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THE SURVIVOR
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ALEXIS: MAY, CRETE. 2100

“Were the human casualties avoidable?” Persephone asked softly as Hades stepped through the front door, his boots drenched in crimson blood.

Hades laughed and kissed her forehead. “The mission was a success.”

Weeks later, their interaction still haunted me.

Titan blood was black.

He’d never answered her question.

Now I slowly backed away from the sprawling House of Hades palace.

The ancient marble structure was perched atop a hill on the island of Crete, and the Aegean Sea spread out in every direction. On the western horizon, the sun set with burnt-orange rays.

Insects droned.

“Please, sweetheart, you don’t have to do this,” Persephone whispered. Charlie stood solemnly beside her. Hydra, the dragon protector perched on her shoulder, let out a mournful cry mixed with fire.

The flames were bright in the dusk.

Persephone’s frown deepened.

A sharp ringing sound echoed, and I tilted my head to see her better.

Only Charlie knew my secret—my left eye was blind, and my left ear was permanently damaged. A violent childhood had bestowed its marks on me.

It forged me into this.

A symphony of dying voices screamed inside my head—I’d slain them all.

Alexis, you’re not an evil person.

My real name was Hercules.

Yes, you are.

I gritted my teeth.

It wasn’t real.

Yes, it is.

It had only taken twenty years for me to lose my mind.

Persephone’s fingers whitened where she clung to Charlie’s arm, their togas whipping in the spring sea breeze.

Shadowy waves crept along the shoreline as the sun disappeared.

Night had arrived.

I pushed back the sleeve of my cloak. Lips pulling up in a false smile, I gently pressed my fingers to the “C+A” tattooed messily across my forearm. Persephone’s recent gift to me, two dainty golden cuffs, covered my scarred wrists. My wedding bracelet clinked against one of them.

Charlie nodded at me solemnly from his lanky height, his yellow eyes soft as he mimicked the gesture.

Nyx shifted beneath the loose folds of my exercise toga, her grip tighter than usual around my torso. Fluffy Jr. let out a low whine as he crouched at my feet, our protector bond trembling.

Trepidation prickled the back of my neck.

Every instinct screamed at me to wrap myself around Charlie. In a perfect world I’d never leave his side. In a perfect world I’d be human.

I wasn’t.

This was Sparta.

God, please save my soul.

The flame from the torches lining the palace entrance cast warped shadows across our faces: mother, daughter, and newly adopted son.

It was far too late for my salvation.

“I know exactly what you’re feeling.” Persephone’s voice echoed, her bare toes curling into the short grasses that competed with rocks to decorate the landscape. “Your fear and rage leave a bitter residue in the earth. I can taste your … impulses.”

She was being kind. Holding back from airing the depth of my shame in front of Charlie. But I saw it in the panicked expression on her face.

She could taste my delirium. She knew my murderous blood was boiling me alive and my thoughts were slowly melting with it.

In my mind, Father John was throwing holy water at my face. “You’re possessed,” he whispered, eyes wide with terror. “You’re one of them. An abomination.”

I nodded solemnly in agreement.

“Alexis, snap out of it.” Persephone’s voice vibrated with power.

I startled back into reality.

Father John was somewhere in Montana.

I was hyperventilating on Crete.

The blessed and the cursed, existing beneath the same stars.

“Alexis, please,” Persephone urged, blond curls rising beneath her gold laurel crown as she used her powers to commune with the land.

Her mother was Demeter, but her father was Iasion, a terrifying dark creature who was rumored to have power over plants—she took after him.

Persephone was gentle and caring, but her powers were petrifying.

Case in point: I was losing my mind, and she could literally feel it happening.

In the last few months living on Crete—avoiding Satan and Evil Incarnate (my husbands) and trying to find a single smidgen of mental health (still searching)—I’d learned that it was a common misconception that the House of Hades owned the island.

Hades didn’t own Crete.

Persephone did.

Their marriage bond had twisted her creature powers into something insidious.

She’d sunk them deep into the rocky soil and claimed the land. She could literally feel every person, animal, and plant that roamed across it. The longer anyone stayed, the more attuned she was to them.

You could never deceive her.

It was why, except for my parents, the island was abandoned.

No one from Sparta visited. Ever.

“You’re so troubled with ugly emotions, daughter … Please don’t let them guide you,” Persephone said slowly, carefully choosing her words. “You can live here safely—your time fighting can be over.”

Her curls rose higher, defying gravity.

“The federation cannot force you to participate in the Assembly of Death,” she said, as Hydra let out another roar of orange flame. “They can’t take you from this land.”

Dragon fire illuminated the love in her eyes.

“Live in safety—be better than those who hurt you.”

All I’d ever wanted was a quiet, simple life for Charlie and me. Food, bed, and a roof above our heads. The freedom to spend my days learning and studying.

What she offered was heaven.

But after twenty agonizing years in this world, I’d finally accepted the truth. I wasn’t made for a life of ease—I was destined to make those who hurt me suffer.

Sparta would learn.

I would wield my powers, or I’d die trying. Most likely the latter.

Penance and revenge were separated by a razor-sharp edge, and I was already inching across it.

Persephone’s voice echoed with power. “If you walk this path, Alexis, it will not be easy. The cost to your soul will be great—but I believe in you. You can pay it. You just won’t emerge the same. Remember … our world is not a kind one.”

I pulled the hood of my new cloak over my spiked ruby crown. “Neither was mine.”

I’d already lost everything: my freedom, morality, and humanity.

Suffocating on existential dread, I turned away from Persephone and Charlie, hurrying down the hill before I lost my courage. Fluffy Jr. ran beside me, a blur of misshapen fur.

At the edge of the lawn, Hades was waiting for me. Cerberus sat beside him and all three heads turned to me, tongues flopping, tails wagging with excitement.

Fluffy Jr. jumped on him and they rolled together in the grass, both about the same size.

Hades shook his head at their antics.

Inky fog wrapped around his pale skin and long black toga in insidious coils; new voices from his power joined the chorus.

“She doesn’t understand what it’s like,” Hades said softly, breaking the silence. “Her power isn’t … restless like ours. We were born for battle.”

He reached for me—I stumbled away. He’d never hurt me, but lessons from years of abuse were hard to unlearn. When someone moved quickly toward you, you ducked. Always.

Hades dropped his hand, dark eyes lighting with fury—fog thickened around us and the world plunged into coldness—screams intensified.

He breathed out and his shrieking fog retreated.

Water lapped against rocks as the island sounds returned.

Hades’s lips thinned. “Remember what I’ve taught you these past months—survival in Sparta is all about power and fear. You must learn to embrace and harness your more … complicated feelings. No one fears the sane.”

I nodded, but my head felt like it belonged on someone else’s shoulders.

“There are only two paths forward in life for Spartans like us,” Hades continued softly. “Either we run from what we really are, or we hone it and become … legends.”

His black eyes burned with intensity.

“We are the ones who shape Sparta,” he said. “Your power is poison—you will excel in the Gladiator Competition.”

I wanted to cry.

Hades spoke vehemently. “You have nothing to fear from the Assembly of Death. You are my daughter. They will come to fear you.”

Hades smiled wistfully. “Both our blood runs in your veins.” He looked back up the hill fondly to where Persephone stood. “You’re our miracle child.”

I tried to smile, but my lips wouldn’t comply.

I don’t want to do this.

Hades straightened the long robe of his toga. “Do you have all your weapons?”

With shaking fingers, I patted the new leather holster that rested on my hips and nodded.

“And do you remember everything I told you about the Assembly of Death’s hunt?” he asked. “It’s just hazing.”

“I think s-so.”

 “Perfect.” Hades cracked his neck. “I can’t wait to watch you fight this summer in the coliseum, daughter.”

I have to do this.

I would make my husbands pay for trapping me.

Hades stepped closer. “You and I are two of the most dangerous Spartans on earth. But danger is nothing without power—and power doesn’t exist without fear … Make them fear you, daughter.” His voice dropped an octave, like he was letting me in on a treacherous secret. “What have I taught you? Repeat it to me. One last time before we leap.”

He stared down at me expectantly.

“No one fears the sane,” I said on numb lips.

You’re already there, and no one is afraid except you.

“Don’t forget it,” Hades said as he extended his hand and pointedly looked down at his outstretched arm.

I laid my trembling hand atop his, and tendrils of his vicious power wrapped around my forearm, embracing me.

The House of Hades was synonymous with evil, and I was its favorite daughter.

“Domus.” Hades’s voice faded as darkness exploded around us.

Crack.

The landscape changed.

For the second time in my life, I stepped into Hell.

This time, I went willingly.

Smoke rose around my feet as pale moonlight filtered through an ice-covered forest and a frozen breeze whipped our togas. Hades dropped my arm and stepped to the side.

A long jet-black geometric building sat inconspicuously in the shadows of snow-covered trees—the Assembly of Death’s unofficial outpost.

Six Chthonic assassins stood in front of it.

Location: Siberia.

Every hair on my body stood on end.

Two men looked particularly murderous. Their gazes scoured the side of my face with knifelike sharpness.

Three months ago, they’d placed me on an altar. They’d kneeled before me, worshipping my flesh with soft lips and reverent touches.

Now vitriol wafted off them in punishing waves, its intensity more biting than the icy wind. They were wrathful gods pretending to be men.

Run for your life, my inner voice screamed.

But I was done fleeing.

Straightening my spine, I matched their unnaturally stiff postures and pretended I wasn’t intimidated by the Chthonics.

Loaded armpit and thigh holsters stretched across their black T-shirts and cargo pants.

Spartan helmets sat atop their heads.

Ancient warriors dressed as modern killers, ready to induct a new cultist.

I was ready.

No, you’re not.

I ignored the voice of reason; there was no place for it here.

Rural Montana had prepared me for two things: selling my organs on the black market, and cult life. For some reason, dark times were a breeding ground for uncomfortable group participation in dangerous activities.

Nyx slithered under my toga. “It’s so cold, I want to die,” she hissed in an inspirational display of mental toughness.

Hades shifted beside me. Cerberus, stoic and calm, stood at his feet.

In contrast, Fluffy Jr. dug in the snow. Ears perking up, he bit the end of a stick, then gulped it down his throat.

Not now.

Everyone watched as my protector hacked.

Finally, just when I was about to intervene, he regurgitated the half-eaten piece of bark, and looked back at me with his tail wagging.

God gives his toughest battles to his strongest soldiers.

I prayed for death.

A familiar scoff echoed.

I looked over, before I could remember why I shouldn’t.

Dear God.

The Devil had answered my prayer.

Ice-blue eyes met mine, and the temperature in the forest plummeted. Frostbite dug its frozen claws into my sternum.

Kharon’s lips curved up with a predatory promise.

“Furia” flashed, the tattoo stark across the front of his pale throat.

Dried blood was also smeared across his mouth; his nails were painted black; holsters stretched obscenely across powerful thighs and the chiseled lines of a cut torso; ink covered his right arm, shading his skin in an illusion of skeletal bones that mirrored what lay beneath the skin.

Time slowed.

“Honey,” he mouthed slowly, not a sound falling from his crimson stained lips. “I’m home.”

My heart stopped beating.

Complete cardiovascular meltdown.

I’d forgotten what it felt like to meet his gaze; I’d forgotten how my cells froze with abject terror as a deep animalistic instinct screamed at me to get away from him; I’d forgotten how he’d mockingly called out the greeting each time he’d leapt to Corfu.

Now I remembered.

“Hello, carissima,” Kharon mouthed silently. His posture was hostile, his expression downright disrespectful.

Carnivores like to play with their prey.

The Hunter stood before me, a creature capable of unholy depravity, and he wanted one thing.

Me.

I looked down, turning slightly so he was in my blind spot, faint with panic.

He was searching for a weakness, desperate to exploit me. This was nothing but a power trip for him.

He can never know about my eye and ear.

Two hellhounds crouched at Kharon’s feet, their bones flickering in and out of existence as if they were glitching. Blue flames danced in their eye sockets.

They shouldn’t have been visible.

“Alexis,” a baritone voice said, smooth as silk. “Look at me.”

I obeyed.

Augustus’s black eyes trailed down my body from head to toe, caressing, checking for injuries.

My name lingered between us in the icy air—three short syllables—yet he’d managed to make it sound like the most depraved of curses. He always did.

Midnight eyes locked on mine—I gasped.

Augustus’s expression was ravenous.

Black and white hair hung loose down his back, the strands blowing around his wide shoulders. The scarlet edge of his scar peeked out beneath his helmet.

Tendons strained in his neck.

Danger, a subconscious voice screamed as my pulse pounded in my ears.

Crimson pooled in the whites of Augustus’s eyes as he activated his Chthonic powers.

He looked enraptured.

Beside him, Kharon slowly licked his lips.

The world faded and there was just the three of us meeting in the snowy woods, the dangerous villains and their reluctant wife. A trifecta of lethal abilities.

Absolute power corrupts absolutely. Even Lord Acton couldn’t have imagined the depraved power of Chthonics.

A droplet of blood spilled from Augustus’s lashes, streaking down his cheek like a tear and disappearing beneath his Spartan helmet. I’ve never seen a Chthonic do that before.

He’s going to invade my mind and smash it to pieces.

Terror crawled down my spine. He’d torn into my head during the crucible and forced his will upon me. He could do it again.

RUN.

Augustus was a monster.

So are you.

Poco screeched, black hands wrapping around Augustus’s neck as he climbed up onto his shoulder. Raccoon whiskers quivered, black eyes flashing.

Augustus didn’t move. He just stared at me with leaking, bloody eyes.

With tingling fingers, I rubbed at my chest where the new marriage bond strummed, the one that was supposed to make our powers stronger. The same bond that forged Persephone’s terrifying powers.

Augustus and Kharon were two indominable forces. There was nowhere to run from them, nowhere I could hide where they wouldn’t eventually find me, and even Crete wasn’t safe. I knew it in my bones.

Looking around, I focused on anything but the two dark gods bonded to my soul.

Branches clattered in the wind.

My neck prickled because my husbands weren’t the only ones staring.

Achilles and Patro stood beside them, watching me with an intensity that bordered on deranged.

My mentors.

Achilles glared, a cigarette hanging between the grates of his muzzle. Smoke rose around his face, red eyes bright through the hazy tendrils. Hair pulled back tightly with DEATH tattooed across his knuckles, he was a blazing presence in the frigid forest.

Nero, his mammoth shaggy black wolf, sat obediently next to him with a matching scarlet gaze.

Patro smirked haughtily, leaning casually against his lover. Poppae, his sleek jaguar, flicked her tail back and forth, emerald eyes bright.

A strangling pressure squeezed my neck. I touched my throat protectively.

Predators everywhere.

I looked away.

Hermos and Agatha were at the end of the line—two dark creatures with Chthonic blood somewhere in their lineage.

Hermos was an infamous Gorgon. Agatha was an Empusa, a rare type of shape-shifting creature that ate men.

She inspired me.

Crack.

I screamed as something huge leapt into the clearing.

A woman astride a monstrous black horse scoffed at me, crimson droplets sparkling in the air around her.

Artemis.

Ice-blue eyes peered down an aristocratic nose, the air around her full of fear, literally. Her power surrounded her in a mist of glittering red—it was terror incarnate.

The immense horse pranced in place.

A familiar stocky figure in a black exercise toga stood between the trees.

No.

This can’t be.

Drex shrugged sheepishly as his golden toucan flapped its wings with agitation.

“But y-you’re an Olympian,” I sputtered.

The entire point of the Assembly of Death was to oppress and punish Chthonics after they lost the Great War.

Drex stepped closer. “The Olympians exiled me because Theros was my mentor.” His voice cracked. “I had no choice—at least here I can fight Titans … with you.”

Sparta was still reeling over Theros’s betrayal and subsequent disappearance. The Falcon Chronicles reported that Ceres, a muse from the crucible’s library, had helped Theros kidnap me and other House of Zeus heirs. She’d planted the warning notes in my textbooks.

After the article dropped, Ceres had also disappeared without a trace.

“I’ll be fine,” Drex whispered. “Maybe.” He narrowed his eyes. “Hopefully?”

We’re both dead.

“We’re here,” Artemis announced, “because we have two new recruits to welcome—a fellow Chthonic daughter, and the first … idiot … to ever volunteer for induction.”

She bared her teeth, eyes manic, as she cocked a bloodstained bow and raised it to the full moon.

Yep, that’s definitely Kharon’s (Karen’s) mother.

“At the Spartan Gladiator Competition this August, we will showcase our powers and strike fear into the hearts of the Olympians.”

She shot an arrow into the sky.

Please let it hit me.

A squirrel fell from the top branch with a loud thud.

Okay, Arthritis (Artemis) needs to be stopped.

Artemis turned her horse to face us. “Per tradition, in honor of Pheidippides of the House of Ares—you will be hunted by our youngest members, twenty-five miles through the woods.”

Was that blood on her teeth?

“They will give you an entire hour’s head start before they come after you.” Artemis scoffed, like she thought that was too much time. “While you’re in the forest, leaping and fighting back is forbidden. It doesn’t matter how many bullets you take.”

She smiled.

“If you fail to make it out of the woods and are captured, you will be killed.”

Drex whimpered.

Oh nice, Arthritis looks genuinely excited.

Hades shot me a reassuring smile.

He’d explained all this before and said everyone always survived, but Artemis made it sound like our demise was a very real possibility, and she was personally going to make it happen.

“After the woods, you can leap,” Artemis said flippantly, like she didn’t need to explain it because we’d already be dead by then.

“If you’re uncaptured by the first morning light, you’ll be in the Assembly of Death, and can choose who you want to partner with for your first mission. If you’re caught, the two Spartans who capture you will fill that role.”

Kharon bared his teeth and Augustus smirked, his eyes still dripping crimson.

Achilles cracked his neck back and forth, muzzle concealing his expression. Patro winked, looking smug.

Artemis raised her bloody bow.

“RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!”

Drex and I didn’t need to be told twice. We turned and sprinted into the icy woods.
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THE HUNTER
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KHARON

Hell and Hound led the way through the dark woods, bones flashing as they sprinted between the snow-covered trees.

Augustus ran beside me.

The sky opened up and freezing rain fell sharply, covering everything in a layer of treacherous ice.

It was a perilous night for a hunt.

Old scar tissue and misshapen joints ached in my ruined right knee.

I’d been steadily spiraling out of control since Alexis left us. We’d rushed down the aisle to avoid violating the marriage law, since I’d turned twenty-seven on the first of February.

We’d hunted Alexis and yet she’d still gotten away.

You’re nothing but a failure.

Dark memories strangled.

Artemis and Erebus had enrolled me in the SGC when I was eighteen, to show off the strength of their prodigy.

But I’d done the unforgivable.

I lost.

Defeated and broken, gasping on the hot sand with a mangled ruined right leg—bones protruding, bloody brands across my chest—I’d dragged myself out of the Dolomites Coliseum by my arms, and collapsed in the wings.

I’d whimpered with pain, fading in and out of consciousness, waiting for my parents.

No one had come.

When I finally woke up, Artemis was standing over me with a disgusted expression. “You’re no son of mine.”

It was the last thing we’d ever said to each other.

Officially, to save face in front of Olympians, I was a member of the House of Artemis. Unofficially, I was dishonored.

If it wasn’t for Augustus taking me in and helping me prepare for the crucible, I don’t know what I would have done.

Don’t think about it.

I focused on the present.

Lowering my head, I activated my powers—protector bond strumming in my chest, I shoved my consciousness into my hellhounds while maintaining a full-out sprint—my senses strengthened.

The forest illuminated with the neon green of night vision.

Vanilla smoke filled my lungs.

I’d inhaled that scent when I’d dragged my tongue across Alexis’s delicate golden skin ninety-nine days, twelve hours, thirty minutes, and ten seconds ago.

“They’re not going to make it to the clearing in time,” Augustus said stoically as he scanned the forest.

He was my hunting partner.

It wasn’t romantic between us—we hovered on the narrow border between friendship and unequivocal devotion—Alexis was the new glue that bridged the gap.

“You won’t win,” Patro taunted in a singsong voice at our heels. “Alex hates you.”

Fuck him.

I’d once considered him my brother.

Patro chuckled darkly.

Not anymore.

Augustus glared back at the approaching Chthonics, murder in his gaze—blood dripped from his eyes like tears—it was a new development.

Ever since the marriage bond settled into place, our powers had been more volatile. Stronger, but more painful.

We got everything we ever wanted, and it was torment.

Up ahead, a few hundred feet away, two fluttering dark cloaks ran through the woods.

Are they even trying?

Alexis and Drex were moving like snails. It was only a marathon, for fuck’s sake; it wasn’t even that long.

Messy golden curls flashed.

Alexis looked back over her right shoulder, eyes widening with fear—one dark, one white—locked on me.

Electricity exploded through my chest as our bond lit up.

Alexis’s face twisted with pain. She stumbled, turned forward, and barely avoided colliding with a tree.

“Be fucking careful!” I shouted. “Watch where you’re going.”

“Don’t worry about him, my darling mentee,” Patro called out mockingly. “Achilles and I are here for you!”

Hermos shouted something to Agatha, and a safety clicked off.

Augustus turned back in slow motion, his black eyes widening with sheer horror.

Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.

Muzzle flashes lit the night as bark exploded.

Drex staggered.

Two bullets lodged in his arm.

Alexis grabbed him by the front of his toga and dragged him forward as they zigzagged wildly through the trees.

Their lead was disappearing.

Forty feet.

Patro screamed something and Agatha yelled back; both sounds were swallowed by the wind.

Alexis jerkily yanked Drex closer, draping one of his arms over her shoulders. She half ran, half dragged him through the dark woods. His arm was bleeding all over her.

“LEAVE HIM!” I shouted.

Alexis tightened her grip around the injured boy as she dragged him through the woods.

A muzzle flashed.

Pop.

Alexis’s body rocked. She grunted and stumbled.

She wiped at her leg—her gloves were coated in crimson.

Copper stained the air.

She grabbed Drex’s wounded arm, he cried out in pain, and she resumed pulling him through the remaining trees.

A bullet was lodged in Alexis’s right calf.

They.

Shot.

My.

Wife.

Augustus bellowed.

Patro shouted.

A strange pain burned my leg.

I looked back—Hermos, the vile Gorgon, had a gun in his outstretched hand, the barrel smoking with fresh gunpowder.

He’d shot my wife using one of the Spartan guns I’d designed.

I knew all about his kind.

The trainers at the House of Aphrodite were all Gorgons—they’d tortured Patro as a child, for fun. He was fucked up because of their sadistic culture.

“Get to her first!” Patro shouted, and Achilles sped up, his muzzle coated with ice.

Augustus matched him stride for stride.

The two behemoths of the House of Ares moved in a blur, faster than the rest of the Chthonics. They were built for power.

“Handle Hermos—or I’ll destroy him … permanently,” Augustus ordered, blood dripping profusely from his eyes as he weaved through the branches.

Spinning around, I came to a stop—raising both weapons—and fired at point-blank range.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Hermos didn’t have time to blink.

Bullets ripped through his skull—eyes, mouth, and forehead—his brain exploded. Momentum threw him onto the ice as he bounced off a tree.

I stomped over to Hermos’s fallen body, kicking off his Spartan helmet.

“What the fuck was that for?” Agatha screeched as she stumbled to a stop and kneeled beside her downed partner.

My chest heaved with rage.

“He shot my wife.”

Agatha cradled Hermos’s bloody snake head, her face shifting rapidly between a woman and a demon. “It’s the rules!”

“It’s my wife.”

I turned and ran, resuming the hunt.

An eerie hum filled the air as sleet poured harder and slammed against ice.

Shadows moved up ahead.

When I finally broke out of the forest, Drex was lying in a heap cradling his arm, but his bullet wounds were somehow already healing over.

That’s strange.

I stepped over him.

In the middle of the clearing, Alexis was limping backward. Her strange protector crouched in front of her.

Lightning lit up the inky sky, illuminating wet golden curls.

Augustus and Patro were slowly approaching her.

“Just come with us!” Patro shouted over the wind. “You hate your husbands. We never betrayed you. Not like they did.”

Poppae and Nero crept forward with him.

Augustus shook his head. “Don’t listen to him—let me help you, my carus.” Poco was a lump on his back, hiding from the elements under his cloak.

Achilles stood with his arms crossed, smoking in the sleet, as he watched the two men approach Alexis.

I stalked along the shadows of the tree line.

“Let us help you!” Patro held out his hand. “It’s different with us … We’re not like them.”

Thunder cracked.

“Careful.” Augustus turned his head to the other man. “That’s my wife you’re talking to.”

Patro’s laugh was cold and humorless. “Tell me, does the marriage truly count … if the bride is trapped, deceived, and forced into it?”

Augustus raised his fist.

Achilles moved in a flash, shoving Patro back as he stood in front of him.

“Don’t test me,” Augustus said as he pointed at Patro. “I won’t hold back. Not when it comes to her.”

Lightning flashed.

Achilles’s ice-covered muzzle glinted as he pulled out a serrated hunting knife. He held it up to Augustus’s throat.

Blood dripped from Augustus’s lashes, freezing as it spilled over.

I crept closer, ignoring the pain in my leg.

Alexis held her hands to her chest and closed her eyes like she was concentrating.

She disappeared from the clearing.

Crack.

Lightning flashed.

Alexis rematerialized on the tree line in a cloud of smoke, a foot away from me, looking shocked.

Not only had she leapt a short distance—highly dangerous because of the increased odds of slamming into objects—but she’d leapt directly to me.

“You could have decapitated yourself on a tree!” I lunged for her, snow crunching.

Alexis threw herself backward, grimacing when she backed into a tree. Leaping while injured was also extremely dangerous. She’d exacerbated the hemorrhaging.

“Let me help you.”

Alexis moved away.

I stalked after her.

“Alexis, you shouldn’t leap when you’re injured. You could have hurt yourself!” Augustus shouted from the clearing.

He sprinted toward us with Patro and Achilles on his heels.

Alexis looked back and forth between the approaching men and the deeper woods with wild eyes, like she was debating her options.

She wouldn’t.

When injured, Spartans didn’t leap multiple times in a row because the odds of blood loss, permanent damage, and severe dismemberment were high. We were born with an innate sense of self-preservation.

Alexis took a deep breath.

Yes, she fucking would.

On instinct, I threw myself at her, my hand grabbing her bicep.

Crack.

The two of us were alone.

We were standing in a field of green grass.

The May temperature was mild. Shining softly, the sun was setting in a pink haze.

A hundred feet away, barbed wire fenced in a forest. A sign proclaimed in red letters, “Spartan Federation Militarized Protected Zone, Titans Beware.”

She’d taken us back to Montana, where we’d found her living under a fucking tarp.

“Do you have no sense of self-preservation?” I yelled in horror.

Alexis yanked out of my grip.

Stumbling, she ripped off her blood-soaked gloves and stared down at her trembling fingers. “Drex,” she mouthed silently.

Is there a faint glow coming from her hands?

She wiped it off and it looked normal.

“Leaping twice in a row? What were you thinking? Are you trying to kill yourself?” I snarled.

Her gaze shuttered.

Eyelashes coated in ice, wild curls frozen to her flushed face, she swayed on her feet like she was going to pass out as blood poured from her leg.

Rage and fear mixed inside my chest in a toxic combination.

“Look at me,” I demanded.

She turned away.

Dark thoughts mixed with helpless emotions. My aggression was chasing her away. I was known as the hunter of my generation for a reason—I knew when it was time to switch tactics.

I need to pretend to be a nice man.

With a deep breath, I lowered my voice and relaxed my posture. “Please … let me help you.”

The setting sun cast streaks of pink across her stubborn expression.

I pulled off my helmet and dropped it to show her I wasn’t a threat (I was). “We need to create a tourniquet around your leg and tie off your wound. You’re losing a lot of blood.”

Slowly, I unbuckled my armpit holsters and dropped my weapons onto the grass. I tugged off my black hunting shirt and handed the fabric over to her.

 “Tie this around your leg.”

Alexis stared at it.

“Here—let me help.” I dropped to my knees.

The pads of my fingers grazed across her calf—awareness tingled up my arm, and I swallowed a guttural groan. Shifting to hide the inappropriate bulge in my pants, I wrapped the shirt around the top of her calf.

Keep it together. She’s fucking injured, you animal. As gently as possible, I tied it off in a knot.

“Thanks,” Alexis whispered hoarsely.

Water melted off her eyelashes and dripped onto my cheek—she was looking down at me with a strange expression.

Badump-Badump-Badump. My heart was in my throat.

It was the first word she’d said to me in months.

Moisture blurred my vision—I blinked it away.

Tie her up. Grab her quickly; she’s not expecting it. Throw her over your shoulder and leap away. Chain her to your side.

I swallowed thickly.

No. Give her a choice.

I forced my shoulders to relax.

“Let’s … get you back to the base so we can bandage you up properly.” I stood up to my full height and offered her my hand. “I’ll leap us back.”

Be the good guy.

Her expression became guarded.

Fuck, I should have grabbed her.

“Why—not?” My neck tensed and I tried not to bare my teeth like a predator.

I expected silence.

Alexis’s head whipped around, her two-colored eyes boring through me with intensity.

Blood dripped down her cheeks from where she’d cut herself on tree branches—curls stuck out in every direction—her face twisted with dark emotions.

 “You betrayed me.”

Shaking my head, I held out my arm for her to take. “No—I married you.”

Alexis’s voice was cold as ice. “Was it worth hurting me … just for your p-powers? Did you get everything you wanted?”

“You don’t understand,” I said through gritted teeth. “It wasn’t like that. The Olympians … the oppression.”

She rolled her eyes and waved her hand dismissively. The ten-carat diamond we’d gifted her danced on her finger.

Don’t attack your wife.

I held my hand out for her patiently. “Just come with me.”

Don’t kidnap her.

“You trapped me,” Alexis said hoarsely. “Stalked me like an animal. Tortured me with your messed-up powers—”

“YOUR POWERS ARE STRONGER NOW TOO,” I shouted, losing all control. “Wake up. The marriage law would have applied to you too, princess. You also benefited from this arrangement—I’m trying to be a better man for you.”

“I NEVER ASKED YOU TO BE ANYTHING!” she screamed.

I shoved my knuckles into my mouth to stop myself from saying something I’d regret.

When I finally regained control of myself, I choked out, “I’m sorry for trapping you … the stalking … marriage … kidnapping. I’m going to be better.”

“And the body p-parts in the boxes?” she whispered.

I narrowed my eyes. “What about them? Those disgraces of men touched you against your will. What the fuck did you expect me to do?”

“Literally anything else,” she said. “Except butchering them!”

I scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Alexis.”

She gasped like she was struggling to breathe.

I continued. “I still don’t understand why you rejected the jewels. Were they not up to your standards? Augustus said humans once revered the Hope Diamond. He thought you’d appreciate the history. Did you want something nicer?”

Alexis covered her mouth and made a choking sound as her face turned purple.

I softened my features. “We’ll be better men for—”

“This is j-just physical,” she blurted.

I blinked.

Icy fury doused me.

“What … the fuck did you just say to me?”

Alexis tipped her head back, jaw set.

Blood continued to streak down her cheeks as she set her chin stubbornly, refusing to cower before my rage. I would have been impressed if I wasn’t so fucking furious.

“Say it again,” I said quietly. “I fucking dare you.”

She bared her teeth, eyes flashing. “It’s just physical.”

I lunged.
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THE HUNTED
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ALEXIS

Kharon gripped my arms.

Sun streaks from the Montana dusk accentuated the sharp cut of his disturbingly handsome features.

The skeleton ink on top of his right hand extended to his shoulder in a sleeve. It ended where layers of painful scar tissue began. His chest was a mess of circular welts.

What happened to him? Whatever could leave so many lasting scars on an immortal was truly heinous.

Blood was splattered across his striated naked torso and the deep V of muscle on his lower stomach disappeared into the top of his cargo pants, framing a thin dark trail.

Humans called Chthonics dark gods for a reason.

This was the reason.

Face flaming with heat, I struggled to breathe. Apparently, I wasn’t asexual; I was just into tattooed, violent, Machiavellian men. A fate worse than death.

Gathering my courage, I searched for my voice.

“Release m-me,” I whispered.

Icy eyes flashed with danger. “Or … what?” Kharon asked mockingly.

I took a deep cleansing breath.

Pop. Pop.

Kharon inhaled with shock.

He slowly lowered his gaze to my hands—the Spartan gun Hades had gifted me was smoking.

Kharon’s lips thinned.

I’d missed.

Seconds bled into minutes as we sized each other up, me (shooter) and Satan (sadly, not shot).

The field was eerily quiet.

“Use both hands, carissima,” Kharon finally said, his voice husky. “You want to hold the gun out in front of you and aim for my torso.”

He widened his stance and mimed pointing an imaginary gun at my heart.

“Pow,” Kharon whispered, his fingers flexing like he pulled a trigger.

Blood was streaked across his parted lips.

He smiled cockily. “In emergencies, try to lock your elbows so the recoil doesn’t throw you off—”

I pulled out the Taser Persephone had gifted me and slammed down on the black button.

It was an emergency; my husband was an ass.

Kharon dropped like a rock.

Every vein on his body protruded as he writhed on the grass and his body lit up with bright blue streaks of electricity.

“Good.” He choked out. “Job.” Gasp. “That.” He made a horrible, strangled sound. “Also works.”

I slapped at the black button, trying to turn it off.

Kharon grunted as the voltage increased.

I hit the Taser, trying to stop the current.

Kharon grinned, convulsing helplessly on the ground.

 “Wahoooo!” Nyx shouted, as she woke up and slithered around my waist. “Yes. Electrocute him to death. We have no mercy on our enemies.”

A lot was happening (none of it was good).

Kharon made another awful, pained sound and rolled around, tensing as the blue streaks of electricity flashed across his skin.

“This is so fun—why didn’t we do this earlier?” Nyx slithered around my neck with excitement.

“This is not fun,” I whispered frantically. “How do I turn this stupid freaking thing off?”

I banged at the box again, and the agonized grunts increased.

“Why would you turn it off?” Nyx sounded genuinely confused.

Kharon rolled over.

Ohmygod.

He ripped one of the Taser prongs out of his chest with spasming fingers—blood and chunks of skin sprayed.

“Wait … he’s not getting up …” Nyx hissed with shock. “Right?”

Kharon sat up and turned toward me.

I shrieked.

He was no longer bothering to hide the depths of his madness—eyes promising unspeakable corruption, bright blue currents danced across his pale, nearly translucent skin.

The most skilled hunter on the planet got to his feet before me.

“Holy shit … he’s standing,” Nyx whispered. “How is he standing? Are you seeing this?”

I dropped the Taser and backed away. The excruciating pain in my leg was not the imminent danger; it was the man calmly standing there as a live current was electrocuting him.

Kharon wiped his sparking lips—fresh blood sizzled as he smeared it across his face.

“Carissima,” he purred darkly as he took a step toward me. “If you wanted to play … you just had to say something.”

Streaks of neon blue jumped across pale skin as a burning metallic scent filled the air.

His jaw clenched.

That was my only warning.

He lunged.

Long fingers grasped my chin and tipped my face up—my skin sparked as the current ran between us—I was rooted to the spot.

Something sizzled.

Kharon lowered his head until our lips brushed.

Zap. A spark leapt between us—our breaths mingled.

His tongue darted out to lick the blood off my lower lip. Tingles danced across the edge of my mouth where his tongue had lightly brushed.

It was the faintest touch.

My skin smoldered in his wake.

“Carissima,” he groaned, full of anguish.

Crack. “What in Kronos’s kingdom is going on here?” Augustus’s deep voice rang out, breaking the spell.

Both our heads snapped toward him like we’d been caught doing something depraved (we had).

Augustus looked around with a furrowed brow like he was surprised where he was, then he focused on us. He stared for a long second, and his surprise morphed into something … dangerous.

“Don’t stop on my behalf. Kiss her,” Augustus ordered, his voice velvety smooth. “Now.”

Wait. What did he just say—

Kharon grabbed my jaw and slammed our mouths together.

Electricity exploded.

His tongue plunged into my mouth. I whimpered as he bit down on my lower lip—hard. He groaned, our breaths mixing.

Kharon kissed harder, like he was trying to devour me. His lips were bruising, and I pressed against him, onto my tiptoes, needing more.

Sparks sizzled. A current pulsed between us.

“Enough,” Augustus ordered, and Kharon yanked his mouth away, panting heavily, but he kept his fingers wrapped around my chin. I leaned into his touch.

A single spark pulled taut between us; it buzzed through the air, connected to our lips. It snapped.

I licked away the sting.

Augustus adjusted his pants.

He enjoys watching us.

Poco stuck his head up over Augustus’s shoulder, tipped his furry head back, and screamed at me accusingly.

Yes, I am a pervert.

Next question.

Calluses dug into my chin—Kharon turned my face so I was staring up at him. He still hadn’t released me.

“You taste … exquisite.” His voice was hoarse and gravelly.

My teeth ached as electricity traveled through my jaw.

A long second passed.

Heart pounding, face flaming, I gathered my courage.

“Just … physical,” I whispered.

Kharon dropped his hand from my jaw like I’d scalded him.

I smiled, victorious as I stumbled back.

“Wait—why is there a Taser in your stomach? Why are there scorch marks on her chin?” Augustus looked between us like we’d both lost our ever-loving minds (we had).

“I’m seducing her.”

“He’s trying to k-kill me.”

Kharon had the audacity to look offended.

I shook my head, trying to find words that wouldn’t come.

How did I explain Karen was secondhand Tasering me … and I liked it?

Do the Olympian health clinics offer lobotomies?

Kharon’s abs flexed and contracted in rhythm to the electric shock. My mouth went dry.

Mental note, need to get one. Immediately.

Augustus sighed heavily. “Kharon, you’re clearly scaring her. Tone it down. We talked about this.” He pointed at me. “She’s bleeding out from a fucking bullet wound and looks like shit. We need to get her back to the outpost. Patro and Achilles are leaping all over trying to find her first.”

Why do my mentors care so much?

“Look at her!” Augustus yelled.

Okay, now he was just being rude.

“You’re the one who told us to kiss,” I mumbled under my breath.

Blood pooled in the corners of Augustus’s eyes. “What was that, my carus?” he asked softly. “Speak up, darling—do you have a … complaint?”

I opened my mouth to argue, but no sound came out. He wasn’t like Kharon; arguing with Augustus felt different.

There was a dangerous energy around him. An authority.

I wanted his approval.

Dear God, I’m ready to die.

Kharon blanched as he stared at my leg, like he’d forgotten all about the bullet lodged in my calf. Grabbing the second Taser wire still in his skin with both hands, he ripped it out of his flesh like it was nothing.

The sputtering wires dropped to the ground.

“Yep, I’m into that,” Nyx said.

Me too.

“I’ll leap all three of us back,” Augustus ordered. “Since I’m the only one of us not actively fucking bleeding.”

Both men looked at me expectantly.

Oh god.

I wanted to take him up on his offer and leap back to safety.

You’re a strong, independent woman.

A couple of months ago, I would have done it. It was the logical choice. But that was before their betrayal.

Girding my lady loins, I took a deep steadying breath and shot up a quick prayer to God to not mangle my corpse so badly … Carl Gauss was waiting.

No cost is too high for vengeance.

“Uh, kid,” Nyx said. “I really don’t think you should—”

Augustus and Kharon’s eyes widened.

“Domus,” I whispered as I concentrated on the feeling of home. Warmth. Acceptance. Hades and Persephone flashed through my mind.

I screamed as I plunged into darkness.

Unlike the other times I leapt, the agony was unimaginable. Something had gone wrong. I was being torn apart in every direction, limbs stretched and contorted.

I was lying on my back, ruined limbs spread wide.

Smoke rose around me.

Everything was dark.

A woman was screaming. Is it me?

Nyx hissed and slithered off my neck. “Are … you … kid.” Her tongue dragged across my cheek, but her voice sounded far away.

I coughed as the world spun.

Nausea cramping my stomach, I rolled onto my side and retched up everything I’d eaten the day before.

“Need … move … help.” Nyx sounded worried. That made two of us.

My eyes rolled to the back of my head, and I barely found the will to pull them forward.

Steel beams spaced out across the low rock ceiling. The air was humid and thick. Shadows flickered from torchlight on the walls.

“Kid, you gotta get up,” Nyx said as my ears cleared.

A woman wailed heinously.

Is that me, or just in my head?

The wail steadily increased, confirming it wasn’t me.

I rolled onto my hands, vision blurry. Groaning, I pushed up to my feet.

You can do this, Alexis—you’re a Spartan.

Hunched over, with my hands on my knees, muffled male voices shouted expletives as a woman screamed.

Throbbing pain pierced my skull as I swiveled my head, taking in the opposite ends of the narrow rock tunnel.

A light shone at the end of one. An exit.

A scream echoed from the other one; it was dark. A dead end.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I looked between the two options.

“We need to get out of here—run, Alexis. Now,” Nyx hissed as she slithered down my legs onto the floor.

With a deep breath, I staggered forward in agony.

I made my choice.

Unlike Icarus, I didn’t fall to my demise trying to escape—I walked into it willingly.
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THE ELDEST HEIR
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AUGUSTUS: TWENTY-FOUR HOURS LATER, ASSEMBLY OF DEATH UNOFFICIAL OUTPOST, SIBERIA

Silently, I slipped around the corner and crept forward.

Poco was asleep, his chubby raccoon arms wrapped tightly around my calf.

“I found her unconscious in an alcove in the dungeon beneath our palace at Crete,” Hades said as he paced outside the medic room. “She jumped from Montana to Greece while injured … She’s lucky she’s not in a coma.”

He was speaking to Ares—my father.

The jagged scar across Ares’s mouth pulled tight as he listened to Hades, red rings flaring around his eyes.

Memories of torture played.

Every member of the House of War had a facial scar—he demanded it.

Lights flickered and there was a loud sputtering as the generator struggled to sustain power.

As I crept through the shadows, all three of Cerberus’s heads turned to me.

Animals could sense the Chthonic power in my eyes, and their instincts warned them I was a predator not to be messed with.

Unaware of his protector’s stand-off, Hades leaned closer to Ares. “Thank Kronos I found Alexis when I did.”

“Yes,” Ares said like he was carefully choosing each word. “It’s a good thing … you were the one to find her.”

Pain pierced my skull.

Migraines from the strength of my Chthonic abilities had plagued me all my life, but they were sharper now. Ever since the marriage bond, blood dripped from my eyes whenever I used my abilities or felt strong emotions.

My power had increased, in the most awful of ways—Kronos himself was punishing me for trapping my wife.

Hades made a strange face.

Does he have a secret?

The door slammed open and a doctor rushed out, bright light flooding the hall.

On the doctor’s Olympian white coat was the ancient symbol of Spartan healing—the Rod of Asclepius—it was a glowing staff with a snake wrapped around it, framed with wings.

The wings represented creatures. A snake for Chthonics. Olympians were the rod.

The ancient symbol of life and death was splattered with unnaturally vibrant blood, which meant a Spartan was hemorrhaging, excessively.

My stomach sank.

The doctor bowed shakily to Hades. “I’m going to contact my colleagues and get her the newest Olympian paste,” she said in a rush. “For the damage.”

Hades nodded, and she leapt away.

Olympian research laboratories produced lifesaving medical products.

I stared down at the WSDL engraving on my gun.

Ares started the weapons company, formerly called Death Tools. He specialized in spiky spears nicknamed lizard killers; the slain flopped around on them before they died.

Ares refused to manufacture anything else, even though they didn’t perform well in modern times, so the other Chthonic leaders gave the business to me.

He’d never forgiven me for taking it over and renaming it WSDL, even though the inheritance laws were written in the company’s bylaws.

I rubbed at my facial scar, the one he gave me.

There was a loud creaking as the door to the sterile white medical room swung back and forth. Inside, two figures were hooked up to beeping machines.

Fuck.

Hermos had a thick cast wrapped around his head (Kharon’s handiwork).

Alexis was across from him lying on a gurney, covered head to toe in bandages—half of her face was swollen and bruised, a sickly shade of purple under the neon lights. Her strange protector lay with its head on its paws on the floor beside her bed.

She was shot and leapt three times. It’s all your fault.

I should have acted sooner. I should have stopped her, but I’d wanted to respect her autonomy.

No woman should ever be so heavily bandaged, and certainly not my woman.

She should be always guarded. Coddled. Pampered.

Your wife is injured under your fucking watch. You’re a Kronos damned disgrace of a man.

The pounding in my skull escalated as the door swung.

“What are you doing?” Hades’s voice echoed like a gunshot and Cerberus growled. “Only leaders are allowed here. You were told to wait in the rec room.”

Ares looked at me with disgust, then turned and left, leaving me alone with the other leader.

Fuck you, Father.

Hades stepped in front of the door, blocking me from entering the medical room.

I didn’t remember moving forward.

“Why does she look like … that?” My voice shook as I tried to look over his shoulder through the small glass window.

There was a loud sputtering. Everything went dark as the lights all went out at once.

The hall was pitch-black except for Cerberus’s six yellow eyes.

Hades took a step closer.

The generator groaned noisily and there was a whirring—sickly green lights flickered back on weakly, dimmer than before.

“She leapt multiple times with a bullet wound,” Hades spat. “She staggered around our cellar disoriented and collapsed face-first against rocks. Her body was so weak from leaping that she bruised easily.”

There was an unnatural tenor to his voice. He looked almost … guilty.

“I need to see her.” I stepped to the side to see past him.

Hades moved with me. “She doesn’t want to see you.”

Inky tendrils of fog poured off him in an insidious stream.

Hundreds of voices screamed—“You’re a killer. A monster. No one could ever care for someone like you.”

Every mind that I’d tortured—tortured me back.

Alexis’s soft voice was the loudest of them all. “I hate you. You violated me. I will never love you. You will never be my husband.”

The pounding in my skull reached a fever pitch and my right knee almost gave out.

The voices shrieked louder.

“You’ve done enough damage to my daughter already.” Hades spoke my fears aloud.

His power wrapped around my neck in a noose—all warmth disappeared from the world—my breath came out in an icy cloud.

Frozen lips cracked as I parted them. “I need to be with her.”

It was getting harder to see.

“No—you need to leave her the fuck alone,” Hades said icily. “You’re a disgrace of a Spartan, and if it wasn’t for the bond between you and my precious daughter … I’d gut you right here.”

He shoved me across the hall.

CRACK. My head slammed against the wall—the pain added to my delirium.

Cerberus barked.

“Leave,” Hades ordered. “Now.”

You need to get to her.

I opened my mouth to argue, but all that came out was a pained grunt. Soon the migraine would progress, and I wouldn’t be able to see anything.

“I didn’t mean to hurt her,” I whispered. “I do care for her and—”

“Leave!” Hades roared.

High heels clicked across marble. “Hades?” Aphrodite called out from down the hall. “Unusual Titan presence has been sighted near Rome—Artemis has assigned you and Ares to investigate. Wait, Augustus—why the fuck aren’t you in the rec room with the others?”

“I’m heading there now,” I said hoarsely.

I waited for Hades to walk away first.

He didn’t.

“Leave,” Hades ordered, reading my intentions. “Now.”

I turned and staggered down the hall.

Ice nipped at my ankles as his power chased after me.

Usually, my migraines came with waves of numbness, but every bone in my body ached. Moaning with pain, disoriented and woozy, I bounced off walls.

A chattering noise broke through the anguish.

Something tugged at my pant leg.

I staggered to a stop and squinted down.

In the green haze, Poco tilted his black-and-gray face up like he was trying to tell me something.

He held up a little black hand, paw open expectantly.

“I don’t have any treats,” I croaked.

Poco bared his sharp teeth and shook his head. Then he held his black paw up higher, like he was waiting for something.

“No treats.” I grabbed my head.

He chittered louder, our bond heating with anxiety. Poco clasped his tiny hands together, then held one up to me.

“Oh,” I whispered.

Tentatively, I bent over and gave him my pointer finger.

Poco clutched it, his miniature hand unable to wrap fully around it.

Gently Poco tugged me forward, balancing against me as he led the way on two fluffy legs.

Moisture blurred my vision.

“Thank you.”

He chittered back.

Warmth flooded the bond between us.

No one understood why I bonded with a raccoon and not one of the class six beasts that lived in the back of the menagerie.

There were hundreds of different species in Sparta, but only a handful fell on the beast scale: class one to seven, with seven being the highest and most dangerous.

Class seven beasts were virtually extinct. Spartans were mandated to kill them on sight.

Titans and Typhons were the two most recent creatures to be labeled as class seven.

Most Chthonics bonded with class five or six creatures in the menagerie: Nemean land mammals, the violent winged Pegasuses, the three-headed dog cousins of Cerberus, or the invisible dragons that nested in the secret caves.

None of those animals were of any interest to me.

It was the little guy hanging from a tree, who held out his arms for a hug with a bashful smile on his face, that did it for me.

Poco wasn’t ranked, but I didn’t care.

He was perfect how he was.

Now Poco looked up at me with worry as he slowly guided me down the halls. His little black fingers squeezed mine tightly, as if he was worried he’d lose me.

Raccoons were fierce, intelligent, loyal creatures.

After a lifetime of Ares coldly lecturing me on power and honor, animals growling and running away, and Chthonics reminding me of my responsibilities, it was wonderful to have a true companion.

Poco didn’t care that I was the eldest Chthonic heir.

Strangely, he was one of the few animals I’d ever met that wasn’t afraid of me.

He just wanted to cuddle and play with my hair.

Years ago, when it all got burned off from Colchian dragon fire, Poco had cried and refused to leave my bed for a week as he scratched at my skull, in what I’m pretty sure was Earth’s first case of raccoon depression.

I’d grown my hair out ever since; I kept it long for him.

He was everything to me.

I’d slaughter anyone who dared try to hurt him.

Poco chirped and tugged at my hand.

I staggered to a stop in front of a familiar metal door with a dagger carved into it. Before I could reach for the handle, the hall once again plunged into darkness.

Silence descended.

The hair on the back of my neck prickled.

When the generator surged it usually made noises, but there were none.

Poco let out a nervous screech.

Sirens erupted. “Emergency … Emergency … Emergency.” A monotone voice crackled over the hall speakers as it repeated the warning.

Piercing pain stabbed my skull. I doubled over at the onslaught.

Poco climbed up my body, his fur pressed against the back of my head as he hugged me from behind—I blinked with confusion.

It took me a second.

Poco was covering both of my ears with his little hands and trying to protect me from the piercing sounds.

The generator whirred and the overhead lights turned back on, but they weren’t green.

They were neon red.

Vibrant crimson lights flashed as the sirens continued to blare.

With Poco still covering my ears, I shoved my shoulder into the heavy metal door and staggered straight into a body.

“Did you see her?” Kharon asked frantically as he steadied me. “Is she okay? What happened? Did the leaders catch you? Why’s the emergency system going off?”

“No,” I whispered as I pushed him away.

Kharon followed me. “No—to what?” he asked. His hellhounds watched us from the corner, their bony bodies flickering into existence, then disappearing.

Kharon’s powers were also getting stronger because of our marriage bond.

“You’re bad for Alexis,” Patro taunted. He was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “All you two do is hurt her.”

Kharon turned to him with a growl; Patro met his anger with a smirk.

I threw myself headfirst onto the worn couch and groaned with misery.

In my peripheral vision, Drex sat on the other side with wide eyes. An ugly bird flew above his head in small circles.

Poco repositioned himself into a fuzzy lump on my chest.

“Did you see Hermos?” Agatha asked as she stood up from where she was sitting on the floor. She stalked across the room and got in my face.

Poco hissed and tried to bite her.

She jumped back out of his reach.

“Hermos is in a … coma,” I croaked, fighting through nausea. “Head all wrapped.”

“Screw you,” Agatha said as she whirled around and pointed a finger accusingly at Kharon. “You just had to fucking shoot him.”

“He’s lucky he’s still alive,” he said dismissively.

Agatha snarled.

Kharon pushed past her. “How is Alexis? Is she … okay?” he asked me softly.

I shook my head no.

“Of course she’s not okay,” Patro sneered from where he was still leaning against the far wall. “She’s married to you.”

Grunts echoed as Kharon threw himself at Patro and they wrestled.

Tiny black fingers covered my ears.

At the end of the couch, Drex muttered what sounded like a prayer to Jesus? He’s not going to help you here. This is Sparta.

Poco forgot what he was doing and started playing with my earlobe. He stuck a tiny finger deep into my ear.

Crack.

I peeked open my eyes.

Achilles materialized in the middle of the room in a cloud of smoke, with Poppae and Nero crouched at his feet.

Kharon and Patro had pulled apart, both looking guilty, like they were trying to hide the fact that they were fighting from Achilles.

Achilles signed something rapidly to Patro and handed him a scroll.

As Patro read it, Achilles threw himself down on the couch beside me, rubbing at his temples like he was exhausted.

An unlit cigarette hung between the grates of his muzzle.

Drex whimpered with fear on the other side of the couch, and we rolled our eyes, sharing a long-suffering look—this new Olympian boy isn’t going to last a week in the Assembly of Death.

I stiffened.

“Stay away from Alexis,” I whispered. As my half brother who also grew up in the House of Ares, I’d always considered him my closest family next to Helen.

Red eyes flashed as Achilles arched a brow mockingly.

I reached for my gun holster.

He mimicked the gesture.

He’s not family anymore.

Poco hissed at Achilles, then he pointed his tiny finger and mimed shooting at him. Kharon had spent the last months teaching him the gesture.

Nero prowled over to the couch with a low growl.

I glanced at the wolf.

It tucked its tail and slunk away.

“EVERYONE!” Patro shouted as he waved a yellow scroll through the neon-red air. “Medusa … escaped from the Underworld.” His voice shook like he’d seen a ghost. “She murdered two Olympians—two immortals.”

The sirens seemed to wail louder.

Patro flipped it around for all to see.

The entire page was a picture of Medusa. Pale and small-boned, her eyes looked much too large for her head. Covered in blood and dirt, she stared blankly from behind prison bars.

Patro read the headline, “Manhunt mobilized because monstrous Medusa is rampaging again, two Olympians dead: Is she now coming for the Chthonics who locked her up?”

I rolled my eyes.

Agatha laughed.

“Why aren’t you panicking? What the fuck is wrong with you people?” Patro pointed the scroll at me accusingly. “Now the disgusting Gorgon is going to come after all of us … She should have just fucking died. Snake scum.”

Agatha stepped forward. “Do you have a problem with Gorgons, Patro?” she asked. “Because that sounded like a slur.”

Patro sneered. “Yeah, maybe I do … They’re violent dark creatures who can’t figure out how to fucking act right. They’re more like animals than—”

“I wouldn’t finish that sentence if I were you.” Agatha










































































FATE’S FULL UNSEEN PROPHECY


The lost one shall change what is before

Chained to death’s soldiers, becoming evermore

Her healing light shall mend the injured four

Drex, Lucia, Kharon, and the Serpent of Lore

The chained one shall reveal the evil underscore

Guarded by Crimson men, seeing afore

Their love shall change the tides of war

The monstrous one shall mend and restore

For the lost one hears his beastly roar



*  *  *  *  *

For an exclusive bonus chapter from Bonds of Hercules, join Jasmine’s newsletter at blog.jasminemasbooks.com
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