fists fell in the death blow, Makaria caught his hands. Even from this distance, Midas saw the man’s fingers break upon impact, but he did not yield. He held strong, shielding his mother from the slaughter.
Midas struggled to his feet, silently begging Hades to stand, but she sprawled across her son’s chest in silence. She was too still, too bloody, and a deep and brutal rage boiled in Midas’ gut. Vengeance flowed through his veins and ignited his spirit. A god had cursed him with this golden touch, but today it would be a blessing.
Midas seized two harpy stragglers and turned them to gold without mercy. A third lunged to block his path, but he leaned into the collision and gifted the monster with eternal shine. He ducked under the flight of another and captured the ankles of a fifth, but as he regained his footing, he saw Hades move. Hope bloomed in his chest as she dragged herself off Makaria onto the cold floor. Inch by brutal inch, she pulled her ruined muscles over the stone, but she was too slow. There would be no freedom for her.
Minotaur ripped his fists from Makaria’s broken fingers and kicked the boy savagely in the ribs. The young man flew across the room, skidding to a harsh stop, and the horned god bent and seized Hades’ ankle. He yanked her backward over the floor, her chest grating on the ground, and Midas felt a sudden clarity. This was why he had been spared. This was why Dionysus had granted him immortality. Not as a punishment for his transgressions. No, his death was too important to waste on age. It had been saved for this moment so that in the end he might trade his death for hers.
Midas inhaled a deep breath of purpose, and then he ran.
    
THE PAIN WAS TOO GREAT. Every muscle screamed for her to stop, to end this misery, but with slick fingers, Hades grasped the stone tiles before her and pulled. Her blurred vision shifted toward where Prometheus lay dying, and she saw Demeter frozen in the shadows. Her eyes were glazed, her body too still. Shock consumed her features. Immobility stilled her bones. She simply watched as Minotaur beat her daughter and grandson to death.
Hades stretched aching fingers to her sightless mother. She could not speak, her voice dying within her, but every fiber of her being begged for help. Yet Demeter stood frozen in her own dazed world.
Without warning, a thick hand grasped Hades’ ankle and dragged her ruthlessly over the floor. She could not fight him. She had no strength left, and based on the strangled cry her son loosed, he would join her in death soon. She wanted to panic at that thought, to be enraged with grief, but the agony ran too deep. Death was too intoxicating a dream. It danced before her, beckoning her home, calling her to a peaceful slumber.
Minotaur pulled her below his hulking mass and kicked her hips, rolling her onto her back. He looked down at her swollen face and smirked, blood leaking from his maniacal expression. He wanted to watch the light leave her eyes.
Battered and broken, the Alpha bent down to grab her throat in a slow but careful motion, when a sudden rush of wind disturbed the room, and a blur of flesh flew through the air. Minotaur jerked to a stand and twisted his massive torso in time to notice Midas soaring for his skull, hands outstretched. Minotaur stepped away from Hades and centered his mass. The Omega was not going anywhere. Her execution could wait.
Minotaur stared into Midas’ eyes, his soul eager to deliver this fool to death, and just as the man collided with his chest, the Alpha lifted his hand and punched.
Midas’ cracking ribs echoed throughout the Labyrinth. The sound was so harsh it rattled the ancient prison as he plummeted to the ground. His spine hit the stone with an unforgiving smack, but the damage was already done. Not a single bone in his torso was left unscathed. Shattered within him, they dug into his organs, his lungs, his veins, and with a crimson cough, Midas’ life slowly bled from his body.
Minotaur stepped to loom over him and laughed. His mouth mocked the man of gold’s pathetic attempt to save the Omega, but at that exact moment, Theseus exploded from the darkened hallways behind them. Minotaur had not noticed the newcomer in his gloating, and with one look at the carnage, Theseus launched himself into a run. This was why he had left Hope. This was why he had returned. Minotaur had tried to kill Hades, yet as he raced across the darkness, he saw her chest heaving, her legs pushing. She was unbearably slow, but she was moving. She needed more time. He would give it to her.
In better health than the rest, his speed was flawless, and Theseus crossed the cavernous opening in the blink of an eye. With a silent bend of his knees, he hurled himself into the air for Minotaur’s back. If he could only grab him around the throat—
Minotaur whirled on his heels and flung out his fist, catching him by the ribs. The pain was instant and unbearable as the Alpha met his eyes and squeezed. Theseus gasped as every rib in his chest snapped in half. Blood pooled in his mouth and dripped over his tongue. His heart pulsed erratic and slow. His vision blurred, and his mind fogged at the edges. With his limited sight, he saw Minotaur’s grotesque lips curl into a smile, and then he increased the pressure. More bones broke in Theseus’ body. He thought it might have been his spine, but he could not be certain. He was certain about nothing, save one simple truth. He was dying. This was his end. Resolved to that fact, he lowered his gaze to Midas’ collapsed form at the horned god’s feet. The man lay broken. Not long for this world. They would die together, but not yet. Not while there was still breath clinging to their lungs.
Midas’ glazed eyes looked up and met Theseus’. It was only a second, the briefest moment, but it was all Midas needed. He understood. He nodded, but Theseus only stared back, not wanting to alert Minotaur whose fist grew ever tighter. And then, with shaking limbs, Midas reached up with his last breath and grabbed Theseus’ ankle.
Gold bloomed over the man’s skin as Midas gifted his final touch. “May my death bring glory to the gods,” he whispered. “Now I am worthy of Elysium.” The moment his soft voice left his lips, he fell lifeless to the cold stone. His life complete.
Metal rushed over Theseus’ skin, consuming his calves, his knees, his thighs. The instant it touched his hips, he lifted his arm parallel to the ground and bent it so that his hand pointed at Minotaur’s heart. He squeezed his fingers tight into a thin line and angled them for a gap in the Old One’s ribcage.
The gold continued devouring his flesh, and as it hit his torso, Minotaur looked down in surprise. Like Hades, his skin did not turn, but that was not Theseus’ intention. He wanted him distracted, and as soon as the Alpha glanced down, he heaved his elbow back. He had seconds before he was no longer human, a single moment before his life would be useless, and with every ounce of strength remaining in his body, he thrust his hand forward.
The movement caught Minotaur’s eye, but he simply looked up with amusement. There was no fear in his gaze as he held the man airborne, only arrogance, and Theseus smiled before he loosed a battle cry. His fingers flew on their perfect aim; his timing blessed by the gods. For the moment his fingernails touched the Old One’s chest, the gold solidified his arm. His fingers were pointed. His palm flat. His flesh was metal, and the force behind his dying thrust propelled his golden hand in between Minotaur’s ribs and straight into his heart.





XXXVII
HADES BRACED for a blow that never came. Minotaur had dragged her back from her escape, but as if by divine intervention, Midas exploded from the darkness. His death would be swift. He already lay on the ground, his final breaths rattling within his lungs as he stared up at Theseus’ dangling body. And that was when she saw it. The look that passed between their gazes. Minotaur had missed it, his arrogance too great to recognize the danger. Surely, no mere man could end him. He did not understand sacrifice, but Hades would not make the same mistake. From her collapsed sprawl, she watched Midas nod almost imperceptibly before lifting a hand to grasp Theseus’ ankle. They were buying her time. The harpies were distracted. Demeter was frozen in disbelief. Nyx was missing. This was her last opportunity, and as gold engulfed Theseus’ leg, she drew her darkness close.
With great difficulty, Hades rolled to her stomach and pushed herself to her knees. She inhaled, the cold air shocking her lungs, and then she fell into the shadows.
An instant later, she appeared before Prometheus and recoiled at the sight. He was no longer of this world, his carcass shredded and desiccated. Chaos had cruelly devoured him alive, and nothing remained but rot and desecration. It had finally killed him, but Hades was not Prometheus. Her will was strong, her power dark, despite her weak body and hazy mind. Chaos had surged out of control, its poison battering her in toxic pulses. She knew the past sensed its encroaching evil. She knew the future felt its devastating effects, yet she paused. The moment she placed that box into her soul, it would be a ferocious battle of wills. One where she would either exit victorious or as a corpse.
A flurry of gold captured her vision, and Hades twisted just in time to witness Theseus’ fingers slip perfectly between Minotaur’s ribs and rupture his heart. The Alpha did not flinch. He did not bellow in pain. He simply stared at the crimson flower blossoming over his chest as Theseus’ forearm disappeared within him. For a moment, nothing moved; no one breathed, and then Minotaur reeled backward. He ripped Theseus’ solid statue from his flesh, the arm soaked in blood, and dropped the golden body to the ground beside Midas’ lifeless form. The Labyrinth shuddered and groaned as the curse of the eternal prison loosened its grip. There was no escape from these walls until the Alpha was dead, and as his unstable legs struggled to keep him upright, the whole of the maze held its breath.
Minotaur stumbled, and his knee hit the stone with an echoing crack. Through the darkness, Hades saw his wide eyes, his fear, his surprise, and even though his palm clutched at his chest to staunch the flow, it was of no use. His heart had been obliterated, and blood cascaded out of him. The Alpha was a dead god. He just refused to believe it.
An explosion of bodies rippled through the harpy swarm in the distance, and seconds later, Kerberos broke through their ranks. On powerful legs, he ran through the dark, and his three sets of fangs opened wide. Minotaur would not survive this. Kerberos would make sure of it.
The impact was carnage and devastation as the hellhound gripped Minotaur’s skull with his center head and his shoulders with the other two. The muscles and tissues ripped in wet pops as the god-killer heaved. The Old One batted a weak fist at the hound, but the light was fading from his eyes. He had no fight left within his ancient bones, and Kerberos was fueled by glorious purpose, his existence destined to destroy the gods.
Hades tore her gaze from her beloved dog and grasped the box from Prometheus’ gut. It was time, but that gentle motion woke Demeter suddenly from her trance. She whirled on her daughter.
“Hades, stop!” Her scream echoed war, and she erupted into a run. Nyx appeared from the shadows behind her, and both women tore through the miniature maze with desperate footfalls. For a moment, Hades locked eyes with her mother. It was only a second, a brief pause to coil her darkness around her soul, and then she shoved the box of Chaos into her chest.
A catastrophic shock wave erupted from her body, knocking all in its path to their backs and disintegrating the stone of the smaller maze to dust. The wind plowed into Kerberos, but the hound refused to release his prey, and as his hulking mass hurled backward, Minotaur’s head ripped free of his neck.
Hades did not witness her dog’s final glory, for the storm within her chest was a battle of anguish and rage. The Chaos churned violently, ripping her muscles from her skeleton as it fought to consume her darkness. Hades roared, and the sound was heard throughout the world. Every living soul paused at her voice as if they understood the magnitude of the war carving its way through the Omega’s soul. Only one being in all of time and space moved at the outcry of her torment.
Nausea roiled through Alkaios as he battled a path through the harpies to get to her. Dark smoke clawed the air surrounding her body, thrusting her flayed flesh back onto her bones as quickly as the evil disintegrated it. Her blood misted in turmoil as it burst from her veins, and for a long and horrible moment, Alkaios prepared himself to watch his beautiful wife explode in a fog of gore and butchery.
Hades screamed until her lungs could bear the agony no longer. She felt her lips peel off her face, her fingers waste away to the bone. The skin on her chest vaporized to reveal her pounding heart through her ribcage, and the box of Chaos hurtled itself against the prison of her fractured ribs. It demanded freedom. Its hunger craved to suck her dry until it contained all of her darkness, but even as Hades’ stomach peeled off in wet slabs and her cheeks evaporated in macabre mist until her skull was all that remained, her power twisted in writhing intricacies. It danced and heaved about her limbs, pulsed around her organs, and just as her body threatened to vaporize, the black smoke expanded as if it was exhaling its final breath. Everything stilled. The Chaos paused, and then, with unnatural speed, the inky smoke inhaled and slammed into her flesh.
The blackness disappeared within Hades, piecing her back together cell by shattered cell. The box raged within her chest, desperate to escape, but the smoke wrapped a noose around it and pulled. The force yanked Hades upright to her full height, and her eyes snapped open. Gone were the impossibly dark blue irises. In their place stood solid black eyeballs. Death had come, and death always won in the end.
Hades turned to face her mother, her smoke pulsing like vicious serpents. She was pure beauty and terror to behold. She was death reincarnated. With control unmatched, she lifted her arms to her side. Her raven hair whipped in the wind. Her black eyes were all-seeing in their sovereignty, and with a wickedly beautiful grin, Hades snapped her hand into a fist.
Chaos broke under her will, and the resounding crack was not only heard in every corner of the world but also throughout time. The box was hers. She fed on it. She controlled it, and the room shimmered with its intensity.
Demeter and Nyx glanced around wildly as the shimmer gave way to dozens of portals. For a weighted moment, nothing happened. The barriers flickered in the darkness. The harpies, blood drunk and insane, screamed their alarm at the box’s vibrating power. Alkaios and Zeus forced through the horde on broken and weak bodies, and even though Alkaios could barely remain upright, he lifted his gaze to his wife. Her eyes were as dark as the Winding Staircase of Tartarus’ gaping entrance. She was magnificent, and the sudden urge to bow to her reign struck his heart.
Hades watched her husband battle both the harpies and his failing body to get to her. He could hardly move, but he was alive. Despite the consuming violence vibrating within her very soul, relief so fierce she could taste its sweetness bathed her emotions. Her raised fist clenched so tight that her nails carved into her palms, and as Alkaios lifted his beautiful mud-blue eyes to hers, she uncurled her fingers.
The shimmers burst wide, releasing their hold on time, and a disturbing war cry echoed through the darkness seconds before Keres, Chimera, and Hydra exploded into the future. Charon and Poseidon surged from the past behind them, and then all of Olympus poured forth in glorious warfare. The lion god-killer leaped into the fray of harpies, his mane instantly soaked with bloody sacrifices. Keres, Hydra, and Charon met Hades’ blackened gaze for a brief second. They heard her call and answered. Centuries of unspoken love and loyalty passed between them before they too launched into the fight.
Hera led an army of Olympians to Zeus’ and Alkaios’ aid, but Poseidon froze when he saw Nyx seething beside Demeter in anger. He threw a panicked look to Hades, his shock raking over the headless Minotaur and the crushed golden man at his feet to land on a battered Kerberos. His initial instinct was to recoil from the three-headed demon, but the beast merely limped closer until they stood side by side. The dog lowered his stance for an attack, granting the King of the Seas his loyalty for the first and only time. Sensing the oncoming battle, Athena and Ares flanked the god and the hellhound, aiming their weapons as Nyx drew her power close and lunged for her brother.





XXXVIII
APOLLO, Artemis, and Hermes flanked Zeus as Hera captured him in her arms, and to her shock, he hugged her close as tears spilled down his cheeks. She had never seen him cry, and the sheer look of relief flooding his expression strangled her emotions. This was not the husband that abandoned her months ago, and her surprise deepened when he pressed his mouth to hers in a rough and bloody kiss. His lips lingered until neither could breathe, and when he pulled back, her eyes shot to his.
“What happened to you?” she gasped. “Where have you been?”
“I will do better,” he promised, and her brows raised in confusion. “Hera, I will be better. Do not give up on me, please.” He swung his gaze to where Hercules and Perseus lay unconscious. She followed his line of sight and gasped. There was no mistaking who fathered those men.
“I have so much to atone for, so much to explain,” Zeus continued as she recoiled from his embrace, but he did not let his wife go, his arms ensnaring her small waist both to keep from collapsing and to force her to listen. “Please do not give up on me.”
Hera held her husband’s gaze and saw something she had never seen before hovering in his irises. Humility and affection. And while every fiber of her being longed to remain within the comfort her years of bitterness offered, she lifted a hand and brushed his filthy cheek.
“I…” she started. “All right.” It was not much. It was all she could manage, but to Zeus, it was everything.
    
ALKAIOS STUMBLED THROUGH THE BATTLE. Makaria’s battered body sprawled on the ground ahead, and his stomach almost heaved onto the stone at the sight. His son, his beautiful son.
“Please,” he whispered as he faltered. “Breathe for me.”
“My king,” Charon caught him, and Keres flung her shoulder against his chest to steady his feet, the stench of burnt flesh wafting off his torso in acrid waves.
“Get me to my son,” Alkaios said. Charon and Keres followed his line of sight and inhaled sharp breaths of surprise. They had been with the boy moments before when they answered Hades’ call. He had been a two-year-old child when they left him with Ioanna. There was no mistaking the unconscious man, though. He was carved in Alkaios’ image, surrounded by Hades’ superiority.
“We have much to explain, but please get me to my wife and son.”
The ferryman nodded, and Keres seized the snake ensnared Hydra as she ran past, pulling her to her side. Together, the women forged a path through the harpy swarm. Charon dragged a battered Alkaios behind them, but as they closed in on Makaria, Poseidon flew into their chests, knocking them to their backs.
The god of the seas scrambled to reclaim his Trident and dove back into the fray. Nyx fought with the insanity of a caged beast. If they did not subdue her, Zeus and Poseidon might lose the sister fate had so cruelly returned to them.
“Go.” Alkaios nodded to Charon and the weak Kerberos. “I can make it from here.”
The Titan thudded his shoulder affectionately, and Keres pressed a soft kiss to his cheek before summoning Chimera to help them battle the dark woman not even Poseidon could withstand.
    
HADES WATCHED in radiant darkness as the Olympians cut down the harpies and as Nyx fought a losing battle against Chimera, Keres, and Hydra. Poseidon had not been strong enough to withstand her, and Kerberos’ battered body struggled to remain upright, but there were three god-killers of the Underworld and a spirit of vengeful death to contend with now. It would not be long before Nyx either fell beneath their fangs and blades or saw the wisdom of surrender. By the truth in her eyes, Hades knew which she would choose. She was a survivor, enduring for centuries in Tartarus. She would not allow the very creatures of the hell she endured to end her. Not now.
Thick, weaving tentacles of smoke pulsed around Hades’ dark form, heralding her majesty and power as she observed the battle. Chaos raged within her, but with every passing second, its surrender increased. She longed to throw herself into the bloodshed, to offer her divinity, but she refused to release her control until Hope found her. As soon as their enemies were subdued, she would reopen the portals before returning the box to Hope. She could not risk the harpies, or universe forbid, Demeter and Nyx to escape and continue their havoc. Only those pulled from history could return, and once there, Hades would undo this future. She would find her mother in the past and stop her from stealing Chaos. She would welcome Nyx into her court and show her that the gods had changed, that Zeus was not his father. But most importantly, Hades would hold her son close. She and Alkaios would raise the boy with love, not vengeance, and though she would forever remember her husband’s tortured corpse, she would live with the peace that it was only a memory, not a reality.
Hades turned her blackened eyes to Makaria. His chest barely moved, but he was breathing. His struggling pained her, but by the day’s end, this future would be erased. The child she had fought to keep safe from Minotaur when he was still in her womb would be whole and healthy, and she reveled in knowing that when he became a man, he would resemble his father. Alkaios’ limping form caught her eye as he hobbled toward Makaria. Her heart swelled as he strove to close the gap between himself and the son who tried to slaughter him. His forgiveness, his grace, his strength. She would love him forever. She would—
Where was the Pitchfork?
With a sudden alarm, Hades scanned the floor, but it was missing. She had dropped it during her struggle with Minotaur, but it could not have gone far. Alkaios did not have it, nor did Makaria. Her gaze flew to Keres, but her hands only carried blood. Hydra was laden with thick and poisonous snakes, and Nyx’s arms filled Charon’s grip as he and Poseidon pinned her down. Hades’ vision snapped to Kerberos and Chimera, but neither monster had captured it. With gnawing concern, she glanced at Zeus and Hera, but he only clutched his Thunderbolt in limp fingers. Where was her Pitchfork? Who ha—
Demeter stepped out of the shadows, and Hades stared with horror as her dazed mother lifted it into the air. Hades’ gut clenched at the expression plastered on her face. It was of desperation and defeat, the look of a cornered animal refusing to accept its fate. She had come this far, fought this hard for it all to count as naught, but instead of accepting failure with grace, she planned to take her enemies down with her. The bident was not her weapon, but it had once been her husband’s, fashioned into a pitchfork in her honor. It answered to both her daughter and her grandson. Her blood might not control it absolutely, but she possessed enough strength to wield it with consequence. If she killed anyone pulled from the past, they would cease to exist, and Hades realized with dread who Demeter had set her target upon.
Alkaios did not see her take aim in the pandemonium. His sights were on his battered son. No one noticed except for Hades. The goddess of the harvest had fallen silent and helpless in the shadows during the combat, but now, as her arm curled back, she prepared to launch one of the most powerful weapons known to the gods at the man she knew her daughter refused to live without. And then she loosed the Pitchfork.





XXXIX
HADES’ movement was instant. The second the Pitchfork launched into the air, she leaned into her smoke and vanished. Every nerve within her was alive with panic. Her soul screamed with desperation. Alkaios. Please, not Alkaios.
The journey into darkness was a fraction of a moment, a blink of an eye, but it felt too long. It took too long, and as Hades stepped out of the swirling fog, she lunged for her husband. Her sudden appearance surprised him, and his mouth formed her name, but Hades seized his biceps in an iron grasp as her chest smacked his. Using her momentum, she heaved, forcing him backward with her body, but they barely moved more than a few inches when the pain struck. It was like nothing she had ever endured, and her back arched as the impact forced her against Alkaios.
“Hades?” He caught her fall, searching her wide eyes in concern. “Hades?” But she did not speak. Her strength collapsed, and her legs buckled. Alkaios dragged her against his chest as they plummeted to their knees, and as they connected with the stone, her head jerked awkwardly to the side. That is when he saw it. The Pitchfork, her Pitchfork, was embedded deep in her back, aimed right at her heart.
“No!” Alkaios’ scream was violence and tragedy, the sound an excruciating heartbreak, and the entire room froze.
“No.” His soul detached from his body with vicious pain, and his screams haunted the Labyrinth. “Hades? Hades?” And then, unable to form words, he roared his agony into the darkness.
Makaria physically felt the impact of Alkaios’ despair, and the adrenaline coursing through him pushed him to his knees. He crawled across the floor and found the father he did not love, cradling the mother he had spent centuries missing.
“Mother?” He saw the Pitchfork protruding from her back as she hung from Alkaios’ distraught embrace, but by the anguish in his father’s voice, he had not placed it there. Makaria’s gaze snapped to Demeter, and he knew. It had been her.
“Why would you do that?” he screamed, desperately trying to stand, but his weak legs collapsed beneath him, and his jaw cracked against the ground. “Why?” he sobbed as he lay on his stomach, his will gone from his aching muscles. “No. Please, no. Why?”
“It…” Demeter trailed off. “It wasn’t supposed to be her. She stood behind me. Why would she move?”
“Because I love him.” Hades’ voice was weak, blood spitting from her lips as she spoke, and Alkaios looked down into her fading eyes.
“You, my husband, understand better than anyone. It was never about power for me. It was about love, and you gave me more in a few years than most get in a lifetime.”
“Help her!” Alkaios’ gaze shot to Zeus and then Poseidon. “Someone, help her.”
“They cannot.” Hades reached up with trembling fingers and pulled his face to hers. “It was...” she coughed a crimson spray before continuing, “a weapon of the gods. They cannot help me.”
“You have healed far worse. I will remove it. You will be all right.”
“No.” Hades stopped him. “If you pull it out, I will bleed out faster, and I want these moments to say goodbye.”
“Stop.”
“Alkaios, this is my weapon, metal of the first gods, and it pierced my heart. There is no healing this, not even with my power.”
“I said stop.” He was sobbing uncontrollably. “You cannot leave me. I will not let you.”
“Make sure you set history right,” she whispered through shallow breaths as her fingers stroked his cheek. “Love our son. Find Demeter and show her what happens when you rule with kindness. Welcome Nyx home, and guard Hope. Help Zeus become a worthy king. Help him love his sons.”
“Hades…”
“Do not forget me. He will not remember much, so tell our son about me.” As she spoke, she felt a palm on her thigh and looked down to see Makaria curled against her body. He was too weak to stand, so he dragged himself against her legs and clung to her with broken fingers. Hades reached down, but her limb refused to obey and fell to the floor. A gentle grip scooped it up, and Hades watched as Keres lifted her wrist and placed it on top of her son’s. Keres, her friend. Her right hand. The woman was sobbing, and she pressed a soft kiss to Hades’ cheek before pulling back.
Following her lead, Hydra and Charon crowded around her and knelt as close as they could. Chimera followed next, and Kerberos was last. The hound dragged his body behind Alkaios and curled until he encompassed both of them. The moment his snouts touched his mother’s skin, he howled a cry so mournful, every heart in the room shattered.
“Stop,” Alkaios sobbed.
“My husband,” Hades pulled his head down to hers. “Do not waste my final moments. Just love me.”
“I do.” Tears cascaded down his cheeks and all of Olympus crowded around them, bending to their knees in respect. Even Nyx fell before her queen in horror.
“I loved you the moment I saw you. You were this exquisite woman who wandered onto my farm. I did not know then what a glorious life you would give me, but I am thankful you chose me. I will never stop loving you. Never.”
“Some of my soul will pass on to Elysium,” Hades whispered. “Even if I am only a breeze, I will never leave you. I love you. I love all of you, but you, Alkaios, most of all. You are the other half of my soul. You are my destiny. I am sorry this is goodbye, but you were worth it.”
Alkaios hugged her closer and pressed his lips to her mouth. He poured every ounce of love into the embrace, and when they finally broke apart, he clutched her to his heart and sobbed. But it was too late. She was no longer with him. Hades, lord of the Underworld, the Omega, the end of all ends, and his most beloved wife had died, her life leaving her as she kissed the man she loved for the last time.





XXXX
NO ONE MOVED. No one spoke, and centuries passed in the following minutes. The room stood in a trance around Alkaios as he clung to his lifeless wife, unable to comprehend what had happened. The sorrow rippling through the air was unbearable. Tears flowed from every eye, and Alkaios refused to lower his arms. Her heartbeat was gone. Her breath stilled, yet he could not pull her from his chest. This was Hades. His Hades, and he knew she wished for him to survive and bring honor to her name, but he did not want to. He wanted to lie down and die with her. How was he supposed to live without her?
The sound of a falling object woke them from their trance, and Alkaios watched the box roll harmlessly to the floor. Hope emerged from the crowd. She had felt Chaos return to its subdued state and had raced to aid Hades to contain it, only she was too late. With tears cascading down her face, she plucked it from the stone and shoved it into her chest.
“I want to take her home,” Alkaios said as he looked up at her. “Let me take her home.”
Hope nodded and extended her arms. The shimmers surrounding them opened, and Alkaios curled his arms beneath his wife. As he stood, Keres stepped behind him and withdrew the Pitchfork from Hades’ back.
“I will find you and stop Demeter from stealing Chaos,” Alkaios whispered to Hope. “You will not know me at that time, but it is what Hades wanted.”
Hope nodded, her sorrow forbidding her words.
“Those from the past,” Alkaios said so all could hear. “Let us take her home.” He stepped for the portals, but a hand caught his ankle. He looked down and found Makaria holding on to him with a desperate fist.
“I won’t remember this, will I?” he whispered.
“It is a blessing, my son.” Alkaios shook his head. “When I return, I swear to tell you every day of the glorious woman who was your mother, but you will not remember her death. We shall start anew, and I will never allow this future to come to pass.”
“I want to remember her death.” His voice trembled, frail and afraid. “She vanished when I was only a boy. I barely remember her in this timeline, and now I’ll never get that chance. I want to keep this memory.”
Alkaios looked away, fresh tears rolling down his face. He pulled his wife tight to his chest and knelt before his son. Makaria peered up at his father and then leaned forward to kiss his mother’s head.
When he was done, Alkaios stood and walked to the portal and took Hades home.
    
THE UNDERWORLD SHIFTED as he returned to the past. Makaria was first to greet him, followed by Ioanna, but when they saw who he carried, a vicious sorrow engulfed them. The throne room morphed to welcome its rulers home, and instead of twin thrones on the dais, a funeral bed rose to take its place.
Alkaios placed his beautiful wife atop the stone, and the moment she touched the altar, the Underworld stilled. Olympus froze in time, and the entire earth paused. Every soul, every corner of the universe, felt her loss. An hour would come when mourning must end. A day when Alkaios would have to keep his promise, but in the following weeks, nothing moved. No one spoke, no one existed. Grief overcame the world, but Alkaios and Kerberos most of all. They refused to leave Hades’ side, Makaria huddled between them. They remained frozen with her body, her cold fingers clutched in her husband’s hands. The Underworld crowded around her, and the Olympians descended into the darkness to sit in her presence. It was a sorrow so deep, so excruciating, they barely breathed, and for days, they surrounded Hell’s Queen, unable to move.
All save one. While the earth froze, and the Underworld stilled, one life surged and grew. It was not still. It could not be still. The pomegranate tree. The green leaves were absent of any flowers except for one, and that blossom bloomed large and healthy. As time passed, the flower gave way to a single fruit. It started small, but while the Universe was frozen in anguish, this pomegranate swelled and heaved until it was a voluptuous crimson. Thick. Round. Full.
When the tree could no longer support its ripened weight, the fruit fell to the ever-changing terrain of the Underworld’s floor. The fall split the red skin wide; the halves cleaving apart, but instead of pearled seeds, only blackness oozed out of its fleshy shell. Roiling smoke exploded from the pomegranate. Smoke the Underworld knew all too well, and as it curled from the ruptured rind, it tasted the air. The inky tendrils hovered for a moment before scenting their mark.
The fog ran along the fortress and through the door Hades had broken wide. It rushed through the darkened hallways and passed the frozen gods until it found what it sought. Home. It had returned home, where it belonged, and with a delicious peace, the smoke settled.
The breath returning to her lungs was so loud that the entire earth heard. The kiss pressed to heartbroken lips so profound, it gave birth to a legend. A legend of love so intense, it could never be parted, tainted, destroyed. All of time and space witnessed the silent confession she whispered against his mouth as her returned power coursed through her veins.
I love you.
For once you eat the fruit, you are bound to the Underworld. Hell owns your soul. It hides it away in its depths, and who should the afterlife guard with such ferocity but her? And shield her soul, the pomegranate tree did. The spirit of the Omega must prevail. Death requires a master, and death always wins in the end. When the first Omega perished alongside his brethren, his soul was not pure. The Touch of the Gods tainted his hand, yet he found absolution when he saved his wife, Demeter, and their unborn child from genocide. As the Old Ones died, the prophecy ensured his spirit would continue, but not within his body, and so Hades was crowned his heir. She was the reincarnation of her father’s reign, but unlike him, she was worthy. She was everything her ancestors were not. The Omega did not need to be reborn. It already found its home, already clung unbreakably to a soul. Death always prevails, and once you eat of the tree, you are tied to this realm. The Underworld loved its queen. It would not let her leave. It safeguarded her soul, and when she needed it, the Underworld returned it to her. Death demands its king. Hades needs his Persephone. Alkaios must have his Hades.



  





EPILOGUE
NOW YOU KNOW the truth about Hades and Persephone. Trials will always batter the king and queen of Hell, attempting to defame their dark power and taint their bond, but you have been blessed with their true story. History remembers Hades and Persephone, but when you die and enter the Underworld for your judgment, that couple will not greet you. You shall come face to face with Hades, the Omega, and her beloved husband, Alkaios. Their hellhound Kerberos will drag you to the Winding Staircase of Tartarus if they find your soul lacking, but if you are pure of heart… If you live worthy of the woman named Hades, then when you meet her, you will witness her beauty and be granted eternal life in Elysium.
Never forget the story of Hades and Alkaios. Their devotion defied the odds, and because of their sacrifice, they survive to this day, alive and content alongside their children and their monsters. Do not ignore the importance of love. The Olympians appreciated its value when the gods before them did not, and that is why when you hear thunder or see the waves, when the flowers bloom or smoke curls through the wind, you are glimpsing the gods. Forgiveness and friendship solidified their reign, and a fierce, unyielding love returned Hades to her husband’s eternal arms. Let this be a lesson for you. Live honorably and cherish those you love, for in the end, when you greet Hades and Alkaios, they will find you holy and pure. There is nothing in this world greater than to gaze upon the Omega’s beautiful face and see your life well lived reflected in her eyes.
Remember the story of Hades and Alkaios, and that they yet live, forever entwined in one another’s arms. That they reign over a realm of darkness with iron fists and merciful hearts. And as a word of caution, do not forget to bury your dead with coins. The ferryman must be bribed.
    
*If you have enjoyed this book and feel comfortable leaving a review on Amazon, it would go a long way in helping Independent Authors like me. Thank you for taking the time to read Pandora!*





MYTH GLOSSARY
I highly recommend reading this after you have finished this book. In this glossary, I talk about the original myths and how I reinvented them, so this section will have lots of SPOILERS! (Especially for Pandora). Therefore, I am including the glossary only in this last book, but it will include all the characters from throughout the series. I decided to write this because over the years when I tell people about these books and how I reimagined the myths, many have never heard the original stories. This glossary is for you!
Hades: Greek God of the Underworld, often associated with the three-headed dog Cerberus, a chariot, and a two-pronged Pitchfork. In ancient times, pitchforks had only two prongs instead of the modern three. Brother of Zeus and Poseidon. Husband of Persephone. In this series, I wrote Hades as a woman. He was always my favorite god, and I wanted to see him and all his dark glory as a woman. Thus, Pomegranate was born. In my version, Hades is not related to Zeus or any other Olympian, instead, she was a mortal woman who, after helping Zeus put down a Titan Demi-god rebellion, was granted eternal life on Olympus. She fell in love with Zeus, but when he marries Hera and exiles her to the Underworld, she discovers she is the third great god. Hades in my version is also the god of death and has more powers than the original. There was no such thing as the Old Ones and the Omega in the original Mythology, but for this series, after she gives Alkaios her deity, I couldn't let her become second, and so the Omega, the end of all ends, was born.
    


Alkaios: (Bonus solo Alkaios!) One of the only two characters created specifically for this series. His name means strength, and he starts as a mortal farmer and ends as the public persona of Hades and the love of her life. The farmer aspect is a slight homage to Persephone, goddess of the spring, and that she found the Pitchfork on his farm. In my version, the Original Omega forged his weapon in honor of his wife, the goddess of the harvest * (see Demeter). Fitting that fate brought Hades a farmer. His adoption of her name in the public eye is my explanation for why we believe Hades was a man married to Persephone.
Persephone: Hades’ wife and goddess of spring. In this version, Hades is Persephone. In Pomegranate, Hades disguises herself when she meets Alkaios. Partially why Alkaios is a farmer. Hades is not the goddess of spring, but Alkaios has a failing farm she helps. After Hades saves Alkaios’ life, she publicly adopts the name of Persephone since people believe Hades to be the god of the Underworld. It was easier for them to change the gender of the god instead of the name, so to the world, Alkaios becomes Hades and she becomes his wife Persephone * (see more about Persephone under Demeter.)
Kerberos: The Greek spelling of Cerberus, the three-headed guardian of the Underworld. In these books, he is a god-killer created by the original Omega. He was three dogs during the age of the Old Ones, but in a fit of rage, the Omega killed two of them, ripping off their heads. Overcome with sorrow, he grafted the two dead heads onto the biggest living dog’s body, thus creating the hellhound. He then chained the hound above Tartarus, the Greek Prison for the wicked, * (See Tartarus) until Hades freed him. His and Hades' relationship is largely based on my relationship with my pitbull, China. So much so that I dedicated Pitchfork to my dog. If you look at the Hades and Kerberos art in this book, Artist Brina Williamson combined my description of the hellhound and my pitbull to give him even further ties to China. I adore it.
Chimera: A monster with the body and the head of a lion, a second head of a goat, and a tail of a snake. In these books, Chimera is the second god-killer of the Underworld. He only has one head, and he is a lion with the tail of a snake. The goat comes into play when he is stalking his prey. He looks like a goat to lure his victims into false security until it is too late. Then he shifts into the massive lion. Hades loves Kerberos most, but of course, if she has a dog, she has to have a kitty cat.
Keres: Spirits of Vengeful death. In mythology, the Keres referred to a type of spirit, not a person. For Pomegranate, I condensed the Keres to one woman. After Zeus condemned her to Hell for blasphemy against him, she becomes Hades’ best friend and right hand, ruling the Underworld in her absence.
    


Charon: (Bonus Couple Art!) The ferryman of the River Styx. In mythology, the Styx separated the land of the living from the land of the dead, and Charon would ferry the souls across to their judgment. If holy, they would go to Elysium, the Greek heaven * (See Elysium). If wicked, they went to Tartarus, the Greek hell. The dead were buried with coins to pay for safe passage from him. In Pomegranate, Charon is the last remaining Titan. In love with a mortal woman during the Titan reign, he tried to ferry her across the poisoned Styx. His boat leaked, and he threw her to safety before he died. This saved him from being destroyed when Zeus and Poseidon overthrew the Titans * (more about this under Cronus). After Hades came to power, she resurrected Charon and charged him with being the eternal ferryman. She then returns his love to him. In pitchfork, Charon and his wife, Ioanna, have triplet girls, the Fates * (see more about them under The Fates).
Ioanna: The second character I created for this series. She is Charon’s wife, and her name means “God is Gracious,” which is a reference to Hades reuniting the couple.
The Fates/Moira: In Mythology, the Fates were three ancient women who spun the threads of destiny. Clotho spun the thread of human fate, Lachesis measured it, and Atropos cut it, this action determining the moment of a person’s death. In this series, they are Charon’s and Ioanna’s triplet daughters.
Makaria: Goddess of blessed death and daughter of Hades. I gender-swapped Makaria like I did Hades, and as you just read in Pandora, Makaria is Hades and Alkaios' son. He is still the god of blessed death.
Hydra: A serpentine water monster. For every head you cut off of the monster, two more would grow back. In this series, Hydra is a woman who murdered her betrothed and the woman he cheated on her with by releasing poisonous snakes into their bed. Accidentally getting bit, she died, and her shade (soul) was judged guilty and sentenced to Tartarus. The Snakes of Tartarus, a breed of serpents bound to Hell that are poisonous even to the gods, tortured her. Hades releases her from her punishment and confines the snakes in her blood, making it possible for them to leave Tartarus and creating the third and final god-killer of the Underworld. When Hydra attacks, the snakes rip out of her veins and start growing until they are monstrous. For every one snake killed, two more escape. The only way to stop them is to cut Hydra’s, the woman, head off. She is good friends with Hades along with Keres and Ioanna.
Demeter: Goddess of the harvest. In mythology, she was Persephone’s mother. Legend has it that Persephone’s beauty caught Hades’ eye, and he kidnapped her, taking her to the Underworld to make her his bride and queen. Demeter was so distraught by her daughter’s abduction that she stopped using her power on Earth, and the harvest failed. Snow fell, and after months of winter, Zeus realized Hades needed to return Persephone to her mother before humanity died out. Some versions say he tricked her, and some (which I like to believe) say Persephone ate them willingly, but Hades gave his wife a pomegranate to eat. She ate a few seeds, thus binding herself to the Underworld for as many months as seeds she ate. Therefore, Persephone would spend part of the year on earth with her mother, and Demeter would bless the earth with a harvest—hence spring and summer. And then when Persephone rejoined her husband in the Underworld, Demeter would fall into a depression and allow nothing to grow—hence fall and winter. This myth plays a large part in both Pandora and a smaller role in the rest of the series. The pomegranate being a very important part of binding Hades to the Underworld, as you just read in the ending. Demeter's Chaos presents itself in this book as an ice age. She promises not to stop the snow until her daughter Hades sits on the throne. She feels that by pretending to be Persephone, the real Hades has been 'stolen' by the men in her life. This myth also plays heavily in how Hope, Icarus, Theseus, and Prometheus see Hades. Since she disappeared from time, they assumed she was Persephone and was kidnapped. In Pitchfork, the original Omega throws his wife out of the Old One Realm * (See the Old Ones) when he discoverers she is pregnant. He does this to save her and the child, but his mother's prophecy ensures not only will the Old Ones wake but his spirit will reincarnate. The pregnant wife in this scene was Demeter, Hades’ goddess mother, and in a way, Persephone's as well.
Minotaur: In mythology, he was a humanoid creature with the head of a bull. He was locked away on an island in a Labyrinth no one could escape unless he died. Theseus eventually killed him. * (See more under Theseus). In this series, Minotaur is the king of the Old Ones. He is the Alpha, the beginning to Hades’ end, and he is the only god more powerful than her. In Pitchfork, I explain how he came to be trapped in the Labyrinth, and in Pandora, I explain his death.
The Old Ones: A race of fictional gods I created for this series. They were the first deities and had absolute power, but committed genocide after performing the Touch of the Gods too many times. Minotaur was their leader, the Alpha, and his brother was the Omega, the god of death. Hades is the reincarnation of the Omega. The Touch of the Gods (which almost killed Alkaios in Pomegranate) is a fictional death which not only kills the body but also the soul. All souls pass on to the Underworld after death, but if killed with a god’s weapon, only a fraction of the soul reaches eternity. If the Touch is used, though, nothing remains. It is why Hades gives Alkaios her power since only a god can survive it (this is why Hera and Poseidon threaten Hades with this death at the beginning of Pomegranate, but ultimately use it on Alkaios after she breaks the seal). It is also why I created the Old Ones. No lady of mine loses her power for a man, even one as dreamy as Alkaios. There are a few Easter eggs within the Old Ones in Pitchfork. A few mythological beasts show up as deformed gods. The Cyclops and the Centaur. Minotaur's mother has a third eye. Also, my own personal Easter eggs ended up in it. The fanged god from Pitchfork is huge, with black scaly skin and rows and rows of fangs. I had watched Venom right before writing this, and the fanged god was a much more terrifying version of Venom. There is also a green-scaled god without a face, just a slit to suck up flesh. I had been watching the show Lost In Space, and the faceless robot gave me the idea for the faceless god. The realm of the Old Ones was not on Earth, and an army of Gorgons guarded the entrance. * (see Medusa)
Medusa: I outline Medusa’s original myth in Pitchfork, but as a quick recap, Medusa was a beautiful woman assaulted by Poseidon in Athena’s temple. Disgusted by the act, Athena cursed Medusa to become a serpentine woman who turned men to stone just by looking at them. Perseus eventually killed her * (see Perseus). I love my warrior women, though, so I wanted to give Medusa a less hurtful story. In Pitchfork, she uses these myths to hide in plain sight, waiting for Hades. She is the last surviving Gorgon, a race of warrior women who protected the realm of the Old Ones. She also has control of her sight. In her human form, she still has snakes for hair, but her sight is harmless. Once she transforms into a giant serpent with the torso of a woman, that is when her eyes turn people to stone. In Pitchfork, the three witches guard her temple * (see the Graeae).
Graeae: I do not refer to them as this in Pitchfork, but the three witches guarding Medusa's temple are based on these women. The Graeae were three old women who shared one eye and one tooth among them. They were the ones who told Perseus how to kill Medusa * (See Perseus). In Pitchfork, they live in a garden maze with their single eye on a pillar so they can see all. They are naked, clothed only in mud, and their mouths are sewn shut with thick twine. They speak telepathically, and Kerberos kills one of them by grabbing her with all three heads and pulling her apart. I put this scene in because, until that point, Kerberos was called the most terrifying god-killer, but we never saw him in action.
Hope & the Box of Chaos/Pandora’s Box: This is based on Pandora’s box; hence, this book’s name. Pandora was given a box and told not to open it. She did and let evil into the world, and when she tried to close it, the only thing she trapped was Hope. In my book, Hope is the emotion in human form. She keeps the Box of Chaos safe, balancing the good and the evil. After the box is stolen by Demeter, it acts as a portal encompassing space and time, which is the plot of this book.
Prometheus: In mythology, Prometheus stole fire from the gods and gave it to mankind so they could better themselves. This angered Zeus, and he chained Prometheus up and sentenced him to have his liver eaten every day by an eagle. Every night, he would heal, though, and in the morning it would start all over again. In Pandora, Prometheus is one of Hope’s protectors. It was his idea to restart Hephaestus’ forge—stealing the fire. * (see more under Hephaestus). Nyx then captured him * (see Nyx) to feed the box of Chaos—being eaten alive every day only to heal.
Icarus: In mythology, Icarus was a man whose father gifted him wax wings. He instructed him not to fly too close to the sun because the wings would melt, but Icarus did. They melted, and he fell to his death. In Pandora, Icarus is one of Hope’s protectors. This book’s version of flying too close to the sun is that while trying to save his friends and the forge, Nyx knocks him into the flames, killing him. In this book, Icarus has no wings.
Theseus: In mythology, Theseus was the warrior who killed the Minotaur. He tied a thread to the entrance of the unescapable Labyrinth, and after he killed the Minotaur, he followed the thread back to safety. In Pandora, Theseus is one of Hope's protectors. He enters the Maze with Hades, and when he sees Minotaur try to kill her, he sacrifices himself to save her life. Since Minotaur is nearly impossible to kill in this series, I didn't have Theseus kill him through strength but through sacrifice, something the Alpha would never expect. Since he knows he is dying, he gives Midas * (See Midas) permission to turn him into gold and uses his dying breath to plunge his metal hand into Minotaur’s heart. I listened to the song the Night King by Ramin Djawadi on repeat while writing this death scene.
Midas: A greedy king, Midas asked a Dionysus * (See Dionysus) to grant him the touch of gold. Everything he touched turned into precious metal, but he realized his mistake when he could not eat. He asked Dionysus to remove it, and the god told him to wash in the River Pactolus. The beginning of this myth is relatively the same in Pandora except that instead of washing himself, he allows the god to wash the little girl he turned into gold. To reward him for choosing to save the child, Dionysus dressed her in his cloak and then took her river washed dress and made Midas gloves. As long as he wears them, he will turn nothing to gold. He dies at Minotaur’s hands, but not before he turns Theseus to gold, giving him the power to kill the Alpha.
Griffin: A creature with the head and the wings of an eagle and a body of a lion, Griffins lived atop the mountains and hoarded gold. They were often associated with Zeus, sometimes called The Hounds of Zeus. In Pitchfork, I reduced them to one massive creature who lives in a golden nest (who knows, maybe some of the golden everyday objects stuck in it were from Midas) atop a mountain. At war with both Hades and the Old Ones, Zeus fears that if it comes down to it, the Underworld will side with Hades so he goes to beg for the help of the Griffin. The creature answers the call during the last battle.
Harpies: Creatures that had the wings and body of a bird, and the face (and sometimes torso) of a woman. They would abduct and torture souls on the way to the Underworld, often used by Hades to punish the wicked. In Pandora, they are not associated with Hades but are humans that have spent too much time around the Box of Chaos, mutating into monsters. The scientists named them after the first soldier who had been mutated.
Scylla & Charybdis: I did not change them much from their original story. They were creatures found in Homer's The Odyssey. Charybdis was a sea monster characterized as a whirlpool, and Scylla had the body of a woman, long snake-like necks that ended in rows of sharp teeth protruding from her waist, and the heads of baying dogs coming from her bottom half. I cut out the dog part because I wanted to give her a more fearsome sea monster appearance.
    


Zeus: (Surprise bonus art of him without his lightning.) King of the Olympians and Heaven. Brother to Poseidon and Hades. Husband to Hera. Associated with lightning and the Thunderbolt weapon. I didn’t change too much about his power, but in this version, he is related by birth to Poseidon and by a blood bond to Alkaios (aka Hades publicly, hence the story of three brothers). He was not related to my Hades, but instead had a love affair with her for years before leaving her for Hera and power. A lot of the gods’ problems came about because Zeus could be promiscuous, and so I wanted to both hint and that and change it. His one affair results in twin sons * (see Hercules and Perseus) who historically were not twins, but for this book they are. After being confronted with that reality, Zeus vows to be a better man and husband. Zeus has to be one of my favorite characters. I could not stand him after book 1, but he has evolved so much and learned from his mistakes.
Poseidon: God of the Seas. Brother to Zeus and Hades. Associated with a Trident. In this version, he is biologically related to Zeus and blood bond related to Alkaios (aka the public persona of Hades.) He is also Hera’s brother, but I tweaked their parentage a bit to reduce the family/marriage ties * (See Hera & Rhea). When I wrote him, I pictured a shorter and lighter-haired version of Loki.
Nyx: Goddess of the night. One of the oldest deities whose power was so great, that even Zeus feared her. Said to dwell in Tartarus, she was fathered by Chaos (fitting, right?). In Pandora, I made her Zeus' sister because I wanted it all family against family, dark ladies against dark ladies. He still fears her in this version, though, and to explain her Tartarus connection, I had Cronus exile her to Hell where she wandered down the Winding Staircase of Tartarus until she felt Hades break the seal. * (See Tartarus).
Hercules: Son of Zeus and a mortal. I used his Roman spelling because that is the name we most associate with him (the Greek is Heracles). Famous for his twelve great labours, although I do not reference those in this book. Instead, his strength gives him the ability to use his father’s Thunderbolt.
Perseus: Son of Zeus and a mortal woman. In mythology, Perseus was the one to behead Medusa to save Andromeda from the sea monster, Cetus. Half-brother of Hercules. In Pandora, he is Hercules’ twin, but he is still responsible for beheading Medusa. He wears her snakes in his braids and uses her head to fight his father in the end. He kills Medusa in this book not to save Andromeda, though, but to annihilate the Greek Gods and their allies to make way for Demeter and her plan.
Hera: Goddess of Marriage and Family, Hera was the wife of Zeus and the sister of Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades. She was often jealous and vengeful against Zeus' multiple lovers. In this version, she is not related to Hades, but she still is vengeful. I also changed their parentage a bit. Their parents were the Titans Cronus & Rhea * (See Rhea), but in these books, Hera is not Cronus's child. Rhea split herself into two beings. One mothered Zeus and the other Poseidon with Cronus. The one that mothered Poseidon then mothered Hera with a different man.
Ares: God of War. Associated with a helmet and spear. (I pictured Jon Bernthal when I wrote these books)
Athena: Goddess of Warfare. Associated with a helmet and spear.
Apollo: God of Music and Prophecy. Associated with a laurel wreath and a bow and arrow.
Artemis: Goddess of the Hunt. Associated with a bow and arrow. In this version, her arrows are inlaid with gold. She has a bittersweet relationship with Hades since both of them were friends with Orion before Pomegranate’s beginning * (See Orion).
Orion: A great hunter and Artemis’ hunting companion, the goddess turned Orion into a constellation after his death. Before the events of Pomegranate, Hades was a mortal who was gifted eternal life on Olympus after she helped put down a Titan Demi-god rebellion. The Titan Demi-gods wanted power for themselves, so they convinced mankind to stop praying to the gods, weakening them and denying them access. As a mortal, Hades could slip into the cities, and together with Orion, they helped the Olympians. Unfortunately, Orion died in the rebellion, and Artemis was so heartbroken that she made him into a constellation. I never specifically mention it, but I imply Orion and Artemis were more than just friends.
Dionysus: God of Wine. In mythology, he was the one who gave Midas his golden touch. The story changes slightly in this book because instead of removing the touch for himself, Midas allows the little girl to be saved, and Dionysus gives him gloves made from the girl’s dress so that he can use his hands.
Hermes: Messenger of the gods. Associated with winged sandals. I do not include those in this series, though. (I pictured Tom Felton when I wrote him.)
Aphrodite: Goddess of Love and Beauty.
Hephaestus: God of Metalwork, Fire, Building, Sculpture. Mason of the gods. In mythology, he was married to Aphrodite, but I left that out in this series. He works in a legendary forge and creates all the gods’ weapons, as they call to him. In Pomegranate, he cannot make Hades her weapon because nothing calls to her. As we know, it is because the Pitchfork already existed, passed down from the first Omega/god of the Underworld and death to her, his descendant. He makes her a chariot, though, which is one of the objects associated with Hades.
Hestia: Goddess of Home and Family.
Cronus: The ruler of the Titans, Cronus fathered many of the Olympians, including Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades, by his wife Rhea. After learning from Gaia (mother earth) that he was destined to be overthrown by his children, he began devouring them the moment they were born. Rhea gave birth to Zeus in secret and gave her husband a swaddled stone, which he mistook for his son and ate. Zeus later overthrew him and took his throne. In this series, Cronus was the first Titan King, and he devoured his children, afraid of losing power. He fathered Zeus, Poseidon, and Nyx, but not my Hades. After exiling Nyx to the Underworld as we learned in this book, Zeus believed he tricked the Titan from Pomegranate’s prologue to subdue Hell. (The Titan fortress was in the Underworld between Elysium and the River Styx /Tartarus. Two great doors lead to Heaven and Hell, and unknown to all until Pitchfork, the original Old One Omega was the one who built the fortress and created the Underworld.) As we know from the Prologue, Kerberos killed that Titan, and all the Titans sealed the door to Tartarus until a new god of death was born… Hades!!!! But getting rid of Nyx wasn't enough for him, and Cronus began devouring his children until Zeus and Poseidon overthrew him and made their home on Mount Olympus.
Rhea: Titan goddess known as the mother of the gods. Consort to Cronus. Mother of many of the Olympians, including Zeus, Poseidon, Hades, and Hera. In Pitchfork, I tell how Rhea split herself into two entities as an example of her motherhood and fertility. One gave birth to Zeus and one gave birth to Poseidon. The one that bore Poseidon had a relationship with a man other than Cronus and had Hera, therefore, making her Poseidon's sister and not Zeus'.
The Oracle of Delphi: A Priestess who made prophecies about the future. People would ask questions of the gods, and she would go into a trance to answer them. In Pitchfork, I establish that these were women with a divine sense. The gods would descend to tell the women their prophecies and then they would put on a show. In Pitchfork, the Oracle senses a woman of snakes surrounding Hades, leading them to Medusa.
Tartarus: A deep abyss used as a dungeon of torment and suffering and as the prison for the Titans. If souls were judged to be wicked after death, they received their punishment in this version of Hell. This was where Hades found Hydra and where Nyx stayed during her exile. In mythology, Zeus didn’t kill the Titans. He locked them away here, but in my version, all the Titans except Charon are dead. Kerberos is found chained above the entrance, and in this series, Tartarus is represented as a hole in the ground that leads down into an eternal winding staircase. It has no end.
Elysium: The Elysian Fields was the paradise where heroes and the pure were sent after their deaths. It was their heaven.
Shades: The souls of the humans that died and passed to the Underworld. Humans were buried with coins so they could pay Charon, the ferryman, for passage across the River Styx. They would face judgment and either be condemned to Tartarus or blessed with Elysium. If they could not pay, they would wander the shores for eternity.
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