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      This is the first installment of The Wrath of Olympus Trilogy.

      This book, or any in the series, is not meant to be a retelling of any Greek myth. There will be references throughout the book, but that is the extent of myth involvement in the story.

      

      TRIGGER WARNINGS:

      This book features the following in various degrees:

      
        
          	
        Graphic Violence / Gore
      

      	
        Emotional and Physical Abuse
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        Sexual Language / Situations
      

      	
        Abuse of Power (to include, religious abuse)
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        Sacrifices
      

      

      

      This story is not suitable for young audiences. Reader’s discretion is advised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Character Playlists

          

        

      

    

    
      These playlists were carefully curated to highlight our protagonists’ transformations throughout the story in an emotional and cinematic way.

      

      JOSEPH ARGYROS

      A journey into shadows and awakening. These tracks trace a soul pulled toward something powerful and consuming—where longing becomes obsession, peace fractures into conflict, and the fight to hold on turns into the fight to rise. The feel is haunted and hungry: a pulse of quiet worship, rising tension, and finally, a violent catharsis. It’s emotional in a dangerous way—where beauty meets brutality, where grief turns into teeth, and where inner battles spill outward in fire and steel.

      A soundtrack for falling into the abyss and learning to breathe fire there.

      
        
          	
        The Apparition - Sleep Token
      

      	
        Look to Windward - Sleep Token
      

      	
        Specter - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Take Me First - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Shadows - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Enemy - Tommee Profitt (ft. Beacon Light & Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        The Death of Peace of Mind - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Serpent - Tommee Profitt (ft. Jung Youth, Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Caught in the Fire - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Hell You Call a Dream - The Warning
      

      	
        Darkest Hour - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Deception - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Billy No Mates - Knocked Loose, Counterparts
      

      	
        Insanely Illegal Cage Fight - Dal Av, Jackson Rose
      

      	
        Heaven and Earth - Tommee Proffit (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      

      

      

      KATERINA FAYE ARGYROS

      A descent into forbidden longing and war-forged rebirth. This playlist follows a soul that wakes from numbness only to drown in desire, doubt, and desperation and rises again armed with fire, ruin, and resolve. From fragile beginnings to chaos and battle drums, each track pulls you deeper into the struggle between temptation, self-destruction, and the will to survive what changed you. By the end, there’s no softness left… only the slow, sacred fury of someone who has survived their own undoing and now stands in the echoing silence.

      For hearts that have burned, fallen, and learned to sharpen the ashes into armor.

      
        
          	
        Blue - Billie Eillish
      

      	
        Alkaline - Sleep Token
      

      	
        Can you see me in the dark? - Halestorm (ft. I Prevail)
      

      	
        Daylight - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Dangerous - Sleep Token
      

      	
        Whose Side Are You On? - Tommee Profitt (ft. Ruelle)
      

      	
        Animal - Emeline
      

      	
        Forbidden Fruit - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz, Brooke)
      

      	
        Doubt - Twenty One Pilots
      

      	
        Lost -  Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz, Billy Ray Cyrus)
      

      	
        Going Under - Evanescence
      

      	
        Taking Over Me - Evanescence
      

      	
        In my blood - Tommee Profitt (ft. Fleurie)
      

      	
        Desolation - Tommee Profitt
      

      	
        Sound of War - Tommee Profitt (ft. Fleurie)
      

      

      

      

      ZEUS

      From the first spark of divinity to the slow corruption of ego. When the heart of empire begins to grind its own maker, rebellion ignites, shadows whisper betrayal, and the crown grows heavier than the kingdom it commands. Each track builds a throne from steel and sacrifice, calling armies to march, enemies to kneel, and fate itself to obey.

      But power is a living thing, and it demands blood.

      
        
          	
        Empire - Tommee Profitt (ft. Steven Malcolm)
      

      	
        The Summoning - Sleep Token
      

      	
        Throne - Bring Me The Horizon
      

      	
        Feed the Machine - Red
      

      	
        V.A.N. - Bad Omens (ft. Poppy)
      

      	
        What it Cost - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Like a Villain - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Blood//Water - Grandson
      

      	
        Courtesy Call - Thousand Foot Krutch
      

      	
        Concrete Jungle - Bad Omens
      

      	
        Ready for War - Tommee Profitt (ft. Liv Ash)
      

      	
        Running Out of Time - Tommee Profitt (ft. Staars)
      

      	
        Spiral - Tommee Profitt (ft. Our Last Night, Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        The Fall - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      	
        Exile - Tommee Profitt (ft. Sam Tinnesz)
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who believed and supported me since day one.

      I couldn’t have done this without you.
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      The hymns of the choir echoed as men, women, and children alike bowed their heads as the priest worshiped their Savior and knelt before the altar.

      “Let us hold our hands as we repent and be forgiven for our sins as the dark times are to be upon us.” 

      The congregation held their hands with force as they took in his spirit and essence.

      Some nodded their heads, pursed their lips, and others rocked their bodies to the rhythm of the toubeleki. The priest, Quinn, stood clasping the ceramic bowl at the peak of the altar. “May we be coated in your salvation,” he whispered, before placing his lips against the bowl, taking a sip of the blessed waters.

      “We, your humble servants, come toward you coated in regret. Our choices. Our actions. Our day to day. We come humbly to you, seeking forgiveness and salvation. We are sinners. We are Dirty. We are corrupted.”

      “That’s right!” A woman shouted in the distance.

      The cloudy skies rumbled, and droplets of rain fell onto the vaulted glass ceiling. The orange glow of the scattered candles slowly consumed the creeping darkness on each column, but the primary source of light was the golden chandelier that hung from the center.

      “The polluted, the provocatives, the rebels do not appreciate what you’ve done for us!” he emphasized, sending the crowd into a cheering frenzy. “And how you will lead us to Divine Salvation. You will guide us on the path of righteousness. You—” Pieces of wood and metal flew across the room as the entrance blew off its hinges; making the priest halt and the congregation freeze.

      The Commander stood in the doorway. An air of arrogance surrounded him. Darkness presided over the Temple of Light as he walked through the fearful crowd, soldiers piling through behind him and surrounding the area. His face was hidden behind a golden Corinthian helmet that matched his cuirass.

      He looked around the room. The silence was deafening. No one dared to look in his direction. He took notice of a woman—blonde, fair skin in a worn forest green gown who fidgeted with her fingers as her eyes remained fixed on the ground. Her body trembled under his piercing gaze.

      “Can I h-help you?” Quinn asked with all the confidence he could muster.

      The Commander slowly turned away from the woman and approached the priest. The thunderous rain intensified by the second, drowning the muffled screams coming from outside the church.

      “Please don’t stop on my account.” The Commander stated as he walked around him, making Quinn squirm. An amusing feat.

      Drops of sweat trailed down his face as the semi-silent cries of the congregation got drowned by the intense beats of his heart. He subtly scanned the room—all eyes were glued onto him. Hope, and silent pleas all around. Any sudden movement would guarantee the end of him and his people, he thought. Drawing a shallow breath, he peeked at the Commander who hovered around the altar.

      Ares.

      Shaking in his boots, he continued with the sermon. The people stared at him dumbfounded, while others cautiously glanced at the soldiers that surrounded them.

      “Let us hold our hands and repeat after me.”

      The congregation cautiously held onto each other, tightening their grips.

      “May Apollo guide us in this uncertain time. May he grant us strength and light in the times of utter darkness…” He took a breath. “Praise be to Apollo.”

      “Praise be to Apollo,” the congregation echoed.

      Ares chuckled as he stepped away from Quinn, approaching the fidgeting woman and pulling her out of her seat.

      “No! Please! Please! I have a family. Please! Let me go!” She pleaded frantically, pulling her body away from his solid hold.

      “Whatever it is you’re looking for, you won’t find it here,” urged Quinn as his palms gestured for him to stop.

      “Aren't I?” Ares asked amusingly as he forcefully pulled the woman's body against his and traced a dagger against her now flushed face and neck. Tears streamed uncontrollably down her face. “You think you can force your way onto our grounds and leave unscathed?”

      Quinn’s brows furrowed, confusion painting his face. Yet, he remained silent. The congregation held its breath as its eyes jumped back and forth between Quinn and Ares.

      “For the sake of your legacy, see this through.” A voice in his head said. 

      Keeping his gaze locked on him, Quinn summoned complete and utter darkness… a darkness that never came. No fucking way. He tried again… and again… each time more urgent than the last, but the light remained. His heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. This can’t be happening. He peered down at his bare hands, cursing this retched day as Ares laughed.

      Ares asked him about someone, but Quinn was so involved in his mind that he didn’t seem to catch it. “Who?”

      Ares scoffed, applying pressure to the blade, warm blood trickling down the woman’s neck, staining her dress. Her cries intensified.

      “Alright! Enough! Please!” Quinn pleaded, but he continued. “I don’t know who that is! I swear it!”

      “Pity.” In a swift, practiced movement, Ares slashed her throat, covering his armor with blood. Dropping her limp body, he turned to his men. Screams tore through the crowd.

      “Barricade the doors.” Ares said, standing as the woman bled out behind him. They could not help looking over his shoulder as they obeyed.
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        * * *

      

      Ares stepped into the pouring rain and approached his obsidian steed. Men, women, and children alike could be seen fleeing from all parts of the town. The Temple of Light, the eternal symbol of protection and hope, had finally succumbed to the raging inferno. On the streets, a crazed fanatic ranted on about the end times, about a great uprising, a fallen kingdom.

      The Olympian Army scattered and seized each building, raiding everything they considered of value and burning the rest. Wild embers consumed everything in their path, building upon the sea of smoke and flame that threatened to devour a once sacred town rapidly being mutilated and warped into rubble and ruin.

      
        
        IN LOVING MEMORY OF 

        QUINN R. PETRAKIS

        The Hero of the Dammed Souls

        The Sovereign of the Paragons of Light & Castelencia

        Caverest, CA
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        CASTELENCIA

        Leading country in Eseron and primary suppliers of fresh produce.

        Government: The Paragons of Light

      

        

      
        SOVEREIGN

        Joseph Argyros

        |

        LADY

        Rena Vitalis

        |

        PRINCESSESS

        Katerina Faye Argyros

        Jezebelle Delí Argyros
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THE ACRAILERION

        The sacred space of Eseron’s record-keeping & a sanctuary for women across the continent.

        Currently under the Paragons of Light’s Administration

        |

        THE VERENNA

        High Priestess of the Sisterhood

        |

        THE DENAI

        Advisor of the Verenna & Liason to the Sovereign
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        * * *

      

      
        
        WINDERMERE

        Country distinguished by their exemplary craftsmanship of weaponry.

        |

        GOVERNOR

        Lazaros Tatiades
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        * * *

      

      
        
        SYLENE

        Country distinguished by its contributions to medicine.

        Haven country as deemed by the Sanctuary Treaty.

        |

        GOVERNESS

        Nesielle Verois
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        AESHELYN

        Known for the unrelenting support to the Olympians.

        Primary suppliers of fresh water.

        |

        GOVERNESS

        Faviola Kiarelli

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-Eight Years Later

      Katerina’s heart thundered against her ears, drowning the heaving in her chest. Steady… keep your breathing steady. Sweat dripped down her face and burned her eyes as she reached the massive crowd gathered around the marbled plaza.

      Was it almost time already? She slowed to a walk, squeezing through the array of bodies. Refreshing mist fell on her face as she passed the center fountain. She would’ve preferred to run without having a piece of fabric plastered to her mouth and nose; but even in the middle of autumn, even at the crack of dawn, the sun was unforgiving. Dare she say brutal.

      Pulling down the mask from her face, she secured it in her pocket and smiled at the people she passed, keeping a friendly demeanor and as much as a low profile as she could; but her attention was focused on finding a way out of this place and sneaking through the back entrance unnoticed.

      People from all over the country were already lined up with baskets of offerings in hand, waiting expectantly to be let into the Acrailerion for the evening’s mass.

      What never ceased to amaze her was that the temple was almost a 30-minute walk from here and the plaza was almost filled to capacity. She couldn’t help the warmth that bloomed in her chest. We’ve saved so many, but we still have a long way to go.

      Katerina may not be the one in the public eye, but she’d been privy to the conversations her father has had in the past. Things were tense outside the capital, and it was an outright miracle most of the people standing here made it. It was rumored that the rebels were killing everyone related or in close relation to their faith. It’s not right. But she believed that her kind would prevail. She was certain of it. 

      Red, orange, and yellow leaves crunched beneath her boots as she approached the back of the Caverest Plaza. Picking up pace ever so slightly, almost at a power walk, sent a burning sensation radiating through her calves; but she couldn’t stop. Not when it was a matter of time before they came to her room and escorted her and her sister to mass.

      Her younger sister, Jezebelle, the one who was in the public eye.

      Her heart’s rapid tempo slammed against her chest as the foliage-adorned pathway to the Fortress’ golden gates slipped into view. Soldiers of the Light Militia patrolled the area; dressed in their signature black house security uniform with golden trims that bared the faith’s crest on the right sleeve: a black shield with a bold golden trim. Behind it, lie crossed spears at the top and a subtle olive branch wreath at the bottom. In its center, a sun was displayed, bearing two snakes opposing each other and a lightning bolt at the bottom, signifying their rebirth and renewal after the war against the Olympians.

      Her attention drifted to a man who yelled obscenities to and about the Sovereign as he got dragged out by two soldiers. He looked feral and ready to kill anyone he got his hands on. His clothes were torn in all places, peppery hair ragged and falling across his bony face. A lost soul.

      Katerina suppressed a shudder. There weren’t many of them left here, but the few that have managed to slip through the cracks haven’t stopped trying to lead the good astray. They were just bitter and refused to believe the truth: that her father and their Savior led them to prosperity when there was nothing but ashes and ruin coating their country with no fathomable way out. Zeus, Ares, and all the Olympians were the sole cause for the war and bloodshed to begin with. The rebels were just too stubborn to see it.

      Made from white Pentelic marble veined with faint gold, that gleamed under sunlight, roofs clad in bronze-gold tiles that caught the sun like a fire on the mountain, and a broad sacred ramp ascended to the highest terrace. The Fortress served as a reminder to the rebels that their faith was able to withstand anything that crossed their paths, from sieges, storms, and even divine wrath.

      Trees lined her view along with the second set of golden gates, a clear indicator that she was well within reach of the back entrance. She shoved a hand into her pants pocket and pulled out a small leather pouch, coins clinking with each step.

      “Here,” she tossed the pouch into the hands of Johan, who gave her an amused chuckle as he opened the back gate.

      “The Sovereign is bound to find out if you keep this up.” He said, tossing the pouch and catching it repeatedly.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m paying you.” She laughed, aiming toward the mahogany door.

      “I don’t know why he hides you; you’re bleeding him dry with this stunt.”

      “It does have its perks.” She flashed a smile over her shoulder and slid inside the dark storage room, locking the door behind her. She crouched next to the loosened tile, prying it open.

      She partially enjoyed her current standing. It gave her a sense of autonomy, to a degree. Many would’ve protested if their father were to tell them that, moving forth, they’d be limited to certain outings, to maintain security amidst tensions on the continent; but she found it liberating. She didn’t have to be subjected to the majority of public events, save for the ones hosted at the Fortress, which weren’t many to begin with. 

      Gently, she placed the tile next to her, pulled out her maroon satchel and removed the sage dress and sandals from within. Without wasting more time, she took off her brown running boots, pants and hooded top, tossing them into the hole.

      I’ll come back for it later.

      The sage dress was loose and allowed the chill air to bite into her skin as she tied her sandals.

      She kept her raven braid in a crown and tossed the satchel into the hole with the clothes. Quietly, she placed the tile back in its rightful place and headed toward the door that led to the corridor.

      Normal composure.

      You did nothing wrong.

      Act normal.

      Opening the doors, she assumed a nonchalant demeanor and strode toward her bedchamber. She was in desperate need of a bath, but she couldn’t run. It would draw too much attention, and with that came questions. If her father found out that she’d been going out unescorted or without his permission—she suppressed the thought. She didn’t want to entertain those options. Katerina slithered through the array of housemaids with their hair neatly secured, their grey dresses and golden aprons swaying with each step. Her gaze followed their direction of movement. All were headed to the foyer.

      Cursing under her breath, she quickened her pace, ignoring the lingering stares and managed to slip into her room.

      The morning sun bathed the space in golden light, highlighting the adornments and marble flooring. Judging by the unmade bed, none of the housemaids had come yet, which meant that she wasn’t as late as she thought. A relieved sigh escaped her lips and headed into the bathroom.

      Before she knew it, she was shoulder-deep in lukewarm water. She closed her eyes, tipping her head back against the copper tub. Jasmine and pear filled her nose, allowing her to relax.

      Three miles done today. She remembered when she tried running for the first time—it was torture. But now, it was her escape from the everyday, mundane duties. Plus, it gave her a quick look into what was happening outside. Not that there was anything eventful in the capital. They knew everything that’s happening six to twelve months out: from imports/exports to who entered and left the country without prior clearance from her father. But she couldn’t help feeling like she wanted some excitement. Everything was so repetitive.

      She woke up, had breakfast at the Dining Hall, lounged around the grounds, read for most of the day, then when dinner came, she and her sister would be summoned by their father to discuss any relevant information he’d be willing to share or follow up on any tasks he’d assigned to either of them.

      She was tired of the same old routine. What’s the point of not being subjected to most of the diplomatic gatherings if she wasn’t even allowed to step off the grounds? She longed for something different, to see what’s beyond Caverest… if things were different, she could…

      There were times when she’d fantasize about seeing the continent, new landscapes, trying other cuisines… going somewhere on her own. No escorts. No formalities. No secrets about who she was. No dangers. No threats. No—she took a deep breath. It was wishful thinking. That was all it was.

      Repeated knocks grabbed her attention.

      Wishful thinking… no matter how short-lived.
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        * * *

      

      Intricately placed towers of tomes, scrolls, and maps fill the library, accompanied by an abundance of greenery and polished wood. Sunlight filtered through the mosaic glass window panes, each displaying Castelencia’s distinguished landmarks: the Fortress, the pier, the Acrailerion, and the Liverfront Forest.

      When her father mentioned he would fix up the library, she would never have imagined that this was what he had in mind, considering how his study was a stark contrast of this—all gloomy, dark and cold. 

      Creaks echoed throughout the space as Jezebelle balanced herself in a mahogany and scarlet chair, reaching for a book in the upper left corner.

      “Be careful,” Katerina warned. “I don’t want people to see you all bruised up.” Her eyes fell to the bottom of Jezebelle’s lilac dress and how a simple misstep could make their father go haywire.

      With a loud thump, she landed on her feet, book in hand, and a gleeful smile. “I’m fine, see?” She outstretched her arms and twirled before plopping next to Katerina, golden brown locks falling over her shoulders. “You worry too much.”

      “You make me worry too much.” Katerina nudged her arm.

      She wouldn’t need to if Jezebelle were the more cautious type. She did, in fact, have the reputation of being quite the klutz; despite her best attempts to—Katerina shook her head. No need for that now.

      She turned back to Jasmine, whose ocean eyes remained on her.

      “I’m sorry, you were saying…”

      “That the commitment is unparalleled, and it is a great honor,” Jasmine’s voice was as smooth as honey. “Once you’re inducted, you can’t just take it back and call it quits.”

      “I know and I am happy—truly.”

      “I can see that you are, but something also troubles you.”

      “No, I’m just excited. That’s all.” Katerina responded vaguely. She loved her to death, but she didn’t want her to start with her lectures. “How does it work? Will I come back here after the ceremony?”

      Jasmine shook her head, blonde hair shimmering against the light. “No. You’ll be required to move to the Re’Veillite Wing inside the Acrailerion. The section of the wing assigned to you depends on the type you align with.”

      A place outside the Fortress… heaviness weighed on Katerina’s chest. All her life, she’d wanted to be a Naturopath and help others, but… the thought of leaving… her stomach hollowed… in this world they lived in… besides, what if she didn’t align with it? What then?

      “What’s on your mind?” Jasmine’s eyes gleamed with a hint of worry.

      “Nothing,” she lied. “Just nervous.”

      “You’ll be alright.” Jasmine gave her a reassuring hand squeeze. “I was nervous too when I first joined.”

      But it wasn’t mere nervousness that plagued her mind. She glanced at her sister. At her delicate warm ivory limbs, her wavy golden brown hair, her peach-stained cheeks, her naïve face. How is she going to survive without me?

      “Just relax.” Jasmine tightened her grip, pulling her out of her thoughts. “You have a great opportunity that others would die for. You passed the trials and⁠—”

      “Everyone passes the trials.” Katerina retorted.

      “Although that may be true, you were worthy enough to be afforded this position. You know, other women would kill to be in your place. Do you realize how hard it is to be slotted here? Consider yourself lucky.”

      Lucky… consider myself lucky… lucky because of the fact that I passed the trials based on merit alone or family ties?

      The Trials were a post-graduation requirement implemented by the Institute of Enlightenment alongside the Sovereign. Graduates would go to an off-site campus, and the evaluators would assess them in different categories: cunning, adaptability, trauma response, empathy, temptations, critical thinking, strength and endurance, knowledge, and the ability to learn quickly.

      Depending on the scores each graduate got by the end of the week, they’d be slotted into different jobs in the country. Many aim to score as top performers because it would secure the best occupations, such as High Ranking Officer in the Light Militia or Strategist among the Sovereign’s inner counsel.

      People who scored average but had a strong sense of empathy and trauma response would be housemaids or work in the fields in agriculture. In the rarest of cases, the Acrailerion would accept women in this category as Initiate-Sisters, but only after being vetted by the Verenna, the convent’s high priestess.

      The Herald would offer jobs to everyone else, dividing them between Military Enlisted, Maintenance Technicians, or other options available.

      An itch festered within Katerina. She couldn’t doubt… she did her best, but her scores were pitiful, if even that. She didn’t want to doubt… she shouldn’t… but she knew damn well that her father was not above doing things to get his way. Not to mention the image it would bring upon him if there was any record of either her or Jezebelle as subpar. He wouldn’t allow it. She shoved the thoughts away.

      The Re’Veillites were a highly respectable sisterhood inside the Acrailerion. Women prepare themselves since childhood just for the sole purpose of becoming one or finding their calling; whether it’s being a Sister, Naturopath, Chronicler, or High Re’Veillite, they would do it just for the opportunity.

      Only those classified as Sisters wore a distinct all-white, floor-length robe with intricate dark red celestial and floral embroidery along the hems, cuffs, and high collar. The entire ensemble resembled silk or fine linen, and a modest capelet draped over their shoulders, and a fitted bodice transitioning into wide sleeves and a full skirt. A veil that matched their ethereal ensemble always covered their hair. Everywhere they went, they were symbols of divine purity and fidelity. A true image of class and purity.

      “Easy for you to say. You were a Re’Veillite yourself. A High Re’Veillite, might I add.” Katerina folded her arms across her chest. “Ms. Resilience.”

      Jasmine laughed. “Perhaps.”

      High Re’Veillites were a rare type of Sister. Upon induction, their personality or experiences gave them an opening into receiving unique abilities, which is why not everyone that applies becomes one; aside from the basic requirements of virtue. Perhaps one to two percent of women are chosen in a lifetime. The odds were insane to think. The ability of reactive adaptation made Jasmine one of the most resilient of the Sisters.

      “But that doesn’t devalue what I said.” Jasmine added. “You are lucky and you are blessed.”

      Katerina’s body softened; but there was still an itch lingering in the back of her mind that she wasn’t able to dismiss so easily. 

      “I suppose.” Katerina turned to her sister, who was absorbed in the book in her hands. “Since when are you so fond of history?” 

      To her surprise, Jezebelle’s cheeks turn a bright shade of pink. “Can’t I just be interested?”

      “No, no,” Jasmine gasped amusingly. “Judging by how flushed you are…”

      “Oh, Savior, help me,” Katerina muttered.

      Jezebelle, her face now as red as a tomato, closed her book and smiled coyly.

      “Oh, come on, Jezy, you know you’re dying to tell us.” Katerina inched closer to her, taking a hold of her hands. “What is it?” 

      “Is it a boy?” Jasmine asked jokingly.

      “Is it?” Katerina gasped.

      “Alright, alright.” Jezebelle laughed as she swatted the air in an attempt to make them calm down. “But you mustn’t tell anyone. If word gets to father about this⁠—”

      “It won’t, we assure you.” Katerina interrupted. Now, who’s the one worrying too much?

      “Yes, I’ve been talking to someone.” She murmured between the squeals of excitement that reverberated across the room. They were mainly from Jasmine, while Katerina remained silent, stunned. “Shhh! Keep it down.” Jezebelle said with another blush.

      “So, who is he? In what area does he live? Is he from the capital?” Jasmine asked rapidly, getting a head start.

      “Funny thing…” Jezebelle threw a quick side glance at Katerina.

      Oh, don’t you even…

      “He’s not from here…” she admitted.

      Katerina’s heart dropped to her stomach as if someone had poured ice-cold water over her. You better not. She turned to Jasmine; both gave each other an understanding look.

      “Where is he from, Jezebelle?” He better not be one of them or I swear…

      “Kate… please don’t—” Jezebelle began.

      “Where is he from?” Katerina asked again, colder this time.

      Jezebelle glanced at Jasmine, who looked at her with a worried glint in her eyes.

      “Jezebelle, I swear if you—” Katerina drew breath, eyes still locked on her sister. “May our Savior be my witness, if you are in communication with one of the… I don’t even want to think about it. Where is he from?”

      With a sigh of defeat, Jezebelle looked back at Katerina and said, “He’s from Sylene.”

      Katerina’s mind stirred and an overwhelming sense of… fear? Worry? She couldn’t place it, but it rushed through her, claiming every inch of her body. Sylene may be the sanctuary country in the event of a war; but that didn’t guarantee that their people would be receptive to them.

      Not with their reputation, at least.

      Katerina may be inside most of the time, but she still tried to keep herself informed, aside from the evening meetings. She was no stranger to how they were perceived outside of the country and the lengths rebels would go to—she relaxed but kept a cool expression.

      “I won’t tell father if that’s what you’re worried about,” Katerina reassured.

      “Even knowing that he’s from another country?” Jezebelle questioned.

      Knowing how their father would react… she’d much rather deal with this between themselves.

      “How did you even meet? We’re not allowed to leave Caverest, let alone travel to another country.” Jasmine hinted, sparking yet another wave of curiosity inside Katerina.

      “It was quite funny actually… and unexpected, to be honest. Um… to make it short, he sent me a letter. I still have it somewhere in my room. But… he wrote about how he saw me when we were doing charity work at the Thevis Agora and, at the time, he was just visiting Castelencia and that’s when he saw me… I mean, us.”

      “But how did he get your name? Your address?” Katerina countered, brows furrowed. She was all for romance and a nice meet-cute and whatnot, but she couldn’t help but be cautious. What if Jezebelle piqued his interest because of the connection to their father, the Sovereign of the Paragons of Light and Castelencia, which obviously made them high-value targets?

      “I assume he asked one of the many people we were with that day,” Jezebelle replied dismissively. “I just found it commendable that he went through all that trouble just to send me a letter.”

      “I’d say be careful,” Jasmine interjected.

      “Not only to be careful, but have you even seen this man? Do you even know his name?” Katerina demanded. “Don’t get me wrong, I am happy that you may have found someone you may feel content with, but⁠—”

      “Yes, I know his name.” She stated matter-of-factly. “Rhei Khol. We haven’t seen each other yet, but… we will soon.”

      “And how are you possibly going to do that?” Katerina’s gaze hardened, and Jezebelle frowned slightly in return. This was precisely why Katerina had to be the way she was. Her sister was so naïve… so damn reckless.

      “I have to concur with your sister here, Jezy,” Jasmine added. “It’s all about your safety. Your father has many enemies outside the country, let alone in the capital. They would do anything to harm him. If any of them were to find out that you or Kate are his daughters…” She sighed. “Savior knows what would happen.”

      “I am absolutely certain that he is a good man,” Jezebelle said in a reassuring tone.

      “You hardly know him.” Katerina retorted. “Basic correspondence barely qualifies you to say how much of a supposedly good man he is.” She picked up the book sitting in her sister’s lap and placed it back in its rightful place.

      “Jezy,” Jasmine began. “I know that this feeling is something… good. It brings joy. But my recommendation to you, and I am certain that Kate would agree, is to slowly detach yourself from this man.”

      Katerina shot her a disapproving look. “Not slowly.” Her eyes reverted back to Jezebelle. “You will end this immediately.”

      Jezebelle slipped her hands away from Jasmine’s hold. “You don’t get it.” Hurt swept across her face.

      “Actually, Jezebelle, we do. I do.” Katerina held her sister’s challenging stare, and it felt like looking in the damn mirror—only four years younger and with subtle differences.

      Jezebelle’s honey-doe eyes screamed nothing but pure pleas to make her sister understand, while Katerina’s emerald gaze was unrelenting. They were similar but so different in their own right. 

      “May I remind you what father did to me when he found out I was talking to a man who was not from our community? A man I loved dearly?” Pools threatened to form in the back of Katerina’s eyes, but she quickly willed the tears away and let out a sigh. “I’m not saying this to… to make you hate me. On the contrary, I want you to be safe. You can’t be trusting a man you hardly know, let alone one you’ve never seen in person. For your own good, lay this to rest.”

      “The fact that father didn’t approve of your union with Byorn has nothing to do with me.” She hissed.

      “You think father would approve of yours?” Katerina challenged. “Let’s ask him.”

      “No! Please!”

      “Kate,” Jasmine cautioned.

      “But weren’t you confident that this union would gain his blessing?” Katerina scoffed. “You may not get it now, but I’m stopping you from making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      Before Jezebelle could respond, Jasmine interjected once again. “We need to get moving. The evening mass will start in ten minutes, and you know how the Sovereign gets when someone is late.”

      Right… “But isn’t someone supposed to get us?”

      “While the both of you were bickering, one of the soldiers came in and gave me the notice.”

      Katerina nodded and turned to Jezebelle. “I won’t tell father. But for your own sake, let this go. Or else you will give me no choice but to bring this up to him myself.” They headed toward the door, and Katerina reached for her sister’s hand, making Jezebelle turn to meet her gaze. “You know I’d die if something were to happen to you, right?”

      “It won’t.” Jezebelle nudged her arm. “I still love you, though.”

      And I you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ZEUS

        

      

    

    
      Zeus’ blood boiled, requiring immense restraint to stop himself from summoning a catastrophic thunderstorm that would destroy Castelencia, ripping it from its core. He stood near the center of the War Room, breathing heavily, maintaining his composure as Argus, his strategic advisor, circled the sand table, moving pieces and rearranging their manpower across the continent, analyzing each and every position before reassigning.

      Ares stood near it, silent and unmoving, dark eyes fixed on it while Themis sorted and read through rolls of parchment at a table near the exit.

      “That makes five now…” Argus finally broke the silence, steel eyes flickering back and forth between the Fortress and silver figures slightly north. “Five temples have been destroyed between Brienne and East Caverest.” Argus took a step back, eyes still on the map. “Not to mention the statues that have been vandalized, beheaded, hanged—” he tipped over broken red figures in different areas of the Brienne and East Caverest territories.

      “Were those the only towns?” Zeus asked through gritted teeth, approaching the mockup.

      “As of now.” Ares responded, his onyx hair gleaming in the firelight. “Brienne and East Caverest may be the ones leading, but Pathos is joining their crusade with countless of our devotees being turned in to the Sovereign to await punishment.”

      “Supposedly, the Sovereign is paying the mayors a generous sum for their compliance.” Argus added.

      “Why not threaten, kill, or injure them into submission?” Ares asked, snickering. “Seems like a waste of coin.”

      “Because it creates dependency and incentives for loyalty.” Zeus answered, eyes landing on Caverest, then the Fortress.

      Coin bought livelihoods, patronage networks, and expectations. Governors and Mayors, would be more inclined to be and stay in the Sovereign’s good graces, in hopes that he’ll increase their wages, promotions, or whatever else they’re into. All to reduce the possibility of a rebellion; which he’d grown successful in. It’s smart. Zeus gave him that.

      “I suppose.” Ares said dismissively.

      Argus shrugged, turning back to Zeus. “I advise we focus on Brienne, who’s leading the crusade. Once they fall, the rest will follow suit shortly after.”

      “It won’t be that simple.” Themis interjected as she lifted her gaze from the crumpled parchment in her manicured, chocolate hands. “That will just solidify the Sovereign’s view of us—of you.” Her gaze seared into Zeus. “You’ll be adding fuel to the fire.”

      “And what do you propose we do?” Argus raised his eyes to meet hers. “Hold a tribunal? We’re past diplomacy at this point. They think—no. He thinks he can order his men to destroy our temples, our agoras, kill our people and not suffer consequences for it? Please.”

      Themis stood, squaring her shoulders. “Violence and brute action are never the first choice.”

      “It was when he threw the first stone at our people and succeeded in taking control of the country; something his predecessor never fully achieved.”

      “The bastard doesn’t want to take the continent?” Ares snorted, plunging onto a seat.

      “I wouldn’t put it past him.” Zeus inched closer to the table. 

      Silver figures were strategically placed on each of their citadels closest to the borders of Castelencia. One in Aeshelyn and one in Windermere. None inside Castelencia.

      Zeus pondered over the idea of establishing a citadel in one of the villages around the capital but, in the middle of the unknown and the many questions that still lingered, he couldn’t risk it. Not yet. It may appear cowardly, but that was far from it. He was saving his assets and manpower for something he knew they’d face eventually.

      He’d already unleashed catastrophic storms upon Castelencia, executed their leader, destroyed the rebellion, and yet… here they were. Back at square one. As if Quinn had risen from the dead, and with it the rebellion. 

      “Aeshelyn is strengthening its perimeter in light of what’s happening in Brienne.” Zeus moved silver figures from the Eyross Citadel in Windermere. “Soldiers will likely need to be transferred to the Heartfen Citadel, or they’ll be severely outnumbered if Joseph decides to ambush them.”

      While others referred to Joseph by his mortal title, Zeus refused to give him any validity or further recognition. Calling him by his name reduced him to nothing but a mere mortal. Not a Sovereign others felt intimidated by. He was nothing when compared with the power Zeus held.

      “Castelencia has alliances throughout the continent. I’m surprised Aeshelyn hasn’t been attacked at this rate.” Ares commented. 

      “What will you do with the Eyross Citadel? You can’t leave them unmanned.” Argus asked, surveying the sand table carefully.

      “Nothing.” Ares responded curtly. “Windermere won’t be attacked unless the Governor acts foolishly, given his current relationship with the Sovereign.”

      Zeus lifted his gaze. “What’s the status of the other countries?”

      They already had soldiers on each of the territory borders, coasts, and some patrolling within each country, save for Castelencia. Sending more men would be futile and a waste of resources.

      “They’re remaining neutral. As Ares mentioned, Windermere has an alliance with Castelencia, so they won’t attack unless provoked. Currently, Sylene has no affiliation with them, maintaining their neutral standing. Perhaps because of the Sanctuary Treaty in place.” Argus answered. “Our focus should lie with Aeshelyn and a way to neutralize the Sovereign’s influence. Because if not—with time—they could easily break through our borders.” 

      Zeus scoffed, annoyance rushing through him. This again reiterated how far Quinn had planned this. How far ahead he thought of this. How was it possible that a mere mortal outsmarted him? 

      “And you seriously consider them a powerful enough threat?” Themis waved her manicured hands dismissively. “They may make it to the entry point, but will die as soon as they walk through those gates.”

      “But they already did.” Zeus admitted through gritted teeth. “They came in like they fucking owned the place and challenged my authority and destroyed my grounds.”

      Themis opened her mouth but was immediately stopped by Argus.

      “While you were touring all throughout Sylene, we were here defending our grounds from this same group you consider insignificant.” He hissed.

      “I don’t appreciate your tone.” She glared.

      “I can’t seem to find it reason enough to give a fuck.” Argus locked eyes with her blazing gaze. “If you can’t see the severity of this, then why are you even here?”

      “We need to look at a better way to sort this.” She countered. Seemingly, trying to make him change his mind; but he isn’t the one she should be trying to convince.

      Zeus was seconds away from destroying every inch of Castelencia, even if it was the last thing he’d do.

      “What do you think their Sovereign is going to do as a result if you attack? Back down?” She raised her hands.

      “And I suppose you expect us to back down?” Zeus challenged. “Cower under pressure.”

      “May I remind you of what happened last time you went in full force and hotheaded into this mess?”

      “Last time, we won.” Zeus stated.

      “Barely.”

      “They’ve declared war on us, and it’s out of your hands, Themis.” Argus approached her, stopping merely inches away.

      “The Law is the Law.” She glared.

      “The law doesn’t apply here, sweetheart.” Argus smiled smugly.

      He towered over her, but she didn’t cower. He had trimmed his copper hair, shaving the sides almost completely, but the top was longer, and rogue strands fell over his eyes.

      “Did you ever find out the hand Apollo had in this?” Zeus interjected to stop the bickering between them.

      They could argue or fuck some other time for all he cared. He needed answers. He needed to know how they had got onto Mount Olympus all those years ago and how likely they’d be to do it again. 

      “Aside from what we already know. No.” Argus stepped away from Themis and ran a hand through his ragged coppery hair, taming the rogue strands. “There were very few things I could do.”

      Of all the Olympians that Zeus could’ve assumed would have the nerve to go up against him, never did he once believe Apollo would be the one. He was the most decent of his offspring. Zeus gave him everything he wanted, and this is how he repaid him? 

      “Do better, try harder, I don’t care. Just get me the information.” Zeus ordered. “Because how the fuck, after Ares killed Quinn, did this guy revive Quinn’s regime and took control of the entirety of Castelencia in the span of twenty-eight years? Something Quinn never accomplished.”

      Also, how and when the hell did his son get the balls to rebel against him? As if he could. He remembered when Ares brought Quinn’s body to him with an impaling wound in his torso. He was dead. He did die. So, what the fuck was this?

      “You know what? Just kill him and be done with it. Turn Castelencia into ruins. Make them an example of what happens when they challenge you.” Ares suggested.

      “It’s not that simple.” Themis warned.

      “Care to elaborate, or do I have to force it out of you?” Ares threatened, and Zeus could’ve sworn he noticed Argus inch closer to her.

      She rolled her sassy eyes at him. “You forget, Quinn did something before his death that made his successor attain the power he had. We don’t know whether the Sovereign did the same. So, outright killing him would just bring us back to the same problem we have now.”

      Fucking great. Rubbing his temples, Zeus gestured to his servant to bring him a chalice full of ambrosia, which he downed almost instantly and requested another.

      “We could send soldiers to Caverest; they’d be able to get more insight into what is happening in the next couple of days.” Ares suggested.

      “Already ahead of you.” Argus answered proudly. “I sent four men to Castelencia on special orders, two in the Caverest and two in surrounding villages. They are our direct eyes and ears on the ground.”

      “A bit out of your depth, aren’t you?” Ares taunted.

      “When were you planning on mentioning this?” Zeus questioned.

      “What about our current problem?” Themis asked. “Are you just going to let them keep destroying the town?”

      “Now you want us to take brute action?” Argus replied smugly, which she scoffed in response.

      “What division are the men from?” Zeus turned to Argus.

      “The Blood Legion.”

      “The fuck is wrong with you?” Ares snapped. 

      Zeus' gaze snapped toward Ares, confused and in utter disbelief of his reaction.

      “Tell them to stand down now.” Ares ordered.

      “Why?”

      “Don’t fucking question me.” He barked. “Tell them to retreat.”

      “I can’t. They’re already with their targets.”

      Zeus watched Ares intently. He clenched his fists, and a muscle contracted in his strong jaw. His eyes grew dark and menacing. He drew a sharp breath before glaring back at Argus and inching closer to him. Ares towered over him, who didn’t back down in the slightest.

      “What did you make them do?”

      “They are getting information.” Argus responded vaguely.

      Ares grabbed a handful of Argus’s dark jacket and slammed his athletic body against the nearest wall, pressing his tan forearm against his neck. “Don’t fucking come with me with that superficial shit.”

      Themis gaped at Zeus. “Aren’t you going to do anything?”

      “Fuck no,” Zeus snorted. He’d much rather do her. “Not my problem to handle.” Besides, he was enjoying the show, in addition to her company.

      His eyes trailed from her defined half-pinned onyx curls to her full lips down to her teasing chocolate body. A glint of silver drew his attention back to Ares and Argus.

      “I don’t go around ordering your men to clean up the fucking grounds, make the food, or do their fucking job. What makes you think you have the authority to do it to mine?” Ares placed the tip of the sharpened blade against Argus’s jaw.

      “You weren’t doing shit.” Argus sneered, pushing Ares’ muscular body off. “If you would’ve done your job, we wouldn’t be in this predicament to begin with.”

      “You think you can run my division better than me, you filthy ingrate?” Ares’ tone lowered to steel, his eyes piercing through Argus’s core.

      “Judging by what’s going on, you tell me.” Argus cocked a brow.

      “Did you have other plans for these men?” Zeus asked.

      Ares didn’t turn or answer, for that matter. He unclenched his jaw and took a step back, heading out. But before he reached the doors, he turned to Argus. “Careful, half-breed.”

      The entrance slammed shut, and Zeus’ gaze fell back on Argus, who was fixing his clothes. Zeus scanned the room, and they were alone.

      Apparently, Themis had left during this entire ordeal. Zeus had seen Ares angry and displeased; he hated when others tasked his men without his knowledge because it would hinder any mission he’d planned. But Zeus had never seen him act this way, save in war.

      “I need to get going. I have a few things pending to be done.” Argus said, heading to the door.

      “Before you go,” Zeus said, and Argus turned. The stubble on his face was more prominent now, matching his hair. “I need you to travel to the Eyross Citadel and find out Windermere’s standing with Castelencia. I know they’re the ones supplying their weapons. However, I require more information.”

      Argus nodded and left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          KATERINA

        

      

    

    
      “This is precisely why we must look within ourselves and ask, how can I serve others better, despite my own views?And yes, I know what you must be thinking. Why should I put in extra effort to assist those who hate us? They corral us everywhere we go. They call us heretics and so on.” Her father, Joseph, pointed out. “‘Thou shalt not forsake the wicked, for a path toward righteousness is to be paved.’ Page 524, paragraph 16, verse 23 of the Codex Lux Aequitatis.”

      “You tell them!” A woman shouted from a distance, applauding her father.

      He chuckled. “Our faith implores us to help others and bring them into our community. How can we save these rebels if we are not there to light their paths? To guide them to the right choice.” He remained silent for a second, assessing the crowd and running a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair.

      Katerina grimaced at the thought of them. They weren’t even grateful for their services. She understood where her father was coming from; it was the bread and butter of their community. They had to be the beacons of positivity and whatnot, but she wanted to be able to go somewhere and not feel like she was a target or a topic of conversation. There were moments when she wanted to switch places with her sister, just to spare her from the name-calling at a minimum; circling back to the names they called her at the Institute of Enlightenment. The things they said about her family.

      Like, how could she even sleep at night? The daughter of a dictator. The daughter of a tyrant. The uptight, temperamental, cruel daughter. The Heretic’s Daughter. How she will burn from the core. How they blamed her for their families’ suffering outside the capital. Among other things, she didn’t want to recall.

      None of them dared to call her these things in public due to the public scrutiny they’d face; but at every corner, every free period, there was always one who managed to sneak in an insult her way. She’d brought this up to her father when things got out of hand, hence why he didn’t enroll Jezebelle for secondary level and opted for private tutoring at the Fortress until she came of age and assumed her duty as the public figure.

      Katerina took a quick glance at her sister, and her chest warmed at the sight of how in awe she was with every single word their father preached, the sheer and absolute untainted innocence that she needed to protect, in full display. Perhaps the world had been kind to her.

      Katerina noticed Jasmine’s hands, which she had clasped together so tightly it drained the color from them.

      “Are you okay?” Katerina mouthed to her once her gaze pierced Jasmine’s invisible shield, to which she replied with a silent nod and a kind smile, slowly unclasping her hands.

      Claps erupted around them, and her father’s smile radiated nothing but pure glee. In an instant, he moved behind a circular pit on the stage, and his smile dropped, and with it went the lights. They became so dim that Katerina could hardly make out anything, apart from his stoic expression and hair painted by the orange glow of the scattered flames resting on each of the pillars around the Worship Hall.

      “The Olympians have ruled this world, and it has brought nothing but peril across Castelencia, not to mention the rest of the continent…” Her father hesitated. “They raided our home; killed my closest friend and his family…” He scoffed. “Zeus believes that this is how we should rule. In fear and complete and utter submission to his tyrannical ways…”

      The surrounding air thickened. Her father was nothing if not passionate, especially when it came to their faith—more so after the passing of Quinn. Katerina never got a chance to meet him, but ever since she could remember, she’d been told that he was a legend. The hero of the damned souls. The one who ended the corruption of the McClaren government.

      “Covered by the mantle of light given to us by the Savior himself, we are the beacons of light. The Paragons of Light. Our fire can never be extinguished. The Olympians might’ve killed my friend—my brother. But his legacy will carry on forevermore…”

      The community honored Quinn’s entire lineage for their contributions. If Katerina recalled correctly, his grandfather, Weston Petrakis, founded their community. He was the one who completed and founded the Institute of Enlightenment, rendering it almost fifty years since its opening.

      Katerina wondered why no one targeted the institute during the war. Perhaps they were lucky, or they thought of it as insignificant since the war took place in Belsir, which now lies in ruins. 

      Cheers rippled through the crowd, and her body filled with liveliness. They’ve truly come a long way, which was something people outside the community could never understand. From starting off as a small group, they’ve been able to expand their faith and save so many… even if they called them heretics outside of Caverest, even if they tried to demoralize her—them, because they didn’t follow the Olympian way of life. If not worshiping Zeus and his tyrannical ways was the price she had to pay to bring others to utter bliss and peace, she had no problem doing so.

      “We must be better than the rest. We are better than the rest. Which is why I implore you to hold hands as we ask for strength and resiliency these upcoming days as we embark on our journey to a higher understanding.”

      The congregation held their hands and bowed their heads in unison. Katerina held on to her sister, giving her a reassuring squeeze. Noticing that Jasmine was clasping onto her own, she reached out and held hers as well, even if it meant that she had to contort her body uncomfortably. We are one. Regardless of what others think, we are one.

      Her father recited a passage from the Lux Aequitatis and then spoke in a foreign dialect. Katerina assumed he was growing adept in the ancient language of Calastalli, since she was able to pick up a few words like: strength and promise.

      He ignited a small fire in the pit in front of him and ended his prayer by prompting the newcomers to step forward.

      A man and two women approached the flames, each with a single item in hand. It was tradition and a momentous occasion for newcomers to take the item they held dear and offer it to their Savior in exchange for protection, cleansing, penance, and a fruitful future. A clear sign of devotion to him and commitment to being reborn.

      Katerina’s gaze swept over them as they took center stage next to her father, who fixed his black and gold suit.

      “The new faces among us are a blessing, brothers and sisters. To those who have entered the Worship Hall for the first time, know this: you are not strangers here. You are already part of our family, bound together not by blood, but by faith, hope, and the light of the Savior.” Her father spoke to them. “Here, we walk not in perfection, but in honesty. Each of us has stumbled, each of us has carried burdens, and each of us has found renewal through the grace of this community. We are strengthened not by hiding our flaws, but by revealing them, so we can be healed, uplifted, and restored together. As you stand with us, I invite you to take the first step into this fellowship. Speak aloud the weight you carry, the wrongs you repent, and the shadows you wish to leave behind, followed by the sacred burning of the past. In confessing before your brothers and sisters, you are not judged. No. You are cleansed. Let your words be the symbol of your penance, and let this community receive you with open hearts.”

      The crowd cheered briefly, offering words of encouragement. Katerina smiled. This was what this was all about.

      The first to go was a brunette woman, who looked no older than 35. She wore a maroon dress with medium-length sleeves, and in her hands, she had a stuffed doll. Katerina couldn’t tell if it was an animal or a person, but the woman held on to it with dear life. 

      “I’m Willie,” she said tremulously. “I… I…” her lips trembled. Was she going to cry? “Some of you may look at me and wonder why I’m holding onto a rag doll?” She raised the item. “It used to belong to my mother, and I was supposed to pass this on to my daughter…” she hesitated, looking down at the doll. “They took her from me…” she uttered loud enough for Katerina to hear. She raised her gaze. “They took her from me.” She said louder. “They took her from me because I wasn’t loyal enough…” 

      Who? Did the Olympians do this to you? Katerina’s heart broke. 

      “Margarette was supposed to turn six today… and the rebels took her from me.” She wept. “I’d like to put this pain and past behind me and not be constantly reminded of my failure as a mother.” She tossed the doll into the fire apprehensively. “Thank you.” She muttered.

      Joseph placed a hand on her shoulder. “Losing a child is not something I’ll be able to comprehend, but I have lost a loved one. You will heal. You will find peace.” He hugged her. “Welcome home.”

      Willie bowed her head in what appeared to be gratitude and made her way back onto her seat. People reached out, cradling her arms as she passed. 

      Katerina’s eyes welled, but she blinked the tears away as she turned her attention to the next one. A blonde girl with shoulder-length hair, seemingly in her early twenties.

      “The man I loved gave me this.” She displayed an emerald and gold ring. “He wasn’t who I thought he was.”

      The words struck Katerina, her attention now seared onto the girl. 

      “I’m Raven, and he was one of the leaders of the rebellion.” Silence fell. “He almost killed me.” She croaked. “All because I expressed my gratitude to the Re’Veillites one time…just once. Threatened that he would make my life miserable if he ever found me talking to the other side again.” She threw the ring into the fire. “I want to be free. I don’t want to fear for my life. I want peace and not to constantly look over my shoulder. Thank you.”

      “I commend you for your bravery.” Joseph placed a hand on her shoulder. “Our community will help you heal, and you being here with us granted you your freedom. Welcome home.” He hugged her and sent her off to the congregation.

      Katerina’s heart was with them. It was a hard thing to do, but it’s the right choice. Here marks their journey of letting go of who they were and becoming anew. Praise be to our Savior, and may his light coat these beautiful souls.

      Katerina’s gaze finally landed on the last newcomer. A tall man with ginger hair and freckled skin, in a long navy blue cloak with a subtle sheen, fastened by a delicate silver clasp in the shape of intertwined vines. The pants are practical yet elegant, crafted from what appeared to be dark, soft leather with silver accents along the seams. His boots were knee-high with silver buckles. He had a slender, graceful build, with a subtle silver pendant hanging from his neck. 

      Praise be to our Savior and the work you are doing today to these men.

      He stepped forward.

      “I’m Rhei Khol⁠—”

      Someone grabbed Katerina’s arm forcefully, only to find it was Jezebelle, her eyes as wide as a frozen fish. Her stomach hollowed. What are the damn odds? She snickered, ignoring her sister’s firm grip. Katerina glanced at Jasmine’s stunned face. Thank Savior I’m not the only one at a loss of words.

      Jasmine leaned in over Jezebelle and whispered, “What are we going to do?”

      Katerina peered at Jezebelle, whose face was filled with astonishment. Oh, Jezy… this is going to hurt. Claps erupted around them, completely missing when Rhei went back to the crowd and their father had extinguished the flames.  

      “How I love it when we have new members join our cause and believe in our faith,” Joseph cheered, moving toward the podium. “Here lies the first step toward salvation. Praise be to our Savior!”

      “Praise be to our Savior!” Everyone echoed.

      “Please, at this time repeat after me as we recite the Plea of Salvation.”

      They all joined hands and closed their eyes as they recited in unison.

      
        
        We vow our fealty, bound in flame.

        We offer not doubt, but our unwavering name.

        Through silence and sacrifice, we are made whole.

        Through loyalty unbroken, we give our soul.

        Keeper of the Embers, shelter our flesh.

        Watcher of the Flame, sear us afresh.

        Purge us of weakness, rid us of shame.

        Let only the loyal remain.

        For we are the devoted. The unyielding. The chosen.

        Our breath is Your will, our blood is Your ocean. In fire, we rise. In ash, we stand.

        No fear, no falter, no trembling hand.

        By the Plea of Salvation, we are sealed.

        By the Embers of Purity, we are healed.

        Grant us the path, ablaze and divine.

        And we shall never stray from Your light.

        We are Yours.

        We are Yours.

        We are Yours.

      

      

      “Praise be to our Savior.” Joseph blessed, and once everyone echoed, he concluded the mass.

      As everyone stood and greeted the newcomers with the warmest of welcomes, Jezebelle grabbed Katerina and Jasmine, leading them toward the back of the room by their wrists.

      “I cannot believe he is actually here!” Jezebelle squealed, releasing her hold. Her eyes scanned around, possibly to ensure that he wasn’t within earshot, but Katerina couldn’t precisely tell.

      “Good, you can end it here. Now.” Katerina jeered. 

      “Didn’t you say that he was coming to see you?” Jasmine cocked a brow, disbelieving Jezebelle’s innocence, as did Katerina. “He must’ve mentioned something in his letters.”

      “I knew he was coming, but I just didn’t know when.” Jezebelle’s gaze moved back and forth between Jasmine and her sister, but it lingered more on Katerina.

      “Are you planning on talking?” Katerina asked.

      “Please,” she waved a hand dismissively. “Look at all these girls ogling him already. I’m just gonna wait until he’s alone.” 

      “Jezebelle Delí Argyros!” Katerina scolded. “You are not to go near him unless it’s to end it. Do you understand me?”

      “We’ve been talking for months now. Do you really expect me to just throw
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