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For Ian who is the strongest man I know.
Your journey is only beginning, but you will go far and wide.
Just mark my words.


And for Madaug and Cabal.


And for Steven who has walked through the fires of hell
and come through them ever stronger, and who will
rise like a phoenix to heights unparalleled.


Let no one ever tell you who you are.


You know and you will defy all those
who stand in your way.




STYGIAN DAWN


Tears blinded Braith as she stared through the bars to see what they’d done to her once proud husband. While all the Sephirii beings were ethereal and beautiful, none were more so than her precious Kissare. Yet they had beaten him to the brink of death. Had sliced his white wings from his muscular body and left him a broken shadow of the fierce warrior he’d been.


Even so the fire of life returned to his warrior’s gaze the moment he saw her through his matted white hair. Empyreal hair that contrasted sharply with the blackness of hers.


“Apollymi,” he breathed, using an endearment that in his language meant “the light of my heart.”


From the moment they’d first met, he’d refused to call her anything else. Unlike the others who scorned and mocked her for a monster to be feared, Kissare alone knew her for something more than the pit of utter darkness that would devour the world whole, and laugh while she did it.


And they were right. She hated everything and everyone.


Except for him.


He smiled at her in spite of his pain. “You shouldn’t have come here.”


“I had to.” Choking on her grief, she cupped his face through the bars. “I drugged Atticus and have stolen the key.” She released him so that she could pull it from the folds of her cloak and unlock his prison to free him. “We can—”


“Nay,” he said, cutting her off. He placed his bloodied and bruised hand over hers to stop her from setting him free. “I cannot leave. It’s the only way to protect you and Monakribos.”


She sobbed at the mention of their young son, who’d been crying himself to sleep every night as he asked after his absent father. Kissare and Monakribos were so close. From the very hour of Monakribos’s birth, Kissare had been there for him. Had never missed a single night of tucking their son into his bed to sleep—provided the babe hadn’t fallen asleep while nestled in his father’s arms.


Until the other gods had learned that Kissare was the father of her child.


Damn Kissare’s brother for his loose, treacherous tongue! A tongue she’d nailed to the ceiling over the betrayal that had caused Kissare’s arrest.


Not content to stop there, she’d also nailed both of Tisahn’s testicles beside his tongue as he screamed out for a mercy she’d refused to show him. Then she’d grown him two more balls just so she could rip those off and nail them up as well. Pity the weakling had died before she’d had a chance to give him a third set.


Worse still, her pathetic sister had hidden his corpse from her so that Braith couldn’t resurrect him and torture him longer.…


Wretched bitch! She’d get Cam back for that one day, even if it was the last thing she did.


While it was fine for the male gods to have children with the female Sephirii, or any other whore they dredged up from the lowest pits for that matter, it was considered sacrilege for a male Sephiroth to impregnate any goddess he served.


But in her heart, Braith had only loved Kissare and their son. In all these centuries, Kissare alone had been the one who’d made her laugh. His had been the sole company she’d sought. Whenever she’d been despondent, he’d comforted her. When she’d needed friendship, he’d always been there. No excuses. No delay.


Her best friend.


Her only friend.


Now …


“I don’t know how to live without you, Sare. I don’t want to live without you.”


“Shh,” he whispered before he placed a tender kiss to her cheek. “You are a goddess. The most beautiful of all. You lived centuries before my birth and you were fine without me.”


“No. I survived and endured. I was cold and unfeeling. The last thing I want is to be cast back to that lonely hell I used to call home.”


“And now you have a baby who needs his mother.”


She choked on a sob. “He needs his father, too.” How would their son ever learn kindness without Kissare? She could teach him nothing save murder, torture, and hatred.


Those were all she understood.


He buried his hand in her dark hair and locked gazes with her. “The other gods will never leave us in peace, Polli. You know that. We’ve broken their sacred law, and they are a hateful lot. My execution will make amends. Better they punish me, alone, than you and Kree.… But I will come back for you. I swear it. No matter what it takes. Death can’t keep us apart. Nothing can. I love you too much to stay away.”


Through the pain, she believed him. If he said it, it was true. He’d never once lied to her. It wasn’t in him to do such.


“How will I know it’s you?”


He took her hand into his and placed it over his heart so that she could feel its fierce, strong beat beneath her palm. “You will know, and you won’t doubt me. Ever. You’ll see.”


“Then I will wait for you. No other shall ever touch me. You will forever be my only heart.” She turned her hair snow white to match his and to honor him and his noble sacrifice.


For her and their son.


Never again would her hair be any other color, and she would sit in black—to mark her darkness—until his return.


He gave her a sad smile. “You will always be my precious Apollymi.” He kissed her lips. “Now go before they find you. Raise our son and never let him doubt how much his father loves him. One day, I will return for you both. You can count on it.”


Her heart shattered as she nodded and let go of his hand. “I will wait for you! Forever!” She turned and walked away, fearing the future. And knowing what she would do if the gods dared keep them apart.




June 25, 9527 BC


Apollymi the Great Destroyer burst from the depths of her hellish prison to set fire to the entire earth, intending to scorch it back to its primordial ooze.


Her wrath was implacable.


And no one was immune.


Waves crashed over continents and sank them overnight to the bottom of the oceans. Roiling black clouds obliterated the sun. All life upon the human earth was threatened with extinction.


Even the very gods trembled in fear.


Why? Because those gods of old had banded together once more to take from her the one thing she’d loved above all others. Again. The only one she’d allowed them to lock her in prison to save.


Her second born son.


The sole child she’d hidden in the world of man, hoping to spare him from their cruelty and slaughter.


And like his brother before him, he had been persecuted by the gods. No mercy had been shown him.


No kindness.


Instead, her own pantheon had allowed humanity to abuse him and had gone out of their way to stalk him until they’d succeeded in brutally murdering him just after the eve of his twenty-first year.


As with Monakribos before him, he’d been deprived of his father’s love.


Deprived of his mother’s protection.


Now …


She would have her vengeance!


In a furious blood quest for atonement, Apollymi had set upon her own pantheon first, annihilating every god who’d cursed her child.


Until she reached the final two in Katateros.


There, the ancient goddess sent the force of her winds to knock both Symfora and her daughter, Bet’anya, into the bright foyer of the theocropolis where the Atlantean gods had once held their immaculate parties, and their meetings that determined the fates of mankind, along with those of Apollymi’s beloved sons and husband. She stalked them like the predator she was, intending to feast upon their souls for what they’d done.


“You killed him. All of you!”


Symfora—their goddess of death and sorrow, who was as dark in coloring as Apollymi had been before they’d interfered with her first and only love—shook her head. “We didn’t kill your son. He still lives.”


Narrowing her swirling silver eyes as her white hair cascaded around her lithe body, Apollymi curled her lips. “My Apostolos was slaughtered this morning by the Greek god you invited into my lands.” A god who had killed her son and then cursed all the Apollite people to die painfully at age twenty-seven.


Symfora’s eyes widened in terror. “I never welcomed Apollo here. That was a decision made by you and Archon.”


“Shut up!” Apollymi blasted her into oblivion for speaking a truth that speared her with guilt. She refused to be blamed for what had happened to her child.


The gods had betrayed both her sons, Monakribos and Apostolos! And she was done with them.


Now alone in the wake of her mother’s fate, Bet’anya faced Apollymi without any help whatsoever. Her dark caramel skin turned pale. The Atlantean goddess of wrath, misery, and the hunt was the last one standing.


She would be the last one to fall.


But as Apollymi reached for her, she hesitated at the sight of Bet’anya’s distended belly. The much younger goddess was pregnant. About to give birth any day by the looks of her.


In that moment, rage and pain warred within her heart. Most of all, compassion flared deep as she felt the pangs of a mother who’d lost her child, not once, but twice. How could she deliver such pain to another?


Her breathing labored, Bet’anya met her gaze levelly, without fear or deceit. Of all the goddesses in Katateros, she was by far the most beautiful. Half Egyptian and half Atlantean. Her exotic features were sharply chiseled, and framed by a wealth of thick ebony hair that set off her almond-shaped eyes to perfection. Apollymi could see why the Egyptians called her Bethany. In Atlantean, Bet’anya meant “keeper of misery,” but in her father’s language, Bethany meant “oath of grace.”


A far more fitting moniker for such a fetching creature. “I didn’t incarcerate you or hunt your son, Apollymi. I took no part in their cruelty. The one time I thought I’d stumbled upon your son in the human realm, I came to you with that information and not the others. I never breathed a word to them against either of you.” Tears choked her. “You know it’s true. I came here today to leave this pantheon forever so that I could have my own baby in peace, away from their politics. Please, do not do to me what I did not do to you.”


The girl was right and Apollymi knew it. No matter how much she wanted Bet’anya’s blood, she couldn’t kill another innocent baby. Especially not on this day. Not while the soil was still damp and stained with the blood of her own son. “Who among the gods is his father?”


“The father’s mortal. Human.”


Human …


There was something Apollymi would have never suspected from a goddess she knew hated that disgusting species even more than she did. “His name?”


“Styxx of Didymos.”


For a moment, Apollymi couldn’t breathe as her rage renewed itself with a vigor unprecedented.


Of all the mortals, in all the world, that was not the name to give her.


Not today.


Not after she’d seen through her son’s own eyes the life he’d lived and what had been done to him because of Styxx of Didymos …


Damn him! For Styxx was the prince she’d chosen to bond with her own son to protect him from the gods who’d been hell-bent on killing her precious Apostolos. The human twin brother who was supposed to have protected her child and his birthright!


Instead, Styxx had stood by and allowed her son to be slaughtered and betrayed. Of all men, he was the very human whose throat she wanted most to personally rip out!


She felt her eyes turning from silver to red as her Destroyer form took over.


Bet’anya stumbled away and wrapped her arms around her belly to protect her baby. “Please, Apollymi … my baby’s innocent.”


“So. Was. Mine!”


Both of them. And yet her sons had been given death sentences by the gods.


All of them.


Before she could stop herself, Apollymi reacted on instinct.


And she returned to the goddess what her pantheon had done to her.


In the blink of an eye, she ripped Bet’anya’s son from her belly with a furious scream.


Bet’anya staggered back and fell to her knees. Gasping, she stared at her unmoving son in Apollymi’s hands, and she reached out to touch him.


But Apollymi wouldn’t have it. No one had shown her an ounce of mercy. Not once.


Therefore, she delivered it back, full force. She blasted Bet’anya away and turned the bitch into a statue like all the others. Let her sit out eternity in a fathomless void where she could hear and see, but never again move or be part of any world. It was what they all deserved for what they’d done to her.


What they’d done to her children.


Then Apollymi looked down at the tiny infant in her hands and started to discard it as they’d done her son.


To toss him into the sea like he was garbage. Without a second thought so that he could die.


But because he was the son of Styxx, it was as if she held her own son in her arms. He looked like her Apostolos.


Identical, in fact. Every last part of him was the same. His tiny little fingers and toes.


His lips that had never had a chance to call her mother …


Tears filled her eyes as she remembered that day, twenty-one years ago, when Apostolos had been ripped from her womb and taken from her. So small and fragile.


Just an innocent babe in need of love …


And she remembered when Monakribos had been so tiny and sweet. When all he’d done was beg for his father’s love after they’d stolen his father from both of them and left them lost in their grief. Powerless to keep the world from crushing them with its unkindness.


“Just like you,” she whispered to the baby. “They were helpless, too.”


No one had taken pity on them.


For her sons, alone, she’d allowed her powers to be bound. Had allowed the gods to lock her into a dark, hollow prison until she’d lost what little sanity she’d had.


Her tears formed crystals on her cheeks as they fell silently and her grief shredded a heart she’d never wanted to begin with.


Damn you, Kissare, for making me feel love.


Because of him, the goddess of destruction was not without feelings. Her heart was shattered and she was devastated. And no matter how much she hated Styxx of Didymos, she couldn’t bring herself to kill this baby who looked so much like the creature that had fathered him.


A baby who looked so much like her precious Apostolos who wasn’t supposed to die so very young.


So very brutally.


More tears blinded her as she struggled to breathe past the pain that lacerated her heart.


I will protect you, little one. You will grow to be a strong, fine man.


“Out of darkness comes the light. From the loins of this Stygian hell, you are born and you will be called Urian—the flame of our new people. And one day, you will be my blade. My vengeance upon them all. They took my son from me, and I will take theirs from them. Together, my precious Flame, we will destroy the human race, and all the gods of this earth.”


But first, he would have to be reborn in the land of the mortals and from the belly of a mother who would have no idea of who or what she carried …


What this child’s destiny would become.


And Apollymi knew just who his new temporary mother would be. What father would be the best to mentor him to manhood.


Aye, the world of man would tremble before them all.




June 26, 9527 BC


Dawn


Strykerius Apoulos cringed in horror as he heard the screams of a thousand Apollites dying in utter agony. Why hadn’t they listened to him when he’d told them to take cover, and heed the warnings of the priests and priestesses?


Because no one wanted to believe their creator had turned against them over something they’d taken no part in. Something they’d been innocent of.


They continued to believe in a god who hated them. One who had not only turned his back on them but cursed them in his callousness.


Throwing his head back, Stryker roared with the injustice of it all. How could the entire Apollite race be damned over the actions committed by a mere handful?


Yet that was what they were facing.


Total extinction.


By the hand of his own father. Brutal annihilation over a slaughtered whore his father had barely tolerated. One who would grate the nerves of a saint. It was so unfair.


“Stryker?”


He winced at the sound of his wife calling to him. Though she was beauty incarnate, with blond hair, perfect blue eyes and features and curves that were the envy of every woman born, including his aunt Aphrodite, he cringed every time Hellen came near. Not because she wasn’t desirable but because he’d never wanted to marry her. Yet to please his Olympian father who’d cursed his race, he’d abandoned the real woman he’d loved. Left her cursing his very name so that he could appease his father by taking Hellen for his bride and leaving Phyra forever.


So much for wedded bliss. And familial obligations.


“Stryker, come quickly! Please! Something’s wrong with the children!”


Terror seized him at the panic in her voice.


Nay! Surely his father had spared his own grandchildren …


Are you an idiot? Since when does Apollo give two shits about you, never mind your children?


Granted, that was true—still, Stryker didn’t want to believe that his father would be this reckless.


Or stupid.


While his father might not care about him or his children, surely Apollo wasn’t suicidal …


If he and all his children died, so would the god who’d tied them to his life.


That was his thought until he ran into the nursery to find his children writhing and throwing up. Their little bodies were shaking as they sobbed and moaned in absolute agony. It was a pain he knew well, as he’d gone through it himself only hours before as he’d transitioned into the very monster his father had made him.


Tears welled in his eyes as he saw a cruel truth he couldn’t deny.


His father hated them all, without mercy or compassion.


“Seal the windows! Now,” Stryker growled at his pregnant wife and the two female servants who were assisting her.


They rushed to obey his orders.


If the rays of the dawning sun touched their children, it would kill them instantly. For that was the curse of his father, Apollo. Henceforth, no Apollite was allowed in the Greek god’s domain. If Apollo caught any who possessed one drop of their blood out in the light of day, he would singe them to the bone and kill them instantly.


Why? Because the Apollite queen, Stryker’s birth mother, in a fit of jealousy had ordered the death of Apollo’s Greek mistress and the bastard son she’d birthed for the Greek god. As further punishment for the queen’s atrocious crimes, Apollo had cursed all of her people to feed from each other’s blood—they were damned to know no other sustenance.


But the worst of all … no Apollite would ever again live past their twenty-seventh birthday. While they would now age faster than humans from the moment of birth, on the morn of their twenty-seventh year, their aging cycle would speed up even more and by the end of that day, they would painfully die of old age and decay into dust.


No exceptions. No alternatives.


Anyone who held a single drop of Apollite blood.


That was his father’s mandate. And it applied to all of them.


Including Stryker and his children—Apollo’s own grandchildren.


Horrified, he gathered his four young sons into his arms to comfort them, even though there was no solace to be had. “Shh,” he breathed.


Like him and their mother, they were all golden-haired and fair, with tawny skin and bright cheeks. Said to be the pride of their grandfather who’d turned his back on them.


Hellen held their daughter, Dyana, against her shoulder. And to think, they’d actually named her for Stryker’s aunt, Artemis—Apollo’s twin sister. The thought turned his stomach now. How could he have ever honored any of his paternal family?


I won’t go against my brother, Strykerius. Not even for you. Do not ask me for help again.


How he hated that Olympian bitch for her selfishness. His only prayer now was that Artemis would one day lose something she held as dear to her as he held his children.


“Baba!” Archimedes whined as he held his stomach and dry heaved. “It hurts so much!”


“I know, m’gios.” He kissed his son’s brow and rocked him in an effort to soothe his pain. “Just breathe.”


Theodorus didn’t say a word as he buried his little face in the folds of Stryker’s cloak and cried harder. Likewise, his twins, Alkimos and Telamon, whimpered and moaned. Their matching curls were damp and tangled with sweat as they held on to him for dear life.


Hellen’s features turned as pale as her hair. “They’re cursed, too, aren’t they?”


Stryker’s gaze fell to his toddler daughter, who was an exact copy of her beautiful mother. Sick to his own stomach, he nodded as he watched Dyana’s pale eyes turn dark, and his sons’ teeth elongated into pairs of fangs like the ones he’d grown just hours before.


Since the children had gone the whole day without mutating, and because his wife was Greek and didn’t share his Atlantean blood, Stryker had assumed his father had spared his grandchildren from the curse. How stupid of him to think for one minute that his father would actually care.


Hellen let out a soul-deep wail as she realized that their children would never again be allowed to see the light of day without it killing them.


Or eat a bite of real food.


That Stryker would leave her a widow in only six years, and that she would be reduced to begging in the street for a mercy no one would give. Because he was cursed by the gods, and she was the mother of his half-bred spawn, everyone would hate her. The Apollites because she was Greek, and the Greeks because she’d married an Apollite and bred with him. People were ever cruel. They both knew that well.


For the first time ever, Hellen glared at him with fury in her pale blue eyes. “Why did your mother have to send out her soldiers to slaughter Ryssa and her son?”


“Because my father’s an unfaithful, horny idiot!” And Apollo couldn’t take five seconds to tell Queen Xura that Stryker was alive and well, and being raised in Greece by his priestesses. Rather Apollo had left Xura to believe that Stryker had been slaughtered by the gods because they feared he might be the prophesied infant of the goddess Apollymi, who was destined to overthrow their pantheon. Hence the reason Xura was so jealous that Ryssa’s son had been allowed to live after hers had been “killed.”


Leave it to Stryker to have two such unreasonable parents. His mother’s answer to jealousy hadn’t been to simply kill Ryssa and be done with her. On no, it’d been to tear her and her son into pieces. And his father hadn’t been content to just kill Xura and her soldiers in retaliation.


Nay, never something so simple as that.


The god of moderation had lost his mind and struck out at the entire Apollite race as if they’d all been guilty of the slaughter. And once such a curse was spoken, there was no way to undo it.


Ever. As Stryker had quickly learned, as every god and priest had concurred.


Apollo’s word was final.


“We’re damned,” Stryker whispered under his breath. No one would help him. While he’d never deluded himself into thinking for a moment that he was surrounded by anyone other than a bunch of selfish assholes, this more than confirmed it.


Everyone was out for themselves. They were only his friends until he turned the other way. They took what they could grab and left, and quickly forgot what they owed him. What he’d done for them.


His head swam from the horror of it all as he glanced to Hellen’s swollen belly. She would birth him another son any minute now. With his own Apollite powers he could feel the strength of the boy’s soul stirring.


A cursed child.


And that made his anger ignite to a dangerous level.


Fuck this! His indignant rage renewed its venom. “I won’t let this happen!”


Whatever it took, he would save his children.


Hellen looked up at him. “What are you saying?”


Stryker handed his sons over to their mother. “I’ll be back.”


Her jaw went slack. “The sun’s dawning. Where are you going?”


“To find a way out of this nightmare.”


She shook her head as her skin paled even more. “But—”


Stryker ignored the hysteria in her voice and kept walking. Contrary to what she thought, he wasn’t headed for suicide.


Earlier, he’d tried all the Greek gods he knew. Even though he was family, they’d all turned him away by saying there was nothing to be done.


Yet through it all, one other had called out to him. Assuming hers was a vengeance cry, he’d ignored her call out of fear. It had to be a retaliatory trap. After all, why would she help him when his own family refused to?


Her lust for his head was reasonable. His father’s pantheon had destroyed hers and cursed her people to die. It only made sense that she’d want to destroy Apollo’s son to get back at the god. She had no way of knowing that Stryker was hated and despised by his father.


But now everything was different. And he was desperate enough to take the gamble that she might be willing to do something while the others ignored his fate.


This was the best hope he had.


The only hope, really.


And he had nowhere else to go.


No one wanted him. No one cared.


I’m alone in this world.


Then again, aren’t we all?


Making sure to stay to the shadows and out of the daylight, he picked his way through the lush island home he’d once loved. Now he hated it for its alliance to his father. But he was grateful that at one time, it’d belonged to the Atlanteans before the Greeks had conquered this paradise and taken it from them. Because today, he needed that connection to the prior gods.


Not that there was much left. Most of their old buildings and temples had been destroyed—burned to the ground during battle and afterward as a show of Greek might.


All except for one village that not even Apollo had dared to touch.


Apollymia.


Said to have been under the protection of the great Apollymi. The goddess of destruction was so revered and terrifying that the fearful Greeks had allowed nature to reclaim her beloved village. Because everyone, god and human alike, feared the goddess so. Even after she’d been defeated, not one piece of the village had been pillaged or plundered. Left completely untouched, it lay like a time capsule, completely empty as it’d been the day the Greeks had arrived and the Atlanteans had abandoned it.


Sadly, time had been unkind to the structures that had caved in or that were overgrown with weeds and brush.


As a boy, Stryker used to run and play through the ruins here, seeking some connection to his mother and her people, aching to know something of that side of his blood.


One day while exploring, he’d discovered a forgotten temple of the goddess who’d once protected this place. For reasons he still didn’t know, he’d come here to sit and talk to the goddess who ignored him as much as his father. Yet even as a boy, he couldn’t help wondering what the island people had done to cause Apollymi to abandon them so. Had it been hubris? Neglect?


Or simple divine capriciousness that caused her to turn her back on her people?


When it came to Apollo, it took nothing to make him abandon those who worshiped him.


Stryker hoped that wasn’t the case with Apollymi. Please be better than my father …


Terrified she wasn’t, Stryker prayed even harder that her summons wasn’t a trap. That maybe, against all odds, she would come to his aid in spite of how the others had treated him. Surely, the Atlantean goddess of destruction hated his father as much as he did …


Her hatred of the Greeks was legendary.


Stryker had barely reached the ornate gold-covered doors of the old temple before the sun began scorching him.


His legs burning, he shoved at the doors that protested his entrance with stubborn defiance that seemed determined to have him combust on the doorstep. Their rusted hinges creaked mightily from all the decades of disuse, neglect, and decay. But he wasn’t about to let them win this. Even more stubborn than the doors, he pushed harder until they gave way, then rushed into the soothing darkness that succored his ravaged eyes and blistering flesh.


Breathless, he used his cloak to put out his smoldering skin that bubbled and boiled. He hissed at the bleeding, festering wounds on his legs that would no doubt leave vicious scars. So be it. He’d heal.


Grimacing in pain, he cursed his father again and wished the bastard dead a thousand times over.


“May you roast in Tartarus, you rat turd!” His voice echoed, sending several birds into flight and other animals he didn’t want to think about scurrying for cover.


Disgusted, Stryker glanced about the decaying mess. It was even worse than it’d been the last time he’d ventured here years ago. The cobwebs were so thick now, they hung like hollowed-out curtains from one column to the next. No vessel or burner remained intact. Nor statue. The once pristine marble lay like crumbs on the earthen floor. Even the main statue in the center of the temple where Apollymi’s worshipers had gathered to pay homage to her had been cracked to such a state that Apollymi held no arms, or crown.


Her once beautiful face was contorted into a condemning sneer, yet remained intense and terrifying. Her mercury eyes seared in the dim light.


Truly, the goddess of destruction had long ago abandoned this place and not looked back.


Damn it!


Not that it mattered. He couldn’t go home until nightfall. So he might as well attempt this. Not like he had anything else to lose, other than six more years of misery.


Praying for a miracle he doubted would ever come, Stryker headed for the broken altar that stood at the foot of the broken statue where the goddess sat upon an ebony throne made of skulls and roses. With eyes of chipped silver, she stared down at him as if she could see straight through his very soul.


Maybe she could.


Since Stryker was born of a god and had visited them many times over the years, he’d never been nervous in the presence of divinity before. Yet something about this one made him extremely uneasy. Perhaps it was her ruthless reputation.


Or something more. A sense of foreboding that said her reputation wasn’t one of boasting, like his father’s. That hers was actually understated.


Either way, he swallowed hard as he lifted his arms to invoke her.


“Apollymi Magosa Fonia Kataastreifa …” He cut open his forearm and made a blood offering on her altar to let her know that he was most serious in this matter. “If you can hear me, my goddess. I have come in answer to your summons, and I implore your divine aid. Please, akra … I need you and I offer you my life, my soul, and my sword. For all eternity.”


Nothing happened.


Why should it?


He was half Greek and her enemy. For centuries, his people had warred against hers. Why should an Atlantean goddess care what happened to him and his children when his own father didn’t?


You knew this was bullshit. You shouldn’t have bothered.


Disgusted that he’d ever believed for a moment that someone, anyone, would help, he started for the doors, intending to try to find a way home again.


“Why did you wait to come here, son of Apollo?”


Stryker froze at the sound of a fierce, yet melodic voice. One that sent shivers over him.


As he began to turn back toward the statue, the temple doors flew open. A fierce wind plastered his clothes against his body and forced him to grab the column at his side to keep from being blown outside into the deadly rays of the sun. Out of the dark shadows appeared the outline of a tall, graceful woman.


One with glowing eyes made of swirling silver. They were filled with a fury that matched the rage in his own heart.


Ribbons of white-blond hair twisted around her body as if they had a life of their own. She appeared wild and fierce in a ghost, wraith form, the very epitome of the ruthless goddess she was purported to be.


“Goddess Apollymi?”


She curled her lips. “You think another would dare step her foot inside my temple and dare my wrath?”


Given her temperament? Only if they were profoundly stupid.


“Now answer my question, Greek dog!”


Stryker met her gaze levelly, knowing that this particular goddess couldn’t abide cowardice in any form. “I delayed because I thought you were asking me here to kill me. And I apologize profusely, akra, if that was an incorrect assumption. Now, I’ve come to ask your guidance and benediction. I throw myself on your mercy.”


She laughed. It rolled through her temple like thunder and caused part of the ceiling to crash down around him, threatening his life with more daylight as it streaked ever closer to his body.


But he was desperate enough to pay it no heed. “Please, akra. I come here to beg vengeance against my father.”


Her laughter died instantly. “Why should I believe you?”


“Because I’m also the son of the Atlantean queen he slaughtered.”


“You never knew Xura. Your father took you from her womb before you were born, and you were raised in Greece among his priestesses. Why should you have loyalty to your mother or to me?”


Stryker flinched at the truth. But there was a lot more to it than that. His childhood had never been happy. In truth, it’d been bitter and miserable. One he held against his father and hated him for. “Among women who lived in terror of my father and his capricious moods, and who had no love of me because of him. Only fear that I might prove no better a man than what sired me. I assure you, akra, I hold no loyalty to any of them. They never brought me anything other than heartbreak and misery.”


The wind settled down as she raked a suspicious glare over his body. She swept him from head to toe as if trying to gain insight to his character. “You come to me with an offer of loyalty while telling me that you’re loyal to none?”


She was right. He’d never given it to anyone. The closest he’d ever come was Zephyra. His first wife had been the one he’d intended to die beside. To this day, he owed his fealty solely to her.


But his father had seen to it that he’d had no other choice than to let her go. More to the point, that Stryker had been forced to make Phyra hate him forever.


“I freely admit that I’m worthless, akra.” Stryker drew a ragged breath at a truth he didn’t want to face. “In all honesty, I care nothing for myself or anyone else … except for my children. They’re all I have that I value.”


He prayed that she saw the truth of his heart in his eyes. “And my father has damned them. I beg you, please spare them, and I will do anything you ask me. And I mean anything at all. Take my life. My soul. Whatever it is you ask, I will do without hesitation. Just don’t let them die. Not like this. Not for something they took no part in. Again, I beg you, akra. And I have never begged for anything. Not from anyone.”


“And that is why I called to you, Strykerius. I knew we could come to an accord. That our hatred for Apollo would be enough to bind us.”


With a sweeping grace, she crossed the room so that she could stand before him. There was a light that shone from her so bright that it was almost blinding to his Apollite eyes, and it forced him to lift his hand up to shield them.


Her ghostly fingers cupped his chin. “Aye, Strykerius. I can show you how to live past Apollo’s decree and thwart his curse. But the cure is ofttimes worse than the malady. However, if you are brave enough, and can suffer the taste of it, you and your children will have life eternal. Walk by my side and serve me, and I will show you how to claim the entire world. Together, we will rebuild what they’ve destroyed. Fight with me and the world shall belong to the Atlantean gods once more, and the Greeks will choke to death on our wrath.”


The hairs on the back of his neck prickled at her words. Bargains with the gods never worked out well for the weaker party. He knew that better than anyone.


Yet for his children, he would barter with the darkest powers in existence.


Apollymi.


“I will do as you say, akra”—he made sure to use the Atlantean word for “lady and mistress” to placate her ego—“Forever.”


A warm smile curved her lips as she manifested a beautiful golden chalice. With one long black nail, she cut open her wrist and bled into it, then offered it to him. “Drink, m’gios. If you dare. And I shall reveal my realm to you. There you and your children and people can live where the daylight will never again harm you. From this day forward, you shall be as my son. A member of my pantheon, and an Atlantean god. I will show you the key to Apollo’s destruction, and together we will make your father pay and you will regain everything he took from you.”


Stryker wrapped his cold hand around her cup and nodded. “Here’s to the future. May it rain nothing save the blood of the gods and humanity for all eternity.”




June 29, 9527 BC


Apollymi froze as she heard Strykerius’s panicked voice shouting for her aid. Throughout her despised Kalosis hell realm, all was quiet instead of the loud celebration that had been taking place only moments before.


For days now, the remnants of the Apollite race who’d agreed to join Strykerius for their war on humanity had descended here to pick out homes and start new lives in this realm where Apollo’s deadly sunlight could never reach them.


As they settled in, Strykerius had been busy with the birth of his twin sons—the first Apollites born after their grandfather’s curse.


Now something was terribly wrong.


She flashed herself to Strykerius’s side where he and his wife had taken up residence in the smaller temple next to hers. Hellen lay in their bed, still too weak to stand after birthing her sons.


While his wife held one infant in her arms, Strykerius stood to the side with Urian—the baby that Apollymi had ripped from Bethany and placed in Hellen’s womb so that the Greek whore could birth him without anyone else knowing. It was a secret Apollymi intended to keep to herself forever.


Yet by the stern frown on Strykerius’s face, Apollymi knew something had gone wrong with the child she’d hand-chosen to be her vengeance upon the world.


“What is it?”


His face ashen, Strykerius drew a ragged breath. “We’re losing my son.”


The grief in his voice tugged at her heart, and that caused her fury to rise. Urian would not die. Apollymi had made a vow to that.


Before she could rethink her actions, she took the baby from his hands. He was much smaller than the other infant they’d named Paris. Because of the disaster that had come from her combining Apostolos’s life force with Styxx’s, Apollymi had refused to do that with Paris and Urian—she would never again make that mistake. Instead, she’d bonded Urian to Paris’s and Strykerius’s DNA only enough to mask the baby’s origins, never knowing that Apollo would be cursing them just hours later when she did so.


Sadly, prophecy and foresight weren’t among her powers.


Yet now that she stared down at the infant who struggled to live, she wondered if she’d made a grave mistake in not tying his life force to that of his twin brother.


For Strykerius was right. Unlike Paris, Urian wasn’t thriving.


She glanced over to his brother, who was pushing away from his mother’s breast and fussing about it. An odd thought occurred to her. “How much has he eaten?”


“Nothing.” Hellen choked on a sob. “Neither has Paris. They both refuse to suckle.”


Apollymi wanted to curse the woman’s stupidity. But then, she was a Greek. Intelligence from her was too much to hope for. “They don’t want your milk, human,” she spat at her.


She lifted her index finger to her lips and bit the tip until she broke the skin. Then she placed it into Urian’s mouth.


He opened his dark eyes and quickly began to suckle her fingertip as he quieted down. Color returned to his skin.


Apollymi let out a relieved breath. She was right.


Apollo was a bastard.


Grateful that she’d saved this child, Apollymi withdrew her finger before her blood mutated the babe further. As it was, it turned his dark eyes to blue.


Relieved that his life was spared, she handed him to Strykerius. “He needs Apollite blood to drink. They both do. Because of the curse, they can’t suckle the breast milk of a human mother.”


Strykerius sighed in gratitude. “I hadn’t thought of that. Thank you, akra.”


She inclined her head to him. “Tell the others with newborns. Most likely they will all need blood with their mother’s milk, even if their mothers are Apollites. No doubt your father intended for the infants to die off.”


Apollo was a heartless prick like that.


Tears swam in Apollymi’s eyes as she remembered the way she’d found her own son …


Gutted by Apollo’s callous hand. Dumped into the sea for the beasts to feast upon.


She clamped her teeth together to keep from screaming as the need for vengeance rose up and demanded she rip out Apollo’s heart and devour it. Something that would damn the very world into oblivion. And she would gladly see it burn. Gladly rip down every god in existence. That would be the only thing that would placate this pain in her heart.


Utter destruction.


Patience, dear Braith. Patience. Akou aimassorai, ni adayakopa’ia—Though I am the one bleeding, I will not be broken.


Anekico ler aracnia—Victory to the spider.


The one good thing to come from Apollo’s curse was that the Apollites aged much faster than humans now. It wouldn’t take Urian eighteen to twenty years to reach maturity.


He’d be there in only ten.


Then he would be ready to train for war and she could send him after her enemy.


One day, Urian would bring her the head of Apollo.


And return her sons to her, as well.




August 9, 9524 BC


“Can you see it? Is it there? Can you see the sunlight, Urian?”


His heart thumping with nervous anticipation, Urian grimaced at the brightness. Holding his breath, he peeked around the corner of the crevice where he and his twin brother were hidden by the deep, dark shadows that had protected them all their young lives. Against all rules and dictates, and dire consequences and threats, they’d snuck out from the portal hours ago and had waited for the dawn to come.


Now it was upon them and they couldn’t wait to finally see what no Apollite their age or younger had ever seen before.


The sun!


“I think so, Paris.” Urian’s heart rate picked up its pace as he smiled in eager anticipation. All his life, he’d dreamed of this moment.


Seeing daylight!


Just once. He could only dream of its warmth. The brightness. The glowing magick of it. They all tried to imagine what it was like. Their parents had tried to explain it, but it wasn’t the same as actually experiencing it for himself.


A simple thing, really, when one thought about it. Humans saw it all the time. Even cockroaches and rodents. But for those like him and Paris, those born to the Apollite race, it was forbidden.


Now they were on a tantalizing quest. To discover this unknown secret that humans possessed.


Urian had to know what it was.


Even if his father beat him black and blue for defying their laws, it would be worth every blow.


“What’s it look like?”


“Golden.” Like Paris’s hair.


Even though they were twins, they weren’t identical. Urian’s hair was colorless white, while his brother held the enviable shade that others preferred and often remarked upon as perfection.


The only thing Urian was perfect at was finding trouble.


And he found that a lot.


“Strange.”


“What is, Uri?”


“The sun,” he mumbled.


“How so?”


For one thing, it was much smaller than he’d thought. Screwing his face up, he tilted his head to study it with a stern frown. “It seems to be moving. Coming closer.”


Too close, he realized with an alarmed gasp.


“How so?”


Ah, crap! That’s not the sun! Panicking, Urian squeaked and turned toward Paris only to discover they had nowhere to run for safety.


“Uri?”


He clamped his hand over Paris’s mouth and dragged him tight against the wall to hold him there.


“Paris! Urian!”


He winced at his father’s deep, guttural growl. Aye, he knew that tone well. As did Paris. It was so fierce and angry that it caused his brother to instantly wet himself.


And Urian’s leg in the process.


Disgusted, he shoved Paris away out of habit. Only to remember too late why he’d been holding him to begin with.


Urian silently cursed both their stupidities.


“There you are!” His father’s steps headed straight for them. “Where’s your brother?”


Paris instantly pointed in his direction and outed him. Faithless turd! Unlike his best friend Davyn, Paris had never held any loyalty whatsoever. He’d turn in anyone to save his own skin.


Growling low in the back of his throat, their father handed Paris off to Trates, his second-in-command, before he snatched Urian out of his spot so that he could glare down at him with a glower that had set even their fiercest warriors fleeing in terror. And who could blame them? Almost seven feet tall, Strykerius was a massive, muscular beast of a male. The son of the god Apollo, he held even more powers than the rest of their cursed race. And while all Apollites and Daimons were born fair-haired, his father had chosen to dye his long locks jet black. Something that made him appear even more sinister and lethal than all the others combined.


But Urian was braver than most. Lifting his chin, he faced his father in spite of his fear and blinked slowly. He kept his hands at his sides, clutched into fists, even though he knew his spanking was imminent.


“You know I’m going to beat you for this transgression.”


Urian nodded. “I expected no less.”


“Three lashes for every year you’ve lived.”


“I’ll survive nine strokes.”


“From Trates.”


Fierce and loyal, Trates never hesitated at anything his father asked of him. Urian knew those lashes would hurt, yet they would cut him as much as they did Urian, for Trates couldn’t stand harming a child. That weakness was something his father hated about his second, and it was one he tried constantly to strip out of his soldier.


Urian couldn’t stand the thought of harming Trates for something that had been his bad idea. It wasn’t fair that they both should suffer. “From Xedrix.”


His father’s jaw dropped. “The Charonte demon?”


Urian nodded. “He won’t pull back from the punishment. It’s what you want, is it not?”


That set his father back and caused his jaw to drop even more. “By the gods, you are a cheeky little bastard, aren’t you?”


“Cut from the same cloth as my baba … at least it’s what Mata tells me.”


One corner of his father’s lips curved upward in wry amusement as his anger seemed to flee. “At least I know that’s not your piss on your leg.… Paris’s?”


“I’d rather not say, Baba.”


His father narrowed his eyes, then lifted him up into his arms. “I should beat you for what you’ve done. You could have been killed!”


“I just wanted to see the sunlight.”


“And I want to see my sons grow to be men, Uri. Do you understand?”


He nodded.


Fisting his hand in his hair, his father held him against his chest so tightly that it actually hurt. “Baba! Pain! Pain!”


His father let out a fierce sigh. “You don’t know what real pain is, Urian. And I pray to the gods that you never do. You’ve no idea what horrors await you in this world. Terrible things I can’t protect you from.”


Urian placed his hand to his father’s bearded cheek. “Don’t worry, Baba. I’ll keep you safe from them.”


His father laughed. “I believe you will.” Then his features turned stern and his eyes red as anger darkened his brow. “But you are never to venture near sunlight again. Do you hear me?”


“Yes, akri.” He switched to the Atlantean term for “lord and master” that he’d learned from Xedrix and the other Charonte who shared Kalosis with them.


“Are you being sarcastic with me?”


Urian wrinkled his nose devilishly, knowing he’d been caught. “No, akri. Never.”


His father growled and squeezed him. “Oh, you little scamp!” He set him down on his feet. “Off with you! Get cleaned up and head to bed!”


“Okies.” Urian ran through the portal that took him back to the central hall in Kalosis where they lived, and where his father normally sat, waiting for any strays who might venture into their realm. The dark hall was completely empty and eerily quiet at this time of night. Which was a shame since he was starving because earlier his baba had been gone, and no one had wanted to feed him. They were all too afraid of his weird eyes. Only his baba didn’t seem to mind the fact that Urian wasn’t like other Apollites.


He should have asked to be fed …


Oh well.


His stomach rumbling, Urian headed toward the hallway that led to his room.


“Urian?”


He froze at the stern, melodic voice he knew, but one they weren’t supposed to ever speak to directly. That, too, was against the rules.


Yet no one had ever said what to do if the goddess spoke first. Surely it would be rude to ignore her …


“Akra?”


Apollymi appeared in the hallway right in front of him. “Would you like to see sunlight?”


He bit his lip in indecision, unsure of what his father would say. He’d told him to go to bed. But he also said that they were to always obey their goddess …


Smiling, she held her hand out toward him. “I promise this one won’t hurt you, and you won’t get into trouble for it. Come, child.”


Too thrilled to say no, he ran to her and took her hand into his. She screwed her face up at the urine on his clothes. “Your brother is disgusting.”


He wouldn’t argue that, since Paris had a habit of wiping things on him that oft caused Urian to beat him.


As soon as her hand closed around his, he was clean and fresh again. “Thank you, akra!”


“You’re very welcome.” She led him through her halls to her dark garden and toward a pool in the back where black roses bloomed all around and scented the air with their crisp sweetness. Urian wasn’t sure how they managed to grow in the darkness, but for some reason, those flowers thrived in the shadows.


Two of Apollymi’s winged Charonte demons stood guard on each side of her magical marbled perch. Their beautiful brightly colored flesh made them appear inviting and kind, but he knew firsthand that those looks were very deceiving, as the Charonte were a vicious warrior race more prone to eating anyone or anything who came near them than striking up a friendly conversation.


Neither made a sound or a move as Urian and the goddess drew near the rippling pool of black water. If he didn’t know how much they loved to eat stray little boys, he’d have thought the demons statues. But Urian was well versed in how much the Charonte lived to dine on wandering Apollites they found in places where the Apollites shouldn’t venture in this domain, as his father had often threatened to feed him to one whenever he or his brothers misbehaved.


Even so, he sucked his breath in sharply at the beauty of them and the goddess’s garden. “What is this place, akra?”


“My special looking glass. ’Tis a mirror where I can gaze out and see the world above and what happens in it.”


“Oooo!” He leaned over and reached with one finger to touch the black water that ran backward up the stone wall instead of down, toward the pool. “How does it do that?”


Wrinkling her nose at him, she winked. “Magick!” she breathed.


He giggled.


With a kind smile, she took a seat on the marble at the side of the pool and motioned for him to join her.


Urian skipped to her side.


Reflected in the midnight ripples of the pool’s water, he saw the deep sadness in her silver eyes as she looked down at him and brushed her hand through his straight hair. Hair that was as white as hers. “Why are you so sad, akra? Is it because I’m not as handsome as Paris?”


She pulled him into her lap. “Don’t be silly, Urian. You’re far more handsome than your brother could ever be.”


“Not what others say.”


“They’re wrong.”


He would argue that, but even he knew better than to argue with a powerful goddess who could kill him with a sneeze. “Then what hurts your heart?”


She brushed her hand across his cheek in a gentle caress that caused the Charonte demons beside them to stir in nervous alarm. “You remind me of a boy I once knew. He was curious like you and forever getting into trouble.”


“Was he named Urian, too?”


“Nay.” She touched him lightly on the nose. “He was named Monakribos. But I called him Kree.”


Those were strange names. “What happened to Kree?”


A tear fell from her cheek where it turned into a bright diamond against her pale skin. Urian marveled at the sight of it. “He fell in love, Urian, and the gods killed him because they are cruel. You must promise me that you’ll never fall in love. For love is a stupid, harmful emotion and it destroys everything it touches.”


“That’s what Baba says, too. He says that love makes people crazy and weak.”


She nodded in agreement. “He’s right. Your father is a very wise man.”


“Then I shall never love.”


“Good boy.” Kissing his head, she leaned down to dip her hand into the black water of the pool so that she could stir it in a circle. “Now close your eyes, Urian, and think about the sun you want to see.”


“But I don’t know what it looks like.”


“You don’t have to. The pool knows your heart and it will find what you most desire, and show it to you.”


Urian made a large O with his lips at the thought of something so incredulous. It was good to be a god and have such tools. And it was why he didn’t understand why his grandfather had been so cruel as to curse them. How could anyone squander such gifts? He’d never understand how anyone could toss away things so precious.


And speaking of …


Closing his eyes, he did as the goddess instructed, then opened his eyes to see the rippling waves forming a beautiful landscape awash in vibrant colors the likes of which he’d never seen before. They were unlike anything he’d ever imagined. Glorious! But the bright light hurt his eyes terribly.


He lifted his hand and squinted in pain. Tears swam in the corners as he tried his best to study every detail.


“That’s the sun, Uri.”


“It’s blinding.”


“It can be.” She stirred the water again so that the light was less intense and he could see it better.


Urian lowered his hand. “Have you ever seen it, akra?”


“I have.”


“Did you like it?”


She shrugged. “In truth, I thought nothing of it, one way or the other.”


“Then do you miss it?”


Her sadness grew as she let out a ragged sigh. “It’s not what I miss.”


How could she not? “Then what?”


“You’re too young to understand the pain that haunts me. Sadly, you won’t always be and that saddens me most of all.”


Urian didn’t understand her grief, but it ran so deep that he felt it. Wanting to comfort her, he stood up on the edge of the pool, put his arms around her neck, and hugged her close.


Both of the Charonte stepped back.


Apollymi tensed at first and then held him tightly against her breast. She rubbed his back and laid her head against his shoulder. “Anytime you want to see the sun, you come to me, Urian, and I will show it to you.”


“Okies. And anytime you need a hug, akra, you come to me and I will give you one.” He pulled back to smile at her.


She cupped his face in her cold hands. “Your father’s right, you are a scamp. And you shouldn’t tell him about this.”


That only confused him. “Why not?”


“He wouldn’t like it. Best to keep our meetings a secret between us, okay?”


Urian nodded. “Okies.”


She held her hand up. “We need to swear on this.”


He spit on his hand. “Okies, akra.”


She bit her palm until she was bleeding. “A blood oath is stronger than spit.”


His stomach rumbled at the sight and smell.


She arched her brow at the sound. “Are you hungry?”


“Very.”


Apollymi held her hand out for him. “Then go ahead and feed, Uri. That will be our bond. Let no one know of it. And you will be like Achilles. Made stronger than the others of your kind. Even though I’m not an Apollite, my blood can feed you. And it will keep you safer, until the day comes when you will repay me for it.”


Urian was too hungry to think about what he did, but the moment he tasted her blood, he realized that he would never be the same …




March 20, 9522 BC


My baba’s dying …


Urian couldn’t breathe or think as he ran through the darkness. Blinded by tears and pain, he wasn’t even sure where he was headed as he sought an escape from the death that constantly stalked his people.


He didn’t even know what had happened to his father. All he knew was that they’d brought him home a few minutes ago, barely alive. Everyone had been angry and screaming as they sought to stop his father from bleeding before he died of it.


So much blood …


He’d never seen his father weak before. Never seen him so pale and trembling. Even now, the image of Trates carrying his father through the door was seared into his mind.


How could the fierce and mighty Strykerius be unable to stand on his own?


And though he knew his parents didn’t love each other, his mother had taken his father’s bruised and bloodied hand and wept. That alone had told him how dire his father’s condition was.


When Urian tried to see him, Archie had shoved him out of the room. “No one wants you here, Uri! Go away!”


The doctor had concurred. “You’re underfoot, boy! Move!”


And so he’d run out the door, into the street. With no destination in mind, he’d just kept going. Now …


His lungs ached from the crisp chthonic air that kept them safe. The muscles of his legs protested his long sprint, while his grief choked him with a vicious grip that threatened his own life. Unable to deal with it all, he collapsed on the damp ground and gave vent to all his misery that screamed out in silent agony.


He couldn’t lose his father. Not like this.


I love you, Baba!


Suddenly, something shifted near him in the darkness.


Urian sat up on the dark ground with a gasp and a hiccup. “Wh-wh-who’s there?” he demanded, his authority undercut by his ragged tears.


Something warm brushed against his cheek so fast that he couldn’t see it. He could only feel it swipe at his tears, like a warm, dry lick. And it left in its wake a glass figure in his lap. One placed there so gently that he barely felt the drop against his linen chiton.


Confused and baffled, Urian picked it up to see an image of a small soldier, perfectly formed. It was amazing. So real and detailed that he half expected the man to move. The hoplite even had a spear and shield.


Sniffing back his tears, he drew a ragged breath and wiped his eyes.


Do you feel better now?


Urian glanced around at the soft, sweet voice he heard in his head. “Who are you?”


I’m the guardian of the Atramentian Falls. You’re not supposed to be here, you know. The goddess would punish us both if she knew you’d trespassed into her special sanctuary. I’m supposed to eat anyone who dares cross the dark borderlands.


Urian scowled at the worlds. Eat?


That piqued his curiosity immediately. “Are you one of the Charonte?” They had their own lands here in Kalosis where they didn’t normally interact with his race, unless Apollymi was angry and set them loose as punishment. And while he couldn’t quite remember which direction he’d run, he was rather certain he wouldn’t have been so stupid as to head toward their section.


Only Paris and Theo were that dumb and suicidal. Urian always took care to give the demons a wide berth.


Nay, I’m not a Charonte.


He arched a brow at that. Not a Charonte?


What else was there?


Clutching his gift, Urian pushed himself to his feet so that he could peer into the shadows where he’d seen the movement earlier. “Are you a god?”


A soft, gentle laugh sounded in his head. You shouldn’t come any closer. Else you’ll be afraid.


Of what? “Why? Are you a monster?”


Indeed. Hence why I eat children who come into my domain.


More curious than ever, Urian glanced down at the soldier in his hand. Strange that a monster would give him a present while he’d been upset. It seemed incongruous and thoughtful for such a beast. “You must be a lonely monster, then.”


Pardon?


Wiping his nose on the back of his hand, he drew another ragged breath. “Just that you don’t seem scary, is all.” Rather, she was nice.


He felt the air around him stir again.


I assure you, if you saw me you’d be quite terrified.


Urian snorted at the challenge. “Bet I wouldn’t. Show yourself.”


At first, he didn’t think she’d meet his dare. Not until the brush in front of him began to shake.


And not just a little.


A lot.


An awful, awful lot. The ground beneath his feet shook so much that he was unbalanced by it. Just how big was this monster?


Urian wasn’t sure what he’d expected, given her warnings. But it definitely wasn’t the large, silvery-gold orange dragon in front of him.


“You’re beautiful.” Those words were out before he could stop them. After all, it might not be the smartest thing to call a dragon beautiful given that they liked to be thought of as fierce. Yet he couldn’t help it. She was.


For that insult alone, she might eat him.


He swallowed hard as he waited for her anger to manifest.


Instead of being offended, she pulled back in surprise. Beautiful? You think me pretty?


“Well … yes. Hasn’t anyone ever told you that?”


She shook her head. Are you not afraid of me?


“Not particularly. But that’s because my brother says that I don’t have enough sense to be afraid of anything.”


She laughed. What’s your name, pido?


“Urian. And yours?”


Sarraxyn.


It was as beautiful as she was, and it sent another hot wave over him. He moved closer and held his hand out toward her. “Nice to meet you, Sarraxyn.”


She reached out to brush against his skin.


Urian expected her scales to be cold and slimy. Yet they were surprisingly warm and soft. “You smell like lilies.”


You are a cheeky one, aren’t you?


“That’s what everyone tells me.”


Her black wings twitched as if she were silently laughing. You’d best be on your way, Urian.


Too bad he didn’t want to. He’d rather stay and talk to her. But he was smart enough to know better than to stay where he wasn’t wanted. “Very well, but thank you for my gift.”


You’re most welcome, Lord Urian, and have no fear. Your father won’t die tonight.


He gasped at her words. “What?”


She inclined her head to him. Part of what I guard is the goddess’s sacred tree of life. She already sent Xedrix here to fetch sap to save your father’s life. By the time you return, he should be much improved.


With a cry of relief, Urian launched himself at Sarraxyn and hugged her. “Thank you!” He gave her a tight, giant squeeze before he ran off to check on his father.


Only he didn’t go far. After a few steps, he came rushing back to her. “You’re not a monster, Sarraxyn. You’re beautiful!” With a quick kiss to her scaly cheek and a shout of happiness, he dodged away.


Sarraxyn watched in baffled awe as the Apollite ran off. Her jaw slack over his actions, she waited until he was out of sight to return to her human form. Still, the warmth of his hug and kiss clung to her skin.


No one had ever shown her such affection before. No one.


Few had ever been kind. Only a small handful of her brothers—Falcyn, Max, Illarion, Hadyn, and Gadryn.


In fact, it’d been her own brother, the bastard Malstrom, who’d sold her to the Atlantean war god, Misos, to serve here in his realm. The last thing she’d ever wanted was to be enslaved as an eternal guardian for the sacred Haxyn where she wasn’t allowed to see anyone or do anything other than rot in absolute loneliness.


She hated this dark, dank realm of eternal night. While dragons were supposed to be solitary, she wasn’t quite the same as others of her ilk. Most females weren’t. They were more social than the males of her species. And she more so than even the average female drakos.


To be enslaved here without family or friend made this more of a hell realm than it already was. Damn the Atlanteans for their cruelty.


The Charonte were the only visitors she ever had, and they came rarely. Maybe once every century.


Urian had been the first “human” she’d seen since …


She couldn’t remember. That was how long it’d been. And she couldn’t remember a more fair, handsome one.


Like her, he appeared young. Though she wasn’t really sure how Apollites aged. He could be older than dirt, for all she knew. Like some of the gods who appeared as children, even though they were thousands of years old.


It was why she preferred to live her days as a dragon. In that form, no one knew she was just a girl. Plus, as a dragon, she was a lot stronger, which was much safer for her as she was less likely to get eaten by something larger or meaner.


Her brother Veles had drilled that into her with iron spikes. Whatever you do, Xyn, remain a drakoma! They can’t harm you easily. Stay strong. Above all, stay alive!


’Course, Veles hated his human form. Just as he hated all humans.


And everyone else, too. Especially the gods who’d cursed them and their mothers.


Normally, Xyn agreed with her brother. She didn’t care for others herself. They were too quick to betray. Quicker still to strike the first blow, and she had no time for that.


But Urian had been a nice, brief distraction from her boredom and loneliness. Seldom did anyone or anything venture here. Not even a cockroach.


Sighing, she shifted back to her alternate body before the goddess happened to spy upon her and catch her away from her post. That would never do.


Apollymi was a terrible mistress. Demanding and fierce. Ever harsh whenever she felt someone was slacking. And in particular she seemed to hold a grudge against Xyn.


Yet this time, Xyn had something more to do than count the pebbles lining the ground around the base of her tree. She had a handsome, fair-haired boy to think about.


One with vivid blue eyes and a beautiful smile.




March 21, 9522 BC


“Don’t eat the boy! While tasty, he won’t be worth the indigestion. And he’s probably gamey-tasting, too.”


Xyn had to force herself not to laugh at Urian’s bold and outrageous declaration in the still darkness. She’d sensed him the instant he’d returned to her grove. There was no mistaking that unique scent of leather and male. It had filled her nostrils the moment he came near her lair.


That was the beauty of her kind. Nothing and no one could hide from them. And it was also their curse given the propensity of many humans to avoid a regular bathing routine.


However, this particular male smelled delectable. He made her want to nuzzle him … which would probably terrify him if he knew that.


Just as it did her. So instead, she wrinkled her nose and headed through the thick copse of trees to see what it was he wanted with her.


Xyn froze as soon as she caught sight of him in the small clearing, holding what appeared to be a rather large crystal. Had he stolen it?


What did you do?


Setting it down, he shrugged. “Do you know how hard it is to find a gift for a dragon?”


No. We’re quite easy. We eat anything smaller than us. That tends to leave a lot.


Her flippant comment made him nervous. “Oh … well.” He cleared his throat as he gestured toward the crystal. “Um, I didn’t go there with my shopping. In my experience, parents tend to get a little cranky if you try to steal their children and use them as sweetmeats for dragons.” Scratching at his neck, he hastened to the large crystal near him. “But I asked around and the elders all said that dragons like shiny things, so I found you this.”


He struggled to carry it closer to her.


Xyn smiled. It’s lovely. Thank you!


“You’re welcome. It was the least I could do since you saved my solren.”


Warmth spread through her at his thoughtfulness. It was remarkably kind. And even more rare. It was my pleasure … for once.


He paused in his struggle to grimace at her. “What do you mean?”


Just that I normally don’t care for the people I help. Yet for you, I’m glad I was able to do something.


“Ah.” There was a peculiar note in his voice. “So I was right. You are lonely here, aren’t you?”


She wanted to deny it. But what was the use? The truth was apparent to even the most dense. And it wasn’t like she had so many to speak to about it, anyway.


Aye. Terribly.


Urian leaned against his gift and sighed in the most adorable fashion. Perhaps it was her loneliness speaking, but she found him absolutely enchanting. And gorgeous.


Worse was the peculiar desire she had to be human around him. To take his hand and stand uncommonly close. She’d never had such a desire before. But she wanted him to look at her the way the men looked at the women they hungered for.


That was something that could be deadly to them both, as the goddess would never allow her to fraternize with anyone.


“Can I tell you a secret?”


Xyn forced her thoughts to return to a more reasonable, and much safer topic. Sure.


Glancing around as if afraid someone might hear him, Urian stepped closer to speak in a soft whisper. “I’m lonely, too. A lot.” He pressed his lips together. “Do you think it might be okay if I come and visit you sometimes so that we can be lonely together?”


She bit back a laugh at his words. He was so unbelievably charming and hilarious. And though she should send him on his way, she couldn’t quite bear the thought of not seeing him again.


So she made a very bad decision that she prayed she wouldn’t one day regret. We’d have to be careful not to get caught. The goddess would be terribly upset if she learned I was allowing someone near her tree, or her waters.


“What do you suggest, then?”


Xyn hesitated. This was a bad idea. She knew it with every part of her being. And yet she couldn’t stop herself. Was it honestly that bad that she wanted a friend?


Didn’t she deserve to have someone? Anyone?


Before she could stop herself, she spoke words she prayed wouldn’t come back to harm either of them. You can come on Áreos when the goddess is in mourning for her son. No one disturbs her during that time, and she never ventures out. All is silent in the land.


Neither of them should ever get caught then. It was the one day of the week when Apollymi kept to her schedule and held it sacred. Nobody dared to disturb her on that holy day.


Urian nodded. “Hesperus Hour.” Like the day, that hour was the most sacred time when the goddess would tolerate no interruption on pain of death.


Not even Stryker would dare to encroach on it.


We can visit then and none will be the wiser.


Urian’s smile lightened her mood instantly. “I’ll see you then, my dragon.”


Happier than she had a right to be, and to a level that actually scared her, she didn’t speak as she watched him run away.


I’ll see you, my friend.


But in her heart, she had a terrified feeling that this wasn’t going to end well for either of them.




June 19, 9516 BC


“She’ll be a beautiful bride.”


“Don’t make me rip out your throat, Trates.”


Urian choked on his laughter as he saw the raw fear his father’s wry threat wrung from Trates, who quickly excused himself so that he could put as much distance between himself and Stryker as possible. Not that he blamed him. His father was in a rotten mood, and had been for the last few days since Tannis had announced her intentions of tying herself to a worthless bit of Apollite trash.


In fact, no one wanted Tannis to marry Erol. Especially their father, and this engagement party was thoroughly pissing off everyone.


Even though she was a full-grown woman who was fully developed thanks to their Apollite curse that had her appearing the same age as a human in her late teens or early twenties, she was still only twelve years old.


As her father, Stryker couldn’t get past her real age, and the fact that had they not been cursed, he would still have a few more years with her at home. Which was why he was insisting on a long engagement. Something that had left his daughter, her future groom, and Tannis’s future in-laws complaining.


Aside from their father, Urian and his mother seemed to be the only two who agreed about the long engagement. But then Urian hated Erol. He was a massive beast of an arrogant bastard, and they had a long history of fighting between them.


Then again, Urian had a long history of fighting with most everyone.


His mother sighed as she hugged Urian’s arm. “I can’t believe I’m losing another baby so soon.”


“I’m sorry, Mata.” He jerked his chin toward his father, who was sharpening a knife while glaring at Erol. “Though I’m thinking if Solren has his way, there won’t be a wedding. Maybe just a wedding feast …”


She laughed. “There are times when I simply adore your solren, Uri.” Patting his arm, she stepped away as if she knew her human blood tempted him in spite of his deep love and respect for her. She adjusted her cloak higher around her neck. “So … who here has your fancy?”


Urian felt the color rising in his cheeks at a question he always dreaded. Especially since it made his stomach rumble from hunger. It seemed ever his destiny to starve. Even though he was in a room full of walking meals. But there wasn’t anyone here who would feed him.


“Haven’t found anyone yet.”


“You’re still not being fed?”


He didn’t miss the note of panicked fear underlying her question. It was a secret he and his father had intentionally been keeping from her … and everyone else. The fact that his father had a handful of loyal men he forced to bleed so that he could bring their blood to Urian in bladders or cups. While it wasn’t the same as eating the way Apollo intended Apollites to feed, it kept Urian from starving to death.


The one advantage to it was that it left him a bit edgier than the others.


Leaner and meaner, as the humans would say. Because he was perpetually hungry, his senses were sharper. His powers stronger—more focused. And he was always angry and looking for a fight.


Except where his mother and sister were concerned. And of course the goddess. But that was simply because he knew Apollymi would rip out his throat if he ever showed his temper around her.


Luckily, Tannis called his mother away at that moment and saved him from having to answer as his sister took her home for the small meal she’d prepared for their mother to eat. Since their mother was the only one here who required food, Urian, Tannis, Paris, and Davyn took turns cooking meals for her.


Apollymi always made sure she had vegetables, fruits, and fresh meats. And they took it as a source of pride to make sure their mother was well cared for.


And protected from any threat.


Restless, Urian drifted through the crowd in the dark hall where many of their community had gathered to celebrate his sister’s news and feed. Which meant the hall was quickly turning into an orgy, so parents were covering the eyes of their smaller children and rushing them home. No doubt that was really why Tannis had called their mother away. They were all careful to keep their human mother separate from any of their “parties.” Aside from the fact that the way they ate tended to horrify her, as a non-Apollite she could easily find herself someone’s prime course—and the witness to Urian’s first massacre, as he was rabidly protective of his mother and sister to a frightening level. While his father might sharpen the knife, Urian was a little too quick to use it.


Another reason no one would feed him. His temper was quite legendary among their people already.


As were his powers.


Davyn staggered over to him. By the glazed and dazed appearance of his eyes, it was obvious he’d been feeding quite a bit already and was more than a little blood-drunk. Licking his fangs, he smiled as he draped himself against Urian’s back and rested his chin on Urian’s bare shoulder. Because they’d grown up together, he alone held no fear of Urian.


Or much of anyone else.


“Hey, brother Uri. Sure you don’t want to join us?” His hand drifted a little too far south, toward the hem of Urian’s short chiton.


Urian laughed as he extricated himself from Davyn’s hug and sloppy grope. “You’re a little too happy, Dav, and Paris doesn’t share. Believe me, I know. I still have a bruise from the last time I hogged too much blanket. Given the ass-whipping I took from that, I’d hate to think what he’d do if he found his boyfriend draped all over me.”


Davyn tsked. “I know you’re hungry. Don’t you get tired of drinking reheated blood? Wouldn’t you like someone fresh to eat?”


His breathing turned ragged at an invitation that was extremely hard to say no to. Every part of him was attuned to the scent of Davyn’s blood. To the hunger inside him to feed.


However …


I won’t be an asshole.


Not to his brother.


And definitely not to Davyn, who would be horrified if he were sober. Davyn would never act like this if he weren’t high from the bloodlust. Paris should have known better than to have fed him and left him alone to find his way home. It’d been a stupid thing for his brother to do. Davyn was too young and inexperienced to have been abandoned in a crowd where someone could easily prey on him.


“Tell you what, Davy. Let’s find Paris, shall we?”


“Ooo, three of us, frolicking. Good idea. I like that even better!”


“Yeah.” Urian draped Davyn’s arm around his shoulders and led him through the crowd to hunt for his twin.


Yet the sight and smell of the others feeding while he was starving and this close to a willing donor … it was torture. And it made his stomach rumble with need. Not to mention, other parts of his body reacted with a disturbing hunger of their own that he didn’t even want to contemplate.


“Where did you leave Paris?”


Davyn was almost unconscious.


Urian had to shake him awake. “Davyn! Where did you leave my brother?”


“In a room.”


Oh, that was so unhelpful. Had Davyn been sober, Urian would have slapped him. Instead, he sighed in irritation. It was a good thing Davyn was the only friend he had or the temptation to gut him would have been harder to resist.


Unsure of how to best handle this, Urian decided to find his brother Theo, who had taken his wife and children home the moment the first set of clothing had started coming off. While Theo was far from prudish and had been known to participate in some of the most lascivious parties ever thrown—as had Theo’s wife, Praxia, prior to their marriage—Theo’s eldest child was a daughter and he was extremely protective of her virtue.


Not to mention, Theo’s home was the closest to the hall so it made sense to head there first and start with him.


After Urian’s insistent knocking, a barely dressed Theo answered the door with an annoyed frown. Given his brother’s state of dishabille and the redness of his throat, Urian would say Theo had been in the midst of his own sexual encounter with Praxia.


Something further confirmed by the bite in Theo’s bark when he growled at Urian. “What do you want?”


He blinked slowly, just for maximum annoyance as that was a moral imperative whenever dealing with one of his older siblings, then he spoke slowly, drawing out his words to again irritate his brother as much as possible. “Apollo’s death. Apollite domination over the world of mankind, and an end to our curse. But at the moment, I’d settle for you returning your attitude to whatever asshole gave it to you, and finding Paris.”


Urian caught Davyn as he began to slowly sink sideways to the floor and helped to right him. “Our good and thoughtful brother abandoned Davyn and vanished to who knows where, to do who knows whom. Can you lend us a hand and watch over Davyn while I try to find the stupid bastard?”


Davyn finally stopped trying to grope Urian long enough to scowl at them both. “I don’t want to sleep with Theo, Uri. He’s an asshole. Let’s find Paris. He’s very cuddly.”


Urian passed a see-what-I-mean stare at his older brother.


That took the edge off Theo’s anger. “How long has he been like this?”


“Since I found him.”


Theo rolled his eyes at Urian’s sarcasm. “And Paris left him in this condition?”


“You’re making all my points, genius.” Gah! Was he the only member of his family who possessed a functioning brain? There were times—like this—when Urian suspected he might be hoarding the only one capable of any semblance of reason in his whole sibling gene pool.


Smirking, Urian gave him a peeved glare. “Davyn’s right. You are an asshole.”


With a disgusted sneer, Theo grabbed Davyn by his chalmys and pulled him deeper into his home before he called out to his wife. “Prax? Get dressed. I need you to watch Davyn until we return.”


“Where are you going?” she called from the other room. There was no missing the irritation in her shrill tone.


“Just do what I say, woman!”


Urian paused at the door. “You shouldn’t talk to her like that. She’s the mother of your children, you know.” Not to mention, she put up with Theo when Urian couldn’t imagine why.


“Mind your own business, Uri. This is my house and I’ll run it as I see fit.”


Oooh, leave it to Theo to default to the same cave logic that had made all of them resent their father. “And your solren would have your ass if he heard you speaking to your wife in that tone.”


Theo’s nostrils flared with anger as he pinned on his chalmys.


Ignoring his brother’s anger and disgusted by his behavior, Urian looked past Theo to where Praxia was coming down the stairs to take over watch duty. “We’re going to look for Paris. As soon as we find him, I’ll bring Theo back.”


Maybe not unbruised, especially if he kept lipping off, but …


“Thank you, Urimou.”


Respectfully, he inclined his head to her, then made his exit.


As soon as they were outside Theo’s house, Theo grabbed him and slammed Urian against the wall of his neighbor’s home. “You ever do that again, and I’ll—”


Urian punched him in the gut. “Don’t threaten me, Theo. I’m not a child anymore.”


Theo used his powers to knock him back and choke him.


With his own psychic blast, Urian broke his hold and struck out, letting his powers have full rein of his fury. He knocked Theo careening down the street without touching him.


Because his powers were so much stronger than anyone else’s, Urian knew better than to put them on display. That was why this was the first time he’d ever fully unleashed them in front of anyone, other than Apollymi.


But he was too angry and hungry tonight for restraint.


And too late, he recovered his control and temper to realize that there were a lot of witnesses on the street tonight for his outburst. Too many who’d been coming and going from the celebration.


Shit. He turned around slowly to see the horrified stares that condemned him.


Always.


If anyone else had shown such massive power, they would have been applauded for it. Considered great and praised.


Not him. Nay, never the son with freakishly white hair born to Stryker and his Greek bride. The one with eyes unlike other Apollites. He was to be feared and ostracized for things he didn’t do and couldn’t help.


I really am born cursed.


This was no exception to his humiliation and misjudgments. Already, he could hear their whispers around him.


He’s a freak!


How can anyone so young do that?


What’s wrong with him?


I told you he was to be avoided! You see what he can do! It’s unnatural!


Even when Urian tried to do the right thing, it always turned against him. Somehow he ended up on the wrong side of any matter in the eyes of their people. It never failed. They always judged him the bad guy.


Just like now.


They never saw the truth of him.


Everyone stared at him as if he should be punished, when all he’d been trying to do was help his twin, Davyn, and his sister-in-law.


When will I learn?


He was the Anti-Midas. Everything he touched turned to shit, and the injustice of it burned raw in his belly.


If that weren’t bad enough, he saw Paris among those wanting his head on a spike for the outburst—and Paris was completely fine, and standing with their brother Alkimos. I should have known …


No good deed goes unpunished.


“Urian? What is this?”


He cringed as his father appeared by his side.


Before he had a chance to answer, Theo pushed himself to his feet. “I was doing him a favor, Solren, and this is the thanks I get for it. He assaults me without reason.”


Their father returned his attention to him. “Is this true, Urian?”


Urian glared at Theo. “I had my reasons.”


That answer didn’t sit well with his father, who cast them both a disgusted sneer for having brawled in the street like two common hoodlums and not the princes they were supposed to be. “Then elaborate.”


Holding back his outrage, he gestured toward Theo. “You sired an asshole, Solren. I was trying to cull him down to a mere shit-for-brains.”


“Urian!” his father growled.


He straightened his chalmys over his chiton with a nonchalance he definitely didn’t feel, especially while the others continued to smear his semirespectable name. All Urian wanted was to leave while he could. To be left alone by everyone.


Instead, he forced himself to stand as if it didn’t bother him at all. He’d never give them the satisfaction of knowing how much their condemnation scalded his heart and scarred his soul. “I took issue with the manner in which he spoke to me, and sought to teach him a more respectful tone. I’ve had it with his high-handed tactics and I refuse to be talked down to anymore, by him or anyone else.”


Theo curled his lip. “You see, Solren! He’s a recalcitrant brat. Instead of indulging his disrespect all the time, you need to be spanking his spoiled little ass.”


Their father shook his head. “Nay, Urian’s right. The world and people will treat you how you allow them to. I won’t punish him for having the temerity to stand up to you, Theo. Especially when I know you have the ability to fight back and that you’ve never hesitated to strike him down whenever you think you’ve been slighted by him or anyone else.”


Theo sputtered indignantly. Finally, he curled his lip as he raked a glare over Urian. “One day, Solren, you will regret the fact that you didn’t keep a tighter leash on your favored pup. Mark my words. He’s a rabid little bastard who’s loyal to no one but himself.”


Luckily, their father knew better. He passed a meaningful glance toward Theo’s home. “Careful, m’gios, too often when confronted, we condemn ourselves in our anger. So think twice before you spew venom to taint your brother with the shadows of your own sin. For hate is a boomerang that once it’s cast out has a nasty way of coming back to the one who threw it, and more oft than not, it cripples the hand that first unleashed it.”


A tic started in Theo’s jaw. “Fine. Coddle him. You always have. It’s half of what’s wrong with him.” And with that, he headed home.


Yet the crowd remained. Staring, whispering.


Condemning.


Urian felt their judgment as if it were a living, breathing beast crawling all over his skin. And he deplored the sensation. Why couldn’t he be more charming like Paris?


Everyone loved and adored his twin.


Yet it seemed the harder he tried to be liked, the less inclined they were to do so. So he’d given up trying and had just reconciled himself to their hatred and disparagement. To his sullen solitude. It was easier that way. Better to reject them before they had a chance to slap him down and risk this sick feeling he currently had in his stomach that churned it sour.


“Don’t listen to him, Uri.”


He barely caught himself before he rolled his eyes at his father’s most commonly uttered phrase for these situations. Despite what his brothers thought, their father would backhand him if he showed any form of disrespect. Stryker wasn’t known for his patience with anyone or for brooking any form of insubordination or insolence.


Especially not from his children.


“Aye, sir.”


His father caught him roughly by the hair at the nape of his neck and forced him to look up until he met his gaze. There was a stern yet loving glow in those swirling silver eyes that now matched those of their goddess—a result of Apollymi’s having saved his father’s life that night when Urian had first met Sarraxyn after his father had almost died in a confrontation with Apollo. It was why his father couldn’t feed him anymore. Not without it converting Urian not only to a Daimon like his father but also bonding their life forces together and allowing his father to see through his eyes. To know his thoughts and emotions. Because his father held the blood of two gods, it gave him a lot more power than any of the other Apollites or Daimons.


Truly his father was like no other.


And neither was Urian.


“You listen to me, pido, and take these words to heart. Damn them for what they think. For that is something you can never control or change. What you do have authority over is your own reaction to their spiteful words, and they have no value in your world unless you will it so. The only opinions that should ever matter to you are those of the people you love. The people you deem worthy of your concern. To the rest, close your ears and close your heart. Because if they don’t care what damage they do to your life, then you don’t care what damage you wreak to theirs. Blood to blood. Fang for fang. Remember, Urian, a smart man strikes the first blow, but it’s the wise man who strikes the last one. Understand?”


“Aye, Solren.”


He pulled him against his shoulder and hugged him close, then kissed his head. “I love you, pido,” he growled deep against Urian’s ear. “Don’t you ever forget that.”


Urian nodded as he clutched his fist in his father’s cloak and held tight to him, grateful for his support.


With two powerful pats to his spine that left him bruised, his father released him and stepped back. “Now go. See to your business.”


“Aye, sir.” Urian headed for Paris and then slugged his brother so hard, it sent him straight to the ground.


“What the hades!” Paris sat up and rubbed at his jaw. “Have you lost your mind?”


Urian glared at him. “That’s for being an asshole. Find Davyn and don’t leave him again. Next time you’re this stupid, I’ll stab you for it, and take your boyfriend from you—you don’t deserve someone as good and decent as Davyn if you’re going to run off and abandon him when he’s unable to fend for himself.”


Paris pushed himself to his feet as Urian walked away. “I’m not the ass, Urian! You are!”


Without stopping, Urian scoffed. “You are wrong about that, adelphos! And you’d best make a sacrifice to the gods tonight that I don’t decide to one day embrace the demon all of you think lives inside me. I promise you, the day I let that beast out … you will all be running for cover.”




December 15, 9515 BC


“Baba! Do something! You can’t let Matera go and leave us!”


Urian wanted to echo his sister’s frantic words, and inside he was screaming just as loudly as Tannis’s whining drone, but he knew better than to say a word of protest out loud. For one thing, he wasn’t sure his father wouldn’t knock him through a wall for it.


While Stryker could be a loving and doting father, he never tolerated that kind of nasal complaining from his sons. At least not from anyone other than Ophion. For some reason, Ophie got away with bitching.


The rest of them …


I’m raising men, not boys. By the gods, you will be soldiers who do me proud. I will not stomach cowering dogs to represent my household in this world. I’ll see you to Hades myself before you embarrass me like that!


It was a common Stryker tirade they all knew well.


So Urian stood with a ramrod spine as his mother kissed their cheeks with tears in her eyes. “It’s for the best. Truly.” She swallowed hard. “I dare not stay here any longer. Not as the sole human among the growing number of Daimons in Kalosis.” She glanced nervously at their father.


Urian couldn’t blame her, and it spoke volumes about how much she loved them that she’d stayed here as long as she had, given how many eyed her with hunger in their eyes. Their father had turned Daimon almost eight years ago—which said a lot for him that he’d been able to resist feeding on her soul all this time. Because Hellen of Kalosis held one of the strongest spirits of any human Urian had been near. The warmth and conviction of her life force called out to the beast in him and made him salivate every time she drew near. It was only his own love for her that kept her safe in his presence.


And the fact that the rest of the Apollites and Daimons here feared his family, and knew what they’d do to any who harmed her, kept her sacrosanct and safe in their midst.


Yet she was right. Every single day she lived among them came with a growing risk.


Apollite marriages were ones of necessity. Given the brevity of their life span and the fact that they could only live off each other’s blood, they married young to start families as soon as they reached physical maturity, and so that married couples could supply each other with nourishment. Especially since feeding heightened their hormones to a frightening level after puberty and caused them to become extremely aroused anytime they ate. As a result, they were incapable of feeding from family members—another revolting bonus curse Apollo had thrown at them.


Even Daimons, like his father, had to feed on blood. While the human souls they took prolonged their lives, it did nothing to quench their blood-hunger that needed Apollite plasma. And since Daimons could no longer sire children after their bodies converted from Apollite to a living dead state, and Hellen had been unable to nourish her children with her human blood, their mother had served no purpose in this realm, other than to tempt Daimons to kill her for her soul.


Had their father loved her, it might have been different. Then he might have been willing to fight to keep her at his side.


But while their father respected her as their mother, his feelings went no further. Stryker wouldn’t allow anyone to disrespect her or speak badly to her or about her. Yet that was as much as he was capable of showing her in terms of affection. Theirs had been an arranged marriage forced on him by Apollo and one he’d never wanted. All of his children knew that. In fact, he went days when he wouldn’t even look in her direction.


Something they were all very much aware of, and it pained Urian to see his mother’s plight. The constant sadness behind her smiles that never faded. Or the longing in his father’s gaze whenever he thought of his first wife Apollo had forced him to divorce.


Their mutual torment was so bad that Urian had often wondered if he and his siblings had been conceived the only times his father had ever managed to have sex with his mother. So when she’d proposed leaving Kalosis to return to the human realm a few days ago, his father had begun immediate preparations. Stryker had done everything to hasten the journey but pack for her.


With her beautiful features contorted by grief, his mother cupped Urian’s face in her hands. “I hate to leave my babies. But all of you can come see me, anytime you want. You know that. You’ll always be welcome wherever I am. I’ll make sure to keep a dark place that’s safe.” Biting her lip, she glanced between them. “You will come see me?”


Urian nodded. “I’ll come.”


“I know you won’t break your word.” She kissed his brow. “My precious, Uri. You’ll watch after your brothers and sister for me?”


“Don’t you trust us?” Archie asked defensively.


She tsked at him as she stepped over to her eldest. “You know I do. But you have your own wife and child, now, and another on the way. Urian’s still at home.”


“’Cause no one will have him.” Theo cast an evil smirk toward Urian that cut him all the way to the bone.


Normally, Urian would have lashed out and struck him, but he was too grief-stricken over his mother to bother.


“Theo!” Their father cleared his throat sharply in warning.


Alkimos, who was leaner, like Urian, but whose features were identical to Stryker’s, took up the torment. “Why are you so angry, Solren? We all know Urian’s still a virgin.”


All his siblings burst out laughing at him over that, adding even more blows to his ego.


“Enough!” their father roared.


Urian felt his gut shrivel at the mockery his brothers knew went straight to his heart.


Which was why they did it. Bastards!


“Freak,” Alkimos whispered in his ear.


Urian ground his teeth, tempted to slug him for that insult, but then he knew he’d be the one to get into trouble for striking the first blow—which was what his brother wanted. They were forever taunting him to violence.


He had no idea why he was so different from his brothers, yet there was no denying it. It was as if everyone could feel it and they all reacted to something he couldn’t understand or help.


Like he was defective.


His mother returned to hug him, and that only made it worse. Because he knew she wouldn’t be here tomorrow to make it better when they started this shite with him. Tomorrow, he’d be alone with their cruelty without her precious balm to soothe it.


Urian fisted his hands in her cloak, choking on the words he wanted to say. He wanted to beg her to take him with her, or to stay so that he wouldn’t feel so alone and unwanted.


Both would be selfish and dangerous.


Closing his eyes, he winced at the memory of what had prompted her departure.


The Daimon who’d been trapped in Kalosis too long.


Urian and Paris had been walking with their mother, to shop for fabric so that she could make Tannis a new chiton. Both of them had been complaining mercilessly over the task neither had wanted to be dragged into.


“Why isn’t Davyn doing this?”


Paris had smirked at him. “You’re such an ass. He doesn’t like to shop any more than you do.”


Their mother had rolled her eyes. “Would you both stop complaining! Your sister needs something pretty. Erol is too nasty to her. It’s time she had something to make her smile again. I don’t like seeing my children so unhappy.”


That had only made Urian screw his face up more. “Then why are we here again?”


Before she could speak, he’d heard the outraged bellow. “Human!”


Three seconds later, the Daimon had attacked, aiming to rip out their mother’s throat.


Paris had grabbed their mother while Urian cut the Daimon off and prevented him from reaching her. He’d been prepared to kill the Daimon without hesitation. Luckily, it hadn’t come to that.


No sooner had Urian reached for his sword than his father appeared to stab the Daimon through the black mark over his heart. As soon as the blade penetrated the stain left by the human soul he’d consumed, the Daimon splintered into pieces.


Urian had stepped back in relief, but his mother had been shaken to the core. And this time, she hadn’t calmed down.


Rather, their mother had become more withdrawn and fearful than ever before.


The unspoken truth had grown like a monster they could no longer deny. If she remained, it was only a matter of time before her soul became too great a temptation for someone else. She couldn’t stay here in this realm anymore.


If Urian went with her to live, and one of the humans learned he was an Apollite, she would be killed for being his mother.


He knew those horror stories as well as his mother did. Humans burned alive any man, woman, or child they caught harboring an Apollite. To humanity, such a person was worse than a Daimon. They were traitors and heretics. And used as examples to scare off anyone else who might take mercy on any of his people.


I have to let her go.


For her sake as well as theirs.


Yet it was so unfair. She was his mother and he wanted to keep her with him as long as he could.


She felt that way too. Her reluctance to leave was evident in the way she held on to him and his siblings.


“Come to me anytime you need to,” she whispered in his ear. “I will always have a safe place for you, my precious baby.”


Urian nodded. “I love you, Mata.”


She tightened her arms around his shoulders. “And I love you more, my Urimou.” Kissing his cheek, she let go and stepped over to Paris.


Paris drew a ragged breath as she straightened his chalmys and repinned it with his fibula. “My child … you’ve never learned to properly drape a cloak.”


His brother smiled down at her. “If I did so, you wouldn’t feel useful.”


With a wistful smile, she smoothed it down with her hand. “You will watch over Urian for me? Make sure the others don’t hurt him?”


“You know I will. He gets on my nerves, but he is my twin. Besides, Davyn likes him better than me most days, anyway.”


She laughed at that. “Where is Davyn?”


“Outside with the wives.”


“Good. I didn’t want to leave without seeing him.”


Sick to his stomach, Urian stood back while she finished saying her good-byes and waited for the next wave of hell he knew would be unleashed.


It came a few minutes later, as expected. The instant his father announced who’d be escorting their mother to her new home in the human realm.


“All right, Urian. You have six hours to see her settled. I expect you back long before dawn.”


Archie cursed and sputtered in outrage. “Why does Urian get to go and not one of us?”


“The goddess willed it so.”


“It’s not fair!”


The look on their father’s face would have quelled anyone with a brain.


Sadly, Archie was missing that vital organ as he continued complaining.


Finally, their father cut him off with one sharp glower. “And I don’t care, Archimedes. Now step aside and let them leave.”


Urian sighed at the glares he collected as he and Trates, along with two other Daimons, left through the shimmering portal with his mother.


Out of the four of them, he was the only one who could command the limani portals that led to and from Kalosis. A gift not from their father as the others all assumed, but from Apollymi herself when he’d been a boy. Oddly enough, his father hadn’t questioned why the goddess had bestowed it upon him. Rather he accepted it without comment.


Urian had never asked when Apollymi told his father about that gift, and his father hadn’t volunteered it. Instead, his father had just accepted the fact that one day Urian had shown up with the key to open the portals and not once had they spoken about the what-for or why.


But then his father was good at that. Especially when it came to the gods. Stryker barely questioned anything the gods did.


Not wanting to think about that, Urian closed his eyes as they fell through the vast nothingness that bridged the worlds together. He hated traveling this way. It left him disoriented and sick to his stomach. But it was the only way to leave Kalosis.


When they finally arrived and stepped out into the dark human world, it was near a small, stone cottage on the edge of a majestic Greek cliff. A huge full moon lit the olive-scented landscape with buttery shadows that danced across a dark, crested sea. Because it’d been so long since she last saw anything more than the dull, dreary gray of their realm, his mother gasped. Tears filled her eyes.


“Mata?”


She placed her hand on his shoulder as the wind blew her pale blue veil from her hair so that her blond curls sprang free from her braids. “I’m all right, Uri. They’re tears of joy that your father remembered the details of my home from when I was a girl. It looks just as I told him so many times.”


Grateful that she was happy, he carried her case toward the small cottage door. It was nestled in the midst of a good-sized farm that should sustain her quite well. There were apple trees aplenty, along with a small vineyard and livestock. He could hear the cows that would easily provide her with the milk she loved to drink that had been so hard for them to procure for her in Kalosis.


He headed to the cottage and opened the wooden door for her, then pushed it wide with his elbow.


She went in to inspect her new home while he waited outside and set her case on the ground at his feet.


The Daimons who’d come along to help secure her moved to stand at his side so that they could peer inside the cottage. “May we come in, akra?”


She turned toward them with a smile.


“Nay!” Urian snapped the moment his mother opened her mouth to say aye.


The smile on her face died instantly.


As did the joy.


He quickly tempered the anger in his tone as he used his foot to push her case through the threshold. “Never invite a Daimon or Apollite into your home, Mata. Remember that you are always safe inside the doorway. We cannot enter so long as you haven’t granted us permission to be there.” Another curse of his grandfather to ensure that they couldn’t go where the gods didn’t want them.


Something that left all of them feeling even more unwanted and outcast than they already did. All it did was ram home that they were less than humans. Less than animals. In the eyes of the gods, his people were the lowliest of life forms, unfit for even the most basic form of shelter or care.


Their lot in the world was to be spurned and ridiculed throughout their absurdly short lives.


“But, Urian—”


“Nay, Mata.” Tears choked him at a necessity he hated that would keep him from his mother forever. Yet it was for her protection. “Not even I’m worth it. We will meet elsewhere when I come to visit. I beg you to keep your home safe. From all of us. Even me.”


Because the truth was that when the hunger was bad enough, when the day came and he went Daimon, she wouldn’t be safe even around him and he knew it. No human soul could ever be safe near a Daimon.


No matter how much they loved them.


Tears flowed down her cheeks as she realized that he had no intention of ever staying with her. That he didn’t trust himself not to give in to the Daimon that he would one day become. She returned to stand outside with him. “I will miss you so much! Won’t you stay?”


He crushed her against his chest, wishing to the gods that he could. “I have no way to eat here.” It would be even more difficult than it’d been for her to eat in Kalosis. At least there, the Charonte and Apollymi had shared his mother’s diet. There had been a variety of food for her to choose from. Maybe not milk, but most other things had been in abundance.


An Apollite or Daimon in the human realm was only asking for trouble as they needed another of their kind to feed them.


His mother glanced over to Trates and the others. “Your father didn’t wait until his twenty-seventh birthday to turn Daimon. Can’t you turn early?”


“Mata,” he chided, “I’m too young. And I’d still need to feed.” Not to mention, he could turn trelos—the Daimon madness that caused them to kill indiscriminately. If he did that here, she would never be able to stop him from harming her. As a human, she was too weak and tiny.


The thought of destroying his own mother was more than he could stand.


With a ragged sigh, she nodded. “I just hate the way they treat you in Kalosis, and I blame myself for it.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m human. I keep thinking that if I’d been an Apollite, too, you wouldn’t be different and they wouldn’t spurn you so. You should be married …”


Urian shook his head. “Mata, don’t.”


“Don’t what? Worry about my son? Telling a mother not to worry about her son, Urian, is like telling someone not to breathe.”


He laughed. “I shall be fine. I swear.”


“And I shall worry about you, every minute of every day that I live. But with that worry, know that I love you ten times more.”


“I know. Just as I love you, too.” He glanced over his shoulder to where the others waited. “You should go in and make sure you have everything you need. I’ll wait here until I see you light the fire. Solren said that he’d arranged for servants to come on the morrow. They’ll bring food and supplies and everything you need.”


His father hadn’t wanted those servants to be here on her arrival for fear that they might realize Urian and the others were Apollites and Daimons, and harm her for it.


These days, too many Apollites preyed upon the humans just for shits and giggles. After Apollo’s curse and the destruction of Atlantis, those who’d managed to survive had taken a sick pleasure in rampaging against the Greek humans in an all-out frenzy.


While human blood couldn’t sustain or feed them, it slaked their thirst for vengeance and sated their need to strike back at the gods who’d cursed them. Not to mention the crazed trelos Daimons who were insane killing machines. Without conscience or restraint, they didn’t care who they tore apart. Their basic motto was, “Give me somebody.”


The treli wreaked such havoc as to spawn all manner of grandiose stories and legends among the human populations about Apollites and Daimons. It went a long way in spreading fear and suspicion, too.


For their melees and sprees alone, it was a wonder the humans hadn’t been on an eternal quest to exterminate them all.


His mother glanced over to the others. “Could you please step away so that I might have a moment alone with my son?”


Trates and the others moved off.


Taking Urian’s hand, she switched to Greek so as to give them even more privacy from what the others might overhear. “I know that your feedings bother you.”


“Mata …” He tried to pull away, but she held him in place with a grip so firm that the only way to break free would have caused her harm, and that he refused to do.


“Listen to me, Uri. I know how much this embarrasses you. That you haven’t had a live feeding since you hit puberty …” She cupped his cheek and forced him to look at her, even though he was mortified by this topic.


And she was right. Because of the color of his eyes and the fear the other Apollites had of him and his father and grandfather, no one was willing to pair with him in any way. They were terrified of what other defects he might carry.


“There is nothing wrong with you. You’re a good boy. A wonderful son. Your father and I are so proud of you. And one day, you will find a woman who sees that, too.”


He swallowed hard as pain choked him. It was a deep-rooted misery that had planted itself firmly inside his soul long ago and wouldn’t let go no matter how hard he tried to pry it loose. “I was born a twin, Mata, and yet I feel so alone. Shouldn’t I feel as if I’m part of something?”


She tsked at him. “You were born almost an hour apart. Unlike Paris, you wanted to come into this world feet first. You were most insistent upon it, in fact. Took an act of the goddess to get you to change your mind and reverse yourself so that I could birth you. And then you wouldn’t feed. But for Apollymi, we would have lost you that first day. The goddess knows, you’ve been stubborn every day since. Like your father, you’ve always wanted to do things on your own terms, with a courage I envy you for. Never lose that. Especially given what you’ll be facing, all too soon.”


Her pale eyes turned serious. “I pray every night that your father finds another way to end this curse Apollo has placed on you and your siblings. I curse all the gods for it, and for the fact that they do nothing to help you. Damn them!”


He gaped at the venom in her tone. Never had she used such language or raised her voice while speaking of the gods before. His mother had always been a gentle, kind soul.


Unless someone threatened her children or they broke a rule. Then she could make his father look weak.


“Life isn’t fair and it’s been exceptionally cruel to my children. But don’t let it sour you. No matter what, Urimou. Enjoy every breath you have, whether a handful or billions. You fight for every one. And when others seek to knock you down, you rise up and know that only you can defeat you. Never give anyone power over you, not for any reason.”


Nodding, he led her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles. “I will come visit as often as I can.” He meant that, and he prayed it was a promise he could keep. Though he never intended to stay long or step inside her house, he could come and see her from time to time.


“I’ll be here. You know I will and my hearth will always be warm and waiting for you.”


Just as his heart would always heat up with warmth for her.


Urian reluctantly let go and watched as she went inside and closed the door. The latch fell with an echoing sound of finality that cut deep to his soul.


His throat tightened even more as he waited for her to get the fire started. And with every heartbeat, he ached more, hoping he could keep his promise and that he would see her again.


But the life of an Apollite was an uncertain thing. Especially whenever they ventured into the land of the humans. Those who’d made it down to Kalosis had come with terrifying tales of the war between their two races. Of entire Apollite villages being raided during daylight hours where the humans would drag them out into daylight, just to watch them burn.


Humans weren’t content to let them die at twenty-seven. They wanted them gone completely. Their age didn’t matter. Apollite infants had been seized from their cradles and thrown from city walls to sizzle and die beneath the sun they’d been banned from. Suffocated in their cribs. Drowned.


Or worse.


Their women and children had been tied to Apollo’s outdoor altars and left in the sun to blister and die at dawn. The men had been beheaded and ritually sacrificed like animals for slaughter.


Unbelievable stories of horror abounded. Just when Urian thought they couldn’t get any worse, someone came in with one that topped the last one he’d heard.


And it was nothing compared to what the Greeks did to the humans they found who helped his people. He couldn’t imagine what they’d do to his mother for birthing them.


Trates came forward as he rejoined his men. “Are you all right, kyrios?”


He blinked at the question. Like all the Apollites and Daimons in Kalosis, Trates called him “my lord” in Atlantean. A formality his father insisted upon.


Urian nodded. “Just worried about my mata.”


The light finally began to cast shadows in the cottage. She pulled back a curtain to wave at him. Even though he knew she couldn’t see him, he returned the gesture.


Summoning a portal, Urian made sure that his voice carried so that the others with him would hear it. “If anyone ever harms her, I will make what the soldiers did to Ryssa of Didymos and her son look like a gentle caress in comparison to the vengeance I will wreak upon them and their families.”


The haste with which they ran into the portal assured him that they not only heard his words, they believed them.


Good. Because he had every intention of carrying them out. His mother might be human, but she was his mother and he would see her safe, no matter what.


Yet as he looked back one last time to see her loving face framed by candlelight, a horrible feeling of dread went through him. Please, don’t let this be a mistake …


And don’t let this be the last time I see my mother.


Heartsick with fretful worry and anxiety, he followed them to Kalosis.


While his men went home, he ventured to the dark garden where no Apollite was allowed to visit. It was a trek he’d been making every week since the night he’d met Sarraxyn.


Yet this wasn’t Hesperus—the time of night when they normally held their meetings. Not that the risk mattered to him tonight. Urian needed his best friend.


His only friend, really. Other than Davyn. But he had to share Davyn with Paris, and though Davyn was a good friend, Urian knew that in the end, Davyn’s loyalty would always lie with Paris above him. As it should.


Xyn was solely his. He shared her with no one else. Ever. She was always there when he needed her, through thick and thin. And he had no idea how he’d have made it through his life without her.


Everyone should have their own pet dragon. Even if she did threaten to eat him about half the time.


And those were the times when he didn’t get on her nerves.


Since he was intruding at an unscheduled hour, he made sure to spread his scent wide, and to make more noise than he normally would.


“Xyn?” he whispered loudly into the darkness, needing her more now than he ever had before. “You there?”


“Where else would I be, Uri? Not like I can hide.”


He froze at her voice coming from an external source. That was a first. He hadn’t known she even had real vocal cords until now.


“So why are you here? ’Tis not Áreos.”


He cleared his throat of the painful knot her question wrought. “My mother left Kalosis tonight, to return to the human realm, and I could really use a friend.”


She appeared by his side. Her scales flowed in the darkness like a vibrant wave that sparkled through the moonless night. You could get us both in so much trouble.


“I know. I’m sorry to be so selfish.” He just couldn’t help it. He needed her.


It’s fine. You’re upset. You shouldn’t be alone when you’re hurting.


And neither should she. Yet she never had anyone around her at all. Not for anything. Urian reached up to cup her jaw and lean against her long, warm neck. He’d never understood why that comforted him the way it did, and yet there was no denying how the mere sensation of her scales against him soothed the beast inside his heart. No one ever made him feel like she did. She was his dearest friend. “I asked Apollymi about freeing you.”


She went still in his arms.


“You were right, Xyn. She didn’t like it.”


I’m surprised you’re still in one piece.


So was he. In fact, Urian cringed at the fury of her violent reaction. “I’m surprised she didn’t feed me to Xedrix. I swear I saw him break out a dish of sauce for it.”


And he had. The goddess’s eyes had turned blood red and her winds had knocked Urian back so fast and furiously, he was amazed every bone in his body hadn’t snapped.


She laughed. Thank you for trying.


“I’m not through. I will find a way to free you yet. It’s not fair for both of us to be cursed here.”


She flicked at his hair with her tail. But at least I’m cursed here with you.


He scoffed at something she always said. How she could remain positive, he’d never understand. “That’s not much of a bright side. Especially to hear my brothers tell it. Or my sister. They’d say it’s the worst sort of hell.”


Xyn scoffed, then vanished so fast that Urian stumbled forward without her to lean against.


“Sarraxyn?”


She appeared a few seconds later. I made you something.


Her words shocked him. “You didn’t have to make me anything.”


Aye, I did. The moment you told me that your mother would be living in the human realm, and I knew you’d be venturing to it all the more … She gave him a gimlet stare from her serpentine eyes. I know you, Uri. Ever you find trouble, even when it should be hiding. You can’t help yourself. So it had to be done or else you’d be skewered in no time.


There was truth to that. “So what did you get me? Human-away spray?”


He’d meant that as a joke.


It wasn’t spray. Rather she manifested a suit of golden-orange armor that appeared at his feet. Using her tail, she lifted it for him to see and inspect. It’s made from my scales, so it’s stronger and more resilient than any human- or Apollite-made armor. No mortal or immortal weapon can pierce it. Nor will any fire harm you so long as you wear it.


Tenderness flooded his heart at her thoughtful gift. His jaw went slack as he fingered the dragon’s head that was set in the center of the hauberk. “It’s beautiful, Xyn. How can I ever repay or thank you enough for this?”


By never getting hurt. I should be terribly put out should something happen to my only friend.


Stepping forward, he gently kissed the tip of her snout. “I’ll do you one better. I’ll make sure you go free!” And that she never got into trouble for something he did.


With that thought in his mind, he gathered his armor and headed off into the darkness before someone told Apollymi he was here and he got her punished for it.


With every step, he swore to himself that he’d free her. It was the least he could do!


Xyn didn’t move until Urian was out of sight. She should be thrilled he was determined to free her. At one time it was all she’d dreamed of.


Now …


All she wanted was Urian. Somehow over the years of their weekly visits she’d fallen quite in love with her shy Apollite boy who hadn’t so much as kissed her.


And he was the one thing she could never have.


You are a fool, Sarraxyn.


Her brother, Veles, would be the first one to drown her if he ever learned she’d done something so suicidal as give her heart over to one of his ilk. And she didn’t want to even contemplate what the goddess Apollymi would do if she learned of it.


This relationship was all kinds of impossible.


In her heart, all she could see was Urian. She wanted no future without him.


Yet she could see no future with him. At all. It just wasn’t possible and she knew it.


“We’re doomed,” she whispered. And still she couldn’t stop herself from doing it.




March 5, 9514 BC


“Urian! I wasn’t expecting you! What are you doing here?”


He barely caught himself before he exposed his fangs over his own thrill that his mother’s adoring smile caused. “It’s your birthday, Mata. You had to know that I wouldn’t miss it.”


No matter the danger.


Rising up on her toes, she hugged him tight. Urian closed his eyes and savored the one thing he’d missed most about not having her in Kalosis anymore.


His mother’s loving embrace. He’d missed it so much that he’d barely been able to wait until nightfall to seek out her cottage and visit. His eagerness had caused Xyn to even tease him.


“I can’t believe you’re here! It’s so wonderful to see you!”


He shrugged as he handed her the small basket in his hands that contained a gift from him and one Xyn had made from her scales as well. His dragon was always thoughtful that way. She took care to save every scale that she shed and put them to use.


“I only wish I could have come earlier or that I could stay longer.”


With warm blue eyes, she brushed his hair back from his face. “My precious Urimou.” She jerked her chin toward her cottage. “Why don’t—”


“Nay, Mata,” he said, quickly, stopping her before she invited him into her home and broke the one cardinal rule he insisted on for her safety. “You mustn’t.”


“You’re being silly about that.”


“I don’t want to chance it.”


“Hellen? Are you all right?”


“I’m fine, Memnus. It’s my son come to visit.”


Confused by the note in her voice he hadn’t heard before, Urian stepped back as an older man came outside with a lantern.


“Your son?”


Urian cursed silently as the old bearded man, who was dressed in a brown chiton and woolen cap, headed straight for them.


He froze the moment his buttery light struck Urian’s new armor that Xyn had given him, and he realized how tall and muscular Urian was. His jaw dropped. “Why … I didn’t realize your boy was a soldier.”


An amused glint hovered in his mother’s eyes. By necessity, all Apollites were. Either they learned to fight or they died. “He is, indeed. As are all my sons—like their father.”


The old man’s eyes glowed with warmth. “I know you’re proud of them.” He held his hand out in friendship. “Why, you remind me of Prince Styxx, you do. Spitting image of him, you are.”


Shaking his arm, Urian scowled. There was only one person he’d ever heard who held that moniker. “Styxx of Didymos?”


“Aye. Best military commander ever born. I served with him when I was young. Was there for his first battle at Halicarnassus. And I’ll never forget it.” Snorting, he shook his head. “He looked like nothing more than just a scrawny snot-nosed brat—and his helm was so loose upon his head it appeared it would ring like a bell in battle if it got struck. And we were all mocking him when he rode out to rally us on a horse what probably cost more than most armies did in them days. And who would have blamed us, really? A rich little prince bratling with no battle experience whatsoever. We figured we’d all be dead by nightfall by his lack of leadership experience. We thought it an insult that he was there to command us. But he showed us, he did. Never have I seen courage like what he showed them Atlanteans that day. None of us had. He had the strength and cunning of the gods themselves. The sword skill of Ares. The strength of mighty Atlas. He bowed to no one. It’s why I wear the badge of our army to this day.”


Urian arched his brow as the old man pulled the chain from around his neck to show him a medallion that held a red enameled piece. In the center was a black phoenix rising with the words “I defend” over its head.


The old man grinned proudly as he pointed to it. “That there’s the emblem for the Stygian Omada, it is.”


The piece fascinated Urian as he traced it with his finger. “Stygian Omada?”


“Aye. It’s what we were called back in the day. Achilles had his Myrmidons. Jason his Argonauts. Styxx had his Stygiai. And proud I am that I was one of them.” He pulled it from over his head and pressed it into Urian’s fist. “Here. You should take it.”


Urian was stunned by the gift. “Nay, sir. I can’t take something so precious.”


“Go on, I insist. Please. I never had a son or a grandson, and my daughters and granddaughters are tired of my old war stories, they are. Before I die, it needs to go to a warrior who will bring it honor again. His Highness would have approved of this, he would.”


Urian frowned at his words and the heartache they betrayed. “You speak as if the prince is dead.”


The old man’s eyes turned dark and sad. “Unfortunately, he is. Taken by the gods far too soon, he was.”


Urian gripped the medallion. He felt terrible for the older man. That was too sad. “I’m sorry.”


Tears swam in Memnus’s eyes. “Thank you. ’Twas a terrible day, indeed.” With a ragged sigh, he patted Urian’s arm. “But here, I’ve intruded enough. You spend time with your mother. It was nice meeting you, young Urian.”


“And you.” Urian held up the medallion. “Again, thank you. I shall treasure it!”


Smiling, he headed back to the house.


As soon as he was gone, his mother fisted Urian’s hand over the medallion. She turned a set of worried eyes toward him. “Word to the wise, my precious, keep this away from the goddess and especially your father.”


“Why?”


“Styxx of Didymos was no friend to either of them. He was the blood brother to Princess Ryssa.”


Urian’s stomach slid to his feet at the news. “Apollo’s mistress?”


“The same. And he died the day she did. Some claim by the hand of Apollymi. Others say that it was Apollo who killed him. Either way, he was only well loved by his soldiers. The ones he conquered … they didn’t like him at all.”


That went without saying.


Still, he was curious about the legendary prince commander. “Did you ever see him?”


She shook her head. “I only knew him by reputation. But what Memnus said was true. He was beloved by his men and ruthless in battle. No one ever defeated him.”


Wow … Urian could admire that. And it made him very interested. Like his father, he respected anyone who could stand strong in battle. The more anyone could learn about strategy, the better.


But first, he had a birthday to finish celebrating.


Then he’d focus on infuriating his father and the goddess who protected them. He planned to irritate Apollymi until she agreed to free Xyn or she killed him for the effort of it.




July 24, 9513 BC


“I really hate that bastard.”


“Now, now Archie, don’t be hating just because he kicks your ass every time you step into the arena.”


Archimedes shoved at Davyn so hard, Davyn staggered back into Paris. Both of them burst out laughing. When Archie moved forward to strike his much smaller friend, Urian flashed in behind him to catch his hand.


He’d had it with his brother’s bullishness and attitude. Especially today.


“You want to hit someone, adelphos. Return to the field and pick up your sword. I’ll be more than happy to knock you down a few more times until your temper’s spent. But you’re never to lift a hand to Davyn.”
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