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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      First, let me say that I’m more than aware of the fact that the ancient calendar differed dramatically from our own. But since
         I’m dealing with a time of unrecorded history, I used our calendar for the dates to allow the reader to have an idea of when
         things were taking place. I hope those of you who are sticklers for such things will understand why it was necessary.
      

      That being said, I’ve also taken license with how things were in the ancient world at the beginning. I’ve structured the world
         of ancient Greece and Atlantis around a later time period and given them more technological advances than what the historical
         record shows for the true time of when the book is set.
      

      In my world, they had a lot of nifty toys until Atlantis sank into the ocean and Apollymi’s wrath sent mankind back into the
         Stone Age. This is also dealt with and explained in more detail in the latter part of the book.
      

      It’s so strange now to have this tale written. I can still remember the first time I sat down to write a Dark-Hunter novel.
         Ash was one of the original characters, but back in the day, he was actually the leader of the Daimons and not the Dark-Hunters.
      

      He’s changed a lot over the years, but the one thing that hasn’t ever changed is my love for him.

      For my loyal readers, I want to warn you that the first half of this book is very different from the previous ones. Ash’s
         human life is grim and it’s harsh. I promised you the whole sordid truth of it, and that’s exactly what I’ve written. I’ve
         pulled no punches.
      

      As a survivor of childhood abuse myself, I know the strength it takes to try and silence the voices in your head and heart that haunt you long after you’ve broken free. It’s not an easy thing to do, and just when you think you’ve buried
         those demons, they come back for you with a vengeance.
      

      It takes a lot of strength and courage to trust a stranger when you’ve been harmed by the very people who were supposed to
         protect you. But the one thing I’ve learned is that it can be done. That all of us are worthy and that we all matter. As to
         this, I can never thank my husband enough for being the man he appeared to be both inside and out. Thank you, baby, for saving
         me, and for showing me that there are people in the world like you.
      

      As my friend Tish taught me to say: Digmus Sum. Thank you, Tish.
      

      So if you’re looking for the humor of my previous books, it picks up when we go from Ash’s past to present day New Orleans.
         I assure you all the sarcasm and bantering that the series is known for is alive and well.
      

      But to understand Ash’s present personality and mindset, I think it’s imperative to know his past.

      And so here it is. Unvarnished and whole. This is the steel that was forged by the fires of hell.

      As we leave behind this arc in the series, we will pick up with Stryker’s tale, One Silent Night, in November, which starts us on the next arc: Jaden’s, and it picks up right where this tale ends. The Dark-Hunter world
         is evolving, but Ash and the others will still be back and will still hold their places in this elaborate universe.
      

   
      
      Part I

   
      
      May 9, 9548 BC

      
      “Kill that baby!”

      
      Archon’s angry decree rang in Apollymi’s ears as she flew through the marbled halls of Katoteros. There was a fierce wind
         blowing down the hallway, plastering her black gown against her pregnant body and whipping her white blond hair out in spiraling
         tendrils. Four of her demons ran behind her, protecting her from the other gods who were more than eager to carry out Archon’s
         orders. She and her Charonte demons had already blasted half of her pantheon back. And she was ready to kill the rest.
      

      
      They would not take her child!

      
      Betrayal burned deep inside her heart. Since the moment of their union, she’d been true to her husband. Even when she’d learned
         Archon had been faithless to her, she’d still loved him and welcomed his bastards into her home.
      

      
      Now he wanted the life of her unborn child.

      
      How could he do this? For centuries she’d been trying to conceive Archon’s son—it was all she’d ever wanted.

      
      A babe of her own.

      
      Now due to the prophecy of three small girls—Archon’s jealous bastards, her child was to be sacrificed and killed. Because
         of what? Words those little brats had whispered?
      

      
      Never.

      
      This was her baby. Hers! And she would kill every Atlantean god in existence to keep him.

      
      “Basi!” She shouted for her niece.

      
      Basi flashed into the hallway before her and staggered until she braced herself against the wall. As the goddess of excess,
         she was seldom sober—which fit Apollymi’s plan perfectly.
      

      
      Basi hiccupped and giggled. “Did you need me, Auntie? By the way, why is everyone so upset? Did I miss something important?”
      

      
      Apollymi grabbed her by the wrist and then teleported them out of Katoteros where the Atlantean gods made their home down
         to the hell realm of Kalosis where her brother ruled.
      

      
      She’d been born here in this dank, forbidden place. This was the only realm that truly scared Archon. Even with all his power,
         he knew the dark was where Apollymi reigned supreme. Here, with her powers fortified, she could destroy him.
      

      
      As the goddess of death, destruction and war, Apollymi kept a room in her brother’s opulent ebony palace to remind her of
         her station.
      

      
      That was where she took Basi now.

      
      Apollymi locked the doors and windows to her room before she summoned her two most trustworthy demon protectors. “Xiamara,
         Xedrix, I need you.”
      

      
      The demons who resided on her as tattooed marks pulled themselves off her body and manifested before her.

      
      In her current incarnation, Xiamara’s everchanging skin tone was red, marbled with white. Long black hair framed a pixieish
         face where large red eyes glowed with concern. Xiamara’s son Xedrix shared her features, but his skin was marbled with red
         and orange, something it often did when he was nervous. “What do you need, akra?” Xiamara asked, addressing her with the Atlantean
         term for lady and master.
      

      
      Apollymi had no idea why Xiamara insisted on calling her akra when they were more like sisters than master and servant. “Guard
         this room from everyone. I don’t care if Archon himself demands entry, you kill him. Do you understand?”
      

      
      “Your will is ours, akra. No one will disturb you.”

      
      “Do their horns have to match their wings?” Basi asked as she spun around the bedpost while eyeing the demons. “I mean really.
         You’d think to be so colorful, they’d have more variety. I think Xedrix would look better if his were orange.”
      

      
      Apollymi ignored her. She didn’t have time for Basi’s stupidity. Not if she were to save her son’s life.
      

      
      She wanted this child and she was willing to do anything for him.

      
      Anything.
      

      
      Her heart hammering, she pulled her Atlantean dagger from her dresser drawer and held it in her hands. The gold hilt was cold
         against her skin. Black roses and bones were entwined and engraved down the steel blade that glowed in the dim light. It was
         a dagger meant for ending life.
      

      
      Today it would be used to give it.

      
      She winced at the thought of what was to come, but there was no other way to save him. Closing her eyes and gripping the cold
         dagger, she tried not to weep, but one tear slid from the corner of her eye.
      

      
      Enough! She roared at herself as she angrily wiped it away. This was a time for action, not emotions. Her son needed her.

      
      Her hand trembling from fury and fear, she went to the bed and lay down. She pulled her gown up, exposing her belly. She ran
         her hand over her distended stomach where her son was waiting, protected and yet in danger. Never again would she be this
         close to him. Never again would she feel him kick and turn in restlessness as she smiled in tender patience. She was about
         to separate them even though it wasn’t time yet for Apostolos to be born.
      

      
      But she had no choice.

      
      “Be strong for me, my son,” she whispered before she sliced open her stomach to expose him.

      
      “Oh, how disgusting!” Basi whined. “I’m—”

      
      “Don’t you move!” Apollymi roared. “You leave this room and I’ll rip out your heart.”

      
      Eyes wide, Basi froze.

      
      As if knowing what had happened, Xiamara appeared by her side. The red-and-white-skinned demon was the most beautiful and
         loyal of all of Apollymi’s army. In silent understanding, Xiamara lifted the baby out of her and helped Apollymi seal herself
         shut.
      

      
      The demon removed the blood red scarf from around her neck and wrapped Apostolos in it before she held him out to Apollymi and bowed low.
      

      
      Apollymi pushed the physical pain aside as she took her son into her arms and held him for the very first time. Joy spread
         through her as she realized he was whole and alive. He was so tiny, so frail. Perfect and beautiful.
      

      
      Most of all, he was hers and she loved him with every part of herself.

      
      “Live for me, Apostolos,” she said, her tears finally flowing. They fell like ice down her cold cheeks, glittering in the
         darkness. “When the time is right, you’ll return here and claim your rightful place as king of the gods. I’ll make sure of
         it.” She placed her lips to his blue forehead.
      

      
      He opened his eyes then to look at her. Mercurial and silver, just like hers, they swirled. And they held within them a wisdom
         far beyond even hers. It would be by those eyes that mankind would recognize his divinity and treat him accordingly. He brushed
         her cheek with one tiny fist as if he understood what was meant for him.
      

      
      She sobbed at the contact. Gods, it wasn’t fair! He was her baby. She’d waited a lifetime for this and now …

      
      “Damn you, Archon, damn you! I will never forgive you for this.”

      
      She held her son close and never wanted to let him go.

      
      But she must.

      
      “Basi?” she snapped at her niece who was still swinging around the bedpost.

      
      “Mmm?”

      
      “Take him. Put him in the belly of a pregnant queen. Do you understand?”

      
      She let go and righted herself. “Um, I can do that. What about the queen’s brat?”

      
      “Merge Apostolos’s life force with that of the queen’s child. Let her know by oracle that if my child dies, so does hers.”
         That would protect him more than anything else.
      

      
      But there was one more thing to be done. Apollymi jerked the white sfora from her neck and held it to Apostolos’s chest. If
         anyone suspected he was her son or any god detected his presence in the human realm, they would kill him instantly.
      

      
      His powers would have to be bound and locked away until he was old enough and strong enough to fight back. She placed the
         orb to his chest and watched as his godhood slid from him to the sfora. His tiny body turned from blue to the pale skin of
         humanity.
      

      
      Now he would be safe. Not even the gods would know what she’d done.

      
      Clutching the sfora tight in her hand, she kissed his brow one more time before she held him out to her niece. “Take him.
         And don’t betray me, Basi. If you do, Archon will be the least of your fears. So help me, I won’t rest until I bathe in your
         entrails.”
      

      
      Basi’s brown eyes widened. “Baby in belly. Human realm. Don’t tell anyone and don’t mess up. Got it.” She vanished, instantly.

      
      Apollymi sat there, looking at the spot where they’d been. Her heart screamed out, wanting her baby returned.

      
      If only …

      
      “Xiamara, follow her and make sure she does as she was ordered.”

      
      The demon bowed before she vanished.

      
      Her heart broken, Apollymi remained in her bloodied bed. She wanted to weep and to scream, but why bother? It would do no
         good. Her tears and pleas wouldn’t prevent Archon from killing her child. His brats had him convinced that Apostolos would
         destroy their pantheon and replace Archon as the king of the gods.
      

      
      So be it.

      
      Her body aching, she pushed herself from the bed. “Xedrix?”

      
      Xiamara’s son appeared before her. “Yes, akra?”

      
      “Fetch me a stone from the sea, please.”

      
      He appeared confused by her order, but he quickly complied.

      
      When he returned, she wrapped the rock in swaddling. Weak from her son’s birth and her own anger and fear, she leaned against
         Xedrix and held his arm. “Take me to Archon.”
      

      
      “Are you sure, akra?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      The demon helped her back to Katoteros. They appeared in the center of the hall where Archon stood with his daughters Chara
         and Agapa—ironically the goddesses of joy and love. The two of them had been born parthenogenically the first time Archon
         had looked at Apollymi. Together the goddesses had sprang out of his chest. His love for Apollymi had been legendary. Until
         he’d destroyed it by asking for the one thing she’d never give him.
      

      
      The life of her son.

      
      Archon’s features were perfectly formed. Tall and muscular, he stood with his blond hair shining in the dim light. Truly,
         he was the most beautiful of all gods. Too bad that beauty was only superficial.
      

      
      His blue eyes narrowed at the bundle in her arms.

      
      “It’s about time you came to your senses. Give me that child.”

      
      She moved away from Xedrix and placed the stone baby in her husband’s arms.

      
      Archon glowered at her. “What is this?”

      
      “That is what you deserve, you bastard, and it is all you’ll ever get from me.”

      
      By the light in his eyes, she knew he wanted to strike her. He didn’t dare. They both knew who the stronger god was and it
         wasn’t him. He ruled only because she stood at his side. To rise against her would be the last mistake he’d ever make.
      

      
      By Chthonian law, one god was forbidden from ever killing another. To do so would bring their wrath down on the foolish god
         who’d angered them. The punishment for such actions was swift, brutal and irreversible.
      

      
      Right now, Apollymi was embracing her rational thought over her turbulent emotions by a narrow margin. For Archon to strike
         her would push her over the edge and he knew it. It would make her forget to be afraid of the Chthonians and then she’d unleash
         the whole of her fury against him. She would no longer care who was punished and who died … not even herself.
      

      
      Patience to the spider … She reminded herself of her mother’s most favored saying.
      

      
      She would bide her time until Apostolos grew into his own. Then he would rule in Archon’s place and show the king of the gods
         what it meant to be all powerful.
      

      
      For her son’s sake, she wouldn’t upset the capricious Chthonians who might very well side with Archon and kill her child.
         They alone could permanently strip her powers and destroy Apostolos. After all, Archon and his lover Themis’s three bastard
         daughters had been given the power of fate over everyone and everything. And out of their stupidity and fear, the Greek Fates
         had accidentally cursed her son.
      

      
      That alone was enough to make her want to kill her husband who stared at her with a confused frown.

      
      “You would damn us all for one child?” Archon asked.

      
      “You would damn my baby for three half-Greek bastards?”

      
      His nostrils flared. “For once be reasonable. The girls didn’t realize they were condemning him when they spoke. They’re still
         learning their powers. They were afraid that he’d supplant them in our affections. It’s why they were holding hands when they
         spoke their fears. And because of that, their word is law and it can’t be undone. If he lives, we die.”
      

      
      “Then we die, because he will live. I’ve made sure of it.”
      

      
      Archon bellowed before he threw the swaddled stone through the wall. He reached for Agapa and Chara and began chanting.

      
      Apollymi’s eyes flared red at what they were doing. It was an imprisonment spell.

      
      For her.

      
      And because they united their powers, they would be able to bring her to heel.

      
      Even so, she laughed. But most of all, she took note of every god who joined in to help her husband bind her. “You will all
         regret what you’ve done here this day. When Apostolos returns, you will all pay dearly.”
      

      
      Xedrix put himself between her and the others. Apollymi placed one hand on his shoulder to keep him from attacking. “They’re
         not going to hurt us, Xedrix. They can’t.”
      

      
      “No,” Archon said bitterly, “but you will remain locked in Kalosis until either you reveal Apostolos’s location or he dies.
         Only then will you be returned to Katoteros.”
      

      
      Apollymi laughed. “My son, at his maturity, will have the power to come to me. When he releases me, the world as you know
         it will die. And I will take you all down. All of you.”
      

      
      Archon shook his head. “We will find him. We will kill him.”

      
      “You will fail and I’ll dance on your grave.”

   
      
      The Diary of Ryssa, 
Princess of Didymos

   
      
      June 23, 9548 BC

      
      My mother, Queen Aara, was lying on her gilded bed, her body covered in sweat, her face ashen as an attendant brushed her
         damp, blond hair from her pale blue eyes. Even through the pain, I’d never known my mother to appear more joy-filled than
         she did that day and I wondered if she’d been this happy at my own birth.
      

      
      The room was crowded with court officials and my father, the king, stood to the side of the bed with his Head of State. The
         long, glass windows were open, letting the fresh sea air offer relief to the heat of the summer day.
      

      
      “It is another beautiful boy,” the midwife happily proclaimed, wrapping the newborn infant in a blanket.

      
      “By sweet Artemis’s hand, Aara, you’ve done me proud!” my father said as a loud jubilant shout ran through the room’s occupants.
         “Twin boys to rule over our twin isles!”
      

      
      At only seven years of age, I jumped up and down in glee. At long last, and after my mother’s numerous miscarriages and stillbirths,
         I had not one brother, but two.
      

      
      Laughing, my mother cuddled the second-born infant to her pale breast while an additional midwife cleaned the firstborn.

      
      I snuck through the crowd to watch the firstborn baby with the midwife. Tiny and beautiful, he squirmed and struggled to breathe
         through his newborn lungs. He had finally taken a deep, clear breath when I heard the cry of alarm from the woman who held
         him.
      

      
      “Zeus have mercy, the eldest is malformed, majesties!”

      
      My mother looked up, her brow creased by worry. “How so?”

      
      The midwife carried him over to her.
      

      
      I was terrified that something was wrong. The babe looked fine to me.

      
      I waited while the baby reached for the brother who had shared the womb with him for these months past. It was as if he sought
         comfort from his twin.
      

      
      Instead, my mother pulled his brother away, out of his sight and reach. “It cannot be,” my mother sobbed. “He is blind.”

      
      “Not blind, majesty,” the eldest wisewoman said as she stepped forward, through the crowd. Her white robes were heavily embroidered
         with gold threads and she wore an ornate gold crown over her faded gray hair. “He was sent to you by the gods.”
      

      
      My father, the king, narrowed his eyes angrily at my mother. “You were unfaithful?” he accused her.

      
      “Nay, never.”

      
      “Then how is it he came from your loins? All of us here witnessed it.”

      
      The room as a whole looked to the wisewoman who stared blankly at the tiny, helpless baby who cried out for someone to hold
         him and offer him solace. Warmth.
      

      
      But no one did.

      
      “He will be a destroyer, this child,” the wisewoman said, her ancient voice loud and ringing so that all could hear her proclamation.
         “His touch will bring death to many. Not even the gods themselves will be safe from his wrath.”
      

      
      I gasped, not really understanding the significance of her words.

      
      How could a mere baby hurt anyone? He was tiny. Helpless.

      
      “Then kill him now.” My father ordered a guard to draw his sword and slay the infant.

      
      “Nay!” the wisewoman said, halting the guard before he could carry out the king’s will. “Kill this infant and your other son
         dies as well. Their life forces are combined. ’Tis the will of the gods that you should raise him to manhood.”
      

      
      The elder twin sobbed.

      
      I sobbed, too, not understanding their hatred of a simple baby.

      
      “I will not raise a monster,” my father snarled.
      

      
      “You have no choice.” The wisewoman took the baby from the midwife and offered it to my mother.

      
      Frowning, I saw a note of satisfaction in the midwife’s eyes before the beautiful blond woman made her way through the crowd
         to vanish from the room.
      

      
      “He was born of your body, Majesty,” the wisewoman said, drawing my attention back toward her and my mother. “He is your son.”

      
      The baby squalled even louder, reaching again for my mother. His mother. She cringed away from him, clutching her second-born even tighter than before. “I will not suckle it. I will not
         touch it. Get it away from my sight.”
      

      
      The wisewoman took the child to my father. “And what of you, Majesty? Will you not acknowledge him?”

      
      “Never. That child is no son of mine.”

      
      The wisewoman took a deep breath and presented the infant to the room. Her grip was loose with no love or compassion evident
         in her touch.
      

      
      “Then he will be called Acheron for the River of Woe. Like the river of the Underworld, his journey shall be dark, long and
         enduring. He will be able to give life and to take it. He will walk through his life alone and abandoned—ever seeking kindness
         and ever finding cruelty.”
      

      
      The wisewoman looked down at the infant in her hands and uttered the simple truth that would haunt the boy for the rest of
         his existence. “May the gods have mercy on you, little one. No one else ever will.”
      

   
      
      August 30, 9541 BC

      
      “Why do they hate me so, Ryssa?”
      

      
      I paused at my loom to look up at Acheron’s timid approach. At age seven, he was an incredibly handsome boy. His golden hair
         gleamed in the room as if it had been touched by the gods who seemed to have abandoned him. “No one hates you, akribos.”
      

      
      But in my heart I knew the truth.

      
      And so did he.

      
      He came closer to me and I saw the red, angry handprint on his face. There were no tears in his swirling silver eyes. He’d
         grown so used to being hit that it no longer seemed to bother him.
      

      
      At least nowhere other than in his heart.

      
      “What happened?” I asked.

      
      He looked away.

      
      I left my loom and crossed the short distance to his side. Kneeling in front of him, I gently brushed the blond hair away
         from his swollen cheek. “Tell me.”
      

      
      “She hugged Styxx.”

      
      I knew without asking who she was. He’d been with our mother. I’d never understood how she could be so loving to me and Styxx and yet so cruel to Acheron.
         “And?”
      

      
      “I wanted a hug, too.”

      
      Then I saw it. The telltale signs of a boy who wanted nothing more than his mother’s love. The shallow trembling of his lips,
         the slight watering of his eyes.
      

      
      “Why is it that I look exactly like Styxx and yet I’m unnatural while he is not? I don’t understand why I’m a monster. I don’t
         feel like one to me.”
      

      
      I couldn’t explain it to him, for I, unlike the others, had never seen the difference myself. How I wished Acheron knew the mother I did.
      

      
      But they all called him a monster.

      
      I saw only a little boy. A small child who wanted nothing more than to be accepted by a family that wanted to disown him.
         Why couldn’t my parents look at him and see what a kind, gentle soul he was? Quiet and respectful, he never sought to harm
         anyone or anything. We played together and we laughed. Most of all, I held him while he cried.
      

      
      I took his little hand into mine. A soft hand. A boy’s hand. There was no malice in it. No murder.

      
      Acheron had always been a tender child. While Styxx sought to whine and complain over every minor thing, to take my toys and
         those of any other child near him, Acheron had sought only to make peace. To comfort those around him.
      

      
      He seemed older than a child of seven. There were times when he seemed even older than I.

      
      His eyes were strange. Their silver, swirling color betrayed the birthright that linked him to the gods. But surely that should
         make him special not horrendous.
      

      
      I offered him a smile that I hoped would ease some of his pain. “One day, Acheron, the world will know just what a special
         boy you are. The day will come when no one will fear you. You shall see.”
      

      
      I moved to hug him, but he pulled back. He was used to people hurting him and even though he knew I wouldn’t, he was still
         reluctant to accept my comfort.
      

      
      As I stood, the door to my sitting room opened. A large number of guards came inside.

      
      Scared of the sight, I stepped back not knowing what they wanted. Acheron clenched his small fists in the skirt of my blue
         gown as he huddled behind my right leg.
      

      
      My father and uncle walked through the men until they stood before me. The two of them were virtually identical in looks.
         They had the same blue eyes, the same wavy blond hair and fair skin. Though my uncle was three years younger than my father,
         one would never guess to look at them. They could easily pass as twins.
      

      
      “I told you he would be with her,” my father said to Uncle Estes. “He’s corrupting her again.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry,” Estes said. “I shall take care of the matter. You’ll never again have to worry about him.”

      
      “What do you mean?” I asked, terrified of their dire tone. Did they intend to kill Acheron?

      
      “Never you mind,” my father snapped at me. I’d never heard such a harsh tone from him before. It made my blood run cold.

      
      He grabbed Acheron and shoved him toward my uncle.

      
      Acheron looked panicked. He reached for me, but my uncle took him roughly by his arm and jerked him away.

      
      “Ryssa!” Acheron called.

      
      “No!” I shouted, trying to help him.

      
      My father pulled me back and held me. “He is going to a better place.”

      
      “Where?”

      
      “Atlantis.”

      
      I watched in horror as Acheron was taken away, screaming for me to save him.

      
      Atlantis was a long way from here. Too far, and up until a very short time ago, we’d been at war with them. I’d heard nothing
         but terrible things about that place and everyone who lived there.
      

      
      I looked up at my father, sobbing. “He’ll be afraid.”

      
      “His kind are never afraid.”

      
      Acheron’s screams and pleas denied those words.

      
      My father might be a powerful king, but he was wrong. I knew the fear inside Acheron’s heart.

      
      And I knew the fear of my own.

      
      Would I ever see my brother again?

   
      
      November 3, 9532 BC

      
      It has been nine years since I last saw my brother, Acheron. Nine years and not a day had gone by without my wondering what
         he was doing. How he was being treated.
      

      
      Whenever Estes visited, I always took him aside and asked about Acheron.

      
      “He’s fine and healthy, Ryssa. I cherish him as an addition to my household. He has everything he requires. I shall be glad
         to tell him that you asked after his welfare.”
      

      
      Still, something inside me was never quite content with those words. I’d petitioned father repeatedly to send for Acheron.
         To at least bring him home for a holiday. As a prince, he should never have been sent away. Yet there he stayed in a country
         that was constantly on the brink of war with ours. Even though Estes was an ambassador, it didn’t change the fact that if
         we went to war, Acheron, as a Greek Prince, would be killed.
      

      
      And Father refused every request I made.

      
      I’d been writing to Acheron for years and normally he wrote back religiously. His letters were always brief with only a handful
         of details, but even so I cherished every one.
      

      
      So when a letter had come to me a few weeks ago, I’d thought nothing unusual about it.

      
      Not until I read it.

      
      
         Greetings most esteemed and exalted Princess Ryssa.

         Forgive me for my forwardness. Forgive me my impertinence. I found one of your letters written to Acheron and have, at great
            peril to myself, decided to write to you. I cannot tell you what harms befall him, but if you truly love your brother as you
            say you do, then I would ask you to come and see him.
         

      

      
      I’d told no one about the letter. It hadn’t even been signed. For all I knew it was a hoax.
      

      
      Yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t, that Acheron needed me.

      
      For days I debated about going until I could stand it no more.

      
      Taking my personal guard Boraxis with me for protection, I snuck out of the palace and told my maids to tell my Father I was
         visiting my aunt in Athens. Boraxis thought I was a great fool for traveling all the way to Atlantis for a letter that the
         author hadn’t even signed, but I didn’t care.
      

      
      If Acheron needed me, then I would be there.

      
      However that courage faltered days later as I found myself outside my uncle’s home in the capital city of Atlantis. The large
         gleaming red building was even more intimidating than our palace at Didymos. It was as if it had been designed for no other
         purpose than to inspire fear and awe. Of course, as our ambassador, it would benefit Estes to impress our enemies so.
      

      
      Far more advanced than my Greek homeland, the island kingdom of Atlantis glistened and glowed. There was more activity from
         the people around me than I’d ever seen before. It was truly a bustling metropolis.
      

      
      Swallowing the fear I felt, I looked at Boraxis. Taller than most men, with coarse black hair he wore braided down his back,
         he was large and burly. Lethal. And he was loyal to me to a fault, even though he was a servant. He’d been protecting me since
         I was a child and I knew I could rely on him.
      

      
      He would never allow me to be harmed.

      
      Reminding myself of that, I walked up the marble stairs, toward the golden entrance. A servant opened the door even before
         I reached it.
      

      
      “My lady,” he said diplomatically, “may I help you?”

      
      “I’ve come to see Acheron.”

      
      He inclined his head and told me to follow him inside. I found it odd that the servant didn’t ask me for my name or business
         with my brother. At home, no one was allowed near any of the royal family without a thorough screening.
      

      
      To admit someone unknown into our private residence was a crime punishable by death. Yet this man thought nothing of leading
         us through Uncle’s home.
      

      
      Once we reached another hall, the older man in front of me turned back to look at Boraxis. “Will your guard be joining you
         for your time with Acheron?”
      

      
      I frowned at the odd question. “I suppose not.”

      
      Boraxis sucked his breath in sharply. There was worry in his deep brown eyes. “Princess …”

      
      I put my hand on his arm. “I should be fine. Wait here and I’ll return quickly.”

      
      He didn’t look pleased by my decision and honestly neither was I, but surely no harm would come to me in my uncle’s home.
         So I left him there and continued down the hallway.
      

      
      And as we walked, what struck me most about my uncle’s home was how eerily silent it was. Not even a whisper could be heard.
         No one laughed. No one spoke.
      

      
      Only our footsteps echoed down the long, dark corridor. Black marble stretched as far as I could see, reflecting our images
         back at us as we made our way through the opulence of carved naked statuary and exotic plants and flowers.
      

      
      The servant led me to a room on the far side of the house and opened the door.

      
      I stepped inside and hesitated as I realized it was Acheron’s bedroom. How very strange for him to admit me here without knowing
         I was Acheron’s sister. Then again, perhaps he did. That would explain much.
      

      
      Aye, that must be it. He must have realized I looked a great deal like my brothers. Except for Acheron’s divine silver eyes,
         we had identical coloring.
      

      
      Relaxing, I glanced about. It was an exceptionally large room with an oversized hearth. There were two settees before the
         stone hearth with an odd, pole structure between them. It reminded me of the punishment block, but that made no sense. Perhaps
         it was something unique to Atlantis. I’d heard all my life that the people here had bizarre customs.
      

      
      The bed itself was rather small for a room this size, with four tall posts intricately carved into the design of a bird. On each post, the bird’s head was turned upside down so that the beaks curled outward like hooks to hold bed curtains back,
         yet there were no bed curtains there.
      

      
      Like the foyer leading to the room, the walls were a shiny black marble that reflected my image back to me perfectly. And
         as I looked about, I realized there were no windows in this room at all. Nor was there a balcony. The only light came from
         wall sconces scattered about. It made the room very dark and sinister.
      

      
      How very strange … 

      
      Three servants were making Acheron’s bed and a fourth woman oversaw them. The overseer was a frail woman, slight of stature
         who appeared around the age of forty or so.
      

      
      “It’s not time,” she said to the man who had led me through the house. “He’s still preparing himself.”

      
      The man curled his lip at her. “Would you have me tell Gerikos that I kept a client waiting while Acheron dawdles?”

      
      “But he hasn’t had time to eat yet,” the woman insisted. “He’s been working all morning without a single rest.”

      
      “Fetch him.”

      
      I frowned at their whispered words and behavior. Something was very wrong here. Why would my brother, a prince, be working?

      
      The woman turned toward a door on the far side of the room.

      
      “Wait,” I said, stopping her. “I’ll get him. Where is he?”

      
      The woman passed a fearful look to the man.

      
      “It’s her time with him,” the man said firmly. “Let the lady do as she wishes.”

      
      The older woman stood back and opened the door to an antechamber. As I stepped through, I heard her and the man gather the
         servants and leave.
      

      
      Again, how very peculiar …

      
      Hesitantly, I stepped into the room expecting to find Styxx’s twin brother. An arrogant youth who thought he knew everything
         about the world. An insulting, boastful man-child who was sullen and spoiled who would wonder why I was bothering him with
         so foolish a quest.
      

      
      I was completely unprepared for what I found.
      

      
      Acheron sat in a large, bathing pond alone. He had his flawless bare back to me and was bent over with his blond head against
         the rim as if he were too tired to sit up while he bathed himself. His long hair hung just past his shoulders and was damp,
         but not wet.
      

      
      My heart pounding, I moved forward and noticed a strong scent of oranges in the air. A small tray of bread and cheese was
         set on the floor beside him, untouched.
      

      
      “Acheron?” I whispered.

      
      He froze for a moment, then rinsed his face in the water. He left the tub and quickly toweled himself dry as if completely
         unabashed by the fact that I had intruded on his bath.
      

      
      There was an air of power that surrounded him as he toweled himself with short, quick strokes, then tossed the towel toward
         a small stack of them.
      

      
      For an instant, I was captured by the youthful, masculine beauty of him. By the fact that he made no move to dress or cover
         himself. All that adorned him were gold bands. He had a thin one around his neck that held a small pendant of some sort. Thicker
         bands encircled each of his biceps at the top of his arm and at the crook of his elbow with another band around both wrists.
         A chain of smaller circles connected each band down the length of his arms. And a band of gold with a small circle attached
         was worn around each ankle.
      

      
      As he approached me, I was stunned by what I saw. He was Styxx’s twin in physical looks and yet I saw few similarities between
         them.
      

      
      Styxx moved fast. Mercurially.

      
      Acheron was slow. Methodical. He was like a sultry shadow whose every movement was a poetic symphony of muscle, sinew and
         grace.
      

      
      He was thinner than Styxx. Much thinner, as if he didn’t get enough food to eat. Even so, his muscles were extremely well
         shaped and honed to perfection.
      

      
      He still had those eerie silver eyes, but I only glimpsed them briefly before he averted his gaze to the floor at my feet.

      
      There was also something else. An air of hopeless resignation surrounded him. It was one I’d seen countless times from the
         peasants and beggars who came to collect alms from the palace back gate.
      

      
      “Forgive me, my lady,” he said softly, his voice strangely seductive and quiet as he spoke between clenched teeth. “I didn’t
         know you’d come.”
      

      
      His chains jingling softly in the quietness, he moved behind me like a sleek, seductive wraith. He reached around my neck
         and unfastened my cloak.
      

      
      Stunned by his actions, I didn’t think to protest when he removed the garment and dropped it to the floor. It wasn’t until
         he brushed my hair back from my neck and moved to kiss the bared flesh that I bolted from him.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      
      He looked as puzzled as I felt, but still he kept his gaze locked on the floor before me. “I wasn’t prepped on what you paid
         for, my lady,” he said quietly. “I assumed from your looks that you wanted me gentle. Am I wrong?”
      

      
      I was completely baffled by his words as well as the fact that he continued to keep his jaw locked. Why did he speak that
         way? “Paid for what? Acheron, it is I. Ryssa.”
      

      
      He frowned as if he had no memory of my name. He reached for me again.

      
      I stepped away and grabbed my cloak up from the floor. “I’m your sister, Acheron. Do you not know me?”

      
      His eyes flashed angrily as he met my gaze for an instant. “I have no sister.”

      
      My thoughts whirled as I tried to make sense of this. This wasn’t the boy who wrote letters to me virtually every day, the
         boy who told me of his days of leisure.
      

      
      “How can you say that after all the gifts and letters I’ve sent you?”

      
      His face relaxed as if he finally understood. “Ah, this a game you wish to play with me, my lady. You wish me to be your brother.”

      
      I glared at him in frustration. “No, Acheron, this isn’t a game. You are my brother and I write to you almost every day and you, in turn, write to me.”
      

      
      I could sense he wanted to look at me and yet he didn’t.

      
      “I’m illiterate, my lady. I won’t be able to play your game that way.”
      

      
      The door behind me swung open. A short, round man wearing a long Atlantean formesta robe came through it. He was reading from
         a parchment and not paying attention to us.
      

      
      “Acheron, why aren’t you in your …” his voice trailed off as he looked up to see me.

      
      His gaze narrowed dangerously.

      
      “What is this?” he growled. He turned angry eyes to Acheron who took two steps back. “Are you taking clients without notifying
         me?”
      

      
      I saw the fear on Acheron’s face.

      
      “No, despotis,” Acheron said using the Atlantean term for master. “I would never do such.”

      
      Fury curled the man’s lips. He grabbed Acheron by the hair and forced him to his knees on the hard, stone floor. “What is
         she doing here then? Are you giving yourself away for free?”
      

      
      “No, despotis,” Acheron said, clenching his fists as if trying not to reach up and touch the man who was wrenching his hair.
         “Please. I swear I’ve done nothing wrong.”
      

      
      “Let him go!” I grabbed the man’s hand and tried to force him away from my brother. “How dare you assault a prince! I shall
         have your head for this!”
      

      
      The man laughed in my face. “He’s no prince. Are you, Acheron?”

      
      “No, despotis. I am nothing.”

      
      The man called for his guards to escort me out.

      
      They came immediately into the room to take me.

      
      “I will not go,” I told him. I spun on the guards and gave them my haughtiest glare. “I am the Princess Ryssa of the House
         of Arikles of Didymos. I demand to see my Uncle Estes. Right. Now.”
      

      
      For the first time, I saw reservation enter the man’s eyes. “Forgive me, Princess,” he said, his tone less than apologetic.
         “I will have you taken to your uncle’s greeting room.”
      

      
      He nodded to the guards.

      
      Appalled by his arrogance, I turned to leave. In the black marble, I saw him whisper something to Acheron.

      
      Acheron’s face paled. “Idikos promised I wouldn’t have to see him anymore.”
      

      
      The man yanked on Acheron’s hair. “You will do as you’re told. Now get up and prepare yourself.”

      
      The guards closed the door and forced me from the room. They led me back through the house until we came to a small greeting
         room that was bare save for three small settees.
      

      
      I didn’t know or understand what was going on here. Had anyone ever touched me or Styxx the way that man had touched Acheron,
         my father would have had them instantly killed.
      

      
      No one was allowed to speak to us with anything less than respect and reverence.

      
      “Where’s my uncle?” I asked the guards as they started to withdraw.

      
      “He’s in town, Highness. He’ll be back shortly.”

      
      “Send for him. Now.”

      
      The guard inclined his head to me, then closed the door.

      
      I’d only been there a short time when a secret door opened beside the hearth. It was the overseer who’d been in Acheron’s
         room when I first arrived, the older woman who’d been concerned for his welfare.
      

      
      “Your highness?” she asked hesitantly. “Is it really you?”

      
      It was then I realized who she must be. “You’re the one who wrote asking me to visit?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      I breathed in relief. Finally someone who could explain. “What’s going on here?”

      
      The woman drew a deep, ragged breath as if what she was about to say hurt her deeply. “They sell your brother, my lady. They
         do things to him that no one should have to suffer.”
      

      
      My stomach shrank at her words. “What do you mean?”

      
      She twisted her hands in the sleeve of her dress. “How old are you, my lady?”

      
      “Three and twenty.”

      
      “Are you a maiden?”

      
      I was offended that she would dare ask such an intimate question. “That is not your concern.”

      
      “Forgive me, my lady. I meant no offense. I’m merely trying to see if you will understand what they do to him. Do you know
         what a tsoulus is?”
      

      
      “Of course, I …” Absolute horror consumed me. It was an Atlantean term that had no real Greek translation, but I knew the
         word. They were young men and women trained as sexual slaves for the wealthy and noble. Unlike prostitutes and others of that
         ilk, they were very carefully trained and sequestered from an early age.
      

      
      The same age my brother had been when they took him away from home.

      
      “Acheron is a tsoulus?”

      
      She nodded.

      
      My head reeled. This couldn’t be. “You lie.”

      
      She shook her head no. “It’s why I told you to come, my lady. I knew you wouldn’t believe it unless you saw it for yourself.”

      
      And I still didn’t believe it. It wasn’t possible. “My uncle would never allow such.”

      
      “Your uncle is the one who sells him. What do you think paid for this house?”

      
      I felt sick with the news and still part of me denied what was truly obvious. “I don’t believe you.”

      
      “Then come, if you dare, and see for yourself.”

      
      I didn’t want to and yet I followed her into the back passageways of the house. We walked endlessly until we reached the antechamber
         where Acheron had been bathing.
      

      
      She held her finger to her lips to caution me to silence.

      
      It was then I heard them. I might be virgin, but I wasn’t naive. I had overheard others copulating at the parties my father
         forbade me to attend.
      

      
      But worse than the sounds of pleasure were the cries of pain I heard from my brother. The man was hurting Acheron and he was
         taking great pleasure in the pain he caused him.
      

      
      I started for the door only to find the woman in my way.

      
      She spoke in a low, deadly tone. “Stop them, my lady, and your brother will suffer in ways you cannot imagine.”

      
      Her whispered words went through me. My soul screamed out for me to stop this. But the woman had been right about everything so far. She knew my brother and uncle far better than I did.
      

      
      The last thing I wanted was to see him hurt more.

      
      Finally, after what seemed to be an eternity, there was silence.

      
      I heard heavy footsteps cross the bedchamber, then the door opened and closed.

      
      Stunned, I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move.

      
      The maid opened the door to his room to show Acheron chained to the bed by those circles. The ones at his wrists and ankles
         had been slid onto the bird beaks that decorated the four posts.
      

      
      And I’d stupidly thought them to be hooks for bed curtains.

      
      “I wasn’t prepped on what you paid for, my lady. I assumed from your looks that you wanted me gentle. Am I wrong?”

      
      Those words tore through me as I watched the woman unfasten him.

      
      I couldn’t take my eyes off the sight of him lying there, naked. Injured. Bleeding.

      
      My brother.

      
      Tears filled my eyes as I remembered him the last time I’d seen him. His plump face had been hurt, but not like this. Now
         his lips were split, his left eye swelling, his nose bloodied. There were red handprints and bruises forming over most of
         his body.
      

      
      No one deserved this.

      
      I took a step forward at the same time the far door opened. The overseer motioned me out of the room.

      
      Terrified, I rushed to the shadows where I could hear but not be seen.

      
      A curse rang out. “What has happened here?” I recognized Uncle Estes’s voice.

      
      “I’m fine, Idikos,” Acheron said, his voice thick and pain-filled. It sounded as if he left the bed and stumbled.

      
      I expected my uncle to be angry at the man who’d hurt Acheron. He wasn’t. His wrath was for my brother.

      
      “You’re worthless,” Estes snarled. “Look at you. You’re not worth a lead sola like this.”

      
      “I’m fine, Idikos,” Acheron insisted in a voice so obsequious it turned my stomach. “I can clean my—”
      

      
      “Fetch the block and scold,” Estes said, interrupting him.

      
      I heard Acheron’s protest, but instead of words, his voice was muffled as if something prevented him from speaking.

      
      I wanted the courage to barge into the room and tell them to stop, but I couldn’t seem to make my feet obey me. I was too
         horrified to move.
      

      
      I listened as chains clinked and then I heard the sound of wood striking flesh.

      
      Acheron cried out, a muffled sound of pain.

      
      The beating dragged on and on until Acheron was finally silent. I sank to the floor, weeping for him. I held my fist to my
         mouth, silencing my tears as I tried to think of what I should do. How I could stop this?
      

      
      Who in the world would ever believe me? Estes was my father’s most beloved brother. There was no way he’d take my word over
         his. None.
      

      
      “Put him in the box,” Estes said.

      
      “For how long?” another man’s voice asked.

      
      I heard Estes’s disgusted sigh. “Even with his ability to heal quickly, it’ll be at least a day before he’s well enough to
         entertain again. Find Ores and make him pay us for our losses. Cancel Acheron’s appointments and leave him in there until
         tomorrow morning.”
      

      
      “What about food?” the female overseer asked.

      
      Estes snarled, “If he can’t work, he can’t eat. He hasn’t earned his food this day.”

      
      I heard a door open and close.

      
      “Now, where is my niece?”

      
      “She’s in the greeting room,” the man said.

      
      “She wasn’t there when I came in.”

      
      “She said she was going into town,” the overseer quickly supplied. “She’ll be back shortly, I’m sure.”

      
      “Let me know the instant she returns,” Estes snarled. “Tell her Acheron is away, visiting friends.”

      
      The men left the room.

      
      I sat there on the floor, staring at the bathing pond. Staring at the mirrored walls of this room.

      
      How many clients had my brother entertained? How many days had he lived with what I’d just witnessed?
      

      
      He’d been gone for nine years. Surely it hadn’t always been like this for him. Had it?

      
      The very thought sickened me.

      
      The overseer returned. I saw the horror in her eyes and wondered if I held the same look in mine.

      
      “How long have they done this to him?” I asked.

      
      “I’ve worked here for almost a year, my lady. It’s been going on since before I came.”

      
      I tried to think of what I should do. I was a woman. Nothing in this world of male power. My uncle wouldn’t listen to me.
         For that matter, my father wouldn’t listen to me.
      

      
      He would never believe his brother could do such a thing. Just as I couldn’t believe the uncle whom I had always loved and
         adored could do such a thing.
      

      
      Yet there was no denying this.

      
      How could Estes come to our palace and sup with me and Styxx, knowing that while he was here at home, he was selling a boy
         who was identical to Styxx in every way, but for his eyes?
      

      
      It didn’t make sense.

      
      The only thing I knew was that I couldn’t leave Acheron here. Not like this.

      
      “Can you get my guard to this room without being seen?” I asked her.

      
      The maid nodded.

      
      She left me and I waited in my corner too afraid to move.

      
      When she returned with Boraxis, I finally found the courage to stand.

      
      Boraxis frowned as he helped me to my feet. “Are you all right, my lady?”

      
      I nodded numbly. “Where is Acheron?” I asked the maid.

      
      She led me into his bedchamber.

      
      Again I saw the bed that was still mussed and bloodied. Averting my gaze, I followed her to a door.

      
      When she opened it, Acheron was inside, kneeling on a hard pad that had rough bumps on it so that it would bite into his knees, causing him pain. The inner room was so tiny, that I knew it had been built for no other purpose than to be
         a punishment for him. He was naked, his body bruised and bloodied. His wristbands had been joined together behind his back,
         but what captured my attention most was the bottoms of his feet.
      

      
      They were blackened by bruises.

      
      Now I understood the sound I’d heard. What better place to punish someone when you didn’t want their body damaged? No one
         would see the bottoms of his feet.
      

      
      As gently as we could, the overseer and I took him from the room. There was a strange strap buckled around his head. As the
         maid removed it, I realized it held a large barbed ball underneath his tongue. There was fresh blood leaking from the corners
         of his mouth.
      

      
      I cringed as she pulled it away and he hissed in pain.

      
      “Put me back,” he said between his clenched teeth as the maid freed his hands.

      
      “No,” I told him. “I’m getting you out of here.”

      
      Still he kept his teeth firmly clenched. “I’m forbidden to leave, my lady. Ever. Please, you must put me back. It’s only worse
         when I fight them.”
      

      
      My heart broke at his words. What had they done to him that he was too terrified to even attempt to leave?

      
      He tried to return to his torture room, but I cut him off and forced him back.

      
      “I won’t let them hurt you anymore, Acheron. I swear it. I’m taking you home.”

      
      He looked at me as if the word was alien to him. “I have to stay here,” he insisted. “It’s not safe for me outside.”
      

      
      I ignored him and turned toward the maid. “Where are his clothes?”

      
      “He doesn’t have any, my lady. He doesn’t need any for what they use him for.”

      
      I winced at her words.

      
      “So be it.” I wrapped him in my cloak and with Boraxis’s help, we took him from the house even while Acheron protested every
         step of the way. My legs and hands were shaking in fear that we would be discovered any moment by Estes or one of his servants.
      

      
      Luckily the maid knew every back way through the house and out to the street.
      

      
      Somehow, we made it to a rented enclosed herio behind the house. Boraxis got up on top to ride with the driver while Acheron
         and I rode inside. Alone.
      

      
      Together.

      
      I didn’t really breathe again until Estes’s house had faded and we were outside the city walls, across the bridge and on the
         road that would eventually take us to the docks.
      

      
      Acheron sat in the corner, looking outside through the small windows and saying nothing.

      
      His eyes were dead. Lifeless. As if he’d seen one horror too many.

      
      “Do you need a doctor?” I asked.

      
      He shook his head no.

      
      I wanted to soothe and comfort him, but wasn’t sure if anything on this earth could do that.

      
      We rode in complete silence until we reached a small village. The driver changed horses while we entered a small home to wait.
         I rented a room from an older woman so that we could wash and rest in peace.
      

      
      Boraxis somehow found or bought Acheron clothes. They were somewhat small for him and rough in texture, but he didn’t complain.
         He merely took them and dressed himself inside the rented room.
      

      
      I noticed Acheron had a limp as he came out of the room to where I waited in the narrow hallway. My heart ached at the thought
         of his walking on his bruised feet and yet he still said no words of complaint.
      

      
      “Come, Acheron, we should eat while we can.”

      
      Panic flared in his eyes. It was instantly followed by a look of resignation.

      
      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      
      He didn’t respond. He merely pulled the cowl of his cloak over his head as if to shield himself from the world. With his head
         held low and his arms wrapped around himself, he followed me to the small dining room below.
      

      
      I headed for a table in the back, near the hearth.

      
      “Who do I have to pay for the food?” Acheron asked quietly, his face completely shielded by his cowl.

      
      I looked up at him with a frown. “You have money?”
      

      
      He looked as baffled by my question as I was by his.

      
      “If he can’t work, he can’t eat. He hasn’t earned his food this day.” My stomach shrank as I remembered what Estes had said. Tears choked me.
      

      
      He thought I wanted him to …

      
      “I will pay for our food, Acheron, with money.”
      

      
      The relief on his face tugged even more at my heart.

      
      I sat down. Acheron moved around the table and knelt on the floor to my right, just behind me.

      
      I scowled at him over my shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      
      “Forgive me, my lady. I meant no offense to you.” He scooted back on his knees several more inches.

      
      Completely flabbergasted, I turned around to stare at him. “Why are you on the floor?”

      
      He looked immediately disappointed. “I shall wait for you in the room.”

      
      He moved to leave.

      
      “Wait,” I said, taking his arm. “Aren’t you hungry? I was told you hadn’t eaten.”

      
      “I am hungry,” he said simply from between his clenched teeth.

      
      “Then sit.”

      
      Again he knelt on the floor.

      
      What was he doing? “Acheron, why are you on the floor and not sitting at the table with me?”

      
      His look was empty, unassuming. “Whores don’t sit at tables with decent people.”

      
      His voice was steady as if he were merely repeating something that had been said so often it no longer had any meaning to
         him.
      

      
      But the words cut through me.

      
      “You’re not a whore, Acheron.”

      
      He didn’t argue verbally, but I could see the denial in his pale, swirling eyes.

      
      I reached out to touch his face. He stiffened ever so slightly.

      
      I dropped my hand. “Come,” I said softly. “Sit at the table with me.”

      
      He did as I told him, but looked terribly uncomfortable, as if he feared someone would wrench him up by his hair at any moment.
         Over and over, he pulled at the cowl as if to protect himself.
      

      
      It was then I realized the second way to punish someone when you didn’t want any visible marks. The head. How many times had
         they wrenched his hair?
      

      
      A servant came to take our orders.

      
      “What would you like, Acheron?”

      
      “My will is your will, Idika.”

      
      Idika. An Atlantean word that a slave used for his owner.

      
      “Have you no preference?”

      
      He shook his head.

      
      I ordered our food and watched him. He kept his gaze on the floor, his arms locked around his body.

      
      When he moved to cough, I caught sight of something strange in his mouth.

      
      “What is that?” I asked.

      
      He glanced up at me, then looked down. “What is what, Idika?” he asked, again with his jaw clenched.

      
      “I’m your sister, Acheron, you may call me Ryssa.”

      
      He didn’t respond.

      
      Sighing, I returned to my original question. “What is in your mouth? Let me see your tongue.”

      
      He obligingly parted his lips. The entire line down the center of his tongue was pierced and studded with small gold balls
         that shimmered in the light. I’d never seen anything like it in my life.
      

      
      “What is that?” I asked, frowning.

      
      Acheron closed his mouth and by the way he moved his lips and jaw, I could tell he was rubbing the balls against the roof
         of
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