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Prologue

More than twenty-five hundred years ago there was a land where the bravest, most valiant warriors were hammered like bronze, forged into human weapons by years of rigorous training and sacrifice. These men were noble, heroic, and stalwart; they would willingly give their lives for their homeland and face down even the most terrifying enemy. Their home, called Sparta, lay nestled deep in the rocky heart of ancient Greece. Its people were private and plainspoken, their lives austere. The men made a life of war, always eager for the next battle.

Then there arose a threat of epic proportions, a Persian force numbering in the hundreds of thousands. The Spartans’ Greek neighbors to the north reported that this Persian war machine had trampled entire villages, left forests devastated, the land ravaged and scorched, and that their ranks numbered more than the stars in heaven. Unbeknownst to these mortal soldiers, a much more sinister force stood behind the enemy’s massacres. Djinn demons, on their own quest to carry darkness into the souls of mankind, drove the bloodlust of the Persian forces and influenced the outcome of the battles.

When this invading Persian army came, they seemed invincible. The Greek forces allied against them, but could not halt their advances. The Greeks were desperate for more time to plan and strategize since it was their only hope of stopping the Persian hordes. One man, King Leonidas of Sparta, announced that he would provide the necessary delay. That he would lead his three hundred most elite officers to make their stand against the invaders at the narrow spit of land known as the Hot Gates.

Thermopylae.

This pass, an opening wide enough to accommodate only  a few men fighting side by side, would be the stage. There Leonidas and his Spartans would bottle up the Persian forces, using the Gates themselves as an advantage to limit the power of the Persians. They would fight to the last man in order to restrain the enemy for as long as they could—even until the very last Spartan lay dead. These three hundred would give up their lives for Sparta and Greece, for duty and loyalty, for homeland and family. And for a hero’s passage to heavenly Elysium.

And so it was that for three sweltering August days this courageous, stubborn king fought alongside his crimson-cloaked warriors. Leonidas made no distinctions among them. All were soldiers, equal in battle, and all would drink from the cup of death as the gods decreed. Beside him, his senior captain, Ajax Petrakos, led charge after charge. Together they blocked the pass, warring with swords, shields, and eventually nothing but their bare hands.

The king and his soldiers never relented, never backed down, and, on the third day, when the burning sun began to slide behind the mountains that marked the pass, only a handful of Spartans remained standing. It was then that the final moments came, and one by one the last of these Spartan warriors, inseparable in life, fell together in death. With their passing the battle was lost, but their Spartan duty was fulfilled.

Captain Petrakos was the first to awaken facing the River Styx, that boundary between mortal life and the mystery beyond. Next his servant Kassandros materialized beside him, the two linked together in death as they had been in life. One at a time, other Spartans appeared out of the mist: Ajax’s brothers, Kalias and Aristos; then Nikos and his fellow warrior Straton. And finally their beloved King Leonidas, battered, broken, and mutilated from battle, yet standing tall among their ranks. But an unexpected being also emerged from the mist to stand beside their king. One beyond the warriors’ imaginings. Before them stood a towering golden god wearing a proud smile upon his face. It was none other than Ares, the lord of all Spartan soldiers, their god of war.

Ares had come to present an offer, one final choice, as the seven warriors stood at this place between life and death. They could lay down their swords and move on to  Elysium and the afterlife that awaited them, or they could turn back to the world, take up their arms once more, and become immortal protectors of mankind for eternity.

They would fight every form of evil that threatened humanity, becoming ageless battlers of demons and fighters of wars. They would serve under Ares, in the name of mankind. With the deity’s offer, these warriors could ensure safety for their families, for Sparta, and for the sons and daughters of Sparta for centuries to come. In their immortal form, each man would possess abilities akin to those of the gods. They would be stronger than before and in the heat of battle could assume the form of hawks, with the flight, lethality, and grace of these warrior birds. They would become dark angels, saviors of the night.

The will of warriors was in their blood and in their souls, and they knew in their hearts that it was a noble quest. But it was a noble quest for a capricious god. Still, they would have followed their king to the ends of the earth, to Hades itself if he asked it of them. And when they looked into his wise eyes, they knew his decision had already been made.

Leonidas did not beseech them; the choice lay with each man alone. But these were men born and bred to fight for the glory of war. Their duty, honor, and love for one another bound the warriors in unspoken agreement. One by one, each of the seven men drank from the River Styx, binding their immortality and their vow.

There was no time for second thoughts and no place for regrets. The seven Spartans, now the immortal protectors of all mankind, turned away from what might have been and bowed down before the voice of war.




Chapter 1

Maybe Super Mario Cart would’ve been a better starting point. Or perhaps Pirates vs. Ninjas Dodgeball. Anything else, Ari decided, would’ve made a less frustrating introduction to the world of Wii than Dance Dance trating introduction to the world of Wii than Dance Dance Revolution.

Especially for King Leonidas, Ari’s immortal commander, who happened to be well over twenty-five hundred years old, and a gamer virgin until tonight.

Ari was about to suggest a change to his newbie pupil when the Old Man glared at the flat screen, releasing a shocking string of obscenities. The ordinarily quiet Spartan might have been facing a legion of bloodthirsty Persians; the aggression in his dark eyes was that fierce.

“Uh, sir?” Ari ventured, struggling to tune out the game’s tinny disco music. “This is supposed to be entertainment. Not warfare.”

Leonidas didn’t acknowledge him, only narrowed his eyes when loud booing began pouring forth from the television set. Oh, gods above, this wasn’t going to be pretty. Nobody, not even an electronic device, booed King Leonidas of Sparta.

Ari decided distraction was in order. “It’s like battle drills, sir. Fancy footwork; that’s all.”

Leonidas barely grunted in reply, and Ari began reaching for the Wii remote his king still held in a viselike grip. “Let’s try a slower song.”

“No,” Leonidas answered in a low growl, drawing the word out like a slow peal of thunder—and Ari burst out in loud, admittedly disrespectful, laughter.

He just couldn’t help himself; there was such raw pride and fierce determination in the way the Old Man said it. So, hell yeah, Ari laughed, and so did Nikos from his position  at the bar. And when grumpy Nik got rolling, it was such an unexpected outburst that even solemn Kalias joined the action. Which was really saying something because Ari’s eldest brother wasn’t exactly a blinding ray of sunshine himself.

It was a real Give a Pig a Pancake moment, to quote the children’s book—which Ari actually owned, ’cause he liked kids’ humor—pure and basic. All the brotherhood knew the book, too, because the day Ari had bought it, he’d followed them around reading from the thing, claiming that the pig made him think of the scrappiest of them all, Straton. Or, really, that the pig reminded him of their whole immortal brotherhood—if one did something, the rest of the cadre invariably got in on the action.

So, watching the lot of them begin to lose it in the face of their king’s disintegrating Wii composure, he just couldn’t help blurting out, “You know, if you give a king a pancake . . .”

Which most decidedly did not help the situation.

Neither did the wine they’d all imbibed during dinner a few hours earlier.

Tonight marked two months since they’d defeated Ares at the River Styx—as well as the fact that they’d not heard from the bastard god ever since—so they’d laughed. Drunk uncut red wine from goblets. Celebrated their liberation from eternal servitude to Ares. Gotten uncharacteristically giddy, tossing back quite a few of those overflowing goblets.

Everyone, that was, except Leonidas, who’d seemed as reserved as always, maybe even more so. Ari suddenly wondered whether his king’s current fury with the flat screen had little to do with dancing or electronic games, but instead signaled something much more serious.

He approached Leo again, gentler this time. “Sir,” Ari tried, “really, I know you said you like Donna Summer and all, but this is a little advanced for a beginner. Maybe we should try something under a hundred beats per minute.”

“Aristos,” Leo replied, “are you intimating that I’m too old to maneuver within the confines of this modern gymnasium?”

“This isn’t the Agoge training ground, sir. Nobody’s running sprints or wrestling nude.”

Ajax cut in. “I might, if Shay’d ever get back from the store.”

Leonidas ignored the other warrior, still attempting the movements. “You find me too ancient minded to keep pace in this game the rest of you have mastered?”

“Not at all, sir.” Ari gave his king a solemn bow of respect. “I’m just saying that the people who created this game are perverse little fuckers who enjoy giving humans migraine headaches and vicious eyestrain. Our prank is up, my lord.” Ari lowered his voice in a confessional tone. “None of us know how to make this damned machine work.”

Their commander stopped dead at that, staring at him without blinking, and would have undoubtedly continued to do so for an indefinite amount of time, except that the house phone rang over on the bar.

“Someone’s calling,” Ari announced in an overly bright voice, thanking the Highest God above that he’d been saved a dressing-down for insubordination.

He instantly regretted that he’d ever considered this particular caller his savior. In fact, the woman on the other end of the line was more like a messenger straight from Hades itself.

 

“Cecilia,” Ari mumbled into the phone, “I’ve already told you. Plenty of times now. I’m not coming.”

She released a long feminine sigh of frustration. The woman was a perfect Southern lady, even when annoyed. “Then put Emma on the line,” she said. “Perhaps my daughter can knock some sense into that thick head of yours. And if she can’t, then maybe River will. You do still listen to my  son-in-law, don’t you?”

River. Consummate warrior. Shape-shifter extraordinaire. The best pal he’d ever had, in any century. And, as of very recently, husband to Emma Lowery, a human medium who heard voices from beyond the grave—sometimes the source of those words was even heaven itself. It was a talent she’d inherited from her mother, the same woman who currently sniffed her delicate but unmistakable irritation on the other end of the telephone line.

For weeks now Cecilia had been calling, urging him to visit her brownstone in downtown Savannah. She had a message for him, she claimed, from a dead woman; not  such an outrageous assertion, considering Cecilia’s abilities. It was the identity of said dead woman that troubled him greatly.

He clenched his teeth, counting silently to ten in ancient Greek, then replied, “Emma’s not down here.”

“Down where, Aristos? Hades? Because surely you must be in hell right now, what with the way you’re ignoring poor Juliana’s spirit.”

He groaned. “Nothing pitiful or poor about that woman, dead or alive.” He visualized Juliana’s deep red hair, the way the auburn hue had once shimmered and changed color when reflected in the candlelight, almost as if it had a life of its own. Now, more than a hundred years later, she remained the most vital, strong woman he’d ever known. “Trust me; nothing about Juliana ever needed my pity.”

Or my love.

“She suffers, Ari. Because you refuse to come, refuse to let me share her message, she is in torment. Doesn’t that matter to you? You once told me you loved her more than any woman you’d ever known. If that’s true, how could you keep her in such agony?”

“I never said that I still love her.” He swallowed, rubbing a hand over his chest. His heart felt as if it might explode, it was beating so rapidly. He swallowed again and whispered, “I loved her, and she died. End of story. Has been for a very, very long time.”

“True love never dies, Ari. Neither does the human spirit.” She laughed gently, knowingly. “But you’re already well aware of that fact.”

He pressed his eyes shut, wincing at the verbal blow. No, despite his ridiculous assertions, his love for Juliana had definitely never died . . . nor had his anger at the why and  how of that death. A throbbing pain began at his temples, accompanied by a tight burning sensation much like the one in his chest. Oh, his deep, tormented love for Juliana was very much alive; after all, when one has roamed the earth for more than two thousand years, what are a mere hundred of them in the overall scheme of things?

“Her love for you is as vibrant as it ever was. Surely you feel that now . . . every time I call.”

Ari stalked to the far side of the small kitchenette. If  any situation in his life had ever called for privacy, it was definitely his current distress over Juliana. No wonder he’d never told River or any of his other Spartan brothers about her. He couldn’t have handled the ball busting they’d have dished out—not about her.

He faced the pine-paneled wall of the kitchenette, studying the swirled grains of the wood, how they seemed like eerie faces staring out at him. The thought forced him to look away.

“You hear all kinds of voices, Cecilia,” he answered. “You might even be channeling some demon who wants to infiltrate our camp, or some other spirit, or—”

“God himself?” she supplied demurely. Which could be true; Cecilia was descended from the oracles of Delphi, as were Emma and his own brother’s wife, Shay Angel. That line of women definitely heard the words of the Highest God and translated them when required.

Ari forced a laugh that he didn’t feel inside. “I doubt He  would claim to be a dead society woman from Victorian-era Savannah, don’t you?”

“You don’t dare to believe.”

“Oh, I believe, Cecilia,” he said, thinking of all that he’d observed while hanging around Shay and Emma and Cecilia herself. Not to mention the centuries he’d lived, the supernatural battles he’d waged. He definitely, truly believed. That wasn’t the problem in this situation.

“I know exactly what you Daughters of Delphi are capable of. And I know that Juliana was your great-aunt, so I have no doubt that she could somehow revive her spirit long enough to conjure something, anything, for me.”

If she ever truly loved me.

“You’re afraid. Of her, your feelings . . . of what she might say.” Cecilia released a disappointed-sounding sigh. “And here I thought Spartans were the bravest men to ever roam the earth.”

Oh, no she didn’t, he thought, and was preparing an appropriate verbal takedown when she spoke in a lower, more intense voice than she’d ever used with him before. And the hair on the back of his neck instantly stood at attention in response.

“She gave me proof,” Cecilia said.

His palms began to sweat. “What do you . . . ?” He rubbed  his forehead, trying to calm his racing thoughts. “You can’t possibly have proof. She’s been dead since 1893, Cecilia.”

“You of all people shouldn’t argue about the perversities of immortality and the beyond, Aristos Petrakos.”

She had him there, and they both knew it. She continued. “Did you not die yourself once? More than two thousand years ago?”

“I’m not like Juliana. I made a bargain.” He thumped his chest as if Cecilia could see him. “Not saying it was a good one, but that’s beside the point. I made a deal with a devil, and that’s why I’m here, still treading life when I’d rather—”

“I have solid proof that Juliana’s spirit is right here in my house. You know that this was her home; why wouldn’t you believe that she’s here?”

Because long ago she killed our love? Herself?

“She’s running out of time, Aristos.”

The words hit him like a wall of ice. Cecilia was right—he was a coward when it came to Juliana Tiades. But his heart had been far too broken, and for far too long, to risk opening it again.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last, and ended the call.

The kitchenette was secluded from the rest of the downstairs, but Ari could still hear the whoops and hollers from his compatriots playing Wii in the adjoining recreation room. With a groan, he leaned his full weight against the stainless-steel refrigerator and doubted everything. Himself. The newly acquired power in his body. His decision to ignore Cecilia and her persistent calls.

What if the eccentric woman was right? If Juliana was truly reaching out to him, then he was turning his back on her.

It was as if a million voices scrambled for attention in his mind, and he wondered how much of that confusion might be a result of his recently acquired “abilities.” Or power. Or curse. Whatever you wanted to call it, he had undergone a tremendous change in the past two months, all in the name of brotherhood and friendship.

River had wanted to become mortal in order to live a normal life with Emma, so Ari had made a new bargain, this time receiving River’s own mantle of power in a supernatural exchange. No small thing, considering Ares, god  of war, had seeded the powers of life and death inside his best friend. As a result, Ari was now packing a supernatural Smith & Wesson, so to speak. He bore not only his own power, but River’s as well now, and that was one helluva dangerous brew, considering that River’s gifts had often left him torn between violent madness and raw sexual aggression.

Ari bowed his head, burying it in both hands. The energy in his body felt alive tonight, his soul on fire, even more so after talking to Cecilia. In fact, the cool, metallic surface of the refrigerator only pointed out how heated his body had become.

A firm hand clasped his shoulder, startling him; he looked up to find River’s concerned eyes fixed on him. “Why does my mother-in-law keep calling you?” his friend asked, grip tightening. “And why are you avoiding her?”

Ari sighed; he really wasn’t ready to confess all, not even to his best friend. Then again, River might already know the bitter details of his past with Juliana, at least if Emma had shared them with him. Ari knew enough about husbands and wives, especially newlyweds, to realize there weren’t usually any secrets of consequence between them.

Ari had never told any of the brotherhood, not even River, about his time during that mission in Savannah. Or about the society woman he’d loved and wooed during those sultry summer months of 1893. He’d certainly not shared the details of her death, or how he’d grieved for her—or for how blasted long. He’d told no one until that day at Cecilia’s home more than two months ago, when she’d blindsided him with a faded photograph of Juliana, he standing at her side. Emma had been with him when he’d seen it, and he’d not thought it fair to ask her to keep secrets from River.

“We never keep secrets, friend,” River prompted as if reading his thoughts. “Emma’s obviously aware of whatever this is about, but she told me to talk to you. She wouldn’t betray your confidence; you should know that.”

Ari groaned, wishing that he could dematerialize and land somewhere very far away. At least Emma had kept silent until now. “River man, look,” he said quietly, “just let this one go.”

His best friend’s answer was to give him a hard shove in  the chest. “You bullheaded idiot. You’ve been moody for weeks, alternating between being a total smart-ass and a depressed moron. Something’s obviously bothering you, and I’m figuring it has to do with Cecilia’s calls.”

“We both know that’s not the only change in the past few months,” Ari said meaningfully.

River frowned in obvious concern. “Are you referring to the power exchange? Are you having side effects?”

Ari stared at the floor, wishing he’d kept his trap shut. What was it about River Kassandros that always made him blab the private shit? Well, not quite always. River had never caught even a clue of what the original Savannah mission had done to Ari.

Ari shrugged noncommittally. “Maybe . . . I dunno.”

River stared at him, hard, as if he could penetrate Ari’s mind with that single glance and know the truth. A truth River surely realized Ari would never own up to, not with the way they always watched each other’s backs. If River learned that their recent trade had begun to play havoc with Ari’s mind and soul, he’d go to Leonidas, the Oracle, and anyone else he could think of. All the way to heaven or Hades itself to reverse their situation, and Ari wasn’t about to allow that. Not when River finally had a happy, secure life; a free one, after millennia as a slave and berserker.

“Dude, how’s ’bout bugging out of it, huh?” Ari tried to laugh. “I’m cool. No worries. Everything’s copa- fuckingcetic.”

River glared at him. “So it is the power you assumed. Obviously, you’re having a hard time managing it.”

Ari groaned and bit back what he wanted to say, which was that the timing of the whole thing was the real bitch. Juliana reentering his life at just this moment was an added complication to an already brewing shit storm. Every time Cecilia called him, the energy in his body screamed its defiant rebellion a little more loudly.

Ari shifted under River’s intense study, but his best friend didn’t back down. “If it’s the power,” River said, dark expression intensifying, “then you need to talk to me. I had to shoulder it for more than twenty-five hundred years—”

“You think I don’t know what you fucking lived with?” Ari barked bitterly, both hands trembling violently at his sides. “Guess what, brother? I’m living with it now.”

River’s usually warm eyes widened, his suspicions clearly confirmed, and then his entire expression became very sad. “Ari,” he murmured, grief in his voice. “Oh, gods, Ari, I’m so sorry. I’d hoped . . . believed the current would be different inside of you.”

“Why would it? Because I’m a bigger jackass than you?” Ari tried to laugh, but River’s expression only grew more somber.

“Because you are a better man than I,” he said seriously.

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. If anything, I’m far too rash, rude, and blundering to deserve what you gave me. The power of life and death? Inside of me?” He pointed at his heart. “What a joke. I’m such a perennial fuckup, even my younger brother outranks me.”

River shook his head with slow intensity. “You’re not yourself, and comments like that prove it. You’ve always been one of our bravest, most valiant warriors. That’s why Ares chose you after Thermopylae.”

“Why did you choose me, anyway?”

River seemed to think about the question, looking off to the side for a long, pensive moment. Finally, his gaze slid back to Ari, eyes bright. “There was no one else I’d have trusted. Not to remain uncorrupted by so much power.” River blew out a guilty sigh. “But I should have thought harder about what it might do to you.”

Ari seized his friend’s arm. “I don’t regret my decision,” he rushed to say, but knew his reassurance was too late. “River, I promise. It’s not like this all the time. Not even a lot of the time. It’s this thing with Cecilia, how she won’t leave me alone . . .”

“Her calls upset you, and you experience a power surge,” River finished knowingly.

“Yeah, it’s like an explosion, beneath my skin, down in my muscles.” Ari lifted his heavy forearms, flexing them in the air. “Like a grenade goes off inside me.” He thumped a fist against his chest. “Right down in here . . . some fucker pulls the pin, and it just explodes.”

“Trust me,” River said. “I know that feeling. Unfortunately all too well.”

Ari nodded, studying his best friend’s face. So familiar . . . and yet so very different since their fateful trade. There was  a peace in River’s eyes and facial expression that had been lacking throughout their eternal years together. Ari shivered, wondering whether his own features had changed for the worse, whether the weight of what he’d accepted had transformed his appearance.

As if in reaction, a jolt of electricity sizzled through his fisted hands, and there was an answering explosion from the other side of the room.

“Damn it, Ari!” his big brother, Kalias, cursed. “That’s the third Wii you’ve fried this month.”

He gave his brother the middle-finger salute, even though he couldn’t see it from the next room. “So bill me, Kaliass,” he shouted irritably.

And instantly felt the burn inside his body intensify tenfold.

River clearly saw that change, because he cuffed Ari by the neck, hauling him toward the stairwell. “Move out,” River commanded.

“Why?” Ari wrenched out of River’s grasp. “Where the hell are you taking me?”

“Cecilia’s. We’re going to deal with whatever the problem is,” he announced, shoving Ari forward. “And you’re going to tell me the whole story. Now.”




Chapter 2

The wind atop Olympus blew warm and brisk, whipping Daphne’s hair across her eyes. She stepped onto the stone portico that led to her brother’s palace, one of the most elaborate of all the gods’ homes, situated just below the mountain’s peak. From within, sheer curtains billowed in golden invitation.

Ah, brother, your beauty is always so deceptive. Even your palace lies for you.

Normally she preferred leather and miniskirts to the traditional white gown she’d donned for this familial visit, but things were tense enough with Ares right now. She didn’t need her fashion choices pointing out that he no longer controlled her destiny.

She entered the throne room, following one of her brother’s female servants; the woman was practically nude, clothed only in links of delicate gold chain and a diaphanous skirt that hid nothing. Ares rose from a velvet settee and greeted Daphne, drawing her uncomfortably close.

“I see those grimy Spartans haven’t corrupted you yet, sister. At least not fully.” He pressed his nose against the crown of her head, inhaling her scent. “Or perhaps you merely bathed before entering my presence. That would account for the aroma of lilacs.”

He slid one arm about her waist, walking her toward his throne. It was a monstrous, ornate slab of gold that he’d commissioned some age or two ago, engraved with images of homage and victory. They were his usual self-adoring fare: Ares astride his stallion; Ares borne aloft a shield; Ares being lavished with maidenly kisses.

He stroked a warm hand down her forearm, lingering far too long, and she jerked free as if scalded.

He censured her with a dark warning. “Not very grateful.”

“And for what should I be grateful?” she spat. “My centuries of captivity at your hand? The millennia of control, when you kept me invisible to the man that I . . . that I . . .” She bit back the rest.

Ares laughed mockingly. “The man that you love?” he finished in a singsong falsetto, fanning his chest. “Oh, flowers and sonnets, how touching,” he chirped, then frowned as if tasting something noxious. “By all of Olympus, love makes me sick. The emotion is a weakness, a blight. How disappointing that my own offspring should be the keeper of it.”

Ares had very little respect for his son Eros. In fact, she wasn’t sure how many years had passed since he’d even bothered to see the playful, amorous god of love. Her brother twisted his face nastily. “I blame Eros’s existence on Aphrodite. The weakness in her bloodline sired his foppery, not me.”

“He is your own son.” Daphne shook her head angrily. “You should care for your family, have some decency of feeling. Not torture and neglect us.”

“I have never neglected you, Daphne,” he answered in a tone that sounded almost sincere. “And we both know how much I care.” The last words dripped with double entendre, but she ignored their lascivious suggestion.

“If you truly care for me, Ares,” she rushed to say, stepping near him, “then show me. Make your words true.”

He did not reply, simply studied her with obvious interest and then gave a half nod.

She continued, daring to hope that her brother might display some compassion today. “Do not harm the Spartans,” she asked, bowing her head. “My lord, please. Do not seek revenge upon Leonidas or his immortals.”

She dared to look up, meeting Ares’ tawny-eyed gaze, and he laughed, tossing his head back as if she’d just made a delicious joke. “Oh, dearest Daphne, you charm me still. Even now, after all that’s transpired between us, you captivate me. How naive you are,” he said at last. “And how pitifully, shamefully in love you remain with that brittle old king.”

She chafed at his description of Leonidas as “old,” just as she hated it when the warrior described himself that way. Leo had been only thirty-five at Thermopylae, and the immortal years didn’t show in his features. He bore no significant  lines on his swarthy face, no gray in his curling hair and beard.

She defended him softly. “Leonidas is not old. He is immortal.”

Ares mounted his throne, lounging in it with an affected, languid posture she knew was meant to intimidate her. “Our father may have granted you freedom, sister, but he issued no such orders regarding the Spartans. They will be brought to heel for their treasonous rebellion.”

She slid to her knees, assuming the most humble, beseeching posture she could manage. Tears burned at her eyes, but she didn’t care how pathetic or subservient she seemed. Not with Leo’s life suspended in the balance; not when she might be the only one who could save him from her vicious brother. “I beg of you, Ares. Please. Spare them . . . him.”

“On your knees before me, Daphne? After so many years? That is the right place for you.” He shifted slightly on the throne, leaning forward so that their eyes met. “But it does not change the Spartans’ fate. I am only beginning to toy with them, sister. Only beginning to reveal the cracks in their pitiful foundation. Your precious king? I suspect he’s feeling a bit older, recently. And older still with every passing day.”

She wrestled to keep her voice calm. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, I’m sure you will learn soon enough. Perhaps it is your beloved you should ask?” Ares studied his fingernails absently. “He already suspects the truth.”

She felt her blood run cold, her skin prickle with dread. Hadn’t Ares mentioned something similar, that day by the river two months earlier when he’d wrenched her away from Leonidas, forcing her to become invisible to him again? What had he said then? She tried desperately to recall the god’s exact words.

“I cannot ask him.” She shook her head slowly, maintaining a steady gaze on her brother’s cruel face. “Leonidas and I have no relationship. Not anymore.”

She’d ended their relationship after the battle in Hades, fearing that Ares might use their love as an excuse to hunt the king down. And she’d cried herself to sleep every night since.

“Oh, come now.” Ares licked his lips as if tasting the remnants of a delicious fruit. Rising from the throne, he took her hand, pulling her to her feet. “You are finally visible to your noble king, just as you prayed for over the past thousands of years. Surely the nubile bloom of love has not wilted already?” He pressed a hand to his lips in a feigned display of shock. “Or, perhaps it is the brave commander’s  rose that has wilted? Is the old man unable to satisfy you, dearest Daphne?”

She reached to slap him without thinking, furiously defending Leonidas against such a rude insult—and their broken relationship against the cruel slander. She’d have been at Leo’s side right now had she not been protecting him from Ares’ jealousy and vengeance.

As her palm nearly connected with Ares’ cheek, he seized her wrist, twisting it harshly. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you, sister.”

“Half sister.” She squirmed in his grasp, desperate to be free, but he spun her hard against his chest.

He pinioned her close, and a long lock of his golden, silky hair fell across her cheek. “Oh, Daphne, you are my greatest disappointment, don’t you see? Not the Spartans. Not even your precious Leo. You.”

He brushed his lips against her ear, his breath smelling like overripe wine. “And it is because of your disobedience that the Spartans will—no, they must—be punished.” His wet mouth grazed her cheek. “And it is because they turned upon me that they shall be eliminated.”

Then, with a harsh shove, he sent her sprawling out of his grasp and across the polished floor. He barely noticed, railing at her furiously.

“Consider their pitiful human frailties! The way they moon and long for love as if they did not have the very power of the gods in their blood,” he thundered, raising a proud fist toward the peak of Olympus. “I made them lords among men, sired by my eternal power!” He lowered his voice contemptuously as he paced the floor. “I made them glorious. Far more glorious than they’d been at Thermopylae. The fools. They could have had any lover they craved, any creature they lusted for . . . male or female, human or immortal. Oh, but even that was not noble enough for your—”

Ares pulled to a full stop, the rest of his sentence dying on his lips. He smiled in cryptic amusement, as if he hid the cleverest of secrets.

She stepped toward him, knowing instinctively that his clever secret was dangerous, deadly. “For a god, your thoughts certainly wander, my lord.”

“My thoughts are as strategic and precise as ever.” His calculating tone chilled her. “Especially regarding your old king.”

“Please tell me what you intend to do. To Leonidas. The Spartans.”

He answered by raising both arms, a cyclone forming between them, whipping at her gown, tearing at her hair. The wind intensified; the floor beneath her feet seemed to split wide-open.

“You must . . . tell . . . me. . . .”

Her outcry was already lost in the grist of time and changing space, and then pure darkness engulfed her.




Chapter 3

Ari had survived more battles than he honestly remembered. Had died and been brought back to life after what was arguably history’s most famous conflict. Yet throughout that long, eternal tide, he’d never actually found himself at war with a literal battlefield.

Until now.

Standing on the opposite side of Savannah’s West Jones Street, eyeing his quarry, he reminded himself that the four-story brownstone was nothing more than a physical structure. A dwelling that had stood for more than one hundred years, a brick-and-mortar home where Emma’s mother happened to currently live.

But it was hers, another voice argued. You courted Juliana inside those same walls.

No wonder he could practically feel his knees knocking together. The reaction was enough to make him duck his head in shame: he, a brave Spartan warrior, one of Leonidas’s most daring and bold, felled by a woman. And a dead one, at that.

The live oaks along the street created wavering shadows in the dark, mirroring his mood. Their limbs swayed overhead, as if reaching toward the heavens themselves. A gale had hit the barrier islands earlier in the evening, causing sudden surges of wind as a hurricane built strength much farther off the coast. Not unusual weather for the low country in late October, but the heavy, sporadic gusts of wind haunted him nonetheless.

It had been on a night much like this one that he’d seen Juliana for the last time. They’d thought it a simple storm that late-August night, the sweeping, sudden breezes pleasant after weeks of blazing heat. How wrong they’d all been, he especially, and about everything he held true.

Suddenly it was the twenty-first century again, Emma shoving him in the center of his back. “Come on, Ari,” she scolded. “Get it over with. You’ve spent two months avoiding this moment.”

He grunted at her. “Yeah, Lowery, Juliana may be your great-great-aunt, but it’s not you she wants to talk to.”

“Why so scared, big guy?” Emma moved in front of him, staring up into his eyes. Much as he adored the woman, he could’ve done without the familial gaze. Blasted heredity, he thought, trying to avoid the ethereal blue of her eyes that were so much like Juliana’s own as she continued. “You’ve faced down legions of Persians, battled demons and Olympian gods. What could ever intimidate you?” She gave him a playful slug in the arm. “Huh, Petrakos?”

“Uh, maybe one little fact.” He widened his eyes dramatically, raising his voice. “That Juliana’s a freaking ghost? Nothing like getting a phone call from the dead to shake things up a little.”

Emma waved him off. “Puh-lease. It’s my mama who’s been calling you, not Juliana.”

“And who keeps on calling me, persistent female that she is.” He dropped his voice lower, muttering, “Must run in the bloodline.”

“Heard that. But you know you love me.” Emma linked arms with him, undaunted. Hers was truly a brave, conquering soul. From the moment he’d first met her on Tybee Island two months ago, they’d been good friends. Probably in large part because of how much she loved River. Best friends by proxy, and all that.

He resisted her tugging grip. “Hold up. Really. I’m still not so sure about all this.”

River appeared on his other side, the pair of them bounding him like the bun around some highly reluctant Oscar Mayer wiener. “Ari, man, what’s the harm in just hearing what Juliana’s got to say?” River gave him a shove of his own, and Ari had to admit, the duo took newlywed tag teaming to new levels. He also knew they were only here, shoving his ass toward the cobblestone street, because they loved him. Best friends were funny that way.

“I think we already covered this problem in the car.” Ari sulked, keeping both feet rooted to the sidewalk. He really was not going to take another step closer to that  soul-sucking pit of a brownstone across the street. This was as close as he cared to get.

During the drive over, he’d given River and Emma a highly abbreviated account of his affair with Juliana, leaving out all the maudlin pain and heartbreak parts. He just couldn’t go there with either one of them, not tonight. Even though he’d played his cards close, there’d been a moment in the car when he suspected River understood far more than he was letting on.

River scowled up at him. “I thought you said you’d loved the woman.”

“Yeah, but Juliana isn’t exactly someone I’ve been hoping to hear from, like an old friend looking me up on Facebook. Got it?”

River smacked him on the back of the head and started across the street. “Aristos, troops are rolling out. Man up or pussy out.”

The words hit Ari in the gut like a battle charge—just as River had known they would. A challenge to his bravery and manhood motivated any Spartan into action.

“Fine,” Ari groused. “But if it gets too weird, I’m out of there.”

 

“Aristos! You’ve come to see me at last.” Cecilia Lowery, smelling of perfume, patted his cheek affectionately. “About time, too. Juliana is proving to be quite . . . persistent.”

Ari shivered at the statement but didn’t let on that he was afraid of what Juliana might want to say. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry about the delay.”

He heard Emma laugh as she followed him inside the house. “Such a polite young man,” she muttered under her breath.

He turned and gave her the evil eye, mouthing the words  shut up.

He couldn’t help it if he talked trash to demons but grew polite around his elders. He’d have thought Emma, with her Southern manners, would appreciate that he’d been raised right.

As the trio filed through the main doorway into the hallway, Cecilia kissed her daughter and then embraced River, her new son-in-law. Words were exchanged, but Ari didn’t  hear them; he was too focused on the skin-tingling energy that swept across his entire body the moment he entered the house.

There hadn’t been this kind of palpable electricity when he’d last visited the house more than two months ago. He’d come here with Emma then, shocked to realize that she was Juliana’s great-great-niece. Yeah, there’d been that cryptic communication from the spirit realm, the one where Cecilia brought out their family photo album. It contained a sepia print of him and Juliana standing together at a party in this very house, a photograph taken back in 1893. Juliana looking eternally beautiful in the high- necked Victorian dress with its intricate lace. He in that ridiculous suit she’d loved so much, the tailored one with the vest and shiny brass buttons he’d always thought might pop loose at any moment because of how big he was.

Now he kept that photo in his bedside table drawer, battling the urge to pull it out almost every night before sleep. And every morning when he woke. And anytime he went in the room to so much as change his socks. The damned picture burned a hole in his consciousness, creating a compulsion for Juliana that seemed to intensify with every passing day—and every new call from Cecilia.

“I’m supposed to give you this photograph,” Cecilia had told him at the time. He’d been blindsided enough as it was, but then she’d lobbed an even more powerful mortar—she’d asked whether he’d loved Juliana. Talk about being set up from the other side of death’s veil. He’d admitted the depth of his feelings for Juliana, confessing that he’d loved her more than any other woman he’d known throughout his immortal years. Including his onetime wife back in Sparta, although thankfully none of them had pressed that point.

He’d had a question of his own in return, had been burning to know—was it Juliana herself who’d supplied Cecilia with the question about his affection? Unfortunately, at that time Cecilia couldn’t respond with certainty.

However, in the days and weeks since that visit, Juliana had asserted herself more specifically to Cecilia, wanting Ari to know that she was the one who’d reached out to him that day. Not only that, but she’d continued summoning him through Cecelia to this very house—this same parlor  that they now gathered in—ever since. A parlor that remained eerily similar to how it had been when Juliana owned the brownstone.

Sure, the times had changed: No more Victorian furnishings filled the high-ceilinged room; no more Chopin wafted from the music room down the hall. Beneath the new furniture and well-kept rugs, however, his imagination easily supplied images from his past—the way the rooms had appeared back in 1893. The year of his torrid love affair with Juliana Tiades.

“Have a seat, why don’t you, Aristos?” Cecilia urged in a warm tone, indicating the large sofa. Emma and River found spots on the smaller settee across from him.

Ari complied, sinking deep into the plush cushions, and wondered how fast he could beat a retreat if things grew too bizarre. Nervous and unsettled, he raked a hand through his nearly shoulder-length hair. He’d grown it longer in the past month, as he always did each year when fall approached; by midwinter it would fall loose across his upper back.

He fixed his gaze on the antique rug beneath his boots, feeling jumpy and eager to leave. That same burst of electric energy that he’d sensed the moment he entered the hallway kept buzzing all over his body, wrapping about him, working to burrow beneath his skin. Which wasn’t just disconcerting, but annoying as hell, too, because the fiery sensations were affecting him intimately. Far too intimately. Arousal speared him low in the groin as if someone were actually touching him there, and he felt his cock stir and twitch in reaction.

Was it Juliana seducing him that way? Hell, was she with them even now, having a laugh by pleasuring him while none of the others could see?

With a rough, commanding growl, he shifted on the sofa, moving his legs so he could subtly adjust himself. It’s not like you ever touched me there while you were alive, he thought, speaking to Juliana inside the privacy of his own mind. We never wound up getting anywhere near that close.

Although they’d planned to, he thought, shivering—and very aware of another tantalizing, slow stroke between his legs. Why would she be teasing him sexually  now? Maybe she was out to prove a point: that she could still turn him on, make his whole body come alive with yearning for her.

Stop manhandling the goods and leave me alone, he warned mentally, not sure whether mandates worked with ghosts, or whether the spirits could read minds and thoughts at all.

“She’s here,” Emma said suddenly.

Yeah, no fucking kidding, he almost replied, shifting his long legs again and willing his full-gun salute to sag before anyone else noticed.

“I feel her spirit moving about the room.” Emma looked up toward the ceiling, and then her gaze tracked back and forth, almost as if following a flittering butterfly.

Like her mother, Emma was a highly gifted medium, one with the ability to hear the spirits, as well as sometimes see and smell demons or specters from the spiritual realm.

“I sense her, too,” Cecilia agreed, her voice trilling with enthusiasm.

Ari glanced up and found both women staring at him, but he hadn’t expected the slightly wide-eyed expression on Emma’s face. She appeared panicked, threatened. He’d seen a similar look in her eyes during their recent show-down with Ares by the River Styx.

River picked up on her reaction, turning toward her in concern. “What is it, Em?” He slid an arm about her shoulders, drawing her against his side. “Are you all right?”

Emma swallowed visibly, nodding. “Juliana says . . . she’s glad that Ari has us as his friends.” She glanced up at River. “That you, especially, are a true, kind friend, and he deserves that . . . needs that.” Emma’s voice had a distant, slow quality to it, as if she were on the telephone, repeating what the person on the other end of the receiver was saying. In a sense, that was exactly what she was doing, only in this case she was listening in on a party line from the other side.

Ari tensed against the sofa, torn between wanting to bolt and needing to move closer to Emma as she spoke.

Emma locked gazes with him, her pale eyes blazing with otherworldly energy. “Juliana says that she waited for you. That you never came back to her.” She tilted her head, eyebrows  lowering as if she was straining to hear the words. “Juliana says she kept waiting here, but you were gone.” Emma’s gaze focused on him, eyes brimming brightly.

Panicked at the sudden change in inflection and tone that Emma had assumed, Ari stood. “What’s going on, Em?”

She pressed both hands against her temples as if in pain. “I believed you loved me, Aristos. That you understood how deeply I loved you. Surely you knew my heart; I was very clear about my feelings. Why did you wait such a very long time to return to me?”

Oh, shit. Juliana realized she was dead, didn’t she?

He began to tremble like crazy, feeling that fiery energy blaze all over his body. His face flushed, his arousal magnifying sharply, and he started pacing in short strides in an effort to walk it off.

One more time she repeated the plaintive question. “Why did you not return to me, Aristos?”

He rounded on Emma, staring at the regal countenance of Juliana herself. Not literally, but the words and timbre of voice coming from Emma were no longer her own. And years of pent-up grief, and heartbreak, and longing, welled up inside of him; he couldn’t hold back the torrent of feeling.

“Why didn’t I come back for you?” he cried out, not trying to censor his reaction. “Because you were long gone! Damn, I was hardly gonna hang around after that.”

Emma jerked back on the sofa as if he’d slapped her, blinking in stinging reaction. “This manner in which you speak is unfamiliar to me. I don’t understand these coarse words. When is this time?”

Oh, double, triple shit. What am I supposed to say to that one?

“Uh, Emma?” Ari tried, never taking his gaze off of her. “You in there still? Emma, I think I need . . . a little help.”

Cecilia moved to his side very quickly. “Aristos, listen very carefully to me,” she said, leaning up to whisper in his ear. “You don’t have to tell her how long she’s been gone, or how she died. She does not seem to understand her fate.”

“She knows who you and Emma are, and that I’m  here. . . . Why doesn’t she realize when she . . . you know?” he hissed.

“Juliana’s perceptions are not grounded in time and space. Some facts are clear, others very murky,” Cecilia explained in a low voice. “Be cautious with her.”

When Ari gave her a desperate glance, Cecilia added, “If she’s confused about her past, actual details might upset her.”

He nodded and was about to attempt a bland, openended answer to Juliana’s queries, when Emma cried out. She doubled over, pressing both hands against her temples with a moan. River knelt down in front of her immediately, murmuring words that Ari couldn’t make out. The buzzing energy in his own brain had become much louder, deafening, until it blocked out all other sounds.

Emma looked in his direction, her dazed eyes filled with anxiety. “Juliana’s pushing at my mind. She wants to enter me, speak through me . . . touch through me. Before, I was only repeating her words, but now she’s trying to force her way into my mind and body.”

“Just tell me what she says. I can’t deal with anything more, Emma.”

He bolted as far away from Emma as he could without leaving the room, backing toward the fireplace. The posture was his military default—the need to secure his rear, positioning himself where he could see and thwart any impending attack. Current events definitely felt like one hell of an assault.

Emma wrapped both arms about herself as if hoping to bar the ghostly spirit from invading her body. “She’s too strong, Ari. She’s insisting, and . . . she needs to see you. To  touch you. I can’t keep her out.”

A cold chill chased down his spine as if he’d just been blasted by an arctic wind. His whole body trembled; he shivered like Emma herself was doing. He backed up another step, the fireplace mantel jabbing into his back.

Emma’s head lifted once again, her pale blue eyes—ones that were identical to those Juliana had possessed—locking on him with a vibrant, magnetic gaze. Emma’s not the one looking at me anymore, he realized.

Only one woman had ever studied him with that kind  of fire blazing in her rare gaze. Juliana Tiades. “I think I’m losing it,” he muttered, rubbing his sweating forehead, but nobody seemed to hear.

With a regal sweep of her right hand, Juliana rose to her feet, standing tall and confidently proud. The refined posture was hauntingly familiar, just as Emma was hauntingly gone from her own body. Ari jerked backward, the mantel pushing hard against his spine. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, and Juliana continued walking toward him, that graceful glide the same as it had been more than one hundred years ago.

Their gazes locked across the small space that separated them, and it was as if words passed between them. Volumes of unspoken syllables that he’d never had the chance to murmur in Juliana’s ear; hundreds of excuses that she hoped to offer him as to why she’d taken her own life the day after seeing what he truly was. The harsh truth of his immortal nature, black wings and all.

“Stay back.” He pointed an accusatory finger. “I don’t have anything to say to you. The only reason I’m here is so you’ll leave me alone.”

Juliana seemed unaware of his anger, his bitterness. She practically sailed toward him, a lovely smile filling her face, one that hinted at intelligence and amusement . . . and absolute joy at seeing him again after so many decades. That expression was one he’d seen many times before, one that couldn’t have been imitated by an imposter. The reality of it broke down every argument he’d been trying to wield against her.

Juliana was smiling at him; Juliana was moving closer; Juliana had found him through an intricate maze of death and time.

“What are you doing here, Jules?” he whispered, throat so tight he could barely speak.

She seemed briefly taken aback, standing slightly taller. “This is my home. Need I explain my presence in it, Aristos?”

Ari’s patience boiled over. “Woman, this isn’t your home. It hasn’t been for a long damned time.” Then he remembered Cecilia’s explanation that Juliana didn’t fully understand her current predicament—that she knew some  facts but was oblivious to others. “I mean, you don’t belong here now,” he added a tad more gently.

She frowned back at him, eyebrows drawing into a tight line. “Well, sir, one fact has not changed since I last spent time in your presence,” she announced indignantly, a hand fluttering against her breastbone. “You remain sinfully handsome, dangerously so, and you still lack the fine manners of my own age.” She glanced about her in sudden surprise. “What year is it, incidentally?”
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Eternity has become a prison for Ajax Petrakos.
Centuries after he and his Spar
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ty, Ajax struggles o maintain his

warrior's discipline. His only source of strength is his

hope that he will soon meet the woman once forctold
to him—the other half of his soul, Shay Angel

Ajax searches for his destined mate on the haunted
streets of modern-day Savannah, but he isn't the first to
find her. Shay, the youngest of a powerful demon-
hunting clan, can see the monsters that stalk the steamy
Southern nights—an ability that draws the deadly
attention of Ajax’s worst enemy. As Shay and Ajax race
to solve a chilling prophecy—one that could spell Ajax's
death if they don't succeed—a fated passion arises,
threatening to sweep away everything in its path.
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