[image: Dark Bites]

    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                Praise for Sherrilyn Kenyon:
              
            

          

        

      

       

      ‘A publishing phenomenon… [Sherrilyn Kenyon] is the reigning queen of the wildly successful paranormal scene’

      Publishers Weekly 

       

      ‘Kenyon’s writing is brisk, ironic and relentlessly imaginative. These are not your mother’s vampire novels’

      Boston Globe 

       

      ‘Whether writing as Sherrilyn Kenyon or Kinley MacGregor, this author delivers great romantic fantasy!’

      New York Times bestselling author Elizabeth Lowell

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Since 2004, internationally bestselling author Sherrilyn Kenyon has placed over sixty novels on the New York Times bestseller list; in the past three years alone, she has claimed the No.1 spot seventeen times. This extraordinary bestseller continues to top every genre she writes within. 

      Proclaimed the pre-eminent voice in paranormal fiction by critics, Kenyon has helped pioneer – and define – the current paranormal trend that has captivated the world and continues to blaze new trails that blur traditional genre lines.

      With more than 25 million copies of her books in print in over 100 countries, her current series include: The Dark-Hunters, League, Lords of Avalon, Chronicles of Nick, and Belador Code. 

       

      Visit Sherrilyn Kenyon online:

       

      www.darkhunter.com | www.sherrilynkenyon.co.uk

       

      www.facebook.com/AuthorSherrilynKenyon 

       

      www.twitter.com/KenyonSherrilyn 

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Sherrilyn Kenyon’s Dark-Hunter World Series: 
            

          

        

      

      (in reading order) 

       

      Fantasy Lover

      Night Pleasures

      Night Embrace

      Dance with the Devil

      Kiss of the Night

      Night Play

      Seize the Night

      Sins of the Night

      Unleash the Night

      Dark Side of the Moon

      The Dream-Hunter

      Devil May Cry

      Upon the Midnight Clear

      Dream Chaser 

      Acheron

      One Silent Night

      Dream Warrior

      Bad Moon Rising

      No Mercy

      Retribution

      The Guardian

      Time Untime

      Styxx

       

      The Dark-Hunter Companion

       

      Dark Bites

       

      Also by Sherrilyn Kenyon:

       

      League Series 

      Born of Night

      Born of Fire

      Born of Ice

      Born of Shadows

      Born of Silence

       

      The Belador Code 

      Blood Trinity

      Alterant

      The Curse

      Rise of the Gryphon

       

      Chronicles of Nick 

      Infinity

      Invincible

      Infamous

      Inferno

       

      By Sherrilyn Kenyon writing as Kinley MacGregor:

       

      Lords of Avalon Series 

      Sword of Darkness

      Knight of Darkness

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              COPYRIGHT

            

          

           

          Published by Piatkus

           

          
            978-1-4055-2824-5

          

          
            
              
               

              All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              Copyright © 2014 by Sherrilyn Kenyon

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The moral right of the author has been asserted.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

            

          

          
            
              
               

              The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

            

          

           

          
            PIATKUS
          

          An imprint of

          Little, Brown Book Group 

          100 Victoria Embankment 

          London, EC4Y 0DY

           

          
            
              www.littlebrown.co.uk
            
          

          
            
              www.hachette.co.uk
            
          

        

      

    

  
    Dark Bites

    
      
        Table of Contents
      

      
        	
          
            
            
              Praise for Sherrilyn Kenyon:
            
          
        

        	
          
            
            About the Author
          
        

        	
          
            
            Sherrilyn Kenyon’s Dark-Hunter World Series: 
          
        

        	
          
            COPYRIGHT
          
        

        	
          
            
            Copyright Acknowledgments
          
        

        	
          
            
            Dedication
          
        

        	
          
            
            
              HOUSE OF THE RISING SON
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                July 20, 12,252 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                October 28, 12,252 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                March 3, 12,251 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                May 30, 12,251 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                August 23, 12,251 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                February 8, 12,250 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                February 9, 12,250 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                April 4, 12,250 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                June 2, 12,249 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                October 22, 12,249 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                October 23, 12,249 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                October 30, 12,249 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                November 1, 12,249 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                January 20, 12,248 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                January 23, 12,248 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                January 24, 12,248 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                January 25, 12,248 BC
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              PHANTOM LOVER
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                5
              
            

            	
              
                
                6
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              WINTER BORN
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                Prologue
              
            

            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                5
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              A DARK-HUNTER CHRISTMAS
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                Prologue
              
            

            	
              
                
                1
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              UNTIL DEATH WE DO PART
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                Prologue
              
            

            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                5
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              A HARD DAY’S NIGHT SEARCHER
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              SHADOW OF THE MOON
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                5
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              FEAR THE DARKNESS
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                New Orleans, 2007
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              WHERE ANGELS FEAR TO TREAD
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              LOVE BYTES
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              SANTA WEARS SPURS
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                Prologue
              
            

            	
              
                
                1
              
            

            	
              
                
                2
              
            

            	
              
                
                3
              
            

            	
              
                
                4
              
            

            	
              
                
                5
              
            

            	
              
                
                Epilogue
              
            

          

        

        	
          
            
            
              REDEMPTION
            
          
          
            	
              
                
                A Bonus Scene from The Guardian
              
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Copyright Acknowledgments
            

          

        

      

      “Phantom Lover,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2003 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Midnight Pleasures, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Winter Born,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2004 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Stroke of Midnight, 2004. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “A Dark-Hunter Christmas,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2003 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Dance with the Devil, 2003. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Until Death We Do Part,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2006 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Love at First Bite, 2006. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “A Hard Day’s Night Searcher,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2006 by St. Martin’s Griffin. First published in My Big Fat Supernatural Wedding, 2006. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Shadow of the Moon,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2008 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Dead After Dark, 2008. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Fear the Darkness,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2007 by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Where Angels Fear to Tread,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2008 by Gallery Books. First published in Blood Lite, 2008. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Love Bytes,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2001 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in Naughty or Nice?, 2001. Reprinted by permission of the author.

      “Santa Wears Spurs,” by Sherrilyn Kenyon. Copyright © 2000 by St. Martin’s Paperbacks. First published in All I Want for Christmas, 2000. Reprinted by permission of the author.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      To you, the reader, for taking these adventures with me. And as always, to my family and friends who tolerate my many hours of solitude while I work, and who keep me sane whenever I emerge from the rabbit hole. And as always, to my peeps at SMP for all their hard work and for making these adventures possible. Y’all rock!

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              
                HOUSE OF THE RISING SON
              
            

          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              July 20, 12,252 BC
            

          

        

      

      “How do they look?”

      The daeve demon, Caleb Malphas, turned away from the sparring soldiers at the delicate, emotionless voice of the goddess he served. As was her wont, she’d appeared silently and suddenly behind him – something that was always disconcerting to a warrior who didn’t like anyone or anything at his back.

      With long, dark brown hair, flawless skin, and vivid greenish-gold eyes, Bathymaas was exquisitely beautiful, but as cold-blooded as any creature he’d ever known. The embodiment of justice, she wasn’t supposed to have any type of emotion or feeling.…

      And she didn’t. However, she was as kind as she was ruthless, and fair beyond his comprehension.

      Malphas glanced back at the four soldiers who were training in the large arena in front of him. “Not bad. They might actually survive a few battles.”

      His dark humor was lost on a goddess who had no understanding of it. Luckily, she didn’t get sarcasm, either, therefore she never took offense to his. It made serving her a lot less painful for him, and it was the primary reason he’d agreed to help her assemble her team of elite protectors who would be charged with keeping her peoples safe.

      She brushed a stray piece of hair back from her face. “We still need two more to represent the Atlanteans. Have you any suggestions?”

      “There’s an Atlantean champion who’s been making a name for himself during games and festivals. Galenus of Didimosia. I was planning to test and then invite him to join our merry crew later today.”

      “Have you seen him fight?”

      Malphas nodded. “Two days ago. He beat back six larger opponents at one time, during an exhibition match. He is impressive, and given the way he savored the fight and victory, he should make a good addition to our group.”

      “May I go with you?”

      “Of course, my lady. I would be highly honored.”

      Inclining her head to him, she walked away with a grace that would rival his own beloved Lilliana’s. That comparison made him involuntarily flinch as vivid memories surged to stab him with painful regrets. Unwilling to go there with his thoughts, Malphas returned to the men he was training to protect this fragile world from the very kind of tragedy he, himself, had gone through.

       

      You should have been there, brother. It was incredible! They came at me like giant mountainous beasts, wanting only my blood and bones to eat, and I beat them back, single-handedly. When I won the fight… this incredible shout went up through the amphitheater like raucous thunder.” Cupping his hands around his mouth, Galenus demonstrated the sound.

      Aricles smiled at his twin’s exuberance while Galenus went on to illustrate his expert sword skills that had won his tournament two days ago. “You know what would really impress me, Galen?”

      His brother froze with a frown in the middle of his mock sword stroke. “What?”

      “Help with laying down the fertilizer in my field.”

      Galenus scoffed indignantly as he climbed up on the fence and grimaced. “How can you stand it here? I hate farming and tending animals and fields… You should come with me next time and participate in the games. Together we’d be invincible… and win enough money to make the king himself look like a pauper.”

      Aricles paused to wipe the sweat from his brow with his forearm before he cut the cord on a fresh batch of manure. Unlike his brother, who was dressed in noble finery to rival a prince’s chiton and chlamys, he was shirtless with only a short brown breechcloth and worn leather shoes to cover him while he worked. Even so, sweat rolled down his back and plastered his short, reddish-brown hair to his head. “It’s not so bad here. Father needs the help.”

      “Bah! He has plenty of servants for that. Why work us like dogs in the heat of summer? We were born to be better than this.”

      Disagreeing completely, Aricles hoisted the barrel up on his shoulder to carry it to where he’d left off covering the plants. “There’s nothing wrong or undignified about a good day’s labor. You should try it sometime.”

      “Says the man covered in cow shit.”

      Aricles threw a handful of it at his brother. It landed in the middle of his chest, staining his stark white chiton.

      “Ugh! That’s disgusting, Ari! I can’t believe you did that.”

      Laughing, Aricles began spreading it around the sprouting plants. He’d never understand his brother’s love of or need for war. Personally, he hated conflict and fighting. He’d much rather create and build than kill and destroy. Conquest and battle games didn’t appeal to him in the slightest way. The only reason a man should ever pick up a sword was to protect those he loved, not to willfully take the life of someone else’s beloved.

      Still sputtering in fury, Galenus stormed off.

      “One day, Galen,” Aricles called after him, “you’re going to learn to love farming. I promise you!”

      “Should that day ever come, I hope Misos spears my idiot head to the wall!” he shouted back as he went to wash, and change clothes.

      “It never ceases to amaze me how the two of you can look so much alike and be so different in disposition and manner. It’s as if you’re night and day to each other.”

      That’s because Aricles had purposely shouldered responsibility very early in his life so that Galen wouldn’t have to.

      Aricles straightened as his father joined him and offered him a cup of water. Grateful, he drank it down in one gulp. “Galen’s not so bad, Father. He’s a good man, with a great heart.”

      “He needs that wildness inside him tamed before it leads to his utter destruction. Out of my three sons, he is the one who keeps me up at night with worry. As well as the fact that Perseus idolizes him so. I fear one day, he will follow his older brother to war and I’ll lose the two of them.”

      “I wouldn’t have that fear. Perseus would never leave his beloved Julia for war.”

      His father smiled and patted him on his bare shoulder. “I never thought of that, and you’re right. He’d sooner die than leave her. Thank you for setting my mind at ease.” His father took the cup from him. “Now if I could only get my eldest son interested in a woman…”

      Aricles didn’t comment as he went back to fertilizing the plants. Though his father didn’t know it, he’d been in love, too, at Perseus’s age. And his heart had been crushed when he’d stumbled upon her in the woods, having sex with another man. Even though the two of them had been privately courting for several months, he hadn’t stolen so much as a single kiss for fear of dishonoring her. He’d thought her perfection, and she’d laughed in his face at his courtesy.

      I need a man’s love, not a fool’s. 

      Since then, he hadn’t gone near another woman. He left them to his twin, who held as much regard for their hearts and feelings as Claudia had held for his. If he wanted to be mocked and ridiculed, he had brothers for that. He didn’t need a woman to do it, too.

      “Akri!”

      He looked up at Gideon’s alarmed cry to see a band of seven demons flying toward the servant and his father. Ari’s heart pounding, he glanced about for Galen. But his brother was still off washing and had no clue they were under attack.

      Damn it!

      Aricles dashed to the fence to grab a long wooden stake and his brother’s xiphos. Using the stake as a javelin, he threw it at the demon closest to reaching his father who was running back toward him while the demon flapped its massive wings and licked its black lips. The stake struck the demon in the center of its chest. The demon fell to the ground with an echoing shriek as it died.

      As fast as he could, he crossed the field to fight back the remaining six. By the looks of them, they were Charonte – one of the fiercest of the demon breeds. And unfortunately, humans and Atlanteans were their food of choice.

      Aricles dodged their foul claws and managed to avoid their fangs as he fought them with everything he had. Sad for the demons that he shared his brother’s fighting prowess. He might not enjoy swordplay and killing, but he was damn good at it. Within a handful of minutes, he had the demons lying in pieces on the ground.

      The sight of their remains sickened him, as did the blood on his hands and body.

      His father embraced him. “Thank the gods you were here.”

      “Thank Galen for leaving his xiphos behind while he went to wash.” Aricles grimaced in distaste. “And speaking of, I’ll be back to help with their carcasses as soon as I clean up.”

      Repulsed by the needless waste, he headed for the stream that ran through the middle of their property.

      He’d just begun washing himself when a bright light flashed in front of him. Grabbing Galen’s sword, he hesitated as he saw a beautiful woman in a long white peplos, and a man dressed in black.

      “Rest easy.” The man held his hands out to show that he wasn’t here to battle. “We just wanted to talk to you for a few minutes.”

      Aricles lowered the sword, but kept it in his hand. “About?”

      “I would like to recruit you.” The woman’s voice was soft and melodic. Soothing. A perfect match for her tall, ethereal beauty.

      “For?”

      The man laughed. “You’re not one to waste words, are you?”

      “Malphas,” the woman chided. “You’re not helping.”

      “Forgive me, goddess.”

      Goddess… 

      Now her beauty made total sense. But what would one of them want with a simple farmer? He couldn’t fathom it.

      Bathymaas studied the man in the stream. Tall and well muscled, he looked as fierce washing as he had fighting Malphas’s demons. His reddish-brown hair was cropped short in back and longer in front. And while he was very handsome, it was his intelligent blue eyes that were searing. “Are you aware of the war that has broken out, Atlantean?”

      He frowned. “What war?”

      Malphas crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you familiar with the term ‘Chthonian’?”

      Aricles shook his head.

      It was the goddess who explained. “They are a handful of humans, Atlanteans, or Apollites who are born with the powers of a god so that they can protect their people from the gods who would abuse or take advantage of them. Each is endowed with the ability to slay a god and not upset the order of the universe or destroy it. But for every god they kill, they lose a degree of their own power. If they slay too many gods, they die.”

      “And unfortunately, they got crossed up and have been going at each other’s throats for almost a year now.”

      The goddess nodded. “There is no one who can protect their peoples while they war, and certain groups are taking advantage of their lax attention to prey on innocents. That is why I’m assembling a team that can temporarily take over their protection duties until the Chthonians come to their senses.”

      Aricles narrowed his eyes as he understood why they were here. “You want me to fight for you?”

      “Yes.”

      Aricles laughed at the very idea. “No, thank you. I’m not a soldier. I’m a farmer.”

      Malphas snorted. “Then why were you in an arena fight two days ago?”

      “I wasn’t. You saw my brother.”

      “That was your brother?” Malphas asked suspiciously.

      “Yes. Galenus. I am Aricles.”

      Malphas looked even more confused. “But you’re the one who fought off the demons just now.”

      He shrugged. “Galen and I learned and practiced together. But he’s the one who loves the xiphos, not me.”

      Malphas smiled at the goddess. “I think we found our last two.”

      Aricles shook his head. “No, you haven’t.”

      Malphas stepped forward, but the goddess stopped him.

      “Go find this Galenus and ask him to join us. I want to speak to Aricles alone.”

      “Yes, my goddess.” Malphas vanished without question.

      Aricles left the stream and dried himself with the towel he’d left on the bank. “If you think you can change my mind, my lady… you can’t. I want nothing to do with war.”

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Diafonia, Apollymi, Symfora…” He named all the warring goddesses of the Atlantean pantheon. “None of it matters to me.”

      “I am Bathymaas, the embodiment of all justice. My role in this world is simple – to maintain the balance between right and wrong. To hold it sacred and make sure that neither side squashes the other. I’m sure you can respect that.”

      “I can.”

      “Then fight for me.”

      Shaking his head, he started past her.

      She placed a gentle hand on his arm to stop him. “Please, Aricles. The gods have given you an amazing gift and skill. Who better to wield a xiphos for me than a man who takes no love or glory of war? Unlike others, you won’t fight for the sake of it, but for the right reasons.”

      He wanted to say no to her. But as he looked into those green-tinged, golden eyes and felt the warmth of her hand on his flesh, he lost himself to her wiles. The saddest part? She wasn’t even using them on him.

      And still he wanted to bury his face against her hair and inhale the sweet scent of her. He’d never been so drawn to any woman. Not even Claudia.

      She’s not a woman. 

      No, she was a goddess.

      And he was nothing more than a simple, backwoods farmer.

      “So what say you, good Aricles? Will you represent your people and be a champion for me for the good of all?”

      He wanted to say no. Desperately. But his heart locked down his common sense as a desire to make the goddess smile answered for him. “Who am I to fight the will of the gods?”

      “Aricles! You’ll never guess what…” Galen’s words faded as he broke through the trees to see Bathymaas with him. He arched a curious brow.

      Bathymaas turned toward Galen, but didn’t react physically. “You’re twins.”

      Aricles gave her a wry grin. “Since birth.”

      Malphas laughed, but Bathymaas’s expression didn’t change at all. “You’ll have to forgive the goddess. She doesn’t understand humor, or any emotion, for that matter.”

      Those words shocked him. “Truly?”

      Bathymaas nodded. “Now, if you’ll collect your things, we will take you to your new home.”

      Galen let out a jubilant shout while Aricles cringed. His father wouldn’t be happy with this, he knew it, and when they returned to the small stone cottage where they’d been born, he was proven right.

      “I won’t have it!” their father snarled while they packed their meager belongings. “I need at least one of you here.”

      “Father,” Galen breathed. “You don’t understand what an honor this is. We were hand-selected by the goddess herself. We have to honor the gods and their will, is that not what you’ve always taught us?”

      Their father turned tormented blue eyes to Aricles, imploring him to stay.

      “I can keep Galen safe so long as I’m with him. I’ll make sure he comes home to you in one piece.”

      His father cradled the back of Aricles’s head in his hand and pulled him into his embrace. “My sons are all I have in this world. I could not bear to live if I lost one of you.”

      “We will be careful. Even if I have to hogtie Galen.”

      His father kissed each of his cheeks then moved to do the same with his brother. “I always knew I’d lose you to Misos, but I’d hoped to have more years with you before you left for war. A score of years just isn’t enough. Take care of your brother, Galen. Let no harm befall him or you.”

      “I will, Papsi.” His eyes gleaming with joy and eagerness, Galen grabbed his sword and pack, and headed for the door.

      Aricles sighed as he swept his gaze around the room he’d shared with Galen and Perseus, who was off with his Julia. At ten-and-six, his baby brother was as much a slave to his heart as Galen was to his libido. He hated that he wouldn’t have a chance to say good-bye to him. “Tell Perseus I will miss him and to not dawdle with his lessons.”

      His father smiled. “Take care, m’gios.”

      “And you, Papsi.” Aricles hugged him one last time before he followed Galen to where the goddess and her servant waited for them.

      “You look like you haven’t had a bowel movement in a month,” Malphas said as soon as he saw him.

      Scowling, Aricles wasn’t sure what to make of the man who would be their trainer and commander.

      Galen snorted. “He always looks that way. He was born constipated.” His brother reached for him. “Come, Ari, be young for once in your life.”

      “I tried your recklessness once and found it exhausting. Melancholy suits me just fine.”

      Malphas laughed. “So where’s your xiphos?”

      “I don’t have one.”

      “He always uses a piece of wood to spar with me.”

      Grunting his displeasure, Malphas inclined his head to his goddess. “I guess we’re ready.”

      One moment they were out in the woods, and in the next, they were inside a temple the likes of which Aricles had never seen. Made of solid gold, it glistened all around him. Bright-colored images and geometric designs were painted all over the gold.

      “Where are we?” he asked.

      The goddess folded her hands in front of her. “Thebes, in Egypt. This is my main temple. My father’s is next door.”

      “Your father?”

      “Set.”

      Aricles’s eyes widened. While he knew few gods outside of his native Atlantean pantheon, Set was one everyone knew. Said to be the most ferocious god in existence, the god of chaos even terrified his own family. “I didn’t think he could have children.”

      “I wasn’t born to him. I was created for him.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Malphas snorted. “After Set had a little emotional breakdown that cost several gods their body parts and lives, the primal Source decided that they needed to give him something else to focus on and make him happy.” He gestured to Bathymaas. “What better than a beautiful, emotionless daughter to watch over?”

      Galen flashed a grin to Aricles. “What better, indeed?”

      Malphas passed a look of warning to Galen. “Put it back in your loincloth, punkin’. Our goddess is a virgin and is to remain so. She wouldn’t even know what to do with a kiss so don’t try for one unless you want to meet the bad end of my sword and her father’s fury.”

      Galen grimaced. “Pity, and noted.”

      Malphas led them to a room where four other men were lounging about. “Welcome to the Ēperon. We have two warriors from each mortal race.” He jerked his chin to the two men who were dicing. One was a mountainous beast who made a mockery of the brothers’ six-foot-six stature. For that matter, one of his beefy arms was easily the same diameter as Bathymaas’s waist. He wore his long golden-blond hair braided down his back. The other was well muscled, too, and probably stood two to three inches taller than the brothers. His white-blond hair was cropped short and he had a full beard. “Representing the Apollite race we have Haides.” He was the larger of the two. “And Hector.”

      They exchanged pleasantries as Malphas indicated the man on his bed, who was reading a scroll. He had black hair and eyes and a full shaggy beard that was the same length as his hair. “Our humans are the philosophical Monokles, and,” he gestured to the one who was sharpening his sword, “Phelix.” He had bright red hair that fell just past his ears.

      Malphas clapped Galen on his shoulder. “Warriors, meet our Atlanteans. Galen and Aricles.”

      Haides narrowed his eyes on them. “How do we tell them apart?”

      Galen grinned. “I’m the one who’s actually alive and likes to partake of fun activities. Aricles seldom smiles and will most likely be discussing philosophy with Monokles.”

      Aricles kept his features blank. “And I’ll be the one spanking Galen’s ass during training.”

      Hector laughed wholeheartedly. “I like them already.” He indicated a vacant chair to his right. “Stow your gear and join us.”

      Aricles took Galen’s things. “Go on. I’ll take care of it.”

      As always, Galen didn’t hesitate to accept his offer.

      While he went to game, Aricles looked at Malphas. “Which beds are ours?”

      “The two under the window. Your training will begin an hour after dawn. Have a good night and remember, no bloodshed in the goddess’s temple. Save it for the battlefield.” Malphas left them to get acquainted.

      Aricles went to put their personal effects in the chest between their beds. Listening to his brother jest with his two new friends, he pulled out his small knife and the piece of wood he’d started carving four days ago. It was a vague feminine figure. He hadn’t seen the carving’s face clearly.

      Until today.

      He’d started it as an offering for one of the goddesses of his homeland, but now… Bathymaas would be perfect for it. Seeing her regal grace in the wood, he began reworking the piece.

      After a few minutes, Monokles came over to watch him. “You make that look easy. How long have you been a carver?”

      “Since the summer I first stayed with my grandfather in Ena. It was something he would do every night, after chores were finished. I was four or five, and he’d hold me in his lap and patiently instruct me.”

      “I never knew my grandfathers. One was a Greek hero who died in battle when my father was a boy, and the other was a cavalry officer who perished at war while my mother carried me. What of yours? Was he a retired officer?”

      Aricles shook his head. “He was a simple farmer, as his father was before him. By nature, Atlanteans are peaceful… with the peculiar exception of my brother, who was corrupted in his youth by a friend who told him too many Greek tales.”

      Monokles went rigid. “Is that a swipe at me?”

      “Not at all, good Monokles. You have every right to be very proud of your soldier family. As I am of mine who toiled their farms. My insult was directed to my twin, solely. He thinks the rest of his family members are backwoods rubes because we would rather till the soil than make war with our neighbors.”

      Those words seemed to puzzle him. “Yet you’re here. Why?”

      Aricles shrugged. “Our place is not to question the will of the gods. But rather to do our best to honor them, our ancestors, and ourselves.”

      Monokles scowled. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty, and you?”

      “A decade older, and yet you speak like a sage ancient.”

      Galen snorted. “That’s because my brother was born an old man. He came from our mother’s womb spouting wisdom, and with more patience than any mortal man should ever possess. He should have been a priest.”

      “Is that true?” Monokles asked. “Would you have preferred priesthood?”

      “Probably, but at the time to take vows, I had other obligations.” He’d been in love with Claudia and had planned on marrying her. To pay her father’s bridal price, he’d been working three jobs in addition to his home chores.

      But a farmer was the last thing she’d wanted to be tied to.

      Now, it was too late to become a priest.

      Perhaps it was bitter irony that he’d ended up in the service of a goddess, after all.

       

      “What are you doing?”

      Bathymaas looked up from her sfora at Malphas’s question. The small orange ball allowed her to spy on their recruits. “I wanted to make sure that our two newest additions didn’t meet with resistance from the others.”

      “Are they mixing well?”

      “They seem to be.” She studied Aricles as he continued to masterfully whittle while his brother diced with the others. “Do you think we made a mistake forcing Aricles to leave his farm?”

      Caleb gaped at her question. “Is that doubt I hear?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “Mortal feelings are beyond me. But I know how complicated sensory beings are. I don’t want him to be in pain because of our decision.”

      Caleb arched a brow at that. In all the centuries he’d served his goddess, he’d never heard her question a decision before. Stunning, really.

      Nor had she ever cared about someone’s feelings. He wasn’t sure what to make of that. Or what it was about Aricles that would cause her to doubt her decisions now.

      Weird.

      “Sentient beings adjust… in time.”

      She met his gaze. “You’ve never adjusted to being without Lilliana.”

      He winced at a bitter truth that stung him hard. “I’m a demon and very different from them. Besides, Lil changed me from what I was, and then was violently taken from me. It’s not the same as leaving home to serve a goddess and defend my people.”

      Bathymaas pulled back from saying anything else. She knew how much it hurt Caleb to talk about his wife. And for the first time, she felt a strange ache in her chest for him over his loss. She wasn’t sure why.

      Yet there was no denying it was there.

      If only she knew why she felt this now.
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      Bathymaas watched Aricles sitting alone on the bank of a small stream. Since they had moved the Ēperon from her Theban temple to the Atlantean island that was centrally located in the Aegean, she’d kept a close eye on her men. They were targets now. Not just from the Chthonians, but from the gods as well. And the last thing she wanted was for them to be attacked before they stood ready to defend themselves. While they were all valiant warriors, it was harder to fight against demons and gods than mortals.

      And while the other five were eager to take their places as elite warriors, Aricles stood alone with his reticence for battle. As with now – while the others were off to seek fleshly comforts – he sat on his grassy bank with no other company than his shadow.

      Frowning at him, she had no idea what it was he did there, or why he appeared so content with it. Nor did she understand why he wasn’t with his brethren…

      Aricles cocked his head as he felt Bathymaas’s presence behind him. Strange how he was so attuned to her. Even before the scent of sweet lilies reached his senses, he’d known she was here with him. “Am I needed, my goddess?”

      “No.” She paused by his side to touch the handmade pole he held in his hands. “What is it you do?”

      He pulled at the line. “I’m fishing.”

      “For what?”

      “Fish.”

      Her frown deepened. “Is this how it’s done?”

      “It is. Would you like to try?”

      “I’m not sure. What does one do to fish?”

      Aricles smiled at her innocent question. While the other members of his band lost patience with her inability to understand human activities and emotions, he found her quite beguiling and endearing. “Come and sit with me, my lady, and I’ll show you.” He removed his cloak and laid it down on the ground to protect her clothing and to give her some padding from the damp grass.

      In the daintiest and most graceful manner he’d ever seen, she sank down by his side.

      He carefully showed her the metal hook he’d made. “You bait the hook.” He picked up a worm from the small clay pot where he’d gathered them a short time ago and showed her how.

      “Does that hurt them?”

      “I try not to think about that.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      He wiped his hands. “Once it’s anchored to the hook, you place it into the water and wait for a fish to take the bait. Then you pull the fish to shore and capture it.”

      She watched as he tossed the line in. “How long does it take?”

      “It could be right away or hours from now, or even not at all.”

      That seemed to confuse her even more. “Does this not bore you?”

      He shook his head as he heard his brother’s insults in his mind over his favorite pastime. “Not really. I find it relaxing to sit with my thoughts and listen to the wind whispering to me through the trees.”

      “You do have a serenity about you that others lack.”

      That was a polite term for what Galen called his boorishness. “I’m a simple man, with simple needs.”

      She ran her hand over the carvings he’d made on the pole. They were for the god of water, Ydor, who was said to favor fishermen. “And what are those needs you speak of?”

      Aricles scratched at his chin. “Good company. No conflict. And a full belly is always nice.”

      Bathymaas was amazed at his short list. “No love or shelter?”

      “Shelter can be found anywhere. A cave or tent. As for love… I’m quite happy without it.”

      How very strange to her. “I thought all men wanted to be loved.”

      “Personally, I’d rather not have the pain of it.”

      “Is that why you’re not wenching with the others?”

      Aricles laughed. “What they’re about today has nothing to do with love, my lady. That is a physical act that doesn’t involve their hearts.”

      That made even less sense to her. “Then why aren’t you with them?”

      “What can I say? My brother wenches enough for both of us.” Aricles paused as he saw her trying to understand his flippant explanation. She was so intelligent about most things, but when it came to human emotions, she was as childlike and innocent as Malphas had warned them. “The honest truth, my lady… when I was a boy and staying with my grandfather, my aunt came in late one night. She was hysterical and in tears to find herself pregnant from a man she thought loved her. She’d given her body to him and when she conceived his child, he’d confessed that he’d only been dallying with her and had no interest in making her his wife. My grandfather told me that women, unlike men, quite often confuse sex with love, and that many women attach great significance to the physical act. I loved and adored my aunt, and when she killed herself days later, after she’d gone to her lover and he’d again insulted and denied her, it tore a hole in my heart. I vowed that I would never hurt a woman like that, and that I would take no lover except for my wife.”

      “But you’re not married.”

      “And that is why I’m fishing instead of wenching.”

      “Oh,” she breathed then hesitated as she digested his explanation. “So you’ve never had a woman?”

      Cringing internally from that question, Aricles blushed. “And I would deeply appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone that, my lady. Men can be quite insulting over such things.”

      “Why?”

      “Honestly, I’ve never been quite sure. It seems to me they would be grateful that it’s one less competitor in the market, and yet that’s not how they see it at all. Rather they think it makes a man weak and effeminate to not tup every female he meets.”

      Bathymaas tried to make sense of that as something began to tug at the pole in her hands. “Is this a nibble?”

      “It is, indeed.” He moved to sit behind her and wrap his arms around her so that he could show her how to pull the fish in. The warmth of his body and rich, manly scent of his skin made her head reel in a way it never had before. For some reason, she wanted to bury her nose against his skin and revel in it… 

      How very peculiar.

      His rock-hard muscles flexed around her as he lifted the pole to show her a wiggling fish. “There it is.” He moved away so as not to get the water on her dress.

      He carefully placed the fish in a small wicker basket then wrapped the line and hook around the pole.

      “Is that it?”

      Aricles nodded. “I only need one for a meal. Some people fish for sport and release the fish after they catch it, but I only do that when it’s too small or young to be eaten.”

      He was ever kind and compassionate to all things. In spite of the fact that he was a lethal warrior, Aricles was a very gentle man.

      “May I watch you prepare it? I’ve never seen anyone do that before, either.”

      “Of course, my goddess.”

      He moved farther up the bank to where a small firepit had been prepared. Pulling out a knife, he sat down to remove the fish’s scales.

      She studied the graceful way he set about his task. “You move with such expertise…”

      “I’ve been doing this a while.”

      It showed.

      And that made her curious about him. “Aricles? Would you mind if I joined you again to fish another day?”

      “I would be honored.”

      Bathymaas sat back and continued to watch him prepare his meal. Most likely, she shouldn’t spend time with just him, and yet it wasn’t right in her mind that he was alone when she knew people, as a rule, didn’t like solitude. It only seemed fair and right that he should have someone to talk to on his days off, too, while the others sought other forms of companionship. Not to mention, she liked being able to ask him questions and have them answered. Unlike the others she knew, he didn’t lose patience with her. And it helped her to better understand sentient mortals.

      Perhaps these excursions would benefit them both.
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