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CHAPTER ONE: THE GODS DON’T PAY  WELL


[image: ]


The job was simple: retrieve a stolen idol from a local warlord’s villa and don’t die doing it. Naturally, things went to Hades faster than a satyr in a vineyard.

Dion crouched behind a crumbling pillar, sweat stinging his eyes, and counted the guards one more time. Three at the front gate. Two by the marble stairs. One napping with a javelin in his lap. He exhaled through his nose. “Six and a half,” he muttered. “Better odds than last time.”

He checked his gear—short sword, hidden blade in his bracer, and a pouch of powder that stung like Tartarus when flung in someone’s eyes. He’d once seen it make a Minotaur cry. Hopefully, these thugs had less fortitude than a half-bull berserker.

The villa belonged to Lysandros, a former general who now played at being a nobleman. Lavish feasts, illegal artifact collections, and a taste for making enemies disappear. He’d recently acquired an idol of Lyris, goddess of secrets and whispers, which he definitely shouldn’t have. Especially not after rumors started swirling that it whispered back.

Dion moved quickly—low to the ground, silent. He slipped past the dozing guard, sprinkling sleep-dust in the man’s wine cup for good measure. In a courtyard filled with caged songbirds and peacocks that looked too judgmental for their own good, Dion found the idol.

It was ugly. Not sacred, not awe-inspiring. Just ugly. A lump of obsidian shaped vaguely like a woman’s face, eyes closed, mouth sewn shut with bronze wire. It pulsed faintly with heat, and the air around it buzzed like a wasp nest.

“Why do they always look cursed?” Dion muttered, wrapping it in a cloth and slipping it into his satchel.

That’s when the statue opened its eyes.

And screamed.

Not a sound, exactly. More like a pressure behind the eyes. Like your thoughts suddenly weren’t your thoughts, and someone else was inside your skull knocking over furniture.

Guards shouted. Dion ran.

The moon was high over the rooftops of Tarsion by the time Dion escaped the villa and its screeching idol. He limped down an alley that smelled of fish guts and regret, pressing a bloodied cloth to his arm. He hadn’t meant to kill the last guard, but the man had grabbed his ankle mid-climb and Dion had panicked. The blade had gone in faster than Dion could think.

He hated that part of the job. The dying.

He ducked into a wine shop that hadn’t been open in years and slipped through a broken cellar door into a hidden room beneath the cobblestones. It was musty, lit by a single lantern, and filled with scrolls and cheap wine bottles. At the back sat a woman sharpening a dagger.

Thessa didn’t look up. “You’re late.”

“Your idol screamed at me.”

She stopped. “It screamed?”

“Not with a mouth. With vibes.” Dion dropped the satchel on the table. “Next time, steal it yourself.”

“I would, but I’m a priestess. I have a reputation.” She pulled out the idol and examined it. “You touched it directly?”

“I held it. Why?”

She tossed him a small charm. “Wear this. Might keep your dreams from bleeding.”

“You’re great at pep talks,” Dion said, slipping the charm over his neck. It was cold. Uncomfortably so.

Thessa didn’t smile. She rarely did. Her eyes were sharp as her weapons, and her posture suggested she never truly relaxed. “Something’s wrong. This wasn’t just some relic. It’s tied to the old gods.”

“The dead gods?”

“The forgotten ones,” she corrected, brushing a finger over the bronze wire around the idol’s mouth. “Their power’s still out there. Still dangerous.”

Dion leaned back against the wall. “What do you think it is?”

Before she could answer, the ceiling rattled. Then sang.

A voice echoed through the stone, loud and slurred:

“A relic once lost, now blood has paid,
And death shall bloom from a shadow blade!”
A man fell through the trapdoor above and landed hard on the floor, groaning.

“Gods’ breath,” Dion muttered. “Milos.”

The man groaned again. “Your hospitality is terrible.”

Milos was in his mid-thirties but looked older, with grey streaks in his beard and wine stains on his once-white robes. He reeked of pomegranate liquor and sweat, and one sandal was missing.

“I thought you were banned from the temple of Apollo,” Thessa said.

“I was invited this time. Or... I might’ve hallucinated the invitation. Either way, the guards were very unfriendly.” He sat up, blinking. “I saw a prophecy. In the bottom of my amphora.”

“You see prophecies in pigeon droppings,” Dion said.

“This was different!” Milos stood, wobbling. “The Spear is waking. The Spear of Nyx. Primordial darkness forged into a weapon. Capable of ending gods. The balance teeters! The end of days! All that.”

Dion frowned. “Why are these things always waking up?”

Thessa stiffened. “If it’s real, that’s a problem.”

Milos nodded solemnly. Then hiccuped. “Big problem. Also, I might owe some pirates a lot of money. Unrelated.”

By dawn, the three of them were on the move.

They took a goat cart out of the city—fast enough to beat patrols, slow enough not to jostle Milos into vomiting. The idol was wrapped in bronze-lined cloth and buried beneath wine skins to avoid detection.

Thessa laid out what little they knew. “The Spear of Nyx was lost centuries ago. Some say it never existed. Others claim it was shattered and scattered across the Aegean.”

“Let me guess,” Dion said. “Now someone’s putting it back together.”

“Worse,” Milos said, groaning under his cloak. “It was never destroyed. Only hidden.”

“And now the whispering gods want it found,” Thessa added. “They’re offering visions. Deals. Some mercenaries have already started hunting pieces.”

Dion flexed his bandaged arm. “I should’ve stayed in Thrace. Nice cold winters. No cursed weapons.”

“You stabbed a minotaur in the throat there,” Milos said.

“Yeah,” Dion muttered. “But he deserved it.”

They arrived at a small seaside town just after noon. Fishermen eyed them warily, and a statue of Poseidon missing its nose stood in the town square.

A man approached as they tied off the cart.

“Are you the, uh... ‘specialists’?” he asked nervously.

Thessa stepped forward. “Depends. Are you the man who claims to have seen a shard of the spear?”

He nodded. “In the ruins. North ridge. But something’s guarding it. Something big. It ripped through two of my cousins and scared the others so bad they’re still speaking in fish metaphors.”

“Fish metaphors?” Dion asked.

“Like, ‘may I never again swim upstream through teeth,’ and ‘his eyes were like hooks.’ That kind of thing.”

Dion sighed. “Fantastic.

The ruins were ancient—pre-Olympian, if the cracked reliefs and strange angles were anything to go by. Columns twisted like vines. The stone shimmered with oil-like patterns. Something about the place made Dion’s skin crawl.

They moved slowly through the debris, weapons drawn. Thessa was all precision, each step calculated. Dion kept an eye on shadows. Milos trailed behind, whispering to himself.

Then the ground lurched.

From beneath a collapsed altar rose a creature with far too many limbs and not enough skin. Its mouth was vertical. Its eyes blinked sideways.

“Oh COME ON!” Dion yelled, diving as it swung a claw the size of a chariot wheel.

They fought hard. Thessa leapt
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