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        The gods make kings, fools and pawns of us all… In equal turn, but not in equal length.

        
          —SAVITAR
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              AUTHOR’S NOTE
            

          

        

      

      Writing about history is always a difficult prospect. To begin with historians themselves are extremely argumentative on anything that cannot be proven or that is not carved in stone… which is the vast majority of human history. Years ago, Norman Cantor wrote an amazing book called Inventing the Middle Ages, which goes into how a historian’s views and opinions and background greatly color their research and conclusions. I spent many years in the history field, and in professional groups of historians, and have defended enough papers and opinions/conclusions to know firsthand just how much our opinions differ and how virulently we will all defend them.

      That being said, the first part of this book exists outside of any current hard archaeological evidence, and before the majority of human recorded history. There are thousands of archeological sites that are hotly debated as to their age and how advanced they were when they were thriving. Sites we, honestly, know very little or nothing about that can be interpreted numerous ways. And the historical record is written and rewritten every year as new evidence and discoveries and interpretations are introduced.

      In the realm of Dark-Hunters, at the time this book takes place, the ancient world is much more advanced than the accepted human record we currently have. It doesn’t make it wrong. It simply makes it fiction.

      In my series, after the death of Acheron, Apollymi blows the entire world back into the Stone Age and that is why the ancient Greece we’re taught about in school isn’t as advanced as the one I write about for Acheron and Styxx. It is not historical inaccuracy on my part, or lack of research, but rather it’s the fictional world I have created.

      The Greece and Egypt of Acheron and Styxx predate our current histories for those countries. They had to, since we don’t have written records for the time of Atlantis (other than Plato’s mention of the doomed city many centuries after it’d been destroyed), never mind the thousands of years before Atlantis that made up the world of Bathymaas and Aricles.

      Some of the city-states and countries in the book, such as Didymos, are fictitious while others, such as Athens and Thebes, were real. However, since we don’t have written records for this time period, and given the way cities and countries can change (sometimes very quickly), I have taken liberty with them.

      Also, the Greek that Styxx and Acheron would have spoken is not the same as modern Greek or even traditional written ancient/Classical Greek. Languages are a living entity and the meanings for words are constantly changing. Such as twenty years ago to say something was “sick” would be negative. Today, it can be negative or positive depending on context. Language is always evolving. To give my fictional world a sense of realism, I incorporated that human tendency into the books.

      Likewise there may be words or phrases that might be construed as modern that really aren’t. Ancient man was highly creative with their vocabulary and insults. In some cases, I have used their recorded creativity and in others, I’ve shortened it to things such as “fuck you,” which will sound current. It doesn’t mean it is strictly a modern phrase (we have numerous historical examples of its written use). In the past, they would have said it and usually embellished on the specifics. Meanwhile words such as “moron” that may sound modern are actually Greek in origin – μωρός – which was written in text as far back as the fifth century BC and has the modern meaning of the word. We don’t know how old such words really are, as we can only gauge their age by when they are written. But usually words and phrases are around for a long time before they make it into the written records, especially in historical times.

      The only truly anachronistic term in the book is “hell,” but they did have the modern concept of hell in the ancient world, they would have just used the words Dozakh or Pyriphlegethon. For simplicity sake, I kept our modern term. Much of our current concept can be traced to ancient Zoroastrianism some 3,500 years ago. Which again means the concept was around far longer than we can prove, but that it was popularized by that religion as it spread through recorded history. The word “hell” itself goes back to medieval Norway. I have chosen to use it in the book to simplify things for modern readers and to convey the proper meanings without having to explain and give the history of every ancient, unfamiliar word. While the people of the characters’ time period would have used other words for everything they say and do, I have kept my language more modern to not bog down the reader with constant history lessons that detract from the characters and story.

      My personal belief, given my extensive years of research, is that people are people and have always been people. The more things change, the more they stay the same. Back when I taught courses on ancient societies, one of the things I began the class with was the following quote from Aristophanes’s play The Clouds (423 BC):

      
         

        Yet certainly these are those principles by which my system of education nurtured the men who fought at Marathon. But you teach the men of the present day, so that I am choked, when at the Panathenaia a fellow, holding his shield before his person, neglects Tritogenia, when they ought to dance. Wherefore, O youth, choose with confidence, me, the better cause, and you will learn to hate the Agora, and to refrain from baths, and to be ashamed of what is disgraceful, and to be enraged if anyone jeer you, and to rise up from seats before your seniors when they approach, and not to behave ill toward your parents, and to do nothing else that is base, because you are to form in your mind an image of Modesty: and not to dart into the house of a dancing-woman, lest, while gaping after these things, being struck with an apple by a wanton, you should be damaged in your reputation: and not to contradict your father in anything; nor by calling him Iapetus, to reproach him with the ills of age, by which you were reared in your infancy.

        Yet certainly shall you spend your time in the gymnastic schools, sleek and blooming; not chattering in the market-place rude jests, like the youths of the present day; nor dragged into court for a petty suit, greedy, pettifogging, knavish; but you shall descend to the Academy and run races beneath the sacred olives along with some modest compeer, crowned with white reeds, redolent of yew, and careless ease, of leaf-shedding white poplar, rejoicing in the season of spring, when the plane-tree whispers to the elm.

        If you do these things which I say, and apply your mind to these, you will ever have a stout chest, a clear complexion, broad shoulders, a little tongue, large hips, little lewdness. But if you practise what the youths of the present day do, you will have in the first place, a pallid complexion, small shoulders, a narrow chest, a large tongue, little hips, great lewdness, a long psephism; and this deceiver will persuade you to consider everything that is base to be honourable, and what is honourable to be base; and in addition to this, he will fill you with the lewdness of Antimachus.

      

      His rant against the children of his day and lack of respect and decorum is one found time and again for as long as humans have had written stories and histories. From all my readings of ancient works, in all countries and in many ancient languages, the one thing I always find is that while our toys and civilizations and laws change, the basic human animal never does. While some may try and hope for better, others do not.

      People will be people, and we are all very complicated beings who are the summation of our pasts and emotions, and our sensory intake.

      With every book, I strive to do justice to the characters and to show the complexity of human motivation and emotion. But more than that, I try to show that while some cave to bad situations, not everyone does. And that the tragedy and trauma that can destroy one person can also be what gives another the ability to overcome and build a better future.

      We do not have to become or remain the victims that life sometimes makes us all. With enough strength and courage, all of us can overcome and learn to thrive in spite of the horrors and tragedies we’ve survived.

      As Plato said, “Be kind to everyone you meet, for we are all fighting a fierce battle.” That is the one motto of my life and it is what has seen me through my own hell and dark hours. I believe in the beauty and the power of the human spirit because I know how hard-won the battle for sanity and safety can be. And I know how hard it is to leave behind a brutal past that should have never existed.

      Every day is a new battle and while I may lose some of those fights, I will never lose my war. I couldn’t control the past or some of the nightmares forced upon me, but I can and do control my present and I will not let those vultures steal another moment of my life.

      We all have moments of weakness, but with that comes the strength of knowing that we’re still here. And we still matter.

      All of us.

      With that, I dedicate this book to all of the soldiers in the world, past and present and future, who take up arms every day and stand at the wall of humanity and refuse to see it fall to the vicious onslaught of those who would destroy us for no reason whatsoever, other than they are so malcontent with their own existence that they can’t bear to see anyone else happy. Don’t let them win.

      We are all survivors and we are all beautiful human beings who deserve our dreams and our sanity.
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      “You missed, moron. My son still lives, and one day, we are going to bathe in your blood.”

      Dressed in Greek cavalry armor to hide his identity, Archon, the king of the Atlantean gods, froze in the middle of the dark hallway as he heard the taunting voice of his angry wife in his head. A sick feeling of dread clenched his stomach tight. “What say you?”

      “Well,” Apollymi projected mentally to him, drawing the word out. “Lord High King God Intelligent, ye who knows all, I am still imprisoned in Kalosis and that baby you hold in your arms is quite dead. What does that tell you?”

      That he’d slaughtered the wrong infant.

      Damn it! He’d been certain this was the right child… 

      Wincing in utter agony over what he’d done, Archon heard the screams of the Atlantean queen from where he’d left her in her bedroom as she cursed them all for the death of her newborn son. It was an unforgivable act, but Apollymi had given him no choice. She had refused to hand over her son and had hidden the infant here in the mortal world so that Apostolos would live in spite of Archon’s order that the boy be killed.

      If her infant son grew to manhood, all of them would die. The Atlantean pantheon and their people. But Apollymi didn’t care. So long as Apostolos lived, the rest of them could burn.

      Heartbroken over the innocent life he’d mistakenly taken, Archon handed the baby’s body to a guard on his right so that it could be returned to its grieving mother.

      “Where is your son, Apollymi?” he demanded in his head.

      She laughed at his anger. “Where you will never find him. Go on, slaughter every pregnant queen and her brat in the mortal realm. I dare you!”

      Archon glanced at the three gods with him, who were also disguised as he was – in cavalry armor. The Atlantean queen believed them to be vengeful Greeks sent to assassinate her child. Since they were the gods she and her people worshiped, they couldn’t afford for her to hate them. Not when the worship of the Atlantean people fed their powers.

      And if they searched through the mortal realm where other gods ruled to find Apollymi’s son, they would have to do so very carefully. Especially if the mission was to slaughter princes. The humans would call out their own gods, who would then demand retribution for their followers, and it would be a divine bloodbath between feuding pantheons.

      Been there. Done that. 

      And it hadn’t been the least bit enjoyable.

      No doubt that was what Apollymi craved as much, if not more, than the return of her child. Born of the darkest powers in the universe, the first goddess of destruction lived only for such warfare. It was the very air she breathed.

      Disgusted and furious over his mistake, Archon flashed himself from the human world to the main temple hall on Katateros, where the Atlantean gods ruled their people. The three gods who’d gone with him to Atlantis followed.

      The moment the four of them were corporeal in their ornate temple, the other Atlantean gods stared at them expectantly.

      “Well?” Misos, their god of war, asked. “Did you get him?”

      Archon shook his golden head and narrowed his gaze on Basi. Beautiful and seductive, the drunken goddess of excess was the one who had taken Apollymi’s son and hidden him out of their reach. Unfortunately, the sot had no recollection of where she’d put the baby, other than in the stomach of an already pregnant human… maybe. Maybe not.

      Big help that, bitch. Thank you. 

      That was why Apollymi had chosen the drunkard and forced her to do this deplorable deed. When it came to giving up any kind of useful information, Basi was worthless.

      Archon shed the hated Greek armor and skin in favor of his true form – that of a perfect blond male in his mid-twenties – and donned his dark blue Atlantean formesta robes. “Can you remember anything else?”

      Fear darkened Basi’s beautiful brow. “No, Archon. I just remember Polly telling me to hide it in a queen… Yes. It was a queen. I think I was in Greece, but I can’t remember. Maybe Sumer… Akkadia or Egypt? I think the queen had dark hair… but it might have been blond or red… Maybe.”

      It took everything he had not to kill her for her stupidity.

      His brother, Misos, sighed heavily. With black hair and a full beard, Misos was as different in appearance from Archon as he was in his divine warring powers. “So what do we do now?”

      Archon growled at the only option they had. “We go out and we hunt that bastard down. Whatever it takes.”

      Chara, the plump redheaded goddess of joy and happiness, scowled at him. “If we venture into the domains of other pantheons to search, we’ll have to hide our powers from their gods. How are we to find Apostolos without them?”

      It wouldn’t be as easy, but… “I know my wife. There will be something about him different from other mortals. You won’t mistake Apostolos when you see him, and I doubt our powers will help anyway since she has him shielded so carefully. In the meantime, those of us who remain in Katateros while the others search can call out to him and drive him insane. That, too, should help us find him. He’ll be the mortal prince who hears the voices of the Atlantean gods even when he doesn’t worship us.”

      Bet’anya Agriosa stood up from where she’d been sitting next to her mother, Symfora. With flowing black hair and perfect caramel skin, she stood out from the other Atlantean gods. “For the record, I want to state my displeasure over all this. I may be the goddess of wrath and misery, but I find it distasteful and wrong to hunt down an innocent child and kill him because of the accidental prophecy of three little girls.”

      Archon glared at her. “My daughters may be young, but they hold the power of two pantheons in them. You better than anyone know how powerful that makes them.” While his daughters were born of him and the Greek goddess Themis, Bet’anya was Atlantean and her father the Egyptian god, Set – one of the most powerful beings in existence.

      Some even claimed Set held more power than Apollymi, and that was something Archon never wanted to test.

      Bet’anya arched a brow. “So? You don’t fear me.”

      That wasn’t true, but Archon wasn’t dumb enough to let her know that. Bet’anya held a lot of dark power herself and he wasn’t about to cross her. No one with a brain would. The last time a god had taken her on, the world had almost ended over it. “You don’t draw the same powers Apollymi does. And we don’t know what powers her son holds.”

      Misos nodded in agreement. “As the son of Apollymi and Archon, he could easily be the mightiest of any pantheon.”

      Archon inclined his head to his brother. “We have twenty-one years to find this boy and kill him. We cannot fail. The sooner he’s destroyed, the better for us all.”

      Bet’anya clenched her teeth as they began to divide the world between them. Apollymi had always been one of her allies. And Bet hadn’t been here when the other Atlantean gods had united their powers to trap her in Misos’s hell realm, Kalosis. Personally, she couldn’t blame Apollymi for her anger. Had they ganged up on her and locked her away while calling for the life of her child… 

      She, too, would show them exactly how dark her powers ran.

      But like it or not, Bet’anya was part of this pantheon and would be honor bound to hunt for the child.

      She’d just do so leisurely.

      Her great-grandfather, Misos, approached her. “What are you thinking, child?”

      “That it’s a sad day when a mere baby can threaten a pantheon so powerful.”

      “While I concur, I would remind you that pantheons have fallen for a lot less.” He kissed her brow.

      “Fine, Tattas.” She used the Atlantean term for grandfather. “I’ll take southern Greece and Egypt where I can use my powers to find him… if he’s there.”

      She looked back at the leader of this cursed quest and spoke to him. “I have one question, Archon… you slaughtered an Atlantean citizen and prince by mistake. How is it that here at home, where you have full power, you couldn’t tell the baby was mortal?”

      “The queen’s son stank of a god’s powers. Not to mention, her husband died well before its conception and to our knowledge, she’s had no other lovers. That smacked of Basi’s interference.” He growled low in his throat. “Obviously, I was wrong. I should have known Apollymi wouldn’t make it that easy on us.”

      Bet’anya arched a brow at that. There was only one god from outside their pantheon it could possibly be. “It was Apollo’s son?”

      “Most likely.”

      She cringed inwardly. While she wasn’t afraid of the Greek gods, she didn’t want to be in another bloody war with them. Every time she went up against their rampant stupidity, she felt like it sucked a portion of her own intelligence out of her. “And you think the Greek god will be all right with your actions?”

      Archon wasn’t concerned in the least. “Why would he care? He has bastards aplenty he ignores. Besides, he doesn’t dare rattle our cage since Atlantis is the only place his Apollites can live and thrive. No other pantheon will tolerate them among their people.”

      And the warring Apollites had been a constant source of grief in Atlantis, but Archon didn’t see it that way. To him, they were another set of beings to honor the Atlantean gods and feed their powers.

      To her, they were creatures who were as likely to turn on them as they were to continue to worship them. Anything Greek made her skin crawl. She hated them above all races.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Bet’anya saw Epithymia slinking out a side door. Tall, beautiful and golden, she was the goddess of all desires.

      Curious about what had her so skittish, Bet’anya followed after her. “Epi?”

      Outside the hall, she froze instantly. “Yes, Bet? What I can do for you?”

      “What have you not confessed?”

      Epithymia stiffened. “That which I will not confess.”

      Unwilling to play this game, Bet’anya gestured toward the hall they’d just left. “Then perhaps I should tell Archon about this?”

      “Don’t you dare!” Epithymia grabbed her arm and hauled her to a corner so that they couldn’t be overheard by anyone. “I have to do something I don’t want to do.”

      “Kill a baby?”

      Epithymia scoffed. “I wish. That would be easy.” This from a goddess of light powers? If Epithymia was so quick to kill, it explained so much about Bet’anya’s proclivity for violence.

      “Apollymi has enlisted me in her scheme and I have to do it. If I don’t… I can’t even tell you what she holds over me because I can’t afford for anyone to learn it. That bitch!”

      Bet’anya frowned. “What has she asked you to do?”

      “Birth her child.”

      Bet’anya sucked her breath in sharply at that implication. “He’s not born yet?”

      She shook her head. “And if you tell a soul, I swear I’ll join Apollymi against you.”

      Rage clouded her vision as Bet’anya glared at her. “Do not threaten me. God or not, I will feed on your entrails. But in this, you don’t have to fear. I have no desire to kill a defenseless baby.”

      Epithymia released her. “Good. Because I have a plan. Apollymi wants me to oversee his birth to make sure nothing goes wrong with it, and I intend to deliver him myself.”

      Bet’anya’s stomach clenched at what the goddess was telling her. “You intend to touch a babe who will be born without god powers?”

      She nodded.

      That was so cold… 

      “The humans will tear him apart in their desire to possess him. And they will hate him for it.”

      Epithymia winked at her. “I’m just following my orders from Apollymi. To the letter.”

      “Why not tell Archon —”

      “She’ll rip out my heart and devour it if I do. I wouldn’t cross that bitch for anything. I cannot even hint at where that child is or anything else about his birth. She wrung an oath from me.”

      And Atlantean gods could never breach their oaths. As such, they tried their best to never make any.

      “It would be kinder to kill him on delivery than to leave him with your touch and no protection.”

      Epithymia held up her hands. “Apollymi won’t let me. So I’m doing this her way. And if you breathe a word…”

      “My oath, I will never tell the ones hunting him where he is or what it is you do.” No sooner had those words left her lips than she realized what she’d said. It was just such a slip that had cursed poor Apostolos.

      Epithymia glared at her.

      “I didn’t mean…” There was no need in explaining. “Fine. I can still kill him if I find him.”

      Epithymia relaxed. “Good luck, Agriosa.” She left to go to her own temple down the hill.

      Bet’anya sighed at Epi’s parting shot that referred to the fact that she was also a goddess of the hunt. She absolutely hated the thought of harming a child.

      Any child.

      And yet… 

      What she’d said was true. Death would be the kindest act. Otherwise, that child would live a life of absolute agony. No one should be condemned to such a horrific fate.

      “I’m sorry, Apostolos.”

      As in all battles, when a soldier’s wound was mortal, no matter his age, and there was no doubt he would die from it, the kindest thing was to end his suffering with a single fatal blow.

      She would commit this mercy killing and pray that one day Apollymi could understand and forgive her. It was for the good of all.

      Especially the boy.

      Her only hope was that she found the child first. The other gods would not be so merciful to him.
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      King Xerxes stared down at the infant boy who peacefully slept in his arms. How could his joy have turned so bitter so fast? For a moment, he’d believed himself to be the most blessed of all kings. That the gods had granted him two sons to rule his vast empire.

      Now… 

      Did he even have one?

      There was no doubt that the firstborn, Acheron, was born of the gods. That his wife-queen had whored herself to them and birthed it.

      But Styxx… 

      The king studied every inch of the perfect, sleeping child nestled against his body. “Are you mine?” He was desperate to know the truth.

      The infant appeared to be a mere human babe. Unlike Acheron, whose eyes swirled a living silver color, Styxx’s were vivid blue and perfect. But then the gods were ever treacherous.

      Ever deceitful.

      Could it be that Acheron was his son and this one was not? Or that neither child belonged to him?

      He looked to the elder wise woman who’d proclaimed Acheron a god’s son just after his birth. Decrepit and wizened, she wore heavy white robes that were richly embroidered in gold. Her gray hair was wrapped around an ornate gold crown. “Who is the father of this child?”

      The woman paused in her cleaning. “Majesty, why do you ask me something you already know?”

      Because he didn’t know. Not for certain. And he hated the taste of fear that scalded his throat and left it bitter. Fear that made his heart pound in trepidation. “Answer me, woman!”

      “Truth or lie, will you believe whatever answer I give?”

      Damn her for her sagacity. How could the gods have done this to him? He’d sacrificed and prayed to them his whole life. Devoutly and without blasphemy. Why would they taint his heir in this manner?

      Or worse, take his heir from him?

      He tightened his grip, which caused the baby to wake and cry out. A part of him wanted to slam the child into the ground and watch it die. To stomp it into oblivion.

      But what if this one was his son? His own flesh and blood… 

      The wise woman had said it was.

      However, she merely relayed what the gods told her, and what if they lied?

      Angry and betrayed, he went to the woman and shoved the infant into her arms. Let someone else solace it for now. He couldn’t bear the sight of either child.

      Without another word, he stormed from the room.

      The moment she was alone with the babe, the old crone transformed into a beautiful young woman with long black hair. Dressed in bloodred, she placed a kiss to the boy’s head and he instantly calmed down.

      “Poor, poor Styxx,” the goddess Athena whispered as she rocked him in her arms to soothe him. “Like your brother’s, yours will be an unpleasant future. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for either of you. But the human world needs its heroes. And one day, they will all need you.”
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Five years later

      “You wretched little thief!”

      Styxx looked up at the shrill cry of his older sister. Ryssa towered above him and his twin brother Acheron as they played with their wooden horses and soldiers on the floor.

      Why was she always so cross at him? No matter what he did to try and please her, it was never enough.

      Ryssa hated him. She always had.

      “I took nothing.”

      Curling her lip, she closed the distance between them and yanked him up from the floor by his arm. “Where did you put it, you worthless little worm?” she demanded, shaking him so hard it felt as if she’d rip his arm off.

      Styxx tried to break free, but she was too strong for him. “Put what?”

      “The toy horse Father gave me for my birthday. I know you collect them and I know you stole mine. Where is it?”

      “I haven’t touched it.”

      “You’re such a liar!” She threw him toward the ground then went to search his things again. “Where have you hidden it?”

      Styxx met Acheron’s gaze. “Did you take it?” he whispered to his brother.

      Acheron shook his head.

      Then who?

      “What are you doing in here?”

      All of them froze at the sound of fury in their nurse’s voice. Before Styxx could explain that he’d invited Acheron in to play with him, the nurse snatched his brother away.

      Acheron cried out as the nurse’s grip bit into his small arm. “How many times have you been told to stay in your own room?”

      Styxx panicked as he realized Acheron still held one of the soldiers in his hand. Even though he’d given them to his brother, he knew what would happen if anyone saw it in Acheron’s possession.

      His brother would be punished. Again.

      Wanting only to protect Acheron, Styxx launched himself from the floor and grabbed it out of Acheron’s hand.

      Acheron offered him a small smile of gratitude before he was taken away.

      “You!” Ryssa sneered as she glared at the toy he held. “You’re so selfish. You never think of anyone but yourself. What would it have hurt to let him keep one toy? Huh?” She gestured to the others scattered on the ground. “Nothing’s ever enough for you, is it? You always want more and you don’t care who you take it from.”

      She jerked the toy from his hand, cutting his palm in the process, and stormed from his room.

      Heartbroken, Styxx stood alone. He hated being by himself with a passion that made no sense. Ofttimes, he wondered if it came from being born a twin. Surely the gods wouldn’t have given him a brother if they meant for him to be forever by himself.

      And yet, he spent very much of his life alone.

      Sighing wistfully, Styxx glanced around the room that was littered with toys. He would gladly give them all away if he could only have one person to play with. Ryssa refused because she didn’t like him and he was a smelly boy, and, according to her, he was too stupid to follow the games she played with Acheron. The other children ran away from him because their parents were afraid they might hurt him, either by accident or on purpose, and incur his father’s wrath.

      Acheron was the only one who welcomed him as a playmate. But their father demanded they stay separated.

      Styxx looked down at his brother’s toy and wished with everything he had that it was different for them both. Rather they’d been born poor farmers than have to endure the burden of this wretched family and its meanness.

      He set the toy aside. Later, after everyone was asleep, he’d return it to his brother.

       

      “A cheron?” Styxx whispered, nudging his sleeping brother awake.

      Slowly, Acheron blinked his eyes open. Rubbing them with his fist, Acheron sat up in bed. Styxx shoved the loaf of sweet bread in his face, making Acheron smile the moment he saw it.

      “I didn’t bring the honey, sorry. But…” Styxx opened his small cloth bag to show the sugared figs he’d taken. “I managed to pilfer your favorite.”

      Acheron’s silver eyes lit up. “Thank you! But you shouldn’t have. You could have been caught.”

      Styxx shrugged. “I wouldn’t have been hurt over this.” At least not physically – those beatings were reserved for other offenses. Though there were times when he’d prefer being hit to listening to them call him worthless or other names.

      Glad he’d helped his brother, Styxx watched as Acheron tore into the bread. Since they’d sent them both to bed with no supper, Acheron was starving. But as usual, Styxx had been unable to sleep and so once the palace quieted down, he’d snuck to the pantry.

      “What did you eat?” Acheron asked.

      “Bread… with your honey.” He grinned wide with his guilt.

      Acheron laughed. “That was wrong of you.”

      Styxx indicated the small bag. “I thought you’d rather have the figs.”

      “You could have given me the choice.”

      “And I would have had my belly not been cramping. It smelled so good, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to eat some on my way here. Sorry.”

      “Then I shall forgive you.” Acheron held the bread out. “Would you like more?”

      He shook his head, declining it. Even though he was still hungry, he knew Acheron was even more so.

      Frowning while he ate, Acheron cocked his head. “Can you not sleep again?”

      “I tried.” Morpheus held a grudge against him for reasons only the gods knew. No matter how hard Styxx tried, sleep forever eluded him.

      Acheron scooted back on his pallet, making more room.

      Grateful beyond measure, Styxx accepted his unspoken invitation and lay down by Acheron’s side.

      Within a few minutes, he was sound asleep. Acheron finished his food then tucked the bag into Styxx’s chiton. Licking the last of the sugar from his fingers, he curled up behind Styxx, back to back, and placed the bottoms of his feet flush to his brother’s. As far back as he could remember, they had slept like this whenever they could. Neither of them liked to be alone or apart, and yet their family seemed determined for them to be so. It was something neither of them understood.

      How they both wished they could be left alone together.

      And Styxx was the one he loved best.

      His brother was the only one who treated him like he was normal. Styxx didn’t hate him like their parents did, nor dote on him like he was a god incarnate as Ryssa was prone to do.

      They were brothers. They played. They laughed. And they fought for everything they were worth. But whenever the fighting was done, they would dust off and be friends again.

      Always and forever.

      Closing his eyes, Acheron heard the voices that were continually in his head. Styxx heard them, too. But while Acheron only heard those of the gods, Styxx heard those and many, many more. It was one of the reasons his brother had such difficulty sleeping. Whenever they were together, the voices in Styxx’s head stopped shouting at him and left him free to rest. Styxx could only hear Acheron’s thoughts then, and Acheron was very careful of them.

      But the moment they were apart, the voices returned to Styxx with a vengeance. The constant lack of sleep made his twin irritable most days and gave him terrible headaches. Headaches so ferocious that at times his nose bled from them, and he was often sick to his stomach.

      No one else understood that. They accused Styxx of faking the pain. And both of them were terrified of telling others what they heard. Everyone but Styxx hated him enough already. Acheron had no desire to give them another cause.

      When Styxx had tried to tell others about the voices, he’d been ridiculed and punished for lying. Even Ryssa had accused him of making it up for attention. So both of them had learned to keep the secret and tell no one. Ever.

      There were many secrets the two of them shared.

      And they had promised each other that one day, when they were grown and no one could stop them, they would leave this place and go somewhere else where people didn’t treat them so badly.

      Like his twin brother, Acheron couldn’t wait for that day to come.
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      “Sit up straight! You slouch like a fishmonger’s son.”

      Styxx flinched at his father’s angry tone and straightened himself immediately in his uncomfortable gold chair where his legs had gone numb from dangling over the edge of it. But if he folded them under him, it would anger his father even more than his slouching. While his father often doted on him, especially whenever they were in public, there were other times when his father would be so cross that nothing he did pleased him. Times when his father seemed to begrudge him every breath he took.

      Today was definitely one of those days.

      “Are we boring you, boy?”

      Styxx shook his head quickly, resisting the urge to groan out loud as pain split his skull with absolute agony. He’d always hated his headaches and the one today was more excruciating than normal. It made it impossible to focus. Worse, he felt as if he would vomit at any moment. That his father would find unforgivable.

      What? Are you a pregnant woman, boy? You vomit as such. Learn to control your stomach. You’re to be a man, for the gods’ sakes. Men don’t throw up every other minute. They control themselves and their bodies at all times. 

      His stomach heaved violently, sending more pain throbbing through his head, which then sickened him all the more. The constant seesawing between his head and stomach was enough to make him want to scream in agony.

      “Might I be excused, Father?”

      His father turned to glare at him furiously. “To what purpose?”

      “I don’t feel well.” That was a substantial understatement.

      “Come here.”

      Styxx scooted off his small throne and resisted the urge to wince as a thousand needles stabbed at his sleeping legs. Knowing better than to let his father see the pain it caused him, he crossed the dais to his father’s huge gilded throne. It was so massive that the top of his blond head barely reached the arm of it. Dressed in a white and purple stola and chlamys that matched Styxx’s chiton, the king gave him a suspicious glower. His father’s blond hair and beard gleamed in the light beneath the gold-leaf crown that would one day be Styxx’s.

      As they always did on this day of every week, they’d spent all morning dealing with the problems and concerns of the nobles and people who wanted an audience with their king. Since this was something Styxx would have to do once he ruled this kingdom, for the last year his father had made him stay and listen so that he could use his father’s wisdom once he inherited the crown. While Styxx was here, he was never to move or speak. Only observe.

      The “privilege” of attending these sessions and the “joy” of a drill instructor who lived to knock him around had been his sole birthday gifts last summer when he’d turned five.

      With a fierce frown creasing his forehead, his father touched Styxx’s brow. “You have no fever. What are your symptoms?”

      “My head aches.”

      He rolled his eyes. “And?”

      I want to vomit and I’m terribly dizzy. But he knew from experience that his father would only ridicule those complaints.

      “That is all, Father. But the pain is ferocious.”

      His father glared at him. “You will one day be king, boy. Do you think they will stop a war or an uprising because you have a meager headache?”

      “No, Sire.”

      “That is correct. The world does not stop for something so trivial. Now sit and listen. Observe your future duties. Your people are far more important than your boredom and they deserve your full attention.”

      But it wasn’t boredom. Every shred of light or hint of sound pierced his head with a pain so foul that he wanted to bash his own brains in. Why could no one ever understand his headaches and how much they hurt?

      Tears of pain and frustration formed, but he quickly blinked them away. He’d learned long ago that while his father would console Ryssa whenever she cried, he would never tolerate tears from his son. Styxx was to be a man, not some mollycoddled girl… 

      Trying not to jar his head while he moved, Styxx returned to his seat.

      “Sit up!” his father barked instantly.

      Styxx jerked upright then winced in pain. Don’t show it… 

      But it was so hard not to. Swallowing in agony, he glanced out the window to see Ryssa in the garden with Acheron. They were laughing as they chased each other and played. What he wouldn’t give to be outside with them in the beautiful sunshine.

      Not that it would matter. Even if his head didn’t hurt, Ryssa would never swing him around like that. She’d never laugh with him or tickle him. Her love was reserved solely for Acheron.

      Turning his head, he tried not to think about it as another wave of misery pierced his brain.

      Styxx leaned forward at the same time blood poured from his nose. No! Please, not now… Please, gods. He pressed his hand to his nose, trying to stanch it before his father took note.

      “Majesty? Is His Highness all right?”

      Styxx panicked at the guard’s question that brought his father’s full attention back to him.

      Rage darkened his father’s brow. “Did you do that apurpose?”

      Yes, I purposefully cut open my nose with no means whatsoever just to spite you, Father. I’m truly talented that way.

      “No, Father. I shall be all right. It’s just another nosebleed. It will stop in a few minutes.”

      The king curled his lip in disgust. “Look at you! You’re filthy. You don’t dishonor those around you or your divinely given station with such sanguinariness.” The king jerked his chin at the guard who’d ratted him out and Styxx’s valet who was charged with keeping him immaculate and presentable any time he was in public. “Take the prince to his room and see that he’s cleaned and changed.”

      Great, I sound like an infant or puppy. 

      They bowed low before crossing the room to stand before Styxx.

      Already dreading what this would mean for him later, Styxx kept his nostrils pinched together and slid off his seat then headed for his room upstairs. As he crossed the atrium from the throne room toward the main palace, he paused again to watch Acheron and Ryssa laughing and playing in the back garden. The bleeding in his nose worsened as did the voices that shouted even louder than before.

      Tears filled his eyes. He wanted to scream from it all, and when Acheron fell and scraped their knees, Styxx couldn’t take it anymore. He hit the ground, clutching his leg and crying out as his pain finally overwhelmed him completely.

      Please, gods, please just let me die…  

      Acheron came running to his side. “Styxx? Are you all right?”

      No. I live in a state of constant physical pain no one understands or has mercy for. And he was tired of it. Dear gods, could he not have one single hour where something didn’t hurt?

      “Styxx?”

      He couldn’t respond to his brother, not while he ached so badly and in so many ways. Instead, he stared at the blood on Acheron’s ravaged skin. He felt the same exact injury on his own knee and yet he knew that if he looked at his leg, he’d have no wound to explain the throbbing ache he felt there.

      “Don’t get hurt again, Acheron,” Styxx finally breathed. “Please.”

      Acheron frowned as Ryssa came forward. She knelt on the ground by Styxx’s side. “Why are you lying here?”

      Styxx pushed himself up before she could mock his pain, too. “I fell.”

      She glanced around the path. “There’s nothing for you to trip over. What? You saw Acheron fall and couldn’t stand him getting five seconds more of attention than you?”

      Styxx glared at her as more agony split his skull. “Yes, that’s exactly what happened.”

      “Have you another headache?” Acheron asked.

      Styxx nodded then winced.

      Ryssa scoffed. “Father says you only pretend to have them to get out of your responsibilities.”

      He gestured toward his soiled chiton. “What of the blood that covers me?”

      “You probably injured yourself for sympathy. I know you. You’re not above doing anything for attention.”

      That was so him… never.

      Unable to deal with her criticism, Styxx cradled his aching skull in the palm of his right hand and continued on to his room with his valet and guard trailing in his wake.

      Acheron started to follow after him, but Ryssa held him back.

      “Let him go, Acheron. He’ll just get you into trouble like he always does. Come. Let us play more.”

       

      H ours later, Styxx lay in bed, trying his best not to move or breathe. Suddenly, he felt a gentle hand in his hair. He knew instantly who it was. Only one person was that kind or caring where he was concerned.

      “Acheron?” he whispered.

      Without answering, his brother crawled into bed behind him. “Is your head any better?”

      “Not really. Yours?”

      “It hurts but not as much as yours, I think. I can still function with mine.” Acheron touched the fresh bruises on Styxx’s bare back that throbbed even more than his head did. “Why were you punished?”

      “I left the court sessions early. Like Ryssa, Father didn’t believe my head hurts. He thought I was trying to avoid my responsibilities.” Something their father had absolutely no tolerance for.

      Acheron put his arms around him and held him close. “I’m sorry, Styxx.”

      “Thank you.” Styxx didn’t speak for several minutes as the voices in his head finally grew fainter and the cranial ache lessened enough that he could almost breathe normally again. “Acheron? Why do you think I can feel your pain, but you don’t feel mine?”

      “Ryssa would say it’s the will of the gods.”

      But why? Styxx suspected that he must not be as important to the gods as Acheron. Why else would he feel his brother’s wounds while Acheron was impervious to his pain? It was as if the gods wanted to ensure that Styxx protected his brother from all harm. As if he was Acheron’s divinely chosen whipping boy… 

      “What do you believe, Acheron?”

      “I don’t know. Any more than I understand why the gods have abandoned us to such awful people while they speak so loudly in our heads. It doesn’t make sense, does it?” Acheron turned over and pressed his back to Styxx’s then his feet. As they lay quietly in the darkness of Styxx’s room, Acheron reached to take Styxx’s hand into his. “I’m sorry Ryssa is so mean to you. She just thinks that you’re doted on and spoiled while they treat me badly.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I see the truth. Our parents are suspicious of you, too. And while they are nice to you at times, they’re also very, very mean.”

      Yes, they were. And unlike Acheron, he couldn’t complain about it. No one believed him when he did so. They accused him of being spoiled and then disregarded his pain as insignificant, or worse, they took perverse pleasure in his suffering as if he deserved it because he was a prince while they were not. Sometimes he thought it would be better to be Acheron. At least his brother knew what reception he’d receive whenever their parents were around. Styxx never knew until it was too late.

      Sometimes his father was loving, and then at others… 

      He lashed out as if he hated Styxx even more than he hated Acheron. It made no sense and was terribly confusing to his young mind. For that reason, he didn’t want to be around either of his parents or his sister.

      It was best to avoid them and the confusion they caused.

      Sighing, he squeezed Acheron’s hand and let that touch silence the voices that urged him to kill himself. They were merciless in their taunts.

      You are poison. So long as you live, you will suffer! 

      But if he died, Acheron died, too. The wise woman had proclaimed it so when they were born. Their lives had been joined together by the gods themselves and there was no way to undo it.

      Maybe that is why you suffer. 

      The gods were trying to make him kill Acheron. To hate his brother so that Styxx would murder them both. It made sense in a way. Maybe they thought that if they tortured Styxx enough, he’d grow so tired of it that he’d be desperate enough to kill Acheron to end his own agony. Was that why their eyes were different? So that if he killed his brother, he wouldn’t be looking into his own blue eyes when he did it?

      Yet he couldn’t make himself hate the only person who loved him. The only person who could comfort him and quiet the evil in his head.

      Gods or no gods, misery or happiness, Acheron was his brother. Forever and always. He was the only real family Styxx had.

      And the one thing he’d learned in his short life was that he couldn’t trust anyone. Not even the gods. People lied all around him. Constantly. Even about the little things. Only Acheron was trustworthy and honest. Only his brother didn’t try to harm him or seek to betray him to his father. So how could he hurt the only person in his life who treated him as something more than an object to be despised? The one person who didn’t smirk in silent satisfaction whenever he was harmed?

      “I love you, Acheron.”

      “I love you, too, brother.”

      Styxx leaned his head back until it rested against Acheron’s and finally let the tears fall that had been misting his eyes all day. He could show them to Acheron. His brother understood and would never mock him for them. “Do you think we’ll ever be able to leave this place and find peace?”

      “No. I think we were born to suffer.”

      The saddest part? So did he. “At least we have each other.”

      Acheron nodded. “Brothers – always and forever. They’ll never be able to take that away from us.”
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      “He’s coming through the gates right now!”

      Styxx looked up from his lessons to see Acheron in the doorway with a huge smile on his face. He didn’t have to ask who Acheron was talking about. It would be their uncle Estes who always came to visit them this time of year. It was the one event all of them looked forward to with equal pleasure.

      His heart pounding with the same excitement Acheron felt, he glanced up at his tutor, Master Praxis. “Might I be excused, sir? Please?”

      “Of course, Your Highness.”

      Styxx set his scroll aside and ran to Acheron. Hand in hand, they rushed through the hall and down the stairs until they were at the front door where servants were assembling to greet their uncle. Ryssa was already outside on the stone steps, a few feet from their father.

      His smile withered as cold dread filled every part of his body. How would his father greet him? For some reason, he couldn’t hear his father’s thoughts and the king’s rigid stance gave him no clue as to the old man’s mood.

      Acheron let go of his hand and sidled over to Ryssa so that their father wouldn’t notice him. How Styxx wished he could go to her for protection, too, but Ryssa never welcomed his company. Only his absence.

      The musicians began their fanfare as his father turned in his direction. Styxx braced himself for his father’s derision.

      Instead, his father smiled warmly and held his hand out to him. “There you are, my precious boy. I was just about to send a servant to fetch you. Come and greet your uncle.”

      Maybe his father was in a good mood… 

      Smiling even while his stomach knotted harder, Styxx took his father’s hand and allowed him to pull him up into his arms.

      You better remember this. There’s no telling when he’ll embrace you again. 

      It was true. He’d taken to trying to hold on to any memory of his parents’ kindness toward him. It was what saw him through their vicious attacks and periods of hateful words.

      Styxx laid his head on his father’s shoulder and closed his eyes. How he wished it could always be like this. Most of all, he wished Estes lived with them. His father was much kinder and happier whenever his brother was around. Like him and Acheron, Estes and their father had a special bond. One that was evident as his father rubbed Styxx’s back and held him close, like he treasured him.

      His father didn’t release him until Estes’s procession stopped at the drive below. Gleaming with gold armor and bright red cloaks and banners, his uncle’s men were as impressive as his uncle himself. But what never failed to amaze Styxx was how much his uncle favored his father. At first glance, they, too, could pass as twins, even though Estes was three years younger. Identical in height, they had the same build, curly blond hair, and beards.

      In full military regalia, Estes stepped down from his chariot and, laughing, rushed up the stairs to embrace his father. “Xerxes! How much I’ve missed you!”

      “And I, you, little brother! How was your journey?”

      “Any journey that brings me to my family is a good one, indeed.” Estes stooped then gaped at Styxx. “Is that my little squirrel all grown and looking like a short adult? What are you now, child? Ten-and-eight? A score?”

      “I’m six, Uncle!” Styxx smiled in delight then launched himself at Estes, who caught him with a laugh and held him close to his chest. “I’m not as big as you are. But one day —”

      “You shall tower above me, little squirrel. No doubt.” Estes kissed his cheek and squeezed him so hard that Styxx groaned from it. His uncle carried him up the stairs to where Ryssa and Acheron waited. His sister’s blond hair fell to her waist in bright golden curls. Dressed in purple, she was truly the most beautiful girl in all Greece – if only she had the personality to match. “Ah… my fairest Ryssa, you are a vision. More beautiful every time I see you.”

      She blushed then moved to hug him. “It’s so good to see you, Uncle.”

      Estes set Styxx down as he saw Acheron. “And little Acheron… look at how much you’ve grown, too. I barely recognize you and Styxx. Come and embrace me.”

      Acheron jumped into his arms and hugged him tight. “Have you been fighting the Atlanteans again?”

      Their uncle always regaled them with the stories of his glorious battles against their enemies. A legendary, undefeated strategos, Estes was one of the most respected soldiers in all the world.

      “Not lately, dearest. Unfortunately, we are trying for peace with them.”

      “Peace?” their father scoffed. “Such is not possible where they’re concerned.”

      “So say you, brother, but the other Greek kings are trying, and I’ve been named as an ambassador to Atlantis while they negotiate the peace terms.”

      That seemed to please their father a great deal. “Well, if anyone can make peace with those jackdaws, it is you. Now come and let us catch up for a while.”

      Estes kissed Acheron’s cheek then set him down beside Styxx. “Remind me later, boys, I have special gifts for both of you.”

      Their father curled his lip. “Why do you dote on that one when it’s obvious he’s not one of us?”

      Estes caressed Acheron’s cheek. “He’s a fine, handsome boy, Xerxes. But for his freakish eyes, you’d never know he wasn’t Styxx’s brother.”

      Acheron winced at words Styxx knew cut his brother to the bone. He started to comfort him, but Ryssa picked Acheron up and cradled him to her. Acheron laid his head down on her shoulder and closed his eyes. Before Styxx could move, she headed back inside with Acheron while his father and Estes withdrew to his father’s study.

      Alone, Styxx watched as everyone dispersed. He’d been completely forgotten.

      Again.

      Sighing at the common occurrence, he headed inside so that he could return to his solitary studies. Other boys his age met together to learn, but his father didn’t want him held back by those who were slower. It was far more important that Styxx, as a future king, commit to memory as much as he could as fast as was possible. Therefore, he had the best, most learned tutors his father could procure and he was required to fully utilize them and not waste their time. Failure to advance at the rate his father set was met with the harshest of punishments for both the tutors and for Styxx. So his tutors, fearful of the king’s wrath, were brutal with their expectations, and Styxx had to keep up or be punished first by them and then by his father. The king had given all his tutors and trainers full rein to make his life miserable if he did anything they didn’t approve of.

      You will be responsible for everyone in this kingdom, boy. You must learn to focus and think through every complicated matter and obstacle. I will not leave my throne to a senseless fool. 

      Because his father had inherited the throne so young, he didn’t care that Styxx was still a child. Should anything happen to the king, Styxx would advance to the throne immediately. It could happen twenty years from now, or tomorrow. In the event of the latter, it was crucial that he was trained and ready to accept his responsibilities as king.

      There’s no place in the heir’s life for foolish childhood pastimes or pursuits. Every man, woman, and child of this kingdom is looking to you for their welfare and future. For thousands of years, Didymos has stood as the greatest of the Greek city-states. Undefeated. The House of Aricles is the oldest in the land and we have a glorious history of renowned heroes spanning untold generations. Gods willing, we will continue to be the greatest of them all. I will not allow you to taint our empire or tarnish the names of our esteemed Ariclean ancestors. When they look at you, they do not see Prince Styxx, they see the son of Xerxes of the House of Aricles. Every word you say or action you take reflects on me and I’ve worked too hard to achieve my stellar reputation to have it tainted by you or anyone else. 

      Acheron and Ryssa were lucky. Their father didn’t view them as an extension of himself. Whenever they did something wrong, the king didn’t consider it an affront to his good name. They were tutored together and at a much more leisurely pace by the women in Ryssa’s retinue. Sometimes Styxx could hear them laughing through the walls while his tutors mercilessly drilled him.

      But at least Praxis wasn’t overly harsh. He was far more patient and understanding than the others.

      You are still a young boy, Highness. I know it’s hard for you to sit for hours on end and focus. Let’s take a brief break and let your lessons sink in before we start the next session. 

      Sometimes he’d even bring sweets for Styxx to snack on while they worked.

      As Styxx neared the stairs, he saw his mother waiting in the shadows. An older version of Ryssa, she had been a celebrated beauty in her youth. But too many years of overindulging alcohol had aged her beauty so that she now appeared older than their father.

      For a moment, he thought she might be sober. But as he drew closer, the stench of excess stole his breath.

      “Which bastard are you?” she sneered.

      “Styxx, Mother.”

      Angrily, she narrowed her gaze as if she didn’t quite believe him. “Where’s the other one?”

      “With Ryssa.”

      A smile finally curled her lips. “My precious Ryssa… she was supposed to come visit with me this morning.” She started for the staircase then stumbled. Styxx moved to help her. At first, she recoiled from his touch, but after a moment she relaxed and allowed him to give her his shoulder so that she could climb the stairs without falling and hurting herself.

      “Who came just now?” she asked as they walked down the hall, toward her chambers.

      “Uncle Estes.”

      “Good. That’ll make the old skatophage happy for a while.”

      Styxx didn’t comment, but he was glad his father wasn’t around to hear his wife call him a dung-eater. No doubt it would upset him greatly.

      He led her into her room and deposited her on her dressing stool. As he started away, she reached out and grabbed him by the hair then yanked him closer to her.

      “Please, Mother. You’re hurting me.” He tried to pull her hand away, but she held him fast and with the strength of all the Furies.

      She snorted derisively. “You don’t know what pain is. Try birthing an ungrateful bastard from your loins, followed by another of his kind. Then watch as your husband’s love turns to hatred for you because of them. That’s pain. But you… you’re the precious, beloved heir he adores. You’re all he loves now.”

      Funny, it didn’t feel that way to him. Not while his father censored everything he did. For every bit of praise he received, his father made sure to give at least three criticisms to accompany it.

      She gentled her grip in his hair, but didn’t let go. “You have hair like your father. I used to love to run my hands through it at night. Back then, he was mine alone and he loved me so. He would have done anything for me… At night, he couldn’t wait to bed me.” Tears filled her eyes. “Why did you have to be born?” Sobbing, she pulled his hair then slapped him. “Get out of my sight! You disgust me!”

      Styxx ran from the room as fast as he could. His cheek burned from her blow, but he knew better than to leave his mother alone like this. His father would be very angry should he learn that Styxx had abandoned her when it was obvious she needed someone to watch over her. Wiping at his tears, he went to the small antechamber where her maids were gathered to sew and gossip.

      “What are you doing here?” the eldest maid snapped as soon as she saw him in the doorway. “I was told by Her Majesty that you were not allowed in this part of the palace. She has no desire to see you.”

      He disregarded her venom. “The queen is in her room and summons you.”

      She brushed rudely past him without a word. The others stared at him as if he were the filth that sullied their shoes. They were forever looking at him like that whenever he was without his father and he hated it. Most of all, he hated how it made him feel like he was the filth on their shoes.

      Lifting his chin, he glared back at each one in turn. “I am your prince and heir. You are not to meet my gaze without my permission,” he reminded them. “Or I should have you whipped for it.” He slammed the door and turned to find Ryssa in the hall behind him.

      She raked him with a look that made him feel even lower than the maids had. “You wretched little tyrant. You think you’re so much better than everyone else. You’re not, you know. You’re just a spoiled little pig who’s nothing without his father. I hope one day you get exactly what you deserve.”

      The sincerity of her gaze and cruelty of words shredded his heart. Why could she not, just once, say something kind to him? What had he ever done to her? Nothing, and he was tired of her insults. “Shut up, kuna! I hate you! I wish you were dead and burned!”

      Ryssa grabbed his arm and shook him. “How dare you talk to me like that and use such a filthy word!”

      “Styxx!”

      He cringed at his father’s furious tone. Knowing what would follow, he pried her harsh, bruising grip from his arm and walked past Ryssa to the top of the stairs so that he could see his father below, standing beside Estes.

      Fabulous. Now his father would show off for his younger brother.

      “Come here, boy!”

      His heart pounding in fear he didn’t dare let show, Styxx descended the stairs. “Yes, Father?”

      “What have I told you about respecting your sister?”

      She is the sole princess of this realm. As such, she is to be treasured above all…  

      It was so unfair. If he were Ryssa, he’d be able to whine and tell his father what had happened. But he knew from experience that it would only make this worse. Men did not complain, and most especially not kings. They took the repercussions for their actions and held their heads high no matter what.

      Still, he wasn’t king. Not yet. And he definitely wasn’t a man. “She started it, Father.”

      He grabbed his arm in the same place Ryssa had twisted it, causing Styxx to grimace. “How dare you! You do not disrespect your father and you damn sure do not disrespect your king,” he snarled. “Ever!”

      His father yanked his arm and hauled him toward the guard room until they reached the Royal Scold’s station. The scold came to his feet immediately and bowed low.

      His father flung him at the tall, beefy man Styxx hated with every part of himself.

      “Twenty lashes, and ten more if he whimpers or cries.”

      The scold nodded respectfully. “Am I to be given immunity, Majesty?”

      “Aye, of course.”

      The scold turned his dark eyes to Styxx. “Your Highness?”

      It galled him so that he was forced to grant immunity to the person who was about to cane him. But since it was death for anyone to strike a member of the royal family, it had to be done before the scold could carry out the king’s orders against a prince. And if he didn’t grant it, his father would only make it worse on him.

      “Aye. I grant it,” he whispered.

      “When you’re finished, take him to his room and see to it that he’s kept there until morning with no comforts.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      His lips trembling from his pent-up tears, Styxx watched as his father left him alone with the giant mountain of a man. For lesser offenses, which he never seemed to commit, he had a whipping boy who would take his punishments for him. But for anything that was deemed a personal insult to his family, Styxx, unlike Ryssa, had to bear it all himself. The princess was never whipped for anything. She was too precious and dainty for such. Most of all, she wasn’t being groomed for manhood and kingship.

      And now that the scold was granted immunity by the two of them, he would take a great deal of pleasure in hurting him. He always did. Even if Styxx didn’t cry or whimper, he would still receive the harshest punishment his father had called for. And all because the scold, like Ryssa, thought him to be a spoiled, undeserving brat who needed to be humbled.

      You think you’re so much better than the rest of us. You’re not, dog. You’re just a rich man’s son. A drunken god-whore’s whelp. 

      Laughing in greedy expectation, the scold pulled him into the small room that was reserved solely for Styxx’s private punishments, and bent him over the caning bench. He shoved a piece of leather into Styxx’s mouth for him to bite down on and muffle his cries so that his pain wouldn’t disturb others or embarrass his father. He tied Styxx’s hands to the front of the bench to hold him in place and make sure he didn’t try to run then bared his buttocks for the beating.

      Styxx placed his cheek against the cold stone and tried to be brave. He did. But when the scold lightly brushed the wood cane against his naked thighs to let him feel how thick and hard it was, he wet himself in fear of the coming pain.

      “Some worthless king you’ll make,” he mocked then he lashed him with every ounce of his massive strength.

      Horrified and in pain, Styxx held his screams in for as long as he could, but in the end, he was as worthless as they all thought. He couldn’t help it, especially since the scold didn’t hurry it along. Rather he dragged it out, waiting for the numbness to pass before he struck again.

      At least it took Styxx’s attention away from the bruises on his arm and cheek. He should probably be grateful for that.

      When it was finally over, the scold dragged him to his room and locked him inside. The servants had already come in and stripped his bed of its linens and pillows. Everything except his bed and chamber pot had been removed.

      Tired and aching, Styxx limped toward his bed, but he hurt too much to climb into it. Rather he lay down on the stone floor and wished that he was the son of anyone else. He hated being a prince. Too much was expected of him and everyone despised him for it.

      Even his own sister and mother.

      Just once he wanted to be free to go outside and play like other children did. To have them welcome him as another playmate and not run away in fear or hatred. While they frolicked with carefree abandon, he had to learn how to speak, read, and write Atlantean, Greek, Akkadian, Egyptian, Sumerian, and a million other languages he didn’t care about. Other children got to participate in fun games and friendly competitions, while he had to master swordplay and military tactics taught to him by instructors who detested him even more than the others. Instructors who knocked him to the ground and delighted whenever he bled.

      Get up, Highness. In battle, you’d be dead or taken already. You have to fight the hardest of all so that your men will respect you and be willing to lay their lives down at your command. No one follows a coward, no matter what crown he wears…  

      Don’t laugh, boy, it isn’t kingly. Don’t smile or they’ll think you’re soft or stupid. You must be composed and dignified at all times. Never let your guard down. They are your subjects, not your friends, and you are their future king. You mustn’t ever forget that. 

      On and on it went until it rang in his head alongside the voices of the gods and horrible thoughts of other people.

      He didn’t see a single perk to being king. Not if it meant you couldn’t enjoy laughter or… well… anything.

      I wish Acheron was the heir…  

      But as soon as he had that thought, shame filled him for it. He would never wish this sort of misery on his beloved brother. Acheron had enough to deal with.

      “One day I will be king,” he sobbed, slamming his small fist against the floor. And when he was, things would be very different for both of them. No one would ever make either him or Acheron feel like this again.

      Not even his sister.
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      Long after midnight, Styxx lay abed, trying to sleep, yet it was impossible. If the pain in his skull wasn’t excruciating enough, Acheron had been beaten earlier for the high grand offense of meeting their father’s gaze as they passed in the hallway.

      His back burned in sympathetic pain for his brother’s wounds. He still didn’t know how he’d made it through dinner without crying or screaming from the agony, but now that he was alone, he could writhe and moan in peace.

      Why can’t I just die already? 

      Surely death would be better than living like this. How could one head hurt so much and not render the victim dead or brain damaged?

      How?

      Sucking his breath in sharply between his teeth, he heard someone at his door. He froze in panic. It couldn’t be Acheron. They were both in too much pain to leave their beds.

      The door opened to show his father in the dim firelight. This couldn’t be a good thing. His father never disturbed him at night.

      What have I done now? 

      That was a stupid thought. He’d done nothing. Rather, what does he believe I’ve done?

      Styxx squeezed his eyes shut, feigning sleep and praying that his father would leave him in peace. Instead, his father sat on the edge of his bed. Styxx held his breath, terrified of what this meant. Why was he here? What could he possibly want with him at this hour?

      I didn’t do anything…  

      He’d been on his best behavior for weeks now. Only Acheron had been acting out lately. Not that he blamed his brother. They were both tired of how they were treated.

      His father sank his fingers into Styxx’s hair. His hand was so large that he was able to cradle the whole of Styxx’s head in his massive palm.

      Styxx’s eyes flew open as he waited for the pain he was sure would follow.

      Yet his father began running his hand through Styxx’s blond curls, toying with them, brushing them back from his face. Maybe he wasn’t angry with him, after all. Hoping for the best, he met his father’s gaze in the firelight, but didn’t dare speak a word. There was rare tenderness in his father’s gaze, mixed with concern.

      “You remind me much of Estes when he was a boy. Things you say and do… It makes me think of our childhood together and how much I miss it. Even this was his room back then…” His father brushed his thumb over Styxx’s brow and smiled at the memories. Suddenly, the smell of alcohol on the king’s breath hit him hard. His father was terribly drunk.

      Biting his lip, Styxx prayed that his father wouldn’t fly into one of the legendary rages that his mother had whenever she fell too deeply into her cups.

      “He was my only friend. He still is. You’ve no idea what it’s like to have a brother like him. One you can trust who would never do anything to betray you.”

      His father was wrong about that. Acheron was the best friend anyone could ask for. Not even Estes could equal him.

      Leaning closer, his father squinted at him while he held his chin in his hand. He turned Styxx’s head so that he could study his face from different angles. “You look like us… but are you really my son?”

      “Father —”

      “Don’t speak to me!”

      Styxx clamped his jaw shut as another wave of terror washed over him. What would his father do?

      His father pulled the blanket back so that he could rudely inspect every inch of Styxx’s entire body. “You look so human…”

      Styxx wanted to scream as pain racked him hard whenever his father touched the areas of his small body bruised by Acheron’s beating. But he didn’t dare let his father know he was hurting when there was no obvious reason for it.

      His father rolled him onto his back. Styxx’s jaw quivered as tears filled his eyes. There’d been a good reason why he’d been lying on his stomach. His breathing labored, he watched as his father pulled the knife from his belt.

      Is he going to kill me? 

      “But are you human? I have to know.” Before Styxx could move or react, his father seized his forearm in a merciless grip then he violently slashed it open. Unable to hold back, Styxx cried out as blood covered his arm and soaked his sheets.

      “Sweet Hera,” his father breathed. “What have I done?” He clutched at Styxx’s wounded arm, trying to stanch the blood flow. “I’m so sorry, Styxx. Forgive me, child.”

      His hands shaking, his father wrapped Styxx’s arm with cloth he tore from Styxx’s sheets then he pulled him into his arms and rocked him while Styxx silently sobbed. “Shh, little one. It’s all right. It’s all right…”

      But it wasn’t and Styxx knew it. From the moment of his birth, his father had questioned his parentage. If not in words, then by the unguarded glares Styxx would see whenever they were alone.

      “It’s not your fault, child. It’s that demon bastard. He’s to blame for all of this. He’s the one who makes me doubt you. Every time I see his face… It fills me with such violence.”

      Not just Acheron’s face. It was his face, too.

      His father cupped his head in his large hand and kissed his brow then his cheek. “You are my baby boy. The heir I prayed and sacrificed to the gods for. I know you are. I know it.” Tears filled his eyes as he cast a suspicious glare at Styxx. “Aren’t you?”

      How could he answer a question when he wasn’t sure either? His father sensed the very thing he knew for a fact. That he wasn’t right. He wasn’t normal. While Acheron had the eyes of a god, Styxx was the one who felt phantom pains from wounds given to his brother. He was the one who heard stray thoughts of random people. Heard the voices of gods much louder than Acheron did. He sensed other people’s emotions and intended actions, even when they tried to conceal them, and he knew the weather without fail.

      But the worst were the merciless headaches that plagued him all the time.

      Maybe I’m not human…  

      In all honesty, Acheron seemed to be far more normal than he did.

      “Answer me!” his father growled. “Are you my son?”

      There was only one answer to give. Right or wrong. “Y-y-yes.”

      His father placed Styxx’s head under his chin and wept while he continued to rock him. He didn’t let go again until well after dawn. Then, he laid Styxx down on his bed and tucked him into his bloodstained sheets as if nothing had happened. Kissing Styxx’s brow, he gave his shoulder a light squeeze then left him alone.

      Scared and hurt, Styxx stared at the makeshift bandage his father had wrapped and knotted around his forearm. His hand shaking, he peeled it back to see what he’d suspected… he was already healing from the vicious wound. By the end of the day, it would be almost completely gone, with only a scar to mark its location.

      I’m not human any more than Acheron is. 

      And his father would absolutely kill him if he ever learned the truth of it.
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      Styxx opened his bedroom door to find Acheron on the other side of it. He let out a relieved breath. “Thank the gods it’s you.”

      “Why is your door locked again?”

      He shrugged, not wanting to tell Acheron or anyone else about the midnight visit from the king. Since February, he’d made sure to lock and block his door every night lest he receive another unwelcomed surprise.

      “What are you doing here?” Styxx asked, trying to deflect his brother’s attention away from a question he had no intention of answering.

      “I brought your present to you from Estes. You left it downstairs. After what happened last year, I wanted to make sure you got to keep this one.”

      Styxx took the wooden horse from Acheron’s hand and offered a smile he didn’t feel.

      You deserve nothing until you learn how to conduct yourself civilly and with honor. His father’s cruel words still haunted him.

      “Thank you, Acheron.” Styxx moved to place the horse on the chest by his window where he kept his collection of them. After last year’s nightmare, he hadn’t felt the same about his wooden horses. Instead of being a source of pride and pleasure, all they reminded him of was his father forcing him to burn the beautiful Atlantean horse Estes had brought him while his legs had ached from his beating and his ego from wetting himself. And all the while Ryssa had smirked in pleasure of his being forced to destroy his gift over his “insult” to her.

      Sighing, he moved away from the chest. “A set of beads from us both.”

      Acheron scowled. “What?”

      Styxx met Acheron’s deep frown. “What what? You asked me what I got Mother for her birthday.”

      “No, I didn’t. I only thought about asking you.”

      Styxx ground his teeth as he realized that he’d read Acheron’s mind. You better be more careful. Such a slip around someone else could be fatal. “It must be our twin blood.” That was always a safe bet whenever he was with Acheron. His brother accepted that explanation without question or malice.

      Grabbing the small wooden box from his table, he took it over to Acheron. “You want to give it to her?”

      He shook his head. “You better do it. She’d prefer it from you, I think.”

      And he’d prefer not to see her at all. Most of the times he was with their mother, she looked at him as if she could go through him. “Shall we get this over with?”

      “I’m game if you are.”

      Honestly, I’d rather have my eyes gouged out and fed to me. 

      But part of being a king was doing things you didn’t want to without complaint or hesitation. Head high. Back straight. Show no emotion. Even if you were only seven years old.

      Styxx clutched the box to his chest, dreading it already. “Maybe she’ll still be passed out and we can leave it with her maids.”

      Hoping for the best outcome, he took Acheron’s hand and led him through the back hallways of the palace to their mother’s rooms.

      At the door, Styxx hesitated for so long that Acheron moved around him and knocked in his stead. A few seconds later, the oldest maid opened it to stare down her nose at them.

      Styxx ignored her disdain. “We’ve come to wish the queen a happy birthday. Is she awake?”

      Without a word, the maid stepped back, opening the door wide enough to allow them to enter the room. Their mother sat in a chair near the window, staring out it.

      Unsure of her mood, Styxx hesitated. Why did his powers always fail him when he needed them most?

      “Is she sober?” Acheron whispered in his ear.

      “I don’t know.”

      Their mother let out an exasperated sigh. “Will you two stop whispering. Either come in or leave. Preferably the latter.”

      Styxx started to go.

      Acheron pushed him forward.

      Thanks, brother… 

      Crossing the room, Styxx held the box out toward her.

      She frowned at it. “What’s this?”

      “Happy birthday, Mother,” they said in unison.

      A rare smile lit her face as she took the box and opened it to find the shell bead necklace Styxx had bought in the marketplace. Hoping to please her, he’d traded one of his carved horses for it.

      “Thank you.” She pulled him into a cold, mechanical hug.

      Bug-eyed, Styxx met Acheron’s gaping stare. Before he realized what Acheron was doing, his brother stepped forward.

      “Happy birthday, Mother.” Acheron moved to hug her.

      Shrieking in outrage, she slapped him hard across his face. “Get away from me, you repulsive monster!”

      Styxx’s nose exploded with blood as pain permeated his cheek, skull, and eye. Damn, for a sot, his mother could pack a wallop.

      She continued to rail against them as they ran for the door and then down the hallway. They didn’t stop until they’d reached the bottom of the stairs.

      His breathing labored, Acheron turned to face him. “Why do they do that to me?”

      “I don’t know. They’re crazy.”

      “What in the name of Zeus happened to you?”

      Styxx flinched at the sound of his father’s angry voice as he wiped at the blood on his face. He cringed over the sight of blood droplets on his white chiton. Few things upset his father more than for him to be disheveled in public.

      “Did you hit him?” he accused Acheron.

      Acheron shook his head.

      “Liar!” He moved to take his arm.

      “Father, no!” Styxx blocked him from attacking his brother.

      Acheron ducked then ran like mad up the stairs and out of sight.

      His father started after Acheron, but Styxx grabbed his arm and held him in place. “He didn’t do it, Father. It’s just another nosebleed. I get them all the time.”

      “Xerxes?”

      Styxx glanced past his father to see his uncle closing the distance between them. “Uncle, please tell him that Acheron didn’t harm me. It’s nothing.”

      Estes passed a skeptical look from Styxx to his father. “It doesn’t look like nothing to me, child. Rather, that’s a severe injury on your face. It’s obvious someone hit you.”

      “It wasn’t Acheron.” Styxx let go of his father so that he could hold his nostrils together to contain the bleeding. “I shall be fine, Father. I’m sorry for the mess.” Hoping he’d given Acheron enough time to hide, he left them and went to his room to clean his nose and change his clothes.

      He’d barely finished dressing a few minutes later when he heard Acheron and Ryssa yelling. What in the name of Olympus?

      Normally, he was the one screaming with Ryssa. It wasn’t like Acheron to get crossed up with her for anything. But as he left his room, he realized it was something far worse than a fight between siblings… 

      Soldiers were dragging his brother down the stairs, toward the front door. Terrified, Styxx ran after them. He didn’t catch up until they were in the drive outside. He tried to reach his brother, but his father held him back while Estes carried Acheron away in his arms.

      Styxx glared at his father. “What’s going on?”

      “Estes is taking him to live in Atlantis.”

      That was an even harder blow than the one that still stung his face. “What? No! No!”

      Styxx tried to break out of his father’s hold to get to his brother, who was fighting Estes every bit as hard.

      “It’s for the best. He’s a danger to all of us, especially you.”

      How could they be so stupid? His brother was the only one who would never intentionally hurt him. “Acheron! Please, Father! Don’t take my brother from me! Please!”

      “Styxx!” Acheron held his hands out toward him while Styxx did everything he could to get to him.

      No one listened to them. Nor did they take pity or mercy on the boys.

      Heartbroken, Styxx fought his father’s hold and watched as his uncle and brother rode out of sight. And as they went, he knew that Estes hadn’t just taken his brother from him.

      He’d taken everything… 

       

      Completely devastated by the loss of Acheron’s company, Styxx pushed the door open to Ryssa’s room. Her sobs had been relentless. For hours now, he’d listened to her give free vocal rein to the same emotions that flogged him. But if he cried as she did for Acheron, his father would have him beaten for it.

      The desolate loneliness was terrible. It was as if someone had cut off his arm and thrashed him with it. He felt bereft and betrayed. Without Acheron, he had no one to turn to. No one to talk to. No one who would hug him or make sure he was all right when he hurt.

      He was all alone and completely desperate for something to hold on to, even if it meant embracing the big sister who hated him.

      “Ryssa?”

      She pulled away from her nurse who’d been holding her, trying to comfort her pain. Drawing a ragged breath, she glared at him as if it was his fault Acheron was gone. “What do you want, you selfish little beast?”

      Styxx bit his lip in indecision. Her mood was extremely volatile. But what did he have to lose now? “I could be your little brother, too… like Acheron.”

      She curled her lip as more tears fell down her face. “You? You’re the reason they took my brother from me. Just because you look like him, it doesn’t make you what he is. You could never be my Acheron. You’re just a poor copy of him. Get out of my sight. You sicken me.” Wailing, she buried her head against her nurse’s shoulder. The old woman patted her lovingly while they ignored him entirely.

      “But I could love you, too, sister. If you’d let me.”

      Shrieking, she shot from her nurse and grabbed his arm. “I don’t want your love, you brat. You know nothing of loving others. Only yourself.” She shoved him out the door and slammed it shut in his face.

      Styxx’s lips quivered as he stared at the closed door with tears in his eyes. “I could learn to love if only one of you would teach me how,” he whispered.

      But none of them wanted to love him and he knew it. The only person who’d loved him was gone now. Stolen away from him.

      I have no one. And he hated being alone. Twins weren’t born to be apart. He was only one half of a whole.

      Brothers, forever and always.

      That had been their pact. Styxx wiped at the tears in his eyes as he went to Acheron’s room. But there was nothing here. Like his heart and soul, it was empty. The only possession left behind was Acheron’s flat, worn pillow.

      With tears streaming down his face, he went to the bed and pulled the pillow into his arms then went to his own room. He held his fist to his mouth to stifle his sobs as he placed Acheron’s pillow on the floor next to the wall. Lying down on it, he pressed his spine to the wall and then his feet, trying to pretend it was his brother at his back. But the wall was so cold, and while the pillow smelled of Acheron, it just wasn’t the same.

      It couldn’t hold his hand or speak to him with comforting words. It was just a pillow.

      His brother was gone from his world. The grief and agony were so fierce he couldn’t bear it. It felt as if someone had reached into his chest and yanked his heart out.

      “What am I to do?”

      Styxx glanced at his wooden horses and saw the one Acheron had brought to him earlier that day. Rage clouded his sight. How dare Estes give him that and then take Acheron. Did he think a stupid horse could replace his brother’s love?

      Did he?

      Unable to stand it, he ran to the chest and smashed all of the finely carved horses to pieces. He stomped them on the floor until they were splintered. He didn’t want to see them again. Ever!

      When he came to the last whole one, he stopped. It was the horse Ryssa had given Acheron for their birthday two years back.

      Will you keep it for me, Styxx? I would weep if it were lost. 

      Pulling it toward him, he cradled it to his chest. “I won’t let it be harmed, Acheron. It will be here for your return. I promise.”

      No matter where they lived or how far apart, they were still brothers.

      Forever and always.
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Four years later

      Sighing heavily, Styxx picked through the merchant’s wares, trying to find something his sister might like for her birthday gift. Unfortunately, Ryssa had everything imaginable.

      He hesitated at a necklace.

      “You don’t have enough money for that, Highness.”

      Styxx cringed at the resonance of his valet’s snide tone that gloated at being able to say that to him. Loudly. There were several snickers from nearby patrons over the comment.

      Growling low, he moved away from the necklace. He hated being embarrassed. He suffered enough of that from his sister, mother, father, tutors, and trainers. The last thing he wanted was for another servant to publicly mock him, too.

      Even though Styxx had asked his father for a loan, his father had adamantly refused. If you want more money, work harder for it. Something difficult to do given the magnitude of the study load he carried, the court sessions he had to attend, his war training, strategy sessions, and temple obligations.

      And the small fact that he already worked an average of twenty-two hours a week… 

      They just rarely paid him for it.

      “They have cheaper items over here that I’m sure you can afford, Your Highness.” Styxx cringed even more at his valet’s snottiness.

      Unwilling to be embarrassed further, Styxx left without a word.

      His valet followed with the same smug stare. “Highness? You’re —”

      “You’re dismissed,” Styxx snapped at his valet as soon as they were outside the shop. “Return to the palace immediately, servant. I’ve had quite enough of you for one day.”

      “Styxx!” Ryssa barked as she happened by at just that precise moment.

      Why, gods… why? 

      Styxx ignored her as he refused to give in on this. It was bad enough others berated and embarrassed him all the time. He wasn’t about to tolerate it in public for others to laugh at him, too. “I have my guard. You are to leave. Now!”

      The valet glared at him, but he had no choice except to obey.

      Ryssa grabbed Styxx’s arm, sinking her nails into his flesh until he was certain he’d have half-moon cuts from it. “That was rude!”

      And grabbing his arm in front of everyone wasn’t? “Let me go,” he growled.

      She tightened her hold. “Father will have a fit if he sees you here without your valet.”

      “I have my guards.”

      She shoved him back. “Fine. I hope he catches you, you little beast. You deserve it.” Without a word, she spun toward her guard and escort and left him.

      Styxx rubbed at the small cuts she’d left behind on his flesh. He definitely didn’t feel like getting her a present now. But if he didn’t, his father would be furious.

      It was expected, after all.

      I better be quick. Ryssa would run to tell on him. He had no doubt. She always did. His heart pounding in fear of being caught in public without his manservant, he went into the next store, where he often bought gifts for his father.

      He was rather surprised to find Master Praxis inside. But since this was usually Styxx’s allotted study time with him, it made sense that Master Praxis would also be running errands.

      His tutor inclined his head to him. “Prince Styxx… How has your pursuit of a gift gone?”

      “Futile so far, sir. But I’m hoping to find something here.”

      “Perhaps I could be of service?”

      Styxx smiled at him. “I hope so, Master Praxis. Otherwise I won’t have time before her banquet.”

      His tutor returned his smile. “Then let us count this as a lesson in economics.”

      Styxx was more than grateful for the help.

      The owner came out from the back with a ring for Master Praxis. “Greetings, young prince.”

      “Greetings, Master Claudius.” Styxx wandered about to look at the necklaces while his tutor finished his purchase.

      “I take it you’re not shopping for His Majesty,” the owner asked as soon as he came over to assist Styxx.

      “No, sir. My sister.”

      “Ah… Her Highness was in here earlier.” He pulled out a pair of pearl hair combs. Intricately engraved, they were very pretty. “One of a kind. She was quite taken with them, but said she’d have to ask your father for the price.”

      Styxx bit his lip. “How much?”

      “For you, Highness, a tetradrachm.”

      “That’s a bit steep, is it not?” Master Praxis asked the owner.

      “These are the finest quality pearls available, as is the silver and gold. And the workmanship is in a class of its own.”

      Styxx sighed as his face warmed from even more embarrassment. “I’m afraid I don’t have that much.”

      “How much do you have to spend?” the owner asked.

      “Half of that.” He’d brought all his savings, including the money he’d set aside for a set of dice he’d wanted to buy himself for his birthday next week.

      “Would you be interested in a trade?”

      Styxx hesitated then nodded.

      “What you have, plus… your fibula.”

      His heart clenched at the price. The king had given the brooch to him last year and it was one of his most prized possessions. He bit his lip in indecision.

      Master Praxis frowned. “That’s a dear cost, Highness. Perhaps she’d like a bracelet?”

      She had drawers full of those… 

      “Did she really like it?” he asked the owner.

      “She did, indeed.”

      Styxx glanced around, but didn’t see anything else as pretty… and if he didn’t make her happy, his father would be furious. A king must sacrifice for the good of his people. It would always be expected of him.

      He looked up at Master Praxis. “The good of the many is always better than the good of the few.” Still, he really loved his fibula.

      His sister not so much.

      Styxx fingered the brooch that was his sole piece of grown-up adornment.

      We must spoil our women, boy. A happy woman makes a happy home. An unhappy one makes us drink. 

      His stomach aching for the loss, Styxx nodded and unpinned his brooch. He handed it and his coins over to the jeweler, who had his apprentice box the gift.

      “She will be thrilled, Highness,” Claudius said.

      Master Praxis appeared as thrilled about the purchase as Styxx did.

      “Thank you.” Styxx took the hair combs and left.

      Master Praxis followed him outside. “Would you like me to walk home with you, Highness?”

      “Yes, please. Thank you, Master Praxis.”

      And while they walked, his tutor went over the philosophy lesson that had been suspended for the day so that Styxx could attend his other duties.

      By the time they reached the palace, his father was waiting for him in the foyer with a glower on his face that wrenched Styxx’s stomach hard. “Where is your valet?”

      “I sent him back early.”

      “And look at you. Out in public… an embarrassment to me.” His father snatched Styxx’s chlamys where Styxx was holding it in place with his hand. “Where’s your fibula I gave you?”

      Styxx exchanged a glance with Master Praxis and begged him with his eyes not to tell his father what he’d done. To know Styxx had bartered with a merchant like some penniless fishmonger would only anger his father more. “It’s lost, Father.”

      “Lost!” His father cursed. “Get upstairs and put yourself in order.”

      Styxx headed up the steps to find Ryssa smirking in the hallway. He wanted to throw the gift at her.

      But the cost for it was too dear.

      Styxx ignored her and went to his room where the valet was waiting to snatch him around and “accidentally” pinch and bruise him while he righted Styxx’s attire.

      Tsking over the missing brooch, his valet dug the old tin childhood fibula out of Styxx’s wooden chest. The valet had just returned the chlamys to its proper drape when his father joined them.

      “Leave us.”

      Styxx held his breath in fear of his father’s sharp tone.

      “Since you’ve proven yourself so irresponsible, I’m sending your birthday gift back to the merchant. There’s no need in giving you anything until you learn to appreciate the cost of things.”

      Styxx opened his mouth to protest then caught himself. His father wouldn’t listen. “Yes, Father.”

      “Master Praxis is in your study. I suggest you don’t keep him waiting.”

      Taking care not to run because only peasants did so, Styxx went to his room down the hall where his tutor sat with a stern glower.

      “Why didn’t you tell your father what happened to your fibula, prince?”

      Because a lost brooch would cost Styxx a birthday present. A bartered one would mean a harsh beating. “Only peasants barter. He would have been furious had he learned that I went shopping without sufficient coin.”

      “That was hardly insufficient, Highness. The cost was extravagant and I’m baffled why you didn’t get her something else.”

      Styxx let out a weary breath of frustration as he explained his dilemma to his tutor. “Had my father gone in to buy them – which he would have, given Ryssa’s propensity for extreme nagging – and been told that I passed on them for something less expensive even though Ryssa had clearly and dearly wanted them – which Claudius would tell him he told me – I would have been in a lot more trouble. While my father expects and accepts that Ryssa will have to ask about purchasing jewelry, it’s not acceptable for me to do so. A prince must always be seen as affluent and respectable. This,” he pointed to his cheap fibula, “was the lesser evil.”

      His brow furrowed, Master Praxis sighed. “Our lesson today was about Scylla and Charybdis, but I think we shall move on. You are already well versed in being caught between a rock and a hard place, Highness, and having to successfully navigate the treacherous waters that divide them.”

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              June 21, 9537 BC
            

          

        

      

      Styxx sat in the study with his father and Master Praxis, reviewing his weekly progress, when Ryssa came storming into the room. At first, he feared she was angry. But as she came closer, he saw the bright smile on her face.

      “Father! Look what a messenger just brought!” she gushed as she opened her hands to show him the combs Styxx had purchased. “Acheron sent them to me! Is he not the best brother ever?”

      Master Praxis gaped as he met Styxx’s gaze.

      Subversively, Styxx touched his finger to his lips to implore his tutor not to out him. “They’re beautiful, Ryssa.”

      Scoffing at him, she put them in her hair and turned back to their father. “I shall wear them tonight at banquet! And at every banquet from now on. How did he know I wanted them? Are they not gorgeous, Father? I can’t wait for Matisera to see them!” She rushed out of the room to show their mother.

      His father glowered at Styxx. “What did you get your sister?”

      “I didn’t have time, Father. I’m sorry.”

      The look on his father’s face promised him the retribution of the Furies. “Then I suggest you find something. Fast! And we will talk about this later.”

      Euphemism for a beating to come. “Yes, Father.”

      “Go. Get out of my sight.”

      Styxx gathered his scrolls as Master Praxis escorted him from the room.

      “I am extremely nonplused, Highness.”

      Styxx jerked his chin to where Ryssa stood showing off the combs to one of her maids. “Had I given them to her, she wouldn’t be so excited, I promise you. She would have placed them in a box and never worn them again. They mean much more to her coming from my brother.”

      “But you paid dearly for them, and not just in coin…” His tutor’s gaze dropped to Styxx’s side where his chlamys had fallen away and exposed his bruised skin.

      Styxx jerked it back into place before anyone else saw it. “Gifts are for the delight of the recipient, not the giver, Master Praxis. And if I have to pay such a dear cost, I’d rather see her enjoy her combs than not.”

      “You’re a good boy, Highness. And I hope her gift to you is half so noble.”

      Styxx bit back a derisive snort. Ryssa had already given him his present… a scalding lecture on why he wasn’t worthy of one this year.

      But that was fine by him. Unlike his sister, he placed no value on objects that, sooner or later, would be taken away or destroyed as punishment.
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One year later

      “Get up, you worthless suagroi!”

      Styxx saw red at the insult that accused him of molesting pigs. Pushing himself up from the ground where he’d been violently thrown, he glared at Galen, his hoplomachos – fighting instructor. He lifted his blank, bowl-shaped shield and wooden sword, and readied himself for their next round of Stomp the Prince into Oblivion. “Suagroi? Sorry, Master Galen, but your wife’s far too old for me.”

      That got the desired reaction. Galen went crazy on him as he attacked.

      Fast and furious, raining down lethal blow after lethal blow, Galen rendered Styxx’s xiphos blocks useless as the older man shattered the inch thick wood backing and bent the metal part of Styxx’s hoplon around his arm with strikes that would fell a thick tree. Something that said it all about Galen’s legendary strength. It was all Styxx could do not to die. He finally gave up and dropped his xiphos, which wasn’t helping him hold his ground even a little then used both of his arms to angle the shield to keep from being murdered by the ancient soldier who was more than a foot taller and six times his weight. For that matter, one of Galen’s beefy arms was the same diameter as Styxx’s waist.

      So much for his hoplon being more of a weapon than a source of protection… 

      His weakened left arm that was still healing from when Galen had broken it during practice several months back ached and threatened to give way under the vicious assault.

      Bellowing in rage, Galen kicked him so fiercely it lifted him from his feet and slammed him to the ground, flat on his back. Styxx hit the dirt so hard, his breath left his lungs with such force that it felt as if both lungs had collapsed.

      Stunned from the pain, Styxx stared up at his trainer through the cheek guards of his bronze helm. Galen painfully wrenched the hoplon from his arm and threw it aside then started kicking him mercilessly in the ribs with all his stout strength.

      His arms were so numb and battered from the earlier blows, Styxx couldn’t even begin to protect himself from the kicks.

      “Is that your answer, boy, when you’re attacked? Drop your xiphos and then cower behind your hoplon like a cornered mouse? What do you think an enemy would do to you in battle?”

      If I’m lucky, kill me.

      “Tell me, where’s your smart mouth now?”

      It wasn’t his mouth that was damaged. Rather he had yet to draw enough air into his lungs to speak.

      “Enough!”

      Galen delivered one last stomp to Styxx’s groin before he heeded the king’s shout.

      Cupping himself, Styxx saw stars as bile rose in his throat. Damn, that hurt. The old man kicked like a stampeding rhinoceros.

      His hoplomachos bowed low to his father while Styxx writhed in absolute misery. “Majesty. To what do I owe this honor?”

      “I wanted to check my son’s progress, such as it isn’t… Now leave us.”

      With a vicious glare at Styxx that promised him retribution for making him look incompetent before the king, Galen inclined his head then made a hasty retreat.

      Still coughing and wheezing, Styxx rolled over and forced himself to his feet. He let go of his groin and straightened even though all he wanted to do was lie down until he could breathe again.

      His father’s revulsion and disdain hit him even harder than Galen’s last kick. Styxx spat the blood from his loosened teeth to the ground.

      “What was that I just saw?” his father growled.

      Me getting my ass kicked by your retired polemarchos. Was the man blind? There was a reason why Galen had once led the entire Didymosian army. Stronger than Atlas, the old buzzard had never been defeated by anyone.

      And definitely not by a skinny boy.

      His father struck his cuirass so hard, it forced Styxx to take a step back. “You threw down your xiphos?”

      “I was trying to protect myself,” Styxx explained.

      His father jerked the helm from Styxx’s head and threw it on the ground in disgust. He hit him in the chest again. “You’re not worthy of armor this fine. You disgrace it.” His blue eyes blazed with fury an instant before he backhanded Styxx so hard his head snapped back. “Coward!”

      Facing him without fear, Styxx licked at the blood on his lips then wiped it away with the back of his hand. “I’m just a boy, Father. Not a grown soldier.”

      Only ten-and-two… Galen wore sandals that were older.

      His father grabbed his hair and jerked him forward. “You have shamed me with your effeminate fear,” he shouted in Styxx’s ear. “I thought I was raising a king and not a queen. I should make you fight in one of your sister’s peploses and earbobs.” He shoved him away, toward the direction of the dressing rooms. “Change your clothes, go to your mother and placate her then you are to be whipped for your cowardice and insolence. Understood?”

      Styxx gave him the most sarcastic salute he could manage. “Understood… my king.”

      Pain in my ass. 

      The repugnant expression on his father’s face promised severe retaliation later. So be it… He’d failed to meet the king’s high expectations.

      There’s a fucking surprise.

      Disgusted with himself and his father, Styxx retrieved his helm and hoplon. When he went to pick up his sword, his father kicked him to the ground.

      “You haven’t earned the right to touch a Didymosian xiphos, even a training one, and I won’t have your weak, effeminate hand defile it.” The king retrieved it, and left. He handed the sword off to Galen on his way out of the arena.

      Sighing, Styxx rose to his feet and again picked up his damaged hoplon and helm then limped off to change clothes.

      Galen met him just outside the dressing room.

      Without a word, Styxx handed the veteran soldier his extremely bent blank shield. A hoplon that would remain unpainted until Styxx proved himself worthy of a battle symbol.

      At the rate he was going, that would be never.

      Sick at the thought of what was waiting for him, Styxx placed his helm on the straw armor mannequin then moved to undress. He wiped another round of blood off his mouth with the back of his hand, before he licked the wound his father had given him.

      Galen paused a few feet away. “What did the king say to you?”

      “I’m to be whipped for my cowardice.”

      To his shock, Galen winced. “I should not have lost my temper with you, Highness.”

      Styxx snorted. “My enemies won’t hold back. Why should you?”

      Shaking his head, Galen’s gaze fell to Styxx’s arm as Styxx removed his bronze vambraces. “Sweet Hera!”

      Styxx looked down to see that his left arm was terribly swollen. It was now even larger than Galen’s massive forearms. The laces from the vambrace had left impressions so deep, bruises had already formed around them.

      “Did you re-break it?”

      Styxx clenched and unclenched his fist then rotated his wrist and bent his elbow. It hurt, but he had total mobility. “Nay. It’s fine. Just swollen from the fight.”

      “It must pain you and yet you act as if it doesn’t. How can you stand it?”

      “What can I say, Master Galen? The agony of my crushed testicles distracts my attention.”

      To his shock, Galen laughed for the first time since Styxx had met him. “Come, young prince. Let me help you out of your armor.”

      Styxx frowned as his trepidation rose. He wasn’t used to people being nice where he was concerned. It actually scared him. “Why are you being kind to me?”

      “Guilt, Highness. It’s a potent thing.”

      “Why should you have guilt?”

      “I have misjudged you, and I don’t do that often.”

      Styxx was even more confused than before.

      Galen placed his hand on Styxx’s shoulder in the manner of respect and solidarity. Only Acheron had ever touched him thus. “If you were the brat I had thought you to be, my lord, you’d be whining about how unfair it is that you’re to be punished later for my unwarranted attack. But it occurs to me in the last two years that I’ve been training you, you have never once complained nor cried foul about anything I have done to you during practice. Not even when I broke your arm.”

      “That was my fault. You told me not to hold my shield that way and I forgot.” Styxx glanced down at his arm, which was four times its usual size. “It’s a lesson I shan’t forget ever again.”

      Galen’s gray eyes softened. “As I said, Highness, if you were the royal brat, you wouldn’t think that. You’d still be blaming me for it and calling for my testicles on your gilded platter.” Galen unlaced Styxx’s cuirass and lifted it over his head then placed it on the mannequin for him.

      Unsure of what to say to that, Styxx untied his pteruges and handed it to Galen.

      His teacher grimaced at the swelling which was even more severe, and the bruising that was more prominent than before. “We should bind your arm.”

      Shaking his head, Styxx moved to unlace his greaves. “It would anger my father.”

      “How so?” Galen pulled Styxx’s white linen chiton and purple wool chlamys from where Styxx had stored them then placed them on the bench beside his foot.

      “He already considers me weak. If we bind it, he’ll think I’m doing it to postpone or lessen the severity of my punishment. Trust me, that won’t go well for me.” Styxx set his greaves and shoes on their shelf then removed his red practice chiton. He folded it and placed it next to them.

      Turning, he caught the fierce scowl on Galen’s face as he stared at Styxx’s bare side.

      He glanced down to see the red and purple bruises along his ribs and over his chest that were already forming where the older man had kicked him after he’d fallen. And that wasn’t counting his other, faded bruises from things he would rather forget.

      Galen lifted his gaze to Styxx’s. “Did I ever tell you about the first time I fought in battle, Highness?”

      Styxx quickly washed himself off in the large basin of water. “No, sir.”

      Galen took a deep breath as Styxx toweled himself dry then pulled on his chiton and fastened a belt around it. “I was so scared that I soiled my armor. It slickened the stones so that when my commanding officer went to attack the enemy, he slipped and fell on it.”

      Aghast, Styxx stared at him. He wanted to laugh, but didn’t dare.

      “He was so angry that after battle, he had me given twenty lashes for it.”

      Styxx wasn’t sure how to react to that. He was both amused and horrified. And the last thing he wanted to do was offend the man who routinely beat the crap out of him.

      Galen handed Styxx his royal chlamys. “What I’m trying to tell you, Highness, is that all men, no matter how well trained or brave, have moments of profound fear. No man should ever be judged for the one and only time he throws his sword down to protect himself when he’s facing a much larger and more ferocious opponent. Rather he should be seen for all the times he doesn’t.”

      He inclined his head respectfully to Styxx. “Even though I have retired and swore I’d never war again, I would be honored to ride by your side into battle, young prince, and to fight beneath your banner. Even if we had to fight this day.” His gray gaze intensified. “I no longer see the boy you are, but rather the man you will one day be… And that man will be fierce indeed.”

      That was the kindest thing anyone had ever said to him. “Thank you, Master Galen.”

      Striking his fist to his shoulder, Galen saluted him. “Take heart, good prince. One day the king will see in you what I do.”

      He appreciated the words, but he knew better. His father would never see him as anything other than a horrendous mistake. “Again, thank you.”

      Galen offered him a tight-lipped smile. “Rest well tonight, Highness. Tomorrow I shall not take mercy on you.”

      “I look forward to it,” he said sarcastically.

      Galen’s laughter followed him out of the building.

      Sighing in sudden dread of his duties to come, Styxx headed up the hill to the palace with his guards trailing in his wake. Since they were such a permanent fixture of his life, most of the time he didn’t even notice them.

      Not until their thoughts overrode his, anyway. Gods, how he hated the voices that gave him no quarter.

      Without stopping, he entered the palace and went to his room to retrieve his mother’s birthday gift from his chest by the window. He paused as he accidentally uncovered Acheron’s wooden horse. Pain hit him hard as unshed tears choked him.

      How he missed his brother. There wasn’t an hour in the day that he didn’t wonder what was happening to Acheron. If he was well and happy.

      Trying his best not to think about something he couldn’t change, he wrapped the horse back in its cloth and retrieved the gold bracelet he’d bought for his mother. It’d taken him three months to save up the money for it.

      Because his father wanted him to appreciate what it took for their citizens to make a living, Styxx wasn’t given a stipend like other noblemen. Rather, he was required to donate labor to the temple priests and record keepers. And, if he really made his father angry, the stable master who hated him passionately. His father paid him an hourly wage for his work, provided the ones he worked for spoke highly of his labor. That was fine by him, except for when they lied to his father out of petty spite. Since they didn’t know how his father was with him in private, they thought it funny to belittle his efforts with offhand comments such as, He is a pampered prince after all, Majesty. What can you really expect from one such as he? They had no idea that his father took any report of his “laziness” as a personal criticism and embarrassment. Nor did they know that Styxx, unlike Ryssa, who was given everything she desired, received no other coin from his father. So for every ten hours he worked, he was lucky to be paid for two.

      Yes, his father clothed and fed him as befitted his station, but all the charitable funds a prince was expected to give, as well as all gifts for his family and servants, came out of what Styxx earned. Gifts that had to be on par with what a king would give or his father would also view that failure as a personal insult.

      We are known by the gifts we give…  

      Styxx snorted as he thought of the presents his father had “bestowed” on him, such as the “honor” of attending boring senate meetings and court sessions.

      Then I guess you’re a cheap fucking bastard, Father. 

      But Styxx was never allowed to be so “thoughtful.” Irritated, he touched the bracelet that had the face of Artemis, his mother’s patron goddess from her homeland, stamped in the center. It was dainty and intricately cast. He’d never seen anything prettier.

      Maybe this time she would smile at him.

      Just don’t throw it in my face like you did last year and have lashes added to what’s already coming to me. 

      And after this most charming meeting with his maternal host, he had that beating to look forward to… 

      Khalash! 

      Pulling his chlamys down to hide his swollen arm, he headed for her chambers to get it over with.

      He knocked on the door and waited for her maid to answer. Per her normal routine, the maid didn’t speak to him – the bitch who’d been attending his mother since his mother was a girl held him responsible for his mother’s ruination and she despised him passionately for it.

      With a curled lip, Dristas opened the door wider and allowed him to enter while his guards remained outside.

      His mother was pacing in front of the window that looked out onto the back courtyard. She was more agitated than usual.

      Men! I hate them all. They’re worthless, faithless pigs who should be slaughtered and gutted. Every one of them! May they all rot in Tartarus for eternity! 

      Styxx drew up short as her enraged thoughts rang in his head. This was definitely a bad time.

      As he started to turn around and leave, his mother caught sight of him.

      “What are you doing here? You’re not my Ryssa.”

      That was a definite affirmative. Her grand powers of observation never ceased to stun him.

      He lifted the small wooden box up so that she could see it. “I was bringing you your birthday gift, Matisera. But I can see it’s a bad time.”

      She raked a sneer over him. “Another cheap trinket… Meaningless tribute from a worthless ingrate.”

      Not really. The cost had been rather dear. I should have spent the money on the horse I wanted. At least he would have gotten some joy out of that.

      And a little affection to boot.

      “I’ll leave it here on your table for you.” He set it down, his heart aching for the hatred his mother bore him. “Happy birthday.” Wishing he could make her smile, just once, he turned to leave.

      The moment he did, she shrieked in outrage.

      Before Styxx could see what was wrong with her, he felt a sharp bite in his right shoulder. All her maids began screaming. Their voices, both in his head and out, were so shrill that he couldn’t understand any of them. As he twisted around, there was another vicious pain in his arm, followed by another and another. Unable to comprehend the source of the sensation, he looked at his tiny mother and saw the bloodied knife in her hand as she pulled it out of his body.

      She moved to stab him again.

      Styxx caught her wrist and held it with his injured arm. The tip of the knife hovered directly over his heart which was what she’d have stabbed had he not stopped the blow. “Matisera?”

      “I’m not your mother, you whoreson!” She snatched her hand out of his weakened grip. Then, cradling the knife in both of her hands, she fell against him, using her full body weight to bury the knife deep in his chest.

      Styxx sank to the floor as his guards finally rushed into the room to seize her. Stunned and in shock, he stared up at the ceiling in horror of what had happened.

      His mother had stabbed him.

      Repeatedly.

      The knife was still buried in his flesh… all the way to the hilt. Biting his lip, he reached for it and jerked it out. Warm blood soaked his clothes as he waited to finally die. A sharp buzzing in his ears drowned out the sound of all the voices in his head, filling him with an unexpected sense of peace.

      “Styxx?”

      He heard his uncle’s voice from far away. But he had no desire to go back to the hell he lived in. Instead, he closed his eyes and waited for Hermes to take him to Charon so that the ancient god could ferry him to his final resting place.
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      Styxx rubbed at his brow as boredom threatened to kill him while his father conferred with the musicians over what would be played during his sister’s coming-of-age banquet later tonight.

      In spite of what Ryssa thought, she was by far their father’s favorite. Even though his birthday was in two days, all preparations for his had been postponed in favor of hers. His father had even taken him aside three months ago to tell him as much.

      You understand, boy. She reaches her full majority and it’s not that important for you this year. 

      Truthfully, he didn’t want any kind of celebration, ever again. Birthdays had never boded well for him, anyway. Neither his nor anyone else’s.

      At best all they did was remind him that he shared his birthday with a brother he was forbidden to see. And it wasn’t like he had any friends to invite. Only users trying to curry favor with his father or with him.

      Even if he had the delusion that someone might actually like him as a person, his ability to hear other people’s thoughts quickly squelched that idiocy.

      Princes had no friends.

      Although, here lately, he had plenty of girls, and even full-grown women, from all social classes, who made numerous advances toward him. But they didn’t care about him either. Rather they wanted to hold the bragging rights of being his first lover. Or better yet, become the mother to one of his bastard children so that he’d have to support them for their rest of their lives. He could barely move without one of them cornering him and stripping off her clothes or trying to fondle him, and while most men would welcome it, the fact that he heard their thoughts made him steer clear of their heartless traps. It was a total lust-kill when you knew beyond a doubt that the woman couldn’t stand you, and that she’d be talking about you as soon as it was over, and not in a favorable way.

      He’d rather die virgin than suffer any more ridicule for his ineptitude.

      “Father!”

      Styxx cringed at Ryssa’s angry shriek as she ran into the room, holding one of her elaborate himations in her arms. Whatever it is that ails her, please don’t let it be directed at me. Ryssa blamed him for everything – including his mother’s brutal attack on him last year.

      She wouldn’t have stabbed you had you not deserved it! My mother is a gentle woman who wouldn’t harm a soul. I know you, Styxx. You had to have said something awful to her to provoke it! She would never have attacked you otherwise. Admit it, you threatened or insulted her, didn’t you? 

      Zeus help him, but if it rained tonight during her banquet, somehow that, too, would be his fault.

      His father stepped away from the musicians to greet her.

      “Look!” She shoved the garment at him. “They’ve crushed the embroidery on my himation! What am I to do?”

      Go naked, dear sister. Oh wait… better yet, wear one of your two million other gowns. Not like she didn’t have a dozen chests bulging with them.

      Their father cupped her cheek in his hand. The tender look on his face was enough to made Styxx’s lip curl. If he dared to complain over something so trivial, he’d be publicly embarrassed at best, beaten at worst.

      “Don’t fret. They can fix it, kitten.”

      “No, Father. It’s ruined.” Huge tears fell down her cheeks. No wonder his father despised them. “I just won’t attend. I can’t. They’ll all laugh at me.” She narrowed her icy blue eyes on Styxx, who stiffened as his gut clenched.

      Here it comes…  

      “You distracted my maid, didn’t you?”

      He had to struggle to keep the venom from his voice. “No.”

      “You’re lying! I’ve seen the way you watch her. It’s revolting.”

      “I don’t watch your maid, Ryssa. I don’t even know which one was responsible for your dress.”

      “Then you don’t know if you’ve distracted her or not, do you? Do you!”

      Styxx would throw his head back in exasperation, but he didn’t want his father jumping all over him for disregarding her pain. Besides, Ryssa’s hysterical tantrum was enough for anyone to deal with.

      “You’ve probably destroyed my sandals, too. You’d love for all of them to laugh at me tonight, admit it.” She stomped her foot at him.

      “I don’t want anyone to laugh at you, lamb-head. I just don’t care.” Styxx turned to walk away.

      But Ryssa wouldn’t let it go. She grabbed his arm and jerked him around to face her. “Why can’t you ever learn to be happy for someone else? Huh?”

      Honestly, I’d be thrilled if I could just learn to be happy for myself. “Unlike you, Ryssa, I don’t waste my time worrying about other people.”

      “Exactly my point. You’re so selfish and cold, it’s disgusting.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said, but she was already gone. He started to fling his hands out in an obscene gesture then caught his father’s angry glare and disturbing thoughts over the fact Styxx wasn’t giving his sister due respect.

      Instead, Styxx held his hands up in helpless surrender while Ryssa cornered their father with her complaints against her brother who could do nothing to please her.

      Except die.

      “You see, Father! You see how he treats people with such blatant disregard of their feelings? How can someone so cold and heartless be king? Zeus help us all with him on your throne.”

      I know. I’m not fit to breathe your precious air and I should be killed where I stand. 

      He was surprised she didn’t come after him with a knife like his mother had. Gods save me from hysterical bitches.

      Styxx started to turn away, but just as he moved, a fierce, unbelievable pain went through his tongue. It was so bad that he couldn’t breathe for it, and it sent him straight to his knees as his head reeled.

      What in the name of Hades? 

      He felt like he was choking on blood, and instead of easing, it worsened. Unable to stand it, he cried out in utter agony.

      Oh gods, Acheron… what are they doing to you now? 

      It was the only rational explanation. Over the years, he’d learned to hide the phantom pains that came when he wasn’t expecting them. Most he understood. They were canings or beatings. Hair-pulling. Burns. Hunger pangs even though he’d just eaten… But others, like this, he didn’t comprehend what caused them. All he knew was how bad it hurt.

      “Styxx?”

      He heard his father’s voice, yet he couldn’t respond. His tongue was too swollen. While he didn’t often show the physical traces of Acheron’s injuries, he would at times have peculiar handprints or swollen places on his body. But never had anything like this happened before.

      Arching his back, he tried to focus on something else. Yet it was impossible. Tears streamed down his face as his vision swam.

      “He’s faking.” Ryssa snarled, kicking at his legs. “He’s jealous that I’m getting all the attention and he can’t stand it.”

      His father’s senior advisor knelt on the floor beside him so that he could inspect Styxx’s damaged mouth and swollen tongue. “Majesty, it’s the bakkheia.” A type of insanity caused by Dionysus that was said to infect those who had offended the god of wine. “I think he’s possessed.”

      No! Styxx tried his best to say the word.

      Nothing came out.

      His father knelt down on his other side. “What do we do?”

      “We must get him to the Dionysion and let the priests tend him.”

      Styxx shook his head, trying to stop them. While working at the temples, he’d heard too many stories about what befell those deemed mad. Or anyone who was believed to have offended a god.

      But no one listened. They couldn’t understand him. Nor did they try.

      Before he could stop them, his father called for his guards and had him carried to the Dionysian temple in the middle of the city.

      Helpless against his inexplicable pain, Styxx listened as his father explained to the high priest how he’d been stricken for no reason. How he had a history of headaches, vomiting, and “imagined” ailments. That he seldom slept. And that his mother had gone mad shortly after his birth, and succumbed to her cups, that in a fit of rage last year, she’d stabbed Styxx and then tried to kill herself in front of him.

      “It’s a good thing you brought him here, Majesty. You are right. He is possessed and we can definitely make him better for you.”

      Styxx shook his head as terror held him tight to her bosom. “F-f-f-fa-fer?”

      “Shh, boy. The priests will help you.”

      Styxx clutched at his father’s palla, desperate to go home, but his father pried his hands off his clothes while the priests came forward and put chains on him.

      The last words he heard from his father before they dragged him away sickened him the most.

      “I grant you and your priests full immunity. Do whatever you must to heal him.”
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      Styxx choked as the priests forced a gag into his mouth. They’d already stripped him naked and hung him in the center of the temple so that they could begin “treating” him.

      One of the priests drew symbols in lamb’s blood over his body while another brought out a pair of shears and a ceremonial dagger. They lit incense and candles while they chanted for the god’s forgiveness for whatever sin Styxx had committed against him. Then to his complete horror, they started cutting off pieces of his hair and then burning the locks in a gold bowl.

      Screaming around the gag, he tried to stop them, but with his arms spread out and chained, there was nothing he could do.

      “Don’t fight us, Highness. We’re not the ones possessing you, and causing you this trouble and agony. We’re only trying to help you.”

      The oldest priest nodded as he painfully sawed off a handful of Styxx’s hair. “We have to make you less appealing for the demons who inhabit your body. They have no need for an ugly host and they will flee you once you no longer attract them.”

      Dear gods… what are you planning to do to me? 

      Piece by piece, they removed all the hair from his head then shaved his scalp before painting more symbols there. The scent of burning hair made him ill.

      Look on the bright side… You won’t have to worry about your father pulling at your hair now. 

      Or any more women coming on to him.

      “Should we bleed him first?”

      Styxx tried to shrink away from the priest who asked that question.

      “No. His case is too extreme. Light the rods. We’ll have to scorch the demons from him.”

      Scorch? What the Hades was that?

      Two massively huge priests unlocked his hands. Styxx fought against them, doing everything he could to break free. But they held him fast and dragged him to a smaller room where he was placed on a cold stone table. His hands were stretched out and chained so that he couldn’t move them at all. Next they locked cuffs around his ankles then spread his legs so wide that it felt as if they were breaking his hipbones.

      The oldest priest came forward and placed a hand to Styxx’s head. “Shh, Highness. Stop fighting us. Accept what’s being done. This is for your own good, after all.”

      Styxx’s eyes widened as he saw them wheel in a cauldron of coals that had a dozen pokers in it. Please gods, no! He didn’t even want to know where they intended to put those.

      A younger priest stepped forward with a long piece of white cloth.

      “Bind him tight,” the oldest priest said. “We don’t want to geld him by accident.”

      Geld? Geld! 

      “While the king has given us immunity to treat him, he is our prince, we can’t leave any marks that will show when he’s dressed.”

      “If we leave no visible marks, how will that keep the demons from possessing him again?”

      “They see all marks. Even with them hidden beneath clothing, the demons won’t want a scarred host.”

      In spite of the fact that it made his head pound more, Styxx screamed for them to stop this insanity. But the gag and his swollen tongue kept his words from being intelligible, which only made the priests believe all the more that evil daemons had control of him.

      Please! I’m not possessed. It was Acheron’s pain he’d felt. And it hurt bad enough. He didn’t need this added to it.

      They paid him no attention as the young priest used his cloth to tie Styxx’s cock flush to his body.

      “There,” the old priest said, moving the younger one aside. “We need access to the tenderest parts of his body, where it’ll hurt most. Demons hate pain.”

      Well, there you go then… He had enough that no demon should ever bother him.

      The priest went to the cauldron and pulled a thick leather glove onto his left hand. He stirred the coals with the tip of a poker before bringing it over. Whispering a prayer, the priest placed his hand against Styxx’s scrotum, moving it aside before he laid the rod down on the uppermost inner part of Styxx’s thigh.

      Styxx screamed so hard from the pain that it caused a vocal fold hemorrhage. Tears streamed down his face as the searing burn drove all other pain from his attention. It was the most excruciating thing he’d ever felt. The smell of his burning flesh made him heave as the priest pulled the poker off his leg.

      “That’s it. Fetch me another rod.”

      Styxx tried to fight, but it was no use. All he could do was lie here and take whatever they did. And with every poker placed on him, he hated his father. But most of all, he hated the gods who had done this to him.

      And deep in his heart, he hated Acheron. If not for his brother, none of this would be happening. It was Acheron’s silver eyes that betrayed their origins. Acheron who couldn’t hide among people.

      Acheron’s pain that had made him fall today.

      Banging his head against the stone, Styxx wished himself dead. Why hadn’t his mother killed him last year? Why?

      But no matter how hard he prayed, the gods refused to take mercy on him. Prince or not, his sole purpose in this life was to suffer and to bleed.

      And he was sick of it.

      Please, gods… please someone help me! 
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      “Apollo?” Dionysus popped into his brother’s open golden temple on Olympus to stand in front of him. “I know how much you love things of great beauty so I must show you this.” He flashed out of the room.

      Sighing in deep aggravation, Apollo set aside the lyre he’d been strumming when his half brother Dionysus had decided to annoy him. “Where are you, Dion? I have no intention of playing this game.”

      With short dark brown hair, Dionysus returned to stand in front of him. “Don’t take that tone with me, brother. Trust me. You want to see what I have in my Didymosian temple.”

      This time, Apollo followed, and drew up short as he saw the beautiful young man someone had thoughtfully chained to the wall. Even with his hair sheared off, the boy had features that appeared to have been chiseled by the gods themselves. Never had he seen such handsomeness in the mortal realm.

      “Is he part god?”

      Dionysus shook his head. “Purely human. But look at those amazing eyes. Couldn’t you stare at them forever?”

      Truly. They were a perfect, riveting blue. The same intense blue of the Aegean that Apollo had always favored.

      The young man’s condition, however, was deplorable. “Why is he tied and bleeding?”

      Dionysus took a deep drink of his wine then passed the kylix over to Apollo. “The idiots think I’ve possessed him.”

      “Have you?”

      “No, but I was thinking you might want to.” Dionysus gave him a lecherous grin.

      Smiling, Apollo swallowed his drink before he returned the cup and approached the human male. It was quite true that he was attracted to any beautiful human, male or female. They each had their advantages and fun.

      And even scarred by the priests, this one was still well beyond the beauty of any Apollo had seen in a long time.

      Dionysus moved to stand next to him. “I know he’s still a bit young, but —”

      “He’s the age of Ganymede.” Like this one, Ganymede had been born a human mortal. A prince of Troy. His flawless beauty had attracted Zeus, who’d brought him to Olympus to serve as their cupbearer… among other things. Yet Ganymede was nowhere near as handsome as this boy. Even bleeding and in need of a bath, he made Apollo’s mouth water for a taste of that golden skin. And those lips… Full and perfect, they’d been made for kissing.

      Dionysus moved to the opposite side of the boy. “He’s the prince and heir to Didymos. I figured if nothing else, we could tag him for later use.”

      Apollo snorted. “Tag him? Dear brother, I want to nail him.”

      Dionysus slid his gaze down the prince’s body. “He does have the nicest ass you’ll ever see, and the priests were kind enough to secure his important parts from harm.” He drained his kylix. “And you’ll be happy to know he’s hung like a god… Should I leave you two alone?”

      “Unless you wish to watch.”

      Dionysus arched a curious brow. “Will you share?”

       

      S tyxx scowled as the air around him stirred. One second he was alone. In the next, there were two men in the room with him. Tall and dark-haired, they were clean-shaven and dressed as noblemen and not priests.

      “Do you know who we are, prince?” the one on his right asked.

      Unable to speak past his raw and sore throat, Styxx shook his head.

      “You should. You’ve been summoning us for quite some time now.”

      Gods? Styxx tried to say the word, but nothing came out.

      The one on his right leaned in to whisper intimately. “Have you a name?”

      It took him several heartbeats to muster a sound. “Styxx.” It came out as a hoarse croak.

      “So, Styxx,” the other one said, leaning in on his left side. He ran his hand down Styxx’s chest, raising chills all over him. “You’ve been calling out to all the gods on Olympus for rescue… Would you like us to free you?”

      Desperate to be away from the torture, he nodded.

      The other god began stroking his undamaged nipple. Licking his lips, he smiled down at Styxx. “For every favor you’re granted, young prince, you have to give us something. But you don’t appear to have anything to offer… other than yourself.” The god covered Styxx’s lips with his own and kissed him passionately.

      Crying out, Styxx turned his head away and did his best to get free.

      The other god tsked at him. “Would you really rather be tortured than to have us free you?” It was his turn to kiss him.

      Styxx gagged.

      Offended, the god pulled back to glare at him. “Now that was just rude.” He jerked the linen off Styxx’s hips, leaving him completely naked.

      Terror consumed him at what they intended. “Please don’t,” he breathed.

      The one who’d exposed him slid his gaze to the other. “Rape is your thing, not mine. Although, at the moment, I can see the appeal. Still…” He returned his attention to Styxx. “Your last chance, dearest. Who would you rather have play with this luscious body of yours? Me or the priests?”

      Styxx glared at him and answered without hesitation. “The priests.”

      “Very well. You have chosen.” He handed the cloth to the other god. “Troo to peridromo.” Eat a bellyful… 

      Then he vanished.

      Apollo bit his lip again as he ran his gaze down the length of the prince’s bare body. He let it linger at the hipbone… one of his favorite things to nibble. “You would really rather be tortured than spend a day in my bed?”

      The prince nodded vigorously.

      Offended, Apollo sighed. “I should warn you. Bad things happen to those who deny me.” He pressed his body against the full length of the prince then buried his lips against his neck.

      Styxx fought him like a lion.

      Too bad. “Fine then, human. If I can’t toy with you one way, I’ll have you another.”

      Styxx’s eyes widened as he saw the god’s canine teeth elongate into a set of sharp fangs. The god lowered his head so that he could bite Styxx’s jugular. Pain tore through him like fire. He would have cried out, but no sound came as the god drank from his blood. The room spun as wave after wave of dizziness consumed him.

      Time hung still as Styxx felt his willpower drain out.

      After a few minutes, he was so weak from blood loss that he could barely hold his head up. The bite left him panting and in excruciating pain. Smiling down at him, the god cupped his cheek and angled his head until their gazes locked. The god licked Styxx’s blood from his lips then leaned in to lick the remnants from Styxx’s neck.

      He nipped Styxx’s chin. “I own you now, little human. You are forever bound to me.” He brushed his hand over Styxx’s chest. “I could make you beg me to take you. But I think as punishment for your rejection, I’ll let the priests do it for me. I shall leave you to their tender care, and when you tire of it, call to me for rescue and I’ll grant it.” He kissed him again, only this time it was rough and extremely painful. “Just remember what the payment is for your release. You will willingly come to my bed for a week. And you will gladly take my cock wherever it is I wish to put it.”

      Sucking his breath in sharply between his fangs, he gave Styxx’s body one last once-over. “I’ll be waiting, little prince. But don’t make me wait too long. Otherwise, you will regret it. I promise you.” Then he was gone.

      Even more horrified than he’d been before, Styxx hung by his arms, hating everyone, and everything about his life. So, the Olympian gods had answered him with something far worse than what he was facing.

      I can’t believe it.

      Either way, he was going to have a rod shoved up his ass… 

      If he was smart, he’d accept the god’s offer and be done with this place. Surely being a god’s concubine would be better than the torture they’d been putting him through.

      Then again, given his father’s careless disregard for his lovers… 

      Styxx definitely didn’t want to be one of those. While the priests would scar his body, they did have fear of his father’s wrath should they deform him too much.

      The god would fear nothing. And while the Olympian wouldn’t leave physical scars, he’d leave them on Styxx’s heart and in his soul. Something he knew would never heal.

      So be it.

      Like everything else in my life, I can suffer this in silence.

      He had no choice.
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      Mentally numb and cold, Styxx stared at the wall before him while he lay on his side, aching all over. It even hurt to blink his eyes. He had no idea how long he’d been undergoing his “treatments” for madness. The torture sessions had long ago blurred together as the priests sought to drive the demons from him.

      In the end, it had done nothing except scar his body and make his headaches even more severe than they’d been before. Most of all, it made him hate every single member of his family. And every god who lived on Olympus.

      The door behind him opened.

      Tears filled his eyes as he waited for them to drag him back to the room he’d learned to despise with every part of his being. “Come, Highness. You have a visitor.”

      Visitor? Could his father have finally come to get him?

      Styxx tried to stand, but his legs were too weak to support his weight. The priest moved forward and covered his naked body with a rough cloak then pulled him up by his arm. Styxx let out a groan as his blistered side contacted with the priest’s scratchy stola. Ignoring it, the priest helped him walk down the hall to the last room on the left. The priest opened the door then pushed him through it.

      His legs buckled as the door was shut behind him.

      “Styxx?”

      He lifted his head to find his uncle moving closer.

      “Dear Zeus, what have they done to you?”

      Styxx couldn’t answer. His throat was too raw from the screams his treatments had wrung from him.

      Estes cradled him in his arms like an infant. “Can you speak?”

      Styxx shook his head, wincing as more pain went through him.

      “Here.” Estes pulled a small skin of wine from his belt and held it for him to sip.

      It burned, but tasted wonderful. He hadn’t had anything but spoiled milk, fouled water, and other disgusting things that were designed to drive the demons from his body. Swallowing hard, he licked his dry, cracked lips. “P-p-please, Uncle,” he whispered. “Take me home.”

      Estes ground his teeth as his eyes flared with anger. “I can’t, little squirrel. Xerxes said that you have to stay here until you’re healed. He would be furious if I took you home without his consent.”

      A tear slid down Styxx’s cheek at those words, burning the wounds that were left from blows he no longer felt when they were given. So much for Estes’s boasts of bravery in battle. In the end, he, who lived in a foreign country, was as scared of his father as everyone else.

      Fucking coward.

      “I’ll speak to your father on your behalf. Has he been here to see you?”

      Styxx shook his head.

      “I will get you out of here, I promise. Gods, I can’t believe Xerxes has condoned this.” Estes laid him back on the floor. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Don’t leave me. Please, Uncle. I can’t take any more. I can’t. 

      I’m just a boy…  

      But his uncle was gone before he could get one word out.

      His breathing labored and pain-filled, Styxx realized that for the first time in months he wasn’t locked up. If he could get to the door Estes had used, he might be able to escape. Seizing that hope, he forced himself to ignore the agony of his bleeding burns and wounds to crawl across the ragged cobblestone floor. It took several minutes, but he finally reached the door.

      Joy spread through him as he rose to his knees and touched the latch.

      Almost there… 

      Styxx was so close to freedom now that he could taste it on his parched tongue.

      He’d just freed the latch when the door behind him opened. Terrified, he shoved against the wood and forced himself to stand. As he tried to run, someone slammed into him, knocking him to the ground.

      No! 

      Roughly, a priest rolled him over and crashed Styxx’s bruised body against the stone. “Where do you think you’re going, Highness?”

      Back to Tartarus. 

      Styxx turned his head so that he saw rays of sunlight through an open window in the temple hall. He hadn’t seen the sun since his father had dumped him here. Without a word, he reached for it, wanting to feel it just one more time. But the priest seized him and dragged him back to his dark cell where he left him alone.

      Closing his eyes, Styxx did his best to remember what the sun had felt like on his skin as he heard the door lock him in his misery. He hadn’t been crazy when they’d put him here, but with every passing day, he felt his sanity slipping. He did his best to hold on to it, yet what was the use?

      “Why? Why can’t you kill me or take my mind?” Styxx silently asked the god who came so often to torment him.

      “All you have to do is say the magic word, little prince. You know my price.” 

      Tears filled Styxx’s eyes. “I will not be your whore. My freedom’s not worth it.”

      “No?” the god mocked. “Well then have fun with your priests.”
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      “We’ve had progress. But the evil daemons are attracted by his great beauty and wealth. They are fighting us hard.”

      Styxx opened his eyes as he heard the priest entering his torture chamber. For a full minute, he couldn’t breathe as he saw his uncle and father with the old man.

      His lips quivered as hope went through him. Was it finally over? Surely his father couldn’t leave him like this… Not if he loved him.

      Estes rushed to his side and placed a tender hand on his bald head. “Styxx? Can you hear me?”

      He gave a weak nod.

      A tic started in his jaw as Estes looked back at his father. “See what I was telling you? They’ve ruined him.”

      Styxx met his father’s gaze, but the lack of feeling there hit him harder than the priests’ blows. How could his father not be indignant or horrified?

      Something… 

      But the king stood there, stoically. Unsympathetic to his pain. “It’s for his own good, brother.”

      For his own good…  

      Styxx would laugh if those words didn’t bite so deeply.

      “How can you say that? Look at him. They’ve scarred him abysmally. He’ll never be the same.”

      “The scars are necessary, Highness and Majesty. They keep the daemons from coveting his young body.”

      But they didn’t keep the gods from coveting it. The irony of that sickened him even more.

      Estes cursed. “This is insane, Xerxes. The boy needs to go home.”

      I don’t want him home again until he’s normal. Burn it all out of him.

      Styxx winced as he heard his father’s cold, brutal thoughts.

      “Do you still suffer from headaches?” his father asked him.

      He knew better than to say anything other than what his father wanted to hear. “No, Majesty.”

      “You’re lying.”

      Styxx panted in desperate panic. “Please, Father. I’ll do anything you ask. Please don’t leave me here.”

      “That’s the daemon in him talking. Hear how his voice has changed, Majesty? How hoarse and deep?”

      Daemon? Was the old man as crazy as he accused him of being? He was hoarse from months of screaming.

      His father was pitiless. Now you understand what it means to be king. You can’t allow your emotions to cloud your actions or judgments. You do what you have to. His father’s thoughts made him ill. “You need to stay until the priests clear you of your daemons.”

      Styxx sobbed aloud at the horror his father was relegating him to. He couldn’t help himself. The agony was too brutal for him to bear anymore.

      The king turned toward the priests with a curled lip. “And for the sake of all the gods, can you stop him from bawling like a woman? I’m sick of it and he’s too old to weep like that.” How could I sire something so weak and pathetic?

      Styxx glared at him, hating everything about his father. Let me chain you to a stone and burn you to the marrow of your bones, you skatophage. See then if you cry or not… 

      Furious at Styxx for crying, his father stormed out with the priests trailing behind him.

      Estes touched his bruised cheek. “I’m so sorry, Styxx. I’ll keep trying to convince him to release you. I will do my best for you, I promise.”

      And then Estes, too, was gone.

      Styxx’s gaze fell to the old scar on his forearm where his father had cut him years ago. The king still didn’t really believe he was his son. How could he leave him here to suffer if he thought it?

      I am alone in this world. 

      Except for Acheron. That lucky bastard was with Estes, who had some love for them. Surely his uncle was taking better care of his brother than this.

      But the phantom pains he felt at times in horrifying places on his body made him wonder. Something caused injury to Acheron… 

      And it, too, was highly unpleasant.

      The door opened again. “Time to be bled again, Highness.”

      Styxx slammed his eyes shut so that he wouldn’t see the leeches they were about to cover him with. His stomach heaved in revulsion as all reason abandoned him.

      I’m never going home. Unless he agreed to be a god’s whore, this was his lot. He might as well learn to accept it. Hope was nothing more than a fickle bitch who mocked him daily.

      Grinding his teeth, he tried to block out the pain and the priests. To dream of a place where someone might learn to love him.

      But he knew such a place didn’t exist. He had been damned from birth and there was no comfort for those the gods had damned. No peace.

      No haven.

      Bitter, and filled with hatred, he laughed out loud. “Go on and bleed me, you suagroi. Take all my blood.” If he was bloodless then maybe the god who kept coming to him would leave him alone.

      “Don’t look at him. It’s the demon taunting us. We’re finally making progress.”

      No, they weren’t. They were turning him into something he didn’t want to be.

      His father.

      Cold. Callous. Unfeeling.

      Years ago, he’d begged his sister to teach him how to love. She’d rebuffed his pleas with her coldness. Aphrodite had spit on him that day and turned her back to a child who’d only wanted to belong to someone.

      It was Odia and Lyssa who now took him to their breasts and suckled him. He drank the warmth of their venom in and let it strip the pain away. His family had failed to teach him love, but from the world and their callous arms, he’d finally learned how to fully hate.
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      “I have to admire your strength, little prince. While I find it appalling, I do have to respect it. Especially given everything you’ve suffered.” The god brushed his hand against Styxx’s neck.

      Styxx quickly jerked away then grimaced in pain.

      “In that regard,” the god continued, “I think I should be insulted and highly offended that you’d rather be so abused than lie with me… but you’re young so I will forgive you… For now.”

      Lying on the floor of his cell, Styxx didn’t bother to look at the god who’d returned to torture him again. He was used to his visits. The Olympian came often to flog Styxx’s spirit and will while the priests flogged his body.

      “Am I really so repugnant to you?” Well aware that Styxx wouldn’t answer, he shoved Styxx onto his back then ran his hands over the burns and scabs on Styxx’s skin. “I could heal all of these.”

      “I won’t be your whore. I won’t be anyone’s whore.”

      The god smiled. “Spoken like a true prince. But here’s the thing. Sooner or later, everyone whores themselves for something. And I am tired of watching you be hurt.”

      Then stop it, you bastard! 

      “It’s not that easy. You want out…”
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