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    What kind of idiot ventures into the woods to look for a monster? 
 
    “I hate the cold and I hate the stupid woods,” I muttered, as my black leather boots crunched over the freshly fallen snow. I continued to swear under my breath as I went, mostly cursing myself for being stupid enough to do this in the first place. There were more qualified people around, but not many have seen what I’ve seen. Things that would give you nightmares. Creatures that humans wouldn’t believe existed.  
 
    I paused to take a sip from the flask of bourbon I carried with me. It came in handy when the cold started to get to me. I’m not a fan of ice and snow, I’m more comfortable in the warm weather. 
 
    I should have stayed at the diner where it’s warm, and I could order one of their hot chocolates, with extra whipped cream and those little marshmallows. 
 
    Thinking of it now almost made me turn around and go back. Almost. 
 
    When that hunter burst in, yelling about a monster loose in the woods, I should have ignored it. He could be a raving lunatic for all I knew, but the beast he described, if real, could be a danger to us all. A danger few were equipped to handle. 
 
    I’ve built a life for myself in the mundane town of Bedford. It is about as far from the supernatural world as you can get, which suits me just fine. I crave normal. I don’t need some supernatural critter coming after me or forcing me to move because it draws too much attention. I’ll have to move soon enough, when people notice that I don’t age, but I won’t be forced into it by some creature who has decided that Bedford is a fun place to chomp on humans. 
 
    As I entered a clearing, I found some footprints in the snow. Or rather pawprints. Big ones.  
 
    There’s no way that is from a bear. 
 
    Circling them slowly, I tried to gauge how big this thing might be. Big enough to do some serious damage, that much was sure.  
 
    So why am I the one hunting it? 
 
    I could walk away now and hope it moved on but instead I followed the pawprints. Supernatural creatures have a way of sniffing me out and I didn’t need this thing coming crashing through my door in the middle of the night. It has happened before, I believe the last time was New York in the 1930’s. Covering that up was a nightmare. No one really believed me when I told them a bear had attacked. That required a hasty exit. I didn’t need that again.  
 
    “Stef? What are you doing out here?” 
 
    Startling, I whirled on the intruder. Deputy Clark stood behind me, carrying a shotgun. He had a knit cap on over his dark hair and he was wearing his usual navy police uniform.  
 
    This is the last thing I need. 
 
    “I wanted to see what all the fuss is about,” I said, knowing full well that normal women don’t venture into the woods on a whim when something big is on the loose, but I’m not normal.  
 
    He frowned at me. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s not safe. Go home, Stef.” 
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.  
 
    Stef.  
 
    That isn’t even my name. I told him my name when we first met, but he misheard me and thinks my name is Steffanie. Which he has shortened to Stef, like we’re friends or something. I don’t have friends in Bedford, or anywhere for that matter. I stay at my house, on the edge of town and the only time I venture out is for groceries or a coffee at the local diner. People do talk to me and I do my best to be polite, but I have zero interest in getting to know anyone. You learn the hard way that getting close to humans always ends in misery. They either leave or they die. It’s inevitable. One of the major downsides of being immortal, or whatever I am now. 
 
    “It’s a free country. I can take a walk in the woods if I want to.” It came off as snippy, but he really needed to get out of here before this thing showed up. That shotgun probably wouldn’t do much to dissuade it. 
 
    He sighed. “Whatever.” He knew better than to argue with me. From the few conversations we have had, I made it very clear that I do what I like. I don’t have the energy to argue with people, so I have a habit of being incredibly blunt. Some would say rude, but who cares. What is it they say? Respect your elders? I’ve got a few thousand years on everyone, not that I can tell them that. To them I look like I’m in my mid-twenties. If they only knew the truth. 
 
    I waited for him to walk away, feigning checking my phone. He hadn’t noticed the tracks yet. I just hoped he wouldn’t accidentally shoot me, especially when I had decided to wear a black leather jacket and green sweater today. I should have worn something that wouldn’t blend into my surroundings. Then again, I don’t do bright colors, not anymore.  
 
    I continued to follow the tracks through the snow. The only weapon I had with me was an old knife that I kept in my boot. It was a gift from my mother, a long time ago. It probably wouldn’t do much against Bigfoot or whatever was out here. Luckily, I was hard to kill. Not impossible, but I am pretty tough.  
 
    Branches snapped up ahead and I paused, wondering if it was Clark or the beast. The low, rumbling growl answered that question. I pulled the knife from my boot, gripping it in my hand. 
 
    “Come out, come out, whatever you are,” I said softly. My breath came in short bursts as the adrenaline kicked in. Its been a while since I’ve been in a fight. 
 
    Up ahead, I could see dark fur and a huge hulking shape. Approaching it as quietly as I could, I was ready to attack when the creature turned. A blur of fur and the next thing I knew, I was on my back, the creature pinning me down. I closed my eyes, waiting to be eaten, but instead, the creature licked me. 
 
    “Urgh,” I said, trying to wipe the slobber off my face. That’s when I got a good look at the beast. A beast I was very familiar with. 
 
    “Cerberus?”  
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    I stared at the mutt in front of me, not quite believing my eyes. He slobbered all over me again. 
 
    “Get off, you big lug,” I said, pushing him back. He moved enough to let me get up. 
 
    “Move away, Stef. I’ve got a shot!” Clark ordered, appearing from the trees. The gun was aimed right at Cerberus’ head. 
 
    I quickly stepped in front of the dog. “Put the gun down, it’s fine.” 
 
    His eyebrows disappeared under his knit cap. “Are you crazy? Look at the size of that…what is it?” He looked confused, understandably so. Cerberus looks like a regular dog to humans, but impossibly large. 
 
    “It’s a dog. A special breed.”  
 
    Very special. 
 
    “That’s like no dog I’ve ever seen, although it seems to know you,” Clark said, as Cerberus licked my arm. He didn’t seem bothered by the gun, and why should he be? Hellhounds can’t be killed with a little lead. 
 
    “That’s because he’s mine. He ran away a while back, but now he’s apparently back.” 
 
    Clark slowly lowered his gun, still looking confused. “Okay. Get a leash on that thing, will ya?” 
 
    I forced a smile, waiting until he was walking away before flipping him the bird. God, I hated that guy. He was always sticking his nose where it wasn’t wanted. I guess that was part of being a smalltown cop, but it still annoyed me. How long before he started looking into my life? Of course if he was still calling me Stef then he couldn’t have looked into it yet. 
 
    I turned back to Cerberus, a grin spreading over my face. “Where have you been, you naughty boy,” I said, hugging his huge head. Not wanting to leave them out, I gave his other two heads a pet. It had been so long. 
 
    Thank God humans can’t see his true form. They may find it hard to accept how big he is, but they would piss themselves in fear if they saw his three heads.  
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked, even though he couldn’t answer me. Did it matter? He was going home with me. Back where he belonged. “Come on. Let’s go home.” 
 
    He perked up at the word ‘home’ and I felt a pang of guilt. Of course I meant my two-bedroom chalet, not that home. We could never return there. As much as I wanted to. 
 
    Cerberus bounced around me as we walked, acting like an overgrown puppy. He only acted that way around me. It reminded me of the first day I met him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    A Long Time Ago… 
 
      
 
    I sat in the darkness, miserable and missing home. I missed my mother most of all. How would she survive without me? Ever since she fell ill last year, she continued to struggle. I prayed to the Gods that she would be okay and that I would see her again one day.  
 
    The thing that bothered me the most was the loneliness. This place was so empty. Shivering, I wrapped my arms around myself as I considered what else might be living down here. ‘Living’ was not the right word. This was the Underworld. The only other beings down here were dead. I’ve heard the stories, the legends. Why did he have to choose me? 
 
    He appeared out of the darkness, looking wary. I almost laughed, a God wary of a mere mortal like me, but perhaps that was to be expected with the fit I threw when I was told I had to live here.  
 
    “You should see this as a great honor,” he said, his dark eyes watching me closely.  
 
    People say that the Gods are beautiful, and I guess that is true, but they are also terrifying. The power they command can be felt when you are in their presence and with his reputation, it was doubly terrifying. Master of the Underworld, who knows what he was capable of. 
 
    Straightening my back, I glared at him. “You stole me away from everything I know. How is that the honorable thing to do?” I snapped. 
 
    He stiffened, and I could see that he was struggling to remain calm. “You will learn your place in time,” he said. 
 
    “Or I’ll run away,” I muttered. 
 
    “You can try, but I wouldn’t recommend it. You’d have to get by Cerberus first.” 
 
    He whistled and a huge dog appeared, bounding into the room, it’s three heads glaring at me. I had never seen a beast like it. I cowered on the ground, bracing myself for it to eat me.  
 
    At least it will be a quick end.  
 
    Instead, it sat down and started panting. Drool dripped from the head nearest me and I shifted back to avoid it. It spattered on the ground, quickly spreading toward me. I moved further back in a bid to get away from it. 
 
    We were left alone, as he disappeared back into the caves where he emerged from. I have no idea what he does back there, but he is gone for hours at a time. Since it means I can be alone, I have not complained. 
 
    Glancing up, I stared at the beast. He stared back, the middle head cocking to the side. I don’t know what possessed me, but when I realized the beast had no intention of eating me, I reached out a hand for it to sniff. The middle head seemed to be the one in control. It sniffed my hand, then licked me, soaking my arm. 
 
    “Ew,” I said, wiping my hand on my gown.  
 
    He bounced up and down, wagging his massive tail.  
 
    “You’re just a big softie, aren’t you?” I said, stroking one of his heads.  
 
    With a yip, he licked me again. He was actually kind of sweet. Not at all like the monster they made him out to be in the stories. 
 
    “Come on, Cerberus, let’s play.” 
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    “This will be your new home,” I told Cerberus, opening the garage for him. It was spacious enough for him to move around in and I could let him out for a proper run when he needed it. 
 
    He obediently sat for me while I threw some old sheets on the ground for him to lie on. He didn’t need food, but I would buy him some toys when I went into town again. I, on the other hand, did need to eat and I was starving. 
 
    Heading back inside, I made myself a sandwich while I wondered why Cerberus was here. After the Gods fell, the rest of the creatures fled, out into the human world. Some survived, I know they did, but for him to show up here, on the other side of the world, was suspect to say the least. Was someone else here? Cerberus wouldn’t align himself with just anyone.  
 
    My heart fluttered as a fleeting thought crossed my mind. I quashed it.  
 
    Don’t go there. He’s dead, he died with the others.  
 
    I should have died too but he saved me. The guilt haunted me every day. To lose the man I loved, while I stood helpless on the side lines…I should have done more. 
 
    A knock at the door roused me from my thoughts. Who could that be? 
 
    “What do you want?” I said when I found Clark on my doorstep. Couldn’t he leave me alone for five minutes? 
 
    “I’m afraid I’ve come for the dog,” he said. 
 
    “What? Why?” What could he possibly want with Cerberus? 
 
    “I found a body in the woods. It was torn apart. Your dog is the prime suspect.” 
 
    “He didn’t kill anyone,” I blurted, even though I couldn’t say for sure. Cerberus only attacked when ordered, but if someone tried to hurt him, he might have tried to defend himself. 
 
    “Well the autopsy will determine that. For now, that animal needs to be taken in.” 
 
    “He’s not here,” I said, crossing my arms. If he wanted him, he would have to go through me. 
 
    “Tell me you haven’t let it roam free,” he said, rubbing a hand across his face.  
 
    I stepped forward until I was eye to eye with him. “He didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    Clark stood his ground. Not many people would. I can be pretty intimidating when I want to be. “I’m going to have to search the property.” 
 
    “Really? Got a warrant?” 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Come back when you do,” I said, slamming the door in his face. That bought me a little time, but not much. He would be back, but I wouldn’t let him take Cerberus without a fight. He was innocent, he had to be. He guarded the dead, he didn’t add to their numbers. Which made me believe that someone else was here. And if they were here, they had to be looking for me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once I checked on Cerberus again, he was rolling over on the garage floor, content in his new surroundings, I collected some better weapons.  
 
    No doubt whoever was looking for me already knew where I was, so I needed to be ready. Who the hell could it be? I admit I’ve made a few enemies over the years. My previous position caused some envy too. Not that I had a choice in it. At least not at first.  
 
    I pulled out a wooden chest from under the bed. My knife was handy in a human fight, but considering who or what my enemy could be, it would require something with a little more punch. Inside the chest lay an ornate crossbow, fashioned by Athena herself and given to me as a wedding present. She always did give the best gifts. 
 
    Damn, I miss Athena.  
 
    She was one of the few Gods I could stand. More interested in the affairs of man than her own petty problems. At least most of the time. All the Gods were flawed though. What do you expect? Having that much power and no one to stop you using it? It’s beyond temptation. I know, I’ve felt it. 
 
    That’s why this would come in handy. The bolts would magically reload and had the power to stop almost anything in its tracks. It could even wound a God but couldn’t kill one. I didn’t have to worry about that since all the Gods were dead.  
 
    Whoever was out there, I was ready for anything. Moving to the window, I looked outside. I couldn’t see anyone, but that didn’t mean that someone wasn’t lurking in the trees, waiting to attack.  
 
    I expected someone to come crashing through a window, I wasn’t expecting a knock on the door. Unable to see the front door from the window, I knew it was probably Clark again, although that was very quick to get a warrant. 
 
    I should have hidden Cerberus somewhere. 
 
    Groaning, I went to answer, ready to give him a piece of my mind. As the door swung open, a familiar face greeted me, and it definitely wasn’t Clark. 
 
    I took in the long golden hair, huge blue eyes and a pout that had been perfected over centuries. 
 
    “Harmonia?” I said. 
 
    A smile spread across her face and she leaned in. “Guess again.” 
 
    “Eris.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Many Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    “You look beautiful,” Harmonia said, as she fawned over my white gown “Don’t you think?” 
 
    Her identical twin sister, Eris, forced a smile. “They do say every bride looks beautiful on her wedding day.” 
 
    I saw the dark look she shot my way. Eris and Harmonia were like night and day. The daughters of Nyx and a nymph, clearly, they each took after a different parent. They had been assigned to help me with my wedding preparations as a favor for my husband to be. 
 
    Harmonia started adding flowers to my hair, while humming to herself. I much preferred her to Eris. She was mostly interested in dresses and parties, but she was nice. Eris had a darkness in her. She was the literal embodiment of chaos, so I shouldn’t be surprised. 
 
    “So, looking forward to becoming the Queen of the Underworld?” Eris asked. 
 
    I hated that title, it made it sound like I had power when I was just a lowly mortal. Why would a God want to marry me? 
 
    “It’s an honor to be chosen,” I said, even though I hated those words, but it was all I could think to say to shut her up. 
 
    I saw anger flash in Eris’ eyes. I know what she was thinking. Why her and not me? That wasn’t something I could answer. My fate had been decided for me. 
 
    One of my new servants entered the room. He bowed low and presented me with an ornate wooden box, with doves carved into it. 
 
    “A gift for the bride. It is requested that you open it before the ceremony and make a choice.” 
 
    Taking the box from him, my brow furrowed. “Choice? What choice?” 
 
    He bowed again and left the room, without explanation. I ran my hand over the box. What could it be? 
 
    Harmonia and Eris crowded around, eager to see too. Undoing the latch, I opened it to find my gift. 
 
    I gasped. “I don’t believe it.” Inside, lay one of the most sacred objects of the Gods. 
 
    “Why would he offer you Ambrosia,” Eris demanded.  
 
    “Why do you think?” Harmonia said. “He’s making an eternal vow and he wants it to be eternal.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Eris stormed out of the room. Why was she upset? Her heritage already made her immortal. Did she have designs on my husband to be? Everyone knew that she preferred Ares. They seemed like a good match. 
 
    Turning my attention back to the box, I tried to imagine what it would be like. To become an actual Goddess. It would mean an eternity with him but think of the good I could do. I only spent half my time with him, the rest with my mother. It was part of the deal I had struck with him. A deal I am surprised he agreed to. 
 
    “Time to make a decision,” Harmonia trilled. 
 
    Easy for her to say. 
 
    What should I do? 
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    “What do you want, Eris?” I asked, as she breezed past me into the house, before I could stop her. 
 
    “Isn’t that a rude way to talk to a guest?” she said, shrugging off her fur wrap. She looked around my home with a look of distain on her face. 
 
    “How the mighty have fallen,” she said.  
 
    I closed the front door and sighed. This was the last thing I needed. The sarcastic remarks, the rude comments, I did not miss her. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked. It had been two, no, three, centuries since I last saw her. From afar, I wasn’t interested in catching up with her. After my wedding, she kept her distance but she did spend her time spreading rumors about me to anyone who would listen. 
 
    She finally turned her attention to me. “Well, you can imagine my surprise when Cerberus picked up on you. I thought you were dead, like everyone else.” 
 
    “Wait, you sent Cerberus?” 
 
    “I didn’t send him. He picked up on your scent and ran off. Where is that wretched dog anyway?” She looked around like I was hiding him behind the couch. 
 
    “He’s safe. Bit of a coincidence. It’s a big world out there and you happen upon me, out here?” No matter what she wanted, she wasn’t getting Cerberus back. He belonged with me. 
 
    She shrugged, picking up an ornament from a shelf and turning it over. “A few thousand years, it was bound to happen sooner or later.” She set it back down with a thump. I tried not to react, but she better not have damaged it. It was a kitschy little thing I picked up at a flea market, of an angel. It wasn’t worth anything, it just made me smile at a time I was feeling sad about my mother. At the time I saw it as a sign from her. It was stupid and absurdly human, but I still didn’t want it damaged. 
 
    She moved on to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator and looking inside. She closed it a moment later. Eris was up to something. I wasn’t buying her story for a second. Besides Cerberus hated her, why would he go with her? 
 
    “You don’t happen to know anything about a body in the woods, do you?” It couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
    She glanced over at me, doing her best to look innocent. “A body? No. Perhaps the dumb mutt got hungry?” 
 
    My hands closed into fists. “Cerberus wouldn’t kill a human unless they posed a threat.” 
 
    Another shrug. “If you say so, you would know.” 
 
    “Why is Cerberus with you?”  
 
    “I found him on my travels. He recognized me and started following me.” 
 
    I could see Cerberus doing that, going after a familiar face. Even if it was Eris. He was too trusting for his own good, thought he always growled at her in the past. 
 
    “Why are you here?” I asked, suddenly exhausted by her. It was like getting blood out of a stone. 
 
    “I just wanted to say hello,” she said. 
 
    “Hello, now you can go,” I said, opening the door for her. 
 
    She scowled at me, placing a bony hand on her hip. “Still a bitch after all this time.” 
 
    I bit my tongue, I didn’t want a fight, I just wanted her out. When she realized I wasn’t going to engage, she got the message. 
 
    “Later,” she muttered, stalking past me. 
 
    Once she was gone, I went back to the window. Eris never travelled alone, maybe it was a twin thing, but she always had to pair up with someone. Usually a very powerful someone. If she didn’t kill anyone, and I doubted she would, she didn’t like getting her hands dirty, then there was someone else. I needed to figure out who it was. Which meant I needed to get a look at that body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bedford didn’t have a morgue as such, just a room in the basement of the Sheriff’s station, with a freezer. It isn’t needed usually. We don’t get many deaths. Murders are even rarer. 
 
    Getting down to the basement was easy, getting past the guy inside, not so much. I waited, hoping he would leave, but he was seated at his desk with a stack of folders beside him. He wasn’t going anywhere for a while and I was out of patience. I would just have to wing it. Pushing open the door, I put on my best ‘ignorant townie’ face. 
 
    The guy looked up. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “I hope so. Hi, I’m Stef, um, I heard that someone was killed, and I was wondering if you knew who did it?” 
 
    Gods, I sound like an idiot. 
 
    “That’s not information I can share. You can’t be down here,” he said, trying to usher me out the door.  
 
    “Look, I’m not trying to be difficult, I just…I’m scared, you know? Is there a killer on the loose?” 
 
    He sighed. “Why don’t you go upstairs and speak to one of the deputies.” 
 
    “I tried. They probably think I’m a hysterical woman, but if I wake up tomorrow to find that I’ve been murdered in my own bed, then I…” 
 
    He held up a hand to stop my babbling. “There’s no killer on the loose. It was an animal attack, possibly a mountain lion. We’ll know more soon and I’m sure the Sheriff will make an announcement.” 
 
    I gave him a grateful smile. “Thank you, I feel better.” 
 
    As I was leaving, I ran into Clark. He was coming down the stairs, carrying some files.  
 
    “What are you doing down here?” he asked. He looked stunned to find me here. 
 
    “None of your business,” I said, pushing past him.  
 
    “Stef,” he called after me. 
 
    “My name is not Stef,” I shot back. 
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    Many Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    I watched my husband as he slept. Yes, Gods can sleep, although they can go a long time without it. What did he dream of? 
 
    We had been married a few weeks and I was surprised to find that I cared for him deeply. He always treated me well and to offer me Ambrosia was something I never expected. I hadn’t taken it, not yet anyway. I told him I needed time and he agreed. I had my reasons. 
 
    Slipping out of bed, I dressed quickly and removed the wooden box from under the bed. I had spent my time in the Underworld well. I even knew how to leave without crossing paths with Chiron. 
 
    Once I was on the surface, I made my way to my mother’s home. It wasn’t time to visit her, I had a few more months left, but I needed to see her. She seemed frailer the last time I saw her, at my wedding. I had to help her now or I feared I would not get another chance. 
 
    As I approached our home, I saw that all the plants around it, had withered and died. Mother had neglected them, that was so unlike her. Something was wrong.  
 
    “Mother, I’m home,” I called. 
 
    I found her in her bed, her skin pale, her breathing shallow.  
 
    “My daughter, is that you?” she asked. Her eyes opened, but she could barely focus on me. 
 
    “It’s me, Mother. What’s happened to you?” I said, taking her hand. 
 
    She coughed, the action seemed to cause her pain. “I’m fine, just a little weak. I’ll be better soon.” 
 
    From the look of her, that was a lie. “Mother, I have something that could help you. Help us both.” 
 
    I opened the box. She looked confused. “What is it?” 
 
    “Ambrosia. It was a wedding gift, but if we both take it, we’ll be immortal.” 
 
    Mother pushed the box away. “No, it’s forbidden.” 
 
    “Please, Mother. He gave it to me. I cannot lose you.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she insisted.  
 
    “Look me in the eye and tell me you’ll survive the season.” 
 
    She turned her head away. “You should return to your new home and forget about me.” 
 
    Her words hurt. How could she talk that way? Before I went to live in the Underworld, we only had each other. “No. I won’t lose you. Please, Mother. I need you.” 
 
    It took a little more coaxing, but finally, she had the Ambrosia in her hand. She was trembling so badly, I worried she would drop it. 
 
    “Together,” I said with an encouraging smile. 
 
    We each ate our half. I swallowed mine before I could have second thoughts. It tasted like honey, but much sweeter. 
 
    At first, nothing happened. Then my body started to feel light, energy coursing through me. I felt more alive than I ever had. Colors were brighter, my vision sharpened, and I felt powerful. Really powerful. 
 
    Mother got up from bed, already looking stronger. She stretched her arms over her head, a smile on her face. 
 
    “This is incredible. I’m a Goddess.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I decided that I needed to go back out and look for more clues. I would take Cerberus with me. It wouldn’t hurt to have a little back up.  
 
    I had just finished packing my weapons into a bag when there was another knock at the door. 
 
    “Damn, I’m popular today. I might as well install a revolving door at this rate,” I muttered. 
 
    It was Clark again. “I don’t have time for this. I’m busy and you’re not taking my dog.” 
 
    “I’m not here for him. The teeth marks don’t match that of a dog.” 
 
    “Oh. Well what do they match?” One thing off my mind. 
 
    “M.E. seems to think a large cat. Just wanted to let you know.” 
 
    “Okay, well good. I hope you catch whatever it is. Bye.” I tried to usher him to the door, but he stayed where he was. 
 
    “I’m trying to apologize, Stef, uh, Steffanie.” 
 
    “I told you that isn’t my name,” I said. 
 
    “Then what is it?” he asked, looking confused.  
 
    Scowling at him, I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    “Come on, throw me a bone here. I have to call you something.” 
 
    Heaving a sigh, I said, “It’s Persephone.” 
 
    “Persephone. Like the Greek Goddess?” 
 
    “Exactly,” I said, surprised that he knew that. Most people don’t. 
 
    “Well, I’m Dan. And I was wondering if I could buy you a coffee sometime?” 
 
    I stared at him as I tried to figure out what he was asking. “Like a date?” 
 
    “Um, well it can be. Or just as friends, whatever you want.” 
 
    I was so stunned that I blurted, “I’m married.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Cool. Just as friends then.” 
 
    I was silent for way too long and it was starting to get awkward.  
 
    His cheeks reddened. “You know what? Forget it. Dumb idea.” 
 
    He opened the front door and I forced my legs to move.  
 
    “Goodbye, Persephone.” 
 
    “Bye,” I said, closing the door after him.  
 
    I leaned against it. Why did I say that? Married? Technically, I’m a widow. It isn’t like I haven’t been on dates in the last 2000 years, I’ve been on plenty. Well, some. I do have needs.  
 
    I just couldn’t believe that Clark was interested in me that way. Why the sudden about turn? Chewing on my thumbnail, I wondered if I had made a mistake saying no. Probably not. It could never go anywhere, why bother? I had more pressing matters. I needed to go and find whatever was roaming the woods. 
 
     Cerberus was excited to see me when I entered the garage. “Come on, boy. We’re going for a walk.” 
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    Many Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    “Did you enjoy your little walk?”  
 
    I had just returned from my mother’s home and was surprised to find my husband awake and looking angry. 
 
    He knows, I thought. 
 
    “I was…” 
 
    He held up a hand to silence me. “Ambrosia is a gift. One I bestowed upon you. It is not for you to share!” The anger in his voice made me tremble and for the first time I realized how serious it was to upset a God. 
 
    Clasping my hands together, I said, “Please forgive me. My mother was dying. I couldn’t lose her.” 
 
    “It is the natural order. Consider your position. What will it look like if my wife takes it upon herself to create new Gods? Even amongst us, each God has a role. There is an order.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry won’t be enough. Now I must consult with my brothers. I already made allowances for you. I do not know how they will react. What they will do to you.” 
 
    He left and I sank to the floor and sobbed. Cerberus came to me, whining softly. I buried my face in his soft fur. 
 
    “What have I done?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cerberus bounded through the trees, stopping every few minutes to sniff at something. Nothing had his hackles up yet, but if whoever it was, brought him here, would he view them as a threat or a friend? And who would Eris team up with? 
 
    At least I had my crossbow. It had been a while since I’d used it. It was that Minotaur back in the 50’s. I picked the wrong vacation spot that summer. To the locals, it was simply a rampaging bull. If they only knew. 
 
    Cerberus let out an excited yip and I hurried to catch up to him. He was digging at something in the snow.  
 
    “What is it, boy?” 
 
    His massive paws moved fast and as he threw up more snow, I noticed that it was stained pink.  
 
    Blood? 
 
    “Let me see,” I said, giving Cerberus a push. He snorted at me but moved aside. I wish he hadn’t, because lying in the hole was a human head. A man from the look of it, his eyes frozen open in terror.  
 
    “Great, just great,” I muttered. 
 
    Two bodies in one day and I had a feeling they wouldn’t be the last if this thing was allowed to roam free. Wincing, I knelt down and took hold of the head by the hair, trying not to gag. 
 
    I held it out to Cerberus. “Can you find the person who buried this?” I asked. 
 
    He sniffed the head, then put his nose to the ground and started to move. I placed the head back in the hole and followed him, gripping my crossbow. I was going to burn these gloves when I got home.  
 
    Cerberus gave a low growl, he had found something. I told him to hang back while I took a look for myself. Over the crest of a hill I found a man crouched on the ground, his back to me. A squelching sound came from him and he turned slightly to reveal that he was chewing on a severed arm.  
 
    Gross, I thought. He wasn’t a man either. The spell to disguise him was well done, but I could see through it, his real visage was bleeding through. I saw the head of a lion and the body of a…was that a goat? It was a Chimera. The scourge of our world. If this was what Eris was travelling with, then she knew exactly what it was doing. Luckily, my crossbow would kill it. I just needed a good shot. 
 
    I inched forward, trying to get it in my sights. My foot suddenly slipped out from under me and I slid a few feet down the hill, scraping my back in the process, but I held onto the crossbow.  
 
    The Chimera’s head whipped up. It let out a strange roar, sounding like a cross between a lion and a house cat and dropped the arm. It took off running through the trees. 
 
    “Cerberus! Fetch!” I commanded, scrambling to my feet. 
 
    Cerberus crashed out of the bushes and took off after it. He returned a few moments later, the Chimera between his teeth. It was still alive. Cerberus gave it a hard shake, making it cry out in fear. 
 
    “Heel,” I said.  
 
    Cerberus sat, letting the Chimera dangle from his teeth, by its fur. I trained the bow on it. 
 
    “Where is Eris?” I asked. 
 
    Chimera’s had limited verbal skills, but some could just about string a sentence together. 
 
    “No…where…” it rasped. 
 
    “Oh I doubt that. So what is her plan? Is she on a killing spree? Desperate for a pet?” 
 
    The Chimera kicked out with its feet, but all that did was anger Cerberus, who gave him another shake.  
 
    I stepped up to it, breathing through my mouth to avoid the stench of dead flesh on its breath. I pressed the bolt into its chest, over its heart. 
 
    “Tell me, or I’ll let Cerberus take you apart, piece by piece.” 
 
    “Power…” it spat. “Raise…the God.” 
 
    “The Gods are dead,” I said. You can’t raise a God. Or can you? 
 
    It gave me a creepy grin. “Eris…resurrect. Needs power.” 
 
    Like power from an ex-Goddess? Was it even possible? If Eris wanted to raise a God, there was only one that she would choose.  
 
    “Ares,” I said. 
 
    That grin again. “Close.” 
 
    This was getting me nowhere. I needed to speak to Eris, find out what she had that could raise a God. Because if it was true, then I wanted it. And it wouldn’t be Ares that I would raise.  
 
    I fired the bolt and the light left the creatures eyes. It melted into a puddle of purple goo at Cerberus’ feet.  
 
    He wagged his tail and I petted his heads. “Good boy. Now find me Eris.” 
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    Many Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    “Persephone.” 
 
    I looked up to find that my husband had returned. He looked exhausted. He lowered himself into a chair and I rushed to his side. I poured him a cup of wine, wondering what the Gods had decided. 
 
    “My love?” 
 
    He sighed and closed his eyes. “You have been appointed a new mantle. Here you are the Queen of the Underworld. On earth, you are the Goddess of Spring.” 
 
    Goddess of the Spring? Did it matter? All that mattered was my mother.  
 
    “And my mother,” I asked. Would they kill her for my mistake? 
 
    He opened his eyes. “Demeter will have dominion over the harvest to complement you.” 
 
    I let out a breath. “She can remain a Goddess?” 
 
    He leaned toward me. “Persephone, what you did…my brothers believe I am a fool. That I am under your thumb.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. I didn’t mean to cause him so much trouble, I just wanted my mother to survive. 
 
    “I have saved your mother, but that is the last time I will help you. From now on, you must obey me. When I give an order, you must follow it. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, of course. I will be a devoted wife.” 
 
    “Good.”  
 
    He finished his wine and rose from the chair. As he walked away, I said, “Hades?” 
 
    He turned back, his face softening.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cerberus tracked Eris across town to the only hotel Bedford had. I waited until she left her room to approach her, in case she had any more friends helping her.  
 
    “So you plan to raise Ares?” I said, getting straight to the point.  
 
    She turned, a look of shock on her face. “What?” 
 
    “Yeah, I found your little lap dog. He’s dead by the way.” 
 
    “What has it got to do with you, anyway?” she snapped. 
 
    “Well you’re here to steal power, aren’t you? Plan on killing me?” 
 
    She laughed loudly. “You? What the hell could I get from you? You’re not even a Goddess anymore. Not that you were ever a real one anyway.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Please, Hades had to fight his brothers to accept you. I’m not here for you. I only stopped by to check you weren’t onto me.” 
 
    “Well where else are you going to get power in Bedford?” You couldn’t even get a decent cup of coffee here. 
 
    She smirked at me. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” 
 
    I flipped the crossbow around and pointed it at her. “Yeah, I would.” 
 
    “That won’t kill me,” she said. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure it will. Want to find out?”  
 
    She took a step back, raising her hands. “Why do you care?” 
 
    “If you have a way of raising a God, then I want it.” 
 
    She gave me a pitying look. “Oh, you poor fool. You actually fell for him, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Give it to me,” I said. 
 
    “It won’t do any good. In order to use it you have to know where the God fell. Since Hades is lost in the Underworld somewhere, it won’t work.” 
 
    “And you know where Ares is?” 
 
    “Of course, and he will reward me well for resurrecting him.” 
 
    “I bet, but there’s no way I’m letting you bring him back. World War 3 would break out.” The Gods had dominion over this world, but when they died, things changed. To have that power back, concentrated in one being, it would cause untold chaos. 
 
    I saw her hand go to her chest and that’s when I noticed the chain around her neck. Whatever she had was on the end of it, tucked under her blouse. I made a grab for it, but she clawed my hand. 
 
    She knocked the crossbow from my hands. I lunged at her, knocking her into a car. We both fell into the snow.  
 
    Eris was a dirty fighter. She raked her fingernails down my cheek then headbutted me. Pain shot through my nose, but I had to keep moving.  
 
    My feet slipped on some ice as I tried to stand, giving her the chance to get up. She grabbed the crossbow and swung the butt of it into my face. Pain exploded in my face then everything went black. 
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    Many Years Ago… 
 
      
 
    “Godkiller.” I heard the word uttered across the city, but I didn’t know what it meant. A weapon, a person? I only knew that the danger was real. I wasn’t worried about myself, I needed to see Hades.  
 
    Please let him be okay, I thought as I ran.  
 
    The other Gods had descended from the heavens to take care of the threat, but I saw fear on their faces. Something I had never seen before.  
 
    Hades was in the throne room, planning an attack. Hermes and Athena were there too. They rarely ventured into the Underworld. 
 
    “What is going on?” I asked.  
 
    Hermes and Athena exchanged a look, but Hades waved them away. “Persephone, this threat is real. We are all at risk. I need…” 
 
    There was an explosion from outside the throne room. The blast caused part of the ceiling to collapse. 
 
    “It’s here,” Hades said. He grabbed my arm and dragged me out, down the secret passage I had used to sneak out to my mother. I didn’t even know where she was. The Gods had sent her on an errand. Ever since they had let her keep her Godhood, they had been keeping her busy. Making her work for it. Hopefully she was far away from all this and would be safe. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we stay and fight?” I asked. 
 
    “There’s no time. It’s prophesised that we will all fall.” 
 
    “What? Who has the power to kill a God?” he had to be wrong. 
 
    We reached the end of the passage and he stopped and turned to me. “Here. Drink this.” He handed me a vial filled with purple liquid. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Drink it now.” 
 
    I removed the stopper and downed it in one. A few seconds later, I started to feel strange. Weak. My head began to spin. “What is this?” I asked, dropping the vial.  
 
    Hades pulled me to him and kissed me. “If you’re not a God, then you aren’t in danger.” 
 
    “What? No! I can help fight. Why would you do that?” How could he take that from me? 
 
    “You are not going to fight, you are going to run.” 
 
    He couldn’t ask me to do that. “I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    “Persephone, you agreed to follow my orders. This is an order. Leave me and save yourself. There’s nothing you can do.” 
 
    “Hades…” 
 
    He kissed me again and pushed me away. “Go!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Save yourself.  
 
    I opened my eyes to find that I was being dragged through the woods by Eris. She didn’t look happy to be doing the grunt work herself and I was almost tempted to keep up the pretence. Instead, I yanked my arms free and got to my feet.  
 
    Where is Cerberus? 
 
    If Eris had done something to him, I’d kill her. Even more than I was going to.  
 
    “You always were a thorn in my side. Can’t you just die already?” Eris said.  
 
    She had my crossbow. She fired off a shot at me which I managed to dodge, but it nicked me in the side, drawing blood. I ran at her before she could get off another shot. Wrestling the crossbow from her hands, I ripped a bolt free and aimed it for her heart. She kicked me in the gut before it could land and rolled away.  
 
    She tore the chain from her neck, revealing a vial at the end of it. “If I can’t have it, there’s no way I’m letting you have it.” 
 
    She threw it to the ground and the vial attached smashed, leaking the green liquid within onto the snow. 
 
    “NO!” My only chance gone. How could she be so selfish? 
 
    I grabbed her by the throat and stabbed her through the chest with the bolt, driving it deep. Her eyes widened in surprise, then she smirked at me, satisfied that she had won.  
 
    Disgusted at what happened, I let go of her body and let it fall to the ground. My eyes landed on the vial. 
 
    The base of the vial was still intact and still held some of the liquid. Grabbing the hip flask from my pocket, I quickly emptied the bourbon out of it.  
 
    Maybe I still have a shot. 
 
    Picking up the broken vial, I carefully poured the liquid into the flask. I had no idea what it did or where it came from, but the potential it had wasn’t something I could give up. I scooped up some of the stained snow and added it to the flask too. It might already be ruined, I had no way of knowing, but I had to try. 
 
    Eris’ body had already disintegrated.  I’d acted too soon. Now I had no clue as to why she was here or what she was after. A source of power in Bedford? I thought about the townsfolk. None of them seemed like they were anything more than human. But then how would I know? I never interacted with any of them, more than I had to. Maybe it was time to get to know the locals. 
 
    I walked back to the road and found Eris’ car. She had left the keys in the ignition, that was helpful of her. I felt no regret over her death. She was wicked and she hurt a lot of people. It was better that she was gone. 
 
    As I opened the car door, I heard a bark from down the road. Cerberus came bounding toward me. 
 
    “Hey, boy,” I said. He must have followed Eris. He whined at me, and I stroked his heads to reassure him. “It’s okay. I got the bad woman. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Once I put Cerberus back in the garage, I drove into town. I didn’t have a lot to go on, but I was determined to find this source of power. Maybe it could lead me to Hades, although I had no idea where he had fallen. I felt a stab of guilt. Hades wasn’t the only God I could resurrect. What about my mother? But I had less of a chance of finding her body than I did Hades.’ I never discovered where she was sent, I was too busy running away. I ran then, but I wasn’t running anymore. It may only be a small chance, but I had to take it. 
 
    The diner was quiet when I went in. All the fuss from earlier had calmed down. It was hard to believe that was only this morning. Clark was at the counter, eating some food. I took a seat beside him. He knew this town better than anyone, so he might know something that I didn’t.  
 
    “What can I get you, hun?” the waitress asked. 
 
    “Coffee please, black. He’s paying,” I said, motioning to Clark. Until they opened a Starbucks here, it was the best I could get. 
 
    He looked up, surprised. “I am?” 
 
    “Yeah, just as friends. Right?” I said. 
 
    He nodded, dabbing at his mouth with a napkin. “Sure, put it on my bill.” He gave me the once over. “You look a little banged up, what happened?” 
 
    “I was playing with the dog and he knocked me over,” I said. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow but didn’t say anything.  
 
    My coffee arrived and I lifted the mug to take a drink, feeling a twinge of pain in my side. I lifted my shirt to find that the wound caused by the bolt was bleeding. I pressed a napkin to the wound and covered it again with my shirt. I would fix it later. 
 
    “So I was thinking, when you finish eating, maybe you could show me around town.” 
 
    “You’ve lived here for months,” Clark said. 
 
    “I know, but I usually stay at home. I thought it would be nice to get to know the town better.” 
 
    Clark shrugged. “Sure.” I saw a faint smile on his lips. I hope he didn’t read too much into this. We weren’t going to become a thing. This was business. 
 
    While he finished his meal, I looked around the room. There were half a dozen customers in the diner. I didn’t know any of them by name, but none of them gave off any sign of magic. That didn’t mean they weren’t up to something. I would have to look into everyone, take apart their lives and figure out the truth. 
 
    “You ready to go?” Clark asked, getting off his stool. He pulled a few bills from his wallet and left them on the counter.  
 
    I smiled. “Ready.” 
 
    If any of the people here were helping Eris, they would regret it. I have worn many mantles over the years – Queen of the Underworld, the bringer of death. I may not be a Goddess anymore but I more than live up to those names. Where there are Gods, there is chaos. Bedford better watch out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed A Chance in Hell, be sure to check out the first book in the Gods of Chaos series – Raising Hell

  

 
   
      
 
    About the Author: 
 
    S. K. Gregory writes urban fantasy, paranormal romance and horror novels. She currently resides in Northern Ireland, where she works as an editor. 
 
      
 
    You can find out more information through her website: 
 
      
 
    www.skgregory.com 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
HIERL

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

S. K. GREGORY





