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CONTENT WARNING

This is a story of dark romance and darker obsession. Please note that it contains themes that may be triggering for some readers. There is violence, depictions of murder, stalking, suicidal thoughts, bullying, explicit language and betrayal. For a full list, please see the author’s website, jasminemasbooks.com. It’s a slow burn, but there are open-door scenes. Please take care of yourself.

Sometimes becoming a hero hurts … a lot.

Beware.




Dedication

This book is dedicated to all the girls who like morally gray fictional men and who screamed out loud the first time they read “Who did this to you?”

This one’s for you.




THE 12 HOUSES OF SPARTA

OLYMPIAN HOUSES

THE HOUSE OF ZEUS.

THE HOUSE OF HERA.

THE HOUSE OF ATHENA.

THE HOUSE OF HERMES.

THE HOUSE OF POSEIDON.

THE HOUSE OF DEMETER.

THE HOUSE OF APOLLO.

THE HOUSE OF DIONYSUS.

CHTHONIC HOUSES

THE HOUSE OF ARES.

THE HOUSE OF HADES.

THE HOUSE OF ARTEMIS.

THE HOUSE OF APHRODITE.
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Epigraph

Fides est periculosa ludum—trust is a dangerous game.
She didn’t know who was hunting her until it was too late.
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OMNISCIENT
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FATE

I draped the long toga over my crossed legs and sat completely still in the field. Stones from Delphi were placed in a circle around me.

I’d collected the rocks when I was a little girl, thousands of years ago.

Palms relaxed and open.

Head tipped back.

A smoking pipe hung from my lips.

I inhaled the herbs, and pain pulsed through my closed eyes as I activated my powers.

Glimpses of patterns, numbers, and probabilities flashed through my mind, too many images to comprehend.

The path of existence was nothing but chance, and chance was nothing but a circle of events.

Sharp sensations transformed into agony, but I inhaled smoke and withstood the onslaught.

The nonsensical images changed into cryptic words.

They spoke themselves to me:


The lost one shall change what is before;

Chained to death’s soldiers, becoming evermore;

Or Titans will inherit the earth, and there will be nothing but war.



My eyes shot open.

Dark possibilities tasted bitter on my tongue, and I felt the paths forward in the marrow of my ancient bones.

My brand of Spartan power was nothing without action, but I never shied from unsavory choices. It was why I’d survived, while the rest of my kind had perished.

The future hinged before me on a razor-sharp edge: apocalypse and peace were two sides of the same coin.

It could tip either way.

Action was needed. After all, nullum magnum ingenium sine mixture dementia fuit.

There has been no great wisdom without an element of madness.

Gasping out smoke, joints aching as I got to my feet, I tripped and stumbled as I ran through the field, into the palace, then hurried down a long, white marble hall.

My purple eyes and white hair reflected off the mirrored walls.

When I got to the heavy onyx door of the inner chamber, I didn’t bother to knock. I pushed against it and threw it open.

The members of the federation were standing behind gold podiums in the grand arena, arguing.

They turned and looked up at me.

Crack.

They fell to their knees.

Pulling the smoking pipe from my lips, I waved it in the air. “The marriage law we’ve discarded must pass—today,” I rasped. “The age to wed must be twenty-six.”

The room erupted with a roar. “But we were discussing a century!” someone shouted. “Twenty-six is far too young to be bound for all of immortality!”

I held up my hand.

Everyone shut up.

Immediately.

“That’s not all,” I said. “Kharon and Augustus must be professors in the crucible this year.”

Everyone blinked with confusion.

“Why?” Zeus asked with narrowed eyes, electricity sparking off his skin as he knelt next to the speaker’s podium in the center of the room.

I arched an eyebrow. “Are you questioning my abilities—young boy?”

“Of course not.” He lowered his head. “My apologies for my disrespect. I was just curious.”

I stared at him. “Don’t be.”

The silence expanded.

One by one, the House leaders bowed deeply—their foreheads pressed flush against the red marble floor.

Slowly, I walked down the long black-rug-covered stairs that led to the center of the arena.

When I got to the leader’s podium, I picked up a pair of scissors and reached into the basket, where the laws that hadn’t passed were wrapped in scarlet ribbon.

I snipped.

The ribbon fell away.

The scroll unrolled—“Marriage Law” was printed across it in black ink.

“Pass it,” I said as I leaned low and handed the previously discarded law to the still-bowing Zeus. “Pass it now—make the age changes and assign the two new professors.”

Electricity sparked across the paper as he took it. Then he immediately resumed his position.

I turned.

Slowly hobbled back up the steps, with immortal beings prostrated on either side.

I scoffed as they cowered—Kronos, if only you could see what your empire has become … Spartans have become so weak.

Unlike the House leaders, my word was absolute.

I was the only thing standing between the rise and fall of Sparta.

Kronos save us all.




THE GREAT WAR
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SOFTLY IT BEGAN.

Eons before humanity was born, the state of Sparta was spread across thousands of archipelago islands in modern-day Greece.

Sparta was composed of a hundred immortal Spartans, their animal protectors, and local creatures. Creature was a blanket term Spartans used to classify all races of civilized people who had special powers but weren’t Spartan.

Ruled by an oligarchic federation, Sparta’s immortal citizens were content to live quiet, slow lives of island luxury.

They knew nothing of conflict, greed, or jealousy.

All was peaceful.

Then humans arrived.

Humanity was in immediate awe of the immortal people.

Sparta taught humanity art, agriculture, and governance.

Humans worshipped them.

Thus, Spartans became humanity’s gods.

Centuries later, Spartans and creatures migrated with the humans to modern-day Italy, enjoying the wealth and status of godhood.

The Roman Empire was born.

But the affairs of man were not to be taken lightly.

The mortal population exploded in size.

In contrast, Sparta struggled with fertility—its numbers stayed around one hundred.

Then humans discovered Spartans weren’t completely immune to death—they could be chopped into tiny pieces and scattered, or starved and tortured into comas.

Humanity turned on their gods.

Emperors declared war against Spartans because they wanted all the power and wealth for themselves.

But humanity forgot it was dealing with a race more intelligent than themselves.

Sparta disappeared.

Completely.

Spartans and creatures migrated to Northern Italy and went into hiding in the Dolomites.

But before they left, they destroyed all the advancements they’d shared with humans—the Library of Alexandria burned to the ground and our knowledge of the gods with it. All we had left were the lies.

Without Sparta’s guidance, Rome fell.

As the centuries passed, the living gods who had steered humanity toward greatness became nothing but myths. But the myths we told ourselves were wrong. The gods were not as we remembered them in stories and legends: their alliances, their bloodlines, their power. It was all false.

Time trudged forward.

Protected by anonymity, advancing in the shadows, Spartans and creatures amassed unfathomable wealth and created superior technologies.

But Sparta wasn’t as peaceful as it seemed.

There were two divisive factions of Spartans: Chthonic Houses and Olympian Houses.

Each House was a separate family bloodline of power, named after its founding leader—a Spartan more powerful than the rest.

All Spartans from Olympian Houses had powers that enhanced themselves, physically or mentally.

They didn’t hurt others and instead focused on self-improvement and the sciences.

There were fifty different Olympian Houses, with dozens of members.

Olympians kept their numbers strong by having children with humans, and these half humans, half Spartans were called mutts.

In contrast, the Chthonic Houses were the Spartans with bloodred eyes.

Chthonics had powers that only hurt others, such as torture, mind control, pain.

Only four Chthonic families had ever lived. Born at the dawn of Sparta, unlike the Olympian Houses that rose and fell, they remained the same.

Always.

The infamous Chthonic four—the Houses of Hades, Aphrodite, Artemis, and Ares.

Each only had a handful of members, since they rarely procreated with the weak humans, who couldn’t handle their powers. A few creatures, those with the darkest of abilities, sided with these Houses.

Throughout history, the two factions kept an uneasy truce. Peace was maintained by the federation, which was led by the strongest Olympians.

But at the turn of the twenty-first century, the peace shattered.

The Great War started.

The four Chthonic Houses attacked the fifty Olympian Houses in a bid to overthrow the federation and seize power over Sparta.

Vastly outnumbered, twenty-four Chthonics fought against hundreds of Olympians.

Still, conflict raged for decades because the Chthonics’ abilities were so heinous.

The weaker Olympian Houses fell first as Chthonics mercilessly hunted them and scattered their pieces across the globe. The strongest Olympians banded together and sought vengeance.

In 2045, there were only eight of the strongest and oldest Olympian families left standing: the Houses of Zeus, Hera, Athena, Hermes, Poseidon, Demeter, Apollo, and Dionysus.

The war was locked in a stalemate, with numbers dwindling on both sides.

Sparta was at risk of collapse.

The four overpowered Chthonic House leaders remained, but all twenty of their children had been captured and killed.

If the war continued, there would be nothing left to rule, so the two sides signed a ceasefire.

In the new federation, the Olympians held even more of an overwhelming majority.

Peace was reestablished.

A few years later, in 2050, Titans—immortal monstrous creatures—inexplicably appeared on earth and started slaughtering humans.

The Olympian-led federation saw an opportunity to reintroduce themselves to humanity.

The gods rose again.

They also seized the chance to punish Chthonics.

As reparations for the war and their crimes, the federation ruled that all remaining Chthonics—and any sons they bore, as well as the dark creatures who sided with them—were in charge of handling earth’s Titan problem.

They called this new organization the Assembly of Death.

But that wasn’t all.

The Chthonics and creatures were also forced to fight Titans, and one another, in the Dolomites Coliseum. It was a disturbed contest known as the Spartan Gladiator Competition.

The SGC quickly became the most violent tournament to ever grace the face of the earth.

It ushered in a new era of brutality.

Nearly half a century later, Titans still roamed the earth, Chthonics were starting to rebuild their numbers, and Olympians were increasingly bearing less powerful children.

Once again, the federation struggled to keep its power, and the tides of history pointed toward war.

Sparta was more fractured than ever.

To address the growing divide, the federation enacted a controversial marriage law.

Chthonics immediately sought to undermine it.

That is where our story begins.





AB INITIO

“At this century’s turn,

all of Sparta applauds;

The federation falls,

to the exposer of gods.”

—Fate, 2050
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SERPENT
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ALEXIS: YEAR 2090

“Who are you?” a female voice whispered in my ear.

I sat up with a start and blinked groggily.

My wrists throbbed with pain. They were scraped raw.

Grasses and pink summer flowers rustled as a warm breeze blew through the emerald field I was napping in.

Rural Montana was a quiet, eerie place.

Located two hundred miles north of Helena’s city lights, the power grid barely sustained our run-down trailer park.

The Titans had arrived in the year 2050, and the world had crumbled.

Kids at school called it apocalyptic core.

I called it hell.

No one knew where the human-esque immortal Titans with razor-sharp teeth, black veins, long claws, and superspeed came from, or why they tore humans apart for fun.

Their existence was unfortunate, if you wanted to live (I didn’t).

Father John said the Titans had appeared to “teach humans a lesson.” Since we did nothing but perish dramatically and gruesomely … strange lesson.

After all, it was the Spartans who had saved us.

“Can you hear me?” the unknown voice asked louder.

I whipped my head around and searched for the speaker, but there was nobody else in the field.

I groaned as the quick movement made my wrists throb worse.

Father and Mother were making their “special drink” in the bathtub again to deal with hunger—a combination of cleaning supplies, water, and moldy bread yeast—and their behavior had become increasingly erratic.

Case in point, last week I’d looked “wrongly” at Father, so he’d tied me up with a rough rope because I was a “lazy, good for nothing, spoiled ten-year-old bitch.”

This morning, I’d gotten tired of being tethered like a dog and had hit my arms down against a rock while pulling until I’d gotten free.

Both wrists were definitely fractured.

At least you’ve escaped.

The good news: Father was so clueless he probably wouldn’t even remember that he’d tied me up.

The bad news: he needed fancy Spartan Federation medication—preferably death—but he couldn’t afford it.

Someone needed to take care of his mental health the cheap way—hit him over the head with a shovel (that was what they’d done to neighbor Paul: whacked him when he wasn’t looking).

“You can hear me, can’t you … what—are you?” the invisible voice said next to my ear, and I jolted with fear.

Great, I’m being haunted by a ghost.

I looked around warily.

Barbed wire fence glinted at the distant tree line that surrounded the trailer park, and a tattered white flag hung off a branch displaying the crest of the House of Hades—a horrifying skeleton dog with burning crimson eyes.

It was a hellhound.

Below the flag, a sign warned in bloodred letters, “Spartan Federation Militarized Protected Zone, Titans Beware.”

The Chthonic organization of killers—the Assembly of Death—and their symbols (creepy hellhound flags that no one asked for) were strung across the protected zones. They were a warning to Titans that even among monstrosities, there were Goliaths.

Everyone knew the twelve Spartan families who ruled the earth.

The eight Olympian Houses were the good guys, since their powers didn’t hurt other people. In contrast, the four Chthonic Houses were pure evil.

They were mass murderers with dark powers.

I shivered.

The age of gods and monsters sucks.

Breathing roughly through my teeth, I tried to focus on anything but the agony radiating up my forearms.

What would Emmy Noether and Carl Gauss do in this situation?

Sadly, I was not sure how my heroes—brilliant historical mathematicians—would act.

Sleep would be nice.

So would death.

For now, I’d settle for rereading the public library’s autobiography of Emmy Noether for the hundredth time. It was like a gentle hug.

At least, I assumed that was what an embrace would feel like.

I’d never been hugged.

Not yet.

Maybe never, considering I loathed being touched and people didn’t like me.

“You smell familiar,” the invisible voice whispered louder. “I wonder … what’s your name, kid?”

I sniffed my armpit. I’d used the cold garden hose this morning, so all I smelled was sun and grass. “I’m A-Alexis Hert,” I said tentatively. The raised scar on my sternum tingled, the one I’d had since I was a baby.

“You can understand me, human? You can speak to me?” The voice was even louder, and I jumped. “I’m Nyx.”

“Uh—hi,” I said awkwardly.

There was a long pause.

“Why are your wrists bloody?” Nyx asked.

“My foster p-parents are trying to kill me,” I said with a heavy sigh.

“You’re a strange human.” Nyx’s voice sounded closer. “You speak of death—but you don’t smell of fear. There is something wrong with you.”

“There probably is,” I said.

Nyx hissed. “Your attitude is unsettling. I’ve met immortal Spartans who’ve feared death more than you do.”

“Are you a ghost?” I asked.

“No.”

“Liar.”

The sun was suddenly obstructed by a dark object—it hovered inches from my face.

Slit pupils were stark against neon purple, and a slippery forked tongue dragged across my cheek.

“I told you I was real,” Nyx hissed.

A … a … colossal black snake—as long as one of my legs, with twin fangs gleaming, razor-sharp, and purple eyes—hovered inches in the air in front of me.

She looked dangerous.

Predatory.

“What are you?” I whispered.

Her shiny black head swayed back and forth on the summer breeze like she was trying to hypnotize me. “I’m an echidna, an ancient race of invisible snakes. Of course, you wouldn’t know—humans know nothing of the ways of beasts.”

I swallowed thickly. “Are you venomous?”

The fangs flashed as the snake’s head nodded. “Extremely so. Just a graze from one of my fangs would kill you in seconds.”

“Wicked,” I said with awe. “Want to be friends?” I’d never had one.

Purple eyes glowed.

“Fine,” Nyx hissed, her jaw opening as she spoke, “but only because your life seems miserable, and I’ve been misplaced in this barbaric land with no one to speak to.”

“Cool.” I reached out and patted her shiny head.

Nyx snapped the air with a click. “Never touch me like that or I’ll bite you to death, girl—I’m not a common dog.” She sniffed haughtily. “This is only a temporary arrangement.”

I laughed.

She was funny.

Hours later, after I’d frolicked about with my new bestie and tried to ignore the pain in my wrists, the sun set in a fiery pink sky.

If I didn’t get back to the trailer before nightfall, I’d be locked out and forced to sleep in the dark.

I was determined to sleep inside tonight.

“Let’s go back together,” I whispered. Nyx turned invisible and slithered next to me. Her head brushed against my feet as I ran.

We made it back with light still in the sky—not that anyone noticed.

Mother and Father were sitting in the yard, emaciated and glassy-eyed as they sipped on dirty cups full of their “special drink.” Their pupils were blown wide, heads tipped back at an unnatural angle, as they stared up at the clouds.

Living corpses.

I hummed to soothe myself.

“They look—sick.” Nyx’s wet tongue slicked across my ear as she rose behind me and followed me into the trailer. “Do you want me to kill them?”

“No,” I whispered as I led her down the hall. “That’s wrong.”

The lamp on the wall flickered weakly with green light, the electricity humming as it struggled to power the decrepit trailer—a mix of metal and wood parts from a time before the Titans.

The singular fan that pointed at the foster parents’ bed did nothing to cool the rest of the space.

The muggy summer heat was oppressive.

Nyx clicked her fangs. “Fine—but someday, kid, I’ll kill them for you.”

I huffed. “You can’t. Killing is a sin. It’s morally the worst thing you can ever do. Your soul will be corrupted. Father John says so.”

“Father John sounds like a stupid idiot—you’re too young to know what you speak of,” Nyx said. “When you’re older, you’ll think differently.”

She was definitely going to hell for saying that.

Wait—didn’t Father John say snakes are evil … am I going to hell for befriending her?

Eternal damnation was surprisingly complicated.

I shook my head. “I will never kill someone,” I promised, chest burning with sincerity.

Nyx scoffed.

Gingerly, I settled into the cardboard box that functioned as my bed.

A small piece of white fabric lay at the bottom, and an eight-letter label was embroidered in gold across the front. It was the onesie I’d been wearing when the orphanage found me as a baby—the only possession in the world that was mine.

There was a weird gliding sensation as Nyx repositioned her heavy weight across my lap.

“Can you talk to all people?” I whispered.

“No, kid,” Nyx said softly, “it’s unusual that you can hear me. I can only talk to my own kind, and there aren’t a lot of us.”

“Well, I think it’s nice,” I mumbled with sleepiness. “Now you can’t leave me because we can talk—I’ve always wanted a friend … just no killing … promise?”

“I don’t make asinine oaths. Enough chatter,” Nyx hissed. “We sleep.”

Only later would I realize my stutter had disappeared completely when I talked to her.

Beasts didn’t scare me.

People did.

That was how a thirty-pound invisible poisonous snake became my closest companion.

Yes, I befriended the first monster I’d ever met.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

I jolted awake a few hours later.

There was a loud thumping noise at the front of the trailer.

Mother and Father swore loudly as they staggered out of bed toward the obnoxious, repetitive sound.

I peeked out the corner of my box. Nyx mumbled against me and shifted but didn’t wake up.

A short elderly woman with pure white hair and shocking purple eyes stood at the door.

Her expression was grave.

A skinny figure in a hood stood hunched low beside her.

“What the fuck is the meaning of this?” Mother asked as she stared down at the intruder, much more sober than earlier. “We ain’t selling our drink at the front door—you’ll have to just wait till Monday and get it in the woods like everyone else in the park.”

Beside Mother, Father opened his mouth and slurred out unintelligible sounds.

“Thank you—a very generous offer,” the elderly woman said, her tone insinuating it was anything but.

She cleared her throat.

“I’m here because the United States Government, led by the Spartan Federation, has deemed you responsible for a second foster child. Monthly food vouchers will be sent accordingly to cover his expenses. His name is Charlie.”

I’ve never heard of foster kids being delivered to doors.

Before anyone could react, the elderly woman—with surprising strength—shoved Charlie up the steps into the trailer, then slammed the door shut.

Mother scoffed at the child. “They’ll be hearing from us. This is fucking ridiculous. We didn’t sign up for another one. We can’t even feed the other fucking thing.”

Nice, I’m an object now.

Father stumbled over to the ratty couch, collapsed on it face-first, and snored.

Mother grabbed Charlie by the scrawny arm and dragged him toward my cardboard box. I closed my eyes tight and pretended to sleep.

“Boy, you can sleep next to … Alex—there’s enough room.”

Judging from the long pause, she’d struggled to remember my name. Rude. I’d been living with her for almost ten years.

Mother stomped away loudly. Broken springs creaked as she got into her bed.

I squinted through my lashes.

Charlie was kneeling in front of me.

I gasped.

His eyes were an unnatural shade of yellow that almost glowed in the dark.

Greasy blond hair hung around his pale, pointy face, and dark circles rimmed his sunken features.

“I’m A-Alexis,” I whispered cautiously, holding out my bruised hand. My aching wrist trembled as I waited to see what he would do.

Is he going to mock my stutter?

He stared at my hand but didn’t take it.

If his eyes hadn’t been open, I would have struggled to believe he was alive because he was so still.

I put my hand down and shifted so there was room in the cardboard box.

We were both small. We could fit.

Discreetly I moved Nyx to my other side so he wouldn’t touch her.

“I’m ten,” I offered softly. “Are you—also ten?”

Charlie shook his head, then gingerly lowered himself into the space beside me. He still didn’t speak.

“Are you younger?” I asked.

He nodded as we sat next to each other in the dark.

“Nine?”

He nodded again.

“I guess you’re my younger brother now. Don’t worry, I’ll be a good sister,” I promised him quickly. “I know all about the foster parents. Just follow my lead and you’ll be okay. I’ll protect you.”

“You—don’t have to,” he whispered softly.

I nudged him with my elbow. “I know I don’t have to—but I want to. I’ll take care of you.”

His eyes got impossibly wide.

“What is it?” I asked with concern.

He shook his head like it was nothing, but a small smile curved his lips.

Warmth unfurled in my chest, and I grinned back.

I’d started the day with zero friends.

Now I had two.

Things were looking up.
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THE MONSTER

[image: Start of image description, Statue of Ancient Greek woman with her hand over her face, end of image description]
   
ALEXIS: YEAR 2091

The energy in the trailer was contentious at best and treacherous at worst.

Wind howled outside as winter dumped snow furiously.

The February storm cast everything in shadows. The green light in the corner flickered weakly, barely sustained by the small amounts of electricity allotted to the trailer.

It was the dead of night, which was why Nyx was outside hunting. She said the dark made it easier to kill.

I took her word for it.

“We need to act now,” Mother whispered to Father in the trailer kitchen.

What are they talking about? My stomach twisted as a bad feeling scoured my chest.

They thought they were the only ones still up.

Charlie was asleep beside me.

I was wide awake.

Charlie had been with us since the summer, and he was already the best brother I could ever have asked for.

He was quiet and shy, but I didn’t mind, since he hung out with me every day and let me help him with his math homework. He never made fun of my stutter or called me stupid.

Actually, he hadn’t spoken a word more than the single sentence he’d said when we first met. But I didn’t mind.

For the first time ever, I wasn’t lonely.

Mother whispered something inaudible, and her tone was dark.

The only problem was—things were not great with the foster parents.

There were fewer provisions than ever at the local food bank. Half the food stamps they received for Charlie and me weren’t redeemable, since there was no meat and dairy to be had in the winter.

We were all starving.

Even worse than usual.

The icy conditions also meant fewer neighbors left their trailer to buy the foster parents’ “special drink.”

Mother spoke softly, and I strained to listen.

“We need to get rid of Charlie,” she whispered. “No one will know.”

Father grunted in agreement.

I froze with fear.

No.

They can’t.

But they could.

We hadn’t had school in weeks because the roads were too icy to drive on, which was probably why they were making plans now.

A few kind teachers gave us their scraps of food. It was what usually kept us alive. Things were getting more desperate for us with each snowstorm.

Out here in rural northern Montana, in the middle of winter, you could do anything to anyone, and no one would know until spring.

Gently I shook Charlie awake.

Bright yellow eyes stared up at me with confusion. He shivered, condensation from our breath lingering in the air. His pale skin was almost translucent.

“Go hide in the bathroom—now,” I mouthed. “Lock the door.”

Charlie’s eyes widened with horror as he took in my tense expression.

“Whatever you hear, do not leave the bathroom,” I whispered quickly. “If things get … serious—and there’s no other option—only then do you use the phone and call the first responders. Dial 777.”

The phone was attached to the bathroom wall in a glass case labeled For Emergency Use Only. Every house was mandated to have one in case of a Titan attack.

Mother had installed ours in the bathroom because she said she didn’t want to “see the ugly fucking thing all day.”

She also said the same thing about me.

Charlie’s breath caught as he realized what I was saying.

The phone line connected to local first responders, but they dealt with crises after they unfolded. The Titans were the only threat that warranted immediate intervention; for everything else, everyone was on their own.

After all, there were only ten Chthonic Spartans in existence, and only five were currently qualified to hunt down dozens of monstrous Titans.

The Assembly of Death was short-staffed.

Since the Great War, only five Chthonic children had been born. Everyone knew who they were.

Augustus, Kharon, Patro, Achilles, and Helen.

Technically, there was another child—Medusa—but she was incarcerated in the underworld, which was the infamous maximum-security Spartan prison.

There were also a handful of creatures who fought for the assembly alongside the Chthonic leaders but they rarely had children.

Also, since Chthonics didn’t join the assembly until immortality at twenty years old, there was only one Chthonic male heir—full-blooded Chthonic—who was of age right now to fight with the leaders.

Augustus, heir to the House of Ares.

He was the twenty-three-year-old son of Ares and Aphrodite.

The next child to come of age would be Kharon, the eighteen-year-old son of Artemis and Erebus.

Augustus’s sister, Helen, was the eight-year-old heiress of the House of Aphrodite.

Not much else was known about them because heirs and heiresses were infamous for being reclusive.

They were modern-day Spartan elites, more important and powerful than any human royal could ever have dreamed of being.

The last of the Chthonic children were two rare half humans called mutts: Patro and Achilles.

Patro of the House of Aphrodite was thirteen years old, and Achilles of the House of Ares was fourteen.

They were the future of the Assembly of Death, but until they came of age, there were barely enough monsters to fight Titans.

Humanity was still in grave danger.

The federation kept civilization running, but everything that wasn’t a necessity fell through the cracks.

Charlie and I were below the cracks.

We were in the dirt.

“Go—now,” I whispered to Charlie, then leaned forward and gave him a big hug. “It’s going to be okay.”

Both of us were shaking as we embraced.

When I pulled away, Charlie nodded and crawled silently into the bathroom next to where we slept.

Emmy and Carl fought to become pioneers of mathematics. Emmy dealt with evil in her time and stayed strong.

Be like her, Alexis.

I wanted to pretend I hadn’t heard Mother, but I had.

I can’t do this.

There were two of them and one of me. I was tall for my age, but not that tall. They were still much bigger than me.

Yes, you can.

I took a shaky breath and stood up.

Wrists tweaking with phantom pain, I rubbed at the hair ties that covered the raised skin of old scars.

There would be consequences if I acted—there always were in hell.

You need a plan.

Slowly, I walked out into the kitchen where they were standing sipping their drinks, and I spread my legs wide.

I had no plan.

It took me a dozen tries before I finally found the courage to speak. “If you t-try and h-hurt Charlie, you’ll have to g-go through m-me,” I said. “I’ll tell e-everyone what y-you tried to do, and they’ll l-lock y-you up f-forever.”

No matter how much I concentrated, my stutter was always at its worst when I spoke to them—Charlie and Nyx were the only ones it completely disappeared around.

As if in slow motion, they turned toward me.

Their eyes were wide and unfocused, pupils dilated. Liquid clung to their lips. Shadows covered the emaciated planes of their wrinkled faces.

“What the fuck did you just say to us, girl?” Father asked slowly.

Mother smiled, flashing rotting gums and three teeth. She threw down her empty glass. It shattered loudly across the cracked tile floor.

I jumped and swallowed a scream.

“How about we just kill you both?” Mother laughed. “We’ve got nothing to lose—we’re fucking starving to death anyways.”

Sweat streaked down the side of my face, then froze in the frigid temperatures. Every bone in my body wanted to turn and run.

I held my ground, turning frantically for a weapon—I grabbed the busted metal toaster off the counter and chucked it at them.

Father groaned as it hit him, and he stumbled back.

There was a shocked moment of silence.

Bad plan.

He kicked it aside.

“How … fucking dare you?” Mother demanded. Then they charged at me in a blur of screams and fists.

Far away, glass shards bit into my soles as Mother shook my shoulders back and forth while screaming obscenities. Her breath reeked of chemicals.

Father slammed his fist into my left eye, but I didn’t feel anything.

Time distorted.

After a lifetime of pain, the brain learns how to suffer. I knew how to stay conscious through a beating. I’d had years to perfect my technique.

The key was tensing your core and buttocks.

Humming.

And nihilism.

Also, role-playing as a tortured nineteenth-century musical prodigy in the imaginary throes of writing a violent opera helped.

A haunting melody started playing in my head.

Only I could hear the music.

I dodged, and Mother clipped my left ear with a punch. “You lazy, ungrateful whore, threatening us after everything we’ve fucking done for you …” A loud ringing cut off her words (a shame; she was making some intriguing points).

I staggered and turned.

Another punch caught the left side of my head.

The kitchen was narrow, and Father was pushed back as Mother kept attacking.

In my scramble to avoid the violence, her fist hit the same spot—everything went blurry, and I couldn’t hear or see.

Classical music—delusion—filled the darkness.

Dim light filtered through my abused corneas—half the field of vision was black, and in the other half, I clawed blindly at Mother’s face and neck with bloody nails.

I clutched at her shirt.

She screamed something I couldn’t hear.

Her fist caught my mouth, and my blood sprayed across Mother’s scratched face as I held on for dear life, desperate to stop them from getting to Charlie.

Just keep them occupied. They’ll get tired. Then go for an opening.

“Let me in, Alexis—let me in NOW!” Nyx’s voice hiss-screamed from outside. She must have returned from her hunt and heard the commotion.

She can help me protect Charlie.

I lunged for the door to let her in, but Father lunged with me. He dragged me back into the kitchen (hell) and threw me toward Mother (a demon from said place).

Her punishing blow caught the side of my head—everything burned. I clawed at her as she grappled.

“Kid, let me in right now!” The trailer rocked as Nyx slammed against it.

Mother’s fist once again caught my left eye, and lights exploded. Black ringed my vision.

Blood was everywhere.

She screamed in my face—I screamed back. Oh, look, we’re harmonizing. Mozart would have loved this.

Another blow slammed against the side of my head, and my fingers loosened as everything spun faster.

Stay focused. You’re losing it, Alexis. Concentrate.

Panic welled, sharp and hot, like I’d been stabbed straight through the heart. Charlie’s in danger. Don’t you dare pass out.

CRASH!

The world exploded—the window next to us shattered into a million pieces.

Glass rained. Oh, look, it’s a crescendo.

I staggered backward, slipping on blood and glass as I struggled to catch my bearings.

Shards were everywhere.

The trailer was painted in streaks of red because something had come through the window from the outside.

Father pointed at me. Then he was pointing at Mother, and they were screaming at each other. I pointed at the sink and screamed.

They shrieked and jumped back, pushing at each other to get away from the imaginary sink monster. Their pushing turned into shoving, and then a fist was thrown. They fought each other.

That diversion was more successful than expected.

Chest pain randomly skewered my sternum.

Great, I’m having a heart attack at eleven. Any other day, I would have welcomed a cardiac embolism with open arms. But not now. Not when Charlie was depending on me.

Mother grabbed a knife out of the butcher block and swung it wildly, and she yelled something garbled about a red devil as she stared at me. Her expression was wild.

She’s lost it completely.

Her mind was poisoned.

I tripped over something solid on the floor as I dodged her swings, and landed on my butt.

She backed away from me.

Shards bit into my palms as a frozen object slapped against my leg, and I stilled in horror. I lunged forward and groped the space, grabbing onto an invisible body.

“I will protect you,” Nyx hissed.

Nyx had thrown herself through the window to save me. She was the reason I’d gotten away.

The panic in my chest tripled. No, she can’t get hurt. I groped blindly at my best friend, wrangling her icy scales with every ounce of strength I had.

“Stay beside me,” I whispered desperately. “We need to protect Charlie. Not me,” I gasped.

She hissed.

I hummed a frantic tune inside my head.

Evolutionists were wrong; humans hadn’t evolved from primates—we’d devolved from them.

With my hands tangled around Nyx’s icy scales, I dragged us both backward across the floor.

Grabbing at the bathroom handle for purchase, I started to haul us up. The door opened, and we fell inside.

He left the door unlocked for me.

I locked it behind me quickly.

Mother and Father shouted something about a devil as they yelled at each other.

Inside the cramped space, Charlie was curled up in a ball in the corner.

His emaciated body was wedged between the toilet and the wall. Overly large teary eyes looked at me with horror. Then he shook harder and ducked his head like he was trying to hide.

Nyx yanked in my hands. “Release me,” she hissed. “I need to kill those bastards for hurting you.”

Charlie didn’t react, and I wasn’t surprised. I’d long ago accepted that I was the only one who could hear Nyx.

Everyone just assumed I was a loser who talked to herself.

The loser part was still up for debate (it wasn’t; I authored Emmy Noether and Carl Gauss fan fiction in my free time).

I gasped shakily as the pain in my sternum intensified. “Let’s protect Charlie from here—let them hurt each other first.”

The symphony played faster.

She slithered up my body and wrapped herself loosely around my neck and shoulders like an invisible scarf.

Charlie sobbed harder in the corner.

I would have cried too, but I was too amped up on adrenaline.

Also, I had felt nothing in eleven years.

So, there was that.

Heaving for breath, I staggered over to the toilet and took off the heavy porcelain top. Repositioning beside the door, I raised my makeshift weapon and closed my eyes.

When they walked through, I’d bludgeon them and Nyx would bite them.

No one will hurt Charlie. No one will take him from me. Ever. He’s safe. I’ll keep him safe.

Pain stabbed my chest.

A panic attack had never felt so sharp.

G-sharp at a crescendo.

With labored breaths, I forced my shaking arms to stay raised while Charlie rocked back and forth in misery.

For him, I can do anything.

We might not be related, but as Father John preached, “The blood of a covenant is thicker than the water of any womb.”

Day and night, Charlie and I survived in this hellish trailer together. We shared a cardboard bed. We starved together. Besides Nyx, he was the only person I had in my life.

“What’s your plan?” Nyx asked, her invisible tongue brushing against my cheek.

“If they enter,” I said, cracking my neck, “we kill them.”

Cymbals crashed.

Agony skewered my sternum.

Charlie sobbed louder.

A lot was happening.

“Brilliant plan,” Nyx hissed.

The foster parents had won; they’d made a murderer out of me.

On the other side of the door, Mother let out an unholy scream, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. The sound was so heinous that my panic quadrupled. I gasped with fatigue as my chest ached.

Heavy footsteps pounded.

My arms shook with exhaustion as I raised the yellowed ceramic higher—ready to fight.

Father’s voice was close as he screamed, “Kids, help—quick … something is hurting her!”

I stilled.

What had he just said? Had he just asked us for help? The ones he was planning on killing? This man cannot be serious right now.

Charlie whimpered and curled tighter in on himself.

I closed my eyes and didn’t move.

The wails harmonized.

“Children, call 777! A Titan has your mother!” The bathroom door rattled like he was trying to get in. “Alex, do something.”

I hated that nickname.

We didn’t have a mother.

Not really.

A stomach-curdling shriek sounded in the kitchen.

Titans were drawn to blood and violence, but the misery in this trailer was an almost daily occurrence. Why would one suddenly attack now? It doesn’t make sense, unless …

I gasped—the window was wide open after Nyx had broken through it, so the trailer wasn’t locked up like usual.

A beast had gotten in.

The lid in my hands shook unmercifully. Icy scales slid against my neck like Nyx was repositioning herself to attack.

“Something invisible is tearing her apart—it’s—it’s—it’s one of them … it has to be … please call … please help!” Father pleaded through the door.

The door creaked as he slammed against it and tried to get in.

I doubled over with chest pain.

Mother screamed louder, and Father sobbed as he clawed at the bathroom door. “Please, call the Spartans now. Please, children. Her mouth is foaming. It’s … horrible.”

She was being attacked, and he was at the door. It was really happening—the Titans were here.

I squeezed my eyes tighter.

Charlie sobbed louder.

The orchestra played their final act.

Fists banged against the door, a desperate man pleaded brokenly, and my hands trembled harder.

Blood rolled down my face and dripped onto the floor.

The door rattled.

The dying screamed.

Haunting classical music played.

“You are strong,” Nyx whispered. “You are brave.” Scales slid across the side of my face like she was nuzzling me. “You can handle anything—the universe is yours to command.”

Tears joined blood and dripped down my face.

I didn’t move and didn’t open my eyes.

The phone on the wall remained untouched.

There was an awful gurgling noise, then … silence. The only sound was Father sobbing brokenly.

The musicians put down their instruments and bowed.

I held my breath as I waited. Waited for him to start making the same sound Mother had made. Waited for the door to break down. Waited to fight a Titan. Waited for death.

Time stretched.

I kept waiting.

“I think it’s gone,” Father said despondently. Then there was a crash like he’d tripped. The front door slammed, and his voice was muffled as he screamed and begged the neighbors for help.

I didn’t lower my weapon.

Charlie sobbed quietly.

The excruciating sensation in my sternum slowly drained away, and everything blurred.

Noises, sounds, movements—it was all a jumbled haze.

Time warped.

Charlie nuzzled sleepily against my side. I blinked into awareness.

Dim green lights flickered above, and a familiar ratty couch was beneath me. Night had fallen in the trailer, and snow fell softly outside in the darkness.

The storm had passed.

Charlie was asleep under my arm, and Nyx was wrapped tightly around my torso, invisible beneath my sweatshirt. The trailer was full of strangers buzzing with energy. One of them said something about the neighbors calling it in.

Two of the strangers turned to me.

I flinched and tried to scoot back on the couch, to put distance between us.

The male and female medics didn’t care. They leaned closer and invaded my personal space, the gold lion of the House of Zeus flashing on their ID badges.

If I’d had any energy, I would have screamed.

I barely mustered a grunt.

They dabbed something along the largest cuts on my face, hands, and feet, and I shivered.

“Stay still,” the female medic snapped. “This is extremely expensive Spartan healing gel. There’s only a small amount left. Once it’s gone—you’re out of luck.” Her lips pursed with disgust.

The problem isn’t the medicine; it’s that you’re touching me.

“You should be grateful we’re using it at all,” the male medic scoffed. “This bottle is expired. Otherwise, we’d never waste it on you. Olympian Spartan laboratories take years experimenting and designing to create these miracle drugs.”

I wished it hadn’t expired.

With a deep breath, I hummed a classical tune and focused on the positives—a few feet away, Mother was being zipped into a body bag by people in white hazmat suits, and Father was outside in the snow arguing as he was questioned.

Good times.

The trailer door slammed.

“Stay still,” the male medic snapped as he squeezed my cheeks and dabbed at my left eye.

He’s probably never taken math above calculus. Carl Gauss would never speak to me like this.

A tall policeman—dressed in black with fancy Spartan guns on both hips—knelt in front of me, and the wild horse of the House of Artemis flashed on his ID. It had feral bloodred eyes.

The policeman clicked on a recorder and spoke in a low voice like he was talking to a skittish animal. “We just need you to tell us what happened. Did you get these wounds from your father? Did he hit you?” he asked softly, like it mattered.

We both knew it didn’t.

Battery and assault weren’t prosecuted anymore—there was only one crime the Spartan system expended resources to combat.

“Not my father,” I corrected him, and my voice sounded strange. “Foster father, and yes. He hurt m-me.”

The policeman’s eyes narrowed with interest. “And who hurt your mother? Who killed her? Do you rem—”

“Tell them what happened, Alexis!” Father’s voice bellowed from outside. “Tell them it was the Titans. You know I was—” He grunted like someone had hit him.

My brain finished the sentence for him: sobbing at the bathroom door, begging you to call the Spartans.

“Ignore him,” the policeman said. “Who killed your foster mother? You can tell me the truth. She was … drenched in blood and foaming at the mouth … it was a particularly … brutal attack.”

I opened my mouth to say it must have been a Titan, but the words didn’t escape.

Charlie could have died tonight. Nyx could have gotten hurt. I rubbed at my wrists and looked the policeman dead in the eye.

“Father killed her,” I said calmly.

Red devil eyes flashed accusingly on his badge.

The policeman clicked off the recorder.

“Thank you. That was all I needed. The system will handle this quickly. He’ll be transferred tonight to the Spartan Federation Penitentiary—he’ll serve life with no parole.” He nodded at me. “He’s out of your hair.”

He stood up and walked out of the trailer.

Outside, Father started shrieking obscenities about killing me (greedy, if you ask me, since he’d already had his shot), but a car door slammed shut and he was silenced.

The female medic stared down at me with disgust, her voice warped as she said, “There was nothing we could do about your eye or ear. You aren’t qualified for hospital treatment.”

I had no idea what she was talking about.

She walked away with her partner.

I was going to miss her positive energy. Not.

Distantly, I was aware that someone was unrolling yellow tape that read “contaminated zone” along the walls of the trailer, while another person boarded up the broken window.

People shuffled out.

Time passed in a daze.

I blinked.

The trailer was empty and reeked of sterile disinfectant. It reminded me of the “special drink.”

Neon-green lights cast shadows over the walls as the line of white electric Spartan trucks drove away into the storm. Snow gathered gently on the windowsills.

The three of us were alone.

It was a dream come true; it was a nightmare.

Shaking, teeth chattering, I pulled Nyx off me and jerkily repositioned Charlie on the couch. Then I staggered over to the trailer door.

It took me multiple tries to turn the three locks.

With trembling arms, I dragged the old armchair across the floor and shoved it in front of the door as a barricade.

Dim lights flickered in a green haze.

Only after I’d tugged the worn, patched blanket off the bed, which none of us had ever slept in, did I lie down beside Charlie on the couch and pull Nyx into my arms.

I couldn’t sleep.

When the blinking digital clock said 5:00 a.m., I gave up trying to rest and stumbled into the bathroom.

The pipes groaned as well water sputtered out of the tap. Splashing freezing water on my face, I looked up into the small mirror above the sink.

My mouth opened in an O of horror.

Curls stuck out around my head in every direction, and my golden skin was covered in welts, bruises, and cuts.

That wasn’t the problem.

Slowly, I closed my right eye.

The world went fuzzy and dark even though my left eye was still open. I opened my right eye, and vision returned.

Pink water dripped slowly down my face.

Mismatched irises stared back at me in the mirror. It wasn’t an illusion—I no longer had two dark eyes.

The left iris was white.

The right iris was black.

The best part—that wasn’t all.

Feeling like I was underwater, I lifted my shaking hand up to my right ear and spoke aloud. The sound was warped and staticky. I dropped my hand and repeated the action. This time, I could hear my voice.

I was blind and deaf on my left side.

With a deep breath, I splashed more freezing water, patted down my hair, and pushed my shoulders back.

The girl in the mirror looked calm. Covered in cuts, with eerie mismatched eyes, she was intimidating. Powerful. To her right, the emergency phone hung untouched on the wall.

“Who is she? I must know her name,” Carl Gauss would say if he saw her walking down the street in Brunswick, Germany. “That girl will be my prodigy!”

I smiled.

My abusers were gone.

I was free.

In those early hours, I befriended the second monster I’d ever met—myself.

At least, I thought I did.

Later I’d come to understand that I was both very right and very, very, very wrong about that assessment. Monsters were tricky like that; by the time you saw them for what they truly were, it was already too late.

Later that day, there was a loud knock on the trailer door.

A middle-aged man with deep mouth wrinkles stood outside in the snow.

“The federation—” in a display of pure class, he spat out a thick wad of mucus “—has identified this trailer as a crime scene and thus uninhabitable.”

He pointed to a large white truck with a fancy silver rig on the back.

“I’ve been ordered to take it away.” His voice was warped, and the high-pitched ringing in my left ear worsened.

Snow flurried, and his eyelashes frosted over.

“Where are w-we supposed to live?” I asked on numb lips.

“Not my problem. All inhabitants need to evacuate—now,” he said, expression blank. “I’m authorized to use force.” His hand rested on a riot stick, which was strapped to his belt.

A few minutes later, Charlie, Nyx, and I stood on the empty patch of dead lawn with the parents’ blanket wrapped around our shoulders. A few measly possessions were in a box at our feet.

The truck towed the trailer down the ice-covered road.

“Let’s find shelter,” I whispered and led my family toward the nearest trailer to beg for help.

We were officially homeless.

That was the thing about living in dark times—life got progressively worse.

Always.
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ALEXIS: YEAR 2099

Neon green flickered on the ceiling as the power grid struggled to keep the school’s lights on.

It was six in the morning, but homeroom—the period where teachers took attendance before classes started—buzzed with noises.

Who cares if Sarah cheated on Bethany with Eric and that they did butt stuff?

People confused me, but teenagers were downright perplexing.

Sometimes (every day), nineteen years on earth felt sufficient.

I’d seen enough.

Sighing heavily, I tried to focus on solving the equation I’d been working on for months.

Everything was riding on me scoring top .001 percent on the Spartan merit test this June. Every nineteen-year-old on earth took the Spartan test to determine if they could attend one of the three Spartan-run higher-education universities that were left in the world.

If I managed to get in, I still needed evidence of academic accomplishments beyond grades. My work on the Riemann Hypothesis would be my proof.

Charlie was depending on me.

I would not let him down.

Jessica sniffed where she sat next to me on the left. “Does anyone else smell that?” she asked loudly, then tittered with a group of girls.

Thank God I’m partially blind and can’t see her expression. A small mercy.

She sniffed louder.

Wishing I could dissolve into tiny pieces and disappear, I sank lower in my seat.

I’d scrubbed in the school bathroom sink this morning.

I cleaned obsessively, but it was never enough because the scent of homelessness lingered on my few articles of clothing no matter how often I rinsed them.

It proclaimed to everyone that Charlie and I lived in cardboard boxes at the back of the poorest trailer park in our town.

Jessica plugged her nose, and her friends pretended to gag.

I hummed a classical tune.

Phantom pains shot up my forearms, underneath the dozen old hair ties that covered my scarred wrists.

I ignored the dirt that crusted beneath my nails, too deep to ever remove.

Ignored the heaviness in my eyelids because I struggled to sleep, worried that every sound in the forest was a Titan coming to hurt Charlie.

Ignored the gaping emptiness in my stomach, since tutoring for other people’s food vouchers barely kept us fed and the federation classified illegal child labor as work by anyone who had yet to take the Spartan merit test.

They said it was uncivilized to make kids work.

Hot take, you know what’s uncivilized? Forcing homeless children to starve because they have no ability to provide for themselves.

“I swear, she never showers. It’s disgusting,” Jessica said loudly so the entire room could hear.

There was a fresh round of laughter.

My sternum burned with shame.

It was times like this when I wished I was one of those confident, loud girls. The ones who spoke their minds and didn’t let anyone push them around. The strong, fierce femme fatales depicted in old videos and books.

“The smell is awful.” Jessica gagged loudly.

I said nothing.

I sank lower in my seat and rubbed my clammy palms against my patched pants. Interacting with other humans was not my strength. Words always got stuck in my throat.

Jessica’s desk squeaked as she purposefully shifted farther away from me, like I was diseased.

The pressure in my chest increased by a factor of ten.

Just leave me alone.

Hell, at this point I’d tutored half the school population and was the reason anyone in this godforsaken place could do algebra.

Yes, the bar was set abysmally low. The fall of civilization would do that.

Jessica’s desk squeaked louder as she shifted farther.

No matter what I did, I was just the dirty homeless girl who stuttered and smelled.

Humans sucked.

“Ohmygod … everyone!” Taylor screeched with excitement as she ran into the room. “There’s a new Spartan Lifestyle Page upload about the Crimson Duo—they have footage of them fighting Titans!”

The Crimson Duo—Patro of the House of Aphrodite and Achilles of the House of Ares—were the most famous members of the Assembly of Death.

The part-human mutts were everyone’s current favorite Spartan obsession.

The only thing humans got more excited for was the recorded Spartan Gladiator Competition, SGC, which was held every three years. As it was, the school was already hanging banners, getting ready for next year when the games would be held.

Yay, Chthonic Spartans and dark creatures fighting one another and Titans for weeks on end in the Dolomites Coliseum! Yippee, torture and death. Go sports.

I didn’t get it.

Now the class erupted with elated chatter, and my left ear rang with sharp feedback. Chairs squeaked, and desks clattered as the class ran to the back of the room.

My peers (enemies) crowded around the bulky pre-Spartan computers like vultures around a carcass, trying to catch a glimpse at the website, which was devoted to all things Spartan.

The website was the sole reason there was a huge underground market for refurbished early-twenty-first-century computers.

It featured videos, pictures, fan fiction, and quizzes all about the Spartans from the big twelve Spartan Houses.

The website also had some deeper and more thought-provoking content on the Spartans—sketches of their naked penises submitted by humans after firsthand accounts.

Not that I’d looked.

Okay, I’d looked once, but I’d screamed and powered down the public library computer.

Fine, I’d restarted it just so I could look again.

Maybe, I’d had a lengthy debate with the librarian over whether penises looked like misshapen snails (she was team sea cucumbers).

Sure, I’d then spent five days in a row checking the page because I couldn’t believe men really had such things between their legs.

Yes, this had all happened last week. No, I didn’t want to talk about it; I was still mourning my innocence.

“Everyone, shut up, I’m trying to sleep,” Nyx moaned loudly, purely for dramatic effect, since we both knew I was the only one who could hear her.

Hidden beneath my holey oversize sweatshirt, she coiled her invisible snake body tighter around my stomach. I gasped at the sudden asphyxiation.

“Stop it,” I whispered down to her. “I’m trying to concentrate on this equation.”

Was I the only person in the world these days who respected math?

“If that girl squeals one more time,” Nyx said, “I’m going to kill her. I don’t care what you say, kid. It’s happening.”

I shook my head. “Her name is Taylor.”

“Fine,” Nyx hissed. “I’m going to kill Taylor slowly and painfully—is that better?”

Nyx snapped at the air. Her solution to everything was to bite someone to death. She’d never acted on the impulse, mostly because I physically restrained her from doing so.

Although I had my suspicions that Mr. Jones, the hall monitor, hadn’t just “dropped dead randomly” in the cafeteria three years ago after he’d made fun of my stutter, but Nyx swore innocence, and I’d never been able to prove anything.

“Mr. Brewer?” Timothy, the school quarterback (Tim-Tom in my head), asked with a chagrined expression. “Can we play the video on the projector so everyone can see the Chthonics annihilate the Titans?”

“Do whatever you want. You’re seniors,” said Mr. Brewer, who was eating his breakfast sausage loudly.

“Can I bite a student now?” Nyx asked.

Discreetly, as all teenagers are known to do, I banged my invisible homicidal snake best friend against the desk to stop her from crushing me to death because I wouldn’t let her murder my classmates.

Things were not well.

Mr. Brewer turned off the lights, and students whispered with excitement as the projector turned on. The Spartan Lifestyle Page was magnified across the screen.

“I can’t believe this is going to be the Crimson Duo,” Tim-Tom whispered to his friend. “It’s the first sighting since January.”

Four entire months—it’s a miracle we’ve all survived.

Warmth slid against the front of my neck. “I want to see,” Nyx said as her invisible head peeked out the neck of my hoodie.

I glanced around, nervous that someone had noticed a strange snake-sized bulge in my clothes.

No one was looking at me.

The class stared forward with dilated pupils. The neon-green light of the projector reflected off their glassy, wide-eyed expressions.

Crack.

We jumped in our seats.

On the screen, a Titan flew through the air and slammed against a tree, hideous black veins covering every inch of its exposed skin.

Long black claws protruded from gnarled fingers.

Shouts echoed.

The video had been taken by a Spartan chaser, one of the humans who stalked Spartans across the globe trying to get footage of the Assembly of Death while they fought and captured Titans.

There was a reason the Crimson Duo were famous.

The other
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