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The first chain broke with a sound like the earth’s spine cracking.

Far below in Tartarus, where light vanished ages ago, iron chains thicker than temple columns snapped apart. Rust fell in clouds, tasting of old blood and ancient anger. These restraints had lasted for ages, binding limbs strong enough to crush mountains and weaving through ribs that once held back storms. They were made after the Titanomachy, cooled in the tears of defeated gods, and strengthened by oaths on the River Styx.

Worthless now.

Cronus opened his eyes. They burned yellow in the darkness, pupils slitted like a serpent’s. His mouth worked, jaw grinding as he remembered how to speak after centuries of silence. The sound that emerged wasn’t words; it couldn’t be called words. The very air convulsed around it. Time itself stuttered. Somewhere far above, a mortal king aged fifty years between one breath and the next. A newborn in Thebes emerged from the womb already old enough to walk.

“Finally.”

His voice sharpened with use. Cronus flexed, forcing strength back into withered muscles until they bulged beneath his skin. He straightened to his full height and stood, pressing his feet hard into the ground; the cavern floor cracked and buckled under his sudden weight.

Nearby, Rhea stirred. Earth responded to her waking; tremors rippled outward through bedrock, through the roots of mountains, and through the foundations of Olympus itself. She sat up slowly, vertebrae popping in sequence like distant thunder. Her hair had grown wild during imprisonment. Silver-white strands tangled with gems that had formed in the perpetual moisture of the deep. She touched her throat where Zeus’s chains had choked her for so long.

"My son will pay." Rhea’s voice struck with seismic force, making stalactites rain from the ceiling.

Prometheus laughed. His chains hadn’t broken; they’d melted. Orange light spilled from his chest where stolen fire still burned, eternal and hungry. The flames licked across his ribs, between his teeth when he grinned. “I’ve been counting the days. Did you know I can count very high?”

Atlas remained silent. He climbed to his feet, every movement shaking the underworld, each joint stretching and popping as he stood. He ran his fingers across the scars on his shoulders, the fading outlines where he once bore the sky, then slowly rolled them back, testing the sensation of their newfound freedom as old pain flashed through him.
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