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      AURORA

      Shrill howls, ear-splitting cries, and monstrous growls echoed through the dense fog sitting over the Acheron River. I swallowed hard and inched even closer to Ares, my fingers intertwining with his and my heart pounding in my chest.

      Charon stood at the head of the boat, using an oar to propel us forward. While his body remained stoic and almost poise, he turned his skeletal head a couple inches to the left and looked back at me, lifting his nose in the air and inhaling deeply.

      “Charolette,” he whispered, his words drifting out over the water.

      Ares clutched my hand tighter. He glanced down at me, eyes a blazing gold, and clenched his jaw. “Did he just say my sister’s name?” he asked me through the mind link, his entire body rigid.

      I stared back at Charon, scared shitless but refusing to back down. “Yes.”

      As soon as I answered, the mind link went wild with our packmates wondering what he could want with someone like Charolette—the woman we had left up on Earth to survive for us, the woman Marcel had come down here to save, the woman who would lead the rest of our pack.

      We suddenly collided with the edge of a sleeping giant with red-pink skin, a single horn on the left side of his forehead, and teeth that resembled those of an orc. The boat teetered from side to side, some dirty water splashing over the edge and onto my feet, melting the slippers that I’d birthed my daughter in less than an hour ago.

      Wrapping his skeletal hands around the wooden oar, Charon turned back to the front of the boat and gently pushed the oar into the side of the monster’s ginormous belly to propel us back on our path.

      The monster turned in the river, making more water spill into the boat, and sank deeper into his bath, bubbles emerging around him. None of my packmates, including Ares, said a word. I wasn’t even sure if any of us had taken a breath since we’d stepped into the swaying boat, in fear we would alert the beasts who’d rip us to pieces and litter us in the water.

      “I’m terrified,” I admitted through the mind link to Ares.

      We weren’t ready for any of this. How would we know which monsters were friendly and which wanted to tear us to shreds? How would we pass all of them without being caught? Would we ever be able to get out of here alive?

      Ares didn’t respond, which meant that he must’ve been terrified too.

      He clutched my hand harder and pressed his lips together in a tight line, and then he glanced down at me and gave my hand another squeeze. From down here, I could already see the anxious lines on his forehead, pulled together in a wary expression.

      After swallowing hard, I glanced at Charon, who continued aimlessly rowing to the other side of the river through the fog. While I barely could see a few feet ahead of us, Charon must’ve been able to see farther. He must’ve done this thousands of times per day, millions per his lifetime.

      Just like Ares and I knew the Sanguine Wilds like the backs of our hands, Charon knew this river so well that—now that he wasn’t distracted by Charolette, nor her scent—he easily swept the boat past monster after monster, not colliding even once with them.

      With every monster we passed, my heart pounded harder and harder inside my chest. My breath hitched, and I just wanted this damn ride to be over already. Bile rose in my throat. I didn’t want to be here.

      I wanted to be in the Sanguine Wilds with my baby.

      Remembering the way Medusa—my own lousy mother—had snatched my daughter right from between my legs and run away from me without letting me see her, I balled my hands into fists and tried desperately to hold back the hot tears threatening to spill from my eyes.

      But it had barely been a half hour since I had given birth, and I … I … I just wanted my child.

      I held a hand over my empty stomach and bit back a sob.

      My baby was gone.

      And if I didn’t keep quiet, these monsters in the water would awaken, and soon, I would be gone too. While we might’ve ruled the forest on Earth, down in the underworld, we’d merely be tasty monster food.

      Ares wrapped his arms around my shoulders and pulled me closer, placing a kiss on my forehead and gently rubbing my shoulders. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to end this, and then we’re going to see our girl again.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” I said, clutching him tightly. “You were able to see her. I didn’t even get a glimpse of her face, and I birthed her! I fucking birthed her, Ares. I don’t know if I will ever forgive myself. How do I know who to fight for?”

      Instead of answering me, Ares stayed quiet. He was staying positive for me, but none of this shit could be seen in a positive light, no matter how damn hard he tried. Medusa had stolen my baby from me and refused to let me see her, and then she’d banished me to the underworld for fuck knew how long.

      Minerva moved closer to us and gently squeezed my arm. I glanced over my shoulder at her through watery eyes. While she wasn’t one to smile much, she gave me her best smile that said she’d do everything in her power to get us back to the Sanguine Wilds.

      “Your journey ends here,” Charon said, his back turned to us.

      Through the heavy moss and seaweed, the boat slowly drifted up to the other edge of the river and up onto solid land. He didn’t step off the boat, but instead, he moved a couple inches to the side to let us off.

      Wolves poured off the rowboat and onto the forest-covered land, engulfed in fog. I stood in the back of the boat and stared off into the woods, my stomach in knots. This might’ve resembled our home, but this was far from it.

      Monsters and beasts roamed this land freely.

      We weren’t safe here. We weren’t safe anywhere.

      “Come on,” Ares said to me, taking my hand and moving to the edge of the boat.

      After he hopped off, he grasped both my hands to help me off too. But Charon had other plans, as he placed the oar between Ares and me, trapping me on the boat with him. My hands broke from our grip, and I snapped my head up at Charon, suddenly becoming the woman Mom had never let me be.

      The alpha.

      Or maybe this was the goddess side of me.

      I was ready to fight him if he provoked me.

      “Charolette,” Charon said, staring down at me through his cold black eyes, “safe?”

      Taken aback, I stared at him in confusion for a couple moments until he repeated his words again. Finally, I nodded and said them back to him, unsure of how he knew Charolette or why he wanted to know she was safe.

      But as soon as the words left my mouth, he let me off the boat.

      I hopped off into Ares’s arms and turned around to see Charon already pulling the boat off the shore to row back to the other side. The boat and Charon disappeared through the thick fog, and my stomach turned.

      “This way,” Minerva said to the group, heading through the thick brush. “There looks to be a barrier or gate about a mile ahead.”

      We walked toward the black metal gate for five minutes without being ambushed by any undead monsters. It towered at least fifty meters above us and spanned out for miles upon miles. While it looked to be a door that we could walk through, there wasn’t any doorknob.

      “What do we do?” Minerva asked.

      Feeling uneasy, I stepped back and closed my eyes. This was the gate into the underworld. Once we crossed it, there really wasn’t any getting back. We would be stuck here for hundreds or thousands of years.

      “I promised to fight forever to get back to you,” I whispered to myself, gently rubbing my empty stomach.

      My baby wasn’t inside me anymore—she was somewhere in the world above—but I would never stop fighting to make it back to her.

      She was my only hope that I would have in this darkness.

      Suddenly, from above, a monstrous dog with three heads stood on the top of the gate and growled down upon us, warm spit dripping from each foaming mouth. He roared again and leaped down to our side of the gate and between my packmates, baring his teeth.

      Cerberus.
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      ARES

      “Don’t provoke him,” I commanded the wolves behind me.

      Cerberus towered over all of us, standing nearly three times taller than I did in my wolf form and foaming at all three mouths. We stared up at him, none of us saying a single word. Honestly, I didn’t know what to say myself.

      Venus had told us not to fear him, that he wouldn’t hurt us.

      And I knew that we could easily defeat him—because it was hundreds of wolves against one three-headed guard dog. It’d be easy to take him down, but then we would alert the rest of the gods as well as Hades himself.

      Aurora sucked in a deep breath and stepped forward, staring the dog right in the face. He lunged at her quickly, but Aurora didn’t even move a muscle. She stood rigidly before him and held the strongest eye contact I had ever seen from her.

      Cerberus breathed at her neck with all three heads, his saliva dripping onto her shoulder. Hesitantly, Aurora lifted her hand, and I desperately wanted to pull her back and away from the beast. But from the way she stood, I could tell that she didn’t want me to do that.

      Instead of swatting Cerberus, Aurora placed her hand on one of his snouts and gently stroked his fur. “We would like entrance into the underworld. We have some business here with gods and goddesses. Will you please let us enter?”

      To my surprise, Cerberus tilted his head to the side, so Aurora scratched the side of his neck. Dropping his facade, he sat down in front of the gate and stared up at Aurora, wanting her to pet him more and more.

      Aurora let out a heavy breath, shoulders slumping forward, as if she were relieved. “We’re here to see Hades too. Can you point us in the direction of his kingdom? We’ve been informed that it’s close.”

      Cerberus smiled—fucking smiled—at Aurora. After a couple moments, he nodded all three heads, stood back up, and pushed his paw against the gate, forcing it to open for him. The stone parted down the center, revealing a world of fog and woods and monsters.

      “Thank you,” Aurora said, giving him one last pet. She nodded for us to go through the gate to the other side. “I’ll be back to see you again. I promise, Cerberus. I’ve missed you, boy. I have to make up for lost time.”

      Once we made it through the gate, Cerberus howled and closed it behind us.

      Aurora smiled at me and nodded to the west. “Hades’s kingdom is that way.”

      “You understood him?” I asked her, amazed.

      “Yes,” she said. “And I remember him too. It seems like I can remember almost all of the wolves and creatures that I’ve come in contact with in my past life. Cerberus helped us in the past. He saved us from trouble over a thousand years ago.”

      “Let’s go before it starts to get dark,” Minerva said, heading toward Hades’s kingdom. “We should cover as much area as possible and try to find shelter for the night.”

      I led us through the forest and toward the kingdom that Cerberus must’ve pointed out to Aurora. But fifty meters into the underworld, I paused and grabbed Aurora’s hand to stop her too. The wolves halted behind me, glancing around the densely foggy forest, almost as if they noticed or sensed someone watching us too.

      “Stay behind me,” I said to Aurora.

      The innate need to prove myself to Aurora made my body swell with power. I’d vowed to protect her in every life. She wouldn’t die like she had in my nightmares. This time, I would protect her and find Mars. We were so close to seeing him again.

      I couldn’t let him down, either.

      Instead of following orders, Aurora stepped by my side and stood tall near me with her head held high and the colors of dawn in her eyes. Like I’d expected. My mate wasn’t one to back down from a fight, not even when she had been pregnant.

      “We’re doing this together,” Aurora said. “We’re mates.”

      A growl rumbled through the eerie wooden area, then another, and then even another. Shadows ran from tree to tree, red eyes piercing through the thick fog. From every angle, they stared at us and lowered into their fighting positions, the way hounds always did on Earth.

      “We’re going to fight,” I announced to my warriors. “To see our families again. To protect the wolves weaker than us. To survive down here. To end this madness once and for fucking all. No enemy hounds survive. We kill them all.”

      “Unless they’re not aggressive,” Aurora said. “Some of these hounds are rogues, forced down here during the War of the Lycans. They could be our ancestors. If they’re not aggressive, don’t kill them. But if they are, end their reign.”

      Together, the hounds roared around us, growing more and more restless. I lowered onto all fours and shifted into my wolf beside Aurora, who shifted right after me and brushed her snout against my side, as if to say that she was ready to fight for us and for our pup.

      Then, in an uproar of paws pounding against the forest floor, the hounds raced toward us.
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      AURORA

      Blood sprayed everywhere, drenching the forest floor and creating puddles of bodily fluids across the entrance of the underworld. Some hounds were stronger and physically bigger than the others, towering over them and powerfully striking us back. While others were weaker and fought slowly, like the rogues had the other day.

      Almost as if they had come down here during the War of the Lycans.

      Maybe they were rogues from Earth.

      One hound sprinted at me with his bloody canines bared and dripping with thick saliva. He lunged at my stomach to rip it to shreds, but I quickly flipped him over onto his back and sank my claws into his throat, ripping it out easily.

      With my paws coated in blood, I turned and tore another hound off a man that I didn’t recognize from another pack. He cried out in pain and clutched his stomach, blood gushing out of his injury.

      When I went to drop to my knees to heal him, one hound knocked me on my ass from the side, and another ripped the poor boy’s head right off his body. I screamed in terror, the sound echoing through the forest. I had never seen a hound so strong.

      Ares roared in response, sprinting over to me and taking the hound on, one-on-one. Similar in height and strength and muscle, they faced off head-to-head, tearing and ripping into each other’s flesh so quickly that I could barely see straight.

      My stomach tightened at the thought of this hound tearing my mate’s head right off, and when they suddenly slowed down, Ares caught him in the throat and ripped his canine tooth across it horizontally.

      The hound fell to the ground, twitching and shivering, foaming at the mouth and pissing himself. I stared at Ares with fear in my eyes and pain in my stomach. God, we hadn’t even been down here for a few moments, and these hounds were stronger than expected.

      Could we really do this?

      Could we really survive?

      When the hound finally stilled, the other weaker hounds stopped fighting too. It was as if that one had controlled them. And now, they all seemed to turn to me and the wolf who had knocked me back.

      He was now lying on his back in front of me with blood pouring from a stomach wound.

      Had I done that?

      Though the hounds didn’t shift, their wolfish whispers drifted through the air like a symphony. “Dawn is here. Dawn is back. Dawn will save us.” They stared at me and then at the wolf under me, suddenly rushing through the woods and away from us.

      “Dawn!” the wolf under me called to the others who were racing away, his voice fading. “Tell Mars that Dawn is here.”

      My heart pounded, and I grasped the hound’s snout, gently stroking his matted fur, desperate for answers about Mars’s whereabouts. We had been without him for far too long, and he knew where he was.

      “Tell me where Mars is, please,” I whispered, tears filling my eyes.

      The wolf parted his mouth and stared up at me, speaking words that were far too low and quiet and hoarse to understand. The light faded from his eyes quickly, his piercing golden eyes glazing over.

      “Please,” I cried frantically. “Please, tell me.”

      I pleaded. I begged. I needed answers.

      But the more the wolf tried to talk, the quicker the life faded from his body. I stared at him, shaking my head and letting the tears stream down my cheeks. I didn’t just feel bad for not finding Mars through him, but seeing a wolf that I used to live with dying in my arms…

      The sight did something terrible to me. Absolutely terrible.

      “Does anyone have any equipment to save him?” I asked, frantically glancing around at the others behind me.

      Half of these people didn’t even want to be here, hadn’t thought that they were traveling to the underworld today, thanks to Medusa. Of course, they probably didn’t have anything.

      “Please,” I said, holding the wolf in my arms. “Anything.”

      “He’s a hound,” someone said from behind me.

      “He’s a rogue,” I said through clenched teeth.

      When nobody emerged from the crowd, I cursed to myself and closed my eyes, trying desperately to summon the power I had inside me. Last time I’d tried while thinking about it, I couldn’t heal Charolette. This time, I freaking hoped that I could do something.

      We needed him alive.

      I rested my hands on his wound and blew out a deep breath, focusing on his wounds closing and healing, imagining giving this rogue life once more. He deserved to leave this underworld for good one day and get back to his pack.

      “It’s working,” a wolf said in the group. “Keep going.”

      Soon, the other wolves whispered around us, urging me to continue to heal him. A young woman that I hadn’t met before emerged through the crowd, tearing off a piece of her shirt, large enough to wrap around the wolf’s wound to hold it closed.

      “Here, Alpha Aurora,” she said to me, her cheeks a rosy red and her brown eyes wide. “We don’t want you using all your power within the first few hours here. Use this to hold his wound closed. I have some herbs to stop the pain when he awakens.”

      Glancing up at her, I thanked the young woman—vowing to remember that I needed to ask her name once this was all over—and grabbed the cloth from her, wrapping it around the rogue’s stomach to hold the remainder of his wound closed, hoping that it would stave off infection.

      A couple moments passed, and I could feel his slight pulse. He blinked his eyes open a few times to stare up at me. When he opened his mouth again, he said, “Mars is at the ga⁠—”

      Before he could finish, a half-woman, half-bird creature with large brown wings and a beautiful face swooped down from the high trees. She pushed me out of the way and snatched the rogue wolf in her talons, lifting him off the ground and flying into the air.

      “Hey!” I shouted, standing. “Where are you taking him?!”

      She looked back at me with piercing red eyes, her wings still flapping in the air and taking her farther and farther from the pack. I was sure that I had never once seen this woman in this lifetime, nor my other lifetime either.

      But she stared back at me as if she knew all my secrets.

      “I’m taking him back,” she said and then disappeared into the fog. “He’s mine.”
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      ARES

      After that beast woman swept down and grabbed the wolf from Aurora’s arms, I took Aurora’s hand and lifted her to her feet, glancing around the strange forest to see if anyone else was watching us. Something felt off.

      My gaze focused on a flock of those half-woman, half-bird creatures, who stared at us from the highest trees in the forest, their beady red eyes narrowed at us and their feathers covering their mouths, as if they were gossiping.

      Hands balling into fists, I let out a ferocious growl so loud that the trees and branches shook. Adrenaline pumped through my system, and I refused to cower back. Creatures in the underworld might’ve been terrifying, but I had a mate and pack to protect.

      The flock took flight and followed the woman through the air and away from here.

      “Come,” Minerva said to us, pulling me out of my trance and nodding to the woods a bit farther ahead. “It’s getting dark, and there looks to be a cave we can sleep in for tonight. We’ll need to have some people keep watch and take turns sleeping and patrolling.”

      I tightened my hand around Aurora’s and walked to the head of the pack with Minerva, scanning the woods to ensure nobody else would rush out and attack us. It might’ve been fucking insane, but that bitch Nyx seemed like she had eyes everywhere.

      When we reached the cave, some warriors swept around it, so we weren’t inhabiting another monster’s home for the night and wake up, wrapped up in silk from a giant spider or as bear food. Who the fuck knew what went on down here?

      “You can take the first shift to sleep,” Minerva said to me and Aurora. She glanced down at Aurora’s empty stomach and frowned. “You need rest. I’ll keep watch with my warriors and wake you both up if someone attacks.”

      Once I thanked her, I sat against the cave wall and laid Aurora in my arms. This was a shit place to lie down for the night, the rock behind me hard as fuck against my back, but I wasn’t going to let Aurora lie down on something like this.

      She curled up in my lap and gave me her best smile, but it didn’t reach her watery eyes. She had been trying to hold back tears all day, and I hated seeing her like this. I just fucking prayed to the Moon Goddess that we’d be back to Earth soon enough.

      “I love you,” she whispered, lifting her head slightly to kiss me on the mouth. “So much.”

      “I love you too,” I said, gently caressing her cheek. “Now, get some sleep. You need it.”

      After settling into my arms, she closed her eyes and, to my surprise, easily fell asleep a couple moments later. Snores drifted through the air, and her body twisted and turned. She rested her hands on her stomach, as if our daughter were still in her belly.

      Ruffles and the kittens curled up beside me in a bundle of fur, purring and licking each other. I laid a hand over Aurora’s hands on her stomach and tried to still her trembling body, closing my eyes myself to get some sleep.

      “I can’t never see her again,” Aurora mumbled, tears sliding down her cheeks.

      I opened my eyes briefly and wiped her tears away, one by one, and held her closer to me, so she wouldn’t shake in these unknown lands. Not only did I not want anyone, especially Nyx, to see her this sensitive, but I also didn’t want her to hurt anymore.

      We were going to fix this.

      Still, I couldn’t help but feel helpless because I couldn’t do anything to soothe her.

      Maybe that was what came along with being the god of war.

      I wasn’t always strong. I just acted that way because I didn’t want anyone to feel the way I did every night. I wanted people to be secure and safe and without these fucking nightmares plaguing their minds daily.

      One day, I would be strong enough.
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        * * *

      

      An almost-angelic laugh echoed through the pack house.

      Our daughter sat on my lap, her small body fixed on my knee and her face nothing but a blank, pale slate. No eyes, no nose, no lips, no features. Nothing but a cruel, horrid sight. And while I thought that this was my own nightmare, I knew that it wasn’t.

      I had seen our daughter’s face. I knew what she looked like.

      But Aurora hadn’t.

      She hadn’t seen our girl, and part of me thought that I didn’t remember her the way she really was. But unlike the last time I had seen her, her body was a bit bigger, almost as if she were a toddler. And my lap wasn’t mine at all; it was Vulcan’s.

      He smiled down at my daughter like she was his own while holding another baby on his lap, who seemed to be around the same age. He ruffled his hair and grinned. “You’re going to take care of our pack and your sister one day, aren’t you, Kairo?”

      The boy grinned and reached for my daughter. He gently patted her head and giggled. Vulcan placed Kairo and our daughter on the ground, letting them crawl and stumble to the blocks and figures of wolves and monsters.

      “It’s been years,” Venus whispered to him, shaking her head and grimacing at the kids. “I fear that Ares and Aurora aren’t coming back, that they’ll never get to see their daughter again. I fear they’re trapped there, like I told Medusa they would be.”

      “You worry too much,” Vulcan said to her, curling his arm around her waist and smiling.

      “No,” she said. “You don’t understand how it is down there.”

      “Please, just relax for a moment, love. They’ll be back.”

      Venus pulled herself away from him and shook her head, tears filling her eyes. “No, they won’t. They’ll never see their daughter again. I’ve heard a rumor that Medusa didn’t even let Aurora see her baby. How could she?”

      “No!” someone screamed from beside me, but neither Venus nor Vulcan heard.

      I glanced over to see Aurora beside me, banging on an invisible wall to run into the nightmare and take her child back for herself. She banged violently, but never broke the barrier into the dream.

      Suddenly, she turned toward me.

      “I can’t never see her again, Ares,” she cried. “I can’t never see my baby.”
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