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“MY LOVE,” came the soft, urgent whisper. “I want you!”

Kratos, the God of War, stirred, moaned, and reached out. The beloved name Lysandra formed on his lips. He sat up and looked about the small, firelit chamber. The scent of burning elder wood permeated the room. A fleecy soft lamb’s-wool blanket had been spread, two goblets of wine nearby. It was perfect for a romantic moment with his wife.

“Lysandra,” he said, louder. “Where are you?”

“Here, my love. You have come home from battle to me. I have missed you so!”

“And I have missed you,” he said, somehow not moving yet crossing the room and taking her into his arms. He held her close, feeling her vitality, the warmth of her body, aroused by the way she moved sensuously against his muscular frame.

“Promise you will never leave me again. I cannot bear to lose you, even for a brief moment.”

Kratos sucked in his breath. His wife’s scent dilated his nostrils and set his heart to hammering. Her silken hair floated like a cloud, brushing his cheek, soothing the wounds on his face with the lightest touch. But he tried to push her away. Something was wrong. She resisted, her strength greater than his.

Her body turned cold where once it had been alive.

“Lysandra, what is wrong?”

“Nothing can be wrong with our love.”

Using his full strength, he succeeded in pushing her from him. Her face was twisted into one of stark terror.

“Don’t let me go, Kratos. Don’t hurt me!”

“Hurt you? I would have killed hundreds to protect you. I would die for you!”

He lifted his hand. A sword dripping with blood thrust forward. His hand circled the hilt, slippery with the life fluids of his enemies, but it was not his will directing the thrust. The coppery scent of blood, the sudden gleam of reflected firelight from the blade, the perfect balance and the keen edge and …

 … and Kratos screamed in agony as he thrust forward, gutting his wife. Lysandra gripped the sword where it penetrated her belly, cutting her fingers on the edge. The blood of his wife mixed with that of warriors he had slain. She looked from the blade spitting her to his shocked face, reached for him, injured fingers red with her own blood. Anguish flooded his senses when he realized what he had done.

Then the screams of rage and fear were snuffed out. The only sound to be heard was the dripping of his wife’s blood to the floor. He jerked away and the sword pulled free from its fleshy berth, sending a gory arc of her blood and organs outward. A bit was flung into the fire, where it sizzled and popped. And then came total silence, except for a singular voice.

The voice of a small girl.

“Papa, what have you done?”

“Calliope,” he called to his young daughter.

“She’s dead. You murdered her! How could you?” Small fists hammered at his armor. He was clad in full battle gear, and Calliope attacked with the full fury of a frightened, angered child.

He swung the sword. His muscles bunched as he tried to stay the blow. He could not. The pommel struck his daughter in the temple, knocking her down.

“I did not mean this!” Kratos stepped forward, greaves clanking and his body armor grating. The reflection from his sword, the Blades of Chaos attached to the bone of his forearms with cruel chain links, filled his vision and then blinded him.

Rage exploded when he heard a mocking voice.

“Ares!” He shrieked and sought to kill the god with the very blades he had been given to do Ares’ bidding.

The swords, one in each hand, slashed out, but it was Calliope and not Ares who died. The little girl perished in a welter of blood and sobs damning him, crying out for her mother, now dead also by his hand. And the rage and loss exploded within his brain so that he spun about and saw …

 … a dark figure.

“Ares? You forced me to kill my own wife and daughter! I will kill you!”

But it was not Ares he faced but a nebulous, black, misty thing.

“Fight me! Fight me, you craven!” Kratos dismissed the Blades of Chaos and clutched the Blades of Athena, more powerful than any mortal could ever wield. But he was not a mortal now. He had destroyed Ares and was now the God of War.
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“I didn’t know I was killing them. I loved them.

“Lysandra, come back to me, I didn’t mean to slay you,” Kratos said, seeking to stop the nocturnal torment the only way he knew, but he swung his blades at emptiness. He again stood on a barren plain that stretched flat in all directions. The more he tried to fight, the heavier the swords became, and when his muscles no longer responded, he sank to his knees and bowed his head. Kratos wept.

And in the distance he heard soft whispers of concern.

“He cries in his sleep.”

“How is this possible? He is God of War!”

“He sheds no tears for those he has slain in battle. Perhaps he—”

Kratos came awake with a start. It took him long seconds to realize he clutched a lovely woman by the throat. Her slender fingers trying to free herself were no match for his powerful grip. Without realizing he was doing so, he had started to crush the life from her body.

“Please. Lord Kratos, do not kill her,” came the impassioned plea from the other side of his large bed. “She seeks only to serve you, not offend!”

Kratos released the death grip. The woman he had almost killed fell across his bare legs as she gasped for breath. He sat up and stared at her twitching body. She wore a thin garment of pale green silk that revealed her voluptuous curves. Struggling, she rolled off his legs, clutching her throat. The fiery red marks stood out in bold relief where his fingers had crushed into alabaster skin. Despite the nearness of death, the woman showed no fear of meeting Hades. Kratos read something different there, another emotion that infuriated him.

Let her be afraid. He was God of War. His enemies cowered before him!

But she showed pity for him. For him! The Ghost of Sparta!

“The dreams again, my lord? They still torture you? How may I ease your burden?” She moved to push away the sheets covering his midsection.

Her hot breath touched his belly and lower. Then there were two. The other concubine, the one who had begged for him to release the death grip, sought to give him pleasure, also.

“Away,” he roared. “Get away from me!”

“We seek only your comfort, Lord Kratos. We want to do whatever we can to soothe your troubles—and to replace them with delight. Let us do Aphrodite’s bidding and—”

Kratos swung his brawny forearm and sent both women tumbling away. They muttered to themselves. He stood, thin vestiges of his dream fading quickly until he found it difficult to remember exactly what had happened. A black plain. A cave that became a mountain and then something else. His head threatened to explode from trying to remember that encounter.

But he had no trouble remembering the feel of his sword driving into Lysandra’s body or the terror and loathing on his own sweet Calliope’s face as he killed her, also. The nightmares were as permanent as the sky and earth and the Olympian throne on which Zeus sat.

“You promised to obliterate my nightmares if I did your bidding,” Kratos said, shaking his fist at the open sky above his sleeping chamber. “You lied, Zeus. You lied!”

“Master, please. We seek only to do your bidding. Tell us how!” The two women threw themselves at his feet. He kicked them away, went to the table where his armor was laid out with his simple clothing, clothing befitting a warrior, and quickly dressed. When the women came to aid him in his toilet, he drove them back with a dark glare. They huddled together, watching him.

He felt pity radiating from them like heat from the sun itself. He hated them for that. He hated himself all the more for ever believing Zeus. With a final jerk, he strapped on his armor and settled two swords in an X pattern across his back.

Kratos stormed from his sleeping chamber.

Massive shoulders rippling under his chased-gold armor, nicked in places from terrible battles fought and won, he used both hands to throw open the fifty-foot-tall doors leading from his chambers. The huge stone doors sent echoes reverberating throughout Olympus. As he strode along he never noticed the fine vases, the tapestries on the marble walls, the myriad tributes collected by the gods of Olympus from their mortal worshippers; instead he plotted and planned. These serene halls with clouds floating under terraces opening to the side were not for him.

He was a warrior.

He ran his fingers over the bone-white of his skin. His wife Lysandra’s and daughter Calliope’s ashes had been cast over him, forever making his flesh an unforgettable symbol of how Ares had betrayed him, tricked him, and led him to murder those he loved above all else. Even the bright red tattoo in memory of his brother Deimos and proclaiming him a soldier of Sparta seemed a mockery.

Kratos’ hand flashed to the hilts of the blades at his back when Hermes ran down the corridor, dancing about like some gaudy butterfly. The Messenger of the Gods visibly paled and darted away. Such it was whenever another saw Kratos. Stride lengthening, he passed where other gods gathered in small groups of twos and threes. They turned their backs to him.

He heard Zeus’ sister Hestia sniff in contempt and say to Demeter in a voice just loud enough for him to overhear, “Has your crop been ruined by his endless war?”

“My worshippers starve because of him and those terrible, brutish Spartans,” Demeter said. She glanced sideways at Kratos, then turned quickly and took Hestia by the arm to guide her away, going in the direction already taken by Hermes.

Kratos’ hands slid from the handles, and a sneer curled his lip, twisting his face into pure contempt. What did he need their approval for when he was greater than the lot?

Swinging about, sandals making slapping sounds on the travertine floor, he went to a huge vaulted atrium dominated by a circular aperture. Within the confines of the circle roiled a thin fog turned the color of blood. Distant sounds of battle heartened Kratos. The clash of sword against sword, shields deflecting blows and knives driving into exposed midriffs, the battle cries of the victorious and the lamentations of the vanquished. Men strove in his name. Armies swept across the face of Greece and laid waste to all they encountered.

The God of War favored Sparta and incited the warriors to destroy all armies, all cities, every man, woman, and child not of the city of his birth who refused to be subjugated. He had been called the Ghost of Sparta. Now he was God of War with a mighty sword-wielding army sweeping across the world.

The shrieks of dying men rose higher; music to his ears. For these were not Spartans dying but other, weaker men. The fog billowed higher and parted to give him a clear view of the battlefield below. A harbor. A city burning. Soldiers driving swords through leather armor into bellies and hearts. Spartan soldiers, invincible because of dedication and training—and his favor. “ … Kratos, how could you kill me? …”

The whisper from deep within his nightmares was drowned out as he bellowed his approval when a Spartan unit marched forward, swords clanking against bronze shields. Their feet hit the ground in a marching rhythm that sent tremors of fear through the enemy.

“Allow no escape. Give no quarter!” His words filled the air and echoed throughout Olympus and to the world below. The Spartans dulled their blades on the shields and necks, the greaves and arms, of the enemy until the din of battle suffocated any voice in Kratos’ mind. He continued to direct the carnage, approving of his army’s fighting prowess.

Far below a young Spartan stepped from the fray and thrust his sword high in the air, toward Olympus where Kratos watched.

“My lord Kratos!” The words were caught on the din of battle and carried to his ears. “Another city is ready to fall! Soon all shall know the glory of Sparta!”

Kratos’ hands clenched into tight fists, and cords stood out on his forearms and in his neck as he tensed. Victory! He did not need Hermes to bring such glorious news when he could watch his armies from this lofty perch. But Kratos was never one to watch. The sight of skilled warriors battling the ever-weakening defenders of the harbor city of Rhodes pledged to Apollo told him he would have to hurry if he wanted to share in the blood and glory of victory.

A soft tread on the stone floor behind caused him to straighten. His quick intake of breath filled his nostrils with the aromatic spikenard. Slowly turning, he faced Athena. The goddess looked up at him with a curious mixture of anger and pleading. Her sepia-tattooed lips parted, but she did not speak immediately. The intricate, swirling designs on her face seemed to take on a life of their own, as if those tattoos might possess her. But Kratos knew better. Of the gods, Athena was the most in control of herself. Her schemes were clever and subtle and had brought him to Olympus as a god.

Her elaborately engraved armor creaked slightly as she reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. He jerked free. His anger built anew.

“Enough, Kratos. The wrath of Olympus grows. Even I will no longer be able to protect you.” The delicate golden bands of her head decoration caught sunlight and made her look even more godlike. She wore battle armor, not as a fashion statement like so many other gods but because she was a warrior. He appreciated this and that she had worn the bronze-and-leather panoply to show how different she was from so many others who refused to even speak with him, much less confront him. But she was not his ally. She always took the side of Zeus and prattled about what was best for Olympus, as if he should care, too.

Kratos growled deep in his throat and pushed savagely past the goddess.

“I need no protection.”

“You forget that it was I who made you a god, Kratos. Do not turn your back on me!”

“I owe you nothing.”

“Then you leave me no choice.”

He ignored her, his stride long, sure, and directed toward a precipice ahead. The marble floor simply ended to give a dizzying view of the earth far below. Kratos paused a moment, the sounds of battle reaching him even at this great height. He drew in a deep breath and smelled the sharp tang of spilled blood. The battle would be over quickly. He wanted to be there to cheer on the Spartan soldiers—and to relish the victory over yet another city’s patron god, whoever that might be. Kratos neither knew nor cared. He stepped forward, fell rigidly at attention, and aimed his head toward the far ground. The wind caught at him as he arrowed downward.

“Kratos, no!” came Athena’s faint warning.

“Kratos,” Athena said, hand reaching out as if to stop him. But he had already plunged earthward, away from her and away from Olympus.

“Let the fool go,” came a voice like rocks being ground together. “I will greet him in the Underworld all the sooner.”

“He is a god, my dear uncle,” she said to Hades, not looking back at him, feeling his dark presence.

The whistle of Kratos’ passage through the air had faded now, replaced incongruously by the chirping of blue jays fluttering through the Olympian skies. If she had not known better, she would have thought all was at peace and that harmony reigned supreme on this lofty pinnacle. Soft winds caressed her decorated cheeks, carrying subtle perfumes and the sounds of the gods frolicking in their palaces. No hint of trouble reached her, unless she confronted Hades and his dourness.

“I will accept him gladly. Especially him. He eluded me before. No one escapes my domain twice. I don’t know how he succeeded in battling free of the Underworld, but he had help. A gravedigger. That makes no sense, but if I find him, he will beg to replace Sisyphus! Can I forget that Kratos killed my beloved Persephone?”

Before Athena could respond, Poseidon whirled up, his trident’s haft clacking on the marble floor.

“He is gone? Good riddance! I want nothing to do with that liar and thief.”

“Kratos is many things,” Athena said, “but never a liar. What has he stolen?” She caught her breath when Poseidon bellowed his answer. The scent of the sea and dead fish came along with his words.

“He duped me out of my Rage! I gifted him because he lied to you, Athena, he lied to you and you convinced me to aid him against my better judgment. Turning a mortal into a god cannot be good for Olympus!”

Athena remained silent. She had seen her other uncle in such self-deluding anger before and knew better than to argue. Kratos had required the Rage of Poseidon to recover Pandora’s Box, and she had been instrumental in turning Poseidon against Ares—if only briefly—in that quest.

The thought of Pandora’s Box made her frown. Before she could find her way through the mental maze born of that memory, Poseidon and Hades had begun arguing.

“Uncles, do not quarrel like this,” she said. Athena stepped between them before they could come to blows. Sometimes snappish and always testy, the two disturbed the seeming tranquility of Olympus. Or was it only a false peace since Kratos had departed? She chewed at her lower lip, worrying that she was missing a small detail—a detail possibly as important as Kratos being intent on the destruction of any city-state not named Sparta.

“How should we quarrel, then?” demanded Hades. He stepped up and thrust his bearded face into Poseidon’s. For a moment, the God of the Ocean’s seaweed beard mingled with the coal-black beard to ignite tiny orange and yellow sparks. Hades reached up to push Poseidon away, but Athena caught his thick wrist and prevented it. He jerked free and glowered at her.

“Do not think to appease me, Athena,” he said.

“Nor I,” Poseidon chimed in. “Kratos is a canker on the ass of Olympus and must be lanced!” His trident stabbed through the air with a shrill whine, the razored blades passing just inches from Athena’s face. Poseidon often lost his temper but not usually in this menacing fashion. He drew back and looked, for an instant, startled at what he had done, but he made no apology. And Athena expected none from the Lord of the Oceans.

“He goes too far,” Hades grumbled. He wrung his hands as if he held Kratos’ neck between them. “How dare he kill those who worship us, even if they are only mortals? Think of what Kratos has done to your precious Atlantis.”

Poseidon started to retort, then understood what was said. Rage clouded his face. “My brother, whatever you decide, count me in.” Poseidon slammed the butt end of his trident on the floor and sent cracks radiating from the point of impact.

The two went off, bickering. There had never been peace on Olympus—even Zeus could not forestall the ill temper of the gods with their petty concerns and small-minded plots. But her uncles were not acting in character.

She walked to the edge where Kratos had plummeted away. Far below raged the battle—perhaps the final battle in what would be Kratos’ mightiest campaign. His Spartan warriors had conquered all the other cities, save for Rhodes.

Her gaze hardened as she watched events unfolding far below, as if ants futilely battled with the towering Kratos stamping on them. She hurried to speak with Zeus but feared the Sky Father’s patience had vanished. Kratos had to be stopped before he laid all the worshippers of all the gods in their graves. All save his own precious Spartans.
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SHADOWS SLITHERED ABOUT the large chamber as if they were alive, but they were only possibilities, hints of what might be, as the Sisters of Fate huddled in deep discussion over their judgments.

Lahkesis held out her hands and created a small skein of glowing multihued threads, then batted it into the air, where it spun about, showering her sisters with sparks. From behind her iron-black mask with its short horns, her eyes shone like liquid silver. She spun about in midair, bare feet not touching the floor, her elaborately woven tapestry of a girdle spiraling outward to match the radius of her wings. Trailing downward from just beneath the juncture of her wings and shoulders cascaded a multilayered cape of fine cream-colored silk. Legs and breasts naked and copper-hued skin aglow, she made cutting motions with her short hooked shaft as if she sliced short some doomed human’s life.

Atropos protested, catching the sparks in her hand and snuffing them out. She shot upward like a squid in the sea, black mist trailing where a mortal’s legs should have been. Impossibly long nails stabbed forth accusingly as she tossed her head, yards-long streamers of white hair snapping like a whip.

“Be serious, sister,” Atropos said angrily. “Such a fate is never to be suggested!”

Lahkesis laughed. “Must we always deliver such fearsome fates to those mortals—and gods? Why can’t we have fun breeding improbable lovers and then playing with their offspring? Remember the amusement Ixion and his cloud lover Nephele brought us? Zeus binding him to an eternally spinning fiery sky wheel provides me with enjoyment yet.”

“Isn’t our work amusement enough? Clotho spins the fate we decide, I measure the length of the thread, and you cut it.”

“I get bored quickly with routine and seek occasional diversion,” Lahkesis said. She smiled wickedly. “Surely, our threads are inventive, even elegant as they flow. Was it not great fun when I made that hideously ugly Pan irresistible to Nymphs?”

Atropos looked furiously at her sister. “He was hardly farcical when he aided the Athenians at the Battle of Marathon. You should have consulted Clotho—or me—before venturing beyond romantic trysts in the forest.” She sniffed indignantly. “Without Pan’s aid, they might never have won.”

Lahkesis shrugged off the possibility that Pan was all that interesting a destiny to craft.

“At least let us take another look at Hermes’ thread. He ought to be given something more interesting than what you have done with him recently,” Lahkesis said finally.

“Enough. You both need to tend to your chores more closely,” said Clotho as she shifted her immense bulk. Rolls of mottled flab bounced as thick arms reached out to her sisters. She shook an admonishing finger like a taloned octopus tentacle at them as she sided with Atropos. “The gods are becoming restive, and we will need to deal with that situation eventually.”

“One might even pay closer attention to our pet project,” Lahkesis said. Her sisters always insisted on work rather than enjoyment. Unlike Atropos or even Clotho, she wanted more than the satisfaction of a job well done. Duty? But why not stimulation as well?

“Yours. He is not our special scheme. Why do you even care about Kratos?” Atropos ran deft fingers along a thread extending from the Loom Chamber, measuring with precision using a notched talon to find the exact point to impart small vibrations that would cause a war because of a momentary lapse of etiquette. She immediately turned her attention to another strand, then reached out and tugged on the thread Lahkesis studied so intently.

“You provoked him with that touch,” Lahkesis said, but she was not displeased. Kratos had grown too difficult to guide after becoming God of War. He had tried to wipe away the memories that Zeus would not banish for him through debauchery, and had failed. After he realized wine and the soft embrace of endless willing women would not give him surcease, he had turned to what he knew best: battle. Because of him, a dozen city-states lay in ruin. He—and the gods—could provide suitable diversion for some time to come.

“We need to discuss his fate if we are not to work at cross-purposes, dear sisters,” Clotho said. She worked on a dozen new threads, weaving them together and splitting another to birth twins, only to separate them, with each strand going onto a different spool.

Lahkesis nodded in approval. Such possibilities!

“I think the promise of Pandora’s Box is enough to keep us occupied for a while longer,” Lahkesis said. She whipped the thread of fate affixed to Kratos and sent him plummeting toward the earth and the battle to destroy Rhodes.

The sight of him plunging earthward ought to have delighted her, but rather it gave her an uneasy feeling she was unable to define. Lahkesis looked at her sisters, both diligently working at the threads stretching away to every point of the world. Neither shared her momentary disquietude about Kratos and his fate. And why should they? They controlled the world. They controlled Kratos’ fate.

Yes, his fate was sealed. She turned to other, more pressing matters. Being creator of so many destinies was a taxing chore, but she enjoyed it. Even if Atropos and Clotho were such unimaginative sticklers for duty.
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AT RIGID ATTENTION, Kratos fell forward. His arms pulled in to his sides as he plunged headfirst toward the distant battle. The sounds of metal, flesh, and stone colliding set his pulse pounding. The smell of blood and the stench of death filled his nostrils as surely as he felt the bite of wind ripping past his face, across his shaved head. He had missed the tumult of battle while on Olympus, even as he guided his stalwart Spartans against one army after another to spite the gods who shunned him.

The ground rushed up, but Kratos had a chance to survey the fight. A smile of satisfaction pulled back his lips into what others might consider a sneer. His warriors fought well and drove the soldiers of Rhodes into an ever-tightening circle, making them fight back-to-back, surrounded by swords and eventual Spartan-delivered death.

With a deft twist, Kratos brought his feet under himself, letting his massive size demolish the roof of a palace. He recovered and stood to his full hundred-foot height, looking around. Carnage everywhere bespoke a victory that gladdened him. The bay was filled with ships sporting the orange and yellow stripes of the Spartan navy. Although unneeded, reinforcements were landing every few minutes. The ships disgorged troops, but these fresh warriors would be disappointed. Their brothers-in-arms had almost crushed Rhodes.

His gaze lifted from the ships to the immense bronze statue of Helios straddling the entrance to the harbor. Kratos would pull it down when the last of the Rhodes soldiers had died on a Spartan blade. It would be a fitting symbol of the utter defeat of the city.

He barely noticed an eagle flapping furiously from the statue’s shoulder toward him. Even if this was a hunting bird, it could not harm a god. Kratos reached behind him to draw the Blades of Athena when the eagle swooped down to rake fierce talons along his shoulder. The electric jolt that snapped his back into an arch held him in a rictus he could not escape. As quickly as it had come the paralysis passed, but his entire body danced with blue-white flames.

“Athena, you conspire against me?” Kratos swatted at the eagle, but it flew back toward the Colossus. The talons trailed crackling blue sparks. Kratos reached out to grab it, but the bird flew too swiftly and evaded his grasping fingers. He staggered and almost fell to his knees as weakness seized him in a fierce grip.

The eagle landed on the shoulder of the Colossus and immediately transferred the shimmering energy—the energy stolen from Kratos!—to the statue. Kratos shivered and fought, but the web of scintillant electricity enshrouding him could not be shaken off. In a fury, he saw the statue begin to stir as his energy invigorated it; the unnatural movement sent the men on the scaffolding screaming to the ocean below.

The statue stepped out into the harbor, a giant bronze foot crushing a Spartan ship under its sole. The Colossus splashed water and capsized another vessel laden with soldiers. As it made its way across the harbor, the warships attempted to fight. Arrows arched upward, some ablaze, only to bounce harmlessly off heavy bronze legs. Then the archers and the ships carrying them were crushed beneath the juggernaut coming for Kratos.

Kratos tried to muster his strength. He was more than a minion of Ares now. He was the God of War! But the harder he attempted to lift his arms, to take a step, to draw the Blades of Athena sheathed at his back, the weaker he became. Then the ultimate humiliation was delivered to him.

He began to shrink. From godlike proportions he shriveled up second by second. Where once he towered over the buildings of Rhodes, he was now the same size. And then smaller. He crashed through the flooring and landed hard, the shimmering web that had sucked away his size now fading. He looked around the chamber where he found himself, still a giant among men but more of a size as he had been when he was mortal. Looking at his hands and powerful forearms, he knew he was still a formidable fighter, but lacking the full strength of a god would make combat more difficult.

“Athena, you will suffer for this!”

Then a wordless cry erupted from his throat. Being a god with a god’s power had lulled him into an existence that was soft, decadent. Being the size of a mortal once more, lacking full godlike strength, only made him more determined to slay his enemies. Doing so now would carry more honor and reflect glory on the army of Sparta.

He turned to see a handful of Rhodesian warriors enter the large chamber. They stared at him, wide-eyed, then one cried, “The Ghost of Sparta!”

Kratos gave them no time to recover from their shock of finding him in their midst. He strode forward and grabbed the first soldier by the throat. He squeezed down on the exposed neck so hard the man’s eyes bugged. Then his throat ruptured under the pressure, sending a geyser of hot blood down Kratos’ arm. He tossed the soldier aside in time to sidestep the sword thrust from the second warrior. Kratos’ blade cut cleanly through the soldier’s outstretched arm.

As he stepped away from the falling enemy, a grating sound drew his attention to a huge hand sliding along the outer wall of the chamber. Through a window he saw shining bronze and an intricate superstructure. For a moment, he frowned and wondered what this could be. Then a face peered in, eyes bright and blue in a face of immobile metal. The Colossus pressed closer to the window, trying to find Kratos in the relative darkness of the chamber. Kratos drew the Blades of Athena and advanced.

The Colossus might be hundreds of feet tall, but it faced the Ghost of Sparta.

Barely had Kratos taken two steps than he heard excited chattering and, “Don’t let him escape!”

“But we cannot fight a god!”

He turned and saw half a dozen Rhodesian soldiers pressing through a doorway, then fanning out in preparation for their attack. A quick glance at the Colossus showed that the metal giant still sought him. Kratos roared from deep in his gut and attacked, his blades leaving behind trails of eye-searing gold flame as he swung first left, then right. His first strike cleaved a man in half. His second gutted the officer commanding the soldiers. Then he ran forward, a battle cry on his lips as he engaged the remaining defenders of Rhodes.

He quickly pared his opposition down to a single soldier, who bolted and ran.

“Coward!” Kratos yelled after him.

As he turned, an arrow penetrated his armor. He felt the arrowhead’s prick, reached to the back, and grabbed the shaft. With a jerk, he pulled it free. The armor had saved him from more than a tiny cut—but half a dozen more arrows whistled past him. With blades swinging in a wall before him, he deflected several and found the source of so much feathered death.

Two archers fired as quickly as they could, having identified their target. So intent was he on the two bowmen that he failed to see the expressionless face at a large window. As Kratos rushed forward to engage the archers, blades whistling in a circular death pattern, the entire wall on the harbor side of the chamber exploded inward and a bronze arm crashed down, almost crushing him.

He rolled, slammed into a wall, and came to his feet, facing the Colossus. Tiny electric sparks danced along the arm and up to the giant’s head. The eyes were a guileless blue, but Kratos read danger there.

Throughout his thralldom to Ares and the ten years in service to the gods of Olympus he had fought Cyclopes and Minotaurs and monsters so vile they would have revolted a lesser man. The Colossus of Rhodes lacked the speed and agility of any of those creatures. Kratos slashed downward on the exposed forearm and caused an immediate withdrawal from the chamber. The moaning of metal made him contemptuous of the poor caricature of Helios. That god had been no friend of Kratos’ but at least was quick and quick-witted.

A ladder beckoned to an upper level that led out onto a balcony where several soldiers gathered. “We m-m-must stop him or all is lost! Kill Kratos and the Spartans will retreat!”

“But we cannot kill a god,” protested a soldier almost the size of Kratos.

“Is he truly a god? He bleeds. See the cuts on his face.”

“No, no, that’s another’s blood.”

The first fighter took Kratos’ measure anew and came to a quick decision. Puffing out his broad chest to look even larger, he pushed the others aside and stepped forward. “Do you pretend to be a god? You bleed like a mortal. Where are your powers, other than in your swords?” The soldier snorted as he hefted his weapon. “You’re only a mortal—and you will die!”

The huge soldier rushed forward, thrusting with his spear while hunching down behind his shield for protection. Kratos stood his ground, acting only at the last possible moment. One flashing blade cut through the spear shaft. As he pivoted, his second sword tip sneaked under the shield and upward. For an instant, the soldier’s armor held. Then Kratos felt the blade enter the belly and strike hard against the man’s spine. Grunting, Kratos heaved and lifted the man high, still impaled on his blade.

The other defenders of Rhodes reacted as he expected. They began backing away, keeping their swords and spears leveled at him as they sought to retreat. Kratos dropped the still-living soldier and kicked him away—a distraction that almost cost him his life.

The great whooshing of metal sailing through the air gave his only warning. Instinctively, he dropped, rolled, and barely evaded the bronze fist as the Colossus smashed through the stone and mortar of the wall behind him. The Colossus recovered and slammed its flat hand down in an attempt to swat him like an annoying bug. The stone floor shattered, and the shock waves knocked the tight knot of soldiers off their feet.

Every impact tore up more of the stone walkway and sent shards flying in all directions like deadly missiles. One long sliver of stone penetrated Kratos’ armor and pricked his skin. He yanked it out. The needle-sharp tip was red with his blood. With a mighty heave, Kratos threw it at the Colossus, only to watch it bounce harmlessly off the metal chest.

It took all of Kratos’ accumulated skill to avoid the metallic fist crashing downward again. Worse, as he recovered and hacked at the impervious arm, sending sparks flying in all directions, he caught movement out of the corner of his eye.

“Kill him and we’ll be given more land than we can walk in a week!”

Four soldiers rushed him while he chopped at the arm of the Colossus, now sweeping along the stone walk in an attempt to bowl him over. Kratos vaulted the arm, rolled, and had a chance to attack the left forearm where some of the bronze plating hadn’t yet been installed. The rods within the arm provided him with better targets. One stout rod parted with a loud snap, causing the Colossus to recoil, allowing Kratos to deal with the attacking soldiers.

They proved easy opponents. Whether they fought for land or honor or their city-state hardly mattered. One after another perished under the slashing cuts Kratos delivered. As the last warrior died on the tip of his sword, Kratos saw movement. The Colossus staggered back, clutching its left arm where the wrist had been severed, leaving only a stump spewing scintillant blue sparks and a soul-chilling glow.

The abbreviated arm swung around, sending the light searing through the air, sizzling and burning with the sweep of the arm. Kratos ducked beneath the deadly blue beam, hands gripping the blades as he readied for another thrust. But the Colossus moved with speed far surpassing what a monster of such metallic bulk ought to achieve. The severed limb swept around but the good right hand smashed down, as if swatting an insect.

Kratos jumped aside at the last possible instant, but the mighty bronze hand crashed into the terrace. The impact caused him to fly up into the air. With an agile twist, he came about and got his feet under him—only to find that he landed not on the stone terrace but in the now outstretched hand. With a clatter of sandals against metal palm, he landed hard. The fingers curled over as the Colossus made a fist, intent on crushing him.

Both blades drove upward. One penetrated a finger trying to clamp down on him and smash life from his mortal body. The other hacked off a chunk of metal from the adjoining finger. Kratos let out a bellow of pain as the Colossus squeezed and the fingers came down atop him. Only the small amount of bronze cut from the finger saved him. Rough edges tore at his body, but he fit through the hole he had hacked and came out atop the fist. Using his blades as poles, he drove them into the backs of two fingers and used this position to lever himself free.

He tumbled to the terrace, rolled, and came to his feet, weapons ready. The Colossus retreated again, stared at the nick Kratos had put into its finger, and then swung back its stump with the blazing light in a vain attempt to catch the God of War off guard.

Kratos jumped to a nearby platform where a ballista had been loaded with a huge stone spear. The crew had long since abandoned their post and their mission to heave the missile out and smash the incoming Spartan ships. The bowstring was only half pulled back. Kratos grabbed the winch and put his full strength to drawing the bowstring taut. This was normally a job for four men, but Kratos was up to it. Muscles bulged on his powerful arms and rippled across his back as he worked.

The string snapped into place with a solid thunk.

He turned and moved the ballista about, aiming it for the ponderous metal giant still struggling out in the harbor. Burning blue eyes fixed on Kratos, and the mouth opened in a parody of a human grin. Cerulean light poured forth as the behemoth lumbered forward to attack once more. Kratos watched, estimated distances—and waited even longer. The Colossus was too slow moving to dodge the massive stone missile he was about to launch, but he wanted it to strike directly in the center of the metal face.

As the Colossus reached for him, Kratos triggered the ballista. The stone grated along wooden rails and erupted with a speed so great, it was hardly more than a blur. If it had struck any ship in the harbor, the vessel would have been doomed and sent directly to the bottom. But the heavy stone, despite its speed, did not strike the Colossus. Moving faster than it had any right to, the statue batted the stone away, delivering such a blow that the rock turned to dust.

Kratos recognized the danger he faced now. The essence that the eagle had drained from him had been fully transferred to the metal colossus. With every passing moment, the giant statue became stronger, faster, more capable.

“You will not defeat me this easily, Athena,” he said, determination hardening within his breast. “Taking my power will not succeed. I am the God of War!”

A huge bronze fist rose and fell, shaking the foundations of the building even as it destroyed everything in front of Kratos. He backed away, then took a running start and vaulted over the fist. Kratos landed heavily, facing three soldiers. With a mighty sweep of his swords, he sent two scurrying away, unwilling to engage him in combat. The remaining soldier died quickly, in time for Kratos to avoid another flat-handed smash from the Colossus.

The exposed left arm presented a tempting target, but he could not reach it with his blades. Instead, Kratos cut furiously at the right arm and produced a small nick—nothing more. As the metal giant reared back to strike again, Kratos jumped again to the ballista. There were no more massive stones to fling at the bronze statue—and there was no time to crank back the bowstring in any case. Kratos stood on the rails, pressed his back against the string, and used his powerful legs to push backward.

If he could not defeat the metal statue by brute force, he would attack in as unexpected a manner as possible.

Growling like an animal, he forced back the string inch by inch. Ahead of him, rearing up in the harbor, the Colossus returned to launch yet another crushing blow at him.

Kratos sagged when the bowstring snapped into place. But the lack of missile didn’t deter him. He remained in front of the bowstring, armored back pressed firmly into the launcher. As the bronze man moved directly in front of the ballista, Kratos released the trigger once more.

The sudden acceleration took away his breath as he sailed through the air in a direct line ending at the head of the Colossus. But again, the god-power-endowed metallic statue reacted with astounding speed to bat him high into the air. Kratos found himself looking down at the monstrous figure, then tumbling through the air, writhing about to avoid being caught between grasping fingers. His own agility and fighting prowess landed him on the statue’s cheekbone, near the glowing right eye.

“Graaah!”

Kratos’ battle cry reverberated off the metal face and across Rhodes as he lifted both swords and plunged them deep into the right eye. The Colossus responded as an animal might. It grabbed for him and its injured eye, but Kratos was no longer there to provide a victim for the crushing might of the metal fingers. He slid downward, reached a slippery bronze shoulder where he could find some purchase, and began hacking away at the exposed neck. Scratches appeared, then deeper notches.

And then those fingers he had successfully avoided thus far finally found him, plucked him away, and flung him high into the air. This time Kratos screamed in frustration as he hurtled toward a stolid building on the far side of the harbor.
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ATHENA PAUSED at the doorway leading into Zeus’ throne room. The Sky Father sat rigidly on the edge of his raised throne, leaning forward as he listened intently to his brother Hades. Whatever they discussed provoked heated emotions. Athena found it difficult not to storm forward and interrupt, but a speck of caution remained and smothered her anger.

She pressed her hand to her cheek, trying to assure herself she was in full control. She had been increasingly irrational of late, and noticed it. It was as if she had somehow separated body from spirit, her body taking charge as her soul ranged wide and far, taking all logic with it.

Zeus glanced up and stared at her, but it was as if she did not exist. He turned back to his brother and shot to his feet. The low argument now boiled out loud and clear.

“You will do no such thing!”

“He cheated me! No one should escape the Lord of the Underworld. Tell me how it was possible that Kratos climbed back from his death in the Temple of Pandora without help. It wasn’t Ares helping him. He was hotheaded but would have taken pleasure knowing his mortal irritant had been assigned to my realm.” Hades held out a bony hand, closed it into a fist, and squeezed. Black dust cascaded onto Zeus’ feet.

“What are you saying, my brother?” Zeus ignored the grave dust on his sandals.

“Athena thwarted me! She helped him escape the crossing of the Styx!”

Athena watched her father’s reaction and knew for certain that he had been the god aiding Kratos as the gravedigger. She had suspected but until this moment had no solid proof.

“Welcome, daughter,” Zeus said, looking back at her, as if seeing her for the first time. “Come closer. Your uncle was telling me of your interference with his realm.”

“It is of Kratos I have come to speak, Father,” she said. Athena nodded politely in Hades’ direction but did not address him. He had worked himself up into a fury, thinking she had dug the grave near the temple to allow Kratos’ escape.

“She champions his cause still! He has brought only discord to Olympus, Zeus. You cannot permit this to endure any more than you can allow Athena’s meddling in matters reserved to my kingdom!”

Hades was so angry that his dark face smoked, as if he were on fire within. He clutched his hands together so hard, a steady cascade of ash floated to the travertine floor in front of Zeus’ throne.

“My uncle should have been a poet, so great is his imagination. Perhaps you have been speaking with Homer as he explores the Elysian Fields?”

Hades brought his fist back to strike her but a dazzling lightning bolt rent the air above his head. Hades spun and glared at Zeus. Before he could say a word, a new flash caused Hades to step away. He spun about, rose into the air, and vanished in a sooty tornado. Zeus lowered the hand used to cast his lightning, then made a quick sweeping motion. The ash on the floor disappeared. Athena could not help but notice that the greasy blackness on Zeus’ sandals remained when he dropped back onto his throne.

Once more he was the stoic Sky Father, King of the Gods, looking regal and as if nothing had disturbed him.

“My daughter petitions for Kratos again?”

She started to agree, then shook her head. “No, Father, but I do beseech you to show mercy. Your plans for Kratos are hidden to me, but through your good graces I was allowed to place him on Ares’ throne.”

“Ares’ insanity destroyed him. Kratos provided only the final toss of the dice in a game Ares could no longer play.”

“The other gods have humiliated Kratos,” she began, but Zeus’ deep-throated laughter stopped further words.

“Kratos humiliated? Never! His pride knows no bounds. It is I who am wronged. He refuses to obey and brings discord to Olympus. How often have I found him eyeing me with malice?”

“He is right to be angered that you did not give him surcease from his nightmares,” she said.

“All I do is for a reason, daughter. He has chosen to ignore your warnings, and his behavior now threatens all in Olympus.

“All, Sky Father?” she said, staring boldly at him. “Or is there more? Do you fear your own creation and what he is capable of?”

“Like Ares, he refuses to obey me. Kratos did not seize the throne of the God of War. I allowed him to ascend. Am I not the Lord of Olympus? I control all that happens.”

Athena did not answer this because her father’s tone indicated he believed it. Or had he forgotten the role of the Sisters of Fate in the Titanomachy? If they had not been favorably inclined toward the gods during the Great War, the Titans would still reign supreme.

Rather, she said, “Discord spreads on Olympus, my father. You have seen how your brother, my uncle, acts.”

“Poseidon is testy, also,” Zeus said, stroking his long white beard of billowing clouds. Gold rings engraved with his name held thick strands together. With a toss of his head, he got his long white hair out of his eyes—pupil-less eyes that glowed the blue of the sky surrounding Olympus. An air of thoughtfulness descended. Athena wondered at what went on behind those blank eyes.

“Kratos is the cause. Speak to him, my father. Convince him with your eloquence to return peace to Olympus.”

“Would he listen to me? He has scorned your attempt to aid him.” Zeus answered his own question. A sly smile crept to his lips. “Of course he will listen to me. He needs to be taught humility because he reaches for that which he cannot have.” His eyes darted to a curtained alcove on the far side of the audience chamber. Athena watched Zeus’ expression alter from one of confidence, even arrogance, to something … else.

She looked over her shoulder as a gentle breeze blowing through the chamber stirred rose petals on the floor and the curtain. The glimpse of Pandora’s Box caused her to stiffen with sudden apprehension that Zeus would notice her attention on the box rather than on him.

“What?” The question escaped Athena before she could stop. She took a step forward, one foot on the lowest step leading to the throne of the ruler of the gods.

“He seeks to depose me, just as Ares tried. No god—or goddess—will ever assume this throne. It is mine and mine alone to rule Olympus.” His voice rose shrilly, and he half stood from the throne, his powerful body tense. Athena saw a touch of madness matching Ares’ in her father, and it frightened her. A dozen thoughts tumbled in her head on how to forestall any attempt on his part to exert more control over the other gods. There were always plans and secret schemes brewing among the easily bored of Olympus, but Zeus was in a singular position of power.

Again Zeus looked past her to Pandora’s Box, but he turned his attention fully on her before she could say anything more.

“Kratos has no aspiration for your throne, Father,” she said, then paused, thinking about this. She shook her head as certainty settled on her about Kratos’ motives. “He only makes war using his Spartan soldiers to strike back at offenses heaped upon his head by the others.”

“I have treated him fairly,” Zeus said.

“He does not see that,” Athena said.

“He cannot. Therefore, I must make him, if harmony is to be restored in Olympus.” Zeus settled back on his throne, arms crossed and tiny storms billowing in his beard of braided clouds.

Athena heard more than the tiny claps of thunder produced by those storms. She sensed violent winds blowing through her beloved Olympus.
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“SUCH A LOVELY PATTERN,” Clotho cooed as she shifted her immense sluglike bulk to get more comfortable at her spinning wheel. Amid the whine of threads flying from her spinneret came far-distant cries of pain as entire armies met the fate decreed by the Sisters of Fate. “I cannot remember if I have ever spun such a fine design before. Have I, dear sister?”

Atropos looked up from her own work, measuring the length of a thread of destiny tied to a rod to maintain tension. If it slackened, she might have to remeasure and give the boon of a longer life to the young king tethered to the far end. Worse, he might die too quickly should impetuous Lahkesis cut prematurely because of the drooping fate. Atropos stretched out a talon-fingered hand, using her long nails to mark off the proper life-length on the thread.

“Why, sister, have you decided so quickly on this one?” Clotho asked, looking over from the spinneret snaking out destinies.

“I hope to toy with him a bit longer,” said Atropos, with a sigh. She rose into the air, black tendrils swirling where a mortal’s legs and feet would be. She whirled about, then settled down to stroke along another thread of fate spun by Clotho. “How long should this one be?” she mused.

“You’re asking my opinion?” Clotho laughed. “Of course not, dear sister. You never do. You are so dedicated to your work that you never need advice.”

“We have
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