
        
            
                
            
        

     Prologue 
   
        All legends are born out of truth.  All fairytales have slivers of facts buried in their history, and what today is known as merely myth and foolishness was once very real.   As stories are passed down through time from one generation to the next, facts are exaggerated and omitted until what was once a simple story becomes fantasy.  But if you dig deep enough, all legends have a beginning; and while many tales are rooted in truth, there is one that’s true story has all been but forgotten.   
        In the beginning, legend tells us that Zeus, Poseidon, and Hades were brothers who overthrew the first gods, their Titan parents, and took the world for themselves.  By drawing lots, Zeus, king of the gods, became ruler of the skies.  Brave Poseidon drew the lot of the seas, but wicked Hades was tricked into drawing the lot of the Underworld where he became the most feared and hated of the gods.  This is merely legend though.  The truth...  
        The truth is very different.   Zeus and Poseidon were indeed brothers who overthrew their parents after their power-lusting father Cronus began to hunt down his own children. They split the world as they saw fit: Zeus with the sky and Poseidon with the seas. The Underworld, though, ruled itself.  Sealed off from the rest of the world, it was greatly feared… even by the gods. 
        For in the days when Cronus ruled, the Titans built themselves a great fortress in between heaven and hell.  The Fortress possessed two Great Doors on either end of its vastness, one opening on Elysium, and the other on Tartarus and the Underworld.  From the beginning of time the Underworld did its own bidding, but one Titan, mighty yet too proud, strode through the door to Tartarus believing he had the power to subdue the beast called hell.  He would step over the threshold of hell destined never to return, for in the bowels of the deep there are god-killers, and they ripped him to shreds.  A great panic spread over the Titans.  If the Underworld could claim one of their greatest, who then would be safe? 
        Cronus felt the weight of the fear rippling through his fortress and called upon his brothers.  Joined together as one, Cronus and the Titans sealed the Great Door to Tartarus shut.  Separated from the land of the living by the River Styx and now sealed off from the Titan fortress by the Great Door, the Underworld was left to its seclusion. Cronus vowed it would stay that way, sealed for all eternity until the Universe saw fit to birth a child of power, power meant for the darkness that lurked just beyond the stone.  He declared that he who would one day break the seal of the Great Door would be bound to the Underworld and for all eternity keep it at bay as the door once did.  And the fury that was once Hell’s would be his to unleash. 
        Over the next centuries, Titan’s would present themselves and their children to the great door in the hopes that they were the powerful one, but the door’s seal refused to give way.  Not a shiver, not a groan.  Sealed.  And as time wore on fewer and fewer Titans visited the door in hopes of grandeur until finally the door stood solemn and alone.  Forgotten. 
        Centuries later the Titans would fall to Zeus and Poseidon in the Great War nearly destroying earth.  It left the once great Titan fortress in empty ruins, and the new gods made for themselves a new home on Mount Olympus.  Yet the Great Door still remained shut tight.  The Olympians possessed a grave fear of the Underworld, and even though there was the promise of power to he who broke the seal, none of the new gods ventured down to the ruins of the Titan fortress to test their strength against the door. 
        But as for Hades, the third brother of legend… in the beginning, Hades was not even a god, but rather an immortal of Olympus.  Once a mortal of earth, Hades had so pleased the gods that life among them was granted.  On Mount Olympus, Hades’ eternal youth was that of pure beauty said to have rivaled the beauty of Aphrodite herself.  All were captivated by the splendor that was Hades, but Zeus most of all.  For Zeus loved her. 



 
I 
   
        Hades’ eyes snapped open, her heart slamming against the walls of her chest.  She could hear the blood rushing through her ears and feel the bumps on her arms rise in a cold chill.  Her breath was labored, body frozen stiff.  Fear was the best way to describe it, and then again it wasn’t.  Hades had been harshly jolted out of a deep sleep by a wave of alarming panic that would have stilled the heart of any other, but not her.  She loved this feeling.  She loved the cold that rushed over her skin, loved the deafening sound her heart made as it crashed against her ribs.  She loved how no matter what she had been doing, this paralyzing rush made it completely irrelevant.  She loved this sheer terrifying panic, for it meant one thing… a god had entered her presence, and she knew exactly which one it was. 
        Hades lay in her bed silent and still, letting her heart slow and her skin forget the cold shivers.  Her deep pomegranate red hair lay over her white bed sheets like blood spilling over an altar; her full lips clenched shut while her dark blue eyes stared at the ceiling growing accustomed to the night.  When the corners of her ceiling became visible, she shifted her eyes around the room.  Her furniture rose in the darkness like great beasts.  The sheer curtains flapped in the night breeze like demons come to take her, and then her eyes fell on the broad shadow blocking the moonlight.  He stood in the dark, his huge frame covering the entire opening that was her window.  He was tall, so very tall with shoulders so smooth and so broad one could not help but stare in awe.  His skin taught and perfectly stretched over muscles only gods could possess.  His large arms were folded firmly over his chest, and the moonlight danced over his short blonde hair as he gazed outside, his bare back facing her.     
        Hades’ eyes drank in the sight of him as if he were water in the desert sand.  Slowly pushing the sheets from her body and swinging her bare feet to the floor, she silently moved towards him, the swing of her hips causing her gown to swish gracefully about her ankles.  Sliding behind him, her slender arms slipped around his waist.  His back felt warm as she pulled him close, her fingers tracing a path over his skin until they came to a rest on his chiseled chest.  Without a word massive hands folded over hers, and they stood pressed together utterly silent letting the night air wash over their faces. 
        “What’s troubling you?” she ventured, her soft voice breaking the silence.  He ignored her though, his jaw set in a harsh line as he stared out into the darkness.  Craning her neck around his mountain of a shoulder, she stared at him her cheek resting on the warm flesh of his arm.  But even with her gaze boring into him, Zeus remained silent; and so with an almost imperceptible sigh, Hades squeezed his hand reminding him that she was still waiting on an answer.  By all that was good on Olympus, he was beautiful.    
        “There is nothing troubling me,” he spoke into the night, an automatic response to her gentle prodding. 
        “Every time you stand at this window, your heart is heavy with something,” she said, her lips murmuring the words into his bicep.   
        “You know me too well,” he replied, the corners of his mouth turning up as he finally turned his gaze to hers.  He looked at her for a long moment before squeezing her hands lovingly as his eyes wandered back to the night outside her window. 
        “Well?” Hades asked, her gaze unwavering.  
       “The gods’ grumbling is growing louder.  It’s becoming harder to ignore,” he answered finally, his chest slightly deflating as he let out the air in his lungs. 
        “What grumbling?” Hades asked, her brow furrowed. 
        “Against you,” Zeus answered.  “For decades they have kept silent but no more.”  Hades let go of Zeus and backed up.  Finding her bed with the back of her legs she sank to the satin watching Zeus turn his hulking body around to face her.  “You are not a god, my love.” 
        “I know that… they do too… always have.  Why now do they decide to grumble?” 
        “Because,” Zeus’ face fell, the words he was about to utter were bile.  “They will not have an immortal as Queen.  Their grumbling betrays what the council’s final decision will be.  Only a goddess will be accepted as Queen of Olympus, and all my love for you will not change that.” 
        “Queen?” was the only word Hades managed to get passed her lips. 
        “You would automatically become queen by marriage.” 
        “Marriage?”  She uttered, still not able to find the words to speak in full sentences. 
        “Yes,” Zeus laughed a little.  “You did know that is what I wanted?” 
        “Yes,” she struggled to find her tongue.  “I had hoped.” 
        “Hades,” he said, her name tasting of honey on his lips.  “My beautiful Hades, I have wanted to wed you for decades, but if the gods’ grumbling grows much louder, the council could forbid it.” 
        “They can do that?” 
        “They can try.” 
        “But you are Zeus, their king.” 
        “And the last time a king defied his council and his family, his children overthrew him in a great war that almost destroyed earth.” 
        Hades opened her mouth to say something but couldn’t find the words.  She could barely wrap her mind around what he was saying.  The pit of her stomach churned like one of Poseidon’s storms.  She loved this man with all of her soul, and now he stood in front of her speaking of queens, councils and fallen gods and that somehow they had a say over her love. 
        “I don’t want to be queen,” she whispered faintly into the night air.  “I just want you.” 
        “Unfortunately, to marry me is to become queen,” he said but seeing concern marring her beautiful face added, “But nothing is certain.  The council has not spoken, and I may yet be able to sway their decision.”  Zeus moved towards the bed covering the distance in one massive step.  He reached out and scooped her up folding her into his powerful arms before he too sank to a seat.  His skin was warm against hers, and Hades could feel the massive pumping of his heart.  It was strong and rhythmic, its steadiness comforting.  She pressed her head on his chest and listened to the blood coursing through his veins. 
        “Make sure you tell them that I do not want to be their queen,” she said, her voice barely audible.  “I just want you.” 
        Zeus placed his massive hand gently on the back of her head pulling her closer.  “I know,” was all he could manage to whisper back.  “I know.” 
   
        Zeus watched out the window as the fiery rays of light began flickering in the sky as the great sun blinked awake.  Hades had fallen asleep hours ago, but Zeus had remained awake staring out of the window cradling the beautiful red-haired woman.  His eyes remained unblinking as the dark sky turned pink.  The world was so quiet as all of Olympus and all of earth slept.  Even Hades was peaceful in her slumber.  Zeus enjoyed the silence.  His body would become still like a statue, muscles frozen, eyes open wide.  The problems of the world almost faded away in moments like these; moments where he let everything disappear, and in his solitude, the only thing he was aware of was the slight rising and falling of Hades’ breath and the pitch-black sky being set on fire.  The fire started out as sparks, and these sparks were a reminder to him that the end to his solitude was fast approaching, that his rigid stillness with the red-haired girl would be disrupted.  He hated when these moments ended because if the council went against him he might never have this silent perfection again. 
        The sun’s arms stretched higher into the sky causing the shadows to run and hide in fear.  Zeus’ eyes finally blinked starting a chain reaction of movement that rippled throughout his body.  He stood to his feet still cradling Hades in his massive arms and in a few large but silent steps made his way from the foot of her bed to the head ever so gently setting her still sleeping figure down.  He brushed her red hair from her face letting his fingertips brush lovingly against her cheeks before pulling the white satin sheet over her perfectly shaped body.  Zeus straightened up to his full hulking height gazing at Hades, printing a permanent picture of her peaceful face in his mind, and then before she could wake he was gone. 
   
        Zeus walked through the empty corridors that had grown out of the very stones of Mount Olympus. He was surprisingly silent despite his hulking weight and heavy steps, and as he rounded every corner it was as if the hallways had never even been disturbed.  
        He eventually came to two massive doors on the opposite side of the Council Chambers and planted his hands firmly on either one. His muscles writhed under his skin as he pushed, the hinges creaking with their weight as they opened and continued until they had swung shut with a thud.  When the Olympians had first come to the Mountain, it was nothing but a striking peak in the clouds, but the moment Zeus and Poseidon had set foot on the stone, Mount Olympus began to creak and strain beneath them before growing up further towards the sun.  At first, it made no sense to the two young brothers why the stone at this very moment had begun to change its height, but eventual forms began to take shape.  Thus the Home of the Olympians was grown from the very Mountain on which it now stood, no tools and no manpower, just smooth solid continuous stone.  It had emerged from the ground with the Council Chambers being the highest point, which was circled by the ring of the gods’ residence, which then, in turn, was circled by the residence of the immortals.  Hades’ room was on the opposite side of the Council Chambers from his, which wasn’t far, but at the moment it might as well have been at the bottom of the sea.    
        Inside Zeus’ room, the curtains were drawn leaving it as dark as when he had left it hours before.  His mighty thunderbolt still lay propped up against the wall where he had laid it to rest.  It didn’t look like much, the long jagged spear of an old worn metal the likes unknown to mankind.  Its slightly zigzagging body and rough dark grey surface gave off the appearance of shoddy craftsmanship, but the pure electric power it possessed was no careless matter.  In his hands, the old metal was great and terrible. 
        “Hello, brother.” A deep voice shattered the silence, causing Zeus to turn around with a jolt.  There in the corner with his feet casually propped up on a table and his tall bronze colored rusting three-pronged trident in hand sat Poseidon.  He was tall like Zeus, but not as hulking.  He was a lean man with long muscles, long arms, and a long torso.  His hair was darker blonde than his brother’s, and unlike Zeus’ clean shave Poseidon sported dirty blonde scruff on his handsome face.  His sea-green eyes stared right into Zeus’ blue. 
        “What are you doing here?” Zeus asked startled by his brother’s intrusion.  It always unnerved him how his slender brother could catch him off guard.  Not one person, be it god or man, could sneak up on Zeus save his brother.  It always irritated him, and this morning was no exception to that. 
        “I have heard rumors, brother,” Poseidon said looking at his brother as he slowly spun the end of his unearthly metal trident on the floor.  “Rumors about the red-haired woman.” 
        “Hades does not concern you,” Zeus retorted.  
        “She does when it involves my brother, and the grave mistake he is about to make.”  Poseidon continued still twisting his trident.  It was eerie how his hands spun the weapon, threatening without an actual threat. 
        “Hera is to be queen, Zeus,” he continued.  “I am going to make sure of it.”  Poseidon stopped twisting his trident gripping it tight.  “My sister is a great goddess; she will not be subjected to your immortal.”  He pulled his legs off the table and stood to his feet stretching to his full lean height.  “The rumors about the red-haired girl best not be true.  My sister will not be humiliated.  If she is I will be very angry… and I will not be the only one.”  Poseidon strode towards Zeus striking his trident on the ground like a massive walking stick, the ringing of metal striking stone echoing throughout the room.   
        Poseidon clasped the back of Zeus’ neck with his free hand and pulled his brother's head towards him, kissing Zeus on the cheek, a gesture that was neither friendly nor loving.  The two stared at each other, eyes wide seeing which would blink first.  Neither did.  The look in Poseidon’s green eyes unnerved Zeus, though, so he stepped back forcing Poseidon’s hand to fall limply to his side.  The corners of Poseidon’s mouth curved up. 
        “I’ll see you at the council, brother.”  Poseidon’s words were a cross between honey and vinegar as he hoisted his trident into the air.  His long legs carried him to the heavy doors, his long sinewy arm pulling one of them open just enough for his lean figure to slip out leaving Zeus standing alone in the dark room stone-faced and unsettled. 
   
        Crack!  A flash of golden lightning ripped through the air.  Hades put her brush down and went to her window.  Crack! Another flash tore through the morning silence.  Lightning shot from one cloud to another setting ablaze the morning sky with an unholy light.  Cloud to cloud lightning always meant Zeus was angry.   
        Hades sighed and left her room knowing where he would be.  There was a cliff on the edge of Mount Olympus, a length below the top on which the gods had built their lives, where Zeus went when he required solitude.  This particular cliff offered an impressive view of the earth below, and on days where the sun was shy, the clouds completely covered it in mist and fog rendering it nonexistent.  Zeus had claimed this little spot of rock as his own, and she was the only other person on Olympus that knew it was even there. 
        Hades wandered through the open corridors, her dress and hair blowing about in the morning breeze.  She took the quickest route out of the buildings to the open green fields that ran long and rolling only to end abruptly at the mountain’s edge, where they dropped off suddenly leaving nothing but air and a long plunge down towards earth.  Out here in the static open air, the cracks of the lightning were singeing the sky with an acrid smell.  They were in fact so close she could reach up and shove her hand straight into the bolts, but she didn’t.  One time she had been out in the fields with Zeus during a lightning storm watching as he had reached up and put his hand into the flash.  The electric jolt that had ripped through the air after that was terrifying, anchoring her feet fast to the ground, but Zeus had only laughed and then proceeded to grab her hand and thrust it into the light.  The shock of the lightning jerked through her rushing over her skin like icy needles, paralyzing her.  Her hand had gone numb after that incident and it took days for her to wash the burning smell from her singed hair, and that was with her hand in Zeus’.  She would never dare touch the light on her own, so Hades let the lighting crack and scream close above her head as she crossed the field to the edge of the mountain letting the charged static air tickle her skin. 
        Reaching the edge, Hades peered over the rocks.  There far below, just as she expected sat Zeus, his broad back hunched over.  Crack! Another bolt of lightning shattered the silence so close to Hades’ head that she jumped sucking her breath in sharply.  Hades didn’t mind being so close to lightning, but when she could feel the heat of the bolts against her skin and a ringing was left in her ear, she felt nervous without Zeus; so pulling her dress above her knees she began her descent.  Holding tight to the jagged rocks, she climbed, feeling with her bare feet for her next foothold.  Pebbles and dirt fell about her fingers until her feet hit the solid rock of Zeus’ cliff.  Hades let go of her grip and wiped her hands together sending dirt falling from her palms.   
        Despite the noise, she made coming down Zeus still had not moved.  She had always been amazed how still he could be.  His deep blue eyes would not blink; his muscles would not even flinch.  It was like he was dead stone, a statue, save for the intense beating of his strong heart.  Hades reached out her hand and rested it on his back.  Impossibly still and firm. 
        Hades ran her hand over his shoulder and rested it on his chest.  She felt the thud of his heart, the slight rise and fall of his breathing chest, the warmth of his burning skin; the only sign that life still coursed through his veins.   
        Crack!  Lighting struck so close this time it practically blinded her.  She took her hands off Zeus and rubbed her eyes trying to rid them of the white patches in her vision.  It was then Zeus finally moved, reaching his hand up towards her.  Her hand was so small in his as he pulled her to the ground next to him.   
        Hades swung her legs over the cliff and looked down.  It was such a long way down from here.  It always made her a little dizzy, but the good kind of dizzy.  The kind that exhilarated you, letting you know how incredible it was to be alive.  It was that feeling of being overwhelmed by something so treacherously beautiful that attracted Zeus to this spot… that and the fact that in all their years here Hades was the only one who had actually figured out it was here which, to be honest, didn’t bother him. 
        “Poseidon threatened me,” he said his voice as deep as the rumbling thunder coming from the clouds above.  Seeing her eyebrows lift in worry he added, “More like a threat for a threat.  He loves his sister.”  He turned to face Hades and brushed his thumb over her eyebrows bringing them back down to normal.  “If he is against you, then so is the council.” 
        “So that’s it?” Hades asked pulling her face from his hands.  “Just like that our decades are rendered inconsequential?” 
        Zeus opened his mouth but found he wasn’t sure how to answer her.  He took a deep breath letting the air rush forcefully into his lungs. 
        “You are king… can’t you bend the rules a little?” Hades asked.  Zeus shifted his head and raised his eyebrows in a question.  “Make Hera a political Queen,” Hades explained.  “That is all Poseidon wants right?  For his sister to be in a position of power?  You could make her Queen and your equal without marriage, and that will satisfy them all.  Then we wouldn’t have to change,” Hades said taking his hand. 
        “I cannot just make her a queen.” 
        “Why not?”  Hades demanded. 
        “Because that would cause a divide in power,” Zeus explained.  “Queen by marriage keeps Olympus united; if I did what you ask the gods would choose sides and power could end up splitting down the middle.  I cannot just give Hera that kind of power.  She is Poseidon’s sister, and therefore will side with him over me,” Zeus said his voice agitated.  Another stroke of lighting punctuated his words. 
       “So you pick power over me?”  She asked her voice barely audible.   
       “Hades...” he said pushing his fingers through hers.  “There’s more to it than that.  I have responsibilities…” His voice trailed off lost in the cracks of the cloud storm. 
        “I know,” Hades said choking back tears.  “I just thought you would have fought harder.” 



 
II 
   
        The council chamber echoed, booming with the thunderous voices of too many gods arguing all at once. 
        “I agree with Poseidon,” Ares was shouting. 
        “Hera is our one true Queen,” Athena yelled across the crowd.  The grumbling of the gods had gone from an argument to an all-out screaming match in no time flat.  Arms were shaking in the air, and sparks from metal weapons striking the stone were flying about the gods’ feet.   
        Zeus had tried to say his piece.  He had tried to tell his brothers and sisters his love for Hades was pure and good, and that she had no claim to the throne.  He hoped to convince the council to give him what he wanted, but the conversation turned uncivil faster than he expected.  A sour Hera had started spewing filthy names at Zeus, and it all went downhill from there.  Hera screamed at the council that the immortal was a little too ambitious in her hold over Zeus.  Of course she had chosen Zeus, the red-haired girl wanted to rise up to rule.  Zeus instantly came to Hades’ defense saying Hera was wrong, but that had backfired, for all Poseidon heard was Zeus calling his sister a liar.  Poseidon’s booming voice had crashed on Zeus’ ears warning him to be very careful.   
         The voices of the other gods’ followed one by one, until they reverberated about the chamber leaving Zeus’ head spinning.  He argued, trying to say he wasn’t dishonoring anyone.  That he just wanted to be with the woman he loved, but even his voice could not be heard over the rage of all the gods.  Now he sat in silence feeling his head turn numb and his heart drop.  Hades’ words played over and over in his head, “I just thought you would have fought harder.”  They were worms in his soul.  The more he heard them the further they dug, but they weren’t the only words he was hearing.  Poseidon’s words, “My sister will not be humiliated.  If she is I will be very angry… and I will not be the only one,” played in his head as well. And how true they had been.  The whole council was in an uproar, egged on by Poseidon and Hera - not even allowing Zeus the chance to open his mouth.    So instead, Zeus sat there, dejectedly in the chaos.  At first, the gods were yelling directly at him, but now they screamed at each other practically forgetting the slumped over Zeus.   
         He let his mind wander to Hades’ face.  He saw her big blue eyes and her red lips pursed together.  She had looked so sad.  Her face tore at his heart, for he knew that any minute now the council would declare that Hades was not to be queen, and if Zeus knew Hera at all she would threaten Hades in order to get what she wanted.  He didn’t want to imagine the expression on Hades’ face when she was told of the council’s decision.  
        Zeus’ thoughts turned to Hades’ proposition of making Hera his equal and a queen without marriage.  He had almost told the council it was his intention to do just that, but he knew Poseidon and Hera would not revel in the idea.  And even though he wouldn’t admit it Zeus didn’t like the idea either.  He loved being King of the gods; he loved the power and making Hera an equal would undoubtedly break his control.  He refused to admit it, but he was a proud god.  Too proud to let a woman, even his brother’s sister, take his throne. 
         “Silence!” came Poseidon’s voice like the waves crashing on the shore jolting Zeus’ out of his thoughts and back into the present.  The room fell quiet as Zeus’ eyes blinked back to reality.  Poseidon turned to face Zeus, pointing his trident at his brother. 
        “I believe it is the decision of the council that you marry my sister Hera and make her Queen, not the immortal called Hades,” he boomed.  The rest of the gods murmured their agreements.  Zeus opened his mouth. 
        “You will do this,” Poseidon interrupted before his brother could speak.  “We will not be ruled by what was once only human.  Hera will be queen.”  Poseidon’s green eyes bore into Zeus, and in that moment Zeus knew Poseidon would start a war if it came down to it.  He also knew that if he ignited a war not only would gods die… but just like the last time so would most of the earth. 
   
        There it sat, the crown of the gods, on her head.  All the gods bowed their heads to her; all the immortals acknowledged her new reign with exuberant cheering.  She had taken her place as wife and queen with dignity and a little something extra.  Her head was lifted high, eyes looking over the crowd with respect until they came to rest on one person in particular.  They bore a hole with their malice, with their haughty disdain, with their ill-gotten triumph.  Who cared if the red-haired girl was the most beautiful of all Olympus?  She had taken Zeus from the pathetic immortal, and she was going to bask in her triumph until the poor red-haired girl was nothing but a vague memory of her former glorious self.  Hera had won. 
   
        Hades had woken up with blood-shot eyes and blotchy cheeks.  She had cried herself to sleep sometime late in the night, but it hadn’t offered any peace.  Even her dreams were miserable, leaving her more exhausted in the morning than she had been at midnight.  Deep down she had always feared a day might come when the great and mighty Zeus forgot her, and today her fear was realized.  Today Hera was to take her love from her.  Zeus was no longer hers.   
        That morning, staring in the mirror at her face, Hades almost burst into another fit of uncontrollable tears, but she bit her lip, clenching her fists until her fingernails bit deep into her palms leaving aching welts.  She was determined not to cry, not today.  They were not going to have the satisfaction of seeing how broken she felt.  Hera would revel in the red-haired girl’s pain, and Hades promised herself not to add fuel to the fire.  No, not today.   
        So here in the great hall, Hades stood dressed in her finest plain black dress, her long red hair curled and braided down her back, a dark stain of mourning in the bright room.  She was the picture of beauty as Hera’s eyes bore into her.  She held Hera’s gaze, her head high and her eyes dry, but when the crowd clapped their hands together for their new queen Hades kept hers to her side.  
        And as for Zeus, Hades refused to look at him.  As long as she concentrated on Hera she could control her emotions, using her anger to fuel her dignity; but the sight of Zeus stung like daggers.  The few glimpses of him she did catch, though, told her he too was miserable.  He kept his gaze from her the whole time, never once searching the crowd for her like he normally did.  His massive shoulders were a little hunched.  He normally stood so tall and hulking, but he seemed smaller now.  “Serves him right,” Hades thought blinking her eyes. 
        And then it was over.  A few fancy words, none of which Hades heard, and then the dramatic placing of the crown on Hera’s head, and it was over.  Hades’ lungs suddenly began to sting, and she realized she was holding her breath.  She exhaled sharply feeling her tense figure loosen slightly and for the first time noticed that music was playing.  Hades scanned the great hall for the quickest escape route.  This celebration was certainly not something she had any intentions of staying for.  Spotting an empty balcony, Hades gathered the folds of her flowing black dress and shoved her way through the crowd not really bothering to be careful who she elbowed.  Her knees feeling suddenly weak, she was afraid she wouldn’t make it that far.  She couldn’t collapse here.  Not in front of all these people.  Her shame was already burning her cheeks. Almost everyone in this room who had seen her enveloped in Zeus’ arms at one point or another over the decades, now watched as she was used up and cast aside.  She could barely stand the shame of being the discarded lover.  If she fell here in the crowd and made a fool of herself now of all times, then by all that was good on Olympus, she may cast herself off this hateful mountain.  Speeding up her steps, she stumbled through the throng desperately grasping the door handle to the balcony and twisting it open, shoved her body through leaving behind the noise.  The fresh air hit her in the face cool against her burning skin.   
        Hades breathed deeply of it gasping as she reached out feebly for the railing.  Clinging to it for support, she leaned over the balcony which immediately made her dizzy, so she clenched her eyelids shut.  The great hall was the highest point on Olympus sitting right next to the Council Chambers, giving this balcony a view of almost the whole mountain.  Hades normally thought this view spectacular, but not today.  Today, all she could see were places and things that reminded her of Zeus: the field where he had stuck her hand in the lightning, the tree where he had first kissed her, her window where he would stand if he was troubled.  Hades put her elbows on the balcony railing letting the hard stone dig into her skin and covered her mouth with her hands.  Inside with all the noise and the aggravating sight of Hera, she had been able to drown her thoughts, but out here in the silence, her pain came rushing back.  There was nothing worse in the world than the feeling of being unloved. 
        “I’m sorry,” came a soft but thunderous voice next to her.  Hades jerked with surprise causing her knees to buckle.  Zeus lunged for her, seizing her arm and steadying her back on to her feet.    Hades slipped her arm out of his hand though and backed up a step gripping the railing for support instead. 
        “How long have you been standing there?” she asked him. 
        “Just a moment,” he answered leaning over the balcony.  He didn’t try to move closer, which Hades was glad of.  After a moment, though, he repeated, “I am sorry.” 
        “You’ve been saying that,” she muttered. 
        “I know,” he said.  “It’s just that I…” 
        “Don’t,” Hades interrupted.  “What’s done is done, Zeus.”   
        Hades fell silent, staring over the balcony.  Zeus, not sure what he should do, uncomfortably followed suit looking out at nothing in particular.  Out of the corner of his eye, Zeus saw a teardrop stain the dry stone, but he didn’t look up at her.  He kept his eyes forward, not sure he was man enough to endure the sight.  Instead, his thumb ran over the railing, feeling the rise and fall of the stone that had grown up from the ground.  He could feel its pulse, its life.  He ran his hand further over the stone until his little finger hit Hades’ soft hand.  She didn’t move.  Zeus, hoping this was an invitation, placed his hand covering hers. 
        “You will always be first you know,” he said breaking the silence between them but still refusing to look up at her. 
        “No, I won’t,” she replied.  “Your wife will always come first.” 
        “You will be first in my heart,” Zeus whispered.  “I will always love you.”  A tear escaped Hades’ eye and ran down her cheek.  She tried to choke the tears that followed back, but they streamed down her face, regardless.  
        “No no no,” he blurted one ‘no’ tripping over the next as he cupped her face in his hand forcing himself to look straight into those sad eyes.  The sight was excruciating as he brushed her tears away with his thumbs.  “Please, don’t cry,” he groaned.    
        Yet Hades couldn’t hold them back anymore; the dam inside her had burst, and the tears were uncontrollable.  Zeus moved closer trying to pull her in, but Hades pushed against him resisting his hug.  He continued pulling her to his chest despite her fight and wrapped his heavy arms around her shoulders letting her struggle against his impossible strength.  She shook against him, but he held on too tightly for her to escape.  So there she sobbed stuck in his embrace for a long time finally letting her body collapse against his.  Neither of them moved on that little balcony, completely unaware that Hera’s eyes never once blinked as she watched them.  
   
        “I want her gone,” said Hera coldly, her voice calm and unwavering.  Perched before a mirror undoing her hair she eyed both Zeus’ and Poseidon’s figures in the glass. 
        “What do you mean gone?” Zeus asked aggravated and exhausted. 
        “I want her gone from you… gone from Olympus,” she answered pulling the last pin from her hair, her brown locks falling sharply punctuating her words. 
       “Gone…” Zeus stuttered, “from Olympus?”  His head was already pounding; the last thing it needed today was more nonsense from this woman.  “Your first act as queen would be to exile the same woman we granted refuge?  Well done, Hera.  You are a greater fool than I thought,” Zeus continued sarcastically, dramatically clapping his hands at her. 
        “Zeus!” came Poseidon’s warning. 
        “Do not pretend you have sided with her, brother,” snapped Zeus.  “To exile without reason is cruel.  The gods would never side with you.” 
        “Zeus,” came Hera’s soft whine.  “I want her gone, and you will send her away.” 
        “I will do no such thing, woman!” Zeus spat.  “You may be queen, but that is all you will ever be to me.  I will not be cruel to Hades nor forsake her love for yours!” 
        “You will not shame my sister by parading around with that simple immortal!” bellowed Poseidon lunging forward menacingly. 
        “I am still king, brother.” Zeus bellowed, meeting his brothers lunging challenge head-on.  The two of them stood toe to toe with one another, their chests heaving with rage, neither of them allowing their eyes to blink.  “You would do well to remember that!”   
        Hera, for the first time since she had sat at the mirror, turned herself around to actually look at the brothers instead of just watching their reflections.  She crossed her legs and leaned back a little too comfortably, laughing at the staring contest the two of them seemed to be having. 
        “You will get rid of her,” she droned.  “Or I will kill her.”  Zeus snapped around to face her growing to his full and menacing height. 
        “You will not touch her!” he said low and cold.  He lunged threateningly towards his new wife, and before she could even bat an eye, seized her harshly by the arm yanking her clean off her chair. 
        “Oh I will,” Hera sighed cruelly enjoying her words not even flinching in the slightest at his violent touch.  “If you continue to treat her like your wife instead of me I will kill her, and Poseidon, I am sure, will back my actions to the council if needed.  The touch of the gods… that would be a wonderful death for her do you not think?”  Zeus stood silent in front of his brother and his wife trying to still his heart long enough to speak.   
        “I will say whatever I have to,” Hera continued, wrenching her arm from his grip.  “I will give the council whatever evidence against her they need.  I will enjoy giving her the touch…. unless of course, you send her away.  If she is gone, I will have no quarrel with the girl.”   
        Zeus looked from Hera to Poseidon, his breath short and labored.  He could feel his ribs constricting, gripping his lungs in excruciating pain.  His heart was beating at an alarming pace and then again not at all.  It had either stopped, or it was beating too fast for him to feel it; he couldn’t tell.  For that matter, he couldn’t feel anything.  His lips had gone numb, and he could barely feel his fingers.  He tried to clench his fists, but he couldn’t move his fingers either.  The room started to spin.  Rushes of color followed by spots of black.  What had he done?  He married Hera to appease his brother and the others, and now they wanted to take Hades.  Dear sweet Hades, his very heart… what had he done?  He looked again at Hera’s devilish face and then back to Poseidon’s determined jaw.  His brother was siding with his younger sister, and together they would give Hades the touch of the gods if he didn’t comply.  Hades would be heartbroken - no utterly destroyed once she was sent away, but Zeus would not let them touch her.  No… the touch of the gods would be far worse than any emotional pain he could cause her. 
        “I cannot just banish her without reason,” Zeus finally muttered finding his chest too tight to speak well.  “The council would never agree to send one of our faithful away in shame without just cause.” 
        “Oh no,” Hera said, her voice dripping with pleasure, a wicked smile growing on her tolerably pleasant lips.  “You are not going to banish her.  No, you are going to be so generous to her that the council will be overwhelmed with our first decision as king and queen.  They will see you as such a mighty god that if she fights against you the council will have her head.” 



 
III 
   
        A knock rattled Hades’ door so abruptly it startled her almost right off her perch atop the couch.   
        “Come in,” she called, straining her arms above her head towards a high shelf lined with hand-crafted clay animal figurines, all of which were different shades of dark grey.  It was her role in putting down the demigod revolution all those years ago that had won Hades her immortality as well as the frozen fierce and brave animals that now lined her shelves.  Offerings to a human girl who was made almost a god in the eyes of those whom she used to live among.  
        The door handle rattled behind her, and Hades twisted her head, around careful not to slip, to watch Hermes enter her room.  He took one look at her and stopped short taken aback at the sight of Hades, the drapes of her dress hiked up above her knees, as she balanced on her bare toes. 
        “Um…” he stuttered, and Hades smiled at the messenger of the gods.  He was far shorter than Zeus and Poseidon with dark brown hair and brown eyes.  He was thin with a contagiously handsome smile although at the moment his jaw was dropped slightly open with confusion. 
        “A cat,” Hades explained nodding her head towards the shelf.  “Climbed up there and won’t come down.”  Hermes’ eyes followed Hades’ outstretched arms.  He hadn’t noticed it at first among the small statues of animals, but there nervously shook a black cat.  
        “Do you need help?” Hermes asked stepping closer, his arms stretched out not so much for the cat’s benefit but for Hades’ as she teetered on the back of her couch. 
        “I’ll have her down in a minute,” Hades answered reaching further for the cat, her toes barely on the couch.  Her fingertips brushed the cat and with one final, dangerous reach Hades swiped her from the ledge and pulled her into her arms.  Careful not to tangle her legs in her dress Hades climbed off the back of her couch with remarkable grace and sat down cradling the little black cat, who was now shaking considerably less.  
        Stroking the animal’s head, Hades lifted her eyebrows at Hermes.  He smiled at her and reached out for the cat’s head, who purred softly at his touch. 
        “How did she get up there?” he asked. 
        “No idea,” Hades answered.  “I didn’t even see her up there until she started complaining.” 
        “Getting into trouble is always the easy part,” Hermes laughed straightening up.  Silence fell over the small room, yet Hermes still stood there admiring the happy cat. 
        “Did you have something for me?” Hades eventually asked him when she realized he was not going to be the one to start the conversation.  Even though the two of them got along, Hermes visits usually included some sort of official message from one god or another.   
         “Yes,” said Hermes scrunching his forehead, recalling his reason for being there.  “The gods wish to see you in the great hall.”  Hades stopped stroking the cat and looked into Hermes soft brown eyes. 
        “The gods?” she asked.  “As in all of them.” 
        “Yes,” Hermes answered.  Hades waited for him to say more, but he remained silent.  She searched his face for a moment.  There was something he wasn’t saying; she was sure of it. 
        “Oh,” Hades sighed slightly worried.  “I suppose I should change into something nicer,” she said surveying her cat fur covered dress knotted around her knees. 
       “I would,” Hermes said turning to leave. 
       “Hermes!” Hades exclaimed a little desperately before he could close the door behind him.  “Do you know what this is about?” 
        “They will see you immediately,” he said kindly with an apologetic look and quickly shut the door behind him leaving Hades, wide-eyed and confused, absentmindedly stroking the cat’s head. 
   
        Hades pushed the palms of her hands against the cool doors and swung them forward on their hinges to reveal a rather crowded great hall.  Every god and immortal of Olympus stood on either side of the room creating a long open aisle as they stared at her entrance.  Instantly uncomfortable Hades let go of the doors, and they slammed with such a thud in the silence it jolted her bones.  Her heart started to pound.  Every single pair of eyes was on her.   
        “Come here, child,” echoed Poseidon’s voice through the silent hall, and Hades noticed for the first time that at the end of the aisle the gods had formed stood Zeus, Poseidon, and Hera on the stairs to the thrones.  Hades swallowed suddenly painfully aware of how large this room actually was.  Poseidon and Zeus looked almost small on the other side of the hall, and Hades was certain it would take a lifetime to cross the stone floor. 
        Feeling naked under the sea of eyes bearing down expecting her to move, Hades gathered her midnight black dress in her hands and peeled one foot off the floor.  It took unusual effort for her to place one foot in front of the other; they seemed to stick fast to the ground.  Every step brought her closer to the three gods at the front of the room, and yet no matter how many steps she took the room grew longer.  The silent stares were oppressive, the sea of bodies stretched on forever.  Time stood still for her as she walked… or at least she thought she was walking.  She honestly wasn’t sure if she was, for it seemed like she would never reach the other end of the room, and then suddenly she was there, standing at the feet of the gods suddenly very cold. 
        “Today the gods have smiled upon you,” bellowed Poseidon, rusting trident in hand.  “Your pure devotion to the gods was rewarded many decades ago with your immortality, but today your goodness and your faithfulness will be put to use.”  Poseidon stepped forward dramatically stretching his arms heavenwards hoisting his trident in the air.  “Today a god is born!” 
        Cheering erupted from the crowd.  Hades looked up at Zeus bewildered, but his face was still.  She then looked to Poseidon for some indication of what was taking place, but he offered no explanation either.  She whirled her head around trying to find Hermes in the crowd, but once she did, she found his eyes were concentrating rather intently on the floor.  What was happening?  Hades turned her questioning eyes back to Poseidon, but his smile made her stomach knot as he thundered down the stairs and settled himself in front of her. 
        “Today, child,” he said loud enough for the entire hall to hear, “you join our ranks.  Today you become one of us.”  He paused dramatically before he continued, “A god!” 
        The crowd’s clapping echoed off the high ceiling and walls.  Still confused, Hades threw a glance over Poseidon’s shoulders, alarm starting to claw its icy fingers up her spine and nag at her brain.  Hera was smiling.  Despite Poseidon’s word of honor, whatever was about to happen could not be good if Hera was smiling. 
        “There is a god for all matters,” Poseidon continued addressing the crowd as he began to circle Hades like an animal stalks its prey.  “Our mortals have a god to pray to for every need, save one, and our great and mighty king and queen have ordained their first royal task together to this matter.  Zeus and Hera find it necessary to give our world a new god.  A god that will fill the void.” 
        “What void?” Hades burst out, but her voice was drowned by, yet again, another eruption of cheering. She looked up at Zeus, her eyes imploring, “What is he talking about?”  But whether he couldn’t hear her or chose not to hear, she couldn’t tell.  He just stood there, his massive shoulder hunched. 
        “For hundreds of years, the Underworld has been left unchecked.” Poseidon continued raising his hands for the crowd to quiet.  “No one is there to guard the two Great Doors.  The Underworld needs a god… Olympus needs an ambassador to the land of the dead.” 
        That’s when it hit her, like an unforgiving wave on the hull of a ship.  Hades’ heart wrenched inside of her chest, her eyes burned, and her stomach threatened to heave itself onto the floor in front of everyone.  The void was the Underworld.  The only place mortals had no god to pray to.  They were going to send her there.  That was why Hera had been smiling.  They weren’t making her a god for her goodness; they were making her a god to exile her.  Hades clutched her stomach trying to stop herself from collapsing flat on her face. 
        “You, my child, have been chosen to be that ambassador.”  Poseidon’s voice rang out sounding distorted.  She looked up at Poseidon’s green eyes, panicking, but all he did was smile back.  She thought she heard the sound of the room cheering, but her head was spinning too fast for her to make sense of anything.  The Underworld, god, Land of the Dead, the great doors, Poseidon’s rusty trident, ambassador, god, Hera’s twisted smile, Zeus’ empty eyes… Hades put her hand over her mouth and dry heaved buckling over.   
        Poseidon climbed back up the stairs to the thrones and looked out over the sea of faces ignoring the panicked red-haired girl choking in front of him. 
        “Olympus!  I give you Hades, your god of the Underworld!”  Poseidon shouted.  The crowd exploded again.  Of course they were cheering.  They were all relieved it wasn’t them.  Even with the great door to Tartarus sealed, everyone still feared the Underworld.  Hades’ panic was quickly turning to horror.  They were going to make her a puppet King of the Underworld.  Only he who had the power to break the seal could ever really be god of it.  No handmade god would ever be that powerful.  She was being cast out, exiled to a life of eternal misery and darkness without any real power. 
        Through her blurred vision, Hades saw Zeus coming towards her.  She shuttered trying to move back away from him but her legs felt like solid rock, like part of the building that had grown out of Mount Olympus.  She tripped backward and mumbled something she herself didn’t even understand.  Zeus reached his arms out towards her and cupped her face in his hands halting her stumbling retreat, and Hades burst into uncontrollable tears.  Zeus bit his lip and leaned his forehead against hers. 
        “Please don’t do this,” Hades begged between gasps for air.  Tears streamed down her face and onto his hands.  “Please, Zeus.” 
        “You are going to be a god, my love,” he said his voice cracking. 
        “Please don’t,” she whispered.  Her sobs were more than Zeus could bear.  A tear escaped his blue eye. 
        “I have to,” he choked.  “They will give you the touch of the gods if I don’t.”  Hades inhaled painfully.   
        “I am so sorry, my love,” he said softly before lifting his head from hers.  Still cupping her face in his hands, Zeus looked out over the crowd and with all the strength he could muster bellowed, “As King of the gods, I give you, Hades, the strength of a god, and make you king and Olympus’ ambassador of the Underworld!” 
        With that he gripped her head so tightly, Hades thought he was going to crack her skull.  The pain she felt by his crushing hands though, was nothing compared to what came next.  Searing hot pain shot through her brain like thousands of tiny needles.  She let out a blood-curdling scream that horrified the room into silence.  Her throat felt like knives as she yelled, but she couldn’t stop.  The sound of her voice just kept pouring out, threatening to split her lungs in two.  Her hands felt blisters starting to bubble, her eyes burned.  Hades had never in her life felt so much excruciating pain, and she started to feel the world go dark.  With the few thoughts she could process in her mottled brain, Hades felt that this was the way she was going to die.    
        And then something began to happen, sending a shudder throughout the crowd.  Hades’ deep red hair began to die.  At first, it looked like a trick of the light, but as she screamed her hair began to darken.  Slowly it lost its shine and then its color, turning from the most beautiful red to dead black.  Her long hair began to take on the color of her dress until it too was as dark as night.  Zeus watched in horror as not only her hair darkened, but her eyes as well.  Once light blue, they began to fade like she was dying.  Her eyes became such a dark blue that they bordered on black.  What had he done?  Zeus jerked his hands away from her head, and without his support, Hades crumbled to the ground in a heap.   
        The whole room stood in concerned silence.  Even Poseidon peered around Zeus at the crumpled girl fearing they had killed her instead of making her a god; but just when everyone was sure the girl was gone, Hades inhaled sharply lifting her head, black hair strewn across her face.  With shaking hands, she pushed it out of her eyes and away from her trembling lips.  Shifting her eyes around she tried to push herself to her feet, but her weak knees buckled beneath her and slammed into the ground with a crack.  Hades let out a cry of pain, and Zeus lunged for her, cradling her body in his arms.  He pulled her up steadying her on her feet.  His hand reached up and rubbed her newly blackened hair between his fingers, but Hades weakly shoved his hand away. 
        The entire hall gasped reminding Hades where she was.  She looked around for the first time since she had collapsed.  Everyone was staring at her body so she shifted her darker eyes down.  Starting from her arms and then snaking out from her entire body, thin black tentacles of smoke moving like ink dropped into water weaved through the air.  Reaching and clawing, the black smoke encircled Hades, and then with a sudden flash of her dark blue eyes, she vanished in the smoke. 
        The entire crowd remained motionless, unsure of what to think.  Zeus stood appalled staring at where the girl once stood; even Poseidon’s jaw was cracked wide open.  Noticing fear starting to creep into the room, Hera stepped forward and lifted her arms gracefully into the air. 
       “To Hades, King of the Underworld!” she called out.  Poseidon, following her lead, lifted his trident high into the air like a victor.  The gods and immortals followed suit and began to clap, all save Zeus who quietly slipped out of the hall unnoticed. 
        “It is rather brilliant,” Hera gloated to Poseidon under the noise of the crowd.  “She is the only Olympian god not to reside on Olympus.” 
   
        Hades’ fall came to a jolting halt as her feet hit solid ground in the darkness.  The sickening crack of her ankles sent flashes of pain up her shins and into her knees.  A groan escaped her lips with a shutter, and her knees buckled, sending her body sprawling to the coldness beneath.  Like an invalid, Hades curled her arms around her legs cradling her throbbing knees, her chest rising and falling with short shattered breaths.  Moments passed, how many she didn’t know, but eventually, the sharp needles of pain subsided and a dull aching took their place; the same dull ache that was dancing inside her skull.   
        The severe pain, finally having faded, Hades noticed her surroundings.  The cold floor beneath her was stone, but not the kind that grew out of Mount Olympus.  This was old stone, a dark stone that grew in only one place.  Hades lifted herself off the dusty ground and pushed her black hair out of her face.  She tried not to think about the loss of her red hair as she sat in the dirt.  It was what Zeus loved most about her, what made her beautiful and unique.  But then again, this dark hair was rather fitting of her situation… wretched and vile. 
        Hades’ eyes acclimated to the oppressive darkness.  Old stone, rubble, and debris, eternal night and shadows… These were the ruins of the once great Titan fortress, the abode of the Titans between the two Great Doors.   
        Hades pinched her thigh hoping this was all some nightmare but the sharp pain her fingers caused her leg reassured her that this was no dream.  Here she sat at the gateway of hell, the divine Underworld, and these great Titan ruins were her eternal prison. 
        Tears started to spill out of Hades’ eyes, falling with a splat onto the dusty stone.  At first, they came softly, but it wasn’t long before a steady stream of tears was tightening her chest.  For days now she had suffered in sorrow, but this?  This was too much.  The pain inside slowly morphed into rage with each tear that fell.  It boiled within her threatening to overflow.  Breathing became harder, her chest constricted; her ribs tightened their grip on her lungs causing her to hyperventilate.  She coughed, choking on her own breath, and the dam within her soul broke.  Rage flooded from the very tips of her fingers to the soles of her feet.  Hades screamed into the darkness so loud the Titan ruins shook.  If she had not been so livid with anger, she would have been surprised that her voice carried that sort of power.   
        Her lungs screamed of her fury, unsettling the rubble where she sat.  The tentacles of black smoke once again began to curl around her body sending rushes of power through her veins.  Hades hauled herself to her feet and took hold of the closest piece of debris she could find.  Launching it into the air, it soared crashing into a wall with more force than a woman of her size could possibly possess.  Hades failed to notice though as she had already sent another chunk of debris flying through the air.  The black smoke weaved its way around her, ebbing and flowing like an extension of her wrath.  Lifting her head heavenwards a scream rang out from the depths of her soul, and then something happened, something no one expected. 
        The whole earth gave a shudder.  Small at first, it grew until the ground was writhing.  Hades looked around bewildered as what resembled a god of an earthquake shook the Underworld.  Parts of the ruins began to collapse around her, and the very depths of the earth groaned.  And then the crack came.  A deafening crack, like stone snapping, rung out sending waves of air flying past Hades.  The force sent her hair whipping into her eyes and threatened to pierce her eardrums.  The cracking’s echoes bounced off the walls reverberating through the whole of the Underworld and no doubt the entire earth.  Hades stood perfectly still, her body locked in fear listening to what was surely an earthquake that was about to bury her alive. 
   
        Hera was walking down a corridor with Zeus when she felt it.  Mount Olympus lurched, its stones writhing in pain beneath her feet.  The whole mountain groaned, shaking with fear.  Panicked, Hera spun around looking straight into Zeus’ wide eyes. 
        “What was that?” she demanded. 
        “I…” he stammered. 
        “What was that!” she yelled at him. 
        “I don’t know,” he hollered back.  “An earthquake perhaps…” 
        “No earthquake rocks Mount Olympus!” she spat cutting him off.  “What could make our holy mountain shudder?” 
       “I do not know!” Zeus retorted frustrated.  “There is nothing…” he stopped.  His blue eyes widened in either awe or terror, Hera could not tell. 
        “What?” she was almost afraid to ask.  Zeus stumbled backward until he found the wall.  He leaned back on it, all of his strength suddenly dried up.  He looked up at his wife, and this time she could tell it was terror in his eyes. 
        “It can’t be,” he finally managed to mutter.  “That’s not possible.” 
   
        The Titan’s ruins fell silent and remained that way.  Hades clenched her fists waiting for some new misfortune that would undoubtedly complete her already terrible day, but it never came.  The Underworld, seeming to recover from its violent fit, returned to a state of rest as if nothing had ever happened.  
        Hades finally let her body relax and after a few moments got up the nerve to actually move her legs.  The sound of the cracking had come from somewhere to her left, and Hades figured that if whatever it was, wasn’t going to come to her she might as well go find it.  So off she went, her hands feeling her way more out of habit than necessity, for as she walked Hades became oddly aware of how well she could see in the dark.  Using her newfound night vision, Hades looked all around her as she climbed over fallen rocks and avoided ankle-twisting debris.  The fortress was massive with dark ceilings that rose high disappearing above her.  Some walls were intact, while others were half toppled over, and yet others were nothing but ash scars of the great violence that had once taken place here.  Hades tried to picture in her mind what it might have looked like before the Titan-Olympian war.  It must have been magnificent in its days of glory, but now it was nothing but a memory of burned lives and crumbling rocks.  Hades smirked to herself at how poetic it was that her new home felt so much like her life. 
        Eventually, she came to the end of the fortress.  Guessing by how long she had walked, this ever-stretching darkness was gigantic, meant to house an entire race.  Its size made Hades feel even more lonely, endless space and no one to help fill it.  Reaching out her hand, she felt around for the wall resting her palm on it.  This old rock felt different from the debris she had hurled.  There was something on the other side of this stone.  Something writhing in heat and pain and longing.  She felt it calling to her, like it wanted her, needed her. Something about the longing on the other side made her feel powerful.    
        Curious, she followed the wall keeping her palm pressed against it towards where she guessed the cracking had come from. Her fingers ran over bumps and crevasses carved by time until they raked over a gouge that was altogether different.  Unlike the other imperfections on this wall, this gouge was new.  It was jagged and harsh like it had been recently broken.  Hades stopped walking and ran her fingers up and down the crack.  It was long, stretching all the way down to the floor.  Hades stepped back to get a better look at it.  The jagged crack reached far above her head, and just when she felt like if it rose any further it would disappear into the vast darkness, it curved and ran parallel to the ceiling.   
        “It looks like a door,” Hades thought to herself, stepping back closer to it.  She dug her fingers deep into the crack and pulled seeing if the stone would move.  It did.  With a shudder and groan the door gave way to her hands, spitting dust and pebbles at her ankles.  It grated along the ground, and Hades gripped it tighter straining her muscles to pull it.  At first, it opened unwillingly, but after a few good yanks, she managed to swing it open all the way.   
        What she found on the other side shocked her.  This was not some door to more Titan ruins, nor was this the Great Door to the Fields of Elysium.  This door opened on something else entirely, something that no one had seen for centuries.  Hades stood staring out in utter disbelief, her heart practically stopped.  She wasn’t sure she could believe her eyes.   
        Approaching from the other side, footsteps crunched in the silence, and nervous Hades backed up into the darkness trying to get out of sight, but before it could envelop her, a pretty but slight figure dressed in filthy rags of a dress wandered into view.  The young woman looked up at the open door squinting her eyes at Hades, half shrouded in the shadows with perhaps, if it was even possible, more shock than Hades.  The two of them stared at each other wide-eyed, and the girl’s mouth dropped open a bit in awe.  Hades couldn’t move, couldn’t make a sound; she wasn’t even sure she was breathing, nor could she feel her heart.  Numbness flooded over her skin and into her brain, and by the paralyzed stare of the dirty girl, she felt the same.   
        After studying each other warily for what was probably less time than it seemed, the brown-haired woman on the other side of the door fidgeted slightly and shifted her weight.  She seemed to recover from her shock just long enough to open her mouth. 
        “Oh my,” she whispered slightly bowing her head in honor to Hades.  “You have finally come!” 



 
IV 
   
        “You have finally come.”  The words stuck in Hades’ mind as if she didn’t understand them, like all her knowledge of the spoken language had vanished.  It was an odd feeling to hear the sound of a voice hit her ears yet not be able to process it.  Is this how newborns felt?  Hearing everything and then again nothing? 
        Hades stared blankly at this slight woman on the other side of the door.  She had long brown hair, straight and undone, with big brown eyes that gazed up at Hades as if she was life itself, the very perfection she had been waiting for all her life. 
        Hades shifted her eyes from the girl to the endless space behind her.  There was no mistaking it.  This was the Underworld, the great terrain of beasts that surrounded Tartarus.  This was the land that centuries ago had been sealed off by the great door.  This was the door that Cronus had declared would only be opened by a god the Universe found both pure and powerful.  Hades turned her gaze back to the stone and absentmindedly brushed her fingers over the freshly severed rock. 
        “You broke the seal,” she said watching Hades’ disbelief.  “You have no idea how long I have waited for this.  When I felt the earth shift I knew that our King had come.  I wanted to be the first to lay eyes on you.” 
        “I think I am going to be sick,” Hades blurted out clapping her hand over her mouth.  She clutched her stomach with her other and sunk to the floor leaning against the doorway.  The brown-haired girl shifted her weight awkwardly.  
        “I didn’t expect those words to be your first,” she said raising a puzzled eyebrow.  
        “I didn’t expect to break the seal,” Hades muttered through her fingers. 
        “But you came down here,” the young woman said hesitantly.  “Only those trying to break the seal journey to the Ruins.” 
        “I was sent here,” Hades replied slowly as she fought back waves of nausea.  “I was an immortal of Olympus, but Hera hates me.  She twisted Zeus into making me the ambassador of the Underworld to get rid of me.  I am nothing but a handmade god.” 
        “Oh…” came the mumbled reply, “what?” 
        “Zeus made me a god with his hands, I was not born one.” 
        “Oh,” the woman said nodding her head as if she understood, even though she didn’t.  “They can do that?”  Hades shrugged her shoulders. 
        “So you aren’t great and powerful like…” she started to ask. 
        “No,” Hades cut her off.  “I was exiled here.”  The brown-haired girl immediately burst out laughing, but clapped her hand instantly over her mouth in what Hades thought was fear. 
        “I’m sorry,” the girl apologized softly. 
        “What’s so funny?” Hades asked ignoring her apology. 
        “You broke the seal,” she answered lowering her hand timidly.  
        “Yes,” Hades said looking up into the brown eyes, “but I don’t know how.” 
        The young woman smiled with pride and slowly approached Hades.  She hesitantly knelt down in front of her, and when Hades didn’t move she outstretched her thin hands and wrapped her fingers around the god’s. 
        “Because it has always been you.  From the beginning when the Titans first shut this door, and Cronus spoke of the one to open it, he was speaking of you.  No god, no warrior has been able to even crack the seal in the least, because they were not the chosen.  The Universe was the one to decide who was pure enough to possess such incredible power, and they chose you.  Even though you said you were an immortal, a handmade god, it does not matter because the Universe saw you before you existed as the one who would break the seal.  Don’t you see… it has always been you?  You have always been our god.” 
        Hades gazed at the dirty hands so lovingly clutching her own.  Her mind was too much honey that her thoughts had to push through.  As if today had not been enough, she now sat in the doorway of hell trying to comprehend the vast power that was claiming to belong to her and her alone. 
        “It is said that there are three great realms: the Skies, the Seas, and the Underworld,” the woman continued despite the fact that Hades looked like she was going to pass out.  “It is also said that if a god of the Underworld ever came, he would be one of the greats, joining the two brothers as the third… You broke the seal.  Your equals are only Zeus and Poseidon, the three gods of the three realms.” 
        “I really am going to be sick now,” Hades mumbled leaning over her knees.  She was sweating in spite of the coolness, and her stomach churned violently inside her.  Hades coughed and braced herself against the door’s frame, her insides about to heave themselves onto her lap; but by some miraculous good fortune they didn’t, remaining uncomfortable where they should.  She swallowed weakly as a bead of sweat fell from her temple. 
        Hades stayed bent over her legs for a long while, gripping her fists so hard that her knuckles turned a pale white leaving the brown-haired girl feeling completely awkward as she sank uncomfortably back onto her heels unsure of what to do.  
        “Hades, god of the Underworld,” Hades finally whispered straightening up.  Strands of black hair plastered across her sweaty face.  Her head was still throbbing, but the nausea was beginning to subside, and rather unexpectedly she laughed catching both herself and the brunette off guard.   
         “Hera is going to throw a fit, and Zeus…” Hades said wiping her tears of laughter from her eyes.  “He didn’t marry me because I lacked power…” The brown-haired girl watched Hades burst into another fit of laughter.  This god confused her. 
        “You are not how I imagined,” the brunette said.  “I was expecting a proud warrior come to seize the Underworld, bent on domination and control, but you are a woman…” 
        “Are you disappointed?”  Hades asked calming herself. 
        “No,” the young woman replied.  “A humble god is better than a proud one, and I like that you are a woman… now there are two of us here.” 
        “What is your name?” Hades smiled back at her. 
        “Keres,” she answered. 
        “Well, Keres,” said Hades giving the woman’s dirt caked hand a soft squeeze before pushing herself to her feet.  “I opened the door… I might as well go through it.”   
         Hades brushed the dirt off of her dress, and then timidly lifted her foot pushing herself through the doorway.  And with that, for the first time in centuries, a god set foot in the Underworld. 
   
        Keres trailed behind Hades watching the god stumble around in bewilderment.  The old stone spread along the ground here outside the Ruins, bare as old bones in some places and spread thick with dirt in other.  Hades eyes shifted back to what was left of the fortress.  The wear on the walls out here was greater than the wear on the inside, and its dark shape stretched the entire length of the Underworld, completely separating heaven from hell.  Much like the palace of Olympus, this fortress had grown up from the old stone helped by neither man nor tools.  In other places the old stone grew up from the ground, but aside from the fortress it had neither rhyme nor reason to its shapes.   
        An orange-red light lit the Underworld somewhere in the distance like a great fire had been set ablaze.  In the dark light, Hades tried to make out her surroundings, but she was finding it hard to do.  The landscape was solid, as fixed and permanent as any other geography, yet every time Hades looked away and back again it changed.  It was baffling.  The land didn’t move.  It was stoic, a fixed terrain; yet its appearance altered itself with every blink, every turn of the head.  When Hades turned her eyes from what was once a rolling curve in the dusty stone floor, it seemed to change to a jagged crack of uneven stone when she turned back.  What was once a waist-high pinnacle of sharp rock was gone when she turned her head.  The terrain was fixed and permanent as long as she was watching it.   It was as if hell was a living creature, moving and breathing.  Don’t blink. 
        “How do you find your way here?” Hades asked. 
        “The Light,” Keres answered pointing to her right.  “That light runs horizontal to the fortress and the River Styx.  If you are traveling to the river from the ruins, the light will always be on your right, and if you want to go back to the fortress, the light will always be on your left.  The light never changes, and after a while it becomes simple enough to find your way here.” 
        “What is that light?” Hades asked staring at the flaming sky… or at least what seemed to be the Underworld’s sky. 
        “I have no idea… I don’t think anyone does,” Keres replied.  “It comes from the depths, and one does not head in that direction.  Not ever, not unless you have to.  The further into hell you go the more dangerous the creatures become.  It is eternal war there, but they do not bring their violence here often.  Tartarus is between the River and the Ruins, and no one goes there unless dragged down.” 
        “You seem to know this Underworld.  How long have you been here?” 
        “Lifetimes,” Keres answered looking into Hades’ dark blue eyes.  “So long I have lost track.  I am an immortal of the Underworld, a little like you were.” 
        “Are there other immortals?” 
        “Of the Underworld?  No, I am the only one.” 
        “How did you come to be here?” 
        “I was human once,” Keres spoke with a sigh, venturing in front of the god.  She paused, and when she finally spoke again, she kept her face from Hades.  “I lived with my family, good people that prayed to the gods and lived honest lives.  Nothing good ever happened to us, nor did anything bad; until one night men came into our home and took everything we had.  When they were done, they killed my father and my mother and then moved on to my brothers.  Before they found my youngest brother, he managed to shove me out the window.  Frightened, I fled hiding in the small temple of Zeus and prayed that he would spare me and my brothers if they were still alive.  I prayed and prayed, but those men found me in the temple.  I cried out one last time for Zeus, but he never came.  As I lay dying, I cursed him flinging blasphemy at the heavens.  That he heard.  Zeus came down, and before I could die, he made me an immortal of the Underworld as punishment for cursing his name.”  Keres stopped speaking, her voice full of emotion.  “My only satisfaction is that my family is now in Elysium, and their murderers condemned to Tartarus.” 
        “I am sorry,” Hades said softly to her.  “Seems as if both you and I have been exiled here by Zeus.” 
         “I have been exiled,” Keres corrected.  “You are here to rule.” 
        “I know,” Hades muttered.  “But when you are forced away from the one you love it feels like exile.”  Silence resumed between them, and Hades continued her wide-eyed observation of her new realm. 
        “It is not as terrible as all the legends made it seem it would be,” Hades said more to herself than anything, but Keres heard her. 
        “It is because you’re King here.  The Underworld both craves and fears you.  If you were anyone else, you would have been immobilized by fear and pain, that or it would kill you.” 
        “Then how come you don’t seem frightened?” 
        “I was, a long time ago, but now I am part of the Underworld.” 
        “Do you fear me?” Hades queried. 
        “Yes.” 
        “But I am not here to harm you.”   
        “But you could,” Keres said looking Hades straight in the eyes, before jerking to a halt.  
        “Oh!” Hades exclaimed as she bumped into her suddenly immobile guide.  Her eyebrows rose at Keres as she peeled herself off the girl.  Keres gestured with her eyes to look ahead.  Hades did, and there right in front of her was a gaping hole in the ground. 
        “Tartarus,” Keres uttered. 
        “That?” asked Hades incredulously.  “A hole in the ground is the great prison of the damned?”  
        “That is just the entrance,” Keres explained.  “The Winding Staircase of Tartarus descends deeper with each soul that is sent there.  It is supposedly an eternal staircase, but I wouldn’t know.” 
        “You’ve never gone in?” Hades asked. 
        “Never, not once,” Keres exclaimed.  “Those who set foot on the stairs never come back out.” 
        Hades leaned forward to get a better look, but all she saw was a dark gaping hole of nothing.  Curious, she side stepped Keres to move closer; but her guide flung out her arms, fingers just grazing Hades arm as the god moved out of reach.  Keres fidgeted, panicking, and shuffled forward only to hastily step back again.  She couldn’t bring herself to step closer to the gaping mouth in the ground. 
        “Hades stop!” she screamed; Hades twisted her head around, but just as her back turned on Tartarus… Whack!  Something of insurmountable strength collided with her crushing her back into the top of the staircase.  Hades’ head hit the ground with a crack and her vision instantly blurred and her hearing muffled.  Keres was screaming, or at least she thought it was Keres.  And there was a shadow, the warmth of breath against her skin.  Hades’ eyes crossed as she inhaled painfully aware of a stair shoving itself into her spine.   
        Slowly her vision began to clear, and for the first time Hades became aware that something hulking was hovering over her.  She blinked her eyes, and as her sight came back, she wished it hadn’t.  Hovering above her, its hot breath burning into her, was a demon of a beast with not one head but three.  The low guttural growl of three heads sounded in her ears so close she could feel the vibration of its throats.  Its sharp teeth snapped, and Hades scrunched her face back feeling the air from his crashing fangs.  The massive jagged teeth trembled a hair’s length from her skin, and Hades’ breathing stopped completely while her fingers shook uncontrollably.   
        Hades stared up at this three-headed beast, struggling to get air into her closed lungs.  It resembled a dog and then again it didn’t.  Its furless hide was dark and leathery and tautly stretched over a hulking frame.  Its legs and back were gigantic with muscles that bulged under its hairless skin; hip and rib bones stuck out like geographic landmarks.  Running the length of its spine from the base of his three necks down to his tail were rows of small bone spikes curved towards his rear.  Its huge front paws were planted on either side of Hades with claws the size she had never seen, and grotesquely growing from both his knees and ankles were long curved spikes of bone.  Its tail whipped back and forth through the air.  It was the longest tail Hades had ever seen; thick at the start, it tapered off in a spear-like growth.  And then the three heads, each enormous, with pointed ears and huge wide snouts.  This beast looked like a cross between a dog and a dragon, and it stood over her glaring at her with the eyes of a crazed demon. 
        “Don’t move!” Keres was yelling.  How long she had been yelling?  Hades couldn’t tell.  She was having a momentary failure of every living function as she stared headlong into death’s eyes. 
      “That is the reason no one comes out of Tartarus,” Keres was crying hysterically.  “That is Kerberos, the three-headed dog.” 
        “And you didn’t think to warn me about him!” Hades yelled before Kerberos snapped his jaw in her face.  Hades recoiled in silence. 
        “I didn’t think you were going into the Staircase!” Keres yelled back.   
        Kerberos kept his middle head trained on Hades, but he lifted his side heads at Keres as a warning for her not to come any closer.  It was when he lifted his heads that Hades first saw the chain.  A massive chain wrapped around the base of Kerberos’ neck before it split into three, and it was digging cruelly into his skin.  The flesh around the dog’s neck was raw and flayed open, blood running over the metal and down the beast’s neck and onto his underside. 
        “Shouldn’t he be afraid of me?” Hades asked trying to keep her voice low, but the dog still growled at her. 
        “I don’t know,” said Keres. 
        “What?” 
        “I don’t know!” panicked Keres.  “Kerberos is… he is a god-killer.” 
        “God-killer!” Hades hollered her voice cracking.  Kerberos lunged for her.  Hades scrunched her face waiting for the pain, but the dog once again only snapped his jaw shut just a breath away from her nose. 
        “Kerberos is the guardian of Tartarus,” said Keres speaking at an alarming speed.  “He was chained here at the entrance to the Staircase because the other beasts of the Underworld fear him.  He…” Keres’ voice trailed off. 
        “He what?” Hades muttered between gritted teeth. 
        “He killed that Titan,” Keres answered softly 
        “He killed the Titan they sealed the door over?” the panic in Hades voice worsened.  “How am I supposed to get up?” 
        “I don’t know!” Keres yelled at Hades, which got her a warning snarl.  Hades looked up into the eyes of the dog’s middle head.  He hadn’t ripped her to shreds yet; perhaps he wasn’t going to.  Hades slowly pulled in her arms and pushed her back up off the step that was trying to embed itself in her spine.  Thud! With one swift push, Kerberos lifted his paw and shoved her back to the ground knocking the wind out of her.  Keres let out a terrified yelp clapping her hands over her mouth, and Hades was sure that his paw must have broken her ribs as it sat heavily on her chest.  What did this dog want?  She looked up at him trying not to die of a fear-induced heart attack, and yet the dog stared back.  All fell silent for a moment, and then Kerberos yanked himself forward only for the chain to dig deeper into his flesh.  Fresh blood oozed down his hide; and suddenly Hades knew. 
        Slowly, as not to cause the beast alarm, she lifted her hands.  She heard Keres behind her suck in her breath, yet Kerberos didn’t move.  Hades continued to lift her hands until the tips of her fingers brushed Kerberos’ gigantic shoulders.  The dog flinched a little and let out a deep growl but his body remained still.  Hades took this as a good sign and brushed her hands over his shoulders until her entire palm lay flat on his hide.  It was rough but warm.  She could feel the blood of the beast rushing through the veins.  It was even stronger than Zeus’ pumping heart.  She was amazed how strong it was.  Her palm could feel his heartbeat all the way in his shoulders.  This creature was pure power, and the way his blood surged under her hands was oddly satisfying.  Hades rubbed her hands back and forth over Kerberos’ hide, as Keres watched dumbstruck.  The beast continued to stare at the god sprawled on the ground, but his growling has ceased.   
         Wanting to get up off the ground Hades slowly lifted her head, and when this went unchallenged she lifted herself further.  Kerberos sat back allowing her to sit up all the way, but his three massive heads hung close to hers.  Hades continued to rub him back and forth, her fingers never leaving his hide.  She looked deep into the dog’s middle pair of eyes and hesitantly drug her fingertips down his strong shoulders towards his neck.  Kerberos whimpered and snapped his jaw at her, the clash of his fangs ringing harshly in her ears.  Hades slipped her fingers through under the chain ignoring the warm wet blood spreading over her fingers.  With trembling arms, she clutched the metal in her fist. 
        “Hades, don’t!” Keres exclaimed from behind her, but Hades ignored her.  With one powerful snap Hades pulled apart the chain and flung it to the ground freeing the three-headed dog.  Kerberos’ body tensed up, and doubt flooded into Hades’ mind.  She pulled back as the dog thudded forward like he was stalking her.  Hades swallowed the lump in her throat, her hands shuffling behind her trying to pull her body to safety.  She should have listened to Keres.  Whatever it was she thought she had understood looking into the beast’s eyes was obviously a mistake, and as she drug herself backwards in the dirt time stood still.  Everything around her froze save the dog, and in a heartbeat he was above her again hovering his middle head over her.  The dog lunged for her, and a cry escaped Hades lips, but to her relief the dog only shoved his nose deep into her dark hair.  He breathed deeply of her scent and then settled to his haunches.   
        Hades realized she was holding her breath and with a gasp filled her lungs with air.  She carefully started to raise herself to her feet all the while studying the beast who now seemed completely disinterested in her movement.  He didn’t make a sound.  He just sat there letting Hades brush off her black dress and smooth her hair behind her ears.  He blinked his eyes at her as she moved closer to Keres, and they appeared much more docile now than they had a moment ago.  They were dark black eyes now, nothing hellish about them save their darkness. 
        “You shouldn’t have broken that chain,” worried Keres. 
        “It will be alright… I think,” Hades soothed linking arms with Keres.  She began to pull the girl away, but Keres, still full of fear, glanced behind them. 
         “Hades!” she cried hitting the god in the arm.  The three-headed dog was stalking them.  “Hades!”  But all Hades did was smile at her, and with her free hand she stretched it out in midair.   A moment later Kerberos’ middle head ducked under her hand letting the god rest it on his leathery skin.  Keres stared in amazement as the god-killer walked side by side with Hades letting her scratch the top of his head and ears just like a small docile house cat would.  The creature pressed his closest head to Hades’ thigh, sniffing her dress as it brushed against his nose.  Hades laughed at Keres’ awestruck face. 
        “Kerberos may be a god-killer, but I am the one god he will not kill,” Hades said strangely confident.  “For I saw his heart… and it beats for me.”   
   
        A great fog began to thicken the air.  Hades lifted her hand and watched it become less and less visible as they continued until her fingers disappeared completely even though they were inches from her eyes.  She breathed deeply of the mist feeling the cool fog rush into her nostrils.  A tiny cold shiver tiptoed its way down her spine, and her spread fingers brushed through the murk feeling the tingle of the air.  Kerberos grunted next to her, and she lowered her hand feeling him shift his head under it.   
        After some time, the vast nothingness that seems to stretch on for an eternity began to take shape, and Hades realized they were approaching something significant.  She squinted in concentration, but it was her ears that first understood what lay ahead.  Water.  The sound of water lapping the shore was coming from somewhere up ahead in the blindness.   Hades looked over to where Keres had been walking, but she was nothing more than a shadow in the grayness.  If it weren’t for the soft crunch hers and Kerberos’ feet made on the ground, Hades wouldn’t have even known they were there.  She turned her face back forward, and just becoming visible up ahead was a heavily fogged river that stretched on further than the mist.  From where Hades stood it didn’t seem to have an opposite shore.  
         “Is that…” 
        “The River Styx,” Keres finished for her.  “The gateway between the land of the living and the land of the dead.” 
        “How far is it to the other side?” asked Hades squinting in an attempt to see. 
        “No one knows.  It is said that its distance is ever changing,” Keres replied.  Hades moved closer to the water.  It ran dark over the gray-sanded shore, but it was the out of place sparkle, half hidden by mud, that caught her eye.  She squatted down reaching her hand out to grab it. 
        “Hades, don’t!” blurted Keres, and at the same moment Kerberos lurched forward.  Faster than light, his massive leg stomped down in front of Hades.  Digging his claws down deep, they flayed open the sand bed as he yanked the god backwards.  His shoulder collided with Hades’ chest heaving her away from the water with rigid force, but it was too late.  Her hand was already submerged in the river, fingers enclosed around the silver object.  Keres timidly peered over Hades’ shoulder, but to her surprise only saw Hades’ unharmed fingers grasping the sparkle in the bank. 
        “What?” asked Hades, hand frozen in the water.  
        “Were you never told?” mused Keres.  “The waters of the River Styx are death.  Anyone who touches them will die.”  
        “Then how do the dead get across?” asked Hades snapping her hand back. 
        “Shades, the souls of the departed, are granted passage through the waters,” Keres answered.  “If they can make the swim, their souls are judged, and then they pass on to their eternity; but for everyone else, the water turns their flesh to ash.  No god, no immortal, no beast nor human can touch these waters and live.  The river is so cruel even a few of the shades that enter never come out.”  
        Hades stood up and looked at her hand.  It was wet but still as lifelike as usual.  She twitched her fingers bending her knuckles.  They worked as usual.  Hades outstretched her hand to Keres for the immortal to see. 
        “If Kerberos didn’t kill you,” she said studying Hades’ hand, “then I guess the Styx won’t either.”   
        Hades turned her hand over and looked at the mud-covered silver object she had pulled from the riverbed.  It was a small silver coin worn by who knows how many years at the bottom of the river.  Hades brushed her thumb over the engravings and then bent back down to wash the caked mud from its surface.   
        Kerberos shifted his weight back and forth watching her, agitation in every fiber of his muscles.  Stretching one of his necks long, he snapped his teeth gently around a corner of Hades’ dress and in concern pulled her back a little too hard.  Hades wasn’t sure what came first… the searing pain in her back, the smashing of her tailbone on the ground or Kerberos’ roar.  It all happened so fast; the dog had pulled her from the water to be safe, and then the next moment his teeth were carving their way through her flesh as she lost her balance.  Hades’ back hit the sand and she could smell her own blood.  Keres was screaming again… no that was Kerberos… maybe it was both.  
        Hades rolled off her back and stiffly pushed herself up.  Her hand blindly patted her shoulder blades until she felt the slickness of her bleeding skin.  It didn’t feel like it was that bad.  Just three little slices where his teeth must have slipped when he pulled.  Hades shifted her eyes from her own bloody fingers and looked over at the dog.  He stood at least two feet from her, all three growling heads hanging low.  He held one of his massive paws bent under his chest.  Far above the ground, it shook in pain.  Why would it be shaking?  It wasn’t like she had landed on his foot when he pulled her back. 
        “Gods!” Hades suddenly blurted out lunging over the ground for the dog’s paw.  Keres yelped in alarm, and Kerberos snapped at the god’s face; but Hades shoved his fangs out of her way and seized his paw.  She was right; it was wet.  When he tugged her back, she must have splashed him.  His paw was raw where the water had fallen, and it smelled of burnt flesh.   
        “I am sorry,” Hades whispered placing her hand over the dog’s foot comfortingly.  Immediately, tiny black threads of smoke twirled from her fingertips, plunging themselves into the dog’s skin.  Kerberos whimpered as the skin began to renew itself, and to both of their surprise the skin continued to heal until the burned patches were no more.  
        “Are you alright?” Keres asked reaching her hand out towards Hades’ bleeding back.  She swallowed, but the rock that seemed to be lodged in her throat stuck painfully. 
        “Are they deep?” Hades ignored twisting so Keres could see her shoulder.  “I think his teeth just slipped.” 
        “They look superficial,” Keres answered leaning closer.  “Still, that dog is dangerous… you should have left him chained.” 
        Hades was ignoring her though.  She was cupping water from the river and doing her best to wipe the blood off her back.  The water ran over her open wound, feeling cool and almost healing.  It was bizarre how she could scrub her finger in the Styx and feel a little bit stronger, yet the dog had burned.  Keres was right about this being the River of Death.  
        “So you said some of the shades don’t ever make it across,” Hades said to Keres wiping her damp hands on her dress.  It was filthy already, might as well soak it through and complete the destruction.  “Why is that?”   
        “The river is far more evil than I think we will ever understand.  It was designed to keep our world separate from earth,” Keres answered, still watching Hades’ back with one eye and the god-killer with the other.  “I sometimes come here in hopes that if the fog clears enough, and the River shortens I may see the land I once knew.  I see many shades swimming across.  Some make it, and some are pulled to the depths.  Those never resurface.” 
        “Can’t something be done to help them?” Hades asked, sorry for the dead, as she inched over to Kerberos.  Her fingers grasped one of his protruding spikes and pulled him to the ground next to her.  He crumpled willingly and laid all three massive heads across her lap as best he could.  All three sets of eyes looked up at her in an apology, and Hades scratched behind all six ears forgivingly. 
        “There was nothing we could do.  We are not gods.” 
        “But I am,” said Hades still not believing she really was.  She stretched out her foot and splashed the water with her toes sending ripples running through the flowing river.  Some of the fog heaved back as well, revealing a dark shape lurking beneath the surface. 
        “What is that?” Hades asked. 
        “I haven’t the faintest idea,” replied Keres.  “I think it’s always been there.”  
        Hades gave Kerberos one last scratch and then shoved his thick neck off her.  She shimmied off the ground and gathering the folds of her dress pulled them over her knees.  She waded into the water, and this time Kerberos didn’t try to stop her. 
        “Can you tell what it is?” called Keres. 
        “No,” replied Hades straining to see. The water lapped at her legs tickling her bare thighs.  Hiking her dress further up her legs, she knotted it before plunging further into the river.  Reaching it, Hades sunk her arms under the water colliding with the edge of what felt like wood.  Gripping the rot, Hades heaved and with a sucking pop began to separate whatever it was from the mud below.  It was it was enormous, a heavy mass in her arms as she struggled to raise it.   
       One corner of the dark mass pierced the surface followed by the other, and Hades saw what it was.  A boat.  A long wooden boat completely covered in the river’s bottom.  Hades gave it one last yank, and the boat burst above the surface, splashing her right in the mouth and nose.  She coughed, wiping the water from her eyes making a mental note that her strength was much greater than a woman her size should ever possess.   
         “It’s a man!” Keres exclaimed.  
        “What?” Hades asked turning her head around.  Keres nodded to the rotting boat.  There covered in filth, lay a young man the color of ash, his body frozen in death.  He was not decayed though; instead his body resembled stone… the old stone of the Underworld. 
        “That is no man,” Hades said to Keres. 
        “Then what is it?” Keres asked standing on tiptoes trying to see. 
        “This is a Titan,” Hades answered. 
        “A Titan?” Keres uttered in disbelief.  “How can you tell?” 
        “A mortal probably would have rotted,” Hades answered leaning over the body. He was handsome, even in death; his body chiseled and hard.  He looked young, but Hades knew his handsome face was a lie.  This man was far older than Zeus himself.  Besides, I have spent enough time among the gods to know one when I see it.”  She pulled the boat closer to her and brushed some of the dirt from the man’s face.  An electric shock stung her fingers as they made contact with his cheek, and to her surprise color began to spread from her hand to the Titan’s face.  Hades jerked back, but the color continued to spread running down his neck and over his chest, until with a loud gasp, and a muffled shriek from Keres, the Titan sat up alive.   
        Kerberos jerked to his feet, arched his backbone, and snarled threateningly at the resurrected Titan.  The young man in the boat breathed in deeply, his chest heaving.  No one moved.  Even Hades was holding her breath.  No Titan had taken a single breath of air in centuries.  Zeus had ordered them all destroyed, and not even a single hair was left.  Well, at least that was true until two seconds ago. 
        Hades shifted forward, and the Titan bewilderingly looked from the three-headed dog to Keres to Hades and back to the dog, breathing like he could never make up for the air he lost.  He jerked backwards trying to get away from Hades sending his boat tipping dangerously, but she seized his arm before he could topple back into the poison waters.  She could feel every fiber of his body shivering in fear under her palm.  It was unnerving. 
         “Who are you?” The Titan demanded his voice shaking.  He shifted his gaze back to Kerberos, and Hades felt his pulse quicken.  “Who are you?” he repeated.  “How can you walk through the waters unharmed?”  
        “I am Hades,” she replied.  “God of the Underworld,” she added hesitantly.  The Titan’s jaw dropped, a whole different kind of fear spreading over his body. 
        “You broke the seal?” 
        “Yes,” Hades nodded. 
        “How is that possible?” he asked looking her up and down.  “You are no Titan.” 
        “Olympian,” Hades answered softly.  “We rule now… have for centuries.” 
         “Olympians?” 
         “Yes,” Hades answered.  “They live on Mount Olympus, led by Zeus.” 
        “Zeus?” the Titan asked.  “The son of Cronus?” 
         “Yes.” 
        “And the Titans?” he asked.  Hades let go of his arm and shifted back, lowering her eyes.  The Titan understood her silence and rubbed his mouth with his hand.   
        “How?” he whispered choking back the tears. 
        “Cronus began to fear his children would one day steal his throne.  He hunted them down killing them one by one,” Hades answered.  “Zeus and Poseidon rose up against him.  The war that followed destroyed the fortress and most of the earth.” 
        The Titan in the boat lowered his head into his hands.  Hades watched a single tear escape his eye and instinctively reached out her hand to comfort him, but his body recoiled from her in disdain.  Hades let her hand drop and pulled back from the boat to give him space. 
        “I have been here long,” he finally said.  “Why did you bring me back when the rest are…?” he trailed off. 
        “What is your name, Titan?” Hades asked. 
        “Charon.” 
        “Tell me, Charon, how did you come to be at the bottom of the River Styx?” Hades continued. 
        “It was after that beast behind you killed my brother, and the door was sealed shut,” he sighed wiping mud and tears from his eyes.  “I loved a mortal woman named Ioanna, but death took her too young.  It came as a surprise, and I was afraid that if she had to swim the river alone, it would claim her.  So I built a boat and decided to ferry her soul across.  I knew if she could make it her soul would be judged as pure, and I would be able to see her once again in Elysium.  Halfway across though, the River began to eat away at my boat causing the water to rush in.  I scooped Ioanna into my arms and let the water hit me instead of her.  Death immediately started in my legs and spread to the rest of my body.  The boat began to sink faster, and I knew I wouldn’t make it, so with what little strength I had left I threw her to the shore.”  Charon paused his hands shaking.   He blinked his eyes repeatedly, but a tear still managed to escape.  “I died before I could see if she reached safety,” he concluded. 
        Hades stared at him, overcome with emotion.  Such love and sacrifice this Titan had.  She felt sorry for him, and at the same time she admired him for his devotion. 
        “You died for her?” she asked softly. 
        “That is what you do when you love someone,” he answered.  Plain and simple his words struck her heart.  This Titan knew what it meant to love.  Haltingly, Hades reached her hand out to him and placed it on his chest.  Charon looked at her confused, watching a peaceful concentration spread over the god’s face. 
        “I can see her,” Hades said eventually.  “She is in Elysium.”  Charon looked up into Hades eyes and saw for a moment what he thought might be compassion. 
        “Then my sacrifice was worth it,” he said bowing his head. 
         Hades looked back at Keres and then at Kerberos whose middle head watched her while the others glared at the Titan. She turned back to Charon, all traces of compassion gone from her face.    
        “Zeus declared that all Titans were to be destroyed.  Which means as an Olympian I should kill you,” she said harshly.  Charon sat in the boat unmoving.   
        “I have a better plan for you though,” Hades continued.  “The River Styx is supposed to allow the shades of the dead to pass through without harm, but we both know many of them drown in these waters.  I want you to be their ferryman.  I want you to grant safe passage in your boat to all the souls journeying to their afterlife.  Do this for me, and Zeus need not know you exist.  Refuse, or step one foot out of your boat and either the river, Kerberos, or I will kill you.  That is a promise.”  Hades paused.  “Do we have a deal Titan?” she asked, her voice stern.  “Will you ferry the dead for me?  Will you make sure that no soul is left un-cared for?” 
        Charon looked at her for a long moment before opening his mouth. 
        “I will,” was all he said. 
        “And you understand what I will do if you break your promise?” 
        “I do.” 
        “Good,” smiled Hades, and without warning she took hold of the edge of the boat and pulled, wrenching a large part off in her hand.  Tucking the piece under her arm she placed her hand on the boat which began to repair itself, not only from the wound she had inflicted on it but also from the centuries it had spent rotting underwater. 
         “You will never sink now,” said Hades, backing out of the water careful not to let her amazement at what she had just done show.  She was used to watching Zeus repair things with a single thought or heal with a touch, but not her. “Never set foot out of your boat, Charon.  Do all I have tasked you with, and you will be safe from Zeus.”   
        Charon nodded his head, but his face was downcast.  Hades turned from the river and began to walk back in the direction of the fortress.  With one last ugly snarl at Charon, Kerberos followed his god. 
        “Why did you rip off a piece of his boat?” Keres asked softly in Hades’ ear when she caught up with her. 
        “You will see,” was all Hades said.  “Oh, and, Titan!” she called over her shoulder as she opened up her palm.  Looking at the small silver coin, Hades flicked it into the air.  It soared over her head flipping over and over again until Charon caught it.  “A bribe for the ferryman!”  



 
V 
   
        Hades stepped back through the doorway into the fortress, the darkness embracing her as its own.  It pressed in on all sides enveloping her, suffocating her.  Feeling overwhelmed, Hades shoved the darkness back from her as one would part two warriors in the throws of battle.  Immediately, fire sprang to life in the torches of old, once again lighting the ancient stone. 
        Finally able to see properly, Hades began to wander through the rubble, but halfway down whatever room of the fortress this had once been she realized the sound of footsteps following her had stopped.  She turned around to find that neither Keres nor Kerberos were behind her.  Instead, the two of them stood staring at her from the other side of the door. 
        “We can’t pass through,” Keres called out to her.  “The door kept us at bay before, and now it is you.” 
        “You cannot come in at all?” asked Hades walking back to the great door. 
        “The Underworld ends here,” explained Keres.  “We can’t leave unless you unleash us.” 
        Hades reached her hand through the doorway extending it to Keres.  She took hold of it tentatively, and gripping, Hades pulled.  Keres hesitantly stepped over the threshold letting out a faltering breath once inside.  She stood clutching Hades’ hand for a moment trying to shove down the wave of terror that was rising up in her throat.  This was the first since the beginning of all time that something of the Underworld had set foot outside its domain.   
        Keres, heart crashing in panic against her ribcage, looked deep into Hades’ deep blue eyes.  Instantly her overwhelming fear subsided, a wave of comfort washing over her, and slowly she peeled her fingers from Hades’ grasp.  She bent her knuckles into a fist and then stretched them back out feeling them creak.  Keres shifted her eyes around the Titan Ruins in awe and a little laugh escaped her lips.  This moment felt incredible. 
        “I always wondered what it was like in here,” she said forcing out her words.  The fear was dissipating but her pounding heart wasn’t.  Hades smiled at Keres, her grin sweet and comforting as she reached out for Kerberos, but the three-headed dog pawed at the ground, snarling and snapping his jaws at her hand. 
        “Come on,” Hades coaxed, but the dog just danced around agitated.  Hades shook her head and stepped out of the door seizing his spikes.  With a heave, she pulled, and even though Kerberos dug in his claws in resistance, Hades managed to haul him through the door.  She drug him, claws scraping sparks along the stone, and once inside the fortress Kerberos tucked his massive tail between his legs snarling. 
        “I think he is nervous,” laughed Keres, which made Kerberos angry, and he lunged for her.  Keres stumbled backward jerking away from his snapping jaws. 
        “Kerberos!” Hades boomed.  The dog froze, mouth wide open in midair, saliva drooling from his fangs.  He shifted his angry gaze to Hades’ in a challenge.  “That is enough!” Hades challenged back.  Kerberos gave Keres one last dirty look but shrunk back, tail still somewhat tucked between his legs. 
   
        After over an hour of wandering the fortress, both Hades and Keres were exhausted and even Kerberos was walking slower.  All three of them had seen countless bedrooms, dining rooms, hallways and kitchens, some still fighting to retain their former glory while others had given in to time, crumbling under its weight; and that was only a fraction of the fortress.  Dark hallways stretched further than anyone could imagine, but neither Hades nor Keres had enough energy to risk getting lost.  
        One room they did find was at the heart of the ruins.  Exactly halfway between Elysium and Tartarus was the great hall.  It was much larger than the one on Olympus and unlike Olympus’ set of thrones these ruins’ only had one…hers.  Tall and solid dark stone, it rose from its platform.  Hades had sat in it for a moment to see what it was like, but it felt uncomfortable sitting there.   
        They continued to explore after that and one bedroom in particular attracted Hades.  It was small and simple, but it reminded her of her room on Olympus.  The only difference was down here there was no window looking out into the night sky, and without the window there was no place here for Zeus to brood.  She wondered to herself if he would stand at that window even though she wasn’t there.  She secretly hoped he would.  It would show he mourned her loss at least a little. 
        Suddenly overwhelmed by the weight of her exhaustion, Hades shut herself in and dusted off the bed and furniture the best she could, but she mostly succeeded only in embedding ancient dirt and grime beneath her fingernails.  The dust stuck to her skin in streaks as sweat dripped down her face, and after a long while she realized that she was spreading the dirt around more than she was cleaning it.  Tomorrow she would have to find a way to actually clean the decades of decay from the endless surfaces and perhaps get Keres something to wear.  By the looks of it, Hades guessed the girl still wore the dress she had been killed in, and for that matter, she needed to get herself some clothes too.  The dress she had on now was ripped, dirty, and the blood from her back had dried it stiff.   
        Hades looked at the piece of Charon’s boat she had placed on the bedside table sinking down onto the old bed.  Such love he had for his girl.  A Titan, the gods of old, had sacrificed his very own existence for a mortal; yet Zeus could not even sacrifice a little of his reign for her.  Hades began to cry all over again.  Charon’s love was deep and true, she was sure of it, but Zeus… she wondered if his love had been real at all.   
        Kerberos, who had forced his way into the room with her, climbed onto the bed behind her causing it to sag under his massive weight.  He lay down on his side with his spiked backbone towards the aged headboard and grunted comfortably.  His frame took up over half the bed leaving very little space for her, so Hades lay her head down on the dog’s chest and listened to his heavy thumping heart.  She cried onto his hide leaving little, wet stains, but the dog did not seem to notice them.  Instead, he curled his warm underbelly around her tucking her under one of his heads, and careful not to stick her with the spikes on his legs he curled them around until he cradled her.  With one last look at her face, Kerberos shut his eyes and was asleep in minutes.   
        Hades lay there listening to the rhythm of his heart and his breath, his body heat surrounding her like a blanket.  It was hard for her to believe that this was the same beast that had the power to kill and torture gods; he seemed more like a puppy cuddling on the bed even though one look at his gruesome faces was enough to remind you what he truly was.   
        Hades absentmindedly scratched the dog’s underside until she fell asleep, her head gently rising and falling with Kerberos’ ribs.  And though she didn’t know it that first night of being a god, the most ferocious god-killer under her head would be her most loyal and loving companion.  
   
        “How did this happen!” screamed Hera, her voice bouncing off the council chamber walls as she paced back and forth on the verge of pulling out her own hair.  “How is it even possible that she broke the seal!”  Hera spun around on her heels pointing her finger at Zeus.  “What did you do?” 
        “I didn’t do this Hera!” Zeus yelled back at her.  He was growing tired of her tantrums.  This woman had two tones: yelling and demanding, and he hated both.  “I couldn’t have done this even if I had wanted to.”  Hera opened her mouth to say something. 
        “He is right, Hera,” Poseidon interrupted before she could echo another string of complaints off the walls.  “Hades would have broken the seal one way or another.  She is obviously the chosen one.  Always has been oddly enough.”   
        Hera glowered at Poseidon and then let out an aggravated growl.  Zeus stood up from his chair.  Honestly, her fit was satisfying for him to watch.  He didn’t feel one ounce of remorse for enjoying her frustration. 
        “Maybe this will teach you not to meddle where you are not welcome,” he said as he passed Hera.  He exited the council chambers, but no sooner did the doors swing shut behind him, something crashed to the ground with massive force.  Zeus didn’t even bother to return to see what Hera was throwing now.  Let Poseidon clean up his sister’s mess. 



 
VI 
   
         Kerberos lay on the bed letting Hades clean his neck.  At first, he had snarled and snapped his three jaws at her in discomfort, but one harsh word from the god shut him up.  Now he sat quietly, his ears alert to sounds as she dabbed his wounds.  The years of dried blood had finally come out of his hide, and cleaned, his raw neck looked even worse.  She could see his bare muscles and sinuous tendons, and even though he didn’t say anything when her fingers touched his exposed sinews his whole body recoiled, the flesh twitching.  Hades looked down at her hands.  She had healed the dog before, so it made sense she could do it again.  Gently stretching out her fingertips, hovering them barely against his wound she began to feel heat spreading from her to the dog.  His flesh grew back repairing itself fiber by fiber, leaving no evidence of there ever having been a bloody injury.  
        For the rest of the morning, Kerberos lay on the bed, his massive build taking up almost every free inch of space.  The god had woken up before the rest of the world, and now sitting in the pale light of the torch’s fire bouncing off the brimstone, she discovered she could draw deep circles in the dusty floor with her toes. Absentmindedly her fingers tiptoed across her bed and rubbed Kerberos’ paw.  Bigger than her hand, his claws were tangled in the bare threads of what was left of an ancient blanket. 
        Hades squeezed his paw and stood up.  The room was in disarray, the bed shredding at its seams, and the state of her dress wasn’t worthy of a beggar.  She had been sent here in exile, but she wasn’t the red-haired immortal anymore.  She was death embodied, one of the three greats, the last of the trio.  Zeus and Poseidon lived on Olympus but moved in and out at their will.  It made sense that she could do the same.  This was her realm now, the realm of the afterlife, but if she really was great, then escaping her intended prison would be as easy as snapping her fingers. 
        So she stood in the darkness not sure what to do, but her instinct took over for her mind, and in a moment her inky dark smoke was branching out seeking the corners of the room.  Then suddenly, in a cloud of darkness, she stood in her old room on Olympus. 
        Hades smiled.  Oh Hera, she had tried so hard to get rid of her and yet here she stood.  But the room had changed.  It was exactly the same as when she had left it just the day before, but now it wasn’t home.  Hades no longer wanted to live here.  The darkness was her home now and even though she could leave it, her realm would always be returned to. 
        Breathing in the fresh air, Hades stripped the filthy dress off and stood in front of her old wardrobe.  All the bright beautiful dresses… repulsive.  She ripped the first one out and slipped it over her head, its creamy white fabric sharply contrasted by her now tousled hair.  It took a good 5 minutes for the brush to remove all the tangles from her long locks, but standing in front of the full-length mirror something about the image staring back at her trapped within the glass was amiss.  The cream cloth used to highlight the deep red of her hair, but now the white seemed out of place.  Even the darkness of her blue eyes was too deep for a dress so bright. 
        Hades brushed her fingers over the long drapes leaving a spreading black stain.  Like the tentacles of smoke that emanated from her body, the stain grew outwards reaching for the far corners of the white.  Hades watched in the mirror as her dress slowly took the color of her hair and just as the last patch of cream disappeared, her entire wardrobe behind her faded from bright and colorful to darkness.  Every shape and design was black matching perfectly the darkness of the Underworld.   
        Hades snapped her fingers, and the dresses vanished.  She then flung open her closet and found a pile of silky sheets and warm blankets.  Judging by the state of the bed the dog’s claws were tangled in, she would need all of these, and snapping her fingers they disappeared as well.  
        Next, she stormed out of her old room in search of soap and old rags.  She could live in darkness, but not in filth.  She banged open doors not really caring who she woke in these early hours until she found what she was looking for.  Bucket, soap, and rags in hand, she told herself that if she ever needed anything else, she could always come back to get it, but deep down she knew she wouldn’t.  This was goodbye.  Just as she had left earth all those decades ago, she was now leaving Olympus.  Her eyes wandered to the window of her old room before she disappeared in the inky blackness.  As much as she used to love that spot she never wanted to see it again. 
   
        Back in the Underworld, Hades knelt on her hands and knees cleaning all the extra dust out of the room.  Her fingers and knees turned red from all the scrubbing, and the dog’s three heads shifted back and forth curiously watching her put the room straight.    She wondered what Keres would say if she saw one of the great three covered in soapsuds.  It made her laugh, and Kerberos’ ears twitched at the unfamiliar sound.   
        Next, she tried to change the ancient bed sheets, but Kerberos refused to budge.  She had pushed and shoved trying to get him off the bed, but he just yawned and stretched himself out further.  Hades gave up, leaning her head on his warm hide deciding to change the bed sheets when he wasn’t so sleepy.  After all, she couldn’t blame him for his love of the bed.  He had spent the last few centuries of his existence chained in the dirt above the great Hell Hole. 
        After the room was clean, Hades wandered into the other rooms looking at all the furniture.  She found a large mirror she liked and pulled it into her new room, mounting the bronze-framed glass on the wall.  Next, she found a wooden bedside table that miraculously had not crumbled with age, and as she drug it towards her room she discovered an old figurine of a horse lying on the floor.  She bent down and scooped it off of the floor brushing the streaks of dirt off its limbs.  It was like the ones she had in her Olympus room, but this small horse was black, its mane carved to look more like fury than the horses’ hair.  There was something savage about this horse, and Hades liked it.  Tucking it under her arm she drug the bedside table into her room and scrubbed the years of soot off of it. 
        A knock came at the door.  Kerberos snapped awake and let out a low guttural growl. 
        “Shh,” Hades calmed patting his head.  “Come in.”  The door swung open, and Keres shuffled in, sleep still in her eyes. 
        “It has been so long since I slept in a bed I forgot what it was like,” she mumbled.  “How long have you been up?” she asked surveying the room.  Hades went to her clothes and pulled a grey dress out.  She handed it to Keres. 
        “Put this on.” 
        Keres took it in her hands running her thumbs over the soft cloth.  Lifting it to her nose she breathed in the fresh scent of soap and perfume.  She smiled at Hades like a child. 
        “I cannot take your clothes,” she said handing the dress back to Hades.  “You are my god, not my sister whom I share clothing with.” 
        “I said put it on,” smiled Hades, turning from Keres to scoop the chunk of Charon’s boat off of the floor.  “I’ll be back,” she said patting Kerberos on the head and then walking to Keres, cupped the brunette’s face with her free hand.  “You two play nice while I’m gone.”   
        Keres nodded her head and looked at the dog who waited until Hades was out of the room before snapping one of his jaws at the girl.   
        “Cut it out!”  Hades called to him from outside the room; he listened, settling himself back onto the pillows. 
        Lighting the fortress with fire Hades walked towards the second great door, which opened to Elysium - the final resting place of the pure of heart.  It took her a while, but she eventually found it; and pulling it open, she went through.  Bright light flooded her eyes blinding her.  Hades blinked, unable to see anything but white.  She backed up halfway through the door shielding her eyes until her sight cleared.   
        It looked a lot like Olympus here, green and beautiful, an ever-expanding field of trees and white flowers.  In some places the grass was short and in others ,it grew waist high.  Little huts were scattered all over the field in no particular order, and Hades realized that the huts were actually trees planted in circles with their branches and leaves braided together.  Hades breathed in deeply of the fresh air enjoying the pungent smell of nature.  A soft breeze tangled itself in her hair, and a little flower bent in the wind tickling her foot.  Hades bent down plucking its stem from the dirt and buried her nose in the petals before tucking it softly behind her ear.  Elysium was part of the Underworld and as god, Hades could freely walk through the fields of peace.  It wasn’t all fire and blood. 
        “Ioanna!” Hades called out, her voice drifting over the field on the wind.  All the souls of the pure froze in their tracks.  The air fell silent save the soft whistle of the wind. 
        “Where is Ioanna?” Hades called out again.  “Bring the girl to me.”  No one moved.  “Ioanna!” 
        “I am she.”  A small thin young woman stepped out of the crowd.  She had long gold hair, and her eyes were the lightest blue Hades had ever seen.  She was lovely in a sad sort of way.   
         “Come here,” called Hades, and Ioanna timidly inched forward.  “Come with me,” Hades continued turning back towards the great door. 
        “No,” said Ioanna.  “I cannot go there with you.  I will not go back into the darkness.”  The girl stopped still in her tracks. 
        Hades tucked the piece of wood under her arm and lunged forward seizing Ioanna’s slight bicep.  The girl shrieked pulling away, but Hades only dug her grip harder into the girl’s pale arm.  Ioanna dug her feet into the dirt throwing all of her weight backward, but she wasn’t strong enough to resist Hades, her dragging feet leaving little ruts in the grass. 
        “You are coming with me,” Hades grunted through gritted teeth yanking her along.  All the pure souls looked on in terror, many of them backing away.  Hades ignored their panic holding tight, fingers unyielding as the tentacles of black smoke began to push their way out from Hades’ body through the air.  Ioanna struggled to get free even harder as the rest of the souls screamed and took off running.   
        “What are you doing?” Ioanna cried, but her voice was lost in the black smoke that vanished them from Elysium. 
        Moments later the two of them came down hard on the banks of the River Styx.  Hades landed well on her feet, but Ioanna stumbled, her knees buckling beneath her, Hades’ tight grip the only thing keeping her from crumbling to the dark sand.  The girl started to cry desperately trying to wrench her arm free. 
         “Who are you?” she cried out panicking.  “What do you want with me?” 
         “I want you to look where we are,” replied Hades.  
         “I know where we are!” Ioanna yelled.  “Why would you bring me here?  Why would you bring me to such a cruel place?” 
        “For love.” 
        “For love!”  The girl screamed hitting Hades with her free arm.  “Do you not know what happened here?” 
        “I do.” 
        “I lost the man I love here!” Ioanna sobbed tears running down her pretty face.  “The one person I loved most in this world died here!  Why would you bring me here?” 
        Ioanna clawed at Hades’ grip, who let go of her this time.  Ioanna crumbled to the ground heaving sickly.  Her hands shook as she pulled them from the sand, and she desperately tried to wipe the darkness from her palms, her bottom lip trembling even though her teeth were clamped down digging into it.  She picked up her eyes to find Hades no longer standing next to her but wading unharmed into the water. 
        “Who are you?” she cried, but Hades didn’t answer.  Instead, she took the broken piece of Charon’s boat in her hand and plunged it into the water shoving it down deep until it was buried by mud.  Within moments a ripple burst through the surface and the ground began to tremble a little.  Hades grabbed the folds of her dress and backed up feeling the cool mud squish between her toes.   
        Another ripple tore through the river’s surface stronger this time followed by another and another, and then up from the piece of wood a tree grew.  It grew straight up getting thicker by the minute until it began to branch out its leafless arms skimming over the water.  The tree’s branches braided and weaved plunging down to the bottom and then back up high above the water’s surface.  It grew faster, its branches colliding together forming a house and a dock on stilts in the middle of the River Styx.   
        Stumbling out of the way of the ever-expanding tree, Hades waded out of the water and yanked Ioanna to her feet.  She pulled the girl to the water’s end and reached out her hand.  The tree grew a plank from the still-forming house to the riverbank, which Hades drug Ioanna up onto.   
        “This is where you are going to live,” instructed Hades.  “Step one foot in the water or on the shore and your soul will be destroyed, but as long as you stay here you will be safe.” 
        “Why are you doing this?”  Ioanna cried, her voice soft and full of despair.  “This is where I lost my heart.  This is where he died.  Please don’t make me live where he died.”  She paused wiping tears from her eyes.  “Please,” she begged. 
        “Charon died for you here, and now you will make a sacrifice of love for him,” said Hades. 
        “It is not a sacrifice of love to eternally live where he died!” she screamed.  “This is torture.” 
        “For love, he sacrificed his life and power,” said Hades, her voice suddenly much softer.  “And for love, you will sacrifice Elysium.  For him, you will give up the great fields and live here.”  Hades looked over Ioanna’s shoulders towards the river as she spoke.  Ioanna followed her line of sight. 
       She gasped, cupping her hands over her mouth, fresh tears bursting from her eyes.  For there still somewhat hidden by the river’s fog was Charon ferrying a shade across the river.  Ioanna looked at Hades with questions in her eyes. 
        “That’s him,” said Hades.  
        “Who are you?” Ioanna asked with trembling voice. 
        “I am Hades god of the Underworld.” 
        Ioanna tried to say something, but she choked, coughing with trembling lips.  She started to hyperventilate, and Hades reached up brushing the dirt off of her face. 
        “Are you willing to sacrifice Elysium for him?” Hades asked taking the little white flower from behind her own ear and sticking it in Ioanna’s hair.  “He doesn’t know that I’ve brought you here, and he need not know unless you are willing to stay.” 
        “I will do whatever you ask,” Ioanna sobbed smiling through her tears. 
        “Then listen to me carefully for I can give you eternity with him,” Hades warned.  “I have given Charon strict instructions to never leave his boat, but as this house and dock grew from a piece of it, he may spend his nights here with you without breaking my command.  Charon is a Titan, so if Zeus ever finds him, he is dead.  I can only grant his safety if he stays in his boat and everyday ferries the shades.  As for you, as long as you too stay in his boat, and this house grown from it, I can grant you safety.  I cannot protect you from the Underworld if you decide to leave it.  Do you understand me?” 
        Ioanna nodded her head, yes, holding her fragile hands over her mouth.  Her ribs moved in and out jaggedly as she tried to suck breath into her lungs in between sobs, her lips opening and closing like a fish’s out of water. 
        “Remember all I have said, and make sure to tell him when you see him,” Hades whispered cupping Ioanna’s face in her hands, and then with one sweep of her hand, she pushed the fog back clearing the River.   
         The fog hit Charon full in the face as it rushed over the waters.  He blinked his eyes turning his head seeing Hades standing on a dock that he was sure wasn’t there moments before.  And then he saw it.  A lock of blonde hair blew from behind Hades.  Charon felt his heart stop for a moment.  Blonde hair… it couldn’t be.  He stared in disbelief for a full minute as Hades shifted her body out of the way.  Long locks of blonde hair… it was her.  Unless his mind was playing tricks on him it was her.  
        With a powerful stroke, he shoved his boat towards the dock.  His muscles shook with every row he took, his legs threatening to give out but he kept on going.  The boat sliced through the water faster and faster, but for Charon time was standing still.   
        It was for Ioanna too, feet stuck to the wood.  Hades squeezed Ioanna’s hand softly, not that the girl could feel it and then walked down the plank to the shore.  Turning around, she pushed her hand through the air.  The plank un-grew leaving the river house completely isolated in the water. 
       From the bank, Hades watched as Charon pulled his boat alongside the dock.  He had barely time to drop his long oar before Ioanna had collapsed to her knees and grasped his neck in her arms.  Charon seized her body in his arms, burying his head in the folds of her dress, his cheek pressed against her stomach.  And again time stood still for them. 
        Eventually, Ioanna pulled Charon onto the dock, and he cupped her face in his hands kissing her hard.  With trembling arms he folded them around her shoulders and pulled her in, practically smothering her, but Ioanna didn’t care as she hugged him back just as tight resting her head over his heart.  Charon kissed her forehead over and over choking back his tears, and over her hair, he noticed Hades still watching from the shore.  He looked at her with gratitude in his eyes, nodding his head at the god.  Hades nodded back and left.  It struck her deep how much these two loved each other no matter the obstacle they faced.  Once again her thoughts turned to Zeus as she walked away.  She had loved Zeus so much.  She would have sacrificed for him, but he was too proud and selfish to sacrifice for her.  Hades’ heart ached, and a tear trickled down her cheek.  She was angry… angry that the man she loved with all her heart didn’t love her even half as much as Charon loved Ioanna.   
   
        Despite its reputation for brimstone and eternal fire, it was rather cool in the dark.  Perhaps the blaze in the deep that lit the Underworld was where the notion of burning heat came from, but here by the old stone, it was cool.  Hades ran her fingers over the old stone throne.  It was smooth, worn down over the years of Cronus’ reign.  Utterly motionless save her fingertips, Hades looked out into what was once a great throne room.  It was nothing but destruction and silence now.  
        As she sat there, all Hades could think about was Charon, Ioanna, and Zeus; and the three of them only proceeded to make her angrier.  At first, she had been sad.  Sad that Zeus chose power, sad that he had sent her here alone; but after the deep display of commitment and love by Charon, she was angry.  Last night she had cried herself to sleep, but now she wanted to strike something.  Last night she had wanted to wallow away in her pain and feel sorry for herself, but now she wanted to smite someone… and she was fairly certain she had the power to do just that.  It was just so infuriating.  Charon was a Titan, and he laid down his life willingly!  If he could do that why had Zeus let himself be bullied into giving her up?  This was not the outcome Zeus had always promised her, and she was furious; furious at Zeus, at Hera, at Poseidon, at the council for siding with them, at all of Olympus for clapping when she was cast down here.  If they were here now, she would gladly throw them all in the River Styx and let them burn. 
        Something caught Hades’ eye lurking in the corner of the hall.  She squinted and realized it was Kerberos.  It amazed her how such a massive creature could move without a sound, how he could hide almost completely invisible in the shadows.  She reached out her hand, and the dog padded noiselessly to her, up the stairs to the base of her throne.  He curled himself up in front of her laying one of his dragon-like heads on her feet.  Keres followed moments later wearing the grey dress, her hair loosely braided.  She looked much more civil now Hades thought to herself, even pretty. 
        “You brought Charon’s woman to him,” she said when she got close enough.  “You succeeded in frightening everyone in Elysium, but you did a beautiful thing… you’re going to be a wonderful god I think,” she continued with no response from Hades at all. 
        “Can I kill Hera?” Hades suddenly asked.  Keres’ eyes went wide and then so did her mouth.  “Humor me,” Hades continued before Keres could mutter something. 
        “I…” stammered Keres, a little shocked.  “I guess so.  You are one of the three greats, so I suppose you could kill another god if the circumstances were right.” 
        “And what about Zeus and Poseidon?” 
        “Maybe… I don’t know.”  Keres said not liking where these questions were heading.  “They killed Cronus and the rest of the Titans.  I guess it is possible if the odds are tipped in your favor.” 
        “And what about Kerberos?  What would happen if I set him loose on Olympus?”   
        Kerberos’ ears perked up at the sound of his name.  Keres looked down at the massive god-killer and swallowed.  Hades seemed to have complete control over the beast, but she still hated the fact that he was no longer chained.  He could rip her throat out before she even knew he was there. 
        “I suppose,” she said blinking, “he would kill many a god before he was stopped.” 
        “He can be stopped?” 
        “Just because he has the ability to kill a god, does not mean he always can.  If enough gods and their weapons came against him, he could be killed.” 
        “What if I went with him?” Hades asked, her countenance deeply disturbing. 
        “If you caught Olympus by surprise, it could be a massacre,” Keres said in a voice just above a whisper, afraid of her own words.  “But you can’t!” she blurted.  “You cannot possibly be thinking of doing this.  You are a new god, and therefore you will be watched… especially if Hera dislikes you.  You have no prayers of the devoted, and you have no weapon… that puts you at a severe disadvantage.  All of Olympus sees Zeus and Hera as generous gods; they gave power to a simple immortal.  They are no doubt up there saying that those two had a revelation from the Universe that you were the great one to come.  If you show aggression towards them, all will see you as an ungrateful wretch.  No one would side with you, and they would turn you into a martyr.  An attack would wreak havoc on Olympus, but in the end, they will know it’s coming, and it’ll be you that dies.  Kerberos will once again be chained, and all the Olympians will join together to reseal the door.  Without you, it would be shut forever, but if by chance you succeed in your attack without losing your life, you will have ignited a war.  Just like the last clash of the gods, earth will suffer; it will die, and most life will be blotted from our world…” 
        “Keres!” Hades interrupted.  “I have no intention of killing anyone.” 
        “Oh…” Keres murmured.  “Then why did you want to know?” 
        “Because I was wondering if I wanted to make them suffer…” Hades looked into Keres eyes causing an unsettling knot to curl in the pit of her stomach.  “… could I?” 
        Keres didn’t answer Hades’ question.  She just swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. 
        “I want to make them suffer,” Hades continued softly leaning back in her throne, dejected.  “Hera, Poseidon, but especially Zeus.  He said he loved me, for decades he said it; and for decades he let me love him.  I loved him undeniably.  I loved him so irreversibly that to be parted with him is worse than having my living, beating heart ripped from my still breathing chest.  I loved him so, Keres, that all the power and all the joys of the world will never make me happy, for they count as naught without him.”  Hades paused breathing in and out slowly.  “And then what does he do?  He gets bullied by Poseidon and his sister into giving me up.  Right in front of my own eyes, he marries another.  Right where I can see he declares her wife and queen, and I had to pretend it was all okay; for the gods gave me life and they could take it away.  And then as if my plight was not great enough, he let Hera force him into sending me here as a puppet god.  When he sent me, he didn’t know that I would break the seal and gain all control.  No, he thought that I would be confined to these ruins utterly alone.  In decades I would be mad, in centuries my mind lost altogether.  So you see, Keres, I want to hurt him.  I want him to pay for what he did.  I didn’t want the certain insanity that he had condemned me to.  Who does that to the person they love?  I didn’t want glory… never did.  I wanted him.  I would trade all the power in the world if it meant he would truly love me.” 
        Keres took a step up towards the throne, but Kerberos’ snarl made her re-think her move.  Keres felt odd standing at the base of the throne.  Here was the great god, the completion of the trio, and she sat on the throne mourning her lost love.  While it made her uncomfortable, something about it also relieved her.  This god was unlike the others.  She was not born into privilege; she earned it.  She was humble, not power hungry.  Keres thought to herself that Hades could very well become the greatest god the Olympians and the Titans had ever seen. 
        “You know I don’t care for Zeus,” sympathized Keres.  “Until you, it was all suffering and misery, and trust me, I am with you in the desire to punish him.  If it were of little consequence, I would take Kerberos up to his chambers myself and let your dog finish him; but to do that would have repercussions that I don’t think you are prepared to face.  The torn earth forgave Zeus for its destruction after the first war of the gods.  Cronus had taken his power too far, but you.  To start a war to punish him for not loving you… the world would hate you.  That is if there was any world left at all.  I would love for you to destroy him, but not at your expense.” 
        Keres tried to climb the stairs once again.  This time Kerberos only looked at her, not that his stare was any less frightening than his growl.  She bent down at Hades’ throne and took hold of her hand trying to ignore how close she was to the colossal dog. 
        “Hades, I say you should make Zeus pay… make him pay for the both of us,” soothed Keres.   “But if you are going to cause him pain, do it in a way that will not cause you to pay the heavy price.  Do to him what no one can punish you for.  Zeus is a proud god?” 
        Hades nodded her head, yes, listening attentively. 
        “Then hurt his pride, Hades.  Humiliate him, embarrass him, torture his ego and emotions.  This way he will not go unpunished for his discarding of you, and yet your satisfaction will not bring you to harm.” 



 
VII 
   
  There it grew, like water in the desert, a single tree.  Its green leaves a stark contrast to the darkness as it grew and stretched up the walls of the great fortress in the middle of nowhere.  This tree was out of place here in the Underworld where cold stone and dirt were the only fixtures, and while its green alone caused it to stand out, it was the fruit of this tree that captivated Hades.  It was a color of blood and perfectly round.  Hades ran her fingers over the smooth skin and gave it a tug.  The redness separated from the tree, and Hades lifted the fruit to her nose. It smelled like beauty.   
        Using her fingers, Hades pried it open sending its red juice bleeding down her arms revealing little garnet seeds.  Hades loosened a few and ate them.  The sweetness exploded in her mouth.  She had never tasted anything so perfect.  Olympus had its share of mouth-watering fruit, but not like this.  This taste was as deep as the color. 
        Kerberos lifted his head closest to her and licked the juice off her arm with his rough tongue.  Hades smiled at him and broke off a few seeds, lowering her palm for her dog to reach.  Ever so gently, for fangs that massive, he took them from her and bit down sending juice squirting everywhere.  Hades laughed at his expression of surprise. 
         “I see you found the pomegranate tree,” came Keres’ voice from behind her.  Kerberos instinctively stepped protectively in front of Hades, raising himself to his full size.  Keres eyed the massive dog uneasily.  “I don’t think that thing will ever like me.” 
         “Probably not,” Hades said patting the dog’s back, careful to avoid his backbone of spikes.  Kerberos gave a short grumble in agreement. 
        Hades extended half of the fruit to Keres, who looked at it warily before taking it. 
       “Is it good?” she asked. 
        “Try it,” replied Hades distracting Kerberos by handing him more of the fruit.  Keres slowly broke off one seed and put it on her tongue.  After a moment she smiled.   
        “You never tried this?” Hades asked her. 
        “No,” Keres said wiping the red juice off of her hands.  “I was always afraid too.  The pomegranate is the fruit of the Underworld.  Once you eat of the tree, you are bound to this realm.” 
        “Keres, the three of us are about as bound to Underworld as one can get,” Hades laughed a little.  “I don’t think eating this fruit will affect us.” 
        “I guess not,” said Keres.  Hades smiled at her and sank to a seat, leaning her back against the old stone of the fortress.  Keres followed suit, as did Kerberos keeping one head eyeing Keres, another settled on Hades’ lap, and his third head begging for more fruit.  Hades broke off a few more seeds for him, and he ate them squirting red all over his mouth.  He licked his lips and blinked his eyes comically at Hades.  She burst out laughing, to which the dog responded by sticking out his tongue for more. 
        “You know what would make Zeus angry?” Hades suddenly blurted breaking the silence.  “I do.  I know what would hurt his pride; make him jealous… make him suffer.” 
        “What?” 
        “If I completely forgot about him.  If without hesitation I fell for another like he never even existed.  That would hurt him.” 
        “You think?” asked Keres quietly leaning her head back against the fortress walls. 
        “I know him,” Hades answered softly.  “He would be jealous if I forgot him.” 
        “Yes, but do you think any of the gods will dare be seen with you after your affair with Zeus?” 
        “No, not another god,” said Hades.  “Nor will I forget him for a king.  It wouldn’t hurt his pride enough.”  Hades watched her fingers as the red juice ran down them.  The broken fruit in her hand rather resembled a heart ripped from a body, blood running over her hands… Zeus’ heart when she was done.  “For his pride to suffer, I must forget him in favor of someone so far beneath him it is humiliating.  Not another god, not an immortal, nor a king, but a man… a plain and simple man.  One with nothing to his name, and for that matter no name to speak of at all.  How embarrassing would it be for Zeus if I went from loving him to a mortal farmer?” 
        “That would probably make any normal man of power angry, not just Zeus,” Keres answered. 
         “Exactly,” declared Hades tilting her head to look at Keres.  “I found such a man.  I used to watch him from Olympus.  He would pray to Zeus for help, but he was so insignificant in the grand scheme of things that Zeus paid little attention to him in favor of greater men facing causes of epic proportions.  I would sometimes watch him and feel sorry.  All he wanted was a little help, but no one thought he was worthy of it.  He lives on the edge of nowhere on a plot of land that isn’t even worth the effort.  He was an only child to parents who were taken too soon.  Far too busy with just trying to care for his farm and animals, he has never married nor does he have any friends.  He has no money to speak of and has probably never seen more than a few coins together at any single moment.  If Zeus is King of the gods, then this man is the scorn of men.  When he dies, no one will know.  I doubt even the gods will realize he has passed on.  He is exactly the man that would twist Zeus’ heart into a knot if I went to him.  Imagine how damaged Zeus’ pride would be when the whole world watched me forget him for a human rat.” 
        “Everyone knows Zeus is too proud.  You just might succeed in torturing him, but only if you can convince him it’s real,” agreed Keres slowly.   “He will be able to tell if it is real or not.  Others may be fooled, but he will not be bothered if he thinks it is a trick to get attention.” 
        “He will be fooled.” 
        “Hades, you can’t use your power over this mortal.  You cannot force him to love you.  He has to feel it for it to work.” 
        “Zeus will be fooled,” repeated Hades decidedly.   
   
        Hades stood on the bank of the creek that curved its way past the edge of the mortal’s farm.  Through the few trees that lined the bank, she could see his shack of a home and his old brown horse busily munching his lunch.  Hades squinted in the sunlight and took a deep breath, filling her lungs.  It had been a long time since she had been on earth.  The sun felt different here.  It smelled different here.  Earth felt like a cross between Olympus and the Underworld, both light and dark, good and evil. 
        The creek babbled beneath her as she slipped her toes into the water.  A bird overhead jabbered a song in response to the creek as she lowered both her feet into the water wiggling her toes in the mud.  Soaking in the sunlight and the cool water, Hades lifted her skirt and placed her hand on her ankle.  A gruesome bruise began to grow where her fingers touched.  Her ankle started to swell, and after a moment she looked like she had been in a terrible accident.  Hades lifted her hand and viewed her handiwork.  By the gods, it looked painful, so she dropped her dress where it floated until it became waterlogged.   
        Hades stepped out of the water and started to limp towards the shack contorting her face in pain. 
        “Hello?” she called out, her voice quivering.  She waited for a moment without a response.  “Hello?” she called again.  This time she heard movement from the other side of the little stone house.  A moment later a young man appeared around the corner.   
        “Can you help…” Hades cried out only to be cut off by a fake fumble of her ankle that sent her sprawling to the ground. 
        “Are you alright?” the young man blurted rushing to scoop her off the ground. 
        “It’s my ankle,” Hades groaned lifting the hem of her dress showing him the swelling bruise. 
        “What happened?” he asked wide-eyed as he took her leg in his hands gently pressing his thumb against her skin.  Hades flinched gritting her teeth. 
        “I was down the creek a way to get a drink when one of the stones shifted beneath me.  I fell twisting my leg.” Hades said between breaths of faked pain.  “I came across this piece of land hoping to find help.” 
        The young man looked up into Hades’ eyes with compassion… just as she had planned.  He was going to feel sorry for her and thus was going to help her, giving her just the edge she needed. 
        “I am going to take you inside,” the young man said.  “Is that okay?”   
        Hades nodded her head, and he slipped one arm around her back and his other under her legs.  He scooped her off the ground easily, and Hades was surprised at the strength in his body as he carried her into the shade of his home. 
        The young man sat her down on his rickety cot of a bed and set her ankle on a chair.  As he busied himself caring for her, Hades took the opportunity to get a good look at him.  He was tall and strikingly handsome under all that dirt and sweat.  His muscles were well defined on his large build, and he had short light brown hair with mud-blue eyes.  His face was covered in light brown scruff, sweat, and dirt.  His skin was bronzed from spending too much time in the sun, and it was smooth where scars and calluses didn’t interrupt it.   
          His hands felt rough against her skin.  They were large from too much work, and his veins were raised like little hills on his hands and arms.  Dirt was caught underneath the few fingernails that weren’t broken.  All in all, he was a gorgeous mortal, strong and handsome, but covered in imperfections.  And he smelled.  Hades wrinkled her nose.  Zeus had never smelled like this.  This rough and rugged man smelled like sweat, dirt, and hard work.  Hades kind of liked that he smelled, made him seem so… mortal. 
        “Does it hurt?” he asked her pressing his fingers lightly on her leg.  Hades flinched for him and nodded her head.  He looked up into her eyes.  There was something about them that sent butterflies racing through her stomach.  Hades sucked in air.  This man’s mud-blue eyes were nothing compared to Zeus’ gorgeous eyes, but still, something about them and the way he looked at her set her heart racing. 
        “What’s your name?” the young man asked kindly. 
        “Persephone,” Hades lied. 
        “Persephone,” the young man said slowly tasting the name.  “That’s pretty.” 
        “Thank you,” Hades murmured, the corners of her mouth tilting up in a faint smile.  
        “My name is Alkaios,” he smiled back at her.  “Where are you headed?  I’ll take you there.  You shouldn’t be walking on this ankle.” 
       “I’m not headed in any particular direction,” she answered, the dejected look in her eyes enough to move the hardest of men to pity. 
       “So I guess that’s how you ended up here in the middle of nowhere,” he chuckled.  “You running from something?” 
        “Why would you ask that?” 
        “Because no one ever finds me on purpose,” he said matter-of-factly.  Hades looked at him feeling a twinge of compassion for him.  His life seemed lonely, and by all the scars on his body, hard too.  “And a pretty girl like you wouldn’t roam the earth alone unless she was in trouble,” he continued. 
        “I suppose I am,” said Hades brushing her black hair behind her ears, glancing up through her eyelashes to meet his gaze.  Alkaios looked at her expectantly for an explanation.  Gods his eyes made it hard for her to concentrate.  
        “My father,” Hades said trying not to stare too hard.  “He raised me alone, and a few months ago he got into dealings with the wrong sort.  I don’t know what about, but when he couldn’t do what they wanted, they killed him.  I fled after that.  I have nowhere to go, but I couldn’t stay.” 
        “I’m sorry,” murmured Alkaios and then after a moment, “you can’t walk on that ankle you know.  You can stay here until it heals.”  Hades looked up at him hesitantly.   
        “I swear to you I won’t hurt you,” he continued.  “I only offer my help.  I swear by the Throne of Zeus that I will not lay a hand on you.” 
        “Be careful what you say,” Hades chided.  “Zeus takes the power of his throne seriously.” 
        “I know,” Alkaios said.  “So you see, I will not harm you.” 
        “I don’t want to inconvenience you,” Hades said sweetly. 
        “You won’t trouble me,” he said, his voice downcast.  “I am tired of speaking only to the gods and my horse… neither of them answers me back.”  Hades looked at his face compassionately.  She knew the gods never answered back.  She had watched them ignore him. 
       “I’ll answer you back,” she replied; and Alkaios took it as the mortal Persephone being grateful for his help. Little did he know a god was finally listening. 
   
        Hades blinked her eyes a couple times, but it was the smell and the ache in her back from the straw cot that reminded her where she was.  She rolled over, stretching, and looked around the room.  It was empty, so she swung her feet over the side of the cot squinting in the light of the still rising sun.  Birds’ songs drifted through the window on the wings of the sunbeams and breeze.  The hovel she sat in was only a single room.  A fireplace sat to the left of where the bed lay, but other than that, a single window next to the door, a solitary chair and an accompanying table were the only features of the room.   
        Hades stood up and walked to the door.  She pulled it open and leaned against the frame shutting her eyes in the sunlight, breathing in the new morning air.  It was so peaceful here and kind of pretty in its own way.  After a moment she opened her eyes and saw Alkaios already at work, even though it was barely morning.  The gods never did heavy labor, especially not Zeus, so it had been a long time since she had watched the rising and falling of a man’s muscles as he worked.   
        The sun had fully risen by the time Hades realized how long she had been standing in the doorway watching him.  He hadn’t noticed her, so she had just stared at him in a trance thinking nothing, doing nothing.  The sun had finally caught her attention though, and she sank back inside the room into the shade.   
        She spent the next hour baking bread.  She hadn’t done this in decades either, but it came back to her like she’d never stopped.  Before long the smell began to drift through the little room, and Hades pulled the single chair in front of the fire.  She breathed in deeply the fresh aroma and leaned back shutting her eyes when a sudden knock on the door shattered the peace. 
        “Can I come in?” Alkaios asked, peaking his head through the doorway. 
        Hades smiled and nodded.  He smiled back as he shuffled in, his skin still plastered with dirt even though he had tried to wash most of it off in the creek.  The sweat and water still clinging to his skin made his arms and chest shine.  His appearance was so different from the gods.  He was in theory, repulsive, but Hades still felt her eyes strangely attracted to him.  
        “You are supposed to be resting that ankle,” Alkaios said nodding towards the bread on the fire. 
        “I can only sit still for so long,” Hades replied.  Alkaios shrugged his shoulders and reached his thumb out towards her arm.  Hades watched him gently brush a streak of flour off her skin.  Her pulse quickened a little at his touch.  It was rough against her soft skin, but his touch was careful.  He seemed so good.  Why had Zeus always ignored this man?  
        “It’s hot out,” Alkaios sighed sinking down to the floor with his back against the wall.  If he was trying to make conversation, he wasn’t very good at it. 
        “I can tell,” Hades said looking at the sweat beading on his skin.  The two of them sat quiet for a moment.  Hades couldn’t tell if his silence was because he was a quiet man by nature or if it was because he had spent so much time alone after the death of his parents. 
        “You live here alone?” Hades asked breaking the silence even though she knew the answer.  Alkaios nodded his head yes without bothering to say anything. 
        “Where is your family?” she asked still pretending she didn’t know. 
        “My parents are dead,” he said matter-of-factly.  “I have no other family.” 
        “I am sorry,” Hades whispered.  She looked over on the table where a jug of water sat and poured some of it into a cup.  Standing up, she took it to him, careful to fake a limp, and when he took it from her his fingers brushed hers, his skin hot as fire.  He drank it all in one gulp, and Hades knelt on the floor in front of him using his broad shoulder to steady herself. 
        “How did they die?” she asked in a soft voice.  Alkaios looked up into her dark blue eyes quietly for a moment.  Hades knew that he never talked about his parents, but she hoped he would talk to her. 
        “They got sick,” he said finally.  “My mother died first, and my father followed.  I think he was too heartbroken to go on living without her.”  Alkaios blinked keeping a stoic face.  Hades placed her hand lightly on his knee.  To him, it was a gesture of comfort and support, but what she was really doing was searching.  She was looking through the Underworld for the souls of his family. 
        “At least they are in Elysium,” she said softly with a smile once she found them. 
        “How do you know?” he asked her. 
        “I just know,” Hades lied. 
        “I suppose that is good,” he said, his energy suddenly drained.  “But I would rather the gods hadn’t taken them.  I was too young then, and I needed them.  But the gods never listen.” 
        Hades choked back a tear for him.  She already knew what had happened to him and his family, but hearing it from his own lips made her sad.  So she sat on the floor with him for a while, her hand on his knee, and he began to feel like a weight had been lifted from his heart.  Someone had finally listened to him… and he didn’t know it, but that someone was a god. 



 
VIII 
   
  The rest of the day passed uneventfully.  Alkaios stayed outside working for most of it which left Hades, the supposed invalid, inside.  When the sun finally set, he came inside so tired, Hades was sure he would fall right off the chair.  He ate more than anyone she had ever seen and barely said a word to her.  He did look at her though… and often.  Hades watched him out of the corner of her eye, and when he thought she wasn’t looking he would steal a glimpse of her.  Zeus used to do that in the beginning; steal glimpses of her.  It had made her feel beautiful when the king of Olympus gazed upon her, but the tired mortal set her stomach churning.  It was almost painful, and she couldn’t figure out if it was disgust or delight.   
        When he had finished eating, Alkaios pushed back the chair and stood up from the table. 
        “You need anything, Persephone?” he asked.  Hades shook her head no, so he headed for the door.  He had promised her he would sleep in the stable while she was here so she didn’t have to worry. 
        “Goodnight,” he called ducking out of the door.  He was so tall that if he walked out standing straight, he would have smacked his head.  Zeus was tall, but Hades never remembered him having to duck through any doorways.  Oh… why did everything have to remind her of Zeus? 
        “Goodnight,” she called out after Alkaios trying to shove Zeus out of her mind, but it was no use.  In the dark solitude of that room, Zeus flooded her thoughts.  She had been so angry with him at first, but now… now in the presence of another man all Hades could do was compare Alkaios to Zeus, and compared to Zeus this mortal was nothing. 
        Black smoke began to snake itself around Hades.  Tendrils of ink-like black circled her body like a noose, and suddenly she disappeared from her seat leaving the small room empty. 
        Moments later, in a cloud of black smoke, Hades was standing at the Great Door.  She settled to a seat looking over the Underworld writhing and groaning, resting her head against the doorway.  She sat undisturbed for quite some time when suddenly the hairs on the back of her neck rose and her skin flashed ice cold.  A second later she felt hot breath on her back and then a wet nose followed by a wide snout settling on her shoulder.  Hades exhaled relieved and scratched Kerberos’ chest, who sat his massive rump down on the old stone and faced out the door like a statue of a guard dog.  Stupid beast always creeping up on her like that. 
        It wasn’t long before Keres joined them at the door.  She shot Kerberos a wary look to which he responded with a small snap of his massive fangs.  Hades smirked a little. 
        “I don’t like when you leave me alone with him,” Keres declared. 
        “He isn’t going to hurt you,” said Hades. 
       “Yes… well, I’m not entirely convinced,” Keres shifted her eyes to Hades.  “Well?” 
        “He is dirty and sweaty… and he smelled,” said Hades unenthusiastically. 
        “He is a farmer,” Keres sighed.  “What did you expect?  Was he kind?  Is he handsome?  Or did you only notice the sweat?” 
        “He is handsome, and he was kind,” wallowed Hades.  “But he isn’t Zeus.” 
        “I thought that was the point?” 
        “It is… I just… I hate Zeus, but I miss him.  I loved him for so long that I don’t remember how to be without him.”  Hades brushed her hair back and took a deep breath, her lip trembling.  “I don’t know if I even want to be without him.  I want him back.  I want him to love me.”  Kerberos looked at Hades with one of his heads sensing she was not well.  Hades rested her head on the beast’s shoulders.   
        “I feel sorry for the mortal.  His family is dead, and he will mourn it for the rest of his life.  But then he will die, and it will be over.  I envy him.  I wish I were mortal again.  That way I would not have to spend eternity without Zeus’ love.”  Hades took a deep rattling breath as a single tear jumped out and down her face.  “I wish I didn’t have to live forever.  I wish I could one day die and forget that I ever loved and lost him.” 
        “Don’t say that, Hades,” Keres reprimanded, placing her palm comfortingly on the god’s knee.  Hades reached over and placed her hand over Keres’. 
        “How did you become an immortal of Olympus?” Keres asked, interrupting the quiet to change the subject.  “You were human once weren’t you?” 
        “I was,” Hades answered.  Keres waited for her to explain, but she clearly had no intention of doing so. 
        “Well?” 
        “I honored the gods,” was her only answer. 
        “I know that, but how?” Keres’ curiosity shone on her face.  “What did you do?” 
        “It was an accident really,” said Hades reluctantly.  “I never meant to do what I did, I just found myself in the middle of it all.  The Titan demi-gods wanted their parent’s power.  They forced people to reject the Olympians, so the gods lost most of their power over the earth.  On the brink of losing everything, they sought the help of mortals who had refused to reject them in favor of the demis.  I believed in Zeus then, and there were others.  We helped the gods put down the revolt.” 
        “You are brave.” Keres looked at Hades in amazement. 
        “No, I was scared.  I didn’t want to live under the rule of sick tyrants.  Although I wish I had just stepped aside and let another do what I did.  That way I would have died on earth and never met Zeus.” 
        “Stop saying that,” Keres reprimanded.   
        “When you love someone and have them ripped from you, Keres, you will understand the pain.  What about your family?  Didn’t their loss drive you to insanity?” 
        “Every day,” Keres answered.  “But it still doesn’t change that you are the chosen one, the god of our Underworld.  You were a mortal brave enough to oppose demi-gods.  Zeus can pay for his disregard of the woman he so-called loved, but never let him make you wish you are not who you are.  We waited so long for you… do not wish you never came.” 
        “You have such faith in me,” Hades said smiling.  She reached out her hand and brushed Keres’ cheek with it. 
        “Because you broke the seal.  There is something in you that is good and special.  So I am sorry to say this, but you’ll have to spend eternity missing Zeus because this is where you need to be.” 
   
        Hades made it back to earth before Alkaios even knew she was gone, and sure enough, without a word to her, he was outside at work before the sun had even risen.  Hades, bored of sitting in the house alone, hobbled outside.  His farm was small.  Patches of vegetables and a small field of grain stretched from his home to the creek.  Besides his tired brown horse, a few goats wandered inside their pen talking to each other in their bleating voices.   
        Hades watched the goats.  She always did like animals, and one goat, in particular, caught her attention.  Smaller than the rest, he kept talking to whatever was on the other side of the fence when he wasn’t trying to bite it.  Hades craned her neck around to see.  It was Alkaios.  He was crouched on the ground trying to fix the fence but was really only succeeding in getting his fingers nibbled.  He kept pushing the goat’s face away, but the animal would complain and go right back to babbling at him.   
        Hades burst out laughing, and Alkaios jerked up startled.  When he noticed it was just the girl, he smirked, rolled his eyes, and went back to pushing the goat’s face out of the way.  Hades limped around the fence and sank down to her knees next to him.  The goat suddenly stopped nipping Alkaios and stared at her warily, eyes wide and mouth stuck half open.  Hades reached out her hand to scratch his head, but the goat pulled back and frowned at her. 
        “Come here,” she coaxed reaching her hand further. 
        “Careful,” Alkaios warned.  “He bites.” 
        “I saw,” Hades laughed and stretched her hand out further.  She scratched the goat behind the ears.  His little grey head leaned into her hand, and before long he was inching closer to her as if drawn by a magnet.  Alkaios watched in amazement as the goat finally relaxed to the ground, and sticking his little head through the slots in the fence, rested his chin on Hades’ knees.  Hades let out a little laugh as the goat blinked his eyes lazily. 
        Alkaios listened to her laugh drift on the wind.  He liked the sound of it. 
        “How did you do that?” he asked nodding towards the goat.   
        Hades smiled at him still petting the goat’s yawning head.  She shrugged her shoulders and looked at the pen.  The other goats were all looking at her, and some of them inched closer like they wanted to say hello. 
        “He bites everything,” Alkaios said, seizing the opportunity to finish fixing the fence.  Hades watched his calloused hands work waiting for him to speak, but he didn’t so she sat there next to him quietly.  She let the sun beat down on her black hair until she was so warm she was sure her hair would catch on fire.   
        When a breeze finally drifted by it was a huge relief.  It blew some straw their way, and a piece of it stuck to Alkaios’ sweaty shoulder.  Hades brushed it off his skin, but he didn’t even look up at her when her fingers touched him.  Hades studied his profile.  He really was quite handsome.   
        She turned her head back to his shoulder and let her eyes wander down his bare arm.   
 A small scar marred the smooth skin of his right bicep.  Before Hades even knew what she was doing, she slowly reached over and ran her finger along it.  It was uneven, so different from the perfect skin of the gods.   
        “A snake spooked my horse a few years ago, and he threw me,” he explained.  Hades lifted her fingers from the blemish and looked over the rest of his body. 
        “You have a lot of them,” she said.  Alkaios shrugged his shoulders and wiped off his hands. 
       “Let’s see your ankle,” he said turning towards her.  Hades shifted her weight and stuck out her leg towards him.  The bruise had turned another shade of awful colors.  Alkaios ran his hand over it pressing his fingers into her bones.   
        “I don’t think it is broken,” he said looking up at her finally.  “You must have taken a nasty fall, though.” 
         “I guess I did,” Hades said looking into his muddy eyes as Alkaios stood up.  He reached down and picked her up off the ground disturbing the now snoozing goat, who bleated his disapproval and gave Alkaios a snotty look before joining the other goats. 
        That was the most Hades got out of Alkaios for the rest of the day.  He was a quiet man, and besides mumbling one-word answers to her and a soft goodnight, the only voice Hades heard was her own.  Hades lay down on the cot and stared at the ceiling.  His voice, what little she heard, matched his skin she thought.  Rough. Even the dirty stubble on his face matched.  Before she knew it, she had fallen asleep, and for the first time in decades, it had not been to the thought of Zeus. 
   
        “Persephone?” Alkaios called from outside. 
        “Yes?” Hades called back braiding her long hair into a thick twist down her back.  The shorter hairs popped out hugging her face like a picture frame for her features.  Alkaios stuck his head inside and looked at her face awkwardly long before opening his mouth. 
        “I am going over to the next village’s market,” he said.  “Will you be alright here?” 
        “Can I come with you?” she asked. 
        “I guess,” he answered hesitantly.  Hades stood up and limped outside after him.  His brown horse already hooked to a small cart, and spotting Hades walking towards him, he balked stomping at the ground.  Alkaios shushed him, but the closer Hades came the louder his snorting grew.  Pawing the ground, he backed up pushing, the old cart with him. Alkaios lunged out to grab his reigns, but the horse knocked him away with his snout and continued his panic dance.  His large eye pinned Hades.  Terrified he watched her approach, his head and teeth lashing out at any attempt Alkaios made to calm him.  They say animals can sense what humans could not, and the horse knew exactly who Hades was.  Darkness was here.  
        “Persephone!” Alkaios called as Hades continued ever closer extending her hand to the balking beast, but Hades ignored him, venturing forward to press her hand against the bridge of the horse’s nose.  He snorted nervously, but the moment flesh touched hide he stilled.  Hades looked deep into the big brown eyes and rubbed his neck comfortingly. 
        “Shh,” she whispered into his ear.  The horse’s breathing calmed until his heartbeat resumed its normal pace.  Alkaios came closer, and this time the animal made no movement against him. 
        “What is this strange hold you have over my animals?” he asked Hades staring at her confused.  Hades brushed her palms over the horse’ smooth hide. 
        “They see what we cannot.” 
        Alkaios eyed her not sure what to make of her statement, but Hades smiled at him, and the horse stood calmly.  He shrugged off his confusion and hoisted Hades into the cart.  Taking his horse’s reins, he led the animal away from his home without so much of a peep.  Whatever had frightened the horse was gone. 
        It took a while traveling over endless nothing to reach the village market.  It was a little fishing town, and the air smelled of the sea.  Alkaios had not said one word to her the entire trip, but he kept looking at the horse half expecting the animal to bite him.  The trip was uneventful though, and even when he lifted Hades off the cart the horse only looked at her. 
         “You want to go with me, or would you like to look around?” Alkaios asked.  Hades looked over at all the colors of the market, and he saw the look in her eyes realizing his question was unnecessary.  “I will not be long, so do not wander far and be careful of your ankle,” he said through slightly upturned lips.   
        Hades nodded her head returning his slight smile with a larger one and watched him walk away.  Patting the horse on the side, she made her way towards the market.  The smell of fish filled her nostrils, and too many sights cluttered her eyes.  Two boys darted out in front of her followed by the sound of a woman yelling for them to watch where they were going.  People called out for her to buy things; and the younger men, along with a few of the older men, stared at her as if they had never seen such beauty before.  A few of the younger woman and little girls stared at her too, but it was mostly wives hitting their husbands to get them to close their mouths.  
        After a while of aimless wandering, Hades rounded a corner and saw Alkaios talking to an older, grizzled man.  She found a wall to lean on and stood there watching him when she noticed a young redhead come up behind the old man.  Hades, heart lurched.  The girl’s red hair was a lighter, more orange color than hers used to be before death took it, but still, it reminded her of what she used to have.  Hades absentmindedly reached up and ran her fingers over her black braid. 
        Hades intently stared at the red-haired girl.  The grizzled man appeared to be her father.  She was a pretty girl, but plain.  Besides her red hair, she looked nothing like Hades and was nowhere near as pretty as the god.   
         The girl watched Alkaios the whole time though, her eyes never leaving him.  Hades smirked to herself; the girl was infatuated with the farmer even though Alkaios paid little attention to her as he dealt with her father.  Hades didn’t pay attention to how much time passed, but eventually, Alkaios thanked the man and turned towards his horse.  The girl called out to him and waved.  Alkaios turned around and waved back, but said nothing.  He never seemed to say anything. 
       Hades left her post and wandered back through the market towards one of the women selling fish.  Bending down, she scooped up three pebbles and passed her hand over her palm.  When she did the three pebbles transformed into coins.  
        “Can I have that one?” Hades asked the woman pointing to a freshly caught fish.  The woman nodded her head and wrapped it up trading the fish for Hades’ three coins. 
        “Thank you!” Hades called over her shoulder as she made her way back through the market to Alkaios and his horse.  Alkaios was leaning against the now fully stocked supply cart, but when he saw her he stood up. 
         “You didn’t walk too much I hope,” he said looking down at her ankle. 
         “No,” she answered.  “I just looked.” 
         “What did you get?” he asked trying to make out her package. 
        “Can’t you smell it?” she teased holding it up in front of him. 
        “Why did you get that?” 
        “Because,” she said taking a deep breath of the salty air.  “We are by the sea!” 
        Alkaios shook his head at her and reached out for her.  She stepped close to him, and he lifted her into the cart.  
        “Where did you get the money?” he asked her as she settled. 
        “Not from you,” she said tapping his nose with her finger.  Alkaios nodded his head, taking the horse’s reins.  As he began to lead the cart away, Hades leaned over resting her elbows on her knees.  Her face closer to his, she put her chin in her palm and turned her eyes to his profile. 
        “Do you have a woman?” she asked even though she knew the answer. 
        “No.” 
        “How come?” Hades pried.  “That red-haired girl back there likes you I think.”   
        Alkaios looked up at her, squinting in the moving sun, and then shook his head no. 
        “She does,” Hades said back.  “I am a woman… I can read such things in the eyes.  So why no one?” 
        “I don’t have the time for a woman,” Alkaios muttered turning back towards the road.  
        “That’s ridiculous,” Hades declared.  She could see it in his eyes that this was not a subject he wanted to pursue, but she pushed anyway.  He would open up to her.  He had to.  He would never fall for her if he remained so closed off.  
        “You’ve seen how much work the farm is,” Alkaios muttered bitterly.  “I don’t have the time to be traveling for a girl as well.  I, unfortunately, wasn’t blessed with an easy life.” 
        “You could always sell the farm and move closer to others,” Hades said picking at a splinter on the side of the cart. 
        “I couldn’t do that,” Alkaios said, and when he saw the question in her eyes he added, “Did you love your father?” 
        “Yes,” Hades said thinking of her long gone mortal father.  Alkaios was referring to the one who was murdered in her lie, but that didn’t mean she had not loved her real father when he was alive. 
        “You were forced to flee by whatever trouble your father found before his death, but what if you didn’t have to flee?  Would you give up your only memory of him?” he asked.  Hades shook her head no slightly.   
        “Well, I cannot just give up the last memory of my parents.  I know they would want me to be happy, but if I leave the farm I feel like I’ll have lost them.” 
        Hades felt sorry for him.  It was becoming a common feeling.  Studying his face for a moment, she abruptly reached her arm out and brushed his short hair back around his ear.  Alkaios looked up at her a little surprised, and Hades suddenly felt awkward.  She pulled her hand away and rested it on the side of the cart turning her eyes from him.  He continued to look at her though, and after a moment Hades felt his hand brush over hers.  His fingers squeezed hers, and a flood of warmth washed over her body.  It felt oddly wonderful. 
   
        The drifting smoke of the fire contrasted sharply with the multicolored sky.  Alkaios was roasting the fish outside because Hades had insisted on it as the sun slowly set.  The fire spit and crackled as Hades lay in the grass watching the great ball of fire fall through the aging sky.  
        “A horse,” Alkaios said watching the fish cook. 
       “I would have to say dogs,” Hades smiled lying on the grass thinking of Kerberos.  He technically was a dog… sort of.  “Favorite color?” she called out.  “Red.” 
        “Blue,” Alkaios answered staring straight into her eyes, which made her blush.  “Favorite food?” he asked. 
        “That’s easy, pomegranate.” 
        “What’s that?” 
        “A fruit,” Hades blurted forgetting that the pomegranate was the fruit of the Underworld.  “It grows… where I come from.” 
        “Oh,” Alkaios said not pressing further. 
        “What about yours?” she asked, quickly glad he had left it at that.      
        “Whatever is for dinner,” he said his lips curving up just a tad. 
        “That isn’t a food!” Hades chided rolling over on her side looking at him.  “You have to pick a food.” 
        “I don’t know,” he shrugged. 
        “Fine, do you have a food you hate then?” she demanded playfully. 
        “… fish?” he blurted. 
        “What!” Hades bolted to a seat. 
        “I’m joking,” Alkaios grinned.  A joke out of him?  That was a first.  This time it was Hades who shook her head before she lay back down. 
         “Favorite time of day?” Hades continued. 
         “Sunset.” 
        “Sunsets are beautiful, but I like midnight.  The moon is out and the rest of the world is quiet.  It’s just you and a sky that goes on forever.”  Hades rolled over onto her stomach and propped herself up on her elbows.  She looked over him and noticed the scar on his arm from his horse.  She looked over him at his other blemishes.  For some reason, the scars on his muscles captivated her.   
        “Favorite scar?” she asked him.  Alkaios looked over his body and then extended his right hand to her, palm up.  A scar stretched from his palm to his wrist. 
        “That one.” 
        “How did you get it?” 
        “My father,” Alkaios smiled.  “He was teaching me how to fight when my mother came outside suddenly.  She startled him, and he gave me this by accident.  He and my mother were so sorry, they treated me special for weeks.” 
        Hades laughed and took his hand in hers running her fingers over the rough patch of healed skin.  She also traced the veins on his wrist that were slightly raised.  The feel of uneven scar tissue and bumpy veins under the tips of her fingers was intoxicating to her.  She held tightly to his hand, and Alkaios let her.  The two of them fell silent, almost holding hands neither of them wanting to pull apart. 



 
IX 
   
        Hades wrung the excess water out of her hair and watched the drops create rippled waves obscuring her reflection.  She leaned back and shook her still wet hair out of the twist and set her face towards the setting sun soaking up what little warmth was left.  It felt good to wash all the dirt and sweat off.  
        Hades pushed herself off of the bank and slid her dress over her still damp skin.  The bruise on her ankle was pretty much gone, and she was afraid of what it meant.  She could always clumsily hurt herself again.  At least she was half tempted to because without a crippled leg she would have to leave.  Walking towards his house she was careful to keep her dress over her ankle.  Maybe if he didn’t see it he wouldn’t remember, and she could stay.  Despite her plan, she was starting to feel she liked staying here with the mortal.  He was quiet most of the time, but there was something about his silence that was comforting. 
        Hades found Alkaios sitting inside.  He stood up when she walked in and motioned for her to take the chair. 
        “How is your leg?” he asked.  So much for him forgetting. 
        “Better I think,” she answered.  Alkaios squatted down and took her ankle in his hands.   
        “It looks good,” he said pressing his fingers against her skin.  “Does this hurt?”  Hades shook her head no.  Alkaios put her leg down and stood up backing away from her.  “Your ankle won’t be stopping you now.  I wouldn’t worry about re-injuring it as you go on your way.” 
        There it was.  The end of her welcome.  Hades brushed her still damp hair off her shoulders, a sudden wave of sorrow washing over her… and not because it was a thwart to her plan.  Why on earth did she feel upset? 
        “That’s good,” she said trying to mask her disappointment.  Alkaios just nodded his head and left.  The man of few words.  Hades leaned back in her chair frustrated, but no sooner had he left he stuck his head back in, his eye wide with discomfort. 
        “Persephone?” 
        “Yes,” she said looking at him.  He shifted his weight unable to make eye contact. 
        “You said you weren’t headed anywhere in particular.  Is that still true?” he asked.  Hades nodded yes.   
        “Oh…” Alkaios nodded his head and swallowed.  “Well, even with a good ankle wandering alone isn’t safe.”  He looked up finally to meet her gaze.  “What I am trying to say is that you don’t have to leave… if you don’t want to.”  The two of them stared at each other.  
        “You don’t have to stay,” he added quickly when Hades didn’t answer right away, his discomfort increasing.  “It was just a thought.” 
        Hades still didn’t answer him.  Feeling foolish, Alkaios pursed his lips and nodded his head slightly. 
 “Okay,” Hades said softly, and Alkaios leaned forward slightly as if he was trying to absorb the remaining slivers of her voice still hanging in the air. 
        “Okay,” he whispered back half smiling. 
   
        The smell of fresh dirt and growing greenery filled the morning air.  Dirt pushed itself up into her fingernails and spread over her hands, staining her fingerprints.  It was rough and grainy, cool unlike the coming day.  She ran her fingers over the mounds and plains of dirt and grabbed hold of a clump of weeds.  She pulled them out by the roots, throwing them with the rest of the foreign plants threatening to strangle and overcome the neat rows of vegetables.  Hades sat back on her legs and looked over the newly weeded patch for any stragglers, but she had gotten them all.   
        One of the green vegetable plants did catch her attention though.  His little stems and leaves were crushed and bent like someone had carelessly trampled him.  Hades leaned forward and took the leaves in her hands.  Life flowed from them, and the turgor pressure pushed the plant back to its full height. 
        Hades stood up brushing the dirt from her hands and dress.  Perspiration beaded on her forehead, and her arms were streaked with dust that probably wouldn’t come off… at least not without a fight.  Now that she was better she had told Alkaios she would pull her weight, and the more time that passed the more she looked like her mortal… dirty, and probably smelly.   
        Hades put her hand over her eyes as a shield and looked over the quiet land.  Alkaios was headed her way with water for the horse, and the closer he got to her, the more Hades noticed he was walking funny.  He was carrying two heavy buckets of water, but he was walking slowly, contorting himself as to keep unnecessary pressure from his back.  Wiping the back of her hand across her forehead, Hades crossed the distance between them. 
        “Does your back hurt?” she asked trying to take one of the buckets from him.  He shook his head no and kept a firm grip on the handle.   
        “Let me take one.”  Hades gave it another tug, which sent the water bucket tumbling to the ground.  Alkaios looked at her, grimacing. 
        “How bad is the pain?” she asked him.  He didn’t deny it this time, only shrugged his shoulders.  Hades took hold of the other water bucket and pried his fingers off.  Setting it on the ground she took Alkaios by the hand and walked towards the creek. 
        “Sit down,” she demanded pulling him to the ground in front of a small rock which she then sat on.  She began to dig her thumbs deep into the knots in his back.  It hurt him at first; she could tell through the small involuntary twitches his muscles gave off, but after a while, Alkaios relaxed and let her rub the aches out of his back.   
        Hades could feel all the hard work and stress in his young body.  Too long had he pushed himself just to survive, and here in his back, she could feel the toll it was taking.  She could read the pain he was in and how one day it would cripple him; so in the safety of being unseen behind his back, she let faint trails of black smoke crept from her fingers and burrow deep into his skin.  Alkaios would think his back was feeling better because she was working out his knotted muscles, but she was really doing for him what she had done to the plant moments before.  She refused to let his crops die, and she certainly refused to let this man suffer. 
        “Does it feel any better yet?” she asked after a while, peering over his shoulder.  He nodded his head yes.  Hades slid her hands up his back and around his collarbone letting her chin rest on his shoulder.  She looked up at his profile.  He was so handsome, and the scruff on his face was so different from Zeus’ perfectly smooth skin, she had to fight the urge to run her fingers over his jaw. 
         “Alkaios,” she said, her chin still resting on his shoulder.  “When was the last time you did nothing at all… or something not because you had to, but because you wanted to?” 
        “I don’t remember,” he answered still looking straight ahead. 
        “Is there something you really want to do?” 
        “Hmm…” he said thinking, “sleep,” he laughed.  Hades smiled and rubbed his collarbone with her thumb.   
        “The sea,” Alkaios said turning his head to look at her.  “I always go to that fishing village to trade, but I never go to the sea.” 
        “Then take me to the sea.” 
        “Right now?” 
        “Yes,” she said jumping up.  “It’s still early.” 
        “But what about my work?” 
        “What work?” she said with a wink before heading off towards the horse, tossing a beckoning look back over her shoulder.      
   
       The sea sprayed salt and mist against the rocks and into the air.  The waves crashed, the gulls squawked, and it smelled of fish.  Hades hiked her dress above her knees and climbed down the rocky shore until her toes hit the water.  It was cold compared to the air, and she wrinkled her toes deeper into the sand with each wave.  She turned around and saw that Alkaios had still not moved from his seat.  He was watching two gulls grumble at Hades like she was an unwelcome trespasser. 
        Hades turned back around and waded further into the water, letting the waves lap and bubble at her ankles and then her calves.  When she reached her knees, she stopped walking.  The water splashed a little behind her as Alkaios finally climbed down the rocks.  Hades looked at him, but when he didn’t say anything, she drug her foot through the waves sending water splashing all over him.  She smiled mischievously expecting him to scold her or retaliate, but he didn’t.  He just looked at her.  He was so different from Zeus, and not just in status and appearance - Zeus the man who had shoved her hand into a lightning bolt, and Alkaios the man who was serious.   
        Alkaios waded through the water towards her and grabbed her by the arm.  For a moment Hades thought he was going to retaliate for the splash, but instead, he swung her up onto his back.  She wrapped her arms and legs around him to keep from falling off, and Alkaios slipped his hands under her knees.  He started walking through the water making his way down the beach, and Hades put her chin on his shoulder hugging him close. 
       “The first time my father saw my mother was at the sea,” he said suddenly. 
        “Really?” 
        “Yes,” he answered still walking through the water causing extra waves with his steps.  “He always said he loved her in that moment.” 
        “And your mother?” Hades asked reaching up towards the gulls flying overhead.  One of them swooped down and brushed his wings over her hand. 
        “She barely even noticed him that day,” Alkaios said.  “She would grow to love him, but for him it was instant.” 
        “What did she look like?” Hades asked hugging her arms around him a little tighter. 
        “Nothing like you,” Alkaios answered turning his head slightly so he could see her.  “But I don’t think there are many that do.  She was nowhere near the beauty you are, but it was her heart that made her lovely.  She was the most beautiful person I knew for that reason.” 
        “She sounds lovely.” 
        “I think she would have liked you, Persephone.” 
        “I’m sure I would have liked her too,” Hades said, smiling at him.  Alkaios smiled back and then slid his hands out from under her legs, setting her feet back in the water.  No sooner had her toes touched the sand, though, Alkaios threw his weight against her and caught her feet with his.  Hades plummeted towards the water, but just before she fell completely beneath the waves, Alkaios caught her wrist hovering her just above the waves.  Hades stared at him wide-eyed, and after a second he winked at her.  So he did have a playful side. 
        “You are horrible!” Hade laughed.  Still suspended over the water, she grasped Alkaios’ wrist tighter and yanked with all her might.  Alkaios gave a funny grunt and toppled over plunging the both of them under the salty water.  Hades resurfaced a moment later, gasping for breath still laughing, but Alkaios simply sat back on his legs and brushed his hair back off of his face.  Hades stopped laughing and stared at him.  He looked unhappy sitting there dripping wet.  For a moment, Hades almost regretted pulling him into the water, when he gave a little chuckle and smiled at her, reaching out his hand to brush a strand of wet hair from her face.  The way he was looking at her was different than usual.  He always looked at her like a shy, lonely man struck by great beauty, but this look she had seen before.  It had been the look Zeus wore right before he had kissed her for the first time. 



 
X 
   
  Hades held the seashells in her hands, rubbing her fingers over the rough grooves and smooth underbellies.  Alkaios had asked her why she insisted on bringing them all back from the sea, but she just shrugged her shoulders.  After he had tripped her, she had this terrifying feeling he wanted to kiss her; so doing the only thing she could think of to avoid it, she had decided to collect shells buried in the sand.  Some of them were white, others pinkish, and some purple.  As she stood in the house alone in the fading light, she wondered what she would do with all of them. 
        Looking around her, she decided to put them above the stone fire pit.  She lined them up and then re-lined them until they whimsically framed the fire.  Satisfied, she disappeared in the clawing fingers of black smoke to the Underworld to check on Keres and her dog.  Charon had ceased his ferrying for the day and had retreated inside with Ioanna.  Keres was asleep in her room, and Hades found Kerberos lounging on her empty bed.  Hades sat next to her dog and scratched his heads as he lazily thumped his massive spear-like tail on the floor contently.  Her bed was so soft and Kerberos was so warm, Hades was tempted to stay here the night instead of up on Alkaios’ half lumpy, half solid cot, but she knew she couldn’t.  If he noticed she was gone, she would have a whole lot of awkward explaining to do.   
        So with one last scratch and a kiss to his middle head, Hades left Kerberos on her bed and returned to Alkaios’ tiny house.  Pulling the blanket back, Hades curled up on the small mattress and fell asleep. 
        As she slept she was unaware that Alkaios had risen in the dark and peeked inside the house to see if she was all right.  Looking at her pretty face sleeping peacefully, he turned to leave when he saw the shells resting on the stone posed in a pattern.  He smiled laughing a little to himself and, with one more admiring glance at the sleeping beauty, left. 
   
        Hades had to keep her back to him otherwise her smirks and stifled laughter would give her away.  For at least ten minutes now, Alkaios had been wandering all over looking for his tools.  He had searched the house, the barn, the vegetable patch, and was even contemplating searching the entire field for them.  He was starting to look ridiculous peering under every rock, searching in every nook and cranny.  He was even mumbling to himself now. 
        “Where did they go?... How could I have lost them?... When did I have them last?... Here… But they aren’t here?... No, I am sure I left them here…” 
        Hades had to cover her mouth more than once to keep from snorting.  Everything was always funnier when you weren’t allowed to laugh. 
        “Persephone!” Alkaios’ yelled startling her.  She put on her best straight face and turned around.  “You sure you haven’t seen them?” he asked. 
        “No,” Hades lied.  Alkaios looked around helplessly and rubbed his head in frustration.   
        “Well, I can’t find them.” 
        “I noticed.” 
        “Well, are you going to help me look?” 
        “But you are doing so well on your own,” Hades chuckled, which only made Alkaios grunt and roll his eyes before turning to storm back outside. 
        “Persephone!” he bellowed a moment later.  “Get out here.”  Hades crept out of the house and saw Alkaios staring with his arms crossed at the goat pen.  There inside was the little nibbling goat with one of Alkaios’ missing tools between his teeth.  Hades clapped her hand over her mouth stifling her laughter. 
        “How did he get that?” Alkaios asked.  Hades ran up to the goat and reached over the fence to grab the tool. 
        “No, no!” she scolded laughing hysterically lunging for him.  “You weren’t supposed to get that,” but the goat darted away, enjoying his stolen prize.   
        “Wait!” said Alkaios, the situation dawning on him.  “You hid them on me?”  Hades didn’t answer; she only tried to stop laughing without success.  The goat chattered happily and nibbled on the tool, a blaring proof of her guilt. 
        “Persephone?” 
        Hades looked at him innocently and nodded her head.  Alkaios rolled his eyes, and just when Hades thought that his response was far too subdued, he bolted towards her.  Hades yelped and gathering her dress took off running.  The goats started babbling, enjoying the show… all save the nibbler who was too busy with his new toy to notice. 
        Hades shot a glance over her shoulder and gasped.  Alkaios was gaining on her.  She tried to pick up her pace, but in a moment he had caught her, and the two of them tumbled to the ground laughing, a heap of arms and legs and long black hair.  De-tangling himself from her, Alkaios rolled over onto his back panting for breath for a moment before he stood up.  Without a word or a warning he bent over and hauled Hades up, throwing her over his shoulder.  
        “Put me down!” Hades demanded, pounding on his back, but Alkaios ignored her.  She laughed and after a few more pounds went limp over his shoulder.  It wasn’t until he got back to the goat pen did he put her gently on the ground inside the pen. 
        “Now would you go get that from your friend?” he asked with a nod towards the biter.   
        “Fine,” she said rolling her eyes, but the goat let her have it without a fuss, and she gave him a scratch behind the ears in thanks.  Alkaios helped her out of the pen, and she handed him the tool.   
        As he took it from her his rough fingers lingered on hers.  Hades could feel his eyes lingering on her as well, and when she looked up to meet his gaze, she felt he could see right into her soul.  His eyes, intense yet kind, did not waver.  Averting her eyes, she pulled her hand back ashamed.  She knew he couldn’t really see into her heart, but she still feared that if she continued to look into those mud-blue eyes, he would know.  He would know it was all a lie; that it was a trick; that he was just part of a plan.  Guilt began gnawing at the pit of her stomach, and feeling suddenly stupid and foolish she walked into the house and out of his sight. 
        For the rest of the day she opted to stay hidden within the stone walls.  After spending equal time sitting and pacing, Hades finally took her frustration out on her bread making.  Pounding the dough causing dishes to clatter, she could not shake the feeling.  Why all of a sudden?  Why now did she suddenly feel like a horrible person?  Her stomach was churning, and after a while, she began to feel sick.  She rubbed her chest with her hand hoping that it would somehow make her breathing easier, but it didn’t. 
         Seizing the pot of dough, she shoved it into the ashes of the fire, but in her haste, she drug the top of her hand through burning embers.  Violently jerking her hand back she watched as the flesh on the back of her hand bubbled black and then sizzled back to normal.  Hades stared in amazement at her undamaged hand.  Curious, she hesitantly stuck it back in the fire.  No pain.  The skin bubbled at first but completely healed still in the flames.  Hearing Alkaios walking close to the house she pulled her hand out and looked out the door.  He walked by without looking, so Hades grabbed the dirty dishes and stormed out of the house. 
        Alkaios watched Hades go to the creek and wash the dishes in the water.  He laughed to himself as she stormed over the ground.  He didn’t understand her, but that was part of the reason why he liked the raven-haired girl.  She was different from anyone he had ever seen, not to mention the most beautiful.  He was certain Aphrodite had nothing on her.  He was also sure that was a blasphemous thing to think, but the girl bent over at the creek was in his opinion the most enchanting creature in the world, and he found himself secretly wishing she would never go from here. 
   
        Hades took the bread from the fire and set it to cool on the table.  Unable to keep still, she had also set about preparing a stew for dinner.  As the sun set, the smell of the food rose, and when it was too dark to work Alkaios came inside.   
        Hades handed him a cup of water, which he drank without so much as a pause to breathe.  He was dusty and tired as he sank to a seat at the table.  Since she had said that she would stay, he had gone and made a second chair so that the both of them had some place to sit.  Hades spooned him a steaming bowl of stew and broke off a piece of bread for him.  He smiled at her and waited for her to serve herself before he began to eat. 
       All throughout the meal Hades could feel him glancing at her.  He didn’t say anything, but his eyes never stayed on his own bowl for long.  When she would look at him, he quickly turned his head down pretending to be looking only at his food, and Hades watched his profile before looking back to her own bowl.  Sure enough, moments later, Alkaios shifted his eyes towards her.  Hades let him look for a moment before flashing her eyes up to meet his gaze, catching him before he could snatch his eyes away.  She smiled at him, and he smiled back nervously.  
        The rest of their meal passed silently, but with many glances, especially on Alkaios’ part.  When both of them finished, Hades quickly took their bowls and went to the creek to wash them.  Even as she walked away, she could still feel his gaze on her.  It haunted her and yet set her stomach aflutter.  She tried not to look over her shoulder as she cleaned the bowls, but for some reason, she desperately wanted to.  She wanted to look at him, but she didn’t.  Even once she had turned around to come back to the house, she kept her eyes on the ground as if the placement of her steps was fascinating. 
        He was waiting in the doorway for her, and she slipped by him without a glance to set the bowls down on the table.  The moment her hands were empty though, she felt his rough hand on hers.  He slid his fingers into the spaces of hers, and when she didn’t pull away, twisted her around.  He looked into her eyes, and once again her stomach started doing flips.  He slowly lifted his free hand and slid it along the side of her face tangling it in her hair… and then he kissed her.   
        Their lips barely touched, but it was a kiss.  Hades couldn’t catch her breath as their lips parted.  She stood frozen with her forehead pressed against his, feeling like she was having a heart attack.  After a second without even knowing what she was doing, Hades took a nervous breath and lifted her lips up towards him to kiss him again.  But before their lips met, she pulled away.  Lifting her forehead from his, she brushed her hand over his scruffy beard, and then placed her fingers on his forehead.  Suddenly Alkaios crumbled, and Hades caught him in her arms before he hit the ground.  He was out cold, so she hauled him to the cot and laid his body across the mattress with great ease despite how large he was compared to her.  She never realized how small his bed was until she saw him laying there taking up every inch of space.  With her touch of power, his sleep would last awhile.  She didn’t want him to be awake right now.  She wasn’t sure how she was going to deal with this. 
        Her heart was suddenly so heavy, and the guilt from before came rushing back, tingling her skin and creating turmoil for her stomach.  Tears began to spring from her eyes, and Hades stood in the middle of the room covering her mouth, crying unable to stop. 
   



 
XI 
   
  With a fading whiff of black smoke, Hades stood in front of the old stone throne of the ruins.  Still covering her mouth, she sunk down on the steps leading up to it, tears running down her face.  Within a moment and without a sound one of Kerberos’ heads nudged her back sympathetically before curling his body around her back and resting one of his massive heads on her lap in an effort to comfort the god.  Hades brushed the tears from her cheeks and scratched the giant dog behind one of his ears. 
        “What happened?” came Keres’ concerned voice from the darkness, which was followed by the soft padding of her feet as she came closer.  “What’s wrong?” 
        “I can’t do this,” came Hades’ just audible voice.  Keres waited for her to continue, but she didn’t. 
        “Can’t do what?” asked Keres sinking to a seat on the step below Hades. 
        “I can’t go through with this,” she said continuing this time.  “I can’t hurt him like this… all these lies and false hopes.  I can’t do it.”  Hades wiped her face and looked at Keres.  “He is so good and so kind, and all I am doing is playing him for revenge.  All his life the gods have ignored him, and I am no better than the rest of them.  I am using him for my own selfish needs.  He doesn’t need to be heartbroken again.  Life has been cruel enough to him already.” 
        “You don’t have to do it,” Keres said, rubbing Hades' arm.  Kerberos looked at her warily but kept his mouths shut. 
        “I don’t want to,” Hades whispered.  “He doesn’t deserve it.  I want to make Zeus pay, and I want him back too; but I will not do it at the expense of an innocent man… I do not want to be the god that tramples over the emotions and welfare of others for my own purposes just because I can.” 
        “I think that is kind of you…,” Keres comforted, “but what are you going to do now?” 
        “What do you mean?” 
        “About the mortal.  What are you going to do with him?” 
        “Fix what I’ve done somehow.  I don’t know really… tell him the truth?” Hades shrugged. 
        “Don’t do that,” Keres said.  “It will only scare or hurt him.  No one wants to hear they were being used to make someone else jealous.  Especially if your mortal loves you… which judging by your tears he does.” 
        “Yes,” said Hades nodding, wiping more tears from her cheek.  “I just don’t want to hurt him.  He is…” she trailed off for a moment.  “Perhaps I’ll make him forget… make him forget he ever cared about me.  I’ll be just someone he met who needed help.  I’ll leave him with gratitude, and he’ll hardly remember me in the years to come.  Maybe once I’m gone, he will finally notice that red-haired girl at the fishing village.  I can make sure he will be happy.  He WILL be happy.” 
        “I know,” Keres said, resting her head on Hades' shoulder.  “I know.” 
   
        And so her mind was made up as she walked towards the River Styx with Kerberos faithfully trailing behind her his huge claws scraping the old stone.  She was determined to make things right.  One touch and Alkaios would only remember her coming for help and leaving once she was healed.  He wouldn’t remember how he felt about her, nor would he remember that beautiful kiss.  As she walked through the Underworld, Hades even considered planting the seed of romance for him and the red-haired girl.  It wouldn’t be like a touch of Aphrodite.  After all, she wasn’t the god of love, but she still could leave an idea in his head.  She just wanted him to be happy.  Deep down she felt like she might care for this mortal, and she knew she wanted his life to be better from now on; but his life would only be full of heartache if she were with him.  One day the truth would come out; one day Zeus might put an end to them, and Alkaios would be left more bitter and alone than ever.  No, Hades was doing the right thing.  He was going to live a peaceful and happy life unaffected by the turmoil of the gods. 
        At the River Styx, Hades scooped up a pebble and passed her hand over it.  A silver coin took its place in her hand, and she flicked it into the fog over the water.  Pushing the mist out of the way with her hand, Hades looked down the River to Charon’s boathouse.  Ioanna came out of the house onto the dock and waved at Hades.  Hades nodded her head at the girl and turned back to the river.  A dark, looming shape was sliding through the fog, and the closer it got the more defined it became until Charon’s boat came gliding through the water.  Charon flashed the silver coin at Hades. 
         “You called,” he said with a wink as the boat ran against the shore.  Hades smiled at him and made an attempt to get in the boat when she noticed something cowering behind Charon’s large frame.  Hades looked up at Charon who averted his eyes from her gaze in what appeared to be guilt. 
        “Who is that?” Hades demanded.  Charon hesitated before finally moving out of the way.  Crouched behind him was the shade of a little girl, no older than eight.  Hades looked into the little girl’s eyes, which were full of immobilizing fear, before turning her gaze to Charon who avoided her for a good moment before finally lifting his head. 
        “She was afraid to get off the boat, so I let her stay on the ferry,” Charon said softly. 
        “For how long?” Hades insisted. 
        “A while,” Charon said.  “I couldn’t make her get off the boat.  She was frightened… She is here all alone.”  
         “She is so young.”  Hades looked into the child’s face cowering in front of her.  “How did the gods let her die so young?” 
        Charon shrugged his shoulders, looking sympathetically at his miniature passenger. 
        “Why were the gods not watching over her?” Hades demanded her voice agitated.  “They are supposed to watch out for the pure and the innocent.  Why did Zeus not prevent this?”  Hades’ voice grew louder by the moment.  Kerberos paced back and forth behind her on the bank, on edge.   
        “Zeus is supposed to be good to his people!  Why is the child here?”  Hades started to cry at the thought of such an innocent girl being left unprotected.  “Children are not supposed to die.” 
        Charon looked at Hades uncomfortably.  Tears burst from Hades’ eyes, and anger welled up in her chest.  Perhaps it was the combination of her emotions over Alkaios and the tragedy of this girl’s death, but Hades’ heartfelt strangely heavy over the plight of the innocent mortals left to be cared for or abandoned by the gods.  Hades lunged forward and pulled herself gracefully but powerfully into the boat.  The girl shrunk even further behind Charon, her eyes wide with panic.  Hades looked the little girl up and down before turning to Charon. 
        “Did she pay the bribe?” she asked forcefully. 
         “Bribe?” 
        “The bribe for the ferryman,” Hades said.  “Every shade must pay the toll, or you shall not ferry them to the other side.  No bribe for the ferryman...and you will be left to wander eternity on the shores of the river,” Hades said with a dark glint in her eyes.  “Now did she pay the bribe?” 
         “No,” Charon whispered shaking his head.  Hades turned her flashing eyes towards the girl. 
        “Then no ride,” she said cruelly.  The girl burst into tears and pulled herself further into the back of the boat.  Hades shoved Charon out of the way and stood menacingly over the child. 
        “Please!” the little girl cried out.  “Please don’t hurt me!” 
        “My name is Hades, god of the Underworld,” Hades said leaning over the sobbing girl.  “Remember that, child,” she said thrusting her hand out against the girl’s chest. 
        “What are you going to do to me?” the girl whimpered shaking. 
        “No coin… no ride,” Hades said, digging her fingers into the child.  The girl screamed out in terror as tentacles of black smoke snaked out of Hades’ hand, wrapping themselves around the girl.  The child screamed louder and struggled to free herself from Hades’ grasp, but she couldn’t; and in a moment, surrounded by inky black smoke she disappeared from the boat.  Charon stared in horror at the empty spot.  
        “What did you do?” he asked appalled.  “She was just a child.  You could have forgiven the lack of a bribe just this once.  You didn’t have to send her to wander the shores for eternity!” 
         “Zeus should be watching them,” Hades said dazed.  “He should take care of the poor, the helpless, the children.”  Charon stared at her confused, and she turned to him looking him in the eyes.  “I did not send her to wander the shores.” 
        And she did not, for somewhere on earth a grieving mother was shocked when her child was returned to her telling stories about a bribe, a ferryman, and a scary god named Hades who sent her back home. 
   
        Hades stood on the bank of the creek in the exact same place that she had stood the first time she came to Alkaios’ farm.  She had come to tell him she was leaving, to put things right, but now that she was here her feet were stuck to the rocky bank.  Alkaios was across the field feeding his goats, and even though the biter was up to his same antics, Alkaios carefully made sure he got his share.  A sort of warm pride spread through Hades’ chest watching him.  That goat drove Alkaios crazy with his incessant nibbling, but Alkaios still took time every day to take care of him.  Even as poor and forgotten as he was, Alkaios cared for those who were beneath him.  The mischievous goat, an orphaned, injured girl running from injustice; he looked after those who couldn’t look after themselves.  
        Hades thought about the little girl on Charon’s boat.  It made her feel sick to her stomach that Zeus and the others had let her pass on.  Why didn’t they protect her?  
        Without realizing she had moved, Hades was walking towards Alkaios, her feet carrying her with a mind of their own.  All she could think about was Alkaios and the goat.  How his spirit was good to those in need.  All she could think was that if Alkaios had the power, he would not have let that little girl pass on to the next life.  He would have protected her, helped her.  After all, he had helped a desperate girl named Persephone without a single thought of himself.  Alkaios would not suffer the little children.  
        Hearing footsteps behind him, Alkaios turned around.  He put down the feeding pail and started walking towards her. 
        “Where have you been?” he called out.  “I was worried when I couldn’t find you.” 
       Hades didn’t answer him.  Instead, she kept her pace, striding towards him until she was toe to toe with the mortal.  Without a moment of hesitation, Hades slid her hands over his shoulders and wrapped her arms tight around his neck.  Rising up onto her toes she pressed her lips against his, kissing him fiercely.  It was unlike their first kiss the night before where their lips had barely touched.  This one was forceful and passionate, and when Alkaios finally recovered from his shock, he wrapped his sturdy arms around her waist and hugged her close like a boa wrapping around his prey.  Hades slid one of her hands from the back of his neck onto the side of his face, feeling the short scruff of his beard under her fingers.  How she had been longing to do that.  It scratched against her cheeks and lips, contrasting with his soft lips.  Alkaios held Hades in the middle of the field, and she held him without any intention of letting go.  And not once did Hades think of Zeus. 



 
 XII 
   
        Hades burst into Keres’ bedroom with a thunder of slamming doors.  Keres’ eyes squinted open as she craned her neck around to see who was barging in.  Hades glided across the room and settled herself on the bed next to the half-awake Keres. 
        “You know what I was thinking?” Hades chirped in a rather good mood for the middle of the night.  Keres groaned at her.  “All of the gods have weapons.  Zeus’ lightning bolt, Poseidon’s trident, Athena’s spear… but I don’t have one.  Don’t you think I should have one?”  Keres didn’t answer her.  Hades nudged her. 
         “Are you listening to me?” 
        “Mmmmmm,” Keres grunted rolling over.  
         “Well, what do you think?” 
        “I think it’s the middle of the night.” 
        “Right,” said Hades looking around.  “Sorry.”  She apologized, standing up to leave. 
        “Hades,” Keres called out groggily.  “Go see Hephaestus.  He will make you one… just wait until morning.” 
   
        Hephaestus, mason of the gods, was not easily found in his endless fortress.  An intricate maze of rooms and hallways all filled with his works, some magnificent and others unfinished, descended deep into the earth.  Curious and slightly lost, Hades ran her fingers over the crafted stone and metal, some of the pieces brand new and still shining, yet on others, her fingers left streaks in the years of dust. 
        “Please be careful with those,” came a voice behind her.  “They aren’t finished.” 
        Hades jerked around, yanking her hand back like a child caught stealing sweets.  Hephaestus stood behind her in the doorway wiping his dirty hands on a rag.  He was tall, but he didn’t look it with his hunched shoulders and back.  His hair was brown with a mind of its own, his beard was scraggly, and his brown eyes widened when he saw her face. 
        “You?” he said.  “You are Hades.” 
        “I am.” 
        “I was wondering when you would come to me,” he said awkwardly excited.  He limped towards her and shoved out his hand.  Hades extended hers to him, and he clasped both of his around it.   
        “I am glad you are here.  It is an honor.”  He said with an enthusiastic smile.  Hades returned it.   
        “But I am sorry,” he said. 
        “For what?” Hades asked confused as to why he would enthusiastically greet her in one breath and apologize in the next. 
        “I am not eager to have to tell you this, but I cannot make you a weapon,” he answered. 
        “Why not?” Hades asked.  “Are you not the mason of the gods?” 
        “I am.” 
        “Then why can’t you make me one?” 
        “Because,” sighed Hephaestus.  He spoke with great effort, his words sounding unsure.  “… you have no weapon.”   
        Hades looked at him confused.  She opened her mouth to say something, to ask something; but she realized she hadn’t the faintest idea of how to respond to his statement. 
        “What do you mean?” she finally managed. 
        “I am not quite sure myself,” Hephaestus answered her.  He slowly shuffled to a stool and lowered himself to a seat.  “How shall I explain?  Every god has a weapon, but not because I made it for them, but because it called to them.  Each and every god has stood before me, and from somewhere deep within, their souls call out to the souls of one of my unmade metals… like soul mates meant for each other.  I hate that I have to say this, but your soul calls to nothing.  You have no weapon.” 
        “I… have no weapon?” Hades repeated not sure she understood. 
        “Yes,” he answered her.  “Every time a god has stood in front of me, I saw a very specific piece of metal and a certain weapon I was to make for them.  I see no such thing for you.” 
        “But every god has a weapon.  Why all of a sudden am I the only one you cannot see?” 
        “I don’t know,” Hephaestus answered, shaking his head.  “I have seen for every god before.  All gods are meant to have a weapon.” 
        “Then where is mine?” Hades asked. 
        “Perhaps you don’t have one…” 
        “You just said we are all meant to!” Hades interrupted, not sure if she was feeling angry or upset about this.    
        “I know what I said, but I see nothing for you,” he answered in a tone almost as exasperated as hers.  “Perhaps you were not meant to have one… or maybe yours already exists, and that is why nothing calls to you.” 
       “How could mine already exist?” 
        “I don’t know, god of the Underworld… I do not know,” he sighed.  “All I said was maybe.  Maybe you are not meant to have one.  Maybe yours is already made and waiting for you.  I do not know.” 
        Hades ran her fingers over her head and through her long black hair.  She looked around the room. 
        “If mine was already crafted where would I find it?  Would it be here in all of these rooms?” she asked. 
          “No,” Hephaestus shrugged.  “I remember everything I make, and none of my works were ever meant for you.  I have no idea where you would find it if it existed.  I cannot see it.” 
        “Well, couldn’t you make me any kind of weapon,” Hades asked looking up at him from across the room.  “It doesn’t have to call to me.” 
        “Yes, it does,” Hephaestus stated firmly.  “For it to be a weapon of the gods, it must.  Otherwise, it will be merely a fancifully crafted weapon that is only slightly better than the mortals’.  It would do well against them, but it will never hold against a weapon of a god… or a weapon of a demigod.  Their weapons call to them as well,” he explained.  “If the weapon is not bonded to you, then it will be of no use.  In another’s hands Zeus’ lightning bolt would wane, for it was meant for him.  A weapon that calls to a god is one that wields great power… without a call, I cannot make you one.” 
        Hades looked at Hephaestus in disbelief.  She was the one god that would not be made a great weapon.  Why didn’t one call to her?  She felt her head start to swim. 
         “I truly am sorry, god of the Underworld,” he said in a comforting tone.  “I was looking forward to your arrival.  I wish I had something to give you… I really do.”   
   
        “So he won’t make you one?” Keres asked again.  “But there might be one out there waiting for you?” 
        Hades nodded her head. 
        “Well, that makes no sense,” Keres said looking stumped.  “He said the weapon is supposed to call to him before he makes it, so how is it possible that a weapon was made without you?” 
       “He didn’t say I had one out there somewhere for sure,” Hades replied.  “He said it was only possible that I did.  He also suggested that I do not have one at all.” 
        “But gods channel their powers best through their weapons.” Keres blurted. 
       “I know, but that’s what he said,” Hades blurted exasperated.  “I have to go before Alkaios comes back,” and with a sigh, she disappeared from the Underworld. 
        Back on earth, Hades looked to the small dot in the distance.  Alkaios had gone to the fishing village, but she had opted to stay back, saying that she was going to use the privacy to bathe.  Without Alkaios hanging over her she had gone to Hephaestus, but that had not exactly gone as planned. 
        Hades shaded her eyes from the sun, watching Alkaios’ figure growing closer.  The biting goat bleated at her, stepping his front hooves on the fence, stretching his little neck towards her, and Hades reached down and picked him up.  Instantly he stopped crying and laid his little head over her shoulder, and they both waited for Alkaios. 
        By the time Alkaios got to her, the goat was fast asleep in her arms.  Alkaios rolled his eyes, and Hades smiled at him leaning her cheek towards him.  Alkaios kissed it and then pulled his horse towards the stable muttering, “You and that goat.”  
        Hades lowered him back into the pen.   He grunted unhappily, but after a few lazy seconds, rejoined his friends back to his normal antics.  Hades stretched out her arms and followed Alkaios into the stable. 
         “How was it?” Hades finally asked, leaning her shoulder against the doorframe watching him care for the horse. 
         “Fine,” he answered.  Oh man of little words.  Alkaios kept his back to her, and she stayed glued to the doorway in what seemed like a perfectly symbiotic moment, a moment where time didn’t even seem to exist.  No words or contact, yet Hades never felt so close to someone before, so when he finally turned around her heart skipped a beat, tripping over itself like a clumsy child.  She took a deep breath, and that was all the time he needed to cross the room.  Before she knew it he had her face in his hands pulling her lips against his.  Hades reached up and clasped her hands around his forearms and pulled him as close as she could, kissing him back with a breathless passion.  Gods, he stuck her feet to the floor. 
        When he finally did pull back from her, she looked up into his eyes and took a deep nervous breath, filling her empty lungs with a rush of air.  It was ridiculous that she would feel nervous when he was this close, but she did.  Nervous… and repetitive.  She wanted to kiss him again and then again; but before she could unfreeze her brain, he had grasped her by the arm and swung her up onto his back like he had at the beach.  He carried her piggy-back all the way across the field towards the creek, and Hades settled for hugging his neck, but not before she planted a kiss on the side of his jawbone. 
        “I want to make my house bigger,” Alkaios said suddenly. 
        “Really?” Hades asked, leaning her head around his shoulders to get a better look at his profile. 
        “Yes… don’t you think it is too small?  It barely fits one person; it certainly doesn’t fit two.” 
        Hades heart skipped another beat.  Two? Bigger house? He wanted her to stay, but not just for now… for a long time or maybe even forever.  She tried to swallow but she couldn’t.  Alkaios turned to look at her, noticing the slight look of panic, and his heart sank a little. 
        “You were planning on staying… right?” he asked suddenly unsure. 
        “Yes!” Hades blurted, her heart speaking instead of her head.  Surprised by her sudden resolve, she lowered her chin onto the broad of his shoulders and whispered yes again, this time from her head. 
        “It would be a lot of work, but I could add on some rooms… whatever you like really,” he said sounding almost a little proud. 
        “I’ll help you,” Hades said, fully aware of how much more difficult it was to build a mortal house than it was to grow buildings out of old stone or wood out of the River Styx.  
        “If you like,” he said.  “But you are the one who hurt yourself by just walking in the creek here so I don’t know if you should.” 
        “I promise I’ll be careful,” she said, and then with a twinkle in her eye added, “and if I drop anything I will be sure to drop it on your toes, not mine.” 
        “Oh joy,” he said rolling his eyes.  He let go of her legs, and she slid off his back.  Lifting her dress over her ankles, she sat on a rock putting her toes in the running water.  Alkaios sat on the ground next to her and wrapped his arms around his legs. 
        “Alkaios?” 
        “Yes.”  
        “Why is your house so small?” she asked.  “Didn’t you live here with your parents?” 
        “Only for a short while,” he answered.  “I told you my father first saw my mother at the sea.  She was the daughter of a fisherman who he loved instantly.  He was a farmer, but for her, he became a fisherman.  I was born the son of a fisherman, and a lousy one at that.  After years of failure, my mother had the good sense to tell my father to forget trying to please his father-in-law and do something he actually was good at.  We moved here, and my father and I built this little house just to give us a roof while we began our lives here.  The plan was to rebuild once the farm was on its feet, but by the time a few years and a few decent crops passed, my family was dead, and I had no reason to rebuild.” 
        “Do you ever wish your father had stayed a terrible fisherman?” Hades asked him. 
        “I don’t know,” he said thinking.  “Maybe… maybe if he were still a fisherman life would have turned out differently, and they would still be alive.  But if I was the son of a fisherman and not a farmer, you would have showed up on the doorsteps of someone else.” 
          Unlikely Hades thought to herself, but she didn’t say anything.  She wondered if his family would still be alive if they had stayed by the sea.  Most likely not she thought, feeling a knot in her throat.  The gods wouldn’t pay attention to Alkaios whether he was a fisher or a farmer.  Either way, he wasn’t important enough for them to concern themselves with. 
         “But maybe everything happens for a reason,” Alkaios continued.  “Maybe things happen to us now because they are preparing us for those that will happen to us later.”  He looked up at her, hope in his eyes.  Hades smiled at him and brushed his short hair back behind his ear. 
        “I hope you’re right,” she said softly.  Alkaios leaned in towards her and rested his head on her shoulder.  Hades absentmindedly brushed her fingers through his hair.  Maybe he was right she thought to herself.  Maybe everything happens for a reason.  Her reason for meeting him was to make Zeus jealous, but now as she sat here with him, she was certain that perhaps there was more to it.  Maybe she had met him for a reason… a good reason; and maybe… just maybe he was right, the things that had happened to them before had been preparing them for this. 



 
XIII 
   
  The coin flipped into the fog until its ringing faded, lost in the mist.  Tranquility returned to the shore, and Hades stood so still she seemed to be a fixed part of the sand.  Her hair being tossed by the soft breeze was the only sign of life as she stood waiting to be ferried across the river to her Underworld.  She didn’t need to be ferried across, but she enjoyed it; gave her a chance to look over the shades and talk to Charon.  He was a smart man… and kind, nothing like the Titans Zeus described.  
        A sudden cold shiver ran up her arm, and Hades turned her head.  The shade of an old man faded into view next to her on the shore.  His shoulders hunched in the mist as he shuffled towards the water, halting just before his toes touched the water.  Hades watched him stare over the waters in dread, unwilling to brave the River yet unable to stay.  He carried no coin.  Feeling sorry for him, Hades bent and scooped a small pebble from the gray sand.  Her movement caught his eye, and his head snapped sideways.  The old man cowered under her gaze but found it impossible to look away.  He just stood there frozen save the minuscule twitching of his fear. 
        Hades looked deep into his eyes and saw his life and family, the years that had been good to him.  She reached her hand out causing him to flinch, bracing for a blow, but Hades only spread her hand flat for him to see.  Shining on her palm lay a coin in place of the pebble. 
        “A bribe for the ferryman,” she said.  The old man hesitated for a moment before taking the coin from her just as Charon’s boat pushed through the fog, gently colliding with the bank.  Hades nodded to the old man, and Charon helped him hobble up. The old man settled to a seat as Charon reached down for Hades.  Once she was inside, he pushed the boat off and back into the endless fog and water.  It pushed through the ripples and silence, bearing them closer to the land of the dead, leaving the land of the living like a half-remembered dream.  The old man’s judgment waited. 
   
          Hades and Charon watched from the boat as the old man’s shade faded from the shore.  His soul had been weighed and found worthy.  Elysium was waiting for him with open arms. 
        Hades smiled and slipped her hand into Charon’s, squeezing her fingers around his calloused skin.  The Titan squeezed back, his large hands swallowing hers whole.  Charon shifted his gaze to look at Hades.  She was so young compared to him, and he believed so full of promise.   
        Hades could feel his gaze, and she shifted her eyes to meet his.  She hadn’t seen anyone look at her like that in decades.  The last time was when she was still human, barely even a woman yet.  Her father had always had such faith in her, and now so did Charon.   
        The Titan helped her out of the boat where Kerberos was already waiting for her.  The dog always seemed to know where she was.  Scratching his head, Hades started walking towards Keres who was down river sitting across from Charon’s boathouse. She was talking to Ioanna whose feet dangled, swinging off the edge of the dock.   
         Ioanna noticed Hades first and waved.  Hades waved back as she drew closer, Kerberos in tow. 
        “How is everything?” Keres asked as soon as Hades was within earshot.  Hades shifted her eyes not sure how to answer that question. 
        “He wants to build me a house,” Hades said. 
        “A what?” Keres asked. 
        “Alkaios,” Hades answered her.  “He wants to rebuild his house so it’s big enough for the both of us.” 
         “That’s a good thing, right?” Ioanna asked 
        “I don’t know,” Hades said sinking to the ground next to Keres.  Kerberos sank down next to her.  “When you build a girl a house it means you want her to stay for a long time… it means you love her.” 
        “But we already knew he loved you,” Keres said, not sure why Hades was acting like she had lost her thoughts. 
         “No,” Hades said and then suddenly added, “yes, but this is so… definite.  You don’t make room for someone if they are going to leave.”  
         “Well, are you going to leave?” Ioanna chimed in. 
         “I don’t know… no,” Hades’ voice was filled with uncertain frustration.  “When I said I was going to break it off with him, I couldn’t do it; and not because I needed to make Zeus jealous, but because I wasn’t ready to leave.  Alkaios, he is good for me, and I do care about him; but this seems so definite.  He doesn’t even know who I am.” 
        “You could always tell him,” Keres said. 
        “How do you tell someone that?  Maybe one day I will.  I don’t know.” 
        “He wants to build you a house, and that makes you nervous because I think you love him,” Ioanna said swinging her feet above the water. 
        “I care for him,” answered Hades.  “But I think I still love Zeus…” she trailed off and looked at Keres sitting next to her.   
        “Don’t be mistaken,” Hades continued.  “Alkaios is the most incredible mortal you will ever meet.  He is the kind of man who should be king because he would be good to the land and the people, but…” 
        “You should let him build you a house,” Keres interrupted.  “You should let him raise from the ground with his own pain and sweat a place that you can call home, because when one witnesses an act of love like that, they do not easily forget it.”   
        Both Keres and Ioanna looked at Hades, sure of their advice, and the god didn’t argue.  They knew she wouldn’t though because they had been watching the god on earth.  Keres and Ioanna could tell that Hades had forgotten Zeus.  She just hadn’t realized it yet. 
          Suddenly Kerberos lunged out in front of Hades, all three sets of fangs bared.  The sound of his three throats growling froze the air in panic.  Kerberos drew himself to his full hulking height, shielding Hades just as four black horses came stampeding over the ever-shifting terrain.  Hades and Keres scrambled to their feet as the four beasts came tearing towards them, but the second they caught the scent of the god-killer, one by one they reared back onto their hind legs digging their hooves into the ground.  They cowered in front of Kerberos, their hooves pounding the ground and eyes flashing back and forth.  They snorted uncomfortably, falling over one another in fear. 
        Recovered from her surprise, Hades pushed Kerberos aside and inched towards one of the horses.  The three-headed dog snapped at her legs to get her to return to the safety he provided, but she brushed his head away.  Hades stretched out her hand timidly, and the horse closest to her came out of his petrified state long enough to snort in terror.  In one swift move, Hades had the horse’s face in her hands and pulled his eyes towards hers.  His eyes were nothing like the horses of earth.  There was an unearthly darkness to them, blacker than the souls of the wicked yet brighter than a fire on a starless night.  Their hides were black as night, and they looked more smoke and giant than work beast. 
        After a moment of locked eyes with the god, the horse relaxed, most of his fear gone.  Hades reached out her hands to the three others, and one by one they peeled their nervous hooves off the ground and came to her.  They were wary at first, but after a while they let both Hades and Keres rub their backs and shoulders. 
         “They’re magnificent,” said Keres stepping back to get a good look at the pitch-black horses.  
        “Indeed,” said Hades.  “Four horses?  Too many to ride, but a good number for a chariot.” 
        “A chariot and four black horses,” said Keres imagining it.  “That is the picture of a god.” 
        “I’ll have Hephaestus make me one, unless I’m not allowed to have that either,” grumbled Hades.  “But first I want to take these horses somewhere.  I can do that?” 
         “To he who breaks the seal, the power to unleash the Underworld and hold it at bay shall be given,” said Keres.  “Take them where you like.” 
        “Good,” said Hades.  “Alkaios loves horses.  He’ll love these.” 
        “Be careful.  These are no earthly beasts,” Keres warned.  “He’ll notice right away.” 
        “It is dark on the earth now.  Besides, I will not let him get close enough,” said Hades outstretching her arms.  The ink-black smoke tangled through the air like snakes around her and then around each of the horses before snatching them from the depths of hell.   
         Keres smirked over her shoulders at Ioanna.  Had Hades not heard herself?  Saying she thought she still loved Zeus, yet wanting to show Alkaios her horses because he likes the animal.  It was as plain and obvious as Kerberos’ three heads that Alkaios was not just someone she simply cared about. 
       Keres shook her head and turned back to the riverbank.  Ioanna stood at the edge of the dock mouth still a little open. 
        “I was right,” Keres said rather satisfied with herself.  “She is refusing to admit she loves him.” 
        “Ah,” said Ioanna.  “But she loves him all the same.  Anyone can see it.” 
   
        “Persephone!” Alkaios called from outside.  “You should come out and see this!” 
        “What is it?” Hades said rushing outside, rubbing the sleep from her eyes.  Alkaios seized Hades’ wrist and drug her around the house pointing off in the distance to the fields behind his home.  Hades followed his hand and saw her four horses running back and forth with each other enjoying their freedom. 
        “Wild horses,” said Alkaios.  “I have never seen any around here before.  Come on,” he said pulling her after him.  “Let’s get a closer look.” 
        Hades locked her fingers with his as they crept forward.  She watched his eyes and his smile light up.  He had the most beautiful smile.  She could look at it forever. 
        “Not too close.  We don’t want to scare them,” she said pulling him to a halt.  From where they stood, the absence of the sun made them look normal, but any closer and Alkaios would know they were not creatures of the earth.  Hades wasn’t sure she was prepared to give an explanation, but fortunately, Alkaios didn’t argue with her. 
        “Those are some horses,” Alkaios whispered, pulling her to a seat with him.   
        “Yes they are,” she whispered back.  If only he knew. 
         “Can you imagine owning creatures like that?” he asked in awe.  The horses stomped their feet and flipped their manes showing off.   
        “Hmmmm,” Hades murmured curling herself against his side, feeling the rise and fall of his rib cage.  Imagine what he would say if he saw Kerberos?  
        The two of them fell silent for a while, and Hades rested her head on Alkaios’ shoulder.  He wrapped his arm around her, and they listened to the sounds of the night creeping around, punctuated by the snorts and pounding hooves of the horses. The warmth of his skin seeped through her dress, spreading over her side.  It made her feel safe.  The horses made the earth tremble beneath her, but Alkaios’ stillness was a pillar of strength always there to support her.  She sat beneath his arm in the darkness suddenly aware of how happy she was, and her heart stumbled beneath her ribs so chaotically she was surprised Alkaios didn’t feel it. 
        The stars and moon came out in full strength, casting faint light against the shiny black hides of the horses.  One of the beasts tossed his head in the moonlight, lifting his nose into the wind.  After a few deep breaths of the rushing night air, he snapped his head towards his observers.  Without warning, he took off running straight towards them, only to pull himself to a skidding halt before he got too close.  He snorted forcefully and then stomped one of his front hooves so hard the earth shook.   
        Hades felt Alkaios stiffen next to her.  She picked up her head and watched as man and beast stared into each other’s eyes, an unspoken challenge of strength.  Hades watched for a moment before nodding to her horse to rejoin the other three.  The horse took one step closer to them before obediently bolting back to the others.   
        “I have never seen a horse like that,” Alkaios said, pulling Hades closer, “they’re amazing.” 
        Hades smiled and curled her legs up, folding herself against his body. 
        “I love you,” Alkaios suddenly blurted out. 
        “What?” Hades jerked back, eyes spread wide. 
        “I love you,” he repeated.   
        Hades stared at him unable to move.  She knew her heart must have been pounding, but she couldn’t feel it.  He was looking at her for an answer, for some confirmation that his declaration had not been in vain. 
        “But you had to know that already.  Didn’t you?” Alkaios asked feeling unsure of himself.  Hades opened her mouth, but no words came out.  She just gawked like a fish out of water. 
        “You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to,” he continued, trying to recover from the embarrassment of saying too much.  “I just had to tell you.  That day you showed up outside my house limping on that ankle…” he trailed off, shifting his eyes away from her in disappointment. 
        Hades suddenly burst into tears.  She couldn’t help it; they just came streaming down her face.  She covered her mouth with her hand, and Alkaios looked at her, regretting he had said anything. 
        “Please don’t cry,” he said brushing her tears off her cheek with his thumbs.  His stomach turned.  He should have kept his mouth shut.   
        Hades let go of her mouth and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling herself close to him.  She buried her face in his shoulders and gripped the base of his neck in her hand.  Alkaios’ arms engulfed her, and Hades squeezed him afraid to let go.  She bit her lip and tried to stop the tears, and when they finally slowed to a stop she kissed his neck, feeling his heart’s pulse under her lips.  She couldn’t seem to get any words out, but that was good enough for him.  That was all he needed. 
   
        Both forever and no time at all seemed to pass.  The horses were still there, but they were less energetic.  They seemed to have run all of their energy out of their limbs, and one of them even went as far to roll around in the scent of the fresh grass. 
        Feeling tired, Alkaios laid back on the grass looking up at the sky.  The endless display of stars stretched out above him, but he didn’t feel small as he gazed up at them like he normally did.  He didn’t feel insignificant with the dark-haired girl called Persephone resting on his arm.  She made him feel special and important and strong.  He felt as if he could take on the whole heavens as he sleepily kissed her forehead.   
        Hades watched Alkaios slip into sleep.  He always fell asleep quickly.  He worked so hard, and he wanted to add to his load even more so that he could build her a house.  Hades wished she could stretch out her hand for him and have his house grown from the stone like Charon’s house grew from his boat, but Keres had been right.  Witnessing his labor, the sweat he spent to keep her, touched her heart more than the words “I love you” had.   
        Hades yawned and reached her hand out towards the horses, but not before first double-checking that Alkaios was really asleep.  He was dead to the world and completely unaware of the black smoke leaking from her fingers.  It swam through the night air and then like clawing tentacles circled the four horses dragging them back to their Underworld.  With them gone, she lay back down, resting her head on Alkaios’ chest, and before she knew it she had fallen asleep with her arm around him. 
   
         Hades awoke with a start, a cold shiver of terror running up her spine.  Her skin felt wrinkled from sleeping outside all night on the grass, and her cheek was stuck to Alkaios’ bare shoulder from the heat of the already risen sun.  Taking a calming breath, she moved her fingers over his chest to his heart and waited to feel it beating.  It was beating, his chest rising and falling beneath her palm.  So it wasn’t any ill to him that woke her.  She pushed herself up and looked around.  Why was panic creeping into her heart? 
        “Hello pretty thing,” came a slippery voice from behind her.  Hades stiffened and slowly shifted her eyes towards the sound.  Standing above her were three young men.  Rich by their appearance, the sons of powerful men Hades read.  The one in the middle was the one who had spoken, and the glint in his eyes was even more evil than the look in Kerberos’ eyes.  Hades swallowed.  She could tell just by looking at the three that they were the type who enjoyed the downfall and the pain of others; and by the way they hovered over her, she was about to become their next amusement.   
        A flash of light blinded her for a moment, and Hades looked away from their hell-bent faces to where the glint came from.  To her horror, she saw that one of them had his knife drawn and aimed directly at her. 



 
XIV 
   
  Hades snapped her head around and to her relief, Alkaios hadn’t heard.  He was oblivious, still asleep.  Good.  She could take care of these three idiots without any questions from him.     
        “What do you want?” she demanded, pulling herself off the ground stretching herself to her full height. 
        “You,” said the one in the middle with the snake voice as he stepped menacingly forward.  But Hades held her ground and almost rolled her eyes.  However cruel these men were, they weren’t brave.  Brave men didn’t threaten farmers sleeping in the grass too far from any neighbors for their screams to be heard.  These men were cowards, and if they knew whom they really threatened, they would lose their bowels in an embarrassing show of fear. 
        “We just want some fun,” he laughed maniacally, assuming this dark-haired beauty was an easy conquest. 
        “You should go,” Hades demanded, her voice unwaveringly firm. 
        “You should go,” snake voice mimicked.  He grabbed her chin violently and pulled her face close to his.  “I don’t think so, pretty.” 
         Hades slid her hand behind her back letting the black smoke twirl out.  She could feel his grip choking her jaw, the pulsing of power building in her palm, the calm before the storm; but just as she was about to strike something behind her moved. 
        “Let go of her right now!” Alkaios demanded.  Startled, Hades sucked the black smoke back into her hand afraid he would see.   
        “I said let go of her!” he bellowed again. 
        “You going to make us?” laughed snake voice.  Alkaios lunged forward, and the man with the drawn knife jumped in his path, plunging it towards Alkaios’ stomach.  In one swift move, Alkaios sidestepped the blade bringing up his elbow hard.  It slammed into the man’s nose, which broke instantly, sending blood flying.  Without wasting a second, Alkaios slammed his elbow back down cracking the man’s wrist.  The man’s grasp on the blade faltered.  Seizing the opportunity, Alkaios wrenched the knife from his hand and whirled it on snake voice. 
         “Let her go!” he growled.  Hades felt almost frightened of him.  He was always so gentle, but standing there, his elbow splattered in blood, Hades recognized the look in his eyes.  It was the look Kerberos got when he stood protectively in front of her.  It was a look that could freeze one’s soul. 
        Hades tried to wrench free, but snake voice had his large greedy paws cutting harshly into her flesh.  She turned her eyes back at him and saw the challenge in his eyes.  Alkaios’ and these men stood locked in an unspoken battle, and her stomach lurched.  These three men were not frightened by the ferocity in Alkaios eyes… in fact, they wanted it.  It was their invitation. 
         The man with the broken nose pulled himself up and drew his sword on Alkaios.  The third man did the same. 
        “Please stop!” Hades begged.  Snake voice yanked her arm, but by the look on Alkaios’ face, it hurt him more than it had hurt her.  He tightened his grip on the knife, raising it in a challenge, the rage in his eyes boiling over. 
        The two men with swords lunged at Alkaios who sidestepped them effortlessly and threw Hades a look.  In a flash, Hades twisted with her free arm seizing the sword from snake voice’s waist.  If anyone had been paying attention, they would have realized that a girl that small shouldn’t have been able to move that fast and with that much power.  But her swiftness went unnoticed as she threw the sword to Alkaios with deadly perfect aim.  He tossed aside the knife just in time to catch it and with a deafening ring, brought it crashing down against this attacker’s swords.  Alkaios swung the sword, his fists, his elbows, his legs, anything he could.  In this moment he was no longer a farmer.  There were two of them, but they were no match for his rage.   
        With a sudden lurch, Hades lunged for Alkaios’ discarded knife.  Snake voice was quick though, and before she could reach it he threw his weight against her, sending them both toppling to the ground. 
         “I don’t think so,” he growled, pinning her beneath his bulk, out of arm's length from the knife.  Concerned, Hades threw her eyes to Alkaios.  She watched Alkaios bring his elbow down again on the man’s already broken nose.  The man cried out as his already battered nose shattered, completely destroyed, and Alkaios kicked his kneecaps sending him buckling to the ground.   
        Alkaios was holding his own so Hades yanked her arm from beneath the man’s weight, seizing his throat.   The man’s eyes widened as he felt the strength of her hands strangling his windpipes.  Hades clenched her hand tighter, and the man threw his weight off her, clawing at her hand to release him, but despite his effort, her grasp was too strong for him, her small fingers like iron.   
        Hades glared into his eyes, wanting to apply more pressure just to see if they popped out of his head before he died, but instead she violently threw him on his back gasping for breath like a sputtering fish on land.  Not wasting any time, Hades rolled over and grabbed the knife.  The man with the broken nose was still on the ground, so she silently slipped behind the third man and slid the knife against his bare throat.  The man froze when he felt the cold of the blade against his warm pulsing veins. 
        “Drop it,” Hades demanded, punctuating her command with pressure to his windpipes.  He obediently let his sword clatter to the ground.   
        “Now get out of here,” she said, her voice cold and threatening.  Loosening the blade’s pressure on his neck, Hades waited for him to make his decision.  He hesitated, but his decision was interrupted by a cry of pain.  Hades jerked in horror dragging the blade slightly over the man’s soft flesh and the world slow down before her.  She barely even felt the warm tickle of the man’s blood over her fingers as she watched Alkaios’ face twist in pain as he fell to the ground. 
        Hades watched in horror as red blood gushed from the backs of his legs into the green grass.  Snake voice, with her handprint still fresh on his throat, had sliced through Alkaios’ legs, ripping through his flesh, severing his calves almost in two.  Hades felt sick at the sight.  She should have popped his eyes out of his skull when she had the chance.   
        In a flash, the man pulled back the sword, this time aiming for Alkaios’ head.  Hades reached out her hand.  She would strike him down in fire and brimstone before he even came close to killing Alkaios, but Alkaios beat her to it.  In the split second that snake voice was open before the strike, Alkaios twisted his torso around and plunged the end of his sword into his side.   
        Everything stood still for half of a second.  No one moved, no one breathed.  Then breaking the trance, snake voice stumbled backward, dumbstruck clawing at the slice in his side.  Snapping into action, his companions hurried over to him, catching him before he hit the ground, plunging their hands into his side to stop the heavy flow of blood spilling from his body.   
        Hades realized she wasn’t breathing and gulped a huge lung full of air and rushed to Alkaios.  She threw herself to her knees, not bothering to feel the painful jolt it gave her kneecaps and shakily pressed her hands against Alkaios’ bloody legs, before shifting her gaze to the man’s bleeding side.  It wasn’t an instantly fatal wound.  No, it was the kind that would bleed for a while and without care become infected, killing him slowly.  Hades wished Alkaios had plunged it in deeper, and she had half a mind to plunge the knife straight into their throats, but Alkaios had already taken it from her and was aiming it at their attackers. 
        “Do you see what you have done?” the third man asked Alkaios bitterly.  “Do you know who we are?” 
         “Leave,” Alkaios demanded, not bothering to respond. 
         “You have made a grave mistake!” the third man continued in a threatening voice.  “You have no idea who you have just angered!” 
        “Leave!” Alkaios yelled. 
        “Oh we will leave,” he said helping the man with the broken nose hoist their bleeding friend to his feet.  “But we will be back, farmer; and we will have your head!  You have no idea the men you just angered!”    
        “If you come back,” Alkaios spat.  “I will kill you all, and I will string your bodies up as a warning for all to see.  Now go!” 
         With snack voice’s blood staining the grass, they had no choice but to go.  They turned and hobbled away to where Hades noticed, for the first time, their horses were tethered.  Hauling themselves onto them, the three men rode off leaving a trail of dust and a bad aftertaste.  
        Seeing they were on their way with no intention of turning back around, Alkaios let go of the knife and hunched over grimacing.  It was the first time he had shown pain.  Hades found a new awe for him.  The strength in this man was incredible.  She also felt a new fear of him.  He was vicious to those men.  She had only ever seen his peaceful side, but this was a whole new beast that had risen out of him.  In that moment he had reminded her of Kerberos.   
        “We have to get you back to the house,” Hades whimpered, slipping under his arm and hoisting him to his feet.  If he had not been in so much pain, Alkaios would have been surprised at how much of his weight she could support.   
        Hades dug her fingers into him, holding him steady.  Alkaios tried not to make any noise as Hades helped him, but he would pull in his breath sharply every few steps.  Hades bit her lip so hard she almost drew blood trying not to cry.  She hated that he was suffering. 
        Hauling him into the house, she laid him on his stomach across the bed.  She then rushed to the creek for clean water, carrying the heavy buckets back to the house as if they were filled with feathers.  Alkaios didn’t seem to notice, but she didn’t care if she did.  
        Dropping the buckets of water on the floor, she started rummaging around the house for bandages and thread.  Finding some old looking needles, she shoved the tiny silver blade into the fire to sterilize it before kneeling down on the floor at his bedside.  She washed the blood from his legs, trying hard to hold the tears back but a few escaped.  She wiped them off her cheeks leaving blood streaked across her face, but she didn’t care.   
        Once the wounds were clean enough, she gently brushed her fingertips over the raw skin, letting tiny wisps of black smoke seep into his flesh.  She couldn’t heal him without revealing her true nature, but she could help numb the pain.  Shutting her eyes to steady herself she slowly raised the threaded needle and dug in through his skin.  She instantly tasted bile on her tongue, and Alkaios bit his lip but remained silent.  She could feel him flinching in pain though, and at three different moments she almost blurted out that she was a god just so that she could stop the hurt. 
         After what seemed like forever, his wounds were stitched and wrapped.  It took her many trips for water, but the blood was cleaned up off the floor and the bed sheets were changed.  She then poured Alkaios a cool cup of water and helped him drink without bothering to clean herself up.  She had washed her hands, but his blood was still streaked across her dress and face.  
        “I am so sorry,” she whispered brushing her fingers over his dirty forehead into his hair. 
        “For what?” he asked, putting down the cup before reaching up and taking her hand. 
        “This is my fault,” she answered.  “They hurt you because of me.”  Alkaios weakly tightened his grip on her hand. 
        “If you think for even one second that I would let anything ever happen to you, then you are sorely mistaken, Persephone,” he said a little harshly.  “This is not your fault.  I would kill them all or die before I let one iota of harm fall on your head.” 
        “But didn’t you hear what they said?” Hades asked, a strange fear gripping her lungs.  “They said they are going to come back and kill you.  Those men… they are powerful men, sons of even greater men.  All because of me, they are going to come after you with the only purpose of destroying you.” 
        “And would you have rather me let them hurt you?” Alkaios said. 
        “No…” Hades blurted out exasperated.  “It’s just you are going to suffer on my behalf now.  Why would you do that?  Why would you sacrifice everything so foolishly like that?  They are going to kill you… I don’t want them to kill you.” 
         “Persephone,” Alkaios interrupted sensing the panic in her voice.  “That’s what you do for those you love.  When you love someone you put them first.  So if we have to flee from here, and I have to spend the rest of my life running and fighting so be it.”  Alkaios reached up and brushed her hair out of her face, tucking it neatly behind her ear.  “When you love someone you do what you have to, regardless of the consequences.  You make sacrifices because love isn’t just the moment of excitement and happiness where your stomach ties itself into knots, your hearts skips beats, and your chest makes it hard to breathe.  It is also those moments where you protect, care for and honor the ones you love.  It’s the hard moments more so than the easy.” 
         Hades burst into tears and covered her mouth with her hand.  All she could think of was Zeus and how he had given her up for power; and then there was Alkaios, a man who had just sacrificed everything for her safety.  Hades felt an overwhelming emotion constrict her chest.  Alkaios had chosen her over everything.  He loved her truly, and Hades thought her heart was going to explode.  She had never felt so touched, so… loved. 
        “I need a minute,” she choked standing up, tears still flowing.  “I’m alright, really… I just need a moment.” 
        She fled out of the door leaving Alkaios confused and wide-eyed.  Once outside she rounded the corner and sunk to a seat leaning against the stone, crying even harder.  Alkaios had just told her what she had always heard from Zeus.  Zeus had always said she was first, and he loved her, but when it came right down to it he gave her up without a fight.  Hades realized she didn’t love Zeus anymore.  Her heart was filled by someone else.  Someone who was willing to do whatever was necessary for her.  Someone who didn’t just talk the talk, but someone who actually meant it.  Hades thought her heart would break it was so full of emotions for Alkaios.  One of which was fear.  If those men came back for him, he would die, and Hades was not about to let that happen.  He had protected her because he loved her.  It was time she did the same, so in her black smoke, she disappeared. 
   
        In a flash of ink and darkness, Hades appeared on the road in front of the three attackers, eyes flashing like the devil. The front-most horse balked, stumbling backward nearly sending his rider to the ground.  The other two horses skidded to a stop behind him, gouging their hooves deep into the ground in panic.   
        The three riders flung themselves forward trying to keep from falling, but their horses refused to stand still.  In fear, they pawed the ground and snorted, with their riders fairing little better.  When they noticed Hades’ face still streaked with Alkaios’ blood, the color drained from their skin. 
        “You three are lucky you didn’t catch me alone this morning,” Hades said slyly.  She stood strong looking somehow taller than she was.  “You see, my sweet and wonderful mortal doesn’t know who I am, and I didn’t want him to find out by my dealing with you three.  I want to let him down… gently, and your slaughter would not be… gentle.” She laughed coldly.  “So you see, you three are very lucky he was there.” 
         Hades stepped menacingly forward, and the horses snorted wildly, stumbling back from her.  Hades reached up and yanked the reigns of the horse bearing snake voice.  The horse’s nostrils flared wide, and the wounded man sucked in his breath. 
        “There was a question asked of my mortal this morning,” she continued, embracing the darkest side of herself and letting it shine through.  “You asked him if he knew who you were.  Well, he might not know, but I do.  You are the pathetic boys of rich and powerful men, who find pleasure in the destruction of those less fortunate than you; and now that I know who you are it is time for me to ask you a question… Do you know who I am?” 
        She paused as if she wanted them to answer, but she knew they wouldn’t.  Instead, they stared at her.  The third man, the only one not hurt, slowly reached for his knife. 
       “I am Hades!” she boomed, stretching out her hand.  Instantly his knife flew from his hand to hers, the blade side landing in her expectant palm where she gripped the metal harshly against her soft flesh.  “I am god of the Underworld!  Breaker of the seal, guardian of the River Styx, keeper of the dead, and lord of beasts so terrifying and great that even their shadows would cause your heart to fail,” she said, throwing the blade to the ground before slowly twisting her palm upwards.  To their horror, they saw that though she had caught it with her bare hand, the blade left her palm completely unscathed. 
        “So you see,” she continued.  “You are very lucky my mortal was with me.”  She jerked the reigns of the horse closer.  “So listen to me very carefully.  You are going to go back to where you came from, and you will never again venture onto the lands of Alkaios the farmer.  You will tell no one of what happened today, nor will you send anyone after him for revenge.  Do you understand me?  For if you do… or if you even think of doing it, I will know.  If you so much as think of trying to harm him, I will come back here myself and drag all three of you down to hell… alive!” 
        Hades paused for dramatic effect and smiled eerily.  The man whose horse she held swallowed teetering dangerously atop his perch.  Hades shifted her gaze to the man with the broken nose.  He didn’t look much better.  Hades laughed sickly to add to their fear. 
        “Do you know what happens to the living in the land of the dead?” she asked.  “Do you!” She demanded when they didn’t answer.  The men shook their heads. 
        “The living are not meant for the Underworld.  So the Underworld begins to eat at their soul.  At first, you will remain human, left to wander the land of great fear running from my dog who has the power to kill even the gods, but then slowly your soul will be destroyed, eaten away bit by bit until you have none at all.  Without a soul, there is no Elysium, no Tartarus, only insanity.  You will go crazy turning into the beasts you once feared until your head screams so much you rip your own brain out of your skull with your bare hands… that is what happens to a living person when they are drug to the Underworld, and that is what will happen to you if you raise so much as an eyebrow at Alkaios.  Am I clear?” 
        The three men nodded their heads slowly.   
        Hades smiled at them, “Good.”  She pulled the reign of the horse closer to her and shoved her hand onto the man’s bleeding side.  Snake eyes yelped, expecting her to rip out his organs, but instead, she only healed him.  The three watched in amazement as his side knitted itself back together, and the second man’s nose straightened itself out, the bones re-forming. 
        “Now you have no evidence of this morning, so even if you told anyone they would think you had gone mad,” she said stepping back, watching as the dirt and blood withered from their clothes, and the threads knit themselves back together.  “Just remember what I have told you, and you will not see me again during your life.  You will in death though, so may I suggest you change your ways before it is too late, otherwise, when you do finally die and are ferried across my river, I will personally be waiting to escort you to the Winding Staircase of Tartarus.” 
        Hades backed up from them and stretched out her arms dramatically.  Might as well make an impression they will never forget.  Slowly the ink-like tentacles grew from her back and arms.  She stood there keeping eye contact with the three as the snakes of black smoke twisted and turned around her.  And just when she was certain the three would die of heart attacks, she vanished. 
   
        Back at the farm, Hades smoothed her dress and her hair and made her way back inside to Alkaios, halting in the doorway. 
        “Are you ok?” he asked her, concern managing to make its way through his blurry sleep and pain-filled eyes. 
        “No one has ever done anything like that for me,” she blurted out, and it was the truth.  “No one has ever loved me like this before, where they are willing to go all the way.” 
        Hades left the doorway and crossed the room as fast as she could, kneeling down before him so she could look right into his mud-blue eyes. 
        “I love you,” she whispered.  “I should have said it last night, but I am saying it now… I love…” But before she could finish, Alkaios reached out and seized the back of her neck pulling her in.  He kissed her the way every girl should be kissed, strong and true; and Hades kissed him back.  She had told him she loved him, and she meant it.  It was the truth.  Hades loved Alkaios. 
   
        Hades spent the rest of the day bouncing between caring for Alkaios and his farm and debating if and how she should tell Alkaios about herself.  The urge to spill the truth washed over her every time she saw his sleeping figure on his cot.  Not so much to be honest with him, but so she could heal him.  Take away his pain; simply reach out her hand and watch his flesh knit itself back together, leaving behind any threat of infection and scars.  Maybe she should tell him, but how would he take it?  Would he be frightened?  Would he leave her?  Would he care?  Hades’ head swam.  Maybe she should ask Keres and Ioanna what they thought.  The argument her brain was having with itself was getting out of hand 
        By the time Hades finished all of Alkaios’ chores, the sun was low in the sky.  After washing the dirt and sweat from her face and fingers, she peeked her head back inside.  He still lay on his stomach, pomegranate red blood oozing through his bandages as he slept peacefully.  Despite her indecision on the topic of the truth and healing, Hades had put him into a deep and painless sleep.  As she stood there watching him, he couldn’t feel a thing.  Just the much-needed rest his body never seemed to have time for.  Hades slipped forward and kissed his forehead softly.  Stepping back she studied his handsome face and scarred body.  He was perfect she thought as she pulled herself into the Underworld. 
   
        The moment her feet touched the ground she could feel it.  Something was wrong.  The air stood still and stiff like it was holding its breath.  An eerie quiet pressed in from every side, and the thick mist of the river clung to the shore with icy fingers refusing to let go. 
        Hades slowly lifted her hand and pushed the fog out of the way, but it did not give way like it usually did.  Instead, it hovered unmoving and impenetrable. 
        “Keres?” Hades called out warily.  Only the stillness answered her back.  Hades felt a sense of worry tingle at her spine.  The Underworld felt cold and uncomfortable.  Something wasn’t right. 
        “Keres!” she called out again louder this time.  Shuffling along the riverbed she made her way towards Charon’s boathouse. 
        “Charon?  Ioanna?” she called out when Keres didn’t answer.  Where were they?  Where was her dog?  He was always waiting for her when she came back. 
        “Kerberos, my darling?” she called out to him, her eyes catching Charon’s boat.  It was empty, haphazardly tethered to his dock.  The pit of her stomach tightened.  Something was definitely wrong. 
        “Charon!” she shouted, “Kerberos?” and then she saw him.  Kerberos stood on the shore, his back to the water, his three massive heads facing off towards the ruins.  He barely moved when he caught her scent, standing frozen tall instead.  Hades inched forward.  What was wrong with him? 
        “Kerberos?” Hades ventured.  His head closest to her shifted its eyes slightly to look at her.  Through the fog she could see every muscle in his body twitching, ready to strike, but what she didn’t see lashing towards her was his tail.  In one swift and almost invisible move, it wrapped around her waist and yanked.  Hades toppled to the ground, her side slapping the sand behind his legs. 
        She groaned; the wind knocked out of her lungs.  The air felt oppressive around her, on edge.  Something about the air felt familiar though, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  Blinking her eyes, she slowly lifted her head catching a glimpse of the boathouse amidst the fog.  Charon, Ioanna, and Keres stood on the dock watching Hades silently, their faces pale.  Hades blinked at them a few more times and then twisted her head towards her dog.  He still stood face off towards the fortress, every muscle coiling beneath his hide like the calm before the storm. 
        “Did he chase you up there?” Hades asked turning her head back to the house.  Keres nodded her head yes, but didn’t open her mouth.  Why would he chase them onto the boathouse and then stand like stone with his back to them? 
        “I think he is being protective,” Charon whispered across the fog to her, and that’s when it hit her.  Hades froze in the sand, letting the feeling rush over her skin.  She knew. 
        “There’s someone here,” Hades said, pushing herself off the ground.  “There’s another god here.” 
        Seizing Kerberos by one of the spikes on his spine, she began to move towards her fortress.  Kerberos swung one of his necks in front of her body, keeping her behind him as they walked, all three sets of teeth ready for the kill.  When they got to the Great Door, the god-killer settled his massive bulk in the entrance, refusing to let Hades through.  He drew himself to his full size, and all three of his massive throats let out a growl as if they were a single mouth. 
        “Kerberos?” Hades whispered, and the dog turned one of his heads towards her.  She knew that look; it showed every time he thought she was in danger.  She had seen it just this morning in Alkaios’ eyes when those three men had threatened her.  Something was inside the ruins that Kerberos felt she needed protection from.  Hades crept forward and placed her hands on the dog’s shoulders, careful to avoid his bony spikes.  She leaned past him peering inside the darkness.  Her eyes fell on a hulking shadow, and Hades felt her heart crash into her ribs.  She wasn’t sure she was ready to face what was standing on the other side of the door. 



 
XV 
   
         “Zeus?” Hades whispered.  She could feel the vibrations of Kerberos’ growling ribs beneath her palms, mimicking the way her ribs seemed to shudder with her every anxious breath. 
         “Hello Hades,” Zeus answered, but the words were barely out of his mouth before Kerberos lunged over the threshold snapping all three jaws.  For the first time in all of her decades, Hades noticed a hint of fear in Zeus’ eyes as he leaned back from the dog.  That was new. 
        “What….” Zeus trailed off nodding towards the massive creature still blocking Hades from passing through the door. 
         “Oh…” Hades stuttered grabbing hold of Kerberos’ neck like a security blanket.  “It’s alright,” she whispered in one of his ears.  Kerberos growled viciously at her, shifting a single pair of eyes to hers.  She got his message loud and clear.  He had no intentions of moving.  She also had a feeling that if the beast could talk, he would have asked her if she had lost her mind.  In her defense, she probably had. 
        “Kerberos, that’s enough,” she demanded, this time with power in her voice.  She put her hand softly on his hide, stroking the hot leathery skin.  “Let me pass, my darling.” 
       To Zeus’ visible surprise, the three heads of that terrible creature growled one last warning that resonated deep into the stone darkness but stepped aside just enough for her to squeeze by.  Hades tugged one of his ears affectionately as she passed, but she wasn’t even two feet through the door before she could feel the dog’s hot breath on her legs, ever the protector keeping her within reach. 
         “That is some…” Zeus gulped trailing off, eyeing the beast and his impressively large fangs uncomfortably. 
         “This is Kerberos,” Hades said unsure of how to address Zeus now.  “The god-killer.”  
        Zeus nodded his head and peeled his widened eyes from the dog.  Swallowing the slight lump in his throat, he shifted his weight but didn’t say anything.  Instead, he just stared with dilated pupils into Hades dark eyes. 
        “Are you going to tell me why you are here?” Hades finally asked. 
        “I know what you’re doing,” he answered, finding his tongue. 
        “Huh?” 
        “I know what you’re doing, Hades,” he said.  “With that mortal.  I see right through your plan.  You’re trying to make me jealous,” he continued.  “Trying to hurt my pride.” 
        “So,” Hades said, coldly pressing her lips together. 
        “So I see what you are doing and it worked,” he said.  “Hades, I have been sitting up there watching you with him, and I cannot do it any longer.  You’ve made your point.  You hurt my pride; you made me jealous.  It worked.” 
        “And what makes you think it was a plan to make you jealous?” Hades asked, folding her arms across her chest, leaning slightly into Kerberos’ side.  “What makes you think it isn’t real?” 
        “Hades,” Zeus stepped forward only to be driven back by Kerberos’ teeth.  “I know you.  I know you love me, and I know that you were angry.  So here I am saying you win, and I am sorry.” 
        “You’re sorry?” Hades questioned, stepping closer to him, not believing she had heard him right.   
        “Yes,” he said earnestly, hesitantly taking her hand, afraid that those three sets of teeth would lash out at him yet again.  “I miss you.  Please come back to me, Hades.  Please.” 
        Hades’ head was swimming.  This was what she had wanted, wasn’t it?  But now that he was here, now that he was begging her she felt numb, unable to think.  
        “Please come back to me,” he begged again.  “I love you,” Zeus whispered, and then leaning in he kissed her. 
        It was the first time Zeus had ever kissed her where her heart didn’t stop.  In fact, she felt nothing but her sluggish brain trying to make sense of everything.  So when Zeus started talking again she didn’t even notice.  Her mind felt red, like Alkaios’ blood.  Alkaios… 
       “… No one would have to know,” Zeus was saying. 
       “What?” Hades blurted her attention snapping back to Zeus’s voice. 
        “I said no one would have to know,” Zeus repeated.  “We could keep it a secret.  Hera and Poseidon would never find out, and the gods wouldn’t get angry.  It could just be you and me together again.” 
        No one would have to know.  Those words stuck in Hades’ head.  All she had wanted was Zeus to say he was sorry and come back to her, but here in the moment she had been waiting for, Hades couldn’t remember why.  He had given her up, and now he wanted her to be his secret.  His mistress.  Hades’ mind turned to the bleeding mortal on earth.  The sleeping man who thought that he was going to be hunted down and killed because he protected his girl.  Hades thought about the look on his face when he thought those men were going to hurt her.  She thought about the look on his face when she told him she loved him.  She thought about how he always took care of her and never put himself first.  Hades suddenly felt angry that Zeus wanted her as a secret, the woman on the side when Alkaios was on earth right now bleeding for her. 
        “No,” Hades whispered, surprised she actually said it out loud. 
        “What?” asked Zeus, leaning forward trying to capture her small voice in his ear. 
        “No,” she repeated, and this time her voice rang out true and clear, her eyes full of resolve. 
        “I beg your pardon?” asked Zeus, certain he wasn’t hearing right. 
        “I am not coming back to you,” she said, pulling her sweating fingers from his grip.  
        “Hades…” 
        “No,” she cut him off.  “Zeus you made your decision.  You chose Hera and power, and I was sent here.  You were right.  I was upset, and I was trying to make you jealous but not anymore.  I am here, and you are on Olympus.  Perhaps it is better if we part ways like we were supposed to.  Perhaps it is better to keep the gods at peace.” 
         “So you’re saying no because of the gods?” Zeus asked incredulously. 
         “No,” she blurted, the urge to scream rising like bile in her throat.  “I am saying no because while it lasted we were wonderful; but Zeus, you and I both know it wasn’t meant to last.” 
        “That is absurd,” he spat out annoyed.  “You and I were meant for each other.  I love you, Hades.” 
        “But I don’t love you!” Hades yelled, shocking both herself and Zeus.  Her chest filled with air like she had just run for miles.  It hurt and felt strong all at the same time, and she also thought she might vomit… or cry… or laugh… or punch his smug perfect face.  She was a great now; maybe she would be able to break his nose. 
        “I did,” she finally continued.  “Oh, how I did, but I don’t anymore.  You gave me up; chose power and another over me, and so I mourned your loss… but I don’t anymore.  I did what you wanted, Zeus.  I came here.  I let you have power without a fight, and now I love someone else.  I promise you it is better this way.  It is better that we part ways peacefully.” 
         “Oh, do not give me that!” Zeus said, aggravated, pacing the floor, careful not to cross Kerberos’ unspoken line in the sand.  “You do not love him.  Do not be ridiculous!” 
         “Zeus, I am telling the truth.” 
         “Hades, I have had enough!” he said lunging forward, seizing her head in his hands in a grip that might have hurt if she weren’t a god.  “Stop your lying and your pretending.  I am tired of this game.  What more do you want me to say?  How many times must I say I am sorry before you give up this charade?” 
        “It is not an act!” Hades burst out, ripping herself from Zeus’ hold.  Kerberos bolted upright, sensing the change in Hades and wrapping his tail around Hades’ waist, pulled her back against his solid mass.  “I do not love you anymore, Zeus!  I love Alkaios, so you are wasting your breath!” 
        “Are you really trying to tell me that you love a mortal over me, the king of the gods?” Zeus’ eyebrows arched in disbelief. 
        “Yes!” 
        “That is impossible!” Zeus spat. 
         “He didn’t give me up!” Hades yelled back.  “He didn’t forget me for another.  He didn’t cast me aside for power.  In fact, his love for me is so true that he almost died for me.”  Hades lunged forward, jerking to a halt when Kerberos’ tail pulled taut across her middle, leaving her reddened face inches from Zeus’.  She burrowed her gaze into his eyes so that he would not misunderstand her next words.   
        “At this very moment, Alkaios is on earth believing that men of great power and wealth will be at his doorstep to kill him for the humiliation he inflicted on them.  Right now, as he sees it, he is a dead man, but that did not stop his actions!  He fought for me, no matter the cost.  That, Zeus, is love.” 
         “So, you are devoted to him because he shed a little worthless blood for you?” Zeus spat, disgust written all over his face. 
        “And what did you ever shed for me?” Hades snapped.  “What, Zeus?  You have no answer because you sacrificed nothing!  You say you love me, but with only your mouth.  Alkaios may be only mortal, but his love is truer than yours ever was!” 
        “How dare you…” 
        “How dare I what?” Hades challenged.  “We are equals now remember?  Zeus, do not fight me on this.  This is the path you chose.  You chose not to have me, so let us leave it peacefully.  We are the Olympians, gods of the council.  Let us act like it.” 
        “We may be equals, Hades, but I am still your King!”  The veins in Zeus’ neck bulged, on the verge of rupturing. 
         “Oh!” raged Hades becoming angrier by the moment.  “So that means I should just bow to your wishes and let you break my heart over and over again whenever it serves your needs?” 
        “Hades…” 
        “No!” Hades yelled.  Kerberos, uncomfortable with her growing distress, let out a deep low warning at Zeus.  “I will not subject myself to that pain again.  Please leave before you taint the memory of our love any further.  I would like to keep a shred of us with dignity and fondness, but that is all I want.  A pure memory.  As for you, I do not want.” 
        “No one says no to me!” Zeus boomed.  There was his pride.  Hades had struck a chord in him. 
        “I just did,” Hades said defiantly. 
        “You had best be careful, Hades,” Zeus warned. 
        “You no longer have the right to tell me what to do, Zeus,” Hades said stepping forward, head held high.  “You lost that right when you gave me up.” 
        “You are not going to humiliate me by going around with that insignificant mortal, do you hear me?” he bellowed. 
        “I am not humiliating you!” Hades boomed back.  The old stone of the ruins shook.  “I am leaving you alone like Hera wanted.  I have found someone who is good and kind and loving.  This is no longer about you, Zeus!” 
        “Everyone can see you now,” he said, his face red.  “Everyone knows you were mine, and now they see you with trash…” 
        “He is not trash!” Hades interrupted.  
        “By being with someone so low you are humiliating me!” Zeus said ignoring her comment.  “You do not go from the king of the gods to an insignificant waste of space like that.  It is a low blow to my pride, and I will not have it!” 
        “Alkaios is willing to die for me!” Hades yelled at him.  “Who cares about your pride?”  Hades stood tall and stared defiantly at Zeus.  He made her so angry.  How could he be so selfish to care only for his pride?  True, she had started this to make him jealous, but after all, he had broken her heart.  But by the look on Zeus’ face, she knew he was livid.  She half expected lightning to cut her down, but she didn’t care.  She had seen his heart, and it did not compare in the least to the man he called an insignificant waste of space. 
        “Please leave now, Zeus,” she said with all the calm resolve she had within her. 
       “Hades,” he said stepping forward.  “I will give you one last chance… come back to me.”   
        “Leave,” Hades said firmly spreading her fingers.  Small tentacles of black smoke began to seep out of her skin and snake their way menacingly towards Zeus.  Zeus jumped back avoiding the blackness. 
        “Hades…” 
        “Leave!” she screamed, and Kerberos voiced his agreement.  Hades shoved the black smoke forwards, driving Zeus back.  He eyed, first the smoke, and then the small trail of drool that dripped its way from Kerberos’ teeth to the old stone floor.   
        “You will regret this, Hades,” he said calmly, his voice terrifying as he planted his hulking frame firmly on his legs.   Hades said nothing, settling on defying him with her eyes.  With one last challenging stare between them, Zeus bent his massive knees and shot straight into the air, disappearing in thunder so fast the old stone beneath him cracked ever so slightly.   
        Hades took a deep breath, and the black smoke dissipated.  She lifted her palm up to her forehead, standing silently in shock.  She noticed her hand was shaking, but she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or anger. 
        “Kerberos!” Hades blurted, suddenly whirling around to face her dog, ignoring the shaking.  “No one gets in, and no one gets out! Do you understand me?  You are to guard my Underworld, and no one but the shades is allowed to cross the River Styx.  As for everyone else who tries to come or go… kill them, unless I sanction their crossing.  Even the gods, my darling, kill even the gods unless I say otherwise.” 
        Kerberos looked at her with understanding in his eyes.  Hades bent over and planted a kiss on his middle head.  His hide was pulsing and hot.  He too seemed disturbed by Zeus’ visit.  How dare he come here to her realm, threatening the people she loved and disturbing those she cared for?  Was his arrogance that endless? 
        Hades straightened up and gestured for Kerberos to follow her.  The god-killer hauled his hulking figure around and padded out the door after her.  Settling in step with the god, one of his heads clung to her hip, a platform for her hand to rest upon. 
        “Keres!” Hades called out, her voice echoing, shaking hell to the very core.  “Keres!”  Hades found her where she left her with Ioanna.  “Keres!” Hades yelled yet again, stretching out her hand.  Instantly the wood from the boathouse twisted itself into a walkway, and Keres hurried down to the riverbank before the tree recoiled.  Hades seized Keres by the arm and started pulling her across the ground, the girl’s feet stumbling along as she tried to keep up.  Her arm stung where Hades’ nails dug into her soft flesh as she was hauled through the Underworld to the door and into the solitude of the old throne room.  Hades’ nails were leaving welts in her arms, and Keres felt the nagging panic creep up her spine that the god had finally embraced the dark brutality of her power.    
        Hades finally let go of her arm, and Keres stumbled forward trying to catch her footing.  She rubbed the redness on her arm, nervous that Hades was going to destroy her. 
        “Keres,” Hades said, her voice echoing on the old stone.  “From now on you are going to look after the Underworld for me in my absence.” 
        Keres cocked her head, feeling her heartbeat in her arm. 
        “When I am gone from here, you will act in my stead.  You will keep the order here and be my right hand,” Hades said, her voice booming.  She was angry with Zeus, and she was going to make certain he did not waltz back into her life for another round of insults and threats. 
        “I cannot, my king,” Keres whimpered, afraid that her words would add to whatever was making Hades angry.  Hades glared at her, but when she was still standing after too many long moments Keres blurted out, “I have no power here.  I am simply an immortal who will live forever in the Underworld.  Nothing I say or do will be taken as more than a grain of salt.” 
          Hades stepped towards Keres menacingly.  Keres instinctively flinched backward but not fast enough.  Hades seized Keres’ head in her hands and peered deep into her brown eyes. 
        “What I have may not be glorious or righteous,” Hades said.  “But what I have I give you.” 
         Keres’ head exploded in a fire of pain.  She clawed at Hades’ hands, but nothing she did stopped the unbearable claws digging in her skull.  The god held on, refusing to release her hold, and the pain seared Keres’ mind until she thought was going to die.  
        And then it stopped.  The pain was gone, and only a faint echo of it was left.  Keres hadn’t even realized she had fallen to the floor.  The room looked blurred and sideways.  She reached above her head, batting the air drunkenly, trying to shove Hades’ hands away even though Hades no longer held her.   
        “You are Keres, spirit of violent and cruel deaths… and my friend,” Hades said kneeling down and gently taking Keres’ chin in her fingers.  “Honor my name when I am not here.”   
        Keres nodded her head, yes, reaching up to touch Hades’ face.  Her hand missed, landing on empty air.  Hades smiled sinking to the floor.  She took Keres’ floundering hand in hers and held it tight. 
        “It hurts,” Keres complained. 
        “It won’t forever,” Hades soothed, brushing the girl’s stray hairs back into place.  The two of them drifted into silence, and Kerberos slipped himself behind Hades, pushing his giant rib cage against her back.  Hades sunk into him, letting the warm twitching muscles hold her up. 
        “Violent and cruel deaths?” Keres finally said. 
        “I rule the land of the dead,” Hades said.  “My dog is a god-killer.”  Hades laughed a little.  “Welcome to the family.” 
        “It fits,” Keres smiled back.  “Can I ask why though?”  
        “What do you mean?” 
        “Why the sudden need for my help?” Keres asked. 
        “Zeus,” Hades explained.  “He was here.” 
        “What did he want?” Keres asked, looking deep into Hades’ eyes.   
        “Me,” Hades murmured softly. 
         “Isn’t that what you wanted?” Keres asked trying to read the god’s face. 
         “Yes,” Hades said.  “No.  It was what I wanted but not anymore.” 
        “You turned down Zeus for Alkaios?” Keres asked.  Hades bit her lip hard turning it white before she nodded her head yes.   
        “Why?” Keres continued. 
        “Because I love Alkaios,” Hades admitted. 
        “Finally!” Keres blurted out laughing. 
        “Excuse me?” 
        “It is about time you admitted it,” Keres said smiling.  “Ioanna and I see it as plain as day that you love him.  We were waiting for you to finally acknowledge it yourself.” 
        “It is kind of impossible not to love him,” Hades said, feeling warmth spread from her heart.  Keres grinned at her. 
        “And I don’t think it’s foolish to love him instead of Zeus,” Keres said, answering Hades’ unasked question.  “I think sometimes power makes people forget what is really important in life.  I don’t think this is a question of god versus mortal, but a question of when eternity comes to an end, are you going to be proud of the way you lived?  Are you going to be happy with those you loved and with how you ruled?  In the end, would you regret losing someone just because he was human?” 
        “I used to be human,” Hades whispered. 
        “Then love your human,” Keres said. 
        “I suppose I have to tell him the truth now,” Hades said, sitting up from Kerberos’ side.  “Zeus was angry, so there is no telling what he will do.  Best Alkaios hear it from me.  It’s just… how much of the truth should I tell him?” 
        “All of it,” Keres answered.  She watched Hades’ face shift uncomfortably.  Keres liked this god, one who would sit on the floor with her and feel nervous over telling the truth.  She was different, and it made Keres proud to serve her.   
        “He was willing to die for you,” Keres comforted.  “I think the truth will be less painful.” 
        “Well,” Hades said pushing herself to her feet.  “I had better go tell him now before I lose my nerve.” 
        “Hades, be careful,” Keres said.  “If you are going to do this, remember what Zeus did to you.  He let you go because you were beneath him in power.  When you loved him, you never thought he would give you up; but he did.  Don’t do that to Alkaios.  If you are going to love him, then love him.  Do not desert him when it is advantageous to you.”  
         “Never,” said Hades solemnly, and then she was gone. 
   
        Hades stood in the darkness, waiting for the sun to rear its head.  The sky was slowly changing from black to grey, and in the ever minuscule light, Hades’ black tentacles of smoke were just becoming noticeable.  Hades stood on the bank of the creek looking out over nothing.  Her fight with Zeus stuck in the back of her mind as she tried to prepare herself for the most important conversation of her life.   
        The black tentacles moved and ebbed throughout the air, snaking down into the water, knocking rocks and pebbles over each other.  Hades only slightly realized the black smoke was emanating from her.  It displayed itself when she exuded power; it was an extension of her, and right now the winding arms of blackness were mimicking her thoughts and emotions.  So much a part of her, Hades failed to realize that in the rising sun, the black smoke was becoming more and more visible.  So caught in her own thoughts, she failed to hear the labored footsteps growing closer. 
        “What in the gods’ names is this black magic?” came Alkaios’ horrified voice behind her.  Hades eyes went wide, and she froze horrified.  He had seen. 



 
XVI 
   
  Hades heart was pounding, but the rest of her was frozen stiff.  Even her smoke hung motionless in the air.  Throat suddenly dry, Hades swallowed painfully, scrunching her eyes shut tight.  She forced air in and out of her lung, and the black smoke dissipated into thin air.   
        With one more forced inhale, Hades shifted herself around.  Alkaios stood hunched in pain, eyeing her warily, knees bent further forward than they should have been, body arched at an awkward angle.  Yet he was standing. The effect of her touch must not have worn off yet.  If it had, he would have barely even been able to crawl. 
        “What are you?” Alkaios finally uttered. 
        “Alkaios,” Hades said stepping forward, which sent Alkaios stumbling backward, keeping distance between them.  This was not at all how she had planned on starting this conversation.   
        “Don’t come near me, Persephone,” he asked, tripping over the words.  “What was that?” 
        “My name is not Persephone,” Hades said breathing out slowly.  Alkaios raised his eyebrows confused. 
        “Perhaps you should sit down,” she continued. Blood was seeping through his bandages, his whole body contorting to compensate for the severed muscles in his legs. 
        “No,” he said coldly.  Hades felt her heart tighten.  Not a good start. 
        “My name is Hades,” Hades finally whispered after a long pause, “and I guess it’s best I start at the beginning with the truth.  I owe you that.  I came here to you under false pretenses.  I was not hurt running from my father’s murderers.  It was all a lie to get you to feel sorry for me so that you would take me in… including the bruises.  The real reason I came to you was because of the man I loved most in this world.  I loved him more than anything, and he gave me up.  He broke my heart, threw me away like a broken toy, and I wanted to make him jealous, hurt his pride.  So I came here to you, playing on your compassion.” 
        Alkaios’ lungs stopped working.  They froze, unable to pull air into his body.  His heart sank, and suddenly the pain in his leg burned with excruciating fire.  The woman standing in front of him was playing a cruel joke.  Yet she was being serious.  How could she be serious?  How could the woman he loved tell him all of these lies?  Alkaios rubbed his palm over his lips blinking rapidly, not sure if it was because they were dry or about to shed tears. 
        “Why me?” he finally stuttered. 
        “Because,” Hades said, a wave of nausea crashing over her, “you are and have always been nothing, and he is great.  My falling in love with you would have been his greatest insult.” 
        “Oh,” said Alkaios.  His face twisted; his chest felt tight; he was having trouble swallowing.  “Those three men… yesterday…” he could barely get the words past his lips.  “That’s why they did this to me?” 
         “No,” Hades said feeling desperate.  “They just happened upon us by accident.” 
        “Oh,” Alkaios said bitterly.  “The gods must really hate me then…  Well, I hope you made him jealous, and I hope you got what you wanted out of me.”  Alkaios started to hobble away from her.  He couldn’t take anymore. 
        “It did make him jealous,” Hades blurted out before he could fully turn his back on her, desperate to get all the truth out in the open before he could completely cut her off.  “He did want me back; came begging, but I turned him down.”  Alkaios stopped moving but couldn’t bring himself to look at her.  
        “I turned him down,” she continued, seizing the opportunity, her eyes on the verge of tears, “because I realized in this short time with you, I have learned more about love and honor than I did with all my time with him!  In that moment, when he came for me, all I could think about was you, and the way you were willing to sacrifice your life for mine.  When I said I loved you before, I meant it.”   
        Alkaios made no move to turn around and face her, but neither did he attempt to leave.  
        “You said that your mother took a while to realize she loved your father…” Hades said desperately, the words spilling out of her at an alarming rate.  “Well, that is what happened to me.  It took me a while, but Alkaios, I am glad I decided to come here regardless of my reasons at the time.  If I had not, I would have never met you, and now I don’t want to think of a life where I never met you.” 
        “That is a pretty story,” Alkaios said finally turning back to face her.  “Chose the most despicable human you could find to make your lover jealous.  Come on, Perse… whatever your name is.  Do you think I am stupid?  He turned you down again, and you are trying to salvage any life with me you can, because you cannot stand the thought of no one loving you.” 
        “Alkaios!” Hades boomed, her voice louder than she had planned.  Alkaios froze, mouth half open.   
        “I am telling you the truth,” she continued forcefully.  She had to tell him.  He had to believe her.  She couldn’t lose him.  “I love you, and I will do whatever it takes for you to believe me.  I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.” 
        “You will?” he asked, his voice oozing with hurt.  “Who is this great lover you turned down for me?  A king? A warrior?” 
        “A king… of sorts,” Hades said afraid to say anymore. 
        “A King?” Alkaios spat.  “And who might this king be so I know which direction to flee.” 
        “Zeus,” Hades mumbled, turning her head as if she were expecting to be slapped.   
        “Zeus?” Alkaios laughed.  “That’s funny.  Not only are you insulting the very person I am, but my intelligence as well.  You should leave.  Get off my land and do not come back.” 
        “The man I used to love was Zeus, god of the skies,” Hades pressed, knowing she sounded crazy, but she had to tell him.  “My name is Hades… and I am god of the Underworld.” 
        “There is no god of the Underworld,” Alkaios said bitterly.  “Your insane lies have gone far enou…” 
        “My name is Hades, God of the Underworld!” Hades boomed, her voice shaking the ground.  Alkaios stared at her, his face paling from anger to fear.   
        “I am the breaker of the seal, guardian of the River Styx, keeper of Tartarus and Elysium, and the wrath and fury of the Underworld is mine and mine alone,” Hades continued, her eyes flashing with a darkness he had never seen before.  “And, Alkaios, I love you!” 
        Without warning, Hades lunged for him like a starving lion.  Alkaios stumbled backward, suddenly afraid for his life, but his legs gave way and he toppled to the ground.  In a flash, Hades was kneeling next to him seizing his wounds in her iron fists.  Alkaios grunted in pain and punched her hands away, but her small fingers held on, clawing for his blood.  He thought for sure the witch was going to tear his flesh clean off his bones when he suddenly realized that her hands felt alarmingly warm on his skin.  He snapped his hands away from her and watched as tiny tendrils of black smoke snuck from beneath her fingernails and into his legs.   
        He was too afraid to move, afraid of the dark magic she was pouring into his skin… but the pain in his legs?  It was gone like nothing had ever even happened to him.  Only then did Hades lift her hands from him, and Alkaios ripped off the bloody bandages.  Where just moments before had been raw flesh, was now perfect skin.  Not even a scar remained.  Alkaios looked up at Hades amazed, his mouth gaping wide open like a fish on the sand. 
        Hades saw his face change, and she smiled nervously, sneaking her hands in his.  Alkaios looked down at them, and after a moment closed his strong hands around hers. 
        “What you said is true?” he asked, slowly starting to feel like maybe it was. 
        “It is,” Hades said, her voice no longer frightening.  “I used you at first to make Zeus jealous, but not anymore.  You are the most beautiful person I have ever met.” 
        “So that is why my goat never bites you?” Alkaios asked trying to wrap his head around it.  “And why my horse was alarmed when he first saw you.” 
        “Yes,” Hades answered.  “Animals can often see what we cannot.”  Alkaios nodded his head but kept quiet.  Hades could see the wheels in his head turning. 
        “Alkaios?”  
        “Huh?” he said snapping out of his own thoughts. 
        “I know I did wrong by you, and I would understand if you were to hate me forever for it, but I have to ask.  Could you ever forgive me?  I will prove myself to you one hundred times over if that is what you need, but I am asking you to please forgive me.  Give us a second chance.” 
        “Hades is it?” Alkaios asked, looking into her eyes.  She nodded her head yes.  “And you really turned down Zeus because you love me?” 
        “Yes,” Hades whispered. 
        “So you turned down Zeus, king of the gods, because you love Alkaios, a man of nothing?” He asked trying to wrap his mind around everything. 
        “Yes.” 
        “You turned down Zeus for me?” he asked, wanting to hear her say it again. 
        “Yes.  A thousand times yes.” 
         “You, god of the Underworld, love me more than Zeus?” He asked again.  Hades nodded her head.   
        “Hmm,” he grunted.  “I suppose anyone who turns down Zeus for me deserves a second chance?  I do love you, Pers… Hades, so as I see it, I have no choice but to forgive you.” 
         Hades let out a huge sigh of relief as tears escaped her eyes.  She let go of his hands and wrapped her arms around his neck.  Alkaios slid his massive hands over her back and held her close. 
        “Do me one favor though,” Alkaios said, “so that I know you are telling the truth.” 
        “Anything,” Hades whispered into his ear. 
        “Show me the Underworld.” 
   
        Alkaios stood on the banks of the River Styx, eyes the size of his fists.  Amazement, fear, excitement, and panic caved in on him from all sides, rendering him helpless.  The air felt still to him even though a breeze blew ripples in the water.  He felt out of place here, like bacteria flowing through blood.  Foreign. 
        Hades watched his face.  She could see in his eyes the string of thoughts and emotions running through his mind, but unlike all others, she saw here waiting to pass over, he was prepared to meet whatever was on the other side.  He was welcoming it, embracing the experience.  He was so brave.  Hades inched closer to him and slid her little hand into his, dropping something on his palm.  Alkaios uncurled his fingers and saw a little gold coin resting against his calluses.   
        “A bribe for the ferryman,” Hades said, nodding her head at the water.  Alkaios followed her nod and saw the outline of a boat pushing towards them. 
        “This is Charon,” Hades continued, stepping into the boat before it even slid, to a halt the drapes of her dress skimming the dark waters.  “Ferryman of the River Styx.” 
        As if on cue Charon, spread his palm out towards Alkaios waiting for the bribe.  Alkaios looked down at the coin one last time and flicked it ringing through the air.  Charon snatched it mid-flight and shoved his long pole deep into the soot of the riverbed.  He leaned out over the boat’s edge, offering an equally calloused hand to Alkaios. 
        “And the last Titan left,” Hades finished just as Alkaios took Charon’s hand.  Alkaios froze, and he would have yanked his hand away if Charon’s grip hadn’t swallowed his wrist. 
        “It is not me you should be afraid of,” Charon whispered as he pulled Alkaios up into the boat.  Charon’s eyes shifted to Hades and then to the unseen shore across the river, before looking back at Alkaios.  Without another word, though, the Titan gripped his pole and pushed them back into the river; leaving Alkaios heart pounding and palms sweaty. 
          Trying to distract himself from the blood pumping through his ears, Alkaios watched Hades standing at the front of the boat, her black hair sharply contrasted by the water’s fog.  She was so beautiful he thought, and he tried to concentrate on only that and not the Titan behind him. 
        “I thought all of the Titans were dead,” he whispered, leaning his lips into Hades' ear, feeling her hair bat his cheeks. 
        “They were,” Hades said not bothering to whisper her reply.  Alkaios snuck a glance at Charon who winked at him.  Alkaios swallowed nervously and turned back around. 
        “Charon,” Hades called over her shoulder.  “If ever Alkaios needs to cross this River, ferry him across, coin or no coin.  And Alkaios,” she said, turning her eye to look into his, “always wait for Charon.  Never touch the water.” 
        Alkaios nodded his head yes just as a hulking shadow caught his eye. 
        “What is that?” Alkaios asked, nodding his head at the darker mist.  Hades pushed the fog back revealing Charon’s boathouse and a single blonde standing on the dock.   
         “Who is she?” Alkaios asked. 
        “That is Ioanna,” Charon answered him. 
        “This River killed Charon when his kind ruled,” Hades said.  “She was the first soul he ever ferried across” she continued.  “I found him at the bottom of these waters.” 
        “She’s human?” Alkaios asked looking back at Charon.  Charon nodded his head. 
        “And the only woman I ever loved,” he said, looking over at Ioanna who still stood watching them.  She wasn’t smiling nor did she wave, but Alkaios could see the look in her eyes.  It was something strong and alive.  Even from a distance, Alkaios could see she loved the Titan.  It was the truth in the eyes that gave love away.  It wasn’t the words.  Charon had it too.  Before he even spoke of her Alkaios knew Charon loved the blonde girl on the dock.  Feeling hopeful, Alkaios slid his hand into Hades’, folding her small fingers into his.  Hades said nothing, keeping her eyes straight forward, but he could feel her pulse quicken in his palm.  The unspoken truth she loved him. 
        With a soft bump, Charon’s boat slid against the shore.  Hades lifted her dress and stepped over the side, forcing her hand to slip from Alkaios’. 
        “Wait here,” she told Alkaios before the mist swallowed her whole.  Alkaios shifted his weight uncomfortably.  He wasn’t sure he liked being left alone with the Titan, but Charon remained solemnly in the rear of the boat without any movement.  The two of them waited in silence for longer than Alkaios felt comfortable with. 
        “What is she doing?” Alkaios finally asked, turning to look at Charon. 
        “Making sure he doesn’t kill you,” Charon answered all too matter of fact. 
       “Who?” Alkaios asked swallowing.  Charon nodded his head towards where the shore must have been hidden behind the fog.  Alkaios slowly twisted his eyes. 
        Teeth were the first things he saw.  Fangs meant for slaughter crept forward through the mist, followed by a large broad snout and crazed eyes.  The demon head stretched over the water towards him sniffing the air.  Alkaios pulled himself back further into the boat, his heart slamming into his chest as a second and third identical head stretched out, licking his scent on the wind. 
        Suddenly the mist drifted backward.  Hades stood on the shore pushing back the fog, but he barely noticed her.  What he saw was the body of those three heads.  They didn’t belong to three monsters, but to one.  Its bone structure alone was abnormally large, sticking out of its massive body like ancient roots in the dirt.  Alkaios felt a new wave of panic wash over him.  Whatever that demon was, it had to weigh more than ten men.  Its paws were gigantic and its eyes… 
        “You can get out of the boat now,” Hades said, snapping his attention from the six eyes staring him down.  Alkaios shook his head no.  He had seen enough.  He was convinced; Hades was who she said she was.  She really was the God of the Underworld.  He wanted to go home now. 
        “He won’t hurt you,” Hades continued, patting the beast’s rib cage.  Alkaios wanted to pull her away from that thing.  It wasn’t safe. 
        “Really, he won’t, Alkaios,” she said reaching out to him.  “I wouldn’t touch him, but I’ve told him never to hurt you.  He is obedient.” 
        “What is that?” Alkaios asked, refusing to move.  Charon chuckled behind him. 
        “Kerberos,” Hades answered, still petting his rib cage, “my three-headed dog.” 
        “And a god-killer,” Charon chimed in.  Alkaios snapped his head around to look at the Titan. 
        “He’s the reason they sealed the Underworld off, you know,” Charon continued.  “He killed that Titan.”  Alkaios’ feet froze to the boat. 
        “Charon,” Hades blurted.  “Stop teasing him.  Need I remind you how afraid you were of him when I first woke you?” 
        “You can get off the boat now,” Charon said laughing.  “Really.  That dog has the power to kill anything, but if Hades says you are safe, then you are.  That dog loves her.  He would never disobey her… ever.” 
         “Kerberos, sit,” Hades said, patting his wide hips.  The dog sat instantly and watched her as she reached out her hand to Alkaios.  Against his better judgment, Alkaios took it and stepped out of the boat.  To his relief, the dog didn’t even bother to stand up as his feet hit the sand.  Instead, he pressed one of his head’s against Hades’ hip and leaned on her.  Hades smiled at her dog who basked in her attention. 
        “So are you ready to see it all?” Hades asked, lacing her fingers with Alkaios’.  He nodded yes, afraid if he spoke his voice would squeak.  He had never been so afraid in his life, and he also wasn’t sure he wanted to see anymore; but could he even say no to the god of death whose dog had three heads?  Three heads with the biggest teeth he had ever seen in his life. 
        Hades and Kerberos showed him the Winding Staircase of Tartarus and then the great door where she broke the seal.  She pulled him into the old ruins, showing him some of the grander old rooms, all the while Kerberos thumping along behind them.  Eventually, Hades pulled him into the throne room.  Alkaios gazed around the massive hall in awe.  The single, old stone throne stood lonely and imposing on its stairs in the middle of the darkness.  Alkaios let go of Hades’ hand and walked closer to it. 
        “Is that where Cronus used to sit?” He asked, turning back to Hades, who nodded her head.  “And now you sit there?” 
        “In theory,” Hades said.  “I don’t actually sit there that often though.” 
        “Can you sit there now… for me?” Alkaios asked excitement seeping through his voice.  Hades smiled at him and climbed the stairs to the large stone throne.  She gracefully spun around to face him and then, with the perfect draping of her black dress, sank to a seat.  Kerberos padded up the stairs after her and curled himself up at her feet. 
        “You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” Alkaios said.  “You’re not just any god, are you?” 
        Hades tilted her head as if to ask, “how do you mean?” 
        “The last man to sit there was king of them all,” Alkaios said.  “You can’t just be any god,” he repeated.  “You have to be…” 
         Hades reached out her hand and beckoned him to her.  He hesitated, unsure he should approach her.  This sort of power was sacred; but she held out her hand, so he climbed the stairs standing in front of him.  The dog picked up his head and looked at him, but made no move to get up. 
        Hades took Alkaios’ hand and pulled herself off of the throne.  She stepped over Kerberos and shoved Alkaios to a seat on the old stone, taking a knee in front of him.  She rested her arms over his thighs. 
        “It is true,” she said softly, looking up into his eyes.  
         “I shouldn’t sit here,” Alkaios argued trying to stand up, but Hades held his thighs keeping him down. 
        “I want you to,” Hades said, taking his hand in hers.  She bent over and kissed one of his rough calloused thumbs.  “The last man to sit here tried to kill his own children because he was afraid they would take his power.  He wanted to destroy the people he loved most in this world.  Don’t let me become like that.  You and everyone here I love is more important to me than that stone throne will ever be.” 
        Alkaios bent forward and kissed her forehead.  Hades lifted her lips and kissed him before he could straighten back up. 
        “You fill the throne better than I do,” she said, leaning her head back to look at him.  He looked different sitting there.  He suddenly didn’t seem like the farmer she knew but like a much greater man.  
        “How did he take it?” Keres’ voice interrupted from around the corner.  “Oh!” She said, stopping short in the middle of the room, realizing that Hades wasn’t alone.  She grinned sheepishly and shuffled closer. 
        “Well enough I think,” Alkaios answered as both he and Hades stood up.  
        “I guess so,” Keres said, leaning her lips close to the god’s ear.  “He’s more handsome in person.” 
        “Thank you!” Alkaios winked, causing Keres face to turn red with embarrassment. 
         “Alkaios,” Alkaios continued extending his hand to her. 
        “Keres,” she answered him, taking it.  “Immortal of the Underworld.”  Hades nudged her ribs with her elbow.   
        “Right,” Keres blushed.  “I am Keres, spirit of violent and cruel deaths, and it’s good to finally meet you.” 
        “Finally meet me?” Alkaios teased, trying to ignore the violent and cruel death part.  “Does Hades talk about me?” 
        “With her mouth sometimes,” Keres said.  “With her eyes always.” 
        “Alright, that’s enough!” Hades blurted, her cheeks turning red.  “Alkaios, come on.  Kerberos, my darling, stay here.”  The dog looked up at her with all of his eyes before rolling over on his side to sleep.  Hades shook her head and pulled Alkaios towards the door. 
        “It was good to meet you, Keres!” Alkaios called out. 
        “Likewise!” Keres said waving, grinning ear to ear.  Hades sped up, but Alkaios saw the embarrassment spreading over her face.  He laughed quietly, and he could see the corners of Hades’ lips turning up. 
         Leaving the old dark ruins, Hades led him back into the Underworld and along the side of the fortress towards the pomegranate tree. 
        “Alkaios,” she said.  “You are welcome here anytime.  The Underworld knows to let you through without harm, but you can’t stay here.  Not because I do not want you here, but if you stay you will lose your soul.  The Underworld is meant for the dead and the supernatural, not the living.  The living may stay here a while, but the longer they stay the more the Underworld will eat at their soul until nothing is left.  In order to pass from earth to the afterlife, one must have a soul, so if the Underworld takes yours, you will become a beast of insanity until you tear out your own eyes and heart.  There will be nothing left of you… nothing left for me to love.  You would be even more hideous than Kerberos, and he has a soul, though it may be shriveled.” 
        “I understand,” Alkaios said, squeezing her hand. 
        “When you come here,” Hades continued, “you must stay only a short time.  Returning to earth and the land of the living will restore your soul, and thus, you can come here whenever you like with or without me.  But please, even if just for my sake, take care of your soul.” 
        “I promise I will,” he said.  Hades leaned into his chest resting, her cheek against his warmth.  Alkaios let go of her hand to wrap his arm around her shoulders, amazed that even though she possessed great power she still so felt so small in his arms. 
        “That is what I threatened them with,” Hades said.   
        “I’m sorry?” he mumbled into her hair. 
        “Those men,” she said.  “I threatened them with this.” 
         “You what?” Alkaios asked, pulling her back so he could see her eyes. 
        “Remember when I left you after I wrapped your wounds?” she asked.  “I really went and found those men on their way home.  I threatened to drag them here alive if they even thought of hurting you.  So you don’t have to worry about them.  You will never see those three again.  Just because you are willing to die for me, does not mean that I am willing to live without you.”   
        Alkaios felt a wave of relief wash over him.  Without even realizing it he leaned over pressing his lips against hers.  It stuck Hades’ feet to the floor like an electric current running through her, and it took a couple deep breaths for her to get her feet walking again. 
        “Were they scared?” Alkaios asked. 
        “Of course,” she smiled. 
        “Good,” he mumbled.  “Gods, what I would have given to see their faces… Hmm,” he interrupted himself, suddenly spotting the pomegranate tree.  “That is a lot of color for a place so dark.”  
        Hades slipped from under his arm and grabbed hold of one of the blood-red fruits.  She pulled it off the tree and handed it to him. 
        “A pomegranate, the fruit of the Underworld,” she said. 
        “Pomegranate,” Alkaios said, tasting the name on his tongue.  “A fruit from where you come from,” he remembered one of their first conversations.  “Your favorite food.” 
        “You remember,” Hades said. 
         “Of course.” 
        “If you eat the fruit of the Underworld, you will be bound to it,” Hades explained.   “Take this fruit with you to earth.  If you ever need to get to the River Styx without me, eat a seed from the Pomegranate.  It will take you to the shore, and then Charon will ferry you here.  To leave the Underworld without me, have Charon ferry you back to the other side and eat one seed.  You will be back in the land of the living.” 
        “Hmmm,” he said running his fingers over the smooth skin.  Hades cupped her hand around his, feeling the roughness of his skin. 
        “You should go back now,” she said, her heart longing for the opposite. 
        “Will you come up with me?” he asked. 
        “In a bit,” she replied, locking her fingers in his, pulling him along towards the river.  “I belong here, so I must rule my realm.  But I will come back to you,” she said.  “I will always come back to you.” 
        They walked the rest of the way in silence, and once they reached the River, Hades flung a coin into the fog.  Moments later Charon’s boat sliced through the water carrying three shades.  Alkaios let the souls of the dead pass before he climbed in, feeling an icy shiver run down his spine.  He suspected that no living mortal had ever seen the souls of those who had died, and watching their shades drift by him, leaving the air in their wake frigid, was going to take a lot of getting used to. 
        “Remember,” Hades said to him.  “A seed to come and a seed to go.”  Alkaios nodded his understanding, and Charon pushed the boat from the shore. 
        “Hades!” Alkaios called out over the water.  “I love you!” he said just as he disappeared into the fog. 
   
        Hades sank to a seat on her throne.  Sensing she was there, Kerberos rolled over onto her feet warming them with his bulk.   
        “I made the right decision,” Hades said.  
        “He loves you,” Keres replied, looking up at her from her seat on the stone steps.  “You can see it coming out of his every pore.” 
         Hades laughed and leaned back against the throne.  She shut her eyes and took a few deep breaths, enjoying her happiness.  But it was short lived for suddenly her heart skipped a beat, and her lung tightened so fast she coughed just to get air.  
        “Hades!” Keres yelled standing up.  Hades’ eyes shot open, and she looked straight into Keres’ brown eyes with terror. 
        “Keres!” she said, her breath labored and her heart beating in her ear.  Even Kerberos was awake on his feet out of concern.  “There is something wrong!” 



 
XVII 
   
  Within moments, Hades was on earth and storming into Alkaios’ hut of a home, but what she found there she neither expected nor liked. 
        “Zeus?” she exclaimed, stopping short in the doorway, for there he stood, his hulking frame taking up one side of the house, making Alkaios look small in comparison as he stood opposite him.  Hades instinctively threw herself in between them, her arms outstretched as if she could hide Alkaios behind her small frame. 
        “What are you doing here?” she snarled at Zeus. 
        “Just having a conversation with your friend,” he answered her as if this interaction was as normal as his having a drink with Poseidon. 
        “Well, your conversation is over,” she snapped back which made Zeus smirk.  There was no Kerberos to drive him back here.  In the dark, she may have had the upper hand but not here, not among his land and his people. 
       “It is over when I say it is over, Hades,” he commanded, taking a step forward, a hint of menace in his footfall.  Hades pulled herself to her full height, but Zeus merely reached out and shoved her sideways like one bats away a fly. 
        “I said it is over!” Hades grunted forcefully and with everything she had reached out and took hold of Zeus’ swinging arm.  She stopped it dead in the air, meeting his eyes with a burning defiance.  Zeus’ eyes widened as he applied pressure to her, but the small woman didn’t budge.  Instead, with a little grunt, she shoved back with just as much force as he was applying to her.  Something changed in Zeus’ eyes.  Both Hades and Alkaios saw it; Zeus himself felt it.  It was realization.  The redhead he used to know was long gone.  A great had taken her place, his equal.  With a slight hesitation Zeus dropped his arm.  Even with such an insignificant mortal as a witness, he didn’t think it wise to fan Hades’ physical defiance.  As far as most knew, there wasn’t a third power in play.  He didn’t want this to be the moment the rumors about her started 
        “I don’t think it is for you to decide,” Zeus said instead.  “I didn’t come here to speak with you.  I came to speak with him.  In fact, I have made him an offer.” 
        “An offer?” Hades asked, her eyes flicking over her shoulder at Alkaios and then back to Zeus. 
        “Yes,” Zeus smiled as if he had just accomplished a heroic feat.  “An offer of a lifetime… wealth, love, glory…” 
        “You have never cared about him before.  Why the sudden change of heart?” Hades interrupted, subtly shifting her weight back between the two men. 
        “Hades…” Zeus said calmly. 
        “What’s the catch Zeus?” 
        “I have to leave you,” Alkaios answered warily from behind her.  Hades’ heart dropped so fast she thought it had surely hit the floor.  For the first time since she had gotten there she turned her back on Zeus and stepped closer to Alkaios, her face showing faint signs of fear and concern. 
       “What?” she asked, her voice soft and shaky.   
        “I can have everything in the world I want and more,” Alkaios said softly.  “But I have to leave you.” 
        “No one humiliates me,” Zeus mocked from behind her. 
        “If I don’t leave you, I will be left to suffer his wrath,” Alkaios continued.  Hades felt sick to her stomach.  He had forgiven her lies, but she knew there was no way he would defy Zeus.  She had lost Alkaios.  She could feel it. 
        “Get out,” she muttered in one last attempt to control the situation, but Zeus just laughed at her. 
        “Just because you are almost my equal doesn’t mean you can order me around,” Zeus sneered.  “And besides your dog isn’t here to help you.  He is a god-killer you know.  He really should be put to death.” 
        “Get out!” Hades bellowed, turning on Zeus, her eyes flashing, tiny wisps of smoke starting to seep from her pores; but instead, Zeus folded his arms across his massive chest.  Both Hades and he knew he wasn’t going to move.  They both also knew that without her dog and a weapon to call her own she couldn’t make him either. 
        “You should listen to her,” came Alkaios’ voice again so low Hades thought for a moment she had imagined it.  Alkaios moved from behind Hades, and stepping in front of her, lifted his hand slightly in front of Hades to block her from Zeus.  He planted his feet firmly on the ground in a stance that meant he was not to be moved, his complete and utter act of defiance. 
        “You should leave,” Alkaios said, calmly repeating Hades’ sentiments.  Zeus stared at him coldly.  Any goodwill in his eyes was gone, and Hades feared he would kill Alkaios where he stood. 
         “Do not be a fool, mortal,” Zeus said coldly. 
        “You know my crops are growing better than ever before, yet I have put no extra effort into the ground,” Alkaios said as calmly, his bravery, or maybe it was stupidity, shocking the whole room, himself most of all.  He wasn’t sure where this sudden resolve was coming from, but before he could lose his nerve, he rushed on.  “My animals have not exhibited signs of fatigue or ill-health, and my body never aches despite the fact that my work is nothing but hard labor, and my bed is nothing but the hardness of the ground.  For the first time since my family died I do not feel alone and forgotten.  When she came into my life, I thought the gods had finally smiled on me, and little did I know one actually had.  It just wasn’t any of the ones I thought it would be.” 
        Zeus stood dumbstruck at Alkaios’ defiance, hearing the mortal’s words but not believing the words were coming out of the mortal’s mouth.  No one spot to him in such defiance, especially not human filth.  Hades’ eyes shifted from Zeus to Alkaios in rapid succession.  Alkaios was stronger than she had thought, and even though she was terrified that these might be Alkaios’ last moments, she couldn’t help but feel a swelling pride grow in her chest. 
        “Where were you when my father begged for my mother’s life?” Alkaios continued, his voice growing stronger by the second.  “Where were you when I cried not to be left alone in this world?  Where were you when my crops and animals failed year after year?  Hades gave my farm life without me even asking her.  She protected me from those that wished to destroy me.  So I thank you for your offer, Zeus, and I mean no disrespect, but my love and loyalty belong to the woman.” 
        “It was all a lie!” Zeus boomed angrily. 
        “And if you knew me at all, you would know that I do not want wealth and glory, land or women,” Alkaios boomed back, ignoring Zeus’ comment.  “I want what was taken from me… love and family.” 
        “Then I will give you love and family,” Zeus bribed. 
         “I do not want it from you,” Alkaios said, stepping back until his hand rested on Hades’ stomach.  She clutched it tight, pulling him towards her as if she could absorb him into her body. 
         “I have it already,” Alkaios concluded.  “When I told her I loved her, I meant it.” 
        “So be it,” Zeus said, and Hades knew it was Alkaios’ death sentence.  She let go of Alkaios’ hand and stepped in front of him, coming face to face with Zeus. 
        “If you so much as touch one hair on his head I will…” she started to say. 
        “You will do what?” Zeus interrupted.  “You have no power over me.” 
        “I am no longer an immortal whom you can intimidate, Zeus,” Hades said in defiance.   
        “Oh yes, I know,” Zeus mocked.  “You are my equal now.”  Zeus let out a terrifying laugh and then leaned down grabbing Hades’ hair, sharply jerking her head backwards.  Alkaios lunged forward, but one harsh look from Zeus, and he froze.  “You may be one of the three greats, Hades, but you will never hold any power over me.  Not even with that dog of yours could you ever hope to destroy me.  Do you want to know why?  First of all you have no weapon.  Without one it is nearly impossible to truly channel your power.  What good are your hands against my lightning bolt?  Tell me?  And second, but perhaps more important, is no one prays to you.  And no one ever will.  Prayer is what fuels the gods; it adds strength to our power, and who on earth will ever pray to you?  The god of the skies, the seas, marriage, love, war, and children… yes they are prayed to.  They are greatly loved, but who is going to pray to the god of death and destruction?  Who is going to pray to the god of three-headed monsters and a river so foul that even the dead fear it?  No one will ever pray to you, and you will always be weak for it, Hades.  You will never truly be equal to Poseidon and I.” 
        Zeus smiled coldly at Alkaios and then left the house.  Turning one last time towards Hades he opened his mouth, “Hades, you should not have humiliated me.  I told you, you would regret it.”  And with that he bent his knees and shot into the sky like the crack of thunder, leaving dust flying through the air where he had just been. 
        Hades and Alkaios stood stone still in the house frozen silent for what seemed like an eternity. 
        “Go!” Hades suddenly found her voice as she spun on Alkaios.  “Go quickly to the nearest temple to Zeus and pray to him for forgiveness.  Tell him I forced you to say what you did, that I showed you Kerberos, and told you that if you didn’t defy Zeus, I would have let my dog eat your heart.  Beg him for your life.  Beg him for protection from me.  Tell him you want nothing from him, no wealth, no glory, just your life.  Go quickly and save yourself, and you will never have to see me again.” 
        “What?” Alkaios asked confused. 
         “Zeus will kill you, Alkaios.  Listen to me.  I will understand if you save yourself.  I appreciate the devotion you show me, but we have wounded Zeus’ pride.  His pride is the one thing he will not forgive.  If you do not beg his forgiveness, it could end badly for you.” 
        “Are you going to protect me?” he interrupted.  Hades raised her eyebrows at him.  “Are you going to protect me like you did with those three men?” 
        “Of course.” She said.  “I will try, but the point is I might not be able to.” 
        Alkaios opened his mouth to speak but only gaped like a fish out of water. 
        “Alkaios, this is no time to be brave…” Hades insisted. 
        “I am not being brave,” Alkaios interrupted.  “I’m being selfish.  Like I said, for the first time in my life, someone has noticed me.  I have never felt so alive.  Without you I am afraid I would die inside.  What good is life if you are dead already?  I want to live my life with you for as long as I can.  I would only ever leave if that is what you really wanted.  If you were truly unhappy with me, I would leave.  I would do my best to forget you, but it would have to be what you really wanted.  Is it?” 
        “No,” Hades whispered, biting her lip to keep from crying. 
       “Then don’t ask me to go to Zeus?” 
       “I don’t want you to die,” Hades cried softly.  
        “Then don’t let me,” he said, pulling her into his arms resting his chin on her head.  Hades buried her face in his chest and locked her arms tightly around him.  She wanted to promise him she could.  Tell him that she would never let harm touch his head, but the little nagging voice in her head kept saying over and over that she couldn’t. Not from Zeus…. not from the Thunderbolt. 
   
        “Zeus is right,” Charon said, leaning against the wall of his house, arms crossed over his chest.  Keres, Ioanna and Alkaios sat on the dock, but Hades was busy pacing. 
        “It was the same for the Titans,” Charon continued.  “The more prayer, the stronger you were.  You may be equal in power to Zeus and Poseidon, but without prayer and a weapon you will never truly match them.” 
         “If people knew she existed, they would pray to her.  Her name needs to be spread,” Alkaios said.  
        “That’s doubtful,” Charon said.  “People remember why the door was sealed.  From the moment a child is born they are taught to fear the Underworld.  Who would really pray to its god?  Zeus was right when he said no one would love the god of the dead.  People pray because they need love or health, prosperity or safety.  They do not pray for death and beasts with three heads.  They cannot love the mother of darkness.  They believe the River Styx keeps them safe from the darkness.  Why pray when the river already does the work?” 
        Hades stopped in her tracks and whirled around on Charon, her eyes suddenly, frighteningly determined.  Even Kerberos who was lying on the shore lifted his head in expectation. 
        “I am god of the Underworld,” Hades said with strength and resolve.  “My ferryman is a resurrected Titan whose lover gave up Elysium in favor of a boathouse in the middle of the River Styx.  My advisor and one of my closest friends got here by blaspheming Zeus and is now a spirit of violent and cruel deaths.  And my dog… is a three-headed god-killer.  I do not need prayers of love!  No, I think prayers of fear will do just fine!” 



 
XVIII 
   
        Hades stormed down the dock and onto the shore, snapping her fingers at Kerberos.  The dog obediently hauled himself off the ground and ran after her, leaving the other four on the boathouse behind.  If mortals had no reason to pray to her now, then she was going to give them one. 
        With Kerberos in tow, Hades marched herself to the Winding Staircase of Tartarus.  She hesitated at the gaping hole in the ground, the beginning of that which had no end, and then for the first time descended into hell. 
        Kerberos dove down the stairs after her, his claws clicking on the stone, and the both of them recoiled as a burst of cold air shoved itself against their faces and deep into their lungs.  The air was stale and left a strange taste on Hades' tongue.  It was vile and nauseating, and Hades felt a wave of pity wash over her for Kerberos.  She shoved her hand behind her in the darkness until it collided with a wet nose, and she rubbed her fingers over his snout.  How many years had he been chained above the pit, letting the smell of death and evil drift up into his nostrils?  Hades wondered if Kerberos had always been a monster or if piece-by-piece his abandoned soul shriveled and died until being chained to the entrance of the damned was the only peace he knew.  Kerberos bumped one of his heads into the back of her knees by accident and grunted.  Hades shoved her pity for him out of herself.  He was her dog now, and she loved him shriveled soul or not. 
        The further she walked the darker it became, but still she could see.  Looking around she noticed that each twist of stair bulged out into the ground creating little hovels scooped out for the damned.  Countless souls huddled in the endlessly descending hovels, each chained to the eternal staircase, each condemned to their own unique punishment.  
        Hades did not know how far down she walked, for every step she took, there seemed to be thousands more.  At one point she had tried to look down and see the end she knew wasn’t there, but she could barely make out the ring of stairs just below her let alone the bottom of the Winding Staircase.  She was looking for something.  What, she didn’t know, so she continued listening to the comforting clicking of the god-killer’s claws on the stone, ignoring the sunken faces of the wicked.  After a while, she lost track of how deep into the abyss she had descended. 
        Whoosh!  Something flung itself fangs first at Hades’ face fast as lighting. Instinctively Hades pulled her head back and snatched it with her hand in midair.  Pulling it away from her face, squinting her eyes in the darkness to see, she already knew what it was.  She could feel the scaly skin.  A snake, the likes of which she had never seen.  Its skin was black as her hair, and its fangs were long and sharp like a devil.   
        The snake hissed at her, writhing to get free, but Hades snapped her wrist sharply and, with a crack of bones, broke the snake’s neck.  Its long body fell limp, and Hades dropped it to the floor, careful to step over it.  Behind her, Kerberos let out an odd grunt. 
        “What, Darling?” Hades asked turning, but she only made it halfway around, for what had buried itself in this pocket dug into the ground, made her jaw drop.  Snakes… hundreds of them writhing over each other, churning like one of Poseidon’s storms.  Hades shuffled backward away from them, colliding into Kerberos making him grunt again as he used one of his foreheads to steady her.  She patted his head apologetically and then scratched her arm, and her legs, and her face.  She felt like she was crawling with snakes.  There were so many of them squirming and writhing in pain.  She could feel them on her skin, and by the way Kerberos kept flicking his tail, so did he.  
        Hades took a few deep breaths trying to calm down.  They were just snakes.  They couldn’t hurt her.   She gingerly inched forward, creeping on her toes, not wanting to step on the sea of snakes, but with each step they slithered out of her way, making a path of bare stone for the god.  It was then that Hades saw her.   
        A woman almost buried in shadow was chained to the wall.  The black snakes writhed over her wrists and ankles, falling over her shoulders.  Hades moved a little closer, kicking the snakes that didn’t move out of her way.  The girl’s head was hung low and her eyes were shut.  Hades nudged the girl’s foot with hers not expecting a response, but to her surprise, the girl lifted her head slightly and blinked her eyes open.  She stared at Hades completely unresponsive.  She was a gorgeously exotic woman, or at least she had been once.  Her dark hair contrasted well with her pale skin, and her eyes...  They were an eerie white-blue like cold crystal, but it was the dull nothingness that was the most haunting.  Dead white eyes.  Her lips were red as blood, but the look of death marred what was once an almost perfect face. 
        “Who are you?” the girl murmured hoarsely as if she hadn’t used her voice in a hundred years, her eyes void of any emotion. 
        “I am Hades, god of the Underworld,” Hades answered, venturing closer.  The snakes slithered frantically out from beneath her feet. 
        “Unlikely,” the girl said disrespectfully. 
        “I walk the staircase freely,” Hades pointed out. 
        “The snakes,” the girl muttered.  “They can only be found in Tartarus.  Their venom is deadly to everything but the shades they punish.  That includes the gods.  Therefore, you are obviously neither god nor man.” 
        “Believe what you will,” Hades said.  “But it would seem the dog is convinced,” she continued, gesturing over her shoulder to Kerberos.  The girl gave a soft grunt at the sight of the dog but said nothing. 
        “What is your name,” Hades pushed, still standing over her.   
        “Hydra,” she answered. 
        “How did you come to be here?” Hades asked. 
        “How did I come to be forever condemned to Tartarus?” the girl murmured.  “I thought he loved me.  We were to be married when he shattered my heart and my faith.  I found him with another.  My husband to be had taken a lover, and I was thought a fool.  He thought that I would never know… that I would marry him despite his lies, but he mistook me for a weaker woman.  The rage inside of me boiled over until I did the one thing I never thought I could.  I took a basket of poisonous snakes into his foul bedchambers and removed the lid.  The snakes did the work for me.  They writhed over the freshly killed bodies of my lover and his whore, and I wept with joy.  I proved to all that I would not be made a fool.  I proved that a man would never again break my heart.  In my joy, I forgot to check the basket as I left.  I picked it up and carried it away, but failed to notice the sluggish snake in the bottom.  He slid out of my basket and sunk his teeth into my hand.  His venom worked fast just as it had on my cheating lover, and before I knew it I had died.  When I crossed the River Styx, my soul was weighed and found guilty of the murder of two people in the innocence of their sleep.  I was cast into Tartarus for all eternity, haunted by the snakes of the staircase as a reminder of my sins.” 
         Hades studied the woman for a moment and then picked up one of the snakes.  It writhed in her hands but refused to bite her.  Behind her, Kerberos snarled at one of the snakes, and Hades heard him crush the skull of the one that did not respect his space. 
        “Tell me, Hydra,” Hades said.  “What would you do to get out of here?” 
        “If you are who you say you are,” she muttered.  “Whatever you asked.” 
        Hades reached out her hands and took hold of the chains.  With a single snap of her wrist, they broke.  Hydra’s arms flopped instantly to her lap, limp from a lifetime of immobility.  Hades squatted down to her eye level. 
         “I could make you great,” Hades said.  “I could use you.  Say you will serve me well, and I will let you walk out of here.” 
        Hydra looked up into Hades’ eyes, blankly void of any belief.  She slowly struggled to lift her hand from her lap, but her atrophied muscles proved too weak, so she twitched her fingers and crawled them across her legs, moving her arms forward until she could just reach the drapes of Hades’ dress.  She clenched her fist around the cloth as tight as she could before looking back up at Hades.  Her eyes were different this time.  The void was gone.  Something had sparked them.  She had touched the cloth of the god.  That was all she needed to believe. 
        “Good,” Hades smiled and reached forward.  The young woman shied away, but she had nowhere to go.  Hades grabbed hold of her head with an iron grip, and all the fear Hydra had was suddenly stripped away by a flash of unceasing pain that ripped through her skull. 
   
         “I told you I cannot make you a weapon,” Hephaestus said wiping the soot off his hands. 
        “I remember,” Hades said, running her fingers over the unshaped metal.  Hephaestus’ workroom was hot and stuffy, and she could already feel the ash burrowing itself deep into her pores.  Hades squinted her eyes in the smoke and heat and wiped the sweat off her brow.   
        “Then are you here for my company?” Hephaestus teased as he hobbled closer to her. 
        “Unfortunately not this time,” Hades said with a smile.   
        “Fair enough,” Hephaestus said.   “What is it you need?” 
         “A chariot,” she answered.  “A chariot meant to be pulled by four horses… great horses.  I want the chariot to be terrifying.  I want it to strike… fear in the hearts of all who see it.” 
        “That,” Hephaestus said with a grin, “I can do.” 
   
        “Alkaios?” Hades called out looking over the field for him.  
        “Here!” His voice came hidden somewhere in the wheat.  A moment later his head appeared, and Hades pushed through the stalks to him. 
       “Hello,” he said, wiping off his hands.  He leaned forward and kissed her, but Hades barely kissed back.   
        “Hey,” he said, lifting her chin with his hand.  “What’s wrong?” 
        “I need you to do something for me,” she said shifting her weight. 
        “Anything.” 
        “I need you to go to the Underworld and wait for me there,” she said seriously. 
        “Okay,” he said.  “Why?” 
         “There is something I have to do,” she said.   
        Alkaios studied her face.  She seemed nervous and uncomfortable. 
        “You sure everything is okay?” he asked stepping closer to her.  She nodded her head yes.  Unconvinced, Alkaios wrapped his hands around the small of her back and pulled her in.  Hades let him take her and buried herself in his chest.  His skin was warm from the sun, and his familiar scent that had first seemed dirty to her was comforting.  She brushed her lips across his chest feeling his heart beneath his salty skin. 
         “You’re not planning something foolish?” Alkaios asked, his voice laced with concern.   
        “It most likely is,” she whispered into his skin.   
        Alkaios sighed and pulled her back so he could look into her eyes.  He searched her face, hoping she was joking with him, but she wasn’t.  Her eyes were too grave.  He opened his mouth about to speak. 
        “Don’t try to talk me out of it,” Hades said, cutting him off before he could.  “It must be done.” 
        “Okay,” Alkaios nodded, brushing her hair back behind her ear. 
        “Are you sure that you love me?” 
        “Yes,” he answered.  
        “Then it must be done,” Hades said just as he disappeared from earth.  Yes, it had to be done… for him, for all of them.  If not, Zeus would kill them all. 



 
XIX 
   
  A cloaked and hooded figure glided unnoticed towards the village, a village carefully chosen.  It was large enough that its destruction would generate fear through the rumors spread by those who survived the carnage, yet too insignificant to warrant much concern from those, both heavenly and mortal, who could protect it.  Yes, this village would do well for her purpose.  The figure paused just outside the bustle, completely unnoticed.  Foolish people.  Destruction stood at their doorstep, yet no one even bothered to notice.  It was no matter though.  In a moment all would know the end had come. 
        The figure lifted its head ever so slightly, surveying the unsuspecting crowd.  The sun caught its eyes, sending a flash through the air.  If anyone had been watching, they would have sworn they saw the slits.  It slowly raised its perfect hands and removed the hood from its head, dropping the cloak billowing to the ground.   
        Hydra straightened up, her white-blue eyes flashing unnaturally in the sunlight, fingers tingling with anticipation.  The curves of her body swung gracefully as she moved through the crowd unnoticed.  A young man carrying a heavy load bumped into her as he passed by.  He stumbled to catch his footing, mumbling an apology he could only make halfway through.  She had looked down at him as he faltered, and he saw the slits.  For the fraction of a second it took her eyes to shift, he saw the eyes of a snake, and then they were gone.  No slits, just ice.  He shut his gaping mouth and backed away from her nervously. 
           Hydra smiled to herself.  If the boy were wise, he would run.  If he were wise, he would warn the others, but the crowd swallowed him up without so much as a breath.  Foolish boy. 
        Hydra continued further into the market, watching the lives that were about to be disrupted.  She savored the bustle in the air, the sweetness of the lives.  Her own heart raced, sending a hissing through her ears.  The stalking was almost as beautiful as the slaughter.   
        She drifted along towards a vendor hawking olives, all perfectly round and smooth, each a slightly different color from the next.  Her fingers found themselves reaching out brushing over the green and black flesh.  They were smooth like a baby’s skin and slightly warm from the sun. 
        “Hey,” the vendor growled.  “If you are going to stand there touching them, you had better plan on buying them.” 
        Hydra looked up at him.  He was in his forties with a beard that was half scruff, half dirt.  His eyes were annoyed at her disrespect for his wares, but it was her eyes that startled him, for he could have sworn when she swung them upwards he saw the flash of a snake’s.   
        Hydra bit the corner of her red lips and stretched her slender fingers further over the olives out of spite. 
        “I said stop it,” the vendor growled, seizing her wrist.  Hydra instantly pulled back, but his grip was tight, his fingers choking her arm.  Hydra froze, both of them locked together, both refusing to give way until he saw her eyes.  They were icy, filled with his doom.  He could see it.  Alarm spread through his brain and down his spine.  He could see the end in those white-blue eyes.  The alarm ran through his arm, tingling his fingers.  His fingers.  One of them moved as something writhed beneath them.  He jerked his hand back.  One of the veins on her hands was bubbling up, bulging unnaturally as if all the blood in her body was rushing underneath her skin. 
        The vendor’s jaw dropped as he stumbled backward.  He couldn’t take his eyes off of her hand. Her bubbling vein writhed beneath her skin, begging to be set free.  Back and forth, up and down, it grew larger and larger, until with a sickening tear of her flesh, the small head and vicious fangs of a black snake slithered out.   
        The vendor cried out in shock and fumbled at his waist for his knife, finding it a difficult task in his panic, but death waits for no man as the snake pulled itself further out of Hydra’s vein, dragging its underbelly over the olives, licking the air with his tongue, tasting the man’s scent.   
        Whack!  The vendor severed the snake’s head from its body with one strike of his knife.  The blade cut through the flesh and deep into the olives mixing blood and oil.  The snake’s body gave one last unnatural twitch before it fell still.   
        Hydra’s eyes moved over the long headless body like a mother mourning the loss of a child.  A shiver ran up her spine, sending her head twitching ever so slightly as her spine snapped straight and tall.  Breathing in deeply, her body quivering, Hydra flipped her wrists to face the heavens.  Two more engorged veins ripped wide, birthing two more snakes in blood and flesh. 
        Yanking itself from Hydra’s wrist, flicking blood through the air when his tail snapped free, one of the snakes shot it’s still growing self at the vendor’s face.  Instinctively the vendor blocked his face with his knife, and the snake fell belly-first against the blade.  The metal slid through its flesh, and with a choking hiss, fell limp.  The vendor stared at the little black creature hanging from his knife before lifting his eyes to the mother.  The slits were in her eyes, those cruel icy eyes.  He flicked his knife at the ground, and the little body thudded in the dust.  What was this black magic?    
        Hydra twisted her head to the right ever so slightly, the tendons twitching as if her whole body was trying to contain the rage.  She yanked her arm back and the second snake tore free with a wet snap dropping out of sight.  No sooner was he loose than two more veins in her arm became engorged.   
        It took the vendor a moment to realize the second snake had vanished.  He shuffled his feet looking for it, but it found him first.  Its fangs dug in deep, injecting their venom, and it was too late for the vendor.  There is no surviving this venom.   
        The vendor dropped dead, slapping the dust with his body across the path of a woman passing by.  She tripped over him, stumbling to regain her balance. 
        “Sir!” she blurted, reaching down to him, but snapped her fingers back instantly, as the snake slid out from inside his shirt rearing his head.  The snake was bigger than it had been just moments before.  They were growing by the minute, thicker and thicker.  
        The woman screamed, and the snake lunged forward, jaw unhinged.  Time slowed down as the snake closed the distance between them, her scream echoing in distortion throughout the street.  There was nowhere for her to run.  She wasn’t fast enough to run.  And then there were two bodies lying in the street. 
        Panic broke out in that moment.  The three snakes slid over the bodies, licking the scent of fear from the air.  People were running, women screaming, yet the snakes remained still, forked tongues flicking in and out.  They seemed to be savoring the panic, the fear.  It wasn’t the kill that was exciting; it was the silence before.  The coil before the strike; and coil they did, pulling their muscles back.  And then like springs they shot forwards, fangs hungry.  Many more were about to die. 
   
        A man with a large burn scar on his arm sidestepped a snake, bringing his foot down hard on its head.  The skull cracked instantly, and he backed away, breathing hard.  He wiped the excess sweat from his brow.  He didn’t know how it had happened, but suddenly his village was invaded by the devil.  He had killed yet another one, but no matter, for out of Hydra’s shin two more veins burst with blood-hungry black snakes. 
        Hydra followed her babies.  Now that she had the crowd’s attention, it was time to make them all pray.  Pray for help that would not arrive in time.  Pray for salvation that wouldn’t come.  She bent down and gently picked up one of her snakes.  She looked ahead of her and found the man that crushed the skull of one of her babies.  He killed one of her snakes.  Time to kill him. 
         Hydra flung the snake through the air.  The snake’s body uncurled, ready for the attack.  His fangs stretched wide, ready for the kill, but once again the man sidestepped his death and catching the snake by the neck, snapped it with both of his hands. 
        A howl wrenched itself from Hydra’s lungs, and the remaining snakes hissed in turmoil.  Hydra started walking faster, and as she did, two veins on her back birthed yet another two snakes.  They writhed their way out of her skin and over her shoulders. 
        “Kill him!” she cried out.  The snakes coiled their way over her shoulders and down her arms, dropping to the ground.  Like flashes of light, they disappeared out of sight in pursuit of the man who had already taken the lives of two of their brothers. 
        The dead were piling up on the streets.  The deafening panic was spreading.  Some villagers ran while others fought; but to their dismay, every time a snake was beheaded, choked, crushed, or broken, two more snakes would thrash their way out of Hydra’s veins.  Five snakes turned into six, then seven and before the villagers knew it, there were ten.  Ten black snakes with venom so poisonous that one bite clouded the eyes and stopped the heart. 
        The villager’s bravest and strongest men came out to meet Hydra, bearing gifts of swords, spears, knives, and torches.  They hunted after the ten black snakes, killing and stomping with all of their might until all ten creatures shed their blood in the dust.   
        Hydra let out a horrifying scream that shook the earth to its very core, a mother weeping for her children.  Then with determination and anger in her white-blue eyes, Hydra stood tall, her arms outstretched for all to see.  Her veins began to writhe with new life, and slowly, twenty new snakes struggled out from her skin.  Most dropped to the ground, but a few stayed anchored to her.  Twenty new ferocious snakes for the ten dead ones.  Two snakes for every one killed.  Cut off the head of the snake, two grow back in its place. 
        “Get inside!” The man with the burn scar called.  “Get in the temple!”  He pulled people inside, ushering them into safety.  Women and children poured in screaming and crying. 
        “Pray for help!” he called out to those inside.  “Pray for deliverance from this demon!” 
        Some of the women began to pray, while others muttered, “Help us,” over and over.  The man with the burn scar looked out at all the people still running.  Not everyone was going to fit inside, and he could see the demon getting closer.  Those that had gone out to try and stop her were either running or dying.  For every snake they cut down, two more took its place. 
        “Please help us,” the man with the scar muttered towards the sky.  “Someone please help.” 
   
        “Ares!” Zeus called storming into the god’s chamber.  Ares stood in the middle of the room strapping on his armor.  He wasn’t very tall, but he made up for it with strength.  His dark brown hair was shoulder length, and his brown beard was a little longer than scruff.  He had light brown eyes that looked as powerful as his body did. 
        “I know,” Ares said before Zeus could speak.  “I heard them.”  He clapped his hand around the back of Zeus’ neck  “I’ll take care of it.” 
        “Speed and strength be with you,” Zeus said grasping his shoulder.  Ares nodded his head and scooping up his shield ran from the room.  Down the corridors, he jogged until his powerful strides carried him outside into the mountain sun.  He ran across the grass and without slowing, stepped over the edge of the cliff, plummeting through the atmosphere to earth. 
         With a soft thud and a cloud of dust catapulting up around the perfect form of Ares, god of war, he landed on earth.  Straightening up, Ares drew his sword and took off running, following the sounds of destruction.  As he ran, he found himself having to step over more bodies than he had expected.  What on earth could do this sort of damage in such a short time? 
        Ares tripped over something and stumbled to a halt.  Looking down, he saw the crushed body of a black snake, and his face drained of color.  It was not anything of earth that did this.  Ares felt his heart quicken and his senses became heightened.  He nudged the black snake with his toe, and the corpse rolled over showing its fangs.  Ares’ chest constricted, his knuckles tightening their grip on his sword.  This was no ordinary snake, nor was it the only one.  Black bodies were strewn across the ground as well as the bodies of the mortals they claimed.   
        Ares swallowed uncomfortably and moved forward along the fresh path of death, his sword ready to strike, but all of the snakes he crossed over were dead.  The screams and yelling still hung in the air, but they were not the voices of anyone here.  These were all dead and silent.  Ares wondered just how many more of these black devils there were, but when he rounded the corner of the village street, the sight that met him was not at all what he had expected.   
        Sensing him watching her, Hydra gracefully turned around, her white-blue slit eyes flashing.  She smiled wickedly at him, her right shoulder coiled by a small black snake.  Ares watched in horror as four giant snakes that were perhaps longer than he was tall, slithered from under her dress towards him, tongues flickering, eager to taste the flesh of a god.  
        Ares ran forward, every powerful step slamming into the dust.  He raised his sword and with a single graceful stroke, severed the heads of the first two snakes. The third snake launched itself into the air towards him, and slowing down just enough, Ares spun around bringing his shield up hard against its head.  The impact cracked loudly as the snake’s skull caved in.  Without a pause, Ares stepped forward and drove his sword into the fourth snake, pinning the demon’s head to the ground.  When it stopped writhing, Ares pulled the sword out of its head and whirled on Hydra, sword aimed at her throat. 
        Hydra inhaled slowly, raising her head in anger, and let Ares watch as eight of her veins began to bubble.  Ares took a step back as her skin ripped open and the fangs of eight black snakes pushed out into the world.  They curled their way out and down her arms, dropping to the ground all the while growing larger by the second.  Hydra stepped out of the way, and Ares noticed, for the first time, the horde of dead mortals covered in a sea of black snakes.  There were dozens of them licking his scent from the air.  Still more hung on her body, wrapping themselves around her. 
        All at once they lunged for him, a wave slamming over the rocks, the sound of their death cries deafening.  In that moment, Ares knew they would be his end if he stayed, so turning on his heels, he ran.  He ran with all of his strength away from the god-killers, and once he picked up enough speed, launched himself gracefully into the air. 
        Within a moment, Ares reached the edge of Mount Olympus and as if he had never stopped running, stepped onto the edge of the cliff.  Shoving his sword back into its sheath, he ran until he came to the council chamber doors.  Without slowing down even, he collided with them, barreling through.  The rest of the gods were inside waiting for him.  Not one of them making a sound, all eyes on him. 
        “They still call for help,” Zeus said standing up.  “Why did you not…” 
         “Snakes of Tartarus,” Ares blurted out, interrupting Zeus as he strode into the room.  “The snakes of Tartarus are the reason they pray.” 
        “The snakes of Tartarus,” Hera muttered softly in disbelief.  A slight shiver sent a wave throughout the room.   
        “That is impossible,” Zeus said.  “They cannot survive outside of the Winding Staircase.” 
        “They are birthed from the flesh of what used to be a shade,” Ares said.  “That is how they are surviving.” 
         “How many?” Poseidon asked. 
        “Too many,” Ares said.  “The more you kill the more are born.” 
        “It is impossible for a shade and those snakes to escape Tartarus, let alone make it across the River Styx.  How did they escape?”  Hera asked, wild concern flickering in her eyes. 
        Zeus picked up his head and looked at his wife for a moment before shifting his eyes to his brother.  He watched the realization dawn in his brother’s eyes. 
        “Hades.” 
   
        The people of the village barred the doors to the temple and prayed to be saved, but the man with the burn scar was beginning to doubt the gods would come.  Children were crying, and the few men that had survived the snakes had retired behind the walls of the temple, clinging to their swords even though the blades did them no good.  There were at least one hundred black snakes outside, and the girl with the white-blue eyes, slit like a snake’s, was still coming.  Many were dead, and the man with the burn scar worried that it was only a matter of time before they all were. 
        “We must hold this door!” he yelled over the chaos, using his body as a barricade for the door.  “We cannot let her inside! And for your children’s sake, pray to the gods, so that we can be saved!” 
        “They cannot save you,” came a woman’s voice from behind him.  The man with the scar whirled around.  There, standing in front of one of the pillars where no one was just a moment before, was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.  Her long, raven-black hair matched her long black dress.  Her dark, piercing blue eyes made him feel naked under her gaze. 
        “In fact,” she continued, “Ares already came and saw that he could do nothing for you.  I wouldn’t bother praying to the gods of Olympus.  None of them can save you now.  Your village is of too little importance to them for the gods to risk their lives for you.  You are but an unfortunate casualty that they will accept for their safety.  A necessary evil I’m sure. ” 
        “Do not speak such blasphemy in this temple!” the man with the scar yelled at her.  “Your poisonous words against the gods will condemn us all to death!” 
        “You all are already dead,” she said, calmly drifting closer to him.  “And I do not speak blasphemy but truth.  The gods will not save you, and any attempt you make to save yourselves will not prevail.” 
        “Quiet your tongue, woman!” he yelled.  The whole temple had fallen silent in fear.  All eyes stared at the lovely girl in black who seemed to have come out of nowhere, bearing news of destruction and death. 
        “The gods will come,” The man with the burn scar said confidently. 
        “They will not!” the young woman with the black hair boomed, her voice shaking the temple, striking fear into the hearts of all who heard her.   
        “Do you know why?” she continued, forcefully pointing her finger at the door that stood between them and the white-blue eyed girl.  “Her name is Hydra, and she is a beast of the Underworld.  Born of the darkness, she gives life to the snakes of Tartarus.  Through her, they have escaped the depths of hell, and they are poisonous to everything except for the shades of the dead.  That includes your precious gods you so fruitlessly pray to.  So you see, they will not come and save you.  They will not risk their own lives for a village so insignificant.” 
        “Blasphemy!” the man bellowed, seizing a sword from a man closest to him and thrusting it against the girl’s throat.  She did not even flinch, letting the cold blade push against her skin. 
        “And as you can see, you cannot stop her,” she continued as if the cold blade wasn’t pressing into her throat.  “For every snake you kill, two more take its place, and the cycle will stop only when what she hunts is dead.  Hydra hunts this entire village.  The snakes will not cease until you all are dead.” 
         “Then we will feed you to her so that we can flee,” he growled. 
        “You cannot outrun Hydra,” the black-haired girl said calmly.  “You cannot hide from her.  She will not stop until either you or she is dead.” 
        “Then we kill her!” he said, increasing the pressure of the sword on her throat causing her perfect skin to cave beneath it.  
        “To kill Hydra, you must cut off her head, not the heads of the snakes.  But if you think that you will get close enough to even touch her you are more foolish than I thought.  As mere men, untrained in battle with no great strength or skill, the snakes will cut you down before you can even see the whites of her eyes.  You cannot kill Hydra.” 
        “I will not sit here and wait to be killed!” he yelled.  “I will not have your blasphemy turn the gods against us.  No, we will fight and pray, not sit here letting death come easily.” 
         “That is why I am here,” said the girl with the dark hair.  “I am here so that you do not have to wait for death.  I have the answer to your problem.” 
         “Then for god’s sake tell us!” yelled a young mother. 
        “There is one who can save you,” the girl said.  “One who can deliver you from Hydra.” 
        “Who?” asked the man with the burn scar. 
         “Hades, god of the Underworld,” she answered.   
        “There is no god of the Underworld,” he yelled, feeling the urge to slit her throat and be done with this dark beauty. 
        “Oh there is,” she said calmly, reaching up and pressing her fingers to the blade.  She forced the sword from her skin with strength the man with the burn scar could not fight, yet besides all her force her fingers never gave way to the blade and shed no blood.  “Guardian of the River Styx, keeper of souls, master of the beasts,” the woman continued.  “Hades is very real and the only one who can stop this devil at your doorstep.  Hades is her master, and Hydra must bow before her god.” 
        “If this Hades is real, tell us how to call him?” the young mother said, standing up clinging to her child.  She came over to the dark beauty and looked deep into her dark blue eyes.  “Can this god save us?” 
        “Yes,” the girl answered. 
         “Then what must we do to call him to take back this beast?” the mother asked. 
        “Pray,” the girl said.  “Pray that Hades, god of the Underworld, might come.” 
        “Stop this blasphemy!” yelled the man with the scar. 
        “Hades, please come, we beg you,” the mother said earnestly ignoring him.  She looked at the others in the temple, beseeching them with her eyes to follow suit. 
        “Don’t,” the man with the burn scar said.  “Stop this.  This is foolishness!”   
        “Please,” another mother whispered. 
        “Please,” whispered a man whose hands still shook from his battle against the snakes.  One by one the rest of the room echoed with their desperate pleas.  All save the man with the burn scar, whose lips remained clamped shut. 
        “All you have to do is pray and salvation will come,” the girl with the dark hair said, looking deep into his eyes. 
        “There is no god of the Underworld,” he said refusing to budge.  “I will not give up hope.  The gods have not forsaken us.” 
        “Please,” pleaded the young mother again.  “Do not let the stubbornness of one destroy us all.  Tell this Hades, if he can, he must come.”   
        The raven-haired woman turned and looked at the young mother and her frightened child clinging to the folds of her dress. 
        “You will see,” the dark-haired girl said, turning back to the man with the burn scar.  “You will believe.” 
        Slowly, the woman with the dark hair walked towards the temple doors, her dress flowing over her legs.  With both hands, she pressed against the doors and they flew open.  
        “No!” Burn Scar yelled.  “What are you doing?  You will kill us all!”  He lunged for her, but she was beyond his reach.  
        Hydra and the snakes were there, waiting on the other side of the door, but none of them moved.  The villagers watched in awe as the lovely dark-haired girl walked out among the snakes and was not attacked.  Instead, the snakes slithered out of her way forming a path to Hydra. 
        Reaching the white-blue eyed monster, the black-haired girl raised her hands and placed them gently on Hydra’s cheeks.  Slowly, black tentacles of smoke began to curl around the snakes, and then in a cloud of fading darkness, they were gone.  Every last one had vanished including the ones on Hydra’s body, leaving only the exotic girl with the slit eyes.   
        The dark-haired girl leaned forward and kissed Hydra’s one cheek and then the other.  With one last flash of her snake-like eyes, Hydra too vanished in a storm of black smoke. 
        “I am Hades, god of the Underworld,” the woman with the black hair said as she turned back to face the villagers.  “As long as you pray, I will make sure that no beast of the Underworld, no demon, no god-killer ever attacks your village again.  Pray to me and you will be safe.”  The black smoke twisted its way out of her, weaving dark patterns in the still air. 
        “And bury your dead with coins,” she continued.  “My ferryman must be bribed.” 



 
XX 
   
        Hades stood on the bank of the River Styx watching Charon ferry across the shades.  Even though the three judges stood solemnly on the sand, ancient scales balancing in their hands to weigh the pureness of their hearts, Hades had already made it clear that those who had perished at Hydra’s hands were to be granted safe passage into Elysium.  Their sacrifices could not be in vain. 
        She felt different watching the dead pass on.  She regretted that lives and blood had been shed, but word would spread and people would pray.  She had dropped the pebble in the water, and the ripples spread.  People would whisper a nervous prayer every time they passed a stranger, and it didn’t matter that it came out of fear.  Hades could already feel the effects.  She could feel her blood rushing against the walls of her veins.  Her skin prickled, and she could see more clearly and not just that which was within her eye’s view. 
        Hades watched the last of the shades pass on to Elysium.  She nodded to Charon as he pushed his boat towards the waiting Ioanna before the fog swallowed him, leaving her alone in the eerie silence.  Hades made a fist, feeling her heart beat in her palms.  She took in a deep breath and let the air back out of her lungs slowly as if she was savoring her last breath.  Stretching her fingers back out painfully slow, she turned and made her way back to the Titan ruins. 
        Kerberos was waiting for her, stretched across the doorway to her room. His massive spike of a tail thumped softly on the old stone when he saw her.  Hades bent down and scratched the dog’s outstretched heads. 
        “Hello Darling,” she whispered, and his tail thumped against the floor a little harder. Hades kissed him on one of his foreheads, and the dog put his head back down, shutting his eyes.  Hades lifted her dress and stepped over him and into her room careful not to trip and crush his spikes.   
            In the darkness, she could make out Alkaios’ sleeping figure on the bed.  Hades shuffled around the mattress and settled on the edge of the bed.  She brushed her fingers through Alkaios’ short hair and leaned over kissing his temple.  His ribs moved up and down steadily beneath her, pushing her away and then drawing her back in with each breath.  She leaned her forehead against his bicep, collapsing her body into his.  He felt so warm and peaceful and… 
        Hades jerked awake bolting straight into a seat.    She blinked her eyes a few times and then rubbed her face with her hands.  She hadn’t meant to fall asleep.   
        She looked down at the bed.  Alkaios was still sleeping in the same spot she had found him in, but his arm was creased with the pressure lines her hair had made from leaning on him.  Hades traced the lines on his arm with her fingers and leaned down, pressing her lips to his bicep before shaking him.  He didn’t wake up. 
        “Alkaios?” she called out nervously and shook him harder. 
        He groaned a little, shifting his head, and Hades noticed the dark circles under his eyes.  She scooped his head up into her arms and pulled his body until it rested on her chest.  He blinked his eyes slowly, having trouble opening them.  She could feel his chest moving up and down weakly, and he didn’t feel as warm as he had last night. 
        “Alkaios,” she said softly.  “I’ve got to get you out of here.  Come on.”  She slid her arms around his body, resting her lips on his head, and the black tentacles of smoke consumed them. 
       Moments later the two of them were in Alkaios’ one-roomed home, and Hades eased Alkaios to a seat. 
        “Do you feel okay?” she asked, cupping his head in her hands so she could see his eyes. 
        “Hmm,” he grunted.   
         “I left you there too long,” she said, feeling his skin grow warmer beneath her fingertips.  “I’m sorry.” 
        Hades let go of his face and went to the water pitcher.  She poured him a cup and lifted it to his lips so he could drink.   
        “It might take a little while, but you’ll feel better now that you’re back,” Hades said, placing the cup back on the table.  
        “I don’t want you to leave,” Alkaios mumbled, taking her hand.   
         “What?” Hades asked, trying to decipher his slurred words. 
         “I never want you to leave.” 
         “I’m right here.  I’m not…” 
        “You’re here now, but you’re going to leave.”  
        “I have…” Hades started to say. 
        “I don’t want to live separate lives that intersect on occasion,” Alkaios mumbled, cutting her off.”  I don’t want to sit here and wait, rotting on earth until old age and poor health kill me.  I don’t want to wait a lifetime until I can be with you without interruption.” 
        “Alkaios,” Hades said trying to cut him off. 
        “The gods made you immortal,” he continued, still sitting listlessly in the chair, shoulders hunched.  “They made Keres immortal.” 
        “Alkaios.” 
        “Do the same for me,” he asked.  “Please make me immortal.  Take me with you.” 
        “Alkaios!” Hades blurted.  “Stop.  Please, just stop.” 
        Alkaios blinked his beautiful mud-blue eyes at her and let go of her hand. 
        “What you are asking for is something that shouldn’t be taken lightly,” Hades continued.  “Once you head down that path you can never go back.  Alkaios, you were born human, of the sun and earth.  If I made you an immortal of the Underworld, you could never really come back here.  once in a while, yes, but earth would no longer be your home and you would be bound to the darkness.  You are a good man, and if you die and pass over, your soul would be found pure.  You would live your life in Elysium if you wanted to.  You could cross over the threshold into the great fields, and you would be able to spend eternity in beauty; but if I make you an immortal, you will not be permitted there.  Elysium is only for the souls of the pure and the gods.  If I take you from earth to my Underworld, you will forever live in the ruins of my fortress and in the shadows of my beasts.” 
        “But I would have you,” Alkaios argued. 
        “Yes, but…” 
        “And if you don’t hate the Underworld, then I won’t either,” Alkaios continued. 
        “I don’t hate it because it is mine,” Hades said.  “It loves and fears me.  It needs me, wants me, craves me.  Everything about the Underworld longs for the power within me, but not for you.  It is my realm, and to it, you are insignificant.” 
        “Do you not want me there?”  Alkaios asked. 
        “Of course I do,” Hades blurted, kneeling on the floor, resting her arms on his knees.  She scooped up his rough hands in hers and held them tightly.  “You are going to be young for many more years to come.  I don’t want you to rush a decision that will forever alter the course of your natural life.” 
        “I think I already made that decision when I kicked Zeus out of my house,” Alkaios said, causing Hades to smirk despite herself. 
        “If it is really what you want, I will do it.  You know I will,” Hades said.  “I just need to know you really want it.  Not just something you thought up on a whim, because remember, Keres was made an immortal of the Underworld in punishment not reward.” 
         “So I’ll think about it,” Alkaios said, brushing her hair behind her ears, letting his fingers linger on her soft skin.  “If that’s what you wanted to hear.  I’ll take my time and think about it?” 
        Hades nodded her head yes and tilted her head to kiss his hand that was still lingering against her cheek. 
        “But I’m not going to change my mind,” Alkaios said.   
   
        Hades stood on the bank of the River Styx staring at Charon’s boat and its unusual passenger. 
        “What are you doing?” Hades called over the River. 
        “Staying where they can’t get me!” Keres yelled back. 
        “Who can’t get you?” Hades asked, but the words were barely out of her mouth when she heard it.  The terrifying rumble of Kerberos’ three growls, so loud it shook the ground.  It was the loudest Hades had ever heard him and the most terrifying.  She turned away from the River following the sound of his voice.   
        A second growl echoed through the air, and Hades stopped in her tracks.  That was not Kerberos.  It was deeper, softer, more like a roar. 
         “Kerberos!” she called out, scooping up the folds of her dress as she started to run through the ever-changing terrain.  “Kerberos!” 
        Kerberos’ massive snarl shook the very air, and Hades felt under her feet the poundings of massive paws.  The second roar pierced the air followed by Kerberos’ body careening around a corner and sliding into her legs.  Straining his sinewy muscles, Kerberos dug his claws into the ground, sending sparks flying as he collided with her shins.  Hades lost her balance, stumbling backward, catching herself just before losing total control.   
         Kerberos caught his footing and drew himself up to his massive size, snarling through pointed fangs.  He planted his monstrous paws firmly on the ground, completely blocking Hades from whatever was coming.  Hades looked over her dog’s heaving body.  Fresh blood and scratches marked his already scarred hide.  
         The low roar came again, and the ground shook with heavy steps as a lion barreled around the corner, large and ferocious, his fur was dark, body covered in fresh and oozing wounds.  It skidded to a halt when it saw Hades.  He shook his head, tossing its mane and shifted his shoulder blades uneasily under his skin, all the while never breaking eye contact with her.  His black eyes both challenged and feared her as he flicked his long tail at her.  Hades inhaled sharply.  A snake.  The lion had the tail of a snake. 
        Kerberos shifted uneasily, his hunched back raising the bone spikes that ran along his spine further into the air.  He coiled the muscles in his legs tight and shoved his massive tail backward at Hades.  Before she could react, it collided with her stomach, shoving her further away from the lion.  Simultaneously, Kerberos let the springs in his legs loose.  His eyes glinted and his muscles launched him through the air, crashing with a shocking jolt on top of the lion.   
        The lion tumbled to the ground like straw underneath the dog’s weight, as Hades watched, feeling her stomach turn.  Her mouth fell open a little, and she could taste the bile on her tongue.  It was one thing to understand that Kerberos had the power to kill the strongest, but it was different to witness the brutality first hand.  The beasts’ fight had changed.  The fresh tears in Kerberos’ flesh was a sign the lion had stood his ground before, but there was no chance for him now.  Hades watched a change come over Kerberos as he beat the lion into the ground, his protective nature rearing its ugly head.  Trails of blood were flowing through the dirt towards her feet.  Hades was sure her dog was going to kill this ferocious lion with the tail of a snake.  He was no match for the three heads of her god-killer.  Kerberos had the lion pinned in a matter of bloody seconds, and Hades saw now why the dog had been created with three heads.  He was a killer, born to end lives, created for the carnage.  She felt sick watching Kerberos slowly kill the struggling lion, but she also saw for the first time just how protective Kerberos was.  In this moment of pure violence, she saw Kerberos’ love for her, his intense bond of loyalty and protection.  
        “Stop it!” Hades suddenly burst out.  She didn’t want to watch the lion with the tail of a snake die, but the beasts didn’t hear her.  Desperate to save the lion, Hades flung herself towards Kerberos and seized him by the chest, pulling him back, but Kerberos ripped out of her arms and lunged back. 
        “Kerberos! Stop!” she called again trying to get closer, but between the fangs and claws, she felt nervous that she might become Kerberos’ second god victim even if by accident.  Kerberos, ignoring her screams though, was intent on ripping the heart of the lion from its chest, a great and violent gnashing of teeth.  Hades took a deep breath and charged the two of them.  What good is being a god if you can’t get your own dog to listen? 
        “Stop it!” she bellowed, her voice shaking the very air.  Shoving herself between them, she grabbed each beast by the head and with one powerful shove of her arms, sent both of them tumbling apart.  Kerberos toppled to a seat but scrambled back to his feet faster than a beast that large should be able to, but then remained still.  The lion stayed down, unable to stand.  His chest moved, laboring for breath as he slowly bled out.  Hades looked at the dying lion and then walked to Kerberos, putting her hands on his shoulders.  Blood ran out of her dog and onto her as small threads of black smoke seeped out of her hands and dove into his body.  Within a moment the dog’s body was healed and whole.  Hades leaned forward and kissed him lightly between the eyes of his middle head.  Kerberos hung one of his massive side heads and rubbed it against her legs.  
        “Keres!” Hades called out loudly, scratching her dog’s ears.  “Keres would you come here please!”  Hades paused, waiting for her.   
        “Keres!” she called out again. 
         “Yes?” came Keres’ timid voice as she tiptoed forward 
         “What is that?” Hades asked pointing at the lion. 
        “That,” Keres answered nervously, “is Chimera, the second and final god-killer of the Underworld… well third if you count the snakes of Tartarus.” 
        “Oh,” said Hades thoughtfully.  “The second god-killer.  Kerberos was about to kill him though.” 
        “I don’t think Kerberos cares if Chimera is a god-killer or not,” Keres said warily.  “He was born with three heads, with teeth that could tear the flesh off a god.  He was brought into this world to take others out.”  
        “Why have I never seen him before?” Hades asked, venturing towards Chimera.  Kerberos growled a low warning, but Hades ignored him, bending down and placing her hands on the lion’s heaving body.  Its breaths were rickety and unstable, but still, the lion lifted his head to look at her.  Hades ran her hands over his gaping wounds, letting the small tentacles of black smoke dance from her hands to heal him. 
        “Chimera is the great beast of the deep,” Keres said, gesturing her head towards the ever-burning light off in the distance.  “Kerberos is the great beast of Tartarus.  This is his domain.” 
        “Why would Chimera risk coming this way?” Hades asked. 
        “To see you,” Keres answered.  “We all want to see you.” 
        Hades lifted the lion’s head and placed it in her lap, stroking his knotted mane.  Kerberos snarled and stomped his feet in place, his muscles twitching beneath his hide.  
        “My dog is jealous,” Hades laughed.   
        “Better a devoted dog than not,” Keres said still keeping her distance.   
        “Keres,” Hades said, surveying Chimera’s large body lying across the ground.  “I have heard legends about Chimera, but in the stories, he is a lion with a second head as a goat and the tail of the snake.  This beast has no goat's head.” 
        “He does not have the head of a goat,” Keres answered.  “It is only said he does because when he stalks his prey he assumes the appearance of a goat to lull his victims into false security.  It is only once it is too late that he shows his true form, the great lion with the tail of the snake.” 
        “Appears as a goat,” Hades said thoughtfully.  “Have you seen this?” 
        “Once,” Keres said.  “Which is why I told Charon to take me in his boat and row me into the safety of the river.  Against Kerberos, Chimera may not be the better fighter, but against all else, he is ruthless and will reduce his prey to nothing but fragments of flesh and bone floating in blood.” 
        “That would be terrifying, don’t you think, if one of your goats suddenly turned into a beast that could rip your throat out?” Hades said getting a strange gleam in her eye.  “Utterly terrifying indeed.” 



 
XXI 
   
        “Shhhh,” Hades soothed, patting his thick neck.  The horse snorted one last time and stomped his hoof on the ground impatiently, but Hades couldn’t risk him being seen.  Not yet.  A massive black horse forged of fire and ash would ruin the coming show, and Hades wanted to make sure the fear she was about to spread would be magnificent.  Her horse, one of the great four, was today’s finale.  The main attraction lay on the grass enjoying the sunlight for the very first time. 
        Hades lowered her hand snapping her fingers.  Chimera let out a nerve-rattling purr and lifted his huge, mangy head, pressing it against her outstretched hand.  Tangling her fingers in his mane, Hades massaged his skin as she loosened some of his matted fur.  Chimera leaned further into her hand, and Hades could feel the rattling of his lungs as he panted.  His snake tail thumped the ground contently, and his eyes blinked in time with its rhythm.  
        “Off you go,” Hades finally said, extracting her fingers from the tangled mane.  Chimera hauled himself to his feet, his big glossy eyes staring up at her.   
        “Go on,” she coaxed. 
        The great lion shook himself, stretching his limbs before padding heavily through the grass, away from the one he loved, towards the ill-fated city. 
   
        “Papa, look at me!” called the little curly-haired boy.  His father turned around and saw his small son straddling an unusually large and mangy goat, his little dirty feet swinging, unable to reach the ground.  
        “See me?” the little boy called again.  “I am riding him like a horse.”  He nudged the goat, and with heavy footsteps, it moved forward. His father shook his head with a smile and lifted his son off the goat, planting the child on his shoulders.  
        “This goat is not ours,” the father said studying the goat.  “He is too… big.  Where did you find him?” 
        “There,” the boy answered pointing to the empty grass outside of the city. 
        “Hmm,” the father grunted.  “I guess someone is missing a goat.  You think we should take him back with us?” 
        “Yes!” cried the little boy, clapping his grubby hands.  “He can be my pony!” 
        “He is somebody else’s goat,” his father chided.  “We have to find who he belongs to.”  
        “So we can’t keep him?” the boy asked, pulling his dad’s ears. 
        “No.  It wouldn’t be right,” his dad answered, snapping his fingers at the goat hoping he would follow, and to his surprise he did.  Its hooves hit the ground a little too heavy for its size.  The father could feel the vibration in the bottom of his feet, and it unnerved him a little.  Could it be normal for this goat to be that heavy footed?  Reaching up and taking his son’s ankles in his hands, the father twisted his torso around to look back at how the goat was walking.  Perhaps there was something wrong with it, causing him to walk funny.  There wasn’t.  One foot in front of the other like any normal goat.  Shrugging his concern off, the father started to twist back around when his eye’s met the goat’s.  They held each other’s gaze for a long moment, and he felt his concern rush back.  The goat’s eyes… they never blinked.  Not once.  They bore straight ahead, big glassy eyes welded open.  Something was wrong with this goat.  
        “I don’t want you getting too close to him, you understand?” The father said tilting his eyes up at his son. 
         “Why?” the boy challenged. 
        “Because I don’t know this goat,” his father answered.  “Just do as I say.” 
        “Uhuh,” his son mumbled, clasping his hands over his father’s eyes.  “Aha! You can’t see now!” he said mischievously, already forgetting his idea of having a goat for a pony. 
        Humoring the boy, the father started stumbling around like a blind man, peeking through the slits in his son’s small hands.  His son let out a deep laugh, throwing his head back as his father took off running haphazardly through the streets, weaving in and out of alleys and people.  His son’s little dirty hands gripped firmly over his eyes to keep him from falling off, as the cutest kind of laughter escaped his lips. 
        As they rounded a corner, the little boy’s mother saw them through the window of their home.  She laughed at her seemingly blind and stumbling husband, and drying her hands off on her dress, she walked outside. 
        “How are my bo…” she started before trailing off.  Through the slits in his son’s fingers, the father couldn’t see much, but he saw her muscles stiffen and her face drain of color.  He seized his son’s little hands and ripped them from his eyes. 
        “Wha…” he started to ask but didn’t bother to finish.  She wasn’t looking at him.  No one was.  His neighbors all stood outside of their homes looking past him, all wearing the same look as his wife.  Something was behind him.  
        A deep guttural purr rattled behind him, and the father swallowed uncomfortably.  Barely moving a muscle, he twisted his neck just enough to see.  The animal had followed them all the way through the city and was standing just a few paces behind him, but it was no longer the mangy goat he had caught his son riding.  Its fur was shaggier now, and its tail was longer… a snake?   
        The father instinctively took a step away from the goat, yanking his son off of his shoulders.  Slowly he backed up until he felt his wife’s warm breath on the back of his neck.  Careful not to make any sudden moves, he transferred the boy from his arms to hers, and once his arms were free, he solidly planted his body in front of them. 
        The goat let out another deep roar and shook itself as if trying to shake unseen water from his fur.  The transformation was so subtle that no one could tell when the goat ended and the lion began, but as he shook his head one last time, there was no mistaking it.  There was no goat; there had never been a goat.   
        The beast lunged forward, letting out an earth-trembling roar, his unblinking eyes glinting with blood lust.  The father backed up, pushing himself against his wife. 
        “Run!” 
   
        The screams started to drift over the air reaching Hades’ ears, and she smiled.  Keres was right.  Chimera had taken the form of a goat, and now it was too late.  They had let him in, and as a result, none of them would be let out.  Hades listened to the roar of her lion and slowly began to count off time in her head.  Any moment now the prayers would start.  Zeus and the other Olympians would hear their mortals’ cries, and they would look to see why earth was in upheaval.  They would see Chimera, and unlike Hydra whose snakes were supposed to be bound to Tartarus, the gods would recognize the lion as one of the god-killers, and they would be forced to weigh their options.  They could confront the god-killer and risk the few but precious lives of the Olympians.  They could take the time to construct a battle plan, but by then, many of those crying for help would have long been silenced.  Or they could ignore the people and ensure their own safety in the heavens.  Yes, the gods were up on Mount Olympus weighing their options, trying to decide what kind of bloodstains they wanted on their hands.   
        While this city was far greater in population than the village Hydra had attacked, this city held no one of great importance.  No demigods, no kings, no great prophets; Hades had been wise in her choice of attack. Fear would spread after this attack as women gossiped and travelers weaved tall tales, but the gods would not be quick to risk their own safety for this city.  This city was ripe for the picking.   
        But Hades also knew that the gods on Olympus would hear Zeus tell of her three-headed dog and that he would be next to terrorize the earth.  After today there was no going back.  Once could have been a mistake; twice was a threat.  This attack would solidify her stand against the way things had always been.  She knew, after this, they would eventually come against her and her beasts if she continued attacking the land, but Hades didn’t need forever.  She just needed enough theatrics and enough gossip to spread her name far and wide.  Fear was a powerful ally to her, and it would get her the prayer, she needed. 
        Hades stroked her horse’s neck, and the beast snorted coldly, tossing his head.  Her horse could hear Chimera’s roar and the people’s screams, and it was making him restless.  But Hades held him tight.  She wasn’t ready for the finale yet.  She still had something to do before she rode into the city on her horse so black. 
       Shutting her eyes, she began to search the faces of those in the city.  She saw those already dead and passed over to those still left living until she found just the right one…. someone had to tell of her coming. 
   
         The father pushed his wife and curly haired son ahead of him faster than they could run.  Claw-sliced flesh on his arm was sending streams of blood down his hands and dripping off his fingers, but he barely noticed anything more than an odd tingle.  He could only concentrate on one thing, and that was to get his family as far away from the lion with the eyes of death.  All around him people were screaming, while others were crying, while yet others were being forced into silence by the jaws of a demon, but not his family.  He could not let that fall on his family. 
        His wife in front of him stumbled, and he seized her harshly by the arm, hauling her back into a run, dragging her tripping feet over the ground.  He was sure her arm would bruise where his fingers dug, but he yanked her along one painful step after another.  His little boy was crying, but he paid him no mind as he shoved his wife forward leaving a bloody handprint on her back.  The snake-tailed lion was gaining on them, and he knew it was foolishness to think a human on two legs could outrun something that large, but they had to keep running. 
        “The gods in heaven, help us,” he muttered under his breath, pushing his wife forward again.  The beast let out a deep roar, shaking the city.  The little curly-haired boy dug his face into his mother’s shoulder and clasped his little dirty hands over his ears.   
        “Gods in heaven, at least save my little boy,” he cried as the three of them burst into the city square.  Simultaneously, he and his wife skidded to a halt.  The city square was packed with people.  Some were bleeding while others were still in shock over the fresh loss of a loved one, but all of them were the same in the fact that none of them moved.  A crowd of prey stood motionless in wait of the predator.   
         The father tightened his grip on his wife’s arm and slowly began to walk her through the center of the square.  If all of these motionless people wanted to welcome death, the beast would accept their sacrifice.  His family would run from the massacre that was only a few streets away. 
        “The gods are not coming,” came a voice from somewhere in the crowd.  “They cannot save us,” it voiced again.  The father turned his head and saw the city’s old, blind beggar trying to push his wrinkled self to his feet. 
        “They will not save us,” the blind man said, surprised at the very words coming from his own mouth.  He couldn’t stop them from pouring out.  “They offer us no salvation from this demon.” 
        “Keep walking,” the father said quietly, nudging his wife.  She started to move when the ground boomed with the soft and determined footsteps of the great lion.  Its heavy feet thundered as its snake tail swished slowly through the air.  The father turned around slowly and saw the beast coming into the center of the square wearing the blood of his victims.  Yet this time the lion did not pounce.  No sound escaped his lips.  Instead, the giant beast padded his thunderous way into the center of the square and then inexplicably stopped only feet from the father and his family.  The lion stood completely still, eying them, unblinking, but made not even the slightest hint at moving.  He stood tall and frightening, waiting for something. 
         Eternity passed in that moment.  No one moved, no one spoke, no one cried out.  Everyone stood frozen, circling the great lion and the family of three in the middle of the square.  The lion’s raspy breath was the only sound besides the beating of the father’s heart.  Whether it was only a few seconds or a few hours that passed, no one could tell. 
         “The gods in heaven will not come,” the blind beggar repeated, breaking the silence.  “But there is one who rides in on darkness that is coming.  Not all of us will die.” 
        And with that, time seemed to slow down, as it all broke loose.  The great lion bent its massive muscles and launched himself into the air.  The father violently pushed his wife and son out of the way, prepared to block them with his life if it meant their salvation.   
        But just as the great beast launched himself into the air with the snap of coiled muscles another sound came, the sound of hooves pounding on the ground.  Hooves so great the city shook.  The father tumbled to the ground, the lion almost upon him when he saw the one who rides in on darkness.  An unnaturally large horse pulled to a halt in the square with the most beautiful dark-haired woman atop him.   
        Time sprung back into action, speeding back to normal.  In a flash the lion’s paws jolted the dusty ground as he landed, body hovering over the father who slammed his eyes shut, waiting for the teeth, waiting for the end. 
        But the end never came.  He waited and waited, eyes clenched shut, but no pain no death.  The father peeked open his eyes and saw the lion standing over him.  He could feel the heat of the beast’s breath, its face was so close, but that was it.  He was frozen, looming over his still living prey. 
        The lion suddenly let out a small graveling purr as a dark shadow fell over them both.  The father hesitantly shifted his eyes from the great fangs and saw that the black monstrous horse had moved next to them.  The woman looked at him, her dark hair tossing in the wind. 
        “Do you like my Chimera?” she asked, her voice the most beautiful yet frightening sound he had ever heard.  “Appears as a goat until his prey is fooled, and then it is too late.” 
        “That great lion can kill the gods,” said the blind beggar, feeling his way forward.  “That is why the gods in heaven did not come.  This is why the god of death has come instead.” 
        The father looked up at the woman atop the dark horse.  He wasn’t sure what was more frightening, the bloodthirsty lion, the massive horse, or the gorgeous woman looking down at him.  The blind man had called her the god of death, and he was almost certain she was. 
        “Hades, god of the Underworld has come to us in our time of need,” the blind man said louder this time like a prophet.  “The gateway to the Underworld has been opened and there is a new god among us.” 
        “What he speaks is the truth,” said the beauty on the horse.  “I am Hades god of the Underworld, and my Chimera has been coughed up from the depths.  He answers only to me and has the power to end a god, so listen carefully to what I am about to say.  I will only say it once, then your destruction or your salvation is in your own hands.” 



 
XXII 
   
  Word spread quickly.  It seemed as if every traveler brought a different story, each more terrible than the last.  Snakes birthed of flesh, a lion bathed in blood, a woman riding a monster with the eyes of the devil.  With each gossip, each whispered tale, the death count grew greater, and so did paranoia.  People began to hesitate before leaving their houses, men kept safe distances from exotic woman, and even the most experienced of farmers found themselves looking over their shoulders, wary of their goats.  A great panic slowly began to creep its way along the spine of the country, paralyzing the nation. 
        People didn’t know if the rumors of the dark-haired god were true, but they prayed anyway.  Every time they saw a snake they prayed to her; every time a goat acted unusually they prayed that their destruction had not come.   
        And Hades began to feel different.  The Underworld grew strangely still out of fear of her.  Kerberos kept a closer watch on her as if she was suddenly more precious than before, and with a single whisper of her voice, the world heard and understood her power. 
   
        “Be still!” Hades demanded, pushing her fourth horse back into place.  He snorted at her through flared nostrils as he let himself be pushed backward.  Hades rubbed his black hide and then finished fastening him to the chariot before he could move again. 
        “What do you think?” Hephaestus asked, from his safe distance behind her.  He had brought her chariot into the Underworld for her, but between her four snorting horses and the staring eyes of a three-headed dog, he had thankfully let Hades hitch the horses to it. 
        Hades stepped back and shifted her eyes from the massive dark horses to the chariot they were bound to.  It was a dark bronze colored metal, foreign to all but the gods, just like their weapons. The chariot was plain void of any carvings or designs, and Hades reached out with the tips of her fingers to run them softly over the cold metal, feeling the imperfections.  The bronze was left unfinished, rough and unsmooth as if this chariot was pulled from one of Hephaestus’ great storage rooms after too many forgotten years.  It looked old and worn, but it had a certain form of majesty to it; like the king of old had built, proven, and passed down from greatness to greatness.  
        “It looks like my Titan Fortress,” Hades said.  “Something that was once great reduced to decay.”   
        “I am sorry,” Hephaestus muttered, keeping one eye on the god and the other on the three-headed dog.  “If it is not to your liking, I can weld you another… it’s just when I looked, this is what I saw in you.  You do not appear to be a proud or flashy god.  I mistakenly thought this chariot was a lot like you.” 
        Hades held up her hand at the metalworker, gesturing for his silence.  Hephaestus’ voice trailed off, his mouth still gaping open. 
        “I like it,” she said.  “Thank you,” she continued, stepping towards him and seizing one of his hands in the both of hers.  “You did well.” 
        Hephaestus nodded his head, relieved.  Kerberos lifted one of his lazy heads off the ground and yawned, and Hephaestus took that as his cue to leave.  He didn’t care to be around when that thing got off of his belly and started walking around.  He hobbled backward, putting a greater distance between him and the animal. 
        “You may go,” Hades said, noticing his wariness of her dog.  “No harm will come to you as you leave.” 
         “May the chariot serve you well,” Hephaestus said, before turning around, careful not to turn his back to the dog.  Slowly and deliberately Hephaestus hobbled away until he was gone as if he had simply walked out of one realm and into another. 
        Hades patted one of her horses on his shoulder and then bent down to scratch Kerberos behind an ear.  The hideous creature cocked his head into her hand like an overgrown puppy. 
        Suddenly, without any warning, Kerberos bared all three sets of fangs and shoved himself off the ground.  His shoulder collided with Hades’ jaw, sending her toppling to the ground.  She caught herself with her hands, feeling the rough ground grate against her palms.  Kerberos didn’t seem concerned about her though.  Something else had caught his attention as his muscles curled under his leathery hide, launching him towards the old ruins.  Something had alarmed him more than the crack Hades’ jaw had made when he smashed it. 
        Hades wiped the dirt off her hands and rubbed her jaw.  She ran her tongue along the inside of her mouth, feeling all of her teeth.  They were still intact even though they had crashed against each other in the blow.  Her face would be sore, but that was the extent of the damage. 
        One of her horses bent his neck down towards, her nudging her back with his hot nose.  She twisted around and used him to pull herself to her feet, rubbing his silky black hide with her fingers, before following Kerberos.  
        “What is going on?” Keres called from the doorway once Hades was within earshot.  
        “My dear, Keres, someone is trying to get in,” Hades said, as she stepped inside the ruins making her way towards the throne room.  
        But try as they might there was no getting past her dog.  A strange flicker marred one of the dark walls where two great sources of power pushed against each other causing an almost visible friction.   Kerberos resisted whatever was on the other side trying to cross over.  No one gets in… no one gets out. 
         “Let us see who it is,” Hades said, pressing the palm of her hand against the dog’s skin, but he resisted her raising the muscles in his back as if they alone could shove her off.  
        “Let them through, Darling,” Hades commanded, matching the force building in the dog’s back with the pressure from her hand.  The room stilled, as three different strengths leaned against each other, a standstill created by equal but opposing forces, and then Kerberos gave in.  Every muscle in his body collapsed beneath her fingers, his resistance gone. 
        The flicker on the wall shifted, neither a solid nor a gas before it stilled, and Hermes materialized out of the darkness, his soft brown eyes wide enough to fit all of the heavens. 
        “Hermes?” Hades blurted.  Out of all the gods on Olympus, he was not the one she was expecting. 
        “What are you doing here?” she continued, reaching her hand out to take his.  Hermes flinched at her movement, and Hades thought better of the idea, dropping her hand. 
        “Kerberos,” she said, forcing the dog’s haunches to the ground.  “Sit.  He is just a messenger.  You may let him through next time, my darling.” 
        Kerberos sat down obediently, grunting his resistance, but he lowered his lips back over his fangs. 
        “We’re not going to hurt you,” Hades assured, this time taking, Hermes hand in hers.  It was good to see him again.  She had always liked him and his quiet ways.  He had a humbleness Zeus would never know the likes of.   
        “Is this how you live?” Hermes asked, quietly as he folded his fingers around hers.  He surveyed the darkness and the crumbling stone and the three-headed monster sitting at her feet.  Hades watched his revulsion but didn’t answer.  What could she say?  She had grown so accustomed to the darkness that she forgot the kind of lives Olympians expected for themselves. 
        “Just so you know, I never agreed with their sending you here,” Hermes continued, sympathetically, keeping his hand on hers.  “I know now that you were meant to be here no matter their decision, but I always liked you too much to agree with how they did it.” 
         “Thank you,” Hades smiled, giving his arm a slight squeeze before letting go.  “It’s nice to know that I have a friend among the gods.”   
        The two of them fell silent again.  Hades waited for him to say something; surely he brought a message, but he just stood there soaking it all in.  
        “This is Kerberos,” Hades finally blurted, breaking the silence.  “And that is Keres.  They will help ensure your safety when you are here delivering a message, but I wouldn’t touch the dog if I were you.” 
         “Wasn’t planning on petting the dog,” Hermes gulped.  “Is he the one that killed the Titan?” 
         “Yes.” 
        “Right,” Hermes gulped.  “Anyway,” he stuttered, “the council wishes to meet with you.  They request your presence immediately.”  



 
XXIII 
   
        Hades planted both hands on the double doors and leaning into them, shoved.  They flew wide open with an echoing bang causing the entire council to jerk backward in a collective wave.  With a deep breath and without missing a beat, Hades lifted her head high and strode through the doors, her black dress trailing behind her dramatically.  She glided to a halt in the middle of the floor and turned slowly, surveying the council sitting in a ring around her, dragging the train of her dress behind her.  She met each and every gaze, lingering challengingly until her eyes hit Zeus, Hera, and Poseidon.  She mockingly bowed to the King and Queen, careful to watch Hera whose back was pressed rigidly against her seat, paralyzed by discomfort and an almost indistinguishable fear that flickered behind her irises.  The tables had turned since the last time they had stood in the same room together. 
        “You wished to speak with me,” Hades said calmly, her voice the only noise to echo throughout the uncomfortably silent room as she straightened up, forcing Zeus to stare into her eyes. Hades tossed her raven-black hair back over her shoulders and squinted at how bright the stone here was.  She had forgotten how light and warm everything was.  The darkness of her dress and hair epitomized the contrast between her and the rest of the council. 
        It was then that Hades first noticed it.  She had been too busy looking into the eyes of her fellow gods to notice it at first, but now as she stood there she wondered how she could have missed it at all.  Every god had a seat on the council, a ring of 3 steps circling the arena like council chamber; each throne grown of the very rock of Olympus.  Poseidon sat at the right hand of Zeus, and Hera sat on his left.  But there, right in front of her, Hades saw one empty stone seat.  It was to the left of Zeus separating him from Hera.  It was also slightly larger than the rest in the room, but it was exactly the same size as the two great brothers’.  A tingle ran up Hades’ spine, and she understood.  Even Olympus acknowledged that a new god had come, that Hades belonged at the left hand of Zeus as one of the three greats.  No wonder Hera looked miserable. 
        “Hades,” boomed Poseidon’s voice, shattering the silence like a storm.  “Please have a seat,” he continued, gesturing to the empty spot.  Hades grasped a handful of her dress and deliberately climbed the three steps to her place on the council.  She regally sunk to a seat, spreading her black dress over the light stone.  Zeus and the rest watched her, mesmerized by her beautiful elegance and her newfound confidence.  All but one.  Hera refused to acknowledge her, and even as Hades sat in between her and her husband, her gaze remained unmoved.  Hades watched Hera’s immobility, taking in the harsh lines of her face.  Hatred and nervousness seeped out of her pores so strongly Hades could smell it, a deep anger burning beneath the lid of fear.  Yes, how the tables had turned. 
         “We have called this council in response to your disruption of earth’s peace,” Zeus boomed, and Hades rolled her eyes.  His deep and powerful voice used to set her heart racing, flushing her cheeks, but now his indignant tone only made her want to laugh… and she would have if she hadn’t bitten down hard on her bottom lip. 
        “The River Styx was created to keep the land of the living and that of the dead separate from each other,” Zeus was saying.  “It is a sacred balance that I will not let come undone.” 
        Hades couldn’t hold it in any longer.   She let out a loud ‘Ha’ and then shifted in her seat so she could look Zeus straight in the eyes.  If the council wasn’t completely quiet before, it was now. 
        “Come come,” Hades cooed mockingly.  “Jealousy isn’t a good look on anyone.  Don’t be upset just because you don’t have...” 
        “This is not a matter of jealousy!” Zeus snapped slapping, the palm of his hand against his armrest.   
        “Isn’t it?” Hades asked calmly.  
        “It most certainly is not,” Zeus retorted, but Hades could hear the lie in his tone.  She knew him too well to be fooled.   
        “This is a matter of two worlds colliding that were never meant to meet,” he continued.  “Earth and the Underworld were created separate, and I can assure you they will stay that way under my watch.” 
        “You seem to remember the first half of the prophecy very well,” Hades argued.  “Whoever breaks the seal will be charged with keeping Hell at bay just as the great door once did, but you seem to have forgotten that with the power to restrain comes the right to unleash.”  Hades looked up at the rest of the council, challenging the others sitting on their throne seats.   
        “Not when it involves the other realms and the very people that pray to us!” Poseidon bellowed, jumping to his feet.  Hades took a deep breath and calmly looked up at him.  She wanted to stand up and smack Poseidon’s smug handsome face, but instead, she kept to her seat and shifted her eyes like she was in control of the entire council. 
        “You mean the people that pray to me as well?” she questioned, her fingers drumming softly against her stone seat.  Hades could feel Hera’s burning stare behind her, but she let her fingers drum in confidence, ignoring it.  “I find it funny, Poseidon, that you think it is acceptable for you and our brothers to do what you were called to do and accept prayer for it, but you think that I should hide away and forgo my prophecy.” 
        “But we here do not kill those who pray to us!” Poseidon gripped his trident a little too tight for Hades’ comfort.  “That is the difference.  You are bringing about a massive death toll for the sake of your own power.” 
        “I am the god of death!” Hades spat, pushing herself off of her seat.  “That is what I am; don’t you all remember!”  She turned her face to Zeus, her eyes burning a hole into his soul.  “You made me this, remember?  And now this is who I am.  I am the god of the dead and wretched, so you all get the pleasure of bestowing good on the faithful, but I am death itself.  I will hold the Underworld at bay, but I will loose it when I see fit.” 
        The room started to rumble with murmurs.  Some of the other gods shifted uncomfortably at Hades’ blatant disagreement with Poseidon.  Zeus stood up slowly and moved a little closer to Hades.  Hera’s scowl grew even larger, but she kept quiet out of fear. 
       “Then we will have to stop you,” Zeus said softly.  Hades looked into his eyes and saw a remnant of the man that she thought she once knew.  His eyes looked deep into hers as he let the air heavily out of his lungs.  “If you continue to disrupt our children of the earth, we will all be forced to stop you by any means necessary.” 
        Hades looked deep into Zeus’ eyes.  The hint of kindness despite his harsh words touched her, and for a moment she almost considered taking his advice.  Just as she opened her mouth though, Alkaios’ face popped into her mind, and she remembered why she didn’t trust Zeus.  
        Hades tore her eyes from his and strode into the middle of the room, gracefully twisting on the balls of her feet to face the only two gods in the room that were her equal. 
        “I do not tell you how to rule your realms, brothers,” Hades said with a voice full of dignity and honey.  “Do not tell me how to rule mine.” 
   
        “It is a fine line you are walking,” Charon said, looking out into the dense fog.  Hades stood next to him on the dock feeling the cold mist swim around her arms.   
        “If you back down know you will always be seen as weak,” he continued.  “You won’t have the power to protect your realm, but on the other hand, if you continue to walk down the path you are on, all of Olympus will bear down on you.  Either choice could leave the Underworld threatened.” 
         “What have I done?” Hades whispered for fear if she spoke louder her voice would crack.  “I started this mess retaliating for a broken heart, and now I lay awake at night fearing I cannot protect those I love.”  Charon turned his head to look at Hades’ stoic profile.   
        “I may have started this to protect Alkaios from Zeus, but it goes deeper than that you know,” Hades continued, turning her head in the fog meeting Charon’s gaze.  Standing stone still in the mist like that, Hades saw the Titan in him.  Charon was a god in his own right, but he bowed to her.  She reached out her small hand and slipped it into the crook of his elbow between his crossed arms like a child looking for assurance. 
        “If I fail, Zeus doesn’t just kill Alkaios.  You are a Titan.  He will go after you first and then Ioanna.  They will destroy Keres and reseal the door; there are too many of them and only one of me, a god without a weapon.  No one will be here to ferry the dead, and with Kerberos no longer chained at the staircase, the Underworld will spiral into worse decay than when I got here.  If I don’t have the power to protect you all, then nobody will.” 
        “Zeus will come against you.  Peace is not in your future, my king,” Charon said resting his strong calloused palm over her fingers.  “But you are god of the Underworld, and if protecting your realm means that you have to make the hard decisions and get a little blood on your hands then so be it.  You know the other gods would do the same for their realms.  Just be careful.  Learn when to hold back and when to fight, and know that sometimes backing off isn’t weak, but smart.” 
        “I am glad you died in the River,” Hades said. 
        “Excuse me?” Charon asked, raising his eyebrows. 
        “If you had been alive during the Great War, Zeus would have made sure your soul was destroyed, but you died in the River for me to find.  It’s a pity you are not still a god.  I think you would have been better at it than me.” 
        “I doubt it,” Charon laughed.  “I would have never been able to admit something like that.”  Charon patted her hand and then uncrossed his arms, letting her small hand fall back to her side.  “You’ll be fine.” 
        “Thank you,” Hades whispered, feeling slightly better about Zeus’ threats.   
        Charon nodded his head and slipped into his boathouse completely swallowed by the fog.  Hades took a deep breath of the cold mist and then in tentacles of black smoke, disappeared.   
        Moments later she was on Alkaios’ farm.  The day was sunny and hot and her skin tingled from the drastic change from cold fog to dry hot air.  Hades spread out her palms heavenwards and felt the warmth on her skin.  She felt the long grass tickling her ankles as the breeze drifted by.  It carried with it the scent of dirt and green, and her lungs filled with the musk of a simple, hard life.  It was the scent Alkaios carried on his sun-darkened skin, the scent that had at first so shockingly reminded her of her own disgust for him.  It had reminded her that he was no Zeus, a constant pain in her heart.  It still reminded her that he was not Zeus, but now she was thankful for that.  The scent of dirt and blood and mortality comforted her more than the smell of flowers of Elysium.  This was Alkaios’ air that tingled her skin.  The very air that stirred in her lungs had already filled his.  She shut her eyes, letting the light soak into her skin, but her peace was interrupted by the bleating of a goat.  Hades opened her eyes and saw her favorite little biter standing on his hind legs with his feet on the fence, his little eyes just able to peek over the rail as he called to her again.  Unable to resist, Hades bent down and picked the little guy up. 
        “Alkaios?” she called out, scratching the content goat on the head.  “Alkaios?” she called again when he didn’t answer.  Hades looked around, but he was nowhere to be found.  Hades put the goat back in the pen and wandered into his tiny little house.  No sign of him. 
        “Alkaios?” she called yet again, sticking her head out of the door.  For the third time, she was answered with silence.  Breathing in deeply, Hades shut her eyes and stood stone still in the doorway.  Her only movement was the wind in her hair and the rising of her chest with every breath she took.  She retreated into her mind looking for Alkaios, and after a moment she found him in the fishing town that he had taken her to when he thought she was a mortal named Persephone.  Relieved he wasn’t in trouble, Hades disappeared from the doorway leaving wisps of black smoke behind her. 
        When she arrived in town moments later, an oppressive silence hung in the air.  The last time she had been here it had been full of life, but now it was empty.  Street after shop after home was vacant and silent.  Hades rounded one street corner after the next, wondering when she would stumble on someone, but she didn’t.  The streets were deserted. 
        Hades squinted her eyes and listened to the silence.  The silence of life sounded different than the silence of death, and this town wasn’t dead.  There was life here still, but why was it hiding?   
        Hades rounded another corner, and she finally found some of the town’s people.  They were gathered around one small house, and none of them bothered to even notice her approach.  Silently Hades slipped through the crowd looking for Alkaios.  It took her a minute, but she finally spotted him at the other end of the crowd.  Hades snuck through the people and settled beside him, slipping her small fingers into his scarred and calloused hand.   
         Alkaios jerked in surprise at her touch, waking from the crowd wide immobility.  He snapped his head at her wide-eyed, and Hades watched the recognition dawn in his mud-blue eyes.  He smiled at her, every muscle in his hand relaxing as his fingers weaved into hers.  
        “Are you alright?” Alkaios whispered, leaning over his lips brushing the tip of her ear, his nose bumping her head softly. 
        “Mmhmm,” she mumbled. 
        Alkaios leaned in a little further and kissed the side of her head before letting go of her hand in favor of wrapping his arm around her shoulders, pulling her body next to his.  Hades dropped her head onto his shoulder, breathing him in. 
        “What is going on?” she finally asked in a low voice.  “Why is everyone here?” 
        “I thought you would have known,” Alkaios said, rubbing her shoulder with his thumb.  “One of the families’ daughter died sometime during the night.” 
        “How old was she?” Hades asked, pulling away from him so that she could see his face. 
        “Don’t know exactly,” Alkaios answered quietly.  “Very young.” 
        “I don’t like when children die.”  
        “None of us do,” Alkaios said softly.   
        Without warning, Hades turned on her heels, pushing through the crowd.  She weaved in and out of the maze of people, not bothering to slip by unnoticed this time.  She elbowed the sea of bodies out of her way until she ducked through the family’s door.  Alkaios followed her, halting at the door, shifting his weight just enough to see Hades stride in unannounced to the shock of the grieving family.  
        Ignoring the confused tear-stained faces, Hades pushed the grandfather of the child aside and pulled herself up next to the dead girl’s resting place.  The child couldn’t have been older than five, and her sweet face lay too still and too cold.  Hades peeked up at the family, frozen in the worst moment of their lives, shoving the disgust back down her throat.  Death was not hard for the ones dying, Hades knew that; she lived among the dead.  It was hard for the ones living.  It was hard for the parents that had to bury their children and live the rest of their years always remembering there was someone missing.  Hades could feel Alkaios hovering uncomfortably at the door, unsure of what she would do in the eerie silence.  If Zeus killed him, she would have to live with an ever-ripping hole in her heart.  She understood this mother’s grief.  The tear that losing true love leaves on the soul can never fully heal. 
        “You have prepared her wrong,” Hades said, her trembling voice barely audible.  “There are no coins.” 
        “Who are you?” the child’s mother asked, standing to her feet threatened by the sudden intrusion.  She eyed Hades hovering over the body of her baby wondering what kind of crazy person wandered into grieving family’s homes. 
           “There are no coins,” Hades repeated louder this time, sounding completely insane to the dead girl’s mother.  “If you do not bury the dead with coins, they will have no bribe to pay the ferryman.  No toll for the ferryman means no passage into the Underworld; forcing the dead to wander the shores of the River Styx for eternity in a state of torture and misery as they will never be fully in the land of the living or the dead… The girl has no coins.  She will not be granted passage.” 
        “Get out of my house!” the mother blurted, crazed with tears and anger, her arm shooting to point to the door emphasizing her demand.   
         Hades pretended not to hear the mother and reached her fingers out to touch the child’s soft hair. The mother lunged forward, violently seizing Hades’ arm, stopping her hand before it could come to rest on the soft cold skin of her child. 
        “Don’t you…” the mother screamed, suddenly trailing off dropping, Hades’ arm like it was burning coals. 
        “What are you?” she asked, backing away terrified.   
        Blankly, Hades lifted her gaze to the mother’s and held it for a moment watching the woman’s lips tremble.  A powerful range of emotions flushed the mother’s skin as they looked at each other, one shaking with too many feelings and the other void of them all.  Something about the way this dark-haired woman felt terrified the mother down to her core, something in her blank eyes burned her on the inside.  She wanted to pull the dark-haired beauty by her hair screaming from her home, but she couldn’t.  Darkness had entered, and she wasn’t sure she could make it leave… if she wanted it to leave. 
        Hades let the mother take the sight of her in before she turned back to the child.  She slid her hands under her little body and hoisted her up, cradling the limp form like a baby.  Taking a deep and painful breath, Hades bent her head over, touching her forehead to the little girl’s cold skin. 
        Hades’ entire body began to tremble, her arms shaking like an invalid’s.  Alkaios nervously lunged, arms outstretched behind her, afraid she was going to fall, but she didn’t.  She just stood in the middle of the room for all to see, cradling the dead girl in her trembling arms, completely ignoring her dumbstruck audience.  She had her dark blue eyes clenched shut, for she was searching.  She was looking along the shores of the Great River for the shade of a little dead girl.  No one knew it, but she was looking for the soul that was trying to pass on.  Searching for a soul to drag back. 
        The room was stuck in a silent trance.  No one moved; no one spoke.  The mother had stopped crying after touching Hades' arm, and it seemed that a hundred years passed in just those few seconds that Hades remained hunched over her cradled armful.  And then the hundred years was ended with a harsh gasp from the mother. 
         Alkaios watched Hades as tiny wisps of black smoke began emanating from her skin and crawling their way towards the limp child in her arms.  Alkaios knew her smoke.  He knew the terror it evoked in those who didn’t understand it.  There was a time he thought it was black magic, and so did this family.  He could see by their faces they would rather die trying to crucify Hades then let the smoke touch them or their child.  But it had to. 
        Without hesitation, Alkaios lunged forward just in time to catch the hysterical mother before she could slam her body into Hades.  The woman struggled against him and with flailing arms lashed out at Alkaios with all her strength.  Wrestling her into submission, Alkaios pinned her arms to her side by wrapping his around her writhing body. 
        “Get away from my child you filthy demon!” The mother spat, struggling to break free from Alkaios’ iron-like grip.  “How dare you!” 
        The baby’s father, who had up until this point had been paralyzed by fear, sorrow, and genuine confusion, suddenly bolted upright, enraged at Alkaios’ behavior. 
        “Just wait!” Alkaios grunted harshly through gritted teeth.  “Wait!”  He nodded his head towards Hades who still remained motionlessly bent over the limp body in her arms.  The little wisps of black smoke dancing through the air between the god and the child were the only things to move in the room, and just when Alkaios thought that perhaps he had misjudged the situation, there it was.  Up and Down.  Up and Down.  The little girl’s chest had moved. 
          The mother gasped again and suddenly went limp in Alkaios’ grip.  He could feel her hot tears splashing onto his arms.  Hades slowly straightened herself up and took a deep breath, but the child still lay limp in her arms, her head and limbs hanging at an uncomfortable angle.  Hades hoisted the child up further, shifting her little head until it came to rest against her own chest.  Hades’ breathing caused the little girl’s head to fall up and down until it matched the breathing of her own little lungs. 
        For the first time since she had entered the house, Hades acknowledged the mother.  Alkaios released the limp woman slowly in case she collapsed, and for a good moment, she looked like she was going to. 
       “The dead must pay the bribe,” Hades said to the mother.  “If they are not buried with a bribe, I will not allow them to cross over my River…but you did not know, so I cannot hold it against you.”  Hades then leaned her head down and pressed her lips against the child’s forehead.  Instantly, the child’s skin grew warm, and the little girl’s eyes blinked open. 
        “Oh, my baby!” the mother burst out crying.  She rushed forward, and Hades gently relinquished the little girl to her mother.  The child’s small arms wrapped around her mother’s neck as her face was covered in teary kisses. 
        Hades looked at the family compassionately and then met Alkaios’ gaze.  She nodded with her head for him to follow her and then headed for the door herself. 
        “Who are you?” came the mother’s sobbing voice from behind her.  “You are Hades, aren’t you?  The one all the rumors are about.” 
        “Yes,” Hades said, stopping but not bothering to turn around. 
        “But all the rumors said that you killed entire towns.” 
       “Take care of her,” Hades said, ignoring the comment by ducking out of the doorway. 
        The sea of people stood, feet rooted to the ground, an immobile forest blocking her escape.  Hades walked out into the sunshine, pressing her hand against the small of Alkaios’ back, pushing him out of the door ahead of her.  She hid behind his larger frame; avoiding the questions in every eye as the sea parted for them with every step they took.  This was not a city she had come to conquer.  There would be no fanfare or triumph today; her smaller frame would stay in the shadows of the man. 
        Alkaios walked steadily forward, feeling her small hand burning on his back.  Hades The Great hid behind him, letting him push the way through every villager.  The eyes of every man he knew were on him, and he knew, even though they were shocked silent, their hearts were burning with questions.  A god had come, and she stood behind him clinging for protection.  With every step, he took he knew his life would never be the same.  The endless walk from the house through the faces was the end of any peace he had left.  He had defied Zeus, and now the world would tell of the God of Death coming to take life, and not to give it back, and the man who she looked to for support.  Before this moment only a few knew him, but now the world would and they would always see the dark-haired fear with him.  Some would pray to him most would fear him, yes after today, everything would change because Hades had touched him.   
        Where most gods hid their mortals, Hades had publicly embraced him.  She was proud of him, and he didn’t care that the rest of the world could try to kill him for siding with the devil.  Hades was proud of him, and he would let her small hand burn a fire against his back under the gaze of everyone he knew. 
        Alkaios glanced over his shoulder at Hades.  She looked up at him and watched his eyes drift lovingly over her face before drifting passed her over her head.  Hades followed his gaze.  Through the doorway, the figures of two generations of fathers hugged the life they thought they lost, but not the mother.  She was hiding in the shadows of her home watching Hades leave.  Their eyes met over the distance, and after a moment, filled with everything and nothing, Hades dipped her head in a nod to the mother; and then she and Alkaios were gone. 



 
XXIV 
   
  The days that came after were long and slow like the unbearable silence and calm before the storm, the eternal moment as you watch the wave grow larger and larger before it crashes, killing man and beast alike.  Hades waited for the stale air to turn sour, but the stillness held.  Days had passed since the council had threatened her.  Nights had passed since the fishing village had realized Alkaios was with her, and word was spreading fast about him.  Death and her friends were rarely welcomed with open arms, and death had gained yet another companion in this man.  So Hades waited for an assault from both sides, but the stillness held. 
        Hades lay wide-awake listening to Alkaios’ rhythmic breathing.  He had done as he promised and added another room onto his tiny home and built a bigger bed for when she stayed which had been every night this week.  She was afraid to sleep too far from him.   If his own kind came in the night, she would be able to stop them, but if her kind came, the split second it would take her to wake in the Underworld and get to his side would be too long.  He would be dead.  So she slept next to him or at least tried to.  Uneasiness flooded her every time she shut her eyes, which is why she lay staring at the ceiling in the wee hours of the morning. 
        Hades twisted her head and looked at Alkaios. He was sprawled out on his stomach, his head twisted towards her.  Fortunately, he was not stricken with her insomnia.  Hades shifted on the warm sheets and pressed her lips against his.  She kissed him softly, letting her lips linger and then disappeared in a web of black smoke.  Moments later she stood in the great throne room of the Titan Ruins.   
        She stood completely still until her eyes grew accustomed to the darkness, and then as silent as the dead, she found her way to her room.   The door was open, and peeking her head inside, Hades found Kerberos’ massive shape lying across her bed. 
        “Hello, my darling,” Hades called softly to the dog.  All six ears shot up, followed by a dangerous thump of his whip-like tail as he pushed himself off of his side and slid lazily to the floor.  With steps that shook the floor, he padded over to the god and put all three of his heads against her stomach, his middle mouth yawning wide against the soft flesh of her abdomen.  Hades scratched his heads, running her fingers over his smooth hide and rough scars. 
        The two of them spent the next hour wandering together.  Hades, with her violent shadow in tow, absentmindedly checked on Charon and Ioanna, finding them safely asleep.  The shades from the day had been ferried across, and the only sound at the River was the small ripples hitting the sand.   
        Hades then found herself checking in on Keres, Chimera, and Hydra; but all three were asleep in peace.  Everyone she loved was safe and sound, yet she couldn’t help the restlessness fluttering through her veins.  Her limbs couldn’t keep still, and neither could her mind.  She wanted to believe this lull meant peace; that the gods and man alike had come to terms with her new power, and that her resurrection of that little girl was just the peace offering they required.  But she knew Zeus, and her uneasiness told her that this lull was just the eye of the storm and that things were about to get a lot worse. 
        Without realizing it, Hades found herself at the Great Door to Elysium.  She let the warm soft air of heaven drift over her, and she sank to a seat in the doorway, breathing in the fresh fragrance of grass and wildflowers.  Kerberos sunk to the old stone beside, her resting his three large heads across her body, sniffing the scents so unfamiliar to him. 
        “Hades?” 
        Hades jerked her head around at the sound of the voice in the darkness, but Kerberos was the only other soul here. 
        “Hades?” The voice came again.  It was a man’s.  Hades looked down at Kerberos.  No, it couldn’t have been him.  That was impossi… Alkaios! 
        Hades vanished in smoke so fast Kerberos’s heads flopped to the floor.  His middle jaw hit the stone with a soft thud, and he scrunched his nose in discomfort before deciding to go back and sleep on her bed. 
        Hades was running across the grass the minute her feet touched the dirt.  She could see Alkaios hovering in his doorway waiting for her. 
        “Is everything alright?” she called, not bothering to wait for an answer.  She stopped short in front of him, colliding with his chest, seizing his face in her hands, searching for any harm.  She hadn’t felt any danger around him, but that didn’t stop her worry. 
        “I’m fine,” Alkaios answered, removing her hands from his face.  He looked deep into her eyes and then nodded his head inside.  Hades peeked her head around his frame into the dark house. 
        “Alkaios?” she asked.  “Why is there a man on your floor?” 
        For there in the middle of the room was a man sprawled out unconscious.  Alkaios took her by the hand and lead her inside, the both of them hovering over his body. 
        “I think he was here to kill me,” Alkaios answered as he nodded his head to the man’s weapons that were now lying across the table. 
        “How…” Hades asked shaking her head.  “I would have felt if you were in trouble.  I never felt a thing.” 
        “I don’t think I was in trouble,” Alkaios said shrugging.  “I think you have worn off on me in more ways than one.”  Hades scrunched her eyebrows at him. 
        “That black smoke… your power,” he explained.  “Ever since you showed up here, you have been using it.  I am sure when I thought you were Persephone you were using it on me in secret.  Since the day you came, my body doesn’t ache like it used to.  My animals never get ill; my crops grow without crisis.  Your presence is everywhere; although how the god of death can do all of this I do not understand.” 
        “Just because we are gods of certain realms and people doesn’t mean we are helpless in everything else,” Hades said a little irritably.  She was not at all happy about the man lying on Alkaios’ floor.  “Aphrodite can ignite a storm on the seas, but it is a child’s temper tantrum compared to what Poseidon can do.  Athena can bless childbirth, but not like Hera can.  I can keep you, your animals, and crops healthy, but I cannot perform any extraordinary deeds outside of my realm’s strengths.” 
        “Oh,” Alkaios mused, nodding his head as if he was more interested in what she had to say than he was about his intruder.   
        “Are you sure he was trying to kill you?” Hades asked, trying to get back on topic.  “I would have felt it if he did.” 
        “I think he was,” Alkaios said, looking at her anxiety-wrought face.  “I just don’t think I was ever in any real danger,” he continued trying to make her feel better.  “Like I said, I think you and your strength are wearing off on me.  I heard him coming before I was even in danger.  I knocked him out in one blow before he could even get through the door.” 
        “This is all my fault,” Hades moaned, sinking to a seat at the table.  “The gods usually keep their mortal lovers a secret, and I always thought it was out of shame.  I hated the way they have always ignored them publicly, only acknowledging their feelings behind closed doors, but maybe it wasn’t shame.  Maybe they were just trying to protect them.  I let you be seen with me at the fishing village because I wanted you to know I wasn’t ashamed of you, but now the whole world knows your name.  Most hate me, and now they will hate you too…” 
        “Hades!” Alkaios harshly cut her off.  “Just stop it.”  
        Hades shut her gaping jaw and stared at Alkaios like a child who had just been reprimanded.  Alkaios looked down at the man who still lay unconscious on the floor, and after a moment brought his eyes back up to her. 
        “I knew what I was doing,” he continued.  “When you had that little girl in your arms I was the one holding back the mother.  I was the one that followed you into their home.  I knew people would see and talk, and I could have just hidden in the crowd and dropped back unnoticed to wait for you.  But I love you, and I want to be with you.  I don’t want every moment we have together to be lived under the shadow of fear.  That day was one of your most beautiful moments, and I was blessed to share it with you.  So would you please stop acting like everything is your fault?  I was the one who told Zeus to leave.  I am just as much to blame as you are because I am far too selfish of a man to let you go.” 
        Hades opened her mouth to say something and then closed it, not able to find any words whatsoever, so she looked down at the man on the floor instead. 
        “Hades,” Alkaios said, and she jerked her head up.  He nodded for her to come to him.  She pushed herself off of the chair and stepped over the unconscious body, letting Alkaios fold her into his arms. 
        “And aren’t you at least a little proud that I took care of this by myself?”  Alkaios could feel her jaw smirking against his chest, her lips and nose tickling him as they scrunched into a smile. 
        “Did you really just yell at me?” she asked, her voice muffled by their hug. 
        “Yes I did,” He answered. 
        “You nervous?” she asked, playfully jerking her head back to see his expression. 
         “A little,” he laughed, planting a big kiss straight on her lips.   
        “So what should we do about him?” Alkaios finally asked taking a deep breath.  Hades seized one more kiss and unstuck her feet from the ground. 
        “I’ll get him out of here,” she answered.  “When he wakes up tomorrow, he won’t know where he is, and he won’t be able to speak their language to ask.  You should keep his weapons,” she continued, bending over the body.  She reached down and grabbed the man’s limp wrist.  Instantly, an image shot into her mind, and she no longer could see Alkaios and his home.  Instead, she was standing in a dark empty temple.  
        Hades blinked her eyes rapidly, but this was no trick of the light.  She no longer stood in the home of her lover but was firmly planted in this temple of memory.  She looked about the empty silence and realized a man was kneeling at the altar.  She slipped a little closer to him and realized that the man praying was this unconscious body back on Alkaios’ floor. 
        “What is it that troubles you my son?” came a voice from behind her, and both she and the unconscious man turned towards it.  An old priest came shuffling out of the shadows and walked right by Hades because she wasn’t there.  She was an intruder to this memory of the past. 
        “That witch,” the unconscious man answered.  “She is blaspheming the true gods, and people bow to her without hesitation.  I refuse to though.  I believe in the gods of my father, and I am here praying to Zeus to use me in his service.” 
        “A true follower,” said the old priest. 
        “I believe,” the unconscious man said, standing to his feet.  “I heard of that farmer by the coast, the one in league with the witch.  I have decided to make it my mission to rid the world of him and all of his kind.  I heard reports from those that saw that she relies on him and his strength.  I believe without him she will crumble as the impostor she is.  I came here tonight to pray for a sign that I am on the right path, and that my mission is pure and true.” 
        “It is,” the priest answered.  “Go, my son.  Do all you have said here tonight.” 
        The unconscious man rushed passed Hades, unable to see her and grabbed the old priest’s hands.  He raised them to his mouth and kissed them reverently before leaving the temple. 
        Hades watched the priest from the unconscious man’s memory.  The old man stood alone now in the darkness of the empty temple, and something about him seemed to change.  Not his appearance, but something about his presence.  Hades stared hard into the old man’s eyes.  Something about them was familiar. 
        Hades jerked back and inhaled a huge gulp of air.  She was back in Alkaios’ home, still holding the unconscious man’s wrist.  She dropped it like hot coals, letting it hit the floor with a thump as she stood up snapping her fingers violently.  The unconscious man disappeared in tentacles of black smoke. 
        “What happened?” Alkaios asked, stepping closer to her.  Hades glared at him, her eyes flashing with rage. 
        “Zeus,” she answered. 
   
        “Do you really think this is a good idea?” Keres called, struggling to keep up. 
        “I need to know what else is out here,” Hades called over her shoulder, not bothering to slow her pace as she and Kerberos followed Chimera deeper into hell.  “Besides, you are a spirit now.  Nothing is going to hurt you.” 
        “You don’t know that!” Keres called out a little exasperated. 
         “Zeus is now trying to get mortals to kill Alkaios!” Hades said whirling around to face her friend.  “He told me to stop my attacks, and I haven’t unleashed anything in weeks now.  I even brought a child back from the dead as a peace offering, and still, he tries to kill Alkaios.  Keres, he isn’t going to stop.  Zeus will never stop until Alkaios and I are made an example of.  I have to do this.  Don’t you see I have to do this?” 
        The two of them stared at each other in silence for a moment, and then Keres shuffled forwards, wrapping her arm around the god’s shoulders. 
        “Well, we already have all three god-killers,” Keres said squeezing Hades' arm supportively even though her voice wobbled.  “How bad could it really be?”  
        The closer the four of them drew towards the great, distant light the warmer it got.  The ever-burning, unseen fire raged ahead of them, scorching the sky.  So this was where hell got its reputation of fire and brimstone.  The Titan ruins and the stretch of the Underworld that passed the gateway of the Winding Staircase of Tartarus to the River Styx were cool and calm, but here in the depths, even the ground was cracked and dry like sunburnt lips.  The heat pressed through the air like needles against the skin, and breathing it in too fast sent searing pain into their lungs.   
         But the heat wasn’t the only thing hanging in the air here.  The Underworld Hades had grown accustomed to was quiet, but here a droning hum of fear and anguish filled their ears, coming from everywhere and yet nowhere at all.   
       Suddenly Hades caught something move out of the corner of her eye.  She snapped her head around, but nothing.  The ever-changing terrain rose and fell, the protruding rocks growing more and more grotesquely shaped, but not a single movement in the hot droning air.  Hades blinked her eyes a few times, but the stillness held.  Nothing but her and her three companions moved.  Hades wiped her eyes, thinking it must have been a stray eyelash she saw, but no loose lashes fell into her fingers. 
        And then it came again.  Hades jerked her head around, sure she actually saw something this time but still nothing. Only a waist-high jagged rock protruded from the ground could be seen, but it was solid and still… 
        No, it wasn’t!  The rock seemed to be moving, twisting itself apart.  Hades leaned forwards to get a better look, but her eyes weren’t playing tricks.  The stone twisted, resisting its own movement as it cleaved itself in two.  It moved slowly, prying itself in half, and then Hades saw them, a pair of dark black eyes shiny and cold.  They looked straight at her, vacant and unblinking, hungry, and she felt a cold hand grip her spine despite the oppressive heat.  
        And then a scraping noise grated the droning air.  Pieces of the stone were cracking away from the rest.  Little clawed fingers bending, grating the dark rock as they woke from their petrified rest.  The black unblinking eyes shifted, and a body began to peel its underbelly off of the rock.   
        Hades realized she had been wrong.  These were not just stones protruding from the ground.  Perhaps at their core, they were, but as she looked from one to the next she saw that every single rock and boulder, both near and far carried a pulsing exoskeleton.   
        And those claws… they continued to grate against the stone, spewing sparks as it peeled back what should have been its arm.  Hades heard Keres suck in a sharp breath behind her, and she herself felt the cold hand clench her spine again.  It wasn’t an arm.   
        The creature uncurled itself from around the rock, where it had been so easily camouflaged, and launched into the air.  Hades watched wide-eyed as a gruesome bat the size of her torso with the wingspan matching her arm span flew over her head.  Its face was more gargoyle than bat; its hind legs longer than they should have been.  Its sheer wings were leathery with thick veins pumping through them.  They beat the air, forcing hot wind down their throats as it circled above them like a vulture circles the dying. 
        After a few angry circles, the creature lowered himself down just above Hades, his unblinking eyes challenging her.  Both Kerberos and Chimera lunged for it, teeth shredding the air, but the bat hovered tauntingly just out of their reach, slapping his wings defiantly all the while holding Hades’ gaze.  His black, unblinking eyes bore hungrily into her, down to her very soul, and then slowly cracking open his jaw that had been sealed like stone, he screamed. 
        At the sound of his screech, all the rock formations both near and far began to stir, breaking free from their stillness.  More of the creatures began to peel themselves from their rocks, revealing their black, unblinking eyes.   One by one they launched themselves into the air, stretching their wings wide, so many they darkened the air like giant, black thunderclouds blot out the sun.   
        But as the sky became alive so did the ground.  It too began to move, trembling like a struggling heart.  Peeling themselves from the rocks emerged the bodies of what once resembled women.  The one closest to Hades slowly turned its head towards her cocking it at an unnatural angle.  Hades sucked her breath at the sight of those vacant black eyes, housed by deep sunken sockets.  Her cheekbones stood out like jetties in the sea, and her lips were taught, void of color.  She had pin straight, slightly stringy hair that hung clinging to the sides of her face.  Every bone in her body stuck out from her skin, a grotesque skeleton, and instead of fingers, she had claws that screeched across the stone ever so slowly.  The sunken, dark eyes stared deep into Hades’ as she hissed, bearing a mouthful of teeth filed into fangs. 
        Keres gasped behind Hades in panic and clapped her hands over her trembling lips at the sight of hundreds of these woman-like creatures crawling up from the dust and from behind the rocks.  The one closest to Hades pulled itself to its feet, her teeth still bared.  She hobbled forwards limping, her legs supporting her at an odd angle.  Kerberos and Chimera snarled simultaneously, but Hades knew what this bony creature was.  They were furies, female spirits of justice and vengeance; known in the heavens and the earth for pursuing people who had murdered family members and tortured their victims by driving them mad. 
        The furies all inched closer to the little group, and between their razor-toothed hisses and the screeches from the flying demons above, the air had become volatile and unnerving.  Kerberos slipped backward body, crouched low to the ground until he bumped into Hades.  His back arched high in the air like a barricade, his tail choking her leg.  Following the three-headed dog’s lead, Chimera circled behind Hades, brushing his mane against her protectively. 
        A bat dipped closer to her, just out of reach of the god-killers’ fangs, and Hades slowly lifted her arms stretching towards him.  One by one the rest followed, dipping closer and closer until the first bat landed on her outstretched arm, diggings its claws deep into her skin for support.  Hades turned her eyes to his claws and studied the valleys in her flesh they created.  She could feel him choking her arm, but the razor-sharp points couldn’t puncture her skin.  The bat screamed and folded his wings as another one landed on her other arm and another much smaller one on her shoulder. 
        “Shhh, my darling,” she cooed at Kerberos whose tail was cutting off the blood circulation in her leg.  “They will do just fine.” 



 
XXV 
   
  Hades rode into the city, on her bronze chariot, a conquering king.  Her four black horses pounding the ground as they pulled her through the quiet streets.   Their manes whipped behind them dark as night as Hades’ hair and dress ripped through the wind. 
        The streets were lined with mortals who had been driven to their knees by the sight of the blood-covered claws of the furies.  They saw the sunken eyes and the filed teeth, and they knew that she had come.  The great god of death had finally come for them, and they all knelt without a fight.  This city had learned from the others’ mistakes.  The black-haired god on the chariot had the power to take any life she wanted, and if submission meant salvation, this city was prepared to bow. 
        The furies hissed and moaned at the humans, longing to sink their razor fangs into flesh, but they kept their teeth, and for the most part, their hands to themselves as Hades passed by in all her splendor.  Not a hair was to be touched if they bowed, if they prayed, and this city was silent and prostrate.  
        The chariot pulled into the city’s square where Keres had assembled the city’s leading citizens.  On every roof and high place, the bats stood watch, punctuating the silence with an occasional screech, rocking back and forth on their clawed feet.   
        Hades pulled on their reins, and the four black horses slid to a halt.  The city’s priest gave Keres a side-glance, and when he saw the sternness of her brown eyes, he took a shaky breath and stepped forward.  Careful not to make eye contact, he bowed his head and opened his mouth to speak. 
         BAM!!! The air was painfully forced out of Hades’ lungs as she suddenly flew backward, crashing to the ground.  Her head hit the ground with a massive thud, cracking the very earth under her.  Hades blinked her eyes, but her vision was blurred as a spider web of cracked earth fissured away from her body.  Fuzzy shapes drifted about her as a small humming bounced back and forth against her skull.  Hades breathed in slowly, unable to make out her surroundings when something whizzed through the air aimed for her head.  Instinctively, Hades rolled onto her side as a metal spear slammed into the ground, burrowing deep into the dirt where her head had just been. 
        Using the momentum, Hades pushed herself to her feet struggling to regain control of her body, but no sooner did she gain her footing than an old bronzed shield crashed into her face, sending her stumbling backward into the crowd.   
        The frightened mortals clamored out of Hades’ way, whose nose was gushing like a broken pomegranate releasing a thick scent of blood into the air.  The fury closest to her lifted her bony face into the wind and inhaled deep, filling her lungs with the blood of her god.  The scent sent a cold shiver down her protruding spine, and she screamed in rage, seizing the man closest to her.  Digging her claws into his flesh, she broke his neck in one quick snap and let his dead weight crash to the ground. 
        “Stop!”  Hades shouted, wiping the blood from her face, but it was too late.  Assuming that the blood running from her nose was the fault of the humans, the furies began a screaming pandemonium.  The winged demons on the roofs joined in, slaughtering every human they could get their claws on.  Hades screamed and screamed for them to stop, but her voice was lost in the sea of the voices of the dying. 
        “You were warned not to do this again,” came a firm voice in Hades’ ear.  She whirled around and found herself face to face with an armor-clad god. 
        “Athena?” Hades gasped.  Athena reached out and yanked her spear from the ground. 
        “You were warned, and now I have come to stop you once and for all,” Athena said, lunging for Hades.  Hades jumped out of the way, narrowly missing the cold blade. 
        “Keres!” Hades called out.  “Get them to stop!” 
        Keres looked around in panic and watched a fury sink her filed teeth into the soft throat of a helpless woman.  People were screaming; furies were screaming.  The once peaceful streets now ran red with the blood of the innocent.  Keres reached out and seized the fury’s hair and yanked her back hard, forcing her to her knees.  The fury struggled to free herself from the iron grasp, gnashing her teeth, but Keres held on, forcing her to stay kneeling.  Suddenly, the other furies froze, the carnage ending as fast as it began.  One by one they twisted their heads unnaturally until they all could see Keres, and there they hovered, waiting.  The only movement was the blood dripping from their clawed fingers.  Keres could feel the surge of power running through her blood, and all those who saw her would later say they swore her eyes grew dark like the thundering sky.   
       Keres let out a scream, still holding tight to the fury’s hair, and all the bats shot themselves straight into the air, hovering above the ground just out of reach.  So this is the power Hades gave her.  She could feel it burning her lungs, searing her skin.  The transformation was complete.  Whatever she had been before, spirit she now was; and all in this city, demon and man alike, knew it. 
        Athena came at Hades again, ignoring Keres; it was the god she was after.  Hades fumbled sideways avoiding Athena’s blows, feeling the hot blood dripping from her nose onto her lips.  Curling her arms in, Hades pulled the black tentacles of smoke from her skin, and then with a violent thrust sent the darkness hurling through the air towards Athena, yet Athena simply lifted her shield and brushed it aside as if it was nothing more than an insect. 
        “All that power is a waste without a weapon,” Athena snarled mockingly. 
        Hades looked around desperately for anything to help her, but Athena was quick and in a second had her shield raised for its second blow to Hades’ face. 
        Hades shot her hands up barely fast enough, grabbing the shield, stopping it dead in its tracks before it could collide with her already bleeding nose.  The force of the gods crashing into each other sent such a jolt through the ground that a huge crack tore itself through the city square. 
        Using all of her weight, Hades shoved the shield.  Athena stumbled back a few feet digging her feet, into the dirt, carving deep ruts with her heels.  A groan escaped Hades' lips as she gripped the shield tighter.  She shoved Athena back again, pushing her backward like a rag doll.  Hades knew she was the more powerful god, but Athena’s weapon gave her the advantage.  If only she could rip the shield from Athena’s weaker hands.   
        Athena’s arm shook, unable to hold on to the shield much longer, so with her famous bloodcurdling war cry, she shoved her spear straight at Hades’ heart.  Amidst the chaos, Hades threw herself out of the spear’s way, but she wasn’t fast enough.  The pointed blade seared through her left arm.  Hades stumbled backward in terrifying pain, and suddenly the air silenced.  Both demons and furies alike ceased to move, and all eyes, supernatural and mortal alike, turned to Hades. 
        Hades looked down at her arm, which was now a gaping hole of flesh.  She could see her own bone and smell her own blood, which was dripping off of her fingertips onto the ground.  In shock, Hades lifted her right hand and clutched the exposed flesh.   Her breathing was labored as the pain raged throughout her entire body. 
        Athena scoffed and twirled her spear in her hand.  She lifted it above her head, poising it for the fatal blow. 
        “You are a fool of a god,” she spat, launching her spear straight for Hades’ heart.  It whizzed through the air at an alarming speed, but Hades stood stone still its path.  She lifted her dark blue eyes, staring straight into the blade piercing the air as tentacles of black smoke snaked out of her, branching outwards, twisting and choking the air.   
         Just as the spear struck the exact spot Hades had been standing, there was suddenly nothing left of her or her beasts save a faint remnant of black, inky smoke and the blood of a god that had stained the dirt. 
   
        Hades landed hard and toppled backward, fumbling for a foothold.  A cacophony of violent fear surged through her ears and brain, and she was fairly certain the ground was heaving under her, writhing in pain.  Hades peeled her bloody fingers back from the raw flesh and felt an excruciating pain run through her, as her fingers stuck to the loose bits of skin, ripping them off.  She looked around slowly, suddenly aware that her body was falling through the air only to be yanked to a jolting halt by a pair of foreign arms.  
        “Charon!” Keres screamed out in panic, hauling Hades towards the River.  “Charon!” 
        Shrouded by mist, Charon’s unseen boat thumped against the shore.  Keres pulled Hades toward the sound. 
        “Keres?” Charon yelled through the thick mist, his voice filled with concern. 
        Keres tripped, almost falling into the water, the mist was so thick, but she pulled herself and Hades to a sharp halt before the water could lap at their feet.  The force of the sudden stop sent Hades hurling forward, and a drop of blood flew off her fingers and sailed down into the dark water.  Instantly the fog pulled back like one’s fingers from a flame.  The whole river gave a rumble and then violently lurched like a sick stomach, sending Charon stumbling backward in his boat.  Even his boathouse swayed with the water. 
        “Charon,” Keres screamed, her voice still alarmingly panicked.  Charon looked Hades up and down without a word.  Her entire left arm was red with blood as well as her right hand that clutched the wound.  Smudges of red had dripped onto her dress, and her eyes had gone pale.   
        “What was that?” Ioanna called, rushing onto the dock only to stop short in her tracks when she saw. 
        “I don’t know what to do!” Keres blurted out in tears.  “You were a god once... help her.” 
        “Get her in the boat,” Charon called, bursting into action.  Leaning forward he grabbed Hades by the waist and hoisted her in.  Keres climbed in after her, and Charon pushed the boat off to the dock where Ioanna waited. 
        “Why is there so much blood?” Keres cried on the verge of hysterics.  “Gods aren’t supposed to bleed like the rest of us.” 
        “Which god did this?” Charon asked, ignoring the panicking Keres as he scooped Hades up into his arms and using Ioanna to steady himself, lifted Hades onto the dock. 
        “The weapons of the gods are as fatal to a god as they are helpful,” he continued, carrying Hades into his boathouse and sitting down on the floor, cradled her in his arms like she was his child. 
        “Athena,” Hades mumbled, speaking for the first time. 
        “Who?” Charon asked, shifting Hades in his arms to get a better look at the torn flesh. 
        “Athena,” Hades murmured again.  “God of wisdom, courage, and warfare.” 
       “I see,” Charon said.  “You are fortunate that your arm was all she managed to pierce.”  Charon put his hand over hers, which was still clutching her wound.  He began to pry her fingers back.  “You’re going to have to let me look at it,” he said as she resisted.  “How badly does it hurt?” 
        “I can’t move my arm,” Hades whispered. 
        “She sliced you clean to the bone,” Charon said, examining her arm closely.  “Because this was caused by a weapon of the gods, you will wound and heal as if you were a mere mortal.  Your arm isn’t going to be fatal, but we are going to have to clean and stitch it up, otherwise, you will get infected and possibly very sick.  Do you understand me?”  Hades nodded her head yes.  “You will always have a scar.” 
        “Why can’t she just heal herself?” asked Keres.  
        “It’s the same reason the Titans all died out,” Charon explained, shifting his eyes to her.  “There is no instant healing from a wound inflicted by a gods’ weapon, and although not used often for the purpose, they can kill a god…perhaps even more efficiently than our three-headed dog and his lion friend.”  Charon turned his attention to Ioanna.  “I am going to need to clean this and then stitch it up.” 
        “We have no clean water or anything to stitch it with,” Ioanna answered him.  
        “Go and get Alkaios,” Hades whispered, reaching up to grab a hold of Keres’ arm, leaving a smudged bloody handprint on her skin.  “He is no stranger to scars.  Eat of the fruit he has.  It will bring you both back here,” she continued, as black smoke began to twist its way out of her hands, and then in a wisp of darkness, Keres was gone.  Hades let her hand drop to her lap clutching her now stained dress, letting her head lay listlessly against Charon’s chest.   
        Charon gestured with his head for Ioanna to come closer.  She knelt on the floor next to him, and he lifted Hades from his chest and placed her softly against Ioanna’s body.  Ioanna wrapped her arms lovingly around Hades, resting her lips against the god’s head like a mother comforting her child.  
        “I understand what you are doing,” Charon finally said, shifting himself around so he could look into Hades’ pale eyes.  “I understand you are trying to establish yourself as a god.  I understand that you need prayer, especially without a weapon; but if I can speak so boldly to my king, this has gone too far.  Without a weapon, you have no way of defending yourself, and next time it could go through your heart instead of your arm.  Next time you could end up dead.” 
        “I will not die,” Hades said firmly without moving. 
        “Hades, but you can,” Charon said, looking her square in the face.  “The gods’ weapons are dangerous.  Not only can they cleave the flesh from your bone, but they fill your body with poison… you can feel it can’t you?   The pain rushing through your skin and veins?  It’s not just your arm she wounded but all of you, and without one, you cannot properly channel your power or defend yourself.  You could be greater than Zeus himself, but without a weapon, someone as simple as the god of love could take you out with a well-aimed blow.  You did what you had to, and you have managed to at least make a small name for yourself.  But it has gone too far.  The rest of your Olympian gods know you can bleed, and if you make so much as one move they don’t like, they could destroy you.” 
        “I will not die!” Hades whispered.  “I cannot die.  Who then will protect the people I love?” she asked, lifting her good arm towards his face.  She brushed her fingers lovingly over his cheek, leaving a large bloody streak against his smooth skin. 
        “If I do not get more prayer, then I am truly powerless against them.  I have to keep going, and I have to keep trying because you know what happens if I die?  Zeus kills Alkaios.  He kills the defiant mortal, but he doesn’t stop there.  Without anyone to hold Hell at bay, the Olympians will come down and seal the great door once again.  The world isn’t safe if the door is left open if there is no god here, but before they seal the door, they will come marching in here to get rid of the monstrosities once and for all.  It is safer for them without any god-killers, so that means Kerberos, Chimera, and Hydra will all be hunted and after a bloody fight most likely be killed.  Without a god to keep the door, neither side is safe, and trust me they will not stop with the god-killers.  They will kill Keres, and then, Charon, they will kill you like they did the rest of the Titans.  And then Ioanna… she was supposed to be in Elysium, but since she blatantly opposed the Olympians by keeping a living Titan a secret, she will be destroyed.  They will give her the touch of the gods, and her soul will be gone.  They will leave behind a body count of all that I love, and when they have finished destroying my heart and realm, they will seal the door.  The Underworld will go back to governing itself, and the shades will be forced to once again swim the River Styx where half of them will never make it across.  So you see I cannot die, nor can I stop.  There is too much at stake now.” 
       Charon looked up into Hades’ eyes and nodded his head solemnly.  A faint ringing drifted through the air; Charon lifted his head instinctively, and shot his hand up, catching a coin mid-flight. 
        “They are here,” Charon said, taking huge strides out the door.  Hades listened as he dropped himself into the boat and paddled away.   
        “You know,” Ioanna said, smoothing back Hades’ hair.  “When you are hurt we all feel the pain down here… even the River suffers.”  She reached forward and slipped her hand over Hades’.  “I know you do all of this because you feel you are supposed to protect us at all costs, but Charon only asks you to stop because we are trying to protect you too.  What good are we if we let you die for us without a fight?” 
        A bump came from the edge of the dock, and moments later Alkaios’ heavy footsteps carried him through the door.  In half a heartbeat he had crossed the room, and falling to his knees he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her from Ioanna’s lap, not caring that her body left a bloody stain on his chest. 
        “I’m fine,” Hades whispered weakly. 
        “You do not look fine,” he said, his face disgusted at the gaping wound.  Even her bones were staring at him.  “Do that smoke thing… you know, what you did for my legs.  Heal yourself.” 
        “She can’t,” Charon interrupted.  “Which is why Keres asked you for help.  Athena attacked her, and a god-inflicted wound cannot be healed by power.  We have to do things the mortal way: stitches and scars.” 
        “But she will heal right?” Alkaios asked, looking up at Charon. 
        “Slowly and painfully,” he answered. 
        “Charon, here,” Keres said holding out a needle and twine as well as a pitcher of clean water.  Ioanna slid the rest of Hades’ body off of her and stood up.  She took clean cloths from a closet that had grown from the floor and cleaned Hades’ arm.  Hades tried not to cry out, but with every gentle touch, her body flinched.  Alkaios turned his head away and held her tight as if he was trying to force her body not to feel pain, not to twitch.   
        “You need to hold on to her for this,” Charon said to Alkaios as he held the needle over the flames.  “She is going to feel every stitch.”   
        Alkaios nodded his head and twisted her so her body leaned against his chest.  He scooped her right hand in his, resting his chin on her head as Charon lifted the needle to Hades’ arm.  With Ioanna helping hold her gaping flesh together, he pressed the needle against her skin.  It snapped instantly. 
        “Right,” Charon mumbled, picking up the broken tip from the floor.  “This is a mortal instrument, so it cannot pierce or hurt you unless you allow it to.  You are going to have to consciously let this needle pierce you.”  Hades simply nodded her head.   
        “Do me a favor too,” Charon continued.  “Fix the needle for me.”  Hades pulled her good hand from Alkaios’ grip and pinched the needle back together.  With a little thread of black smoke, it reformed, and Charon put it back up against her skin. 
        “You ready?” he asked.  Hades nodded her head, and then he pushed.  Hades let out a yell of pain as it slid through her skin followed by the coarse twine.  She squeezed Alkaios’ hand so tightly; he thought for sure he would lose it.   
        Suddenly, from outside, there was a great commotion.  Screams and howls of all kinds lit up the air. 
        “Kerberos,” Hades whispered, as a tear of pain escaped her eye.  “He thinks you are hurting me.  They all do.” 
        “I am hurting you,” Charon said, his hands slippery with blood as he continued to sew her arm together.  “They are all going to have to wait outside.  If you bring that dog up here now he will kill me for sure.” 
        “My darling,” Hades whispered, leaning her head back on Alkaios’ chest, gasping with every painful stitch.  “I am alright.” 



 
XXVI 
   
        “You were supposed to stop her, not add fuel to her fire,” Hera raged, pacing back and forth in the garden.  “That city is blaming you for their dead.  They believe that Hades was there to save them from those creatures, and by butting in you caused all the death.” 
        “I was saving them from her!” Athena spat back, twirling her spear in her hand.  Unlike Hera’s angered pacing, she stood stone still and calm.  “She released those creatures.  How can they believe it was my fault?” 
        “Because humans are stupid; believing her lies of being their only salvation.  Besides, there was no body count until you arrived,” Hera spewed. 
        “I wounded her,” Athena said calmly.  “It was easy.  I could do it again… I could kill her.” 
        “Well, you should have killed her this time, because now we have an entire city angry with us for disrupting the peace and praying to her to prevent a repeat.” 
        “Hera!” came Zeus’ harsh voice from around a corner.  His body came into view a moment later.  With a toss of his head, he motioned for Athena to leave and then settled his large frame in front of his wife.  “We cannot just go about killing another god.” 
        “Well, something needs to be done about her,” Hera retorted.  “She marches on a city with the most deformed beasts, and the people bow to her to save their skins.  Then Athena comes along to truly save them from that bloodthirsty god of death, but those foul beasts view her as a threat and take it out on countless mortals before Hades drags them back to Hell.  You would think those humans would be grateful to Athena for coming to their aid, but no.  They blame her for their dead.  They foolishly believe that she disrupted the peace.  It was not Athena!  It was that fool who coughed up those monsters from the depths and let them loose on the earth, but humans are too foolish to see.  They still pray to her to keep their lands safe from her own pets.”  Hera started pacing, again stomping her feet with every step.   
         “And to make matters worse, we were wrong about no one praying to her out of love,” she raged on.  “Oh, she found a way to get prayer out of fear, but now it would seem that many a parent loves her.  Half of the country she terrorizes with death and fear, and then to be completely unpredictable she brings the souls of the children back to the land of the living.  No matter what she does, earth has decided to pray to her.  She is no longer a myth.  Mothers everywhere are praying to her for the safety of their children.  Leaders are praying to her for the safety of their land from the beasts, and everyone who has ever lost anyone is praying to her for safe passage for their loved ones.  She is getting our prayer.  The prayers of the people that were meant for us on Olympus are now being turned towards her.  Something must be done.”  Hera whirled on Zeus and raised an accusing finger at him.   
        “Do something about her,” Hera threatened firmly.  “Stop her.” 
   
        A soft tap rattled the door.  Hades lifted her head off the pillow and peered through the dull light.  Keres stood in the open doorway blocked by Chimera who lay across the opening like a giant, living gate.  Hades smiled at her, and Keres stepped over the lion into the room, surprised he didn’t move.   
        “I was just checking on you,” Keres whispered softly.  “I don’t think I have ever seen these two be so civil,” she added, nodding at Kerberos.  Hades shifted a little and looked down to her waist.  There were all three of Kerberos’ heads resting over her body, rising and falling with her every breath.  Hades lifted her good arm and rubbed Kerberos’ closest head. 
        “You sent Alkaios home?” Keres asked, sitting herself on the edge of the bed. 
        “Yes,” Hades answered.  “He was starting to look unwell.  He was here too long.” 
        “I know.  He wouldn’t leave,” Keres said.  “Between him and these two, you were never alone.” 
        “I have good friends,” Hades said, tugging on one of Kerberos’ ears. 
        “When was the last time that was changed?” Keres asked, nodding at the bandage wrapped around Hades’ left bicep.  
        “Alkaios cleaned it right before he left,” Hades answered.  “He didn’t leave that long ago.” 
        “Good…” Keres froze mid-sentence as the air suddenly jolted with an electric shock.  Kerberos lifted all three of his heads off of Hades’ body and bared his teeth.  Chimera pulled himself off of the ground and stood in the doorway, ready to guard Hades with his life.   
        “A god trying to get in,” Hades mumbled.  “Take Kerberos and see who it is.” 
        Keres stood up and moved out of the way to allow Kerberos’ large frame off of the bed.  He padded out of the door, a low growl in his throats, and Chimera respectfully stepped out of his way. 
        “Chimera,” Hades called, sitting herself up in bed.  “Stay with me.”  Chimera lumbered over and settled himself next to the bed, leaning his heavy head into Hades’ hand, letting her fingers tangle in his knotted mane.   
        A few moments later a rather angry looking Kerberos padded back through the door followed by an annoyed Keres.  Hades began to open her mouth to ask who it was when he came into the doorway completely filling the space. 
        “Zeus?” Hades asked surprised. 
        “Hades, my dear, are you alright?” he asked, stepping forward only to be driven back by a warning from both Kerberos and Chimera.  “What… two of them now?” 
        “You met Kerberos,” Hades said, nodding towards her three-headed dog.  “This is Chimera,” she introduced.  “The second god-killer.” 
        “Do you think you could have them wait outside?” Zeus asked, uncomfortable.  Hades could see him gripping his thunderbolt under his cloak. 
        “No,” she answered.  “They will not hurt you as long as you have come to be civil.  Have you?”  
         Zeus nodded his head yes and let go of his thunderbolt.  Hades nodded at Kerberos, and the dog hauled himself back up onto the bed, spreading his heads across Hades' legs.  Chimera followed suit and sat down on his haunches, leaving his head high in the air for Hades’ to scratch.   
        Zeus shifted his weight, hovering in the doorway.  His eyes shifted to Keres, revealing his unwillingness to speak with an audience.  Hades caught his drift and nodded for Keres to give them some privacy, but the girl didn’t move.  She only raised her eyebrows disapprovingly.   
        “I’ll be fine,” Hades eyes seemed to say as she tilted her head up at her friend. 
        “Very well,” Keres sighed reluctantly.  “I’ll be right outside.”   
        “Are you alright, Hades?” Zeus asked again once Keres had left the room. 
        “I’m fine,” she answered simply. 
        “Are you in pain?” 
        “What do you want, Zeus?” Hades asked, not in the mood to play any games.  Zeus looked deep into her eyes with his gorgeous blues and sighed. 
        “I came to say I am sorry and to stop you,” he answered.  “I know the reason you are doing all of this is to make me angry.” 
        “Not anymore,” Hades said.  “I already told you that.” 
        “I know,” he said.  ‘But of course, you would say that.  I was coming to you with the proposal that we keep our love a secret.  I understand now how furious you must have been with me.  No one wants to be kept a secret like a shameful sin.  That is why you told me that you loved the mortal, why you said that you weren’t trying to make me angry.  You were hurt; I wanted to keep you a secret.  I would have done the same thing.  I know that all of this has been to punish me, and I promise you, my dear, it has worked.  I am truly sorry I was such a fool.  I want all of this nonsense between us to stop, so I am sorry my love.  Is that what you wanted to hear?  I am truly sorry, and I love you.  You are a great god; the council would have no objection to us now.  We could marry even.  Hera, of course, will remain queen as she was the first wife and Poseidon’s sister, but I could make you my wife as well.  First in my heart and my love.” 
        “Your wife?” Hades asked, raising her eyebrows at him. 
       “Yes,” he said earnestly.  “It was what you wanted from the beginning.  Please, Hades, get rid of that stupid human and give up your temper tantrums on earth and come with me.  Be with me.” 
        “But I wouldn’t really be your wife,” Hades said.  “Hera is your first and great wife.  I would always be that woman on the side.  The one all the others hate because she came along and tried to separate the great marriage of the king and queen.  Zeus, you didn’t choose me to begin with, and now there is no going back.  No undoing it.  I am not going to be your second wife, and I am most certainly not getting rid of Alkaios.  I was serious when I told you I loved him.” 
        “That’s impossible,” Zeus stuttered.  “There is no way that this could be true.  There is no way that you love a human over me, the king of the gods.” 
        “Zeus,” Hades said, her voice soft.  She pushed the blankets aside and slid her legs from underneath Kerberos’ heads.  Standing up, her bare feet padded on the floor until she stood underneath Zeus’ hulking gaze.  She slid her hands over his massive hands and thought how strange it felt to hold hands free of calluses and scars.   
        “I am sorry.  It was wrong, what I did to you.  You treated me badly, but it doesn’t justify my purposely hurting your pride to make you jealous.  So for that, I am truly sorry, but I am serious about Alkaios.  I fell in love by accident, but I think it was meant to happen.  I am no longer doing this to make you mad.  I am doing what I have to for myself and my realm, but trust me, it breaks my heart to be at odds with you.  I do not wish to fight you, Zeus.  I do not want us to continue down this path. 
        “So you really are choosing a mortal over me?” Zeus asked, his voice agitated.  Both Kerberos and Chimera lifted their heads at his tone. 
        “I love him,” Hades said softly.   
         Zeus stood there for a moment dumbfounded; then as fast as a flash of lightning, he snatched his hands from hers and seized her hair at the nape of her neck.  With a flick of his wrist, he yanked her hair sharply, snapping her head back.  Hades let out a small gasp and Kerberos leapt off the bed, teeth bared.  With his free hand, Zeus pulled out his thunderbolt and pointed it straight at Kerberos.  The three-headed dog froze in his tracks, but his throats were filled with an unearthly growl. 
        “No woman chooses a penniless farmer over me,” Zeus boomed, pulling Hades’ head back forcefully.  A single crystal tear burst into Hades’ eyes and dripped down her cheek.  “You don’t say no to me.  You don’t embarrass me like this.  I was willing to forgive you when I thought it was a plot to get me back, but if you are serious about your pathetic feelings for him, then you are in for a rude surprise, my dear.  No one humiliates me like this and gets away with it.  And as for that human of yours, he had best watch his back.  I thought his blatant defiance to be part of your scheming to get me to commit to you, but now I see you have, in fact, caused him to speak blasphemy against the most high god.  For that, he will be punished.  There is no forgiveness and salvation for him now.  The both of you are doomed, you fool.” 
        “Get him out of here!” Hades screamed, tearing herself free from Zeus’ grasp.  Instantly, Kerberos and Chimera closed in snarling, forcing Zeus back, but Hades didn’t wait to see him leave.  In tentacles of black smoke, she disappeared from the Underworld. 
        Seconds later she was standing in Alkaios’ house on earth.  Rushing outside, Hades shielded her eyes from the sun and looked around for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. 
        “Alkaios!” she called out worried.  “Alkaios!”  She rushed to the horse’s shed and peeked her head inside.  He wasn’t there. 
        “Alkaios!” she called a third time, her voice filled with panic.  “Please be okay,” she whispered to herself.  “Please let me be here in time.” 
        Hades scanned his land again, and still not seeing him, took off running towards the creek, ignoring the excited cries of her favorite little nibbling goat. 
        “Alkaios!” she screamed, intense fear gripping her spine.  Was she too late? 
        “What?” came his voice.  Hades looked down and saw Alkaios sitting on the bank dripping with water. 
        “Why didn’t you answer me?” Hades demanded on the verge of tears. 
         “I didn’t hear you,” he answered, somewhat confused. “I was under water.” 
        He stood up, his pants stuck to his wet skin, and walked over to her, wiping his still wet face with his hands.  Hades flung her arms around him and buried her face in his chest, not caring that his skin was soaking wet.   
        “What’s wrong?” he asked, rubbing his rough hand over the back of her head comfortingly. 
        “Zeus threatened you,” Hades sobbed into his skin.  “For real this time, and when you didn’t answer I thought I was too late.” 
        “You worry about me too much,” Alkaios said kissing her head.  “I’m fine…” 
        “No, you’re not,” Hades blurted, pulling away from him.  “Do you see what she did to me?” she said, shoving her bandaged arm forward.  “If Athena can do this to me, then can you imagine what the likes of Zeus could do to you?  I cannot even fully protect myself.  You’re not safe with me.” 
         “Hades,” Alkaios started to interject. 
        “No!” Hades cut him off.  “My selfishness has brought a price on your head.  I should have known where all of this would lead.  I don’t know what I was thinking.  I cannot drag you into this because you will be the one to pay the price.” 
        “Hades, don’t…” 
        “Do you see my arm?” Hades yelled on the verge of tears.  “Do you see what she did to me?  Athena, not even one of the three greats, can inflict this on me.  This is only the beginning of what they will do to you.” 
        “You’re the god of death,” Alkaios said.  “If anything happens to me, you can always bring me back.” 
        “If they get their hands on you, there won’t be anything of you to bring back,” Hades cried, tears starting to run down her cheeks.  “The Underworld is the only place I can keep you safe, but you can’t stay there… not while you’re human.  Earth is not my realm.  If I leave you here, you are a sitting target.” 
        “Am I really in that much danger?” Alkaios asked quietly. 
        “We both are,” she answered.  “Zeus thought I was still trying to make him angry.  He just asked me to become his second wife.  He thought that was our plan all along, to get him to take me back publicly, not in the shadows of secrecy.  He didn’t realize that when you sided with me against him, your defiance was serious.  Now that he knows the truth, you are going to pay…we both are.”  Hades wiped the tears from her face.  “Which is why I have decided to leave you out of this mess,” she cried, her voice shaking.  “If I leave you and go back to him, Zeus will no longer feel publicly embarrassed.  You will no longer be in the danger that I foolishly put you in.” 
        “Hades…”                                          
        “No!” she cried out firmly.  “If something happens to you, I would never forgive myself.  It is best I leave you now before something irreversible happens.” 
        “Hades…” Alkaios tried to say yet again. 
        “I am doing this for your safety,” Hades sobbed. 
        “You can’t do this,” Alkaios said, stepping forward slightly. 
        “I have to for your own good,” Hades blurted as she lunged backward from him, her words and frustration spilling off her tongue.  “Do you want to die?  The gods won’t just punish you for your defiance.  Zeus has taken your blasphemy personally.  They will do to you what they did to the Titans.  Shred your soul till there is none of you left for the afterlife.  You will be destroyed.  It’s too easy if you just simply die and pass over the River.  Your soul would be mine then.  What punishment is that?”  Hades took a deep breath, feeling like she was going to choke.  “And honestly, Alkaios, where did you think this was going, anyway?  What, are you going to do?  Live on earth for the rest of your days growing old while I live in the Underworld, waiting for your years to expire before your soul can pass on like Ioanna’s?  Or are you prepared to give up life as a human to become an Immortal of the Underworld?  That is the only way you and I could ever truly be together.  Do you want to give up the sunshine for the darkness?  To me the Underworld is home, but to you, even as an immortal, it would be a prison.  It wouldn’t be like me on Olympus.  You would be condemned to a life of darkness, and even as an immortal you are not safe. Immortals still live at the mercy of the gods, and your soul would be no harder to shred than it is now.  If we are honest with ourselves, my love, we would never truly be happy together.  So you see, it is better if I leave you now.  I would rather live forever knowing you are safe, then to please my own selfishness and have to experience your destruction.” 
        “You cannot just decide my fate for me,” Alkaios demanded, stepping forward aggressively, shortening the distance between them.  “I don’t care if you are a god, you cannot just stand here in front of me and expect me to let you walk out of my life.” 
        “I am trying to save you!” Hades screamed, desperately through tears. 
        “I don’t care,” Alkaios angrily screamed back.  “You don’t just get to walk out on me like this.  That is not how love works.  One person doesn’t just get to decide everything while the other has no say.  You are giving me no choice, Hades, in how our life together is going to play out.  You, right now, are being no better than Zeus when he decided for the both of you that your relationship was going to end.” 
        “I am not like Zeus!” Hades blurted out.  “I only want to protect you.” 
        “But that isn’t your call!” Alkaios spat back, starting to pace irritably.  “Zeus decided for the both of you that your relationship was over, and now you are doing the same.  You are deciding what I want for me, without giving me a say in how my life will play out.  Now if you were to stand here, and truthfully tell me you want out because you no longer love me, then I will have to let you go.  I can’t make you stay if you hate me, but if you still love me, which I know you do, you cannot have all the power in our relationship.  I get to have a say in what happens to us.” 
        “Do you want to die?” Hades asked, struggling to breathe through her tears.  “Because I don’t want you to.” 
        “I don’t know what I want!” Alkaios yelled at her.  Hades shrunk back from him, frightened a little by the anger in his voice.   
        “I don’t want to die, and I am not sure I really want to be a part of your Underworld just yet; but I do know I love you and you can’t just leave and take the easy way out,” he said, taking her face in his hands.  “I love you so much, and I’m scared of what that means.  I’m a simple man.  I wasn’t meant for this, but I want you.  I don’t know what the future holds for us, but you have to let me have a say in it.  You don’t get to walk out on me.” 
        “What happens if I can’t protect you,” Hades whispered between tears.  She folded herself into his arms and buried her face in his chest. 
          “I don’t know,” he said, running his hand through her hair until he held the back of her head.  “I don’t know.” 
        “Are you sure you want to go down this road,” Hades asked, her voice muffled by his chest. 
        “No,” he replied, letting the silence press in against them. 
       “But you still want me to stay?” Hades asked timidly. 
        “Yes.” 



 
XXVII 
   
       “I would be careful, brother,” Poseidon warned, folding his arms across his chest as he shifted himself closer to Zeus.  “Using the council to avenge your wounded pride is not your wisest idea.  This sacred council was never meant to solely serve one man’s ambitions.” 
        What are you trying to say, Poseidon?” Zeus asked, his voice only just tolerant of his brother. 
        “I wouldn’t worry.  They seemed to have bought your story,” Poseidon said, nodding his head towards the last of the gods exiting the council chamber.  “They all believed you when you told them that going after the mortal would stop Hades’ from drudging up the depths.  I am, of course, not fooled.”  Poseidon turned his head and looked at his brother, who was refusing to make eye contact.  “Killing the man won’t stop her, it will only make her angry; and by judging her previous behavior, angry is not a safe look on Hades.  You can tell the others that by killing that farmer, Hades will be forced to see the harm of her actions, but I don’t believe that, not for a second.  You want him dead because he embarrassed you.” 
        “Hades seems to have no regard for her own life,” Zeus interrupted, his voice cold and calm.  “Athena almost sliced her arm clean off, and she still has no intentions of yielding to the council; put the human in danger though, and I am sure she will rethink her little temper tantrums on earth.” 
        “Say what you will, brother, but we both know that is not the truth,” Poseidon said, unfolding his arm and seizing his trident from its resting place against his stone throne.  “Tell the council what you will, after all, you are king.  Kill the man and get your revenge on Hades for choosing a peasant over you.  I would just be careful.  If the council knew this was about your own pride and not the good of our realms, they might not be as understanding as I am.”  Poseidon pounded his brother affectionately on the back as he began his way across the room towards the doors, his trident pounding on the ground in time with his long strides.  Just as he reached the door, though, he turned his head back over his shoulder and looked Zeus square in the eyes.  “I hope you find this mortal easily, and that in his destruction, Hades sees the error of her ways, taking both her misery and her pets back down to the Underworld not to be seen again.  That she fears the hand of Zeus and learns to heed the words of the council, for if she doesn’t, and you make her angry… who knows where she will let loose that three-headed dog.  It is a good thing she doesn’t have a weapon; otherwise, this plan would not work.  Even now it might yet fail.” 
        “I am the god almighty,” Zeus called after his brother, as the doors swung closed behind him.  “And when I am done with her and that mortal, she will never forget it!” 
   
        Hades rolled over and pushed her cheek against Alkaios’ arm.  Still half asleep she ran her hand over his chest, resting it above his heart.  Good, it was still beating.  He had survived the night.  No one had come to kill him.  Hades let out a deep breath and kissed his arm, his skin warm beneath her lips. 
        Blinking the sleep from her eyes, she looked up at his face.  He was so handsome, she thought to herself as she brushed a little dirt off of his shoulder.  It was almost comical.  When she first came here, all she could see were his imperfections, but now she barely noticed his scars and calluses.   
        She loved the way he looked in these moments.  He was unaware, in his sleep, of the danger that bore down on his head.  He was peaceful and without worry.  In this moment, Hades could pretend that just the night before she hadn’t tried to leave him.  In this moment of peace, she could almost imagine that they didn’t have to decide between love and death.  In the silence of the brand-new morning, Hades let the sunlight creep in on them as if they were just two normal people about to start their day together. 
        Suddenly, Alkaios’ heart quickened drastically beneath her hand, slamming against the walls of his lungs.  His eyes snapped open, and beneath her hand, Hades felt his skin go cold.  She recognized his reaction immediately.  
        “Gods,” Hades spat out, seizing Alkaios’ shoulders and with one swift pull of her body, heaved the both of them off the bed.  Their bodies fell through the air, and just as they crashed to the ground, something slammed into the exact spot Alkaios had occupied seconds before. 
        Hades lifted her head and peered onto the bed.  A single wooden arrow embedded with thin, pure gold veins stuck out of the mattress.  Hades seized it and pulled it loose.  It was simple, its end shaved to a point. 
        “Stay here,” Hades ordered Alkaios, throwing the arrow to the ground.  Pushing herself to her feet, she crept towards the front door which the arrow had shot clean through.  Hades knew of only one bow that could harbor that kind of power.  Artemis, the goddess of the hunt, was here, and Alkaios was no doubt her prey. 
        Hades reached the front door and peeked out of the arrow’s hole.  Nothing.  She listened for a moment.  Still nothing, so she gently gave the door a push open. 
        Whack! A sword came flying at her face with incredible speed.  Instinctively, Hades ducked and threw all of her weight forward, colliding with the waist of the sword’s bearer.  The heavy body lifted clean off of the ground and flew through the air a good thirty feet before crashing to the dirt.  Ares was here too.   
        Hades stepped out of the front door, and something shot towards her head like lightning.  Without even looking, Hades raised her hand and caught Artemis’ second arrow mid-air and turned to face the goddess.   With shaking hands, Artemis pulled back her bow, aiming for Hades’ heart, but she hesitated.  A torrid of unspoken history rushed between them.  Hades had been there the day the misery in Artemis’s eyes was born.  She was there the day the heavens added Orion to their stars.  Hades and Orion were the reasons the Titan demi-god rebellion was quelled.  It was their blood and sweat that served the gods, and Hades knew that when Artemis looked at her, she was reminded of a love that would exist in her heart for eternity, but was doomed to die in life.  Hades was that bittersweet reminder, and Hades knew that Artemis loved her for it.  But as fate would have it, Hades survived and was given eternity on Olympus; but Orion did not, and he was given an eternity in the stars. 
        Artemis lowered her bow a fraction with shaking breath.  Artemis was haunted by loss, unable to inflict that kind of misery on another, but as she lifted her bow once more, Hades knew she wouldn’t loose the arrow.  There was too much history between them for Zeus’ orders to overcome easily.  
        Thud! The back of Hades’ head exploded.  She flew forward slamming the palms of her hands into the dirt so hard a jolt shot through her shoulders and neck.  Her eyesight went fuzzy, and she was certain she was going to be sick.  The searing blow to the back of her head felt all too familiar… Athena’s shield. 
       Hades crawled through the dirt, pulling herself along the ground like a snake.  Her vision moved in and out, and the pain in her head threatened to split her skull.  The tickle of fresh blood ran down the back of her head onto her neck. 
        “Hades!” she heard Alkaios’ voice in her ringing ears.  Hades forced herself to concentrate and rolled over, just missing the pointed end of Athena’s spear. 
        “Hades!” Alkaios yelled again, aiming his sword at Ares.  “Get up!” But his voice was lost in the clang and the sparks of Ares’ sword cutting through Alkaios’ like a boat through water.   
        Alkaios stumbled backward, holding nothing but a hilt in his hands as Ares rose his sword again, his muscles curled, preparing for a blow that no human could survive.  At the same time, Athena raised her spear over Hades.  How poetic this scene seemed to her as drops of blood fell from the god of death’s head to the dirt like pomegranate seeds.  They were going to try to kill the lovers together. 
        Hades watched Athena curl her arms back, raising her spear high.  First mistake; the blade would take too long to fall, and in a flash of black smoke Hades was gone.  A spilt second later, she was standing in front of Alkaios as Ares’ arm came crashing down.  Hades threw up her arms and caught Ares’ mid-air; an unmovable object meeting an unstoppable force, and the ground lurched beneath them.  Hades, gritting her teeth, pushed against Ares’ arm, shoving his sword away.  Black smoke began to dance around her, and Ares stumbled, struggling against her, for his weapon was strong but his flesh was weak. 
        Suddenly a searing pain ripped her flesh, and Hades’ leg crumbled beneath her, a gasp of shock and pain escaping her lips.  She lost control, dropping Ares’ arm, and stumbled to her knees.  Looking behind her, she saw one of Artemis’ arrows sticking out of her calf.  Shaking in pain, Hades reached down and yanked it out of her flesh.  Her blood ran freely, and uncontrollable tears sprang out of her eyes.  She could feel the poison flowing through her veins already.   
         Hades looked up at Artemis in shock. The goddess was shaking, her lip purple from where she was biting it.  Her arms dropped limply to her sides as she looked at Hades, her strength had suddenly vanished. 
        Hades felt a wave of betrayal crash through her.  Would Zeus not stop until he had ripped everything she had once loved from her? 
        Ares scoffed at her and strode back over to Alkaios.  Seizing him violently, Ares shoved him to the ground and yanked his head backward.  
        “No!” Hades screamed, lunging forward, ignoring the sharp pain in her calf, but before she could reach Alkaios, Athena stepped into her path.  With one massive strike, Athena slammed her shield into Hades’ face.  Hades heard her own nose snap as she felt her body flying through the air.  For a moment she was perfectly weightless, and then gravity slammed her back to the ground.  Hades crashed into the horse’s barn and broke right through the wooden walls, landing harshly on the hay-covered ground. 
         Blood streamed down her face, and her vision distorted again.  Hades felt herself begin to pass out, and through blurred eyes she watched as Ares, brandishing his sword, pushed it up against Alkaios’ throat, preparing to bleed him like a sacrifice. 
        “Alkaios,” she whispered, trying to raise her arm, but something in the atmosphere shifted, blocking him from her sight.  Athena had crossed the ground to the barn and now stood above her to ensure that never again would Hades see the man she loved.  Hades, through blurred vision, watched Athena lift the spear for the kill, and Hades knew, even with her sluggish brain, that this was the end.   In one last flimsy attempt to fight back, she shifted her eyes around the barn for anything she could defend herself with.  Leaning against the wooden wall was a bronzed pitchfork, almost as tall as she was, so old that it was covered in rust and grooves.  One of the two prongs was broken, leaving one side shorter and much sharper than the other. 
       With Athena’s spear bearing down on her, Hades feebly grasped the pitchfork and pulled it over her body, knowing full well the old farm tool would crumble like straw, but the two metals clanged together sparks flying through the air, sending a bone-shattering jolt up both Hades’ and Athena’s arms.  The pitchfork hadn’t broken like it should have.  
         Hades’ eyes jerked wide open in realization.  So did Athena’s.  Hades felt life pulsing through her body, and a surge of power trembled at her fingers.  In amazement, she pulled herself into a sitting position and looked down at the pitchfork in her hand.  It didn’t look like anything more than garbage not worth the trouble to keep, but Hades knew this wasn’t garbage.  The way it instantly became one with her.  The way her life and power flowed in and through it.  She had never felt anything like it.  Suddenly she felt invincible.  
       In one swift move, Hades bolted to her feet and swung the pitchfork at Athena.  It hit her spear with such a harsh jolt the goddess flew backward as if she was merely a blade of grass.  Hades didn’t even wait for Athena to hit the ground before shoving the pitchfork in the air, aiming it at Ares.  Black smoke shot out of it and slammed into him like a tone of bricks.  The god stumbled backward, letting go of a choking Alkaios, and as he did, his blade slid over Alkaios’ neck, sending a single trickle of blood down his throat. 
        Hades planted her feet firmly and slammed the base of the pitchfork into the ground.  It hit the dirt with such an incredible force the very earth sent a shudder forth so powerful, towns for miles would feel the tremors.   
        “Leave him now,” Hades commanded, sternly raising herself to her full height.  Bleeding from her nose, head, and leg, with black smoke oozing from her skin and the wind tossing her black hair and dress, Hades suddenly looked like a real god.  Her eyes burned like fire.  She was no longer just a woman, but death itself embodied.  Ares, Athena, and Artemis all felt instant fear and panic rush through their veins.  The great god seemed to have found her weapon. 
        “Leave!” Hades bellowed, shaking the earth, as only Zeus and Poseidon had ever been able to.  Unwilling to experience the bloodbath that would follow if he didn’t listen, Ares took off running and softly jumped up into the air as if he were falling up.  Athena, with a flash of anger in her eyes, spun in a circle, whipping up dust before she disappeared. 
        Hades turned her head to Artemis who held her bow limply by her side.  With fear in her eyes, the goddess slightly bowed her head out of respect, and true to the hunter within slowly began to take on the appearance of her surroundings, blending in until she was gone. 
        “Where did you get this?” Hades demanded, turning on Alkaios.   
        “Where did you get it?” she yelled again when he didn’t answer.  
        “It was my father’s,” Alkaios answered, knees digging into the dirt. 
        “And where did he get it?” Hades demanded, harshly limping over to him, the pitchfork stomping the ground with her every hobble. 
        “I don’t know,” Alkaios said, looking up at her as her dark figure loomed over him, and for the first time, he felt afraid of her.  “He always said he found it here in the dirt.” 
        Hades saw the look of fear on Alkaios’ face, and her stomach lurched.  Using the pitchfork for support, she sunk in a painful descent to her knees, her eyes taking back their softness.  She lifted her fingers and gently brushed the small trickle of blood from his skin as she rubbed her thumb back and forth over his bare collarbone. 
        “This is a god-inflicted wound.  I cannot heal it for you,” she apologized. 
        “It’s alright,” he said, placing his hand over hers. 
        “So… he found it here?  In the dirt?” she asked. 
         “He used to tell this story,” Alkaios answered.  “He used to say, the first time he ever plowed this field, he came upon this pitchfork buried in the dirt.  He always told me it was a sign that the gods had blessed his life here; that it was a weapon of the gods lost to earth in the Great War.  I believed him until it broke,” he said, nodding at the pitchfork’s broken prong.  “Something that had belonged to the gods would not have rusted and snapped in the hands of a farmer, but I kept it because it reminded me of him.” 
        “Yes, it would,” Hades said, lifting her eyes to his.  “This was a weapon of the gods once,” she continued, grimacing as she tried to settle herself on the ground without sitting on her bleeding calf.  “You see when a weapon is made for a god it calls to him.  Hephaestus, our blacksmith, listens for the calling; and when he hears it, he then makes a very specific weapon for a specific god, using a specific element that is known only to the gods.  Once that weapon is made, it is meant to be used by one god and only that god.  It becomes one with him, a perfect channel for the god’s power; but in the hands of anyone else, it is useless.  Zeus’ thunderbolt, Poseidon’s trident, Athena’s spear… they are nothing but fancy toys to the other gods; and to mortals, they are not special at all.  Even Zeus’ thunderbolt would rust and crumble if used by a mortal for too many years.” 
        “You mean my father was right?” Alkaios asked, looking at the old pitchfork in awe.  Hades nodded her head yes. 
        “But…” Alkaios said, looking back at Hades.  “You said weapons only work for one god.  How is it that you were able to wield this?” 
        “Most weapons are meant for only one god, and if that god dies it turns to ash; but there have been a few gods that passed their weapons on,” Hades answered.  “In the great war, many of the Titans left their weapons to their demi-god children when they died.  I came in contact with a few when I was still human.  I suppose you can leave your weapon to another god and not your offspring… that is if it is meant to be.  When I asked Hephaestus to make me a weapon, he said he couldn’t; told me that nothing called to me which meant that either mine already existed somewhere, or I had no weapon at all.”  Hades looked over at the old pitchfork and softly rubbed her thumb over the ancient metal.  “This has been here the whole time waiting for me.  I was meant to find the both of you.”  
        Alkaios reached his hand around the back of her neck, tangling his fingers in her dark hair, but Hades’ smile faded into a grimace freezing, her eyes and lips shut in pain.  Alkaios jerked his hand away and stared down at her blood that had smeared onto his fingers.  He gently grabbed her chin and twisted her head to the side.  The back of her hair was matted and slick with blood.  He dropped her chin, and she turned her face back towards him.  Blood was running from her bruised nose and the dirt by her leg was stained red, and she looked sick; the dark circles under her eyes proof that her body was rejecting the poison running through her veins. 
        “I wish you could heal yourself,” he said standing to his feet.  Leaning over, he scooped her up in his arms as if she weighed nothing and carried her into the house, setting her on the bed.  Hades rolled over onto her stomach and shut her eyes against the crude bedding while Alkaios disappeared back out the door. 
        When he came back, he carried clean water, needle and twine, and what looked like strips of an old blanket.  Setting them down on the floor, he began to clean the arrow wound on her calf, careful not to put too much pressure on it. 
        “My face feels horrible,” Hades complained, gently pressing her fingers against the dried blood tracing her way over her skin and up her bruising nose.  “I probably look horrible too.” 
        “Never,” Alkaios said, shoving the needle through her leg. 
        “You are blind then,” Hades laughed through gritted teeth as she clutched the blanket in her fist, feeling the twine being pulled through her leg.  She could hear Alkaios gag a little behind her as he continued to sew her flesh, trying to ignore the flinches her body made every time the needle pierced her skin. 
        “At least this one isn’t as deep as the one on your arm,” Alkaios said, knotting the clean bandage around her wound.  Hades rolled onto her back, and Alkaios scooped her up and sat her in a chair.  Gently, he washed the blood off of her face, and when her skin was clean, he tilted her head back over the chair.  The oozing blood had thickened, knotting her dark hair into an impenetrable nest. 
        Alkaios poured water over her hair, rinsing the blood out.  The water ran cool over her head, falling into the bowl on the floor like the juice from a broken pomegranate.  He scooped up another cup of clean water and poured it over her hair and then another until it ran clear.  Setting the cup back on the table, he gently worked his fingers through her knots, combing her wet stringy strands.  When he was done, he twisted her hair in his strong hands until no more water could be wrung out. 
        “You should go back to the Underworld,” Alkaios said, rubbing his thumbs over her forehead and into her damp hair, pushing the wayward strands back.  “You need to rest.” 
         Hades nodded her head and slipped her arms around his neck as he scooped her up.  He carried her to the bed and hovered over it as she took hold of her pitchfork, and then the two of them vanished in black smoke. 
        “What happened!” Keres demanded the minute Hades and Alkaios materialized in the Underworld.  “What was that?” 
        Charon’s boat pulled through the fog and hit the riverbank, staring down the living intruders on the shore.  Alkaios lowered Hades to her own two feet, keeping a supportive arm around her waist. 
        “I have never felt such a surge down here,” Keres continued.  “What was it?  And what happened to your face?” 
        “Is that it?” Charon butted in, staring at the pitchfork in Hades’ hand.  Hades nodded her head and moved it forward so he could have a better look. 
        “Is that what?” asked a confused Keres. 
        “May I?” Charon asked, reaching out his hand.  Hades stretched the pitchfork out, and he took it from her.  He rubbed his fingers over the old metal and then with skilled experience, swung it through the air, jabbing at an unseen target.   
        “Is that what?” Keres repeated. 
        “Hades has found her weapon,” Charon said looking up, his face beaming with fatherly pride.  
        “What?” Keres asked, looking at the pitchfork unimpressed.  “Is he serious?” 
        “Yes,” Hades answered. 
        “So that is what caused the power surge here,” Keres mused, her eyes widening with comprehension.  “It was the most incredible thing I have ever felt.” 
        Charon ran his fingers over the tips of the two prongs and then looked up. 
        “Where did you find it?” he asked. 
        “In my horse’s shed,” Alkaios answered. 
        “You had it all along?” Keres asked in amazement.  “Of course you would.” 
        “This was obviously meant to be passed on to me,” Hades said, tightening her grip on Alkaios as she limped closer to Charon.  “I know this is not a weapon of Olympus.  You knew all the Titans.  To which of them did this belong?” 
        Charon looked down at the pitchfork and rubbed his fingers over the old metal.  He gripped it firmly in his hand, turning it over. 
        “This is no Titan weapon,” he answered finally.  “This… metal is much older.”  
        “But in order for it to bond with me, it had to have been made by a god for a god,” Hades said. 
        “Oh, it did belong to a god once, which makes it odd that it did bond with you.  Gods have only ever passed on their weapons to their children,” Charon said, looking a little confused and maybe even uneasy.  “But I am telling you without a doubt that this is no Titan craftsmanship.  This is something older… much older.” 
        “How can it be older?” Hades asked, looking up into Charon’s eyes.  “The Titans were the first gods.” 
         “That we know of,” was all Charon said. 



 
XXVIII 
   
  Hades blinked her eyes open.  Sunlight kissed her cheek through the open door, and she rolled, over pushing her face full into the light.  Gazing out into the early morning, she watched Alkaios moving in and out of her line of sight.  He had spent days with her in the Underworld, insisting he stay by her side, but when he became too hard to wake and the dark circles under his eyes started to spread, she forced him back to earth.  Not entirely convinced he was safe alone, though, she had come with him.  
        Pulling her legs off the edge of the bed, Hades pushed herself to her feet and limped outside.  Spotting Alkaios by the horse’s shed, Hades reached down and scratched her favorite goat on the head as she passed by.  Alkaios was starting the process of fixing the shattered wall she had destroyed when Athena flung her through it. 
        “You need help?” Hades asked, rubbing her hand along his broad back once she reached him. 
        “No,” he answered.  “I can do it.” 
        Hades reached out with her other hand and grabbed a gentle hold of his chin, pulling his gaze towards her.   
        “Good,” she said, studying the faint dark circles under his eyes.  “They’re not as dark.” 
        “I’m fine,” he said with a reassuring tone. 
        “Being in the Underworld too long is not something to be taken…” she started to say. 
        “I’m fine,” he insisted, cutting her off as he placed a small kiss on her still slightly swollen nose.  “The bruising is almost gone.  Seems as if the pitchfork is helping.  You’re healing faster now than you were before.” 
        “I wouldn’t be surprised,” Hades said, brushing her fingertips over the scab on his collarbone from Ares’ sword.  “I think you and I should split our time between here and the Underworld.  I am afraid that if I leave you alone, they will try something again.” 
        “You think so?” Alkaios asked, returning to his task at hand.  “Even though you have the pitchfork?” 
         “I am not the only god with a weapon,” Hades replied, leaning herself against the wall of the shed that still stood erect, taking the weight off of her aching leg.  “There is only one of me and many of them.” 
        Alkaios nodded considering her words and turned back to the barely standing wall.  Hades watched little beads of sweat begin to form on his forehead, and his hands grow dirty.  He made her smile, slaving under the sun.  All he had to do was ask, and she could fix his shed with a single sweep of her hand, just as she had built Charon’s boathouse.  Most men would have asked her for a throne and riches, and Alkaios insisted on rebuilding the shed she shattered with his own hands.  All he had to do was ask, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do for him.  She would turn the heavens over if he only asked, and yet he didn’t.  He treated her better than anyone ever had, and yet he treated her like a normal person.  He would suffer on his own because she was hurt, and he would take care of her even though he knew she didn’t need him to.  He would make a better king than most, Hades thought to herself.  Limitless power at his fingertips, yet unwilling to use it just because he could. 
        “Do me a favor,” she interrupted her thoughts, extending her palm to him, revealing perfectly red seeds.  “Always carry a few of the pomegranate seeds with you.  If for some reason they come after you when I’m not here, you may not have time to find the fruit.” 
        “Ok,” he answered simply, taking them from her, leaving a little streak of dirt on her palm. 
        “I need you to take one now,” Hades said. “I have someone I need to talk to.” 
        Alkaios nodded, turning his head back to the unfinished wall.  His horse stood inside, watching him through the giant hole. 
        Hades reached out, pressing her fingers against the wood.  Instantly, like a living tree, the wall began to grow fiber by splinter, until the gaping hole had closed itself in a single, solid stretch of wood.  Hades patted the smooth grain and then took Alkaios’ face in her hands, kissing his lips softly before backing away from him. 
        She lifted out her hand, and with a rush of air, her pitchfork appeared in her hand.  And then they were gone, leaving behind only wisps of darkness. 
   
   
        Hades materialized in tentacles of smoke in the middle of an undiscovered field.  No humanity, just miles of silence. 
        Slamming her pitchfork into the ground, she sent black smoke shooting from its prongs with a violent jolt.  The earth beneath her feet shook as the dark bolts split the heavens and disappeared into the white rolling clouds, and then Hades waited. 
        Crack! The ground behind her practically split, and a cloud of dust mushroomed into the air, ruffling her hair. 
        “So it is true,” Zeus’ voice came from behind her.  “Hades has found her weapon.  It’s a sad looking old thing isn’t it?” he said, circling her like a lion stalking its prey.   
        “What do you want?” Zeus asked, planting himself in front of her, subtly gripping his thunderbolt tighter and tighter, turning his knuckles white with power. 
         “I want you to stop,” Hades said, gripping her pitchfork equally tight, feeling the life pulsing from flesh to metal.   
        “Stop what?” 
        “Do not pretend you don’t know,” Hades said.  “Leave Alkaios out of this.” 
        “You find an old weapon and suddenly you think you can threaten me?” Zeus asked.   
        “I’m not threatening you,” Hades replied.  “I have come to make a deal with you.  Leave him out of this, and in turn, I will keep my demons on our side of the River.” 
        “A penniless human has stolen the woman I love,” Zeus said, stepping intimidatingly forward, his massive bulk hovering over her.  “And he has publicly denounced me in favor of you.  How much longer do you think it will take for the rest of the weak human race to follow suit.  You are the devil, woman, and I made it clear before that no man embarrasses me.  Humans need to pray to Olympus, not to Tartarus; Alkaios will be the example they need to remind them of that.” 
        “Touch one hair on his head, and I will really unleash the devil in me,” Hades threatened, stepping closer to Zeus, her flashing eyes boring into his. 
         “I am not one you will want to go toe to toe with, my love,” Zeus growled.  “The Underworld will be left godless just as quickly as it gained one.” 
        “I may not be as old as you,” Hades said calmly, “but my dog dates from before you were born.  He killed a Titan… I am sure he would love the chance to kill an Olympian.” 
        “I will kill you before you get the chance to start a war among the gods,” Zeus said.  “Earth was nearly destroyed in the Great War, and I will not let that happen again.” 
        “I didn’t say anything about a war among the gods,” Hades countered, a dark flash clouding her eyes as she twisted on the balls of her feet. 
        “Watch what you threaten, Hades,” Zeus burst, seizing her bandaged arm and yanking her around.  Hades grimaced, biting her lip.  
        “Leave Alkaios alone,” Hades demanded, her voice shaking from the searing pain in her arm.  “Or I will release such hell on earth that not even you would be able to stop it,” and with that she shoved the rod of her pitchfork against him, loosening his grip on her arm.   
        Zeus stumbled backward, and Hades seized the opportunity to get out of his reach.  But before she could even gain any distance, Zeus shoved his thunderbolt into the air.  Lightning instantly dove from the sky, making contact with the weapon which Zeus then swung at Hades.  Before she could even register what was happening, lightning shot from the thunderbolt, hitting her square in the chest.  She was instantly knocked off of her feet, her body hitting the ground so hard she left an imprint in the dirt.   
        Hades clawed at her chest as if she was trying to tear her flesh open in an insane attempt to get oxygen into her lungs.  Gasping for air, she felt her lungs collapsing, as she watched Zeus cover the space between them with a speed she didn’t think possible.  Paralyzed by the pain, Hades gripped her pitchfork with what little movement she had and vanished in black smoke just as Zeus’ thunderbolt struck where her heart would have been. 
   
        Hades’ knees struck the old stone with a crack as she heaved for air.  Coughing loudly, she crouched on her hands and knees in the old throne room, sucking in mouthfuls of breath.  The air rushing in was excruciating like it was trying to break her constricted ribs.    
        A wet nose rubbed against her ear.  Sucking in a deep breath, Hades lifted her head and found Kerberos sniffing her ear tentatively.   
        “Hello, my darling,” she whispered through coughs as Kerberos backed away watching her choke.  He started pacing back and forth uncomfortably, his ears pinned down trying to block out the sound, all three of his grotesque faces staring sideways at her wheezing chest.  He could not bring himself to look at her like this, but for fear, he could not look away. When Hades’ wheezing finally slowed, he pushed his body against her, forcing her off her hands and knees.  
        “Are you alright?” Keres’ voice came from behind her.   
        “I’m fine,” Hades wheezed, clinging to Kerberos weakly just to stay upright.  Keres eyed her like a mother who can always tell when her children are lying.   
        “Hmmm,” Keres grunted. 
        “I said I’m fine, Keres,” Hades repeated, leaning her head against her dog’s warm hide. 
        “Fine,” Keres raised her eyebrows.  “You need to take Alkaios home.  I think you sent him back here too soon.” 
         Hades shut her eyes and took a deep breath, pressing against the dog.  She groped for his spikes and hauled herself to her feet.  Stumbling across the cool stone, she clung to her pitchfork like a cane as Kerberos padded behind her watching her wobbling steps.  It took her twice as long as usual, but when she finally reached the River her heart tightened in her chest.  Alkaios was on the dock of Charon’s boathouse.  He looked listless sitting there with Charon, his feet hanging off the dock over the water, but his tired eyes widened slightly when he saw her.  A faint smile turned up the corners of his mouth. 
        Hades pushed her hand forward into the air.  A ramp grew from the boathouse to the bank, and she was up it in an instant despite the sharp pain in her lungs.  Falling to her knees, she folded her arms around Alkaios, pressing her body up against his, and the two of them disappeared.  



 
XXIX 
   
        Hades sat in the doorway like a stone sentry, gripping her pitchfork, absentmindedly watching the darkness give way to the light.  Slowly the corners of the earth began to peek out of their slumber and the stillness began to stir with the lazy calls of the early rising birds.   
        Hades twisted the pitchfork under her thumb, feeling the worn ruts and groves, the rhythmic heartbeat the metal carried.  She looked back inside his house and craned her neck so she could catch a glimpse of him.  Alkaios was still asleep, dark circles stubbornly clinging under his eyes.     
        “Keep an eye on him,” Hades said, suddenly into the emptiness.  She peeled her eyes from Alkaios and turned back to the morning shadows.  Keres and Kerberos stood on the grass before the door, occupying space that had been empty moments before.  “Only take him if you have to,” she finished, using Kerberos to pull herself to her feet.  Patting his warm hide, Hades turned to leave, but Keres caught her arm pulling her to a stop. 
        “We can feel it you know,” Keres said, her voice pleading as she pulled her god and friend around to face her.  “You can lie all you like, but we know the truth.  Every time they hurt you we feel it.  Your pain is ours, and I wonder how much more your body can take?” 
        Hades stood, feeling the early morning sun start to trace her face.  She stared deep into Keres eyes, unable to say anything.  What could she say?  After all, Keres was right wasn’t she? 
        Hades sighed and took Keres’ chin in her hand.  She tilted the girl’s head down and kissed her forehead, and when Keres looked up, god and pitchfork were gone. 
   
        Hades stood, pitchfork full of electricity watching the city burn.  Buildings burst into flames as the fires cracked and popped in the early air.  The furies rushed through the city, screaming setting fire to whatever pleased them as Chimera calmly watched on the outskirts of the city, flicking his snake tail back and forth.  They weren’t to kill just yet but put the fear of hell in those just waking.  Hades wanted to see if their fear was enough.   
        At first, the only sound in the air was the crackle of burning wood and the roar of monsters, but the screams came.  A few, and then many, as the city woke up, and then to Hades’ good fortune the prayer started.  She hadn’t even shown herself yet, and the good people of this city were already begging for help.  Hades took a deep breath, savoring the pulsing pitchfork in her hand.  With each new voice that asked her to come, the pitchfork surged anew, becoming a whole new life in her hands.  
        Ripping the bandage from her arm, revealing a still ugly scar, Hades pulled herself up to her full height with frightening power; and the beautiful grim reaper in black descended on the crying city. 
        Suddenly, a cold tingle sent goosebumps running over her flesh, and with a surge of electricity, the air itself singed as an arrow narrowly missed Hades’ head.  Hades smirked to herself, and with a lightning-swift move, turned on her heels and swung her pitchfork.  With a deafening ring and flying sparks, the pitchfork clashed against Athena’s suddenly materialized spear, jarring the very bones in Athena’s arm.  Grimacing, Athena backed up, but she was too slow.  Almost instantly, Hades had her hand around the god’s neck and with incredible power threw Athena backward into the air.  The goddess of warfare hit the ground like a comet hits earth, burrowing her body into the dirt. 
        Another arrow whizzed by Hades’ ear, but she seized it in her fist before it could fly past.  Turning on the balls of her feet, Hades flung it through the air back to where it came from.  Artemis lowered her bow and dove for the ground, barely making it out of the arrow’s way. 
        Without losing any momentum, Hades swung her pitchfork around and thrust it forward, where in mid-air, its metal U collided with Ares’ throat, sending him sprawling to the ground.  Hades lunged forward and pinned his neck under her pitchfork, its prongs burrowing into the dirt.  Ares seized the pitchfork with both hands trying to push it from around his neck, but Hades gave another shove, sinking it further into the dirt, choking Ares like a hanging noose.  Out of the top of her eyes, she saw Chimera turn around and start running towards her.  Hades put out her hand; and the lion stopped, sinking back to a seat, not once blinking, not once looking away from her. 
        “I could snap your neck with one twist of my wrist if I wanted to,” Hades grunted under her breath, turning back to Ares.  Out of the corner of her eye, Hades saw Athena getting up off the ground. 
        “Athena, don’t,” Hades commanded, flashing her a warning glare.  Athena bent over and picked up her spear but made no other motion.   “Why would you be so foolish to come up against me again?” Hades continued.  “I could kill all three of you easily.” 
          No sooner had she finished speaking, the hair on the back of her neck stood up and a cold shiver tickled at her spine. 
        “It’s because the greats were already busy,” Hades said, pulling her pitchfork out of the ground with understanding, revealing a red welt on Ares' neck.  “Hello, Poseidon… I’m guessing since you are here you didn’t find him.” 
        “Oh, I found him,” Poseidon said, watching Hades turn around to face him.  “But that dog of yours has a lot of teeth.” 
        Hades said nothing as she walked towards him.  As she did, she raised her hand above her head.  The city fell quiet as the fires suddenly slowed, fanning themselves out.  The furies stilled themselves, cocking their heads unnaturally, waiting for Hades to let them kill or banish them back to hell.  
        “You three should leave us,” Poseidon said to Ares, Athena, and Artemis, “before that pitchfork ends up around someone else’s neck.”  The three of them looked between the god with the pitchfork and the god with the trident and left for Olympus without a word. 
        “So Zeus has you trying to kill Alkaios now?” Hades asked, leaning on her pitchfork. 
        “He is my king and my brother,” Poseidon answered.  “You send him to the Underworld for safe keeping when you are gone.  Smart, as none of us can get in, and then you get that three-headed dog to watch him here on earth as those are three sets of teeth even I don’t enjoy going up against.  And look at you besting three of our most violent gods.  Zeus is going to love the souvenir you left on Ares’ neck with that… farming tool.” 
        “What do you want, Poseidon?” Hades asked, suddenly feeling weary and not at all in the mood for another fight.  “You here to kill me instead because you can’t get to Alkaios?” 
        “With the ease that you pinned Ares, a fight between us would be long and tiresome.” Poseidon moved closer to Hades, a new sort of intrigue in his eyes that she had never seen before.  “If I had known you were going to turn out like this, I might have let my brother marry you.” 
        “It’s probably best you didn’t though,” Hades said. 
       “Maybe,” Poseidon said, reaching out to touch the tip of the broken prong on Hades’ pitchfork.  “My, my, that thing is old.” 
        “Well, if you aren’t here to kill me, then please excuse me,” Hades said.  “There is a city I need to… liberate.” 
        “If you continue this rampage on earth, it will not end well for you, you know,” Poseidon cautioned. 
        “What’s the thing you love most in this world, Poseidon?” Hades asked.  “Your sister?  Imagine someone was trying to take her away from you.  What would you do?  Would you give up fighting?” 
        “Never,” Poseidon said.  “I would kill Zeus if I had to.” 
        “Exactly,” Hades said, stepping forward again.  “I am never going to stop… until Zeus stops trying to kill Alkaios.” 
        “Well, we both know he is too proud to do that.” 
        “I’m counting on it,” Hades said.  “I have only begun to unleash the hell that I have.  This is mere child’s play compared to what I could really do, and we all know fear is powerful.  Eventually, this green earth would be so overrun with ash, that mankind would forget to pray to Zeus and the gods of pleasurable things, and they would turn their faces to me… the only one that can truly stop what I have set in motion.  With that kind of prayer and devotion, I would be the greatest.  It would set me up to be the new king of the Olympians, and Zeus would have no power to stop it.  But you and I both know that Zeus is too proud to let that happen.  He will call off this manhunt for Alkaios before it gets to that point.” 
        “You are a frightening woman,” Poseidon mused, rather impressed. 
        “He tore my heart out and left it alone on the cold floor to bleed when he chose Hera over me,” Hades said, her eyes flashing.  “I will not let him do it again… so tell him to remove his claim from Alkaios’ life, or I will do exactly what I am threatening to do.” 
   
        “Why didn’t you kill him?” Hera asked, her unraveled nerves starting to show. 
        “Because that spirit of violent death was there watching him,” Poseidon said, walking right past her and into his room. 
        “A spirit?” Hera asked in disbelief.  “And how exactly does one of those stop you?” 
        “With the dog that killed that Titan, that’s how,” Poseidon, said leaning his trident against the wall.  “Hello, brother.” 
        Hera turned around and saw her husband in the doorway.  Zeus entered the room as Poseidon casually sat himself down and propped his legs up on a table. 
        “Then why didn’t you kill her?” Zeus asked, crossing his arms. 
        “Because, brother, she is no longer your broken-hearted, discarded lover,” Poseidon said.  “And trying to kill her would be rather a lot like trying to kill me… too much work and not guaranteed.  She is a whole new person now.  Did you see the welt she left on Ares’ throat?  She is truly our equal now.” 
        “How can you be so calm?” Hera exclaimed.  Her cool had flown right out of the window. 
        “Because Hades has come into her own, and nothing short of a full out war can stop her; and I personally don’t care.  I got you what you wanted, sister.  Her gone, and you queen; and I think we ought to leave it at that.  This new Hades is capable of things that I am not sure I want to experience.  The woman is crazy…” 
        “Which is why she must be dealt with,” Zeus said. 
        “Crazy with love,” Poseidon spat out.  “And she is willing to go as far as she must to ensure that man’s safety from you and your pride, Zeus.  Which is why I think you need to back off.  She is so fierce… I think I might be in love with her,” he laughed. 
         “Brother!” Hera exclaimed. 
        “What?” Poseidon laughed, standing up to his full, rather long height.  “Going up against her would be like me going up against Zeus.  You all keep thinking she is that red-haired girl that used to live here; well she’s not.  It would take all of the gods to defeat her and her pets, but the casualty list would be long.  Humans and gods alike would die.  Killing her human would show our sovereignty, but are you really prepared to risk your throne over it?” 
        “My throne?” Zeus asked, confused. 
        “The more she lets over the River, the more prayer she will get,” Poseidon explained.  “How are we supposed to compete with that kind of prayer?” 
        “The god of death will never get more prayer than us,” Hera said indignantly.      
       “Don’t be foolish,” Poseidon said firmly.  “When hell is clawing at your doorstep, humans will forget to pray for love or childbirth or their crops.  All they will pray for is salvation from fangs and fire… besides, I don’t think we could kill her human if we wanted to.  She and her god killers keep a very close eye on him, and when she can’t be with him on earth, she sends him to the Underworld; and none of us can get in there without her noticing.  Zeus,” he said, placing his hands on his brother’s wide shoulders.  “I think it is time you swallowed your pride and lifted the price off of Alkaios’ head.” 
        “One of us can get in,” Zeus murmured, the wheels in his head churning to life.  
        “What?” Hera and Poseidon asked at the same time. 
         “There is one Olympian that Hades and that dog of hers let in without questioning,” Zeus said.  “There is one of us that can stop her.” 



 
XXX 
   
        Harvest time had come, and Hades was sure the dirt and filth beneath her nails would never wash out.  She straightened her back and wiped the sweat off her brow.  How Alkaios had managed this all by himself, year in and year out, was a mystery to her. 
        Hades lifted her hand and shielded the sun from her eyes.  She spotted Alkaios at the creek, and she suddenly felt a rush of thirst wash over her.  She set down her tools and started across what seemed a very long trip to the water. 
        Alkaios turned around just as she drew up behind him and handed her a cup of water.  She lifted it to her lips and drank it like there was nothing better in the world.  Suddenly, a cold trickle traced its way over her nose dripping onto her lips.  Hades looked up from her cup and laughed as a steady stream of cool water washed over her eyes, matting her hair.  She shut her eyes, taking in the coolness as Alkaios poured the jug over her.  When the rush of water slowed, Hades peered though water-droplet eyelashes and crashed her lips into his.  She carelessly dropped her cup to the dirt, wrapping her arms around him.  The warmth from his lips spread over her skin, and she let his love wash over her, pulling him in closer, unwilling to ever let him go.  
        Hades suddenly felt a shiver run up Alkaios’ spine beneath her fingers, and then one run up her own.  Snapping her hand from his body, her pitchfork came to her fist.   
        “Now, now, Hades, there is no need for that,” Poseidon’s voice came from behind them.  “I am just here to talk.” 
        Hades whirled around to see Poseidon standing there.  He lifted his trident and slammed it into the ground.  The base burrowed deep into the dirt, and Poseidon let go of it to stand on its own.  He presented his empty hands to Hades in a peace offering, but she held onto her pitchfork, stepping slightly in front of Alkaios. 
        “So this is him,” Poseidon said, observing Alkaios.  “The man you chose over my brother.” 
        “What do you want?” Hades asked still clutching her pitchfork. 
        “You know when you asked me how far I would go to protect my sister?” Poseidon asked.  Hades nodded her head yes.  “You remember what I said?” he continued. 
        “You would go as far as to kill Zeus,” Hades answered him. 
        “I did,” Poseidon said.  “I love my brother, but there is something extra special about a man’s baby sister.  She is why I am here.  This is me protecting her just like you insist on protecting him,” he said, nodding his head towards Alkaios.  “Zeus is refusing to give up his claim on Alkaios’ soul.  He doesn’t care what you threaten to do; he is not going to stop until he kills your human and destroys you, making you nothing but a shadow of a grieving woman.  He wants to use you two as a warning to the world and the heavens that this is what he does to those who defy him.  He wants to make an example out of your tragic ends.” 
        “So it really has to come to this,” Hades lamented, feeling disappointed. 
        “I’m afraid so,” Poseidon replied.  “He did not believe me when I told him you are no longer the same sweet girl you used to be.  He and my sister do not believe that you really can overrun the earth with your madness, but I do.  I think you are crazy enough to try; and when earth is more hell than Tartarus is, you just might have what it takes to become king… of everything.” 
        “Zeus’ pride won’t let it get to that point,” Hades said. 
        “You’re wrong,” Poseidon said.  “I know you loved him for a long time, but remember that I have known him from our beginning.  His pride will be his downfall.  He thinks that he can destroy you, but I’m not so sure.  The more fear you spread, the more the world forgets about pleasure and turns solely to survival.  I don’t know how long the rest of the gods will silently sit and watch as his pride destroys us.  I wouldn’t be surprised if after a while they pledge their allegiance to you.  I know for a fact Ares would rather be a part of the blood-shedding than pinned under your pitchfork again.  Zeus is a powerful, nearly undefeatable god, but his pride is clouding his judgment.  He wants revenge, but instead, he is paving the way for your rise to power.” 
        Poseidon paused and looked deep into Hades’ eyes before stepping closer to her.  Alkaios stepped forward uncomfortably crossing his arms across his broad chest as he settled next to Hades. 
        “If I am at all correct about how this is going to play out, then it won’t be long before you stand King of Olympus,” Poseidon said, acknowledging Alkaios for the first time since his arrival.  “I know how much you hate me and my sister for what we forced Zeus to do to you…” 
        “I do not hate you,” Hades said decidedly.  “If it weren’t for you, I would be stuck on Olympus still an immortal.  I would have never broken the seal or found Alkaios, and the pitchfork would still be here rotting.  I don’t hate you.  In fact, I have the both of you to thank.” 
        “Well, I’m glad you feel that way,” Poseidon said.  “But I have come to say my piece, so hear me out.  If my brother lets his pride destroy his reign, please don’t let Hera pay.  I am here to say I must be loyal to my brother but know this.  If you rise to the greatness I believe that you possess, remember this day and save my sister from harm.” 
        “I have no intentions of harming her,” Hades answered.  “I just want peace.” 
        “I don’t think that is going to happen,” Poseidon said. 
        “So be it,” Hades sighed. 
        “So be it,” Poseidon repeated, grasping his trident.  Uprooting it from the dirt, he gave Alkaios one last look and shot into the air much like his brother minus the earth-jarring split.  A moment later he landed on the fields of Olympus and walked towards the looming, stone palace the gods called home.  He saw Zeus sitting with Hera, enjoying the sun, their backs turned to him, but Zeus seemed to know he was there for he turned his head and looked over his shoulder.  Their eyes met, and after holding his brother’s gaze for a moment, Poseidon nodded his head.  Zeus nodded in return before turning his back, letting Poseidon slip inside as if he were never there. 
   
        “What am I supposed to do?” Hades asked, the alarm in her voice escalating.  She paced back and forth on the boathouse dock as Ioanna, Keres, and Alkaios stood by helpless.  “If Zeus refuses to stop coming after Alkaios, the only way I can stop him is to follow through on my threats, and that means sacrificing more lives than I am comfortable with!” she yelled.   
        “Hades, do you really have to go through with it?” Alkaios asked.  “You have the pitchfork now.” 
        “Even if I back down, Zeus will not stop until he has killed you, Alkaios,” Hades continued ranting.  “The point of all of my threats was to make him think twice about continuing his manhunt, to get his pride to kick in and make him worry about his throne.  I didn’t expect to have to go through with them.” 
        “They were bluffs?” Keres asked. 
        “Yes,” Hades sighed, whirling around aggravated.  “I don’t want his throne, and I certainly do not want that much blood on my hands.  I just want my heart safe…” she said, resting her fingers on Alkaios, “you all safe.  I was hoping that when he saw the harm I inflicted on Ares with such ease, it would shake him into the realization that I am now one of them, that I could hurt him, that I could take his throne.  But I was wrong, and Poseidon was right.  His pride has blinded him, and he fully intends on making an example out of us.  If I do nothing, he will succeed.” 
         “Then show them what life will be like under your iron hand,” came Charon’s voice from behind her.  Hades turned around looking for him in the thick fog, and she felt his boat bump against the dock.  A moment later, his figure climbed up the ladder. 
        “You have taken one creature at a time on earth and stopped their wreckage after one city’s prayer.  Zeus doesn’t take your threats seriously because he thinks you are not capable of the real devastation you speak of, but if you were to really unleash your wrath, it might make him reconsider.  If you unleash all of it, he will understand that you truly do have the power to take his from him.” 
        “You really think that will get him to stop?” Hades asked as Charon walked up to Ioanna and kissed her forehead. 
        “Yes,” Charon said, shifting to face the god of death.  “But only if it is big enough.  I mean everyone.  You have to overrun the earth like you threatened, and you can’t stop at a few prayers.  You have to let the gods watch helplessly as the darkest and most foul creatures crawl out of the belly of the earth and destroy any chance of Zeus being prayed to.  You could stop his claim on Alkaios and the rest of earth, and us for that matter, in one blow.  Besides, if you can accomplish this in one strike, the death toll wouldn’t have to be that catastrophic, and even if it was, I am sure the god of death can somehow remedy it.” 
        “And you think that will work?” Hades asked, looking at her loved ones’ faces. 
        “If his own brother fears you will destroy them, then I am sure it is only a matter of time before Zeus believes you will too,” Keres said softly.  “Maybe Charon’s right.  Maybe all you need to do is show him that your threats are not empty.” 
        “Okay,” Hades sighed, rubbing the palms of her hands over her head.  “We’ll give it a try, but what if it doesn’t work?” 
        “Then you need to decide if our lives, including your own, are worth a long and bloody battle,” Charon said somberly. 



 
XXXI 
   
        Hades opened the door to her room and slipped out looking more severe than usual.  Instead of her long dark hair falling gracefully over her shoulders, she had pulled it sleekly back and let it hang long from the metal ring in her hair.  Instead of her long and simple black flowing dresses, she wore one that came to the middle of her thighs.  Its shoulder straps were two single twisted braids, and the bodice of the dress hugged her tight and sleek like her hair.  On each wrist, she wore armor bracelets that ran their way up her forearm.  The same pieces were on her ankles extending up from her sandals. 
        Hades smoothed her hands over the skirt of the dress and then looked up at the waiting Keres for approval.  Keres, holding the pitchfork in her hand, lifted her free one to straighten the strap on Hades’ shoulder before handing over the god’s weapon.  The two of them looked at each other in the soft light, and Hades brushed her fingers over Keres’ knuckles as she took her pitchfork.   
        Together, they began the walk through the dark, crumbling hallways toward the great door.  Snapping her fingers behind her, Kerberos pulled himself up from her bedroom doorway and thundered after her, brushing one of his large heads against the back of her leg. 
        “Keres,” Hades finally said, breaking the heavy silence.  “I need you to stay here.  Kerberos is the only one who has ever killed a god, so I’ll need the fear he’ll generate.” 
        “Don’t worry,” Keres said understanding.  “I won’t let anyone in.” 
        “If anyone does get through, just say my name and I’ll be here,” Hades instructed seriously.  “Even if it’s a false alarm, I would rather be safe.” 
        “He will be safe,” Keres promised comfortingly. 
        Everyone was waiting for them on the riverbank.  Between the bats and the furies, Hydra and the four horses, Hades had never seen the River Styx so populated, their infinite bodies blotting out the land.  When Chimera saw her coming, his snake-tail loudly thumped the ground. 
        “Charon,” Hades called out.  A moment later his boat slipped from the mist and bumped the shore.  “Stay in the boathouse.  Leave the souls and their bribes until I get back.  With it so empty down here Zeus might find a way in, and if he accidentally sees you…” 
        “I know,” Charon said, with a twinkle in his eye.  “Stop worrying about us.  Go give them hell.” 
        Hades smiled at him as he gestured for her to come closer.  Hades obeyed, and with the love and pride of a father Charon took her head in his strong hands and kissed her forehead.  Hades reached up and clung to his hand, afraid to let go. 
        When she finally did, she backed away and propped her pitchfork against the chariot.  No sooner had it left her fingers, then she felt her waist being pulled by strong arms.  She was enveloped by Alkaios’ embrace in a matter of seconds, and the warmth of his skin and the beat of his heart seeped into her body.  Hades gripped him tight, lingering in his arms, letting her lips press against the pulse at his throat. 
        And then without a word she peeled herself from his grasp and stepped up onto the chariot, seizing the pitchfork, and then in tentacles of black smoke, Hades and all the Underworld were gone leaving Keres, Alkaios, Charon, and Ioanna standing alone at the River to wait. 
   
        Hades took a deep breath, the calm before the storm.  Furies and bats stretched out behind her, covering the ground like a plague of locusts.  On either side of her chariot stood Kerberos and Chimera stone still, save the lion’s mane tossing in the breeze.  And finally, Hydra stood right behind the chariot, her white-blue eyes steadily flashing their snake-like slits. 
        Hades felt the life ebb and flow through her pitchfork under her fingers.  She was a moment away from a single nod of her head, a nod that would have catastrophic repercussions.  As soon as she bent her head, her beasts would wreak havoc, and this time they wouldn’t stop at the conquering of a single city.  They would keep going, never stopping in what Hades hoped would scare the pride out of Zeus 
        So much rode on this nod.  All others, when faced with difficulties or important tasks to accomplish, had someone to turn to.  Humans and immortals alike could ask the gods for help, but not the gods.  They were on their own.  What happened was directly their success or failure… her success or failure. 
        And with that, Hades nodded her head.     
        Hydra was the first to move in the stillness.  She bent her bare legs slowly, and with powerful steps, launched herself into a run across the emptiness towards the people she had chosen to poison, her short pale cloth clinging to her body.  An unnerving screeching followed her as the furies followed her lead, their numerous feet causing the earth to rumble, their gnashing teeth bent on blood. 
        The bats were the next to follow, their sharp, ugly claws clicking together as their thin membrane wings bore them into the air.  They flew in a completely different direction, looking for peace to disturb.   
        And finally, it was just Kerberos and Chimera left standing next to Hades’ chariot.  Chimera’s purring was gruff and unsettling, but Kerberos stayed silent.  Instead, he lifted his six eyes up to Hades and bared his sharp fangs at her.  He held her gaze for a long time, and then his muscles recoiled, pulling him lower to the ground.  Launching himself into the air, his massive muscles lurching beneath his skin, leaving gaping claw marks in the ground.  With one of his heads, he turned back and snapped at Chimera who needed no further encouragement.  The lion took off after the dog at a breakneck speed. 
        Hades gripped her pitchfork tighter, and with her other hand, snapped the horses’ reigns.  One of the black horses stomped his foot on the ground, and all four of them heaved forward.  Their manes whipped in the air behind them, and Hades held on tight as they pulled her, standing tall and mighty.  It had begun. 



 
XXXII 
   
        Aphrodite ran through the palace corridors, her bare feet slapping the stone sounding almost as panicked as she felt.  Desperately, she tore throughout the halls, her normally perfect hair disheveled.  She passed a door to one of the palace’s many balconies, not sparing a moment to glance at it, but she barely made it five steps before something told her that was the door she was looking for.  Doubling back, she burst through, flinging the door open so fast it threatened to come clean off of its hinges.   
        “Zeus!” she exclaimed out of breath.  The hulking man ignored her and continued looking over the railing.  “You need to see this!” she gasped between pants for air. 
        “I know,” Zeus said, finally turning around.  He brushed her hair from her face as he passed by.  “I know what she has done,” he continued, walking swiftly back into the palace and down the hallway. 
        “What are we going to do?” Aphrodite panted out of breath as she rushed to keep up with his long strides.  “I’ve never heard so many screams or seen that much smoke.” 
        “We will go to their aid as we always do,” Zeus said matter of fact. 
        “No, we will not,” defied Ares’ voice.  Zeus and Aphrodite rounded the corner and collided with a barrier of gods.   
        “The people aren’t praying for our help,” Ares continued, stepping forward from the crowd to settle his short bulk in front of Zeus, the welt from Hades’ pitchfork still showing red on his neck.  “It is Hades down there.  She has coughed up more darkness from behind that River than we can handle without massive bloodshed.  They are praying for her to help them, but it looks like she is just going to let the world burn.” 
        “We are going to go down and deliver our people,” Zeus said hovering, threateningly over Ares.   
        “We cannot stop her!” Ares yelled. 
        “We can,” Zeus said.  “And we will!” he yelled loudly storming out.   
        Ares held his weapon tight, but stood still, his feet planted firmly on the living stone of Olympus.  The rest stood wide-eyed and open-mouthed, not exactly sure what to do next.  Should they follow Zeus or stay where they were?  No one was praying for their help.  How could they help a people who didn’t want it?   
        Finally, Poseidon hoisted up his trident and followed his brother out. 
        “This is going to take all of us,” he called over his shoulder as he disappeared around the corner.  Slowly, one by one, the rest followed him out.  
        They eventually caught up with Zeus who was standing at the edge of the mountain looking down.  All of them held their weapons in their hands, and even Aphrodite looked more like a war goddess than a beauty queen.   
        “This is the end,” Zeus said softly to Poseidon as his brother settled next to him.  “After today, no one will ever defy the name of Zeus again.” 
        “We can only hope,” Poseidon said, and with that, jumped off the side of the mountain.  The others followed him, rushing over like an avalanche after a crack of thunder, but not Zeus.  He hovered at the edge for a moment.  Hesitating, he looked back over his shoulder to the palace.  His eyes scanned the great Olympian fortress as if he was looking for something; and then his eyes fell on a faint shadow that seemed to be watching from one of the great windows.  Zeus gazed at the shadow for a moment, and then as swift as lightning jumped off the edge. 
   
        Hades’ mind had never felt so overwhelmed.  The torrent of pleas for help crashed into her brain like waves on the rocks.  She shut her eyes and pushed the voices down, drowning them into her subconscious.  Taking a deep breath, she concentrated carefully on her bats.  Pulling their sight from their eyes, she saw in her mind what they saw.  In a short amount of time, the number of cities scorched and terrorized in their wake was steadily growing at an alarming rate.  Good. 
        Hades opened her eyes.  The horses had pulled her into the middle of a town that Kerberos and Chimera had brought an ill fate to.  Those not running and screaming for their lives, stared at the god of the pitchfork and the chariot ride by.  
        Not looking to the right or left, Hades pulled the reigns taut in front of a small temple.  A statue of Zeus, carved out of stone, stood in front of the building.  The only thing they seemed to get right in the carving was his haughty look of pride Hades thought as she stepped off of the chariot and went to the statue.  Reaching up, she grasped the stone behind the neck and pulled.  Offering little resistance, it toppled over and crashed to the ground at her feet, smashing into scattered pieces.   
        Hades stepped over the debris, crushing the one of his face beneath her heel.  Turning her gaze over her shoulder she saw an old, balding man clutching his robes, huddling in the temple’s entrance.  Their eyes met, and Hades saw the fear in his.  Grinding the stone further into the ground with her foot, she held the old man’s gaze with ice-cold intimidation.  
        Suddenly, the ground lurched behind her once and then again.  Cocking her head in an evil smile at the terrified old man, she turned ever so slowly around to find both Zeus and Poseidon, each bent with one knee to the ground, recovering from the shocking jolt of their landing. 
        “Hello, Zeus,” Hades said calmly, wrapping her fingers tighter around the pitchfork.  “Come to finish this nonsense?” 
        “For good,” Zeus countered coldly as he lifted his thunderbolt for a powerful blow. 
   
        Keres moved quickly through the ruins followed closely by Alkaios.  As much as he didn’t like it, she insisted that he be no more than two feet from her at all times, so here he was rushing after her.  She had felt a shift in the atmosphere.  Something of power had moved its way into the Underworld, and it was certainly not the way Hades felt nor was the presence strong enough to be Zeus.  Rushing around the corner into the throne room she saw what the disturbance was. 
        “Hermes?” she questioned in surprise. 
        “Hello, Keres,” he replied, looking nervously around him. 
        “What are you doing here?” she demanded, noticing his discomfort. 
         “I have a message for Hades,” he answered quietly. 
        “She isn’t here.” 
        “Then can I wait for her?  I was instructed that this was important.” 
        “I don’t know,” Keres sighed exasperated.  “What is wrong with you?” 
        “What?” 
        “You look guilty.” 
        “Oh,” Hermes mumbled, forcing a smile.  “Last time I came here with a message, that three-headed thing tried to eat me.  Even though Hades lets me through her walls without a problem, I am not quite sure that thing will.” 
        “Kerberos is…” Keres paused, “busy.” 
         “Oh good,” Hermes sighed, breathing out in relief, his body relaxing a bit. 
         “Doesn’t mean I won’t try to eat you, though,” Keres said menacingly. 
         “Oh,” Hermes mumbled, looking uncomfortable again.  
   
        The sound was deafening.  The screams of the furies filled the air with terror as their claws and fangs dug into flesh and houses alike.  The black snakes of Tartarus swarmed over the streets and its citizens like floodwaters.  Hydra, her neck circled by a single snake, walked behind them, her arms outstretched as her veins bubbled, giving birth to another two. 
        The snakes dropped to the ground, writhing as they grew from tiny worms to thick menaces; Hydra squinted her eyes at a single man coming towards her, unlike the other countless, frightened people who were fleeing her.   
         Something shiny in the man’s hand glinted in the sunlight.  Another man with a sword.  When would they learn that no matter how many snakes they killed it would never be enough?  
        Hydra stretched her hands towards the man, and wave after wave of snakes slithered over the ground towards him, readying their venom.  Undeterred by the sea of black, the man picked up his speed and swung his sword in front of him.  The heads of multiple snakes rolled like grass beneath a blade.  Hydra’s white-blue eyes flashed, her hands trembling.  Her veins once again bubbled up like mountains to her skin. 
        “I remember you!” she yelled to the man running towards her.  Two new snakes fell out of her skin for everyone he beheaded.  “You are that god who tried to stop me the first time I came to earth.  Ares, is it?  Well, Ares, you couldn’t stop me last time; what makes you foolish enough to try again?” she taunted. 
        “I brought help this time,” Ares yelled, slicing the throat of a snake that had leapt from a building in an attack.  As he said that, Aphrodite, Apollo, Dionysus, and Hestia landed on the ground, weapons drawn and ready. 
        “I did too,” Hydra laughed, her snake-slit eyes scowling. 
        Ares and the others froze at the screams behind them.  Aphrodite’s face went pale as she peeked over her shoulder to find their only exit blocked by a steadily growing number of furies, their sunken eyes hungry for flesh, their awkwardly angled legs dragging themselves forward.  Aphrodite bit her lip to keep from crying when she saw the blood dripping off so many of their claws. 
        “We will cut off your head, demon,” Ares yelled over the deafening war cries of the furies behind him. 
        “We’ll see about that,” Hydra said as the first wave of furies fell upon the armor of the Olympians. 
   
         Clang! Hades' pitchfork sent sparks flying as it collided with Zeus’ thunderbolt and then Poseidon’s trident.  Zeus pulled back and sent a bolt of lightning singing through the air towards her, but Hades nimbly ran up the side of a wall of the closest building, out of the way of the bolt.  Flipping herself over she landed skillfully on the ground behind the brothers, pitchfork raised. 
        Faster than she expected, Poseidon lunged for her and grabbed her by the throat, throwing her across the street and through the wall of the opposite house.  No sooner did her body hit the ground, Hades shoved her pitchfork into the air, and black smoke shot out straight for Poseidon.  It slammed him square in the chest, forcing him back.  Poseidon doubled over, the wind knocked out of his lungs, and Hades bolted to her feet only to disappear in tentacles of black smoke.  Seconds later she reappeared in front of Zeus, slamming her hand against his throat with incredible strength, pinning him up against a wall.   
        “I’ve gotten a lot of prayer today,” she growled through gritted teeth, keeping Zeus pinned against the wall.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
        Zeus answered by bringing his knee up hard, colliding with her stomach.  Hades stumbled backward into Poseidon’s waiting arms, and the god of the sea seized her, holding her prisoner. 
        “You are outnumbered, Zeus,” Hades said, struggling against Poseidon’s grip.  “In both manpower and prayer.  If you do not put an end to this right now, if you do not give up your manhunt against Alkaios, gods are going to die!” 
        “Yes, my dear, gods will die,” Zeus said, lifting his thunderbolt.  “Starting with you…” but his words were drowned out by the growl of three heads. 
        “Zeus!” Poseidon yelled, flinging Hades aside as he stared into three pairs of angry eyes.  Kerberos sidestepped and leapt for Zeus, who just barely scrambled out of the dog’s path, before the beast settled his hulking frame in front of Hades, ugly teeth bared as he allowed the god of death to pat his side affectionately.   
        Poseidon hauled his lanky bulk further back from Hades and her monstrosity only to notice a fourth set of fangs.  Chimera stalked his way out of the shadows towards Hades like a mother protecting her young.  The lion’s feet padded the ground as he passed Zeus.  Circling around his god, he came to a stop behind her, settling into a crouch.  His muscles coiled beneath him as he watched Poseidon, ready to strike without any notice.   
        Zeus straightened himself up and looked straight into the dog’s middle set of eyes.  Kerberos lashed his tail back and forth, letting the sharp edge pound the ground, leaving gashes in the dirt as a cruel warning. 
        “Take care of them,” Zeus commanded as he bent his knees beneath him.  He shot straight into the air and out of sight with a crack of deafening thunder, and landing on the ground in his place, Athena, Artemis, and Hera drew their weapons on the dog. 
          “But leave her for me,” came Zeus’ unseen voice from the sky.  Before anyone had time to react, Zeus landed lightly on the ground in front of Hades and seizing her violently by the throat shot into the air again, god of death in tow. 



 
XXXIII 
   
        “There are too many of them!” Aphrodite yelled above the chaos.  The gods were surrounded by a plague of snakes and furies; the live ones far outnumbering the dead.  “One bite and we die!” 
        “I know!” Ares yelled back, taking the head clean off three snakes and a Fury with a single slice of his blade, only to watch as six more gruesome snakes ripped out of Hydra’s unharmed body. 
        “Earth prays to Hades, not us.  She is stealing our strength,” Aphrodite’s voice trembled, her frail, enchanting eyes on the verge of tears.  “We cannot keep on like this for much long…” 
        Aphrodite’s words were cut short by her own scream.  It sickened his stomach as Ares whirled around, panic lacing his heart, that she was the first of the gods to fall, but to his relief, Aphrodite’s scream was only in response to Apollo hurling a massive rock at her head.  Ares yanked her arm, pulling her harshly out of the way, letting the rock crash into a snake’s skull that hung midair, inches from the goddess’ soft flesh. 
        “No matter how many we kill, more overwhelm us!”  Apollo panted, reaching out for Aphrodite, steadying her back on her feet. 
        “For every one you kill two grow back,” Ares shouted to Apollo as they both shoved their blades into the stomach of a screaming Fury.  “The only way to stop it is to cut off the one head that will not grow back.”  Ares straightened himself up and wiped the streaks of blood from his face.  “Keep them busy and stay alive!” he commanded as he bolted from the group. 
   
        Artemis, Athena, and Hera ducked in and out of the almost empty streets as the massive lion chased them.  Poseidon had his hands full with that three-headed monster, but the lion had taken a liking to the woman, and now he hunted them like animals.   
        Artemis glanced over her shoulder as they ran, only to find the beast gaining on them.  Yanking an arrow from her quiver, she twisted her torso just enough to loose it, but Chimera didn’t so much as flinch.  Instead, he leapt into the air catching the arrow in his powerful jaw.  His feet hit the ground as he landed, leaving dents in the soil, and then as easily as one breaks a stick of straw, he snapped her arrow with his teeth, letting its splinters fall harmlessly to the ground. 
        Artemis’ horrified eyes stared back at her broken arrow.  She never saw the child’s hastily discarded toy in front of her and tripped over it.  If not for Hera’s swift arms shooting out to catch her, she would have landed kneecaps first in the path of the beast.  Athena shot her arm out only seconds after Hera, and together they drug Artemis around a sharp turn and into a house where she got her footing back.  Running through what was once someone’s home, the three of them came out on the other side only to hear a sound that could only be made by the feet of a lion landing on a rooftop.  The three of them turned around in terror and saw Chimera walking along the top of the house.  He licked his lips and tossed his mane as he readied himself to make a meal of three gods. 
        “We cannot win this, can we?” Artemis whispered between ragged breaths.  She looked over at Hera whose eyes were plastered on the lion.  Her head was despairingly shaking back and forth. 
        “Oh, Zeus,” Athena whispered, her muscles burning for energy she no longer had.  “Please give the mad god what she wants.” 
   
        Zeus slammed Hades down on a roof, letting her back crack the very stone beneath her.  Hades grimaced, but without missing a beat, swung her legs crashing them into Zeus.  He stumbled sideways like a drunk after a long night.  Hades seized the opportunity and jumped to her feet, swinging her pitchfork at his head, which despite his lack of footing, he blocked with his thunderbolt.  As quickly as she could, Hades threw her free elbow at Zeus’ head where it collided with his temple.  His head flew backward, and without a moment’s hesitation she pulled back her pitchfork and shoved it against his throat. 
        Zeus caught the U of the pitchfork in his massive grip before she could slam the cold metal against his warm skin and shoved backward.  Hades fell clean off her feet onto her back with a thud, realizing not a moment too soon that Zeus’ thunderbolt was making a beeline for her skull.  Rolling out of the way, she barely missed the metal, feeling her bare neck singed from the sparks the impact spewed out in anger.  Pushing herself to her feet, Hades bolted into a run and leapt off of the roof and onto the neighboring one.  Spinning around, her hair cracking like a whip in the air, Hades shoved her pitchfork towards Zeus.  Black smoke shot out of it, straight for Zeus’ heart.   
        Zeus sprung into action, pulling his weapon from the roof and shoved his thunderbolt at her.  His flash of lighting burned through the air, meeting the black smoke head on, where they both neither advance nor recede.   
        “Come on, Hades,” Zeus yelled over the crackle of light and smoke.  “You and I would be so much better together.  Just look at us!” 
        “We are not having this conversation again!” Hades yelled back.  Glancing down to the ground, Hades saw Kerberos lunge towards Poseidon and wrap his teeth around the trident.  With one powerful pull, the dog yanked the weapon from the god’s hand and flung it to the ground out of reach.  Poseidon backed up only to find he had nowhere to go.  A wall blocked his escape.  Kerberos opened all three mouths wide and let out a terrible growl, and then he moved in slowly for the kill. 
        “Stop trying to kill Alkaios,” Hades demanded, looking back up at Zeus with a sick smile on her face.  “And I will stop all of this!”  Hades’ eyes moved across the buildings as the smoke and lightning still struggled to get past each other.  She saw Chimera on one of the roofs, curling his legs under himself, ready to pounce.  She figured Artemis, Athena and Hera were below him about to suffer the same fate as Poseidon.  Shutting her eyes, she searched through her subjects until she found a fury who was attacking the group of pathetic gods surrounded by too many snakes.  Keeping her eyes shut, she saw through the fury’s eyes, but she needed a different view.  She forced the fury to turn and walk away from the struggle where she saw Ares sneaking up behind Hydra, poising his sword to cut off her head. 
        “Hydra,” Hades whispered under her breath, but that was all the god-killer needed.  In a flash, Hades watched as Hydra spun around and slammed her arms against Ares.  His sword went flying, and seizing the opening, Hydra shoved his chest, sending him crashing to the dirt.   
        Dramatically, Hydra’s white-blue eyes flashed their snake-like slits, and then she shifted her bare legs.  The largest snake Hades had ever seen slithered out from behind her and towards Ares.  The god tried to scramble to his feet, but the snake was too fast and caught his ankles.  Pulling the flailing Ares back to the ground, the massive snake wound its way around his body until he was completely incapacitated.  The snake then slid its ugly head above Ares and opened his fanged mouth wide. 
        Hades snapped her eyes back open, letting go of the Fury’s sight.  Her eyes bore into Zeus, and she shoved her pitchfork forward a little harder, sending more smoke tumbling towards him. 
        “Tell me Alkaios is safe from you, Zeus,” Hades yelled, her voice booming, shaking the very roof they stood on.  “Tell me he is safe, or they all die!” 
   
        Hermes shifted his weight uncomfortably.  Keres’ eyes were boring holes into him as she watched him.  He wasn’t sure she was breathing, and he was fairly certain her eyes never blinked. 
        “So you are Alkaios,” he finally ventured, finding it difficult to look away from Keres intense, unblinking eyes.  Alkaios simple nodded his head yes.  “The god’s love for you is strong… you know that?” 
        “I do,” Alkaios replied. 
        “Hmmm,” Hermes murmured, shifting his weight again.  “Zeus is my god,” he continued. 
         “What of it?” Alkaios asked not particularly interested. 
        “Well…” Hermes hesitated.  “It means he is my king.  His word is law, which I must stand by.  He could kill me if I don’t” 
        “But it doesn’t mean I have to,” Alkaios said, drumming his fingers on his leg. 
        “I know,” Hermes replied, stepping towards Alkaios a little.  Keres shot him a warning look, but he ignored her.  “Which is why I am sorry.” 
        “Sorry for what?” Alkaios asked confused, but before he could get an answer, Hermes shot through the air towards him.  In a blink of an eye, he stood in front of Alkaios.  Keres lunged forward, but she was too slow compared to the god. 
        “For this,” Hermes apologized, his voice full of pain and guilt, and with that, he lifted his hand up and pressed his fingers against Alkaios’ forehead.  Immediately, black veins spread from his hand onto the mortal’s skin. 
        “No!” Keres screamed, reaching them too late.  Alkaios’ eyes rolled back into his skull, and he fell to the ground.  Keres caught him mid-air, sinking to her knees, cradling his shaking body.  The black veins spread over his skin, branching from his forehead to his face, creeping down his neck.   
        “I didn’t want to do this,” Hermes choked, a tear running down his face as he slowly backed away from Keres and Alkaios.  “He forced me to.  I am so sorry; unbearably sorry,” he sobbed and then slowly disappeared. 
        “Alkaios?  Alkaios?” Keres cried, holding his face in her hands.  His body writhed beneath her in a massive seizure.  “Alkaios stay with me!... Hades!” 



 
XXXIV 
   
        Hades’ skin went cold and her mind numb.  Her heart stopped beating, lungs emptied of oxygen.  She stumbled backward, letting the smoke from her pitchfork stop.  Clutching her heart she gasped for breath, a ripping pain tore through her chest.  The whole world seemed to stand still, everything stopped.  She looked up in horror at Zeus, her vision blurring, her head feeling light. 
       Zeus’ face was twisted in a sick smile, and even though she could have sworn he was standing on another roof, he was suddenly in front of her, mere inches from her face.  Hades gasped for breath and stumbled backward.  Almost falling, she used her pitchfork to steady herself.  Her heart constricted beneath her chest, and her fingers clawed at her skin trying to get in. 
        “What have you done?” she gasped, staring up at Zeus’ haughty look with sheer terror.  Zeus leaned forward and pressed his lips up against her ear.  Hades froze, too petrified to move. 
        “You will never win against me, my dear Hades.  Never.” 
        And before his hot breath could utter another syllable into her ear, Hades pulled all of her monsters back to hell. 
   
        The pain in her chest raged fiercely.  She couldn’t breathe as she tore through the ruins.  She knew by the terrifying fear in her soul that something terrible had happened. 
        “Keres!” she screamed in the darkness.  “Keres, answer me!” 
        “Hades!” Keres shrieked.  “Throne room!” 
        At the sound of Keres’ screams, Hades thought she was going to pass out.  Biting her lip until it bled to keep herself awake, Hades bolted out of the hallway and into the throne room where she skidded to a stop.  There in the middle of the dark floor was Keres, cradling a writhing Alkaios whose entire torso was covered in black veins.  Kerberos came crashing into the room behind her, jerking to a halt as he collided with Hades’ legs.  The dog let out a low growl, and Hades lost her grip on her pitchfork.  The ancient weapon fell to the floor with an echoing hollow clatter.   
        “Hades, help me!” Keres begged, her eyes stretched as wide as her soft lids would allow.  Hades flew into motion, running across the room, sliding to a stop on her knees over Alkaios.  Seizing his shaking body from Keres, she pulled his eyelids apart only to see the whites of his eyes.  His mud-blue pupils she loved so much were gone. 
        “What happened?” she demanded. 
        “Hermes came here,” Keres cried.  “Said he had a message for you.  I didn’t think he meant any harm.” 
         “Oh no,” Hades muttered. 
        “He started muttering something about being sorry,” Keres continued.  “And then he touched Alkaios.  The second he touched him, this happened.  I didn’t know, Hades, I didn’t know.” 
        “No, no no no no,” Hades repeated over and over again, putting her head down on Alkaios’ chest.  “Alkaios, no!” 
        “What is it?” Keres cried.  “What’s happening?” 
        “It’s the Touch of the Gods!” Hades cried, exploding in a torrent of tears.  She lifted her head from his chest and looked down at his stomach as the black veins began their descent to his legs. 
        “What?” Keres asked. 
        “The Touch of the Gods,” Hades repeated.  “It’s hardly ever performed because the Universe has a strong dislike of it.  If used too often, it will drive the gods insane with madness, causing them to rip out their own eye or smash their own heads in.  All the gods, or at least most of them, must come together to create this touch; and once touched, all mortals, immortals, and creatures alike will die.  Only a god can survive this.” 
        “You must know some way to fix it,” Keres said anxiously. 
        “There is no cure,” Hades said looking up at Keres, wide-eyed with terror.  “None that I know of.  Once touched with it, you will die and not only your body.  The Touch of the Gods shreds the soul until there is nothing left.  If killed with a weapon of the gods, a piece of the soul passes on, giving the person a resemblance of an afterlife, if only to be the wind in the grass, but not this.  This leaves no soul to pass on.  As soon as the touch covers his body, he will be gone, no afterlife, no eternity.  Gone.” 
        “There has got to be a way to stop this!” Keres blurted desperately as she wiped the tears and saliva from her lips. 
        “I don’t know!” Hades hyperventilated.  “I don’t know, I don’t know… Charon!” she exclaimed looking up.  “Charon!” she screamed shaking the ruins.  “Charon, I don’t care what I said before, come here now… Charon!” 
        Hades’ arms shook, and she dare not breath.  Forever passed within those next few moments, but eventually, Charon’s figure rounded the corner rushing towards them. 
        “Hades, what happened?” he asked, looking down at Alkaios, terrified.  “No…” 
        “Help him please,” Hades cried, her eyes begging Charon.  “You were a god much longer than I have been.  Tell me how to help him.” 
        “You cannot,” Charon answered, sinking to his knees.  He brushed his fingers over the hard black veins bulging from Alkaios’ arm as if he couldn’t believe they were real.  “You can’t help him.  Once the un-divine have been touched with this, there is no cure.  It’s why it takes all of the gods to create it.  To make sure there is no desire for it to be undone.  The only way he could survive this is if he were a god.” 
         “No!” Hades sobbed, fresh tears bursting from her eyes.  Sick to her stomach, she doubled over Alkaios’ body, clutching at his skin, trying to pull him closer than he already was.  Clenching her eyes shut she let her hot tears run out of her eyes and onto his body.  She kept her eyes closed, trying not to look at the black veins as they ran down his thighs.  If she kept her eyes closed, she could imagine that the end was not near.  Keres and Charon knelt on the floor watching helplessly, and Kerberos crouched uneasily on the floor next to Alkaios. 
        “I am sorry,” Hades sobbed into his chest.  “I’m so sorry, my love.  Please don’t leave me.  I love you.” 
        Suddenly Hades’ head popped up, and she looked straight at Charon.  Her eyes stopped shedding tears, and Charon could see the wheels in her head turning.  
        “A god!” she exclaimed.  “Only a god can survive this.” 
        Hades looked down at Alkaios’ legs and saw that the black veins were just reaching his ankles.  He wasn’t gone yet.  Hades grabbed his head in her hands, pressing her palms against his skin, and she lowered her face right above his so that her tears washed over his face. 
          “I, Hades god of the Underworld,” she began, “give you, Alkaios, all of my power.” 
        “Hades!” Charon blurted, his voice an unsure warning as he seized her arm.  No one had ever done anything of the sort.  There was no guarantee that this would save him.  There was no guarantee she would survive this. 
        “I give up my throne as King of the Dead, and pass it on to you, keeping for myself only my immortality,” she continued despite the fear in Charon’s grip.  “I make you, Alkaios, god of the Underworld instead of me.  You, from this day forward, will be keeper of the great doors whose seal I broke.  You will guard the entrance to the Winding Staircase of Tartarus, the River Styx, the great depths as well as the rolling fields of Elysium.  My great pitchfork is now yours to wield as you will.  My chariot is yours as well as is the command of all the beasts that roam the depths.  Alkaios, you are god and king now.” 
        Hades fell silent and waited, but nothing happened.  The black veins continued to spread down over the tops of his feet towards\ his toes and the end.  She felt no power leave her and enter him.  Nothing. 
        Bursting out with new tears, Hades collapsed her body over, his crying uncontrollably.  She had failed him, and this was the end.  After all, she had done to protect, him Zeus had finally won.  Any second now, Alkaios’ heart would stop beating under her head, and his soul would be destroyed.  His body would be gone, and it would be her fault. 
        And then it happened.  The searing pain in her head, the burning blisters on her palms.  Hades let out a blood-curdling scream, as her brain felt on fire.  It was too much to withstand, and Hades slowly felt her body slip into unconsciousness. 
   
        “Hades?” came a voice.  Her brain felt foggy, and for some reason, she couldn’t open her eyes.   
        “Hades?” the voice came again.  It sounded deep, like a man’s.  “Wake up, my love.” 
        My love?  Hades’ mind felt confused.  My love?  With great effort, she tried to blink her eyes.  At first, they wouldn’t open, but after a few tries her eyelids tore apart, and she looked up.  A rather blurry figure hovered over her, one with dark hair… black hair.  Who had black hair? 
        The figure brushed his fingers over her cheeks, and they felt familiar.  They were rough like a farmer’s, callused.  She knew someone with callused hands… no, loved him.  She became aware that someone was cradling her body in their lap.  She felt the strong chest beneath her breathing in a rhythm she felt comforted by.  She blinked again, and the figure’s face became a little clearer.  Mud-blue eyes… he had mud-blue eyes.  She knew those eyes.  She loved those eyes. 
        “Hades?” came the voice again.  It was deep and gravelly.  It sounded familiar but different.  It sounded more powerful than she remembered.  “Are you alright?” the voice asked again, and Hades blinked, forcing her eyes to clear.  She didn’t need to see, though.  She knew who it was.  She remembered him… she loved him. 
         “Alkaios,” she whispered, barely able to speak.  Her vision cleared as she raised her hand to stroke his face.  His hair was no longer the dirty blonde it had once been, but black like hers.  Even his scruffy beard was darker now, but he was still every bit as handsome. 
        “It worked?” Hades asked, still trying to make out what was happening. 
         “Yes,” Alkaios answered, a tear escaping his eye. 
        “It worked,” Hades repeated wrapping her hand around the back of his neck and using it to pull herself into a seat on his lap.  Tears sprang from her eyes uncontrollably.  She wrapped her arms tight around him and buried her face in his neck where she let her tears run onto his warm living skin. 
        “I love you,” she sobbed, clutching him too tight to ever let go.  Alkaios rubbed his hand over the back of her head, combing her hair gently with his fingers his other arm wrapped tightly around her waist. 
        “I love you, Hades,” he whispered in her ear so only she could hear. 



 
Epilogue  
   
        The handmaid woke with a start.  At first, she wasn’t sure why, but after a few moments, she heard it… the Oracle was speaking.  Throwing the blankets off, she swung her bare feet off the bed and onto the freezing floor.  Wrapping her arms around herself and tiptoeing out of the room, she made her way down the hall and saw the Oracle’s door wide open.  Peeking her head inside, she saw it was empty. 
        The Oracle’s voice came again, and it echoed, bouncing off the walls from somewhere deep inside the temple.  The handmaid whirled around and darted out of the room, continuing down the dark hall, listening for the voice, and when she heard it again, turned down another hallway, following it.  At the end of the hall was a door, which was cracked open.  Slowly, she reached out and pushed it open with a soft creak.  What she saw inside made her heart jump, and a little shriek escaped her lips before she could clap her hand over her mouth. 
        There in the middle of the floor knelt the Oracle of Delphi, her hair disheveled as she tried to carve something into the stone floor.  Her fingernails were broken off, and the tips of her fingers were raw and bloody, leaving strange markings in blood as she scratched.  They looked almost like letters, but the handmaid had never seen symbols like this before. 
        Suddenly the Oracle snapped her head up and looked the young woman straight in the eyes.  The Oracle’s crazed eyes bore a hole into her, and handmaid had the sudden urge to run when the Oracle opened her mouth. 
        “The first have come,” she growled, her eyes never blinking.  “The first have come, and they seek the last.” 
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