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Twenty-two years ago
Delos, Greece
The island where Apollo was born should not have been weeping.

Yet as dawn broke over the ancient sanctuary of Delos, the very stones seemed to shed tears of golden light. The ruins of temples that had once echoed with hymns of praise now stood silent, their broken columns reaching toward a sky that felt infinitely distant. Even the Aegean Sea, normally a brilliant blue-green under the morning sun, appeared muted, as if the colour were slowly draining from the world.

Apollo stood among the ruins of his most sacred temple, cradling something infinitely precious and impossibly fragile: a mortal woman whose life was ebbing away with each laboured breath. Maria Damaris had given birth less than an hour ago, but the cost had been higher than either of them had anticipated. Divine blood, even diluted, demanded its price from mortal flesh.

"She's beautiful," Maria whispered, her voice barely audible above the lapping of waves against the ancient harbour. In her arms, wrapped in cloth that seemed to shimmer with its own inner light, their daughter slept with the perfect peace of the innocent.

Apollo's tears fell like liquid sunshine, each drop leaving tiny flowers in the cracked marble at his feet. "She has your courage," he said softly. "And your curiosity. I can feel it already—she'll question everything, challenge everyone, never accept simple answers to complex problems."

"Good," Maria said, managing a weak smile. "The world needs more people who ask difficult questions."

David Damaris knelt beside them, his face a mask of grief and desperate determination. The mortal professor had loved Maria long before he'd known she carried a god's child, and he'd made his choice without hesitation when Apollo had revealed the truth about the pregnancy's dangers.

"You're sure about this?" Apollo asked him, though they'd discussed it countless times during the long months of waiting. "She'll be extraordinary, David. Her nature will manifest eventually, and when it does..."

"When it does, she'll need someone who loves her for who she is, not what she might become," David replied firmly. "I can give her that. A normal childhood, a mortal perspective, the freedom to choose her own path when the time comes."

Apollo nodded, understanding the wisdom in the arrangement even as his divine heart rebelled against it. To give up his daughter, to watch her grow from a distance, to resist the urge to guide and protect and claim her... it would be the hardest thing he'd ever done.

But it was also the most loving.

"Promise me," Maria said, her grip tightening on Apollo's hand with surprising strength. "Promise me she'll have choices. Real ones. Not prophecy or destiny or divine mandate, but genuine freedom to decide what kind of life she wants."

"I promise," Apollo said, meaning it with every fibre of his immortal being.

Maria smiled, and for a moment her face blazed with inner light—not divine radiance, but the luminous joy of a mother who knew her child would be loved. "Then I can rest."

She placed the baby in David's arms with infinite care, her fingers lingering on the child's face for one last, perfect moment. Then she looked up at Apollo, memorising his features one final time.

"Take care of each other," she whispered.

"Always," Apollo vowed.

Maria Damaris closed her eyes as the sun reached its zenith above Delos, and her mortal light joined the eternal day that surrounded her divine love.

In David's arms, the baby stirred and opened her eyes—eyes that caught the sunlight and threw it back in golden flecks that spoke of power yet to come. She looked up at the two men who would shape her life in such different ways, and Apollo could swear she smiled.

"Elena," David said quietly, speaking her name for the first time. "Elena Damaris."

"Eos Apollodora," Apollo added in ancient Greek, giving her the divine name that would wait twenty-two years to be spoken aloud again. "Daughter of the Dawn."

As if responding to his words, the golden light around them intensified, and for just a moment the ruined temple looked as it had in its glory days—whole, magnificent, alive with the presence of the divine. Then the vision faded, leaving only broken stones and the memory of what once was.

And what, perhaps, could be again.

Apollo kissed his daughter's forehead gently, whispering a blessing in harmonies that made the ancient marble sing. Then he stepped back, allowing David to carry Elena away from the sacred island toward a life of mortal normalcy that would prepare her for a destiny none of them could fully envision.

As the boat disappeared across the wine-dark sea, Apollo remained among the ruins, watching until the last glimpse of his daughter vanished beyond the horizon. Around him, the temple stones continued to weep their golden tears, and the god of light allowed himself to grieve for all the small moments he would miss—first steps, first words, first questions about the world and her place in it.

But beneath the grief lay something else: hope.

In twenty-two years, when Elena had grown strong in her mortality, when she understood the value of choice and the power of compassion, when she was ready to bridge worlds that had grown dangerously apart... then the real story would begin.

The god of prophecy could see it, shimmering like heat waves on the horizon: a future where his daughter would stand at the crossroads of divine and mortal realms, holding the power to heal ancient wounds or watch everything burn.

Apollo smiled through his tears, because he knew something the other gods did not: Elena would make the right choice. Not because it was destined, not because prophecy demanded it, but because she would choose freely, with a mortal's understanding of consequences and a divine's capacity for love.

The dawn was coming.

It was just taking a little longer than usual.

Present day
Athens, Greece
Elena Damaris knelt in the dust of an archaeological dig, her fingers tracing intricate patterns on a piece of ancient pottery, completely unaware that her twenty-second birthday was three days away and her entire world was about to change.

Above her, unseen by mortal eyes, her father watched with infinite patience and growing hope, counting down the moments until she would finally be ready to hear the truth about who she really was.
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Chapter 1: Awakening
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Elena Damaris had been having the dreams for three weeks now, always the same: golden temples that stretched beyond the horizon, music that seemed to emanate from the very stones, and a voice calling her name in a language she didn't recognise but somehow understood. She would wake with tears on her cheeks and the taste of honey and sunlight on her tongue, though she could never quite remember why.

"You're distracted again," Professor Marinos had said that morning during their team briefing at the dig site. "This is your thesis year, Elena. Focus."

But focus was the one thing she couldn't manage. Not when every piece of pottery they uncovered seemed to whisper secrets she couldn't quite hear, not when the Mediterranean sun felt like it was trying to tell her something, and definitely not when she'd started seeing things that weren't there—golden glimmers at the edges of her vision, shadows that moved wrong, voices carried on wind that shouldn't exist.

Her father would say she was overworked. David Damaris was a practical man, a professor of classical literature who believed in facts and documentation and keeping one's feet firmly planted in reality. He'd raised her that way after her mother died when Elena was barely two years old—with logic, routine, and an emotional distance that felt more like protection than neglect.

The first thing Elena Damaris noticed about the artefact was that it hummed.

Not audibly—she wasn't losing her mind, despite what Professor Marinos might think about her recent distraction in his Mediterranean Archaeology seminar. But when she held the golden disc in her palm, barely larger than a coin and etched with symbols that seemed to shift in the afternoon sunlight, she felt a vibration that travelled up her arm and settled somewhere deep in her chest.

"Another funerary ornament," Katerina said dismissively, not looking up from her own section of the dig site. "Third century BCE, probably. Worth cataloguing, but hardly revolutionary."

Elena turned the disc over, noting how the metal caught the light in impossible ways. The symbols weren't quite like anything she'd studied—they resembled classical Greek, but older somehow, as if the language itself had been different when these marks were carved. A sun with radiating rays dominated the centre, surrounded by what might have been script or might have been decorative flourishes.

Or might have been music, written in gold.

The thought should have seemed ridiculous. Elena prided herself on being practical, like her father—methodical in her research, sceptical of anything that couldn't be documented and verified. But lately, practicality felt like a coat that no longer fit properly. The dreams were becoming more vivid each night, and sometimes during the day she caught herself humming melodies she'd never heard before, complex harmonies that seemed to come from somewhere deep in her bones.

"Another funerary ornament," Katerina said dismissively, jarring Elena back to the present. Her fellow graduate student was crouched over her own section of the excavation, carefully brushing dirt from what looked like a broken amphora handle. "Third century BCE, probably. Worth cataloguing, but hardly revolutionary."

Elena nodded absently, but she couldn't shake the feeling that Katerina was wrong. This wasn't just another piece of grave goods left to keep the dead company in their journey to Hades. The disc felt... alive, somehow. Important. Like it had been waiting in this particular patch of earth for her specifically to find it.

A temple of white marble and gold stretched endlessly upward, its columns so tall they seemed to pierce the sky itself. Music filled the air—not played, but sung by the very stones, a harmony that made her bones resonate. A figure stood at the altar, tall and radiant, with hair like spun sunlight and eyes that held both infinite warmth and unbearable sadness. He turned toward her, and she knew with absolute certainty that he had been waiting for her her entire life.

"My little dawn," he said, and his voice was the sound of sunrise itself. "You have finally opened your eyes."

Elena gasped and jerked backward, the disc flying from her suddenly nerveless fingers. It landed in the dusty earth with a soft, musical chime that definitely hadn't been her imagination—Katerina's head snapped up at the sound, her eyes wide with surprise.

"Elena? Christos, you look like you've seen a ghost. Are you alright?"

Elena stared down at the golden disc, which now pulsed with a soft, steady light that seemed to come from within the metal itself. Her heart hammered against her ribs, and she could still taste the vision on her tongue—honey and incense and something indefinably pure, like mountain air after a thunderstorm. The name echoed in her mind: Eos Apollodora. Daughter of the Dawn.

"I'm fine," she managed to say, though her voice sounded strange and distant in her own ears. "Just... the heat, I think. Too much sun."

But even as she said it, she knew it was a lie. The afternoon was pleasantly warm, not oppressive, and she'd worked in far hotter conditions without issue. More importantly, she'd never felt more awake in her life. Every colour seemed more vivid, every sound more clear. Even the ordinary dust motes dancing in the sunbeams looked like tiny stars.

Katerina frowned, clearly not buying the excuse. "Maybe you should take a break. Get some water. You've been pushing yourself pretty hard lately."

"Maybe," Elena agreed absently, but she was already reaching for the disc again. This time, she was ready for the jolt of recognition, the way it seemed to sing against her palm. She slipped it into her pocket before Katerina could get a closer look.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur. Elena went through the motions of cataloguing finds and updating her field notes, but her attention was completely focused on the warm weight of the disc against her hip. Every few minutes, she would feel it pulse like a heartbeat, and she would catch fleeting images at the edges of her vision—golden halls, figures in flowing robes, eyes that burned like small suns.

By the time they packed up for the day, Elena's hands were shaking with exhaustion, though she felt more energised than she had in weeks. The contradiction made no sense, but then again, nothing about her life had made much sense lately.

"You're sure you're okay?" Katerina asked as they walked back toward the university. "You seem... different today."

"Different how?"

"I don't know. Like you're seeing something the rest of us can't." Katerina paused, studying Elena's face with the intensity she usually reserved for pottery shards. "And your eyes look different too. More... gold than brown."

Elena's step faltered. "That's ridiculous. Eyes don't change colour."

"Maybe it's just the light," Katerina said, but she didn't sound convinced. "Still, you should probably see a doctor if you're having vision problems."

Vision problems. If only it were that simple.

That evening, Elena sat on her narrow bed in the cramped apartment she rented near the university, turning the disc over and over in her hands. She'd tried to research it using every archaeological database she could access, but the symbols remained stubbornly untranslatable. They resembled classical Greek, but with subtle differences that suggested they were either much older or from a completely different tradition entirely.

What disturbed her more than the artefact itself was how natural it felt in her hands. When she held it, the constant
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