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BOOK TWO SPOILERS AKA THE RECAP
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Hey, it’s me again.

So much has gone down since the last time I wrote. For starters, my mating circle is finally complete. That’s right, I’ve got all my men under lock and key. And speaking of lock and key… I’m engaged. ENGAGED! Miles actually got down on one knee and proposed. Thank the stars Aphelion’s handling the party planning, because your girl, yeah, definitely not an event planner. Plus, I’ve still got those pesky midterms breathing down my neck.

But the whole complete circle + shiny new engagement thing? Not even the biggest bombshells.

Turns out Ares and Athena are my godparents. Yeah. Let that sink in. And they know who’s been hunting my parents and me. Ready for this?

Kek.

Yup, that Kek.

God of night and darkness.

One of the originals.

Only, this original wasn’t forged from the stars. He was molded out of pure darkness.

And that about brings us up to speed.

So, buckle up, ladies and gents. This ride’s about to get wild.
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Chapter One
BECKETT
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Iknow something is wrong the instant my foot touches the water. I can sense something mysterious in its depths, and now, fully submerged, I feel the darkness thrumming against my skin. I hear my people, the creatures of the sea, calling for my fated. My Queen. Begging her to come home.

As I swim toward Atlantis, it feels like paddling through mud. The water, which normally seeps into my pores like a second skin, barely grazes me now. Anyone not born of the sea wouldn’t notice the difference, and if they did, they’d blame pollution. But that’s not it. I can taste the purity in the water, yet there’s nothing pure about the way it feels.

The closer I get to home, the louder the voices become. Mermaids sing to Katrina, trying to lure her back. Others whisper the same question over and over: Why does their Queen love the land more than the sea?

But Katrina isn’t the true Queen of the Sea. That title still belongs to my mother, who hasn’t set foot on land since she married my father.

When Katrina responds, her voice calms the waters. Just her presence softens the darkness. It’s still there, lurking, but weaker now. Almost as if whatever this murk is fears her.
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Islip through the palace gates and into the castle, tension crawling up my spine. Something’s wrong. The kingdom warriors, usually scattered across the territory, are all gathered in the throne room. I spot Cedric, a familiar face among the guard, and start toward him—but my father’s voice stops me.

“Beckett!”

He sounds… concerned. My father is never concerned.

I turn toward him. He looks like he’s aged a decade since I last saw him. His brows are furrowed, and his hair, normally slicked back and bound tight with a leather cuff, hangs loose in disheveled curls. Freed from their hold, I see how much of the rich mahogany has turned salt-and-pepper gray. His storm-colored eyes are now a muted silver, the tempest long gone. New creases line his face, deep and worn.

If I hadn’t already been worried about the state of the kingdom, seeing him like this would’ve done the job. I still want to ask Cedric what the hell is going on, but first, I need to face my father.

Poseidon disappears into his private chamber—the same office I spent most of my childhood in. When I wasn’t in my quarters, with the other heirs, or among our people, I was here, behind my father, studying him. Mimicking him. I used to want to be just like him. A perfect carbon copy.

That changed the moment a sexy little succubus wrapped herself around my soul.

My cock twitches at the thought of my silver-haired, blue-eyed minx.

Not now, Beckett Jr.

“What’s going on, Father?” I ask, skipping the pleasantries.

He frowns but doesn’t scold me. Instead, he collapses into his chair with a weary sigh, brushing his hair from his face. I wait, breath held, heart pounding. The silence stretches, the blood pounding in my ears louder with every second. My temper simmers just beneath the surface, demanding answers.

I pace the room. I know every inch of this office, but I study it anyway. There’s a one-way window overlooking the throne room. From this angle, you can only see my mother’s throne. Some say it’s there because my father loves her and wants to see her when he’s working, but I know better.

He keeps her under his thumb. He wants to track her every move, every breath, every thought, and make sure she never gets the upper hand again.

I look past the window, bitterness rising in my chest. How could I have been so blind? So naive?

Three bricks left and five down from the window is a hidey-hole. Inside lies what I assume are the last scraps of my father’s heart: a charcoal portrait of Parthenope. The edges are frayed and stained with years of careful touch.

On the wall behind my father’s chair is a safe. It holds the record of the old Gods. Once, when he was away, I tried to look at it, but the moment the parchment touched my skin, the ink vanished. When I asked about it, he punished me for breaking into the safe, then told me the parchment would only reveal itself to the true King of the Divine World. No one has seen what’s written on it since the Kingdoms split.

My father sighs again, drawing my attention. It’s like he has the weight of the world on his shoulders. But he’s no Atlas, and this burden is crushing him.

I shouldn’t feel sorry for him.

But I do.

He’s still my father, the man who raised me to rule. I learned strength from him… but I learned love from my mother, my cousins, and Katrina. I’ll never be him. And maybe that’s what hurts the most. He could’ve had what I have, but he pushed it all away.

When our eyes meet, he gestures for me to sit. I take the chair opposite, even though my body itches to keep pacing. I don’t want to waste another second.

“I’m ready for answers,” I say, leaning forward, elbows on his desk, chin propped on my hands.

When did the man who used to fill an entire room become so small? Even sitting, I tower over him.

He was once a rogue wave. Now he’s just a droplet clinging to dust.

“There’s a darkness brewing in the water,” he says, voice low and gravelly, like it’s been days since he slept.

“That’s it?” I scoff, failing to hide my irritation. “Any idiot with gills can tell something’s off.”

His gray eyes flash, just a flicker of the storm I remember. “And that is why you’re not King yet, Beckett. You’re impatient. You leap to conclusions.”

I slam my hands on the desk, frustration bubbling over.

“The mortals are claiming to have spotted monsters in the waters.”

My father speaks with forced calm, but his expression betrays him—brows furrowed in concern, one eye twitching. A telltale sign he’s worried.

“The humans,” I echo, exaggerating the word just enough to remind him that mortal is outdated, “always claim to have seen a monster. Why should we be concerned now?” I adjust in my seat, feigning interest.

“The sightings aren’t isolated. They’re everywhere. The Scottish Highlands, Scandinavia, Denmark, the coast of California, China, Egypt, Uganda, Mexico… and that’s just to name a few.”

“Have we investigated them? Is there any truth to these rumors?” I shift again, wondering if the Eitr has made its way into global waters.

“There’s a reason the kingdom warriors have gathered. Some just returned from recon, others await orders. When the creatures of the sea voiced that you were coming…” He pauses. I know he’s recalling how our people called to Katrina and named her Queen. “…when our people,” he corrects himself, “told me you were coming, I held off meeting with the warriors until I spoke to you.”

“Why?”

“It’s time you took up your duties as heir apparent. Ares had Miles commanding troops before he could walk. I’ve kept you tied to legislation long enough. Now I need to see if you can lead warriors. Gather intel. Report your findings. I’ll handle redeployment.”

Ah. There it is. The real reason. If this backfires, he wants a scapegoat, so the council doesn’t see how truly unfit he is for the throne.

“I’ll hear what they have to say,” I say flatly. “But I don’t have time to write a report. Cedric will be with me during the recounts. He’ll handle the paperwork.”

“As my heir, it is your responsibility.” Poseidon roars, standing behind his desk. The calm is gone. The concern wasn’t for the kingdom. It was for himself.

“As your heir,” my fury surges like boiling water spilling over, the room temperature plummeting as my power answers the call. I slam my hands on the table, rise to my full height, towering over him as my chair clatters to the floor. “I should’ve been informed immediately. It is not my duty to write reports. It is my duty to protect this kingdom, especially since its king is more worried about saving his own ass than protecting his people!”

His face turns crimson, but beneath the fury is something else. It’s fear. I can tell he wants to shout back, to fight me, but he’s realizing something. I’m no longer the boy he once controlled. My powers have surpassed his. If I wanted to, I could strip him of his title.

So, my father does the smartest thing he’s done in years. He backs down, sinks into his chair, and busies himself with papers he won’t read. It’s his way of silently dismissing me.

But we both know I’m not leaving because he dismissed me. I’m leaving because I want to.

I storm into the throne room, my aura slicing through the tension like a blade. The room quiets instantly. I take a deep, slow breath in. I need to calm down. My people need me to be clear-headed.

“Well, are you the new King?” Cedric asks, his voice breaking the tension, his dry chuckle grounding me.

“Not quite yet, my friend.” I cross the room to him, grateful for his presence.

“So, Beckett, what has you all up in a tizzy?”

Cedric’s been with me since the night I killed my best friend and wiped out a neighboring village. My kingdom forgave me—eventually—but they still watch me like I might snap. Cedric never flinched. When I asked him why, his answer was always the same: Today’s a good day as any to die.

At first, I thought he was suicidal. Eventually, he explained. People die every day, in ways both imaginable and not. Fearing death is fearing life. And he’s never been afraid to live.

“I need your help, Ced. I need to gather all the men sent out to investigate the sightings.”

“How bad is it?” His carefree posture shifts, replaced by the stance of a soldier.

“I don’t know yet.”

“Alright. Whatever you need. Where should I send them?”

“My private quarters. If this is as serious as it seems, I want it contained.”

As I leave him, I know he’ll handle it. I shoot off a group text:

Katrina’s Sex Slaves

Water Daddy: Family Meeting tonight.




There’s no need to wait for them to reply, I know they’ll show.

When Cedric arrives with only seven soldiers, I frown.

“This is it?”

“Yeah. Surprised me too. Your father came in after you left and gathered the rest. These seven were left.”

Only seven? And yet he summoned the entire force to the palace. Why? With monster sightings all over the world, why strip protection from everywhere else?

As the soldiers file in, I study them. They’ve all look haunted. Like whatever they saw took a piece of them with it.

I focus on the youngest—a redhead with freckles and a baby face. “What’s your name, soldier?”

“Alastair Thomas, House of Manann.”

“Call me Beckett, Alastair. Tell me what you learned.”

“It’s not a pretty story,” he says, shaking his head like that might erase it. “Niseag has returned.”

He doesn’t wait for me to ask for further information. He just dives in.

“The loch was chaos. Locals fled, terrified, after something attacked a swimmer in the Ness. Eyewitnesses say a long-necked creature with a hump dragged the man under. By the time police arrived, the body had washed ashore, marked with wounds no one could explain. I infiltrated Scotland Yard to read the reports, then went to the coroner’s office. I saw the damage firsthand. It was Nessie. No doubt in my mind.”

Fuck. Nessie. Or at least something like her. She hasn’t been seen since the Titan War. The loch’s been quiet for decades.

“Thank you, Alastair. If you have photos, pass them to Cedric.”

He nods and quickly texts them over before putting his phone away.

“I’d like to return to the Highlands. They’re unprotected.”

“You’re dismissed. If you need anything, reach out.”

Next in the lineup is a fierce warrior. He’s short in stature with dark eyes and hair in a tight bun. “Your name?”

“Li Zǐháo, House of GongGong. I was sent to investigate the Shen near NanHai.”

“What did you find?”

“Humans reported seeing a clam-like monster. Sailors swore an island appeared out of nowhere before their ship crashed. I swam the currents. Found remnants of dark magic. The Shen has returned.”

“Can it be contained?”

“Not without harming everything else in the sea. The only solution is clam hunting.”

“Can you organize that?”

“Not unless your father gives me back my platoon.”

“I’ll make it so.” I scribble a command for their return and hand it over.

The reports continue. Megalodon sightings in the Baltic and Pacific. Tiamont in the Red Sea. Lukwata in Lake Victoria. Ahuizotl in the Gulf of Mexico. All different monsters. All with the same outcome: dead humans.

“It’s like the apocalypse is coming,” Cedric mutters as the soldiers file out, notes in hand, letters of release tucked beneath their arms.

“Give my father your report, and this letter for the Scottish warriors. If this is the apocalypse, we need to prepare for Armageddon.”

“And you?” Cedric eyes me.

“I need to speak with the Oracle.”

He says nothing but his silence speaks volumes.

The oracle Delphine is dangerous. She speaks in riddles like her mother, Pythia. Ancient kings thought they understood the oracle, but they all ended up dead

I don’t have a choice, though. She might be the only one who can save us.
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“I’ve been expecting you, Beckett, son of Poseidon, ruler of the five heavenly realms.”

The door hasn’t even shut behind me when I hear her voice. She stands with her back to me, staring out the wide window behind her, not bothering to turn around. I’ve never seen an oracle before, never even seen a depiction of one, so I freeze, surprised by the sight before me.

She’s unlike anything I expected.

The top half of her is all woman, long blonde hair cascading down a bare, graceful back, skin like milk, silky and smooth. But just past her waist, the illusion shatters. The creamy skin darkens into a deep ebony, her torso twisting into something no longer human. Eight sleek octopus legs curl out from beneath her, their suckers somehow still… elegant. Feminine, even. She’s a contradiction. Beautiful. Dangerous. The kind of creature shanties are written about.

“Delphine?” I ask, needing to confirm her identity before offering anything more.

“The one and only,” she replies at last, finally turning to face me. Her eyes are distant, unfocused. Haunted. Until they’re not.

The glassiness vanishes in an instant. Her gaze sharpens, cutting through me like glass. Bright and knowing. Piercing.

The premonition pours from her lips before I can even speak.

“Without light, there cannot be darkness, and without darkness, there cannot be light. Steal the light from the darkness, and life will be bestowed. Steal the darkness from the light, and death will become but a shadow. Embrace the darkness. Include the light. Only then will the world be righted.”

Her eyes cloud once more, and the trance is broken. And I know that whatever knowledge she possessed, she’s given it. That’s all I’ll get. The rest is up to me.

“Beckett.” Her voice softens, almost playful now. She smiles, but her gaze drifts past me, unfocused. “Next time you visit... make sure you’re not alone.”

Her attention returns to the window, and I don’t stick around to interpret her meaning. I bolt. Not just to get away from Delphine, but because suddenly, I need to hold Katrina. To see her. Touch her. Ground myself in something real.

It isn’t until I’m halfway back to the surface that the full weight of her final words hits me.
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Chapter Two
APHELION
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My phone vibrates in my front pocket, signaling a new text. Normally, I ignore my phone the second I step through the portal home. Being the heir to a kingdom with multiple assassination attempts under your belt tends to make you cautious. Distractions can get you killed. But ever since Katrina came into my life, I’ve been checking my phone more often.

I pull it out and glance at the screen, already hoping it’s her, even though I know it won’t be. She’s with Miles today. When she’s with someone, she gives them her full attention. She has this incredible way of making you feel like you’re the most important person in the world. I don’t know how she does it, juggling five fated, but we’re all incredibly lucky.

I sigh, already missing her, even though I saw her just this morning. Since my phone’s out, I open the group chat.

Katrina’s Sex Slaves

Water Daddy: Family Meeting tonight.




Dark Prince: What’s up?




Blue Flamer: Everything okay?




While snickering at the ridiculous group name and the nicknames I assigned everyone, I type out a response.

Shocker: See ya then, Daddy.




I still remember the day I changed the names. Luka scoffed and asked how he got stuck with a bunch of children. Samael laughed loud enough to hear from the hall, and Miles, who’d been sitting next to me, just shook his head. I swear I saw the corner of his mouth twitch. Beckett didn’t react at the time. He was too busy fucking Katrina, but later added a photo of her delectable breasts as the group icon. So yeah, I’m pretty sure he approved.

As I slide my phone back into my pocket, voices echo in the distance. “Shit.” I curse under my breath and glance around for a place to hide, but there’s nothing.

My father’s deep baritone carries up the hill, talking about the engagement party. Of course.

“Poor little Princey. He has nowhere to hide.”

The voice is right beside my left ear, low and breathy, but no one’s there.

“Did I scare you, little princey?” it coos, clearly amused.

“Show yourself,” I hiss, eyes scanning for a hiding spot I know doesn’t exist.

“Now, now, no need to be bossy,” it snickers.

A kobold, a sprite-like creature, flickers into view as I raise a hand to swat it away.

“No need to be rude. I was just having a bit of fun. Your shoulder looked like the perfect place to rest,” it says haughtily.

“You’re mad at me?” I blink.

“Of course. You’re bigger than me and a prince. You shouldn’t bully creatures smaller than you.” It shifts shape, now resembling an angry toddler with curly blond hair, crossed arms, pouty lips, and furrowed brows.

I can’t help it. I chuckle.

“Are you laughing at me?” it shrieks.

My father’s voice cuts off as he pauses, clearly trying to locate the sound.

Shit. They’ll be here in under two minutes.

“Listen, little kobold. You’re not supposed to be here, and I really can’t be seen. How about we help each other out?” I offer, hoping it’ll cloak me in return.

“I’m not supposed to be here,” it sniffs, disappearing again, its breath warm against my ear. “But you’re forgetting, I can vanish into thin air.”

The crunch of gravel grows louder. I have seconds.

“I can hide you, but I want a favor. I need shelter.”

There’s no time to ask why. “Okay.”

The gold trim of my father’s sandal glints just over the hill as the kobold’s magic slides over my skin.

“Hmm… how odd,” my father mutters, standing just inches from me. “I thought I heard something over here.”

“Probably just a noisy light cherub,” Hermes says. “You should have St. Peter run them out before the engagement party.”

Their voices fade as they move away.

“Can you keep this up until I get to my quarters?” I whisper.

The kobold sighs. “I could do this for the rest of your life, Princey. Not that I would, so don’t get any ideas. But yes, I can cloak you until your room, as long as you keep your end of the bargain.”

As I make my way toward the castle, something nags at me. My father and Hermes were discussing the engagement party, but that’s usually something Mom handles. Dread coils in my stomach at the realization that my father must have something planned for Katrina.

Backing out of the party isn’t an option, though. It’s the only thing keeping her safe from Brahma, at least for now.

When I enter my chambers, I feel the kobold’s magic peel off me like a layer of mucus. I grimace and use my wind gift to dry off. Still slimy, but manageable.

“So,” I ask, glancing at the creature now burrowing into my sheets, “what are you hiding from?”

“Are you going to tell me why you’re sneaking into your own house?” it fires back, shifting into a tiny, yappy dog that vaguely resembles a chihuahua.

I roll my eyes and head for the door. Behind me, the little menace cackles like a gremlin. If I had time, I’d annoy it right back, but I don’t.

I need to get to the archives, find that report, and make it back to the dorm before anyone notices I’m here.
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When I see the person working in the archives today, I smile. Finally, something is going right. It’s Lilah. She’s had a crush on me since we were kids. Charming her, getting the information I need, and getting out? Easy. I feel a little guilty about using her feelings, but this is for my princess, and I’d do anything for her.

“Hey, Lilah,” I smirk as I slip around the corner and stroll up to her desk.

“Aphelion,” she says with a smile, her wings tinging pink and flapping behind her. “I didn’t know you’d be stopping by.”

“Well, ya know.” I shrug, running a hand through my hair. “I come and go as I please.”

I lean on the desk, propping my head on my hand, my bicep flexed just so. I can tell Lilah’s interested in what she sees by the fire in her eyes and the flush on her cheeks. It should boost my ego, but instead I feel like I might vomit. How the hell do people do this? How can someone look in the mirror after playing with someone’s feelings and be okay with what they see?

I already feel like I need to soak in a vat of holy water and confess my sins.

“I hear your engagement’s off,” Lilah says, twirling a strand of hair in a way she probably thinks looks casual.

“Yup.” That’s all I manage. I know I should say more, but I can’t bring myself to. I’m not that guy. I’ve seen men like that growing up, using people, stringing them along, and I swore I’d never be one of them. And yet, here I am.

“Figured you’d be happy about that,” she snorts, typing something on her keyboard before glancing back up. “Heard you found your fated.”

I can’t help it. My face lights up with a grin I can’t suppress. Just thinking about that little silver-haired vixen of mine makes me happy.

“What are you doing, Aphelion?” Lilah asks, her tone dry as she eyes me before turning back to her screen.

“Talking to an old friend,” I reply, trying to swallow down my guilt.

“You and I both know we’ve never been friends. You’ve always been the untouchable heir to the throne, and I was just the little girl with the hopeless crush.”

“I—”

She lifts her hand, cutting me off. “Don’t. Just don’t, Aphelion. I knew back then nothing could happen between us. I accepted that. But now you come in here, all swagger and smirk, even though you're clearly head-over-heels for your mate. And don’t bother denying it. Just bringing her up had you grinning like an idiot. So, you’re a cheating asshole who deserves to have his balls set on fire, which, frankly, I doubt. Or you need something.”

She leans back and folds her arms. “So let me rephrase: what do you really want, Aphelion?”

Shit. Am I really that transparent? Or has she just spent enough time watching me over the years to read me like a damn book?

She’s right, though. Even if I hadn’t been betrothed to Hilda, she and I couldn’t have happened. Angels are viewed as beneath us. They’re our employees. No jeopardizing the bloodline. Damn, how did I just realize how fucked that was?

“Hello? Anyone home?” Lilah waves a hand in front of my face.

“Fuck,” I mutter, dragging a hand down my face. “You’re right, Lilah. I’m a jackass. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “Heard that one before.”

Has she always been this sassy? The Lilah I remember was shy, quiet. Timid. But the woman standing in front of me? She’s sharp. Strong. No bullshit. Honestly, I bet she and Katrina would be fast friends.

“Well, if you’re just going to stand there, could you do it somewhere else? I’m kinda busy and would rather not stare at your mug all day.”

“Okay.” I grimace. “Deserved that. I really am sorry, Lilah.” I glance down the hallway, making sure no one’s watching before I step closer.

She stiffens and raises a hand like she’s about to smack me, but I catch her wrist and lift it above her head just enough to make it look like we’re making out. Hopefully, if anyone walks by, they won’t be able to tell it’s me.

“Aphelion, let me go right now or I’ll scream,” she hisses, wriggling in my grasp.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, loosening my hold the moment I feel her tremble. “You’re right. I do need something. A file. A report. But no one can know I’m looking for it.”

“You’re being weirdly cryptic,” she mutters. “Are you in trouble? Is someone making you do this? Should I get my dad?”

“No. Please don’t. I’m not in danger. I just need to find out something about... someone.”

She studies me for a beat, then lets out a sigh. “The paper records are in the back. Feel free to dig, but good luck. The place is a crypt. Everything’s been digitized for years.”

“Can I trust you, Lilah?” I ask, locking eyes with her. If she isn’t willing to help, this will be a complete waste of time.

Her brow lifts. “Have I ever given you a reason not to?”

“No. Never.” I pause. “The file, it’s about my fated.”

Lilah inhales sharply, and her expression softens. “I would never put our future queen at risk,” she says, her voice tight with emotion. “She’s destined to unite the kingdoms. She…” Her throat works, holding back tears. “She’ll change the world.”

“I know.” I sigh. “And I promise, when I’m king, things will change. I feel like an idiot for not realizing how broken our kingdom is.”

“Not an idiot. Just... privileged,” Lilah replies with a faint smile. “Alright, enough mushy shit. Let’s find your file.”

I follow her into the archives, silently praying to the stars that she really will be able to help. She wasn’t lying about the crypt vibes. There are folders stacked to the ceiling. Papers everywhere. It smells like dust and mold and forgotten history.

She drops to the floor between two teetering stacks, pulls out her laptop, and boots it up. Her eyes widen.

“What is it?” I ask, heart speeding up.

She turns the screen toward me. An angel alert flashes across it:

ARCHANGEL MICHAEL SPOTTED IN ASWAN

“How often does that happen?” I ask.

“Only once before. He was seen with Lilith. Then there was that explosion, and poof. Everyone assumed they killed each other.” Her voice falters. “Sorry. I know that’s not why we’re here. It’s just... Michael was my uncle. When he vanished, my father was never the same.”

“I’m guessing he’ll be part of the search team,” I mutter, trying to piece together what Michael’s doing in Egypt.

“Probably,” she sighs. Then she straightens and puts her game face back on. “Okay. Now. Tell me everything. Let’s find what you came for.”

It doesn’t take her long. She locates the report fast, skims it, and prints it off for me.

“This is what you’re looking for,” she says, handing it over. “My dad was the one who filed it. He’s meticulous with his reports, so it should include everything you need.”
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Chapter Three
LUKA
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The Underworld is surprisingly quiet when we arrive. It's early, sure, but I still expected some signs of life or unlife. Instead, it's so silent I can hear the hiss of steam each time a hot rock drops into the river, and the crunch of gravel under our feet as we walk toward Samael’s family home.

“Is it always this quiet in the morning?”

“Yep. You know what they say, morning is for the living,” Samael replies, flashing me a smile.

“I thought that saying was for the vampires,” I shoot back, grinning.

We’re here to dig up more information on Lilith, hoping her sisters might share something that hasn’t already been buried or concealed. Even though it’s technically a mission, it feels good to get away, just the two of us. Things have been so chaotic lately, we haven’t had a moment alone, so just walking beside him like this feels like a gift. Especially when I can see the stress melting from his shoulders.

“And where do these vampires reside, Professor?” Samael teases.

“Punk.” I roll my eyes.

One second, we’re strolling side by side, the next I’m slammed against the brick wall, vines from Persephone’s flowers cushioning the blow, and Samael’s pressed up against me, eyes blazing, breath heavy. His face hovers inches from mine.

“Can I help you?” I ask, playing innocent. I know exactly why he’s got me pinned.

“You can help me get rid of this.” He grinds himself against me, his arousal pressing into my thigh. My breath hitches.

“Your Highness, what would your subjects think if they saw you so wantonly rubbing yourself on an innocent passerby?” I blink up at him, all wide-eyed innocence.

He grabs my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze. With Katrina, he holds back, but with me? I get the full force of his hunger, and gods, it's hot.

“My subjects would love to catch their Prince in the throes of passion,” he growls. His hand slips between us, cupping me, stealing my breath. “Unfortunately for them, I’m very busy today.” He smirks, then steps away.

Yeah, no. He doesn’t get to walk away that easily.

I grab his arm and yank him back, flipping us so now he’s the one pinned to the wall. My breath is hot against his skin as I trail my tongue along his jaw.

Then our phones ping, distracting us both.

KATRINA’S SEX SLAVES

WATER DADDY: Family meeting tonight.




DARK PRINCE: What’s up?




BLUE FLAMER: Everything okay?




SHOCKER: See ya then, Daddy.




I snort. Fucking Aphelion. He’s sunshine incarnate. Even in the middle of chaos, he finds a way to make us smile.

There’s no response from Katrina or Miles. But that’s not surprising; they’re probably wrapped up in each other right now. I slide my phone back into my pocket, eyes returning to Samael. He’s still pressed to the wall, but the fire from earlier is fading.

Still, I’m not ready to let him go. I lean in, brushing my lips against his, just a whisper of a kiss, enough to feed the ache he always leaves behind. The way Samael kisses, it's like he’s trying to carve himself into your soul. And when he pulls away, you’re left hollow, desperate for another taste.

“Come on,” he murmurs against my lips. “The faster we get what we came for, the sooner you can have me in your bed.” He winks, slips from my hold, grabs my hand, and pulls me toward his home.

When we open the door, we're surprised to hear voices coming from the dining hall. Samael had thought his parents would be on the surface, but it seems they've come home for the weekend.

“I thought your parents were on the surface,” I murmur.

“They were,” Samael frowns.

“Samael, love, is that you?” Persephone calls from the dining hall.

“Yeah, Mom.”

“We weren’t expecting you this weekend.”

I hear the scrape of a chair and the click of heels approaching.

“The professor needed something for one of his lessons,” Samael answers, grimacing as she turns the corner. “I offered to help.”

“Oh… you’re… oh wow.” Persephone’s cheeks flush as her gaze shifts from Samael to me and back again. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to stutter. Just caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting... I mean, you’re fated to Katrina.”

Wait, how did she know we were together? We took a potion to conceal our bond. No one should be able to see it. But when I use my sight, our auras are entwined, curling into each other like lovers in bed. Why isn’t the concealment working anymore?

“Seph,” Hades calls, entering the room. “What’s—” He freezes. Blue flames burst from his skin, rage twisting his features.

“No. Absolutely not. This isn’t happening. Not in my house. Not to my son. Not to the future King of the Underworld. I will not allow it.”

“Father, you have no say in this,” Samael replies.

“I have every say!” Hades roars. “My son will not be mated to another man!”

His flames lick the walls, heat pulsing through the room.

“My son is not a—” Hades starts, but his sentence is cut off, surprisingly, by Persephone. She's wrapped his mouth with a thorny vine, sealing it shut.

“Hades, your behavior is despicable. If you can’t accept your son for who he is, then you have no place here. Who are you to think you can undo fate? Accept your son. Accept Luka. Or leave,” Persephone hisses, her eyes filling with tears as she chooses acceptance of her son over her husband's misguided notions, the vines around Hades' mouth turning black as her heart bleeds.

Hades says nothing. He just flashes away, vanishing on the spot and leaving Persephone standing there, her sobs tearing free from her chest.

“Mom,” Samael says, striding over and pulling her into his arms. “You didn’t have to do that.”

“Yes, I did, baby.” She pulls back just enough to grab his cheeks, guiding his face down so she can look him in the eyes. “The moment I held you for the first time, I made you a promise to protect you from this cruel, fucked-up world. To accept you for exactly who you are. To love you unconditionally. And while I learned pretty quickly that I can’t shield you from everything, there are still things I can do. Like telling your pompous-ass dad to kick rocks until he gets the fuck over himself.”

She rises onto her toes and presses a kiss to his forehead, still cradling his face. Then she steps out of his embrace, turning her warm gaze on me.

“I’m sorry about how I reacted earlier. You caught me off guard, that’s all. But I am so happy for you. It’s a relief to know my baby has not one, but two people who love him unconditionally.”

She steps forward and pulls me into a hug, wrapping me in warmth that only a mother could radiate.

“I’ve always been fond of you, Luka, since you were just a little lad. You’ve got a heart of gold. I couldn’t have wished for anyone better for my son.”

She steps back, eyes shining as she looks at both of us. And it’s clear, her joy is real.

“Alright now, I’ll let you boys get back to it. If you need anything, holler. I’ll be in the dining room. I’ve still got some redecorating to do.” She winks, then turns with a swish of her skirt and walks off, leaving nothing behind but the scent of wildflowers and fierce, unconditional love.
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Chapter Four
SAMAEL
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Luka and I head down to the archives in silence. I hadn't been expecting that. Mom and Dad are rarely home, and I didn’t think today would be the exception. While I’ve always known I’d eventually have to tell them about the second mate bond, I never imagined the reveal would go down like that. I completely forgot the potion wouldn’t work down here. Deception has no place in the Underworld.

Dad’s reaction was to be expected. Honestly, I was the same way when I first felt the pull toward Luka. I didn’t understand it. The attraction made me physically sick at first. But now I can’t imagine not having him by my side.

Mom’s reaction, though… that caught me off guard. She and Dad don’t fight, like ever, and seeing her so fierce, so passionate, defending me and our bond… it warmed my heart and broke it at the same time. I don’t want to come between them. Their love is the real thing. Sure, Dad kidnapped Mom, and yeah, people like to chalk it up to Stockholm syndrome, but they don’t see them. They don’t see how Dad gives her everything she wants, the little touches, the unspoken moments. Maybe fate didn’t tie their souls together, but they’re still woven, still whole. And now? Now they’re hurting.

“You okay?” Luka asks as we step into the archives.

“Eh.” I shrug. “I will be.”

He pulls me into his arms and presses a kiss to the top of my head. “I love you,” he whispers into my hair. “And things will work out the way they’re supposed to.”

“No need to get all sentimental on me,” I smirk, tugging free just enough to press a quick kiss to his lips. Any longer, and we’d be desecrating this room. “And I love you too.”

When he lets go, I catch the look on his face, that soft, smitten gaze, and yeah. All the trouble this bond is going to bring? Worth it.

“Alright,” he says, clearing his throat and slipping back into professor mode, “I’ll take this half, you take that one. Anything that mentions Lilith goes on the center table. We’ll sort through everything once we’re done.”

I groan internally. This is going to be a nightmare. Seriously, why haven't we switched to digital archives yet?

Not bothering to respond, I head to my side and start digging. The Underworld’s archive is mostly demonology, plus the one lone book on angels. Anything else falls under Brahma’s domain.

Sorting through the files, I realize my father, or whoever he assigned, is scarily meticulous. Everything’s organized by demon type, then alphabetically. It doesn’t take long before I find Lilith’s folder.

Except it’s thin. Way too thin. For someone like Lilith, the former Queen of Demons, consort to Lucifer, there should be tomes, not a paper-light file.

I crack it open. Just a summary: Fallen Angel. Married to Lucifer. Suspected Mother of Women. Succubus. Queen of Demons. Possible ties to Loki. The only thing even mildly surprising is the bit about her being the mother of women, and even that’s more folklore than fact. Still, worth flagging.

I head toward the center table but stop short when Luka calls my name.

I skip the table entirely and rush to the other end of the room. He’s kneeling on the floor, stacks of paper around him, and a metal air vent pried open nearby.

“Care to explain?” I ask, raising a brow and nodding toward the vent.

“I kept hearing this weird fluttering sound,” he says, holding up a handful of papers. “I tried to ignore it, but it kept getting louder. It was driving me insane. So, I followed the noise. I figured maybe a leaf got stuck in the vent or something, but when I opened it up, I found these.”

Some of the papers are brittle and yellowed with age, with dust coating the edges. Others are bright white, bold black ink practically glowing. A few glossy pages catch my eye, photos, maybe?

“Every single page in here is about Lilith,” Luka says, frowning.

“What’s the date range?” I ask, bending to scoop up a few loose sheets.

The first one I grab is a binding certificate. Lucifer’s signature is there, clear as day, but Lilith’s has been scratched off.

I freeze. “That… shouldn’t be possible.”

Once signed, a binding like this is eternal. It doesn’t mean life or death; it means shared power. One gains, the other gains. One weakens, so does the other. Everyone always wondered how Lilith outmatched Lucifer. Maybe this was it, the reason why.

“They go back to when she first fell,” Luka says, flipping through pages. “Looks like journal entries. Copies, maybe. This one’s from her time in Tartarus. I’ve seen it before. She talks about Loki.”

“Why would these files be hidden?” I ask, flipping through more pages. Most are timestamped with her entrances and exits from the Underworld. Nothing classified. Nothing dangerous. Just… tracking.

“Because someone was watching her,” Luka says grimly. “Stalking her. Right up until Katrina was born. There are pictures, Samael. Photos of Lilith, pregnant. Walking the streets of the human world. Lying in the grass with Loki. Notes speculating he’s the father.”

I stare at him. “Someone knew she was pregnant?”

“Yeah. They followed her entire pregnancy. Looks like up until she was around eight months, judging by the photo timestamps. And then… nothing. Like either Lilith vanished, or the stalker did.”

“Have you found anything on her association with Michael?” I ask, chewing on my bottom lip.

Luka notices. He sets the papers down and crosses the room, gently tugging my lip from between my teeth with his finger. “You really need to stop biting that poor lip,” he murmurs. “You’re gonna split it.”

He rubs his thumb over it softly, frowning, then steps back.

“No,” he says. “Nothing about Michael. Maybe we got it wrong. Maybe Katrina is Loki’s daughter.”

“Yeah, okay, first off, gross. You’d be fucking your own relative. And second, Katrina has Heavenly Light. Loki’s offspring wouldn’t have any angelic essence. I ran the tests using her gift. Michael is her father.”
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Chapter Five
LUKA
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Samael and I decide to call it on the archive search, gather everything we found, and head back to the dorms, where we can comb through it all in peace. Hopefully, something in this stack will give us a lead, a timeline, a location, something to hint at where Lilith went.

Samael grabs the thin file he'd found, and we stuff all my paperwork inside it. The folder's so full it's practically bursting, but it should pass as a simple archive pull if we run into Persephone, especially since Samael already told her I needed something from the records.

“Samael,” Hades calls, making both of us jump the second we step into the hallway.

He’s leaning casually against the wall, but pushes off it as we approach.

“What do you want, Father?” Samael asks, his voice cold, laced with unfiltered anger.

“I came to apologize,” Hades says, and both of us freeze.

“Why?” Samael scoffs. “Trying to get back into Mom’s good graces? Please. She loves you. Give her a few days, let her cool off, and she’ll welcome you back into her bed.”

Samael tries to move past him, but Hades reaches out, stopping him with a hand on his shoulder. I stay back, watching. If Samael needs me, I’ll step in, but this? This is his time to face his father.

“I’m not doing this for your mother. I’m here for you, son.” Hades' voice is quieter now, tinged with something that almost sounds like sorrow.

“Then hurry up and spit it out, Hades. I’ve got places to be.”

The way he flinches at being addressed by name doesn’t stir a single ounce of sympathy in me. He deserves worse. His words earlier cut deep, reopening insecurities Samael fought so hard to heal.

“Samael, I…” Hades sighs. “It caught me off guard. Seeing you with Luka. He’s your professor, and the last time I saw you, you were bonded to the girl⁠—”

“Her name is Katrina,” Samael snaps. A faint blue glow sparks around him.

“Right. I’m sorry. That’s on me. I haven't heard her name since you introduced us, and I know I failed there, too. Last time I saw you, things with Katrina seemed solid, and you and Luka appeared… cordial at best. You never showed signs of being interested in men. Not once.”

Samael looks like he wants to walk away, but Hades continues.

“The world I was raised in, hell, the world we still live in, doesn’t accept what you are. My brothers and I were taught that homosexuality was a sin. I remember when two boys were caught in an embrace in the kingdom. Cronus brought them before the court to make an example of them, and he forced us to do the torturing.”

Hades swallows hard. His voice wavers.

“Poseidon went first. He had them tied to chairs, forced their mouths open, and waterboarded them for an hour. Fifteen-minute intervals. Just enough time to breathe before doing it again. He only stopped when Cronus gave the command.

“Zeus was thrilled to follow. Struck them with lightning over and over, intentionally avoiding vital organs, just enough pain to break them without killing them. Ares… he hesitated. He didn’t want to do it. So Cronus had him whipped until he gave in. It nearly killed him. And when he still refused, Cronus threatened to bring in Athena. That was his breaking point. Ares buried the boys alive, leaving their heads above ground for over an hour.

“And then it was my turn. The boys were barely clinging to life… and I burned them alive.”

The words hit like lead. “Their screams still haunt me. When I saw you with Luka, all I could see was that being your future. That same cruelty. That same punishment. You’re going to be hated, son. Some will want you stripped of your title. Some will call for your exile. This path won’t be easy.”

Samael’s quiet for a moment, then he steps forward.

“When has my life ever been easy, Dad?” he says softly.

Hades' shoulders lift, hope flickering at the word Dad.

“I’ve been heir to the Underworld since I took my first breath. Assassins came for me before I could even roll over. This kingdom? These people? They’ll destroy you for being anything other than perfect. Mating Luka might make me a target, but I’ve got Katrina. I’ve got my cousins. And outside of our bloodline? The world is changing. The Earth Kingdom forbids discrimination. The children of Iris and Loki embrace love in all forms. The only kingdoms still clinging to this outdated idea of ‘order’ are Poseidon’s and Zeus’. So, you tell me, Dad, what side is the Underworld going to take?”

“I’ll always take your side, Samael.” Hades’ voice cracks. “You’re my son. My heart. My legacy. I love your mother, your siblings, and you more than anything. I’m sorry for what I said earlier, and I will support you. One hundred percent. I’d move mountains for your happiness.”

It’s the most emotion I’ve ever seen from Hades. He’s always been composed. Stoic. Cold. Some say he’s heartless, a sociopath even. But the love he holds for Samael? It’s so big it could swallow kingdoms whole.

Samael steps forward and wraps his father in a hug.

“I forgive you, Dad,” he says quietly. “And I think those boys forgave you, too, when their souls ascended. Cronus was a monster, a tyrant. But he doesn’t get to live in you anymore. You beat the Titans, now beat him too. Cleanse him from your soul.”

When they pull apart, Hades’ eyes are sparkling with unshed tears.

“You have your mother’s heart,” he says, voice trembling. “And you’re right. Cronus twisted something inside me, and it’s time I cut him out. I swear I’ll be better. The next time you visit the Underworld, it’ll be a different place. One worthy of you.”

Samael blinks. “Wait. What?”

“The throne,” Hades says. “It’s yours. It always should have been. You’ve practically ruled this place since you were a teen. And today, you proved you’re wiser than I ever was. It’s time you had your birthright.”

Samael’s mouth drops open. “I… I don’t even know what to say. I haven’t even graduated from the academy yet.”

“You don’t have to say anything, and you’ve been of age to take the crown for quite some time now.” Hades smiles. “But there’s one more thing.”

Samael nods cautiously. I step closer, and Hades waits until I’m standing beside them before continuing.

“I was out here for a while,” he says slowly, “and the archives aren’t as soundproof as you think. I heard parts of your conversation.”

Panic flickers across Samael’s face. Mine too, probably.

“Those pages you’re holding, be careful with them. I took them off a demon who was banished here. Someone hired him to track Lilith. I don’t know what you’re digging into, and I won’t ask. But whoever that client was, they’re still out there. And their identity is unknown.

“Lilith… she was as close to angelic as a Fallen could get, but also powerful. If she gave birth to the child… and if her father was someone equally powerful? Then she could be even stronger than Lilith was.”

He pauses.

He said If her father.

Her.

He knows.

But if he knows, why isn’t he saying?
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Katrina hasn’t said a word since we left my parents’ home. It’s been nearly an hour of silence, and we’re almost back on campus. I want to ask her what she’s thinking, but I already know.

Kek.

My father believed in Kek. It’s absurd. His existence is impossible. Everything came from the stars. First the stars, then the brothers—Jehovah and Brahma—then angels, humans, and Titans, followed lastly by the gods. But Kek? He’s said to be born of darkness, older than the stars, before creation itself. If something like that existed, wouldn’t there be proof?

“Tell me about Kek,” Katrina finally says, voice thick with anger and grief. “He’s not in the book my parents left me. A lot of the gods aren’t. Why the hell did they even give me that book?”

I take her hand and stroke her palm with my thumb, trying to offer comfort. “Maybe they wanted to leave behind a piece of your history. A part of themselves they couldn’t explain in person.”

“But they could have, Miles,” she croaks, tears glistening down her cheeks. “They could’ve raised me. Told me stories. Held me. Instead, they left me at that orphanage.”

“They chose to protect you from an evil even they didn’t understand,” I say gently. “Your parents are the most powerful angels of their kind. Whatever was chasing them scared them enough to leave everything behind. They didn’t want you living a life of fear.”

“So, you’d give our child up?” she asks quietly, eyes meeting mine, blue, raw, and rimmed red with tears.

“Child?” My heart stutters. Is she⁠—?

“I’m not pregnant, Miles,” she says with a watery laugh, wiping her eyes. “It’s a hypothetical.”

I exhale, smiling softly. “I wouldn’t have to, Kitten. We’ve got the realm at our backs. Our child will be heir to the Divine Kingdom. The world will protect them. Your parents didn’t have that. They were on the run, with only my parents helping from the shadows. They did what they thought they had to.”

She lets out a long sigh, and I know it’s not what she wants to hear. She wants me to say her parents were wrong. That they should’ve stayed. But I won’t lie to her.

“And if they hadn’t left you,” I add, “you might not be here beside me. Every second of our lives happened exactly as it was meant to. Regret what you need to, but don’t dwell. You’ll waste your life living in the past.”

Katrina shifts in her seat, wiping away the last of her tears. “You know, sometimes you could join me in my pity party.”

“Nah. You’re too strong to pity. Too smart. If you ever really need one, I’ll throw you the damn party myself.”

“It better be kickass,” she sniffles with a smile, unclipping her seatbelt as we pull into the garage. “So… wanna tell me what you know about Kek?”

“I’ll leave that to the professor,” I reply. “All I ever heard growing up was that if I lingered in shadows too long, Kek would take me. Parents used him to scare their kids straight.”

“That’s... unsettling,” she mutters, wrinkling her nose.
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“Princess! You’re finally back!” Aphelion shouts, flinging open the dormitory door before I even reach for it. He yanks Katrina inside, tugging her straight into his arms.

“I missed you,” he murmurs into her neck, breathing her in like she’s oxygen.

“It hasn’t even been a day,” she laughs, squeezing him tight.

“A second away from you feels like an eternity.”

I get it. I really do. The ache I feel when she’s gone, it’s like my soul is incomplete. Like I’m breathing without air. Looking around at Beckett, Samael, and Luka, I know they feel it too.

Katrina takes a few moments with each of us, one-on-one attention, gentle touches, quiet words, before we all settle on the living room floor, circling her like a protective barrier.

She’s curled up between Aphelion’s legs, completely cocooned by him. From the look on his face, no one dares to challenge him for more space. Samael’s next to her, his hand caught in hers, and Luka sits behind him, one hand stroking her thigh. Beckett’s across from her, her legs folded up on his lap, feet hooked behind his back. I’m beside her other side, fingers threaded in her hair. We’re a tangle of limbs, comfort, and magic, and not one of us is complaining.

“So, Becks,” I say, breaking the quiet, “you gonna tell us why you called the emergency family meeting? Or are we just killing time before Katrina ends up naked?”

Beckett smirks, kissing Katrina’s forehead before speaking. “Shit’s going down in the Water Kingdom. Figured it was time we shared everything we’ve uncovered today.”

Katrina straightens, alert.

“I think the Eitr has made its way into the oceans,” Beckett says. “Sea monster sightings are popping up all over the world. There’s something dark in the water. Something that is afraid of our fated. When Katrina entered the sea, it retreated.”

Katrina shivers beside me, and I know exactly where her thoughts have gone, back to what my parents said. Kek. The possibility that he’s real.

Before I can speak, Aphelion lifts his head. “There’s been a possible Michael sighting.”

“My… my father?” Katrina asks, voice trembling as she twists to look up at him.

“It hasn’t been confirmed,” Aphelion says softly, arms tightening around her, “but the angels think it’s him. His brother’s heading to Egypt to find out.”

The guilt on Aphelion’s face is clear, like he’s second-guessing telling her. But he shouldn’t. We made a promise, no secrets, no lies. It’s the only way this works.

Me? I feel the creeping tendrils of dread curling in my gut. Egypt. Of course.

My stomach churns. This can’t be a coincidence.

“You said Egypt?” I ask, calm on the outside, even though my heart is thundering on the inside.

“Yeah,” Aphelion replies. “Why?”

“Ever heard of Kek?”

My cousins suck in a sharp breath. Luka’s expression turns razor-sharp.

“The old legend?” Luka says. “What’s that got to do with Michael?”

I glance around at the faces of my made family, and then I tell them everything.

About what my parents told me tonight. That they knew Michael. Knew Lilith. Knew exactly what Katrina was.

And when I get to the part about Kek, I watch their expressions change, shadows crossing their faces, matching the fear clawing at my chest.
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Kek.

The name alone sends a shiver down my spine.

I’ve always known there’s truth hidden in the stories told to scare children into behaving. But this... this is different. The darkness surrounding me? It wasn’t born of stars. There’s no light to it. No glimmer, no divine whisper tucked beneath the void. It’s endless, like a black hole that devours everything and leaves nothing behind.

I’ve always known that chaos doesn’t originate from light. There’s nothing divine about craving disorder, confusion, or suffering. I don’t believe the gods of Chaos, Destruction, Envy, Misery, and Despair came from the light. Some gods may blend into society. Some may have mixed bloodlines. The gods of light have likely diluted the original darkness, tainting it, dulling its sharp edges. That’s why I haven’t been overtaken. The light in me, my human side, tempers the darkness.

But gods like Kek?

There’s no light left in them. Nothing.

“Will someone please tell me about Kek?” Katrina asks, frustration bleeding into her voice.

All eyes in the room shift to me. Of course. Now the boys want to listen to the professor.

I chuckle. Katrina’s eyes widen. I probably look unhinged laughing out of nowhere, but whatever. They’ll get over it.

“Kek…” I pause, organizing my thoughts. No need to overwhelm them with theories or speculation. We can go full deep dive later. Right now, it’s about giving Katrina something solid, something real.

“Kek is assumed to be a myth,” I begin. “But as we all know, most myths are true.” Katrina nods. “The only way to describe him is darkness personified. His name literally translates to ‘darkness.’ Some say he existed before darkness itself. Others believe he is the darkness, the birther of chaos.”

“You’re saying chaos came from the darkness?” Samael asks, brows furrowed.

I smirk, letting a sliver of my darkness surface. “We all know chaos didn’t come from the light.”

Across the room, I see the flare in Katrina’s eyes, her darkness mirroring my own, answering its call. Gods, the way her darkness responds to mine...

That night, we helped her tame the succubus. I wanted to unleash everything inside me. I wanted to lose myself in her. I held back for her and let Samael give her what she needed. Protecting her comes before indulging my twisted cravings. But one day, she and I will descend into Tartarus, and when we do, there’ll be no stopping the vile, chaotic things we’ll do to each other.

The Chaos within me rumbles, hungry and eager, but I shove it down. Not yet.

Katrina breathes in sharply, holds it, then releases it slowly. Twice more she does this until her darkness simmers down. Disappointing, sure, but necessary. We have to focus.

“What does Kek want with my parents?” she asks softly, voice still a little breathless.

“I don’t know,” I admit, hating the words as they leave my mouth. I’m a professor. Hell, I’ve always been a student first. For me, needing answers has never been about arrogance. It’s about control, about keeping the chaos at bay. If I knew the answer, I could predict the outcome. I could stop the spiral.

It’s why not knowing infuriates me. But this time I’m not running from it. I’m diving in headfirst. Because in the center of the chaos is my family.

Katrina—my soul.

Samael—my heart.

Miles—my armor.

Aphelion—my spirit.

Beckett—my tether.

I don’t know when we stopped being individuals and started being a unit. But I’ll burn the world down before I let anything happen to them.

“I don’t think Kek’s after your parents,” Beckett says, pulling everyone’s attention to him.

“Why not?” Katrina asks, settling more into his lap, hope flickering in her eyes.

“After what I learned about the demons, I visited an oracle.”

Miles bolts upright. “You what?”

“I went to see an oracle,” Beckett replies evenly.

“There is never a good reason to visit an oracle,” he snaps. “They destroy minds. They whisper madness into your thoughts. They are death in silk.”

I understand his anger. Pythia, the Oracle of Delphi, was notorious. Kingdoms fell at her word. She knew what power she held, and she wielded it like a blade.

“Miles, I know better than most,” Beckett says, voice taut. “Pythia destroyed my father’s world. When she told him Parthenope would die, he tried everything to stop it. Yet she still died.”

His jaw tightens, hands curling into fists.

“But I didn’t go to Delphi to ask about the future,” he continues. “I went to ask about the monsters in the water.”

“What did the oracle say?” Katrina asks quickly, cutting through the tension.

Beckett meets her gaze, his voice lowering. “She said, ‘Without light, there cannot be darkness, and without darkness, there cannot be light. Steal the light from the darkness, and life will be bestowed. Steal the darkness from the light, and death will become but a shadow. Embrace the darkness. Include the light. Only then will the world be righted.’”
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“Wait… what?” Aphelion asks, scrunching his nose and rubbing his temple like he's trying to massage the nonsense out of his brain.

“This is why you don’t fucking seek out oracles,” Miles groans, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Katrina looks confused. Samael looks almost as pissed as Miles. And Luka? He’s concentrating so hard on what I just said, he looks borderline constipated.

“I thought light meant life, and darkness meant death,” Katrina mumbles, her head resting on Miles’s arm. Her fingers absentmindedly stroke his forearm in an effort to soothe him, the diamond ring on her hand catching the light.

My eyes snap to the ring. It’s not the one Miles showed us. This one has five stones. The center is a princess-cut diamond, a classic engagement symbol. But the four surrounding it represent the kingdoms: moss agate for Earth, turquoise for Sky, stibnite for the Underworld, and aquamarine for Sea. The band is onyx, a quiet tribute to Tartarus.

Miles didn’t just stake his claim. He honored all of us.

I tuck that knowledge away, planning on thanking him for it later.

For now, I need to focus. When no one says anything, I speak again.

“I think the last part of Delphine’s prophecy is about Katrina. She’s both light and dark. She needs to accept both sides to fix whatever’s coming. That’s why I don’t think Kek was after Michael or Lilith. I think he was after Katrina.”

“How would he even know about Katrina?” Miles counters sharply. “Lilith and Michael disappeared. No one knew she was pregnant.”

“Except that’s not true,” Samael says, standing. He crosses the room to the file he and Luka brought in, rummages through it, then returns with a few sheets clutched in his hand. He shoves them into Miles’s chest, no hesitation, then drops back into his spot beside Katrina and yanks Luka into his arms.

“Loki knew. He visited her throughout the pregnancy. The stalker who took those photos knew. And whoever they were working for knew too.” He nods at the papers now in Miles’s hands.

“How do you know someone paid to have Lilith stalked?” I ask, though the answer’s already forming in my gut.

Samael’s face tenses, like he’s just remembered something he’d rather forget, but Luka is the one who answers.

“Hades.”

Hades?

My thoughts start racing. How? How did they get that information from him? What excuse did they use? And more importantly, if Hades knows, why hasn’t the rest of the Divine world heard about Lilith’s pregnancy?

“No,” Samael says, already tracking our thoughts. “I don’t think my father knows the full truth. He overheard Luka and me talking about the hidden folder we found in the archives. And… due to a rather unfortunate mishap,” his voice dips low, bitter, “he was more than willing to share anything he had.”

His eyes flare. His lips twist with the ghost of a snarl. His voice is taut with restrained anger. I don’t know what happened, but whatever it was, it burned him.

Luka reaches over and rubs Samael’s thigh, murmuring something too low for the rest of us to catch. Whatever it is, it works. Samael takes a long, controlled breath, and when he exhales, the tension bleeds from his shoulders.

“The demon who had the folder was banished to the Underworld,” Samael continues. “And before he was condemned, he told my father he’d been hired to spy on Lilith. My father never said why he kept the information to himself. But he told us to be careful.”

Samael swallows hard. “His exact words were: if Lilith had that baby... she could be even more powerful than Lilith herself. Especially if her father is just as strong.”

The room goes quiet again.

Her. That single word makes my chest tighten. Hades knows. He wouldn’t have said she if he didn’t. But if he knows, why didn’t he tell Luka and Samael everything? Why did he keep it to himself? Could there be even more we still don’t know? More secrets. More danger. Is a much bigger game being played than any of us realized?
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Secrets.

This whole damn world is built on them. Layer after layer. And none of them give answers. Just more riddles, more buried truths, more reasons to scream into a pillow.

Ares and Athena knew my parents. They knew I existed, an arch-fallen hybrid. The impossible made real.

Hades knew Lilith had survived. He knew she was pregnant. He might’ve said if, but we all heard the truth hiding behind his words. The warning.

Watch your back. Lilith’s daughter will be a problem. Powerful. Unstoppable. Unknowable.

Then there’s Loki. My mother’s best friend. Her savior. The god of chaos himself. He knew she was pregnant. He visited her often.

And that’s it. That’s all I know.

Add in the bedtime monster myth of Kek, a sprinkle of Delphine’s doom-riddle, and we’ve got a mystery so tangled I don’t even know where to start pulling at the thread. One giant cosmic fuck-you wrapped in prophecy and silence.

I laugh under my breath, and it’s a little unhinged. But whatever. Humor helps. If I don’t joke about this mess, I’ll snap.

That or climb onto a table naked and beg my five mates to wreck me. Honestly, that option’s looking more therapeutic by the minute.

My stomach twists with hunger. But not for food. I meet Luka’s gaze, and it’s confirmed. My succubus is stretching, licking her lips, and ready to hunt.

His hand slides up my thigh, fingers brushing the hem of my shorts. I close my eyes and let my darkness unfurl inside me, eager for touch, but nothing comes.

I blink my eyes open and see that Luka’s pulled away. The fire’s gone from his gaze, replaced by something far too thoughtful.

I’m ready to pout, but then he speaks.

“There’s something I didn’t tell you about Kek,” he says quietly. “I didn’t think it mattered before.”

We all fall silent, waiting for him to share his knowledge.

“Kek wasn’t alone,” Luka says, voice low, like he’s pulling the words up from somewhere deep. “There was another deity of darkness, Kauket. Some say she was his lover. Some say his twin. Others say they were one being, split in two.”

He exhales. “She disappeared, vanished without a trace.”

“Okay…” Aphelion says slowly, blinking. “And this matters how?”

“I’m still working through it,” Luka murmurs, gaze drifting, “but I think… Kek needs Katrina to bring her back.”

Great. Another box checked off on my “Why everyone wants me dead or possessed” bingo card.

This is what Miles meant about oracles driving people mad. Luka’s already spiraling. He lives for answers. He breathes logic. And this? This riddle is going to eat him alive.

Miles abruptly stands, making me jump.

“Hang on,” he mutters, disappearing into his room. When he returns, he’s dragging a dry-erase board and markers like it’s time for midterms.

He drops onto his stomach, uncaps a marker, and writes Kek and Kauket at the top. Underlines them. Below, he scribbles: Darkness.

“These two are the catalyst. But this prophecy? It’s not about them. They’re the matchsticks. Not the flame.”

Then he writes Katrina and scrawls the first line of Delphine’s premonition:

Without light, there cannot be darkness, and without darkness, there cannot be light.

Underneath, he writes: Heritage.

“Beckett nailed it. This is about Kitten,” Miles says, nodding toward me. “Not light and dark like star-stuff and void. This is about her bloodline. She’s both Angel and fallen. Without one, the other doesn’t exist.”

He’s right. This whole mess—the Eitr, the monsters, the prophecy—it all circles back to me. I am the equation. Kek may have lit the fuse, but I’m the damn bomb. And he won’t stop until he has me.

Luka’s staring at me, and when he speaks, it’s like he’s reading the question straight out of my brain.

“To resurrect Kauket,” he says slowly, “Kek needs life. He needs something dark to steal light from. He’s going to try to harvest Katrina’s light.”

Steal the light from the darkness, and life will be bestowed.

Miles scribbles it down like gospel.

“So, what about the next line?” Aphelion asks, rereading. “‘Steal the darkness from the light, and death will become but a shadow.’ It doesn’t fit.”

A shadow’s just an absence. A place where light’s blocked. So, if there’s no more darkness to cast a shadow… what does that mean?

No more death? Or something worse?

My temples throb. The prophecy loops in my skull, louder and louder. Ideas crash into each other, tripping over my thoughts. It’s too much. It’s all too fucking much. Groaning, I curl in, knees to chest, head buried.

“You okay?” Aphelion murmurs, rubbing my back.

“Yeah.” I wince at the sound of my voice. “My head just hurts.”

“Hungry, Kit-Kat?” Luka offers gently. “Should we take a break?”

“I…” I inhale, searching my body for the truth. “I think I’m just tired. Let’s finish this, then crash.”

Beckett’s hands find the top of my head, massaging in slow, hypnotic circles. But there’s something careful about his touch. He keeps avoiding two spots until he doesn’t. His fingers brush my horns.

And I mewl, a tiny, needy noise I wish I could stuff back in my mouth.

“Maybe you are hungry after all, Princess,” Aphelion whispers in my ear, his breath skating across my skin.

The tension in the room spikes. My mates are ready to serve. They always are. And I want them. Gods, do I want. But I also want answers.

“I can wait,” I pant, leaning back into Aphelion’s chest, trying to ground myself. “I need those answers.”

“You need to be fed,” Samael mutters darkly, not even trying to hide how wrecked he is.

I ignore him and lock eyes with Luka, silently begging.

He stares at me for a beat. Then that smirk, the dangerous one, slides across his face.

“And is there any reason,” he purrs, voice like sin, “we can’t do both?”
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“Aphelion, take off Katrina’s shorts and play with that pretty little pussy of hers,” Luka commands, full Professor mode activated.

“I can wait,” Katrina says, arms crossed, trying to sound firm even though her voice wavers. “I don’t want to take attention away from the material. We need all hands on deck.”

She’s trying to deny herself, but I don’t need Luka to tell me twice. I’m more than happy to do my job. My hands are already at her waistband, unclasping the button and yanking the zipper down. The way Katrina lifts her hips for me? Yeah, she’s starving. Her body’s betraying her faster than her mouth can lie.

I ghost my fingers along the edge of her panties, watching the way her hips twitch with every brush. When I pause, she hisses, practically shaking with need.

“Don’t worry, Kit-Kat,” Luka purrs, smirking. “You’re not slowing us down any. Aphelion was barely contributing to the conversation.”

I shoot him my middle finger.

“And the sound of your sexy moans?” He winks. “Motivation.”

That smirk of his earns a shiver from Katrina. Gods, she really is into the whole “sexy professor” thing.

Luka starts mumbling something low to Miles and Samael while Beckett’s watching Katrina’s panties like he’s been hypnotized. Might as well make it worth his while. I drag my finger back up to her panty line, teasing the edges again, dipping slightly further in with each stroke. She bucks under me, trying to catch my hand.

“Death will be but a shadow,” Miles mutters, tapping his pen against his forehead as he concentrates on the damn riddle.

I know the prophecy is important, potentially life or death, but my focus is split. My priority? Katrina. And more importantly, figuring out if Michael’s actually back. Because if he is, then we might finally get some real answers. If not, we go straight to Ares, Athena, Hades, and Loki and start pulling secrets out by force.

Kek, Lilith, the fucking Eitr… It’s all connected somehow, but that line of thought is completely derailed when Katrina whines my name.

“Sparky…”

My brain short-circuits.

“Am I gonna have to assign you another project, Aphelion?” Luka teases.

“Tell me what you want, Princess,” I growl into her ear, letting my breath ghost along her neck.

“Touch me,” she whimpers, hips bucking when I brush her clit.

“Like this?” I ask, dragging my fingers in slow, lazy circles.

“More. Harder.”

Gods, yes.

I trail my fingers down her folds, gathering up her slick before bringing her legs over mine, one resting in Samael’s lap, the other in Miles’s, to give me more room to work. Her panties get yanked to the side, fully exposing her dripping cunt to Beckett, who lets out a low growl.

“Should we put on a show for Beckett?” I murmur, licking along her jaw. “Should I show him how your tight little cunt swallows my fingers?”

She doesn’t answer with words, just guides my hand straight to where she needs it. My finger slips in easily. She’s soaked.

I push up her shirt and drag her bra down, exposing her perfect tits. Her nipples are hard and begging for attention, so I give them just that.

“Fuck, darling,” Beckett groans, shifting. “Your pussy looks so good eating up Aphelion’s fingers.”

“Focus, Beckett,” Miles snaps. “You brought us this puzzle. You don’t get to play until we’re done.”

Beckett pouts like a child denied dessert. Katrina giggles, then moans when I add a second finger and pinch her nipple at the same time.

“Yes, right there.”

“Any thoughts on this line, Katrina?” Luka asks, barely glancing up while his hand slides along her thigh.

“Uhh... Umm...” Katrina hums, trying to focus even as I slip in a third finger and curl them just right.

“Oh Gods,” she moans, throwing her head back, exposing her neck.

“I don’t think that’s the correct answer, Kit-Kat. Try again.”

Her legs tremble. She’s so close.

“Shadow… death… but… Ah... fuck... Aph…”

“Fuck my fingers, Princess,” I whisper, grinding my palm into her clit. My free hand twists and flicks her nipples while I trail kisses down her throat, licking and sucking all her sensitive spots.

Beckett’s eyes are locked on her, watching her face, her chest, her cunt like it’s a damn art exhibit.

“Kitten, the professor asked you a question,” Miles growls, biting down on her shoulder.

“Shadows aren’t perm…” she tries to say, but a moan rips through her when I nip at her neck. “Fuck… does it mean… Oh, Gods. I... I’m coming.”

Her body locks, flush and trembling, pussy clenching around my fingers. I don’t stop. I slow it down, dragging it out, giving her every ounce of release. When she finally sags against me, I pull out, licking her off my fingers with a groan.

“You taste so fucking good, Princess. I could live between your thighs.”

“I’ll hold you to it,” she whispers, her body already soft and heavy with sleep.

“She fails that test,” Luka chuckles. “Aphelion, thoughts on the line?”

I inhale, brain clearing just a little. “I think it means death isn’t permanent. A shadow’s just an echo of something. Death can’t get weaker, so it must mean it becomes temporary.”

The room goes still. Everyone processing.

“I can’t think of a better explanation than that,” Samael says. “If Kek brings Kauket back, he’ll change the rules. Katrina’s power will resurrect one and shatter death itself. Two birds, one unstoppable weapon.”

Miles jots down Death = impermanence and moves to the next line: Embrace the darkness. Include the light.

“Thoughts?”

“I think it means Katrina has to stop pushing the darkness away,” Beckett says quietly. “She doesn’t know how to use it. Doesn’t understand it yet.”

Our eyes drift to her. She’s fast asleep in my lap, flushed and soft, completely unaware she may be the key to tearing reality apart.

Lilith was given her power. Katrina was born with it. And hers are already stronger than what’s been written. So how the fuck do we teach her to control it?

“Luka,” Samael says, “do you think you could help her learn to use it? I saw your magic earlier. It was calling to hers.”

“I… I don’t know,” Luka admits. “I don’t even have full control of mine. I don’t want to teach her something that ends up hurting her.”

There’s silence, and then something catches my eye. The photos near Miles.

“Can I see that?”

He hands me one, and my breath catches in my throat.

“Who is this woman?”

“It’s Lilith,” Samael answers. “Why?”

“Because she was in Simmons’ office,” I snarl. “He introduced her as Lilian. His wife’s cousin.”
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Aphelion's outburst startles me awake, and I jolt out of his arms. What the hell has got him so riled up? His fingers are clenched around a photo, which has to be the culprit. Did he find out Zeus is tied into this somehow? Is that why he's so pissed? Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me. Zeus has hated me from the start. I wouldn’t put it past him to use the Council as a front for my capture. I can totally see him working with Brahma and Kek. There are angels in the Sky Kingdom; he’s got to interact with Brahma sometimes. I can almost picture them scheming together over a bottle of whiskey.

“Shit, sorry, Princess.” Aphelion grimaces and pulls me back into his arms, kissing the top of my head. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“It’s okay, Sparky. You wanna tell me what all that yelling was about, though?” I turn so my legs wrap around his waist, my back now against Beckett, who instantly pulls me into his arms.

Aphelion’s expression tells me everything. I’m not going to like what he has to say. Beckett goes rigid behind me, and Miles has that burn-the-world look in his eyes. Luka looks like someone kicked a puppy in front of him. And Samael’s face is pure shock. What the hell happened in the five minutes I was asleep?

“I’d rather not tell you, Princess. It’s going to upset you, and I don’t know if I can handle your reaction without storming off to murder him.” Aphelion growls, his eyes flashing like Miles’.

“We promised no more secrets,” I say, narrowing my eyes. “The good, the bad, and the ugly. I want to hear it all. No matter how we react, we need to be prepared for anything.” I try to lighten the mood with a smile. “Besides, if I break, I have all of you to put me back together.”

Aphelion opens his mouth, closes it, bites his lip, then opens it again. No words. Just flaring nostrils and burning silence. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him this angry, and I’ve seen him pissed.

Luka recovers first. He slides me out of Aphelion and Beckett’s arms and into his lap, his eyes locked on mine.

“First, a kiss,” he murmurs before pressing his lips to mine.

There’s something about Luka’s kisses. Soft or rough, they always feel like he’s making love to my mouth, saying everything without words. His lips are gentle, but the kiss ends too soon. His nose brushes mine as he pulls back, and I let out a soft moan. He gives me the smallest smile before the light fades from his eyes again.

“Aphelion saw your mom today.”

My jaw drops. My mind spirals. Aphelion saw Lilith? Where? Why didn’t he say something earlier? If she’s safe, why hasn’t she come to find me? Why didn’t he tell me the second he saw me? He knows how much it hurts that my parents left me behind, even if it was for the best. Why haven’t Ares and Athena said anything? Why hasn’t she contacted them?

My heart races. Sweat beads on my nose. My chest tightens, breath hitching.

“I know you probably have a lot of questions…” Luka starts.

“That’s an understatement,” I choke out, earning the classic teacher look.

“But we’re just as shocked as you are. We don’t have any answers,” he says plainly.

How the hell would he know? He hasn’t even heard the questions yet.

“Aphelion saw your mother in the headmaster’s office before he left for the Sky Kingdom. Simmons introduced her as his wife’s cousin, Lilly. They left shortly after.”

“How did you not recognize her?” I ask, twisting slightly to face Aphelion. “Her photo is plastered all over the demonic and angelic studies classroom. I’m sure she’s in the history books, too.”

“She doesn’t look the same. In the pictures, her hair is pitch black. Her eyes are so dark they look black too. But the woman I saw looked like this.” Aphelion passes me the photo.

It’s taken from a distance, zoomed in as close as possible, but the surroundings are blurred. The woman stands in perfect clarity, her hair pulled into a bun, the blonde so light it’s almost white. Her eyes are a piercing blue, like a cloudless sky. She’s heavily pregnant, smiling, standing beside a man whose features I can’t quite make out. Based on the way they’re standing, I’m guessing it’s Loki. His features are too dark to be Michael’s.

I trace the photo, fingers gliding over the image as my chest tightens. I look like her. I always thought I favored Michael, but seeing this woman feels like looking at a slightly older version of myself. It makes me wonder how young she was when she had me.

“Maybe being on Earth brought back her angelic features,” Aphelion says quietly, “or her powers grew strong enough to alter her appearance.”

“Anything else you want to share with the class?” I set the photo in my lap, lean in, and lift his chin to look into his eyes. I want him to see I’m not mad at him. Not even a little. No, I’m furious at Lilith for being this close and doing nothing. Furious at Simmons for keeping secrets. Even if he doesn’t know who I am, he should have told the heirs she was here.

Aphelion looks guilty. His eyes dodge mine. Whatever he’s about to say will either make things worse or lighten the mood.

“Err…” He brushes a hand through his hair, the copper strands catching the light. His arms flex with the motion, and of course, my traitorous core clenches. Now is not the time. “Well… don’t get mad.”

This is going to be good.

I arch a brow, waiting.

“Your mom’s a total MILF,” he blurts, face flushing pink. “When I met her, it felt like her beauty swallowed me whole. The lust that hit me was… a lot. If we weren’t fated, I don’t know what I would’ve done. I’m ashamed to admit it, but she felt familiar too. Like I’d met her before. Then Simmons said something, and it was like the fog cleared.”

I can’t help it. I burst out laughing, my whole body shaking with it. I should tease him, but instead, I let him in on a little secret.

“I thought Zeus was totally Daddy material when I met him. Then I realized he’s more like Father-in-Law material. If that.”

Aphelion looks horrified, and Beckett growls and mutters something about how he’ll be the only Daddy in my life.

Sorry, Sharkboy, but if Michael comes back, you won’t be the only one anymore. Gross. That thought alone makes me grimace. Definitely not calling Becks Daddy ever again. I can picture it now. We’re all at dinner, and I ask Daddy to pass the rolls. Both Beckett and Michael reach for them. Nope. Not happening.

On second thought, fuck Michael. The Daddy title is taken. He can be Father. All angelic and priest-like. I’m sure there’s a Father Michael out there already. He can join the club.

The thought makes me chuckle, and now everyone’s staring at me like I’ve finally lost it.

“So… you’re not mad?” Aphelion asks.

I pretend to consider it, though I already know I’m not. I just like watching them squirm. Maybe I am a little bit of a masochist. Probably a sex demon thing.

“Nah, not at you, Sparky. The world? Absolutely. Lilith? Definitely. Michael and Simmons? Yep. But you guys? You’re safe from my wrath.”
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Ican’t help but sigh, relieved that things went over so smoothly. When Aphelion mentioned he’d seen Lilith, I thought Katrina was going to lose it. Luckily, after I explained the situation, she calmed, all her anger directed outside our mating circle.

“But I can think of a way for you to help me ease my anger.” Katrina winks, her tone sultry.

My little minx. Her appetite is insatiable. Unfortunately, tonight I won’t be able to participate. Samael and I need to talk about… well, everything.

“And what would you have in mind, Kitten?” Miles leans across Aphelion, prowling toward her.

I find it hilarious that Miles calls her Kitten. He’s more feline than she is sometimes, the way he stalks her like a predator. He’s the lion, King of beasts, and she’s the lamb begging to be devoured.

And just like that, I’m pitching a tent. I adjust myself, clearing my throat. “Can we put this on pause for just a minute?” Groans echo around the room, and Katrina shifts in my lap, likely feeling my growing erection against her back. “There’s something else I need to say, and then you can all resume your activities.”

Katrina perks up, batting Miles’ mouth away from her throat and turning toward me. Her eyes pierce mine, sending a chill down my body, the darkness inside me swirling. Since the first time we met, she’s had this effect. Instead of fading, it only grows stronger. A part of me wonders if it’s the darkness amplifying it, but the larger part is too afraid to find out. I shove the thought aside and clear my throat.

“Hades knows about Samael and me.”

Everyone stiffens until Samael chimes in. “He’s accepted our pairing. He’s also abdicating the throne and handing me the keys to the castle. I’ll be the new King of the Underworld.”

Katrina looks proud. Samael’s cousins look shocked. Even Miles’ mouth parts slightly in surprise. Out of the fathers, Ares seems the least likely to abdicate anything. He’s too controlling, needing everything to run perfectly. Which, fair enough, since he’s in charge of human life and one mistake could trigger World War III. At least he has a good reason. Poseidon and Zeus are just power-hungry bastards.

“Wow… that’s… I don’t even know what to say. Congrats, dude.” Miles claps Samael on the back in a bro hug, squishing Katrina and me between them.

“I know, I was surprised myself. After the blowout about Luka and the heart-to-heart, he said he wasn’t fit to rule anymore. I should’ve taken over a long time ago, especially since I’ve basically been running things since I was a teen.”

“So… now that Hades knows about you two, what’s the plan?” Katrina glances between Samael and me.

“Not sure yet. We haven’t talked about it fully. I wanted to do that tonight. I’m considering dropping all the facades and revealing that I’m fated to both of you, as well as officially claiming the throne to Tartarus.”

“So, you want to reveal your entire hand?” Miles leans back slightly, calculating.

“That’s the thought, but I need to discuss it with Samael first. I just wanted to make sure you were all okay with it before I moved forward.”

“It’s always been your choice when you claim your title,” Miles says. “But when you reveal you’re the king to a fifth kingdom, people are going to assume you’re also fated to Katrina, and your power merger isn’t just a simple merger.”

“I already told you I’m okay with people knowing about us,” Katrina adds with a wink. “We kept it quiet because of your career, but whatever you decide, I’ll support you, Professor Sexy.”

Beckett and Aphelion nod their agreement, and some of the tension eases from my shoulders.

“Alright, then you can all resume your shenanigans.”

Samael stands, and I let Miles pull Katrina into his arms before pushing myself up from the couch.

“I’m assuming you want to talk to me in private?” Samael smiles, his eyes swirling with temptation.

“Only if you promise to behave,” I mutter, following him back to the bedroom.

He beelines for the bed, sitting on the edge before grabbing my arm and tugging me between his legs. The way he looks at me makes my hands itch to pull the tie from his bun and drag my fingers through his silky hair—so I can force his head up and devour his lips. Or better yet, force it down and let his mouth worship me properly. And there goes my cock, betraying me again, hardening like a teenager seeing his first naked body.

“I thought you wanted to talk?” Samael smirks, eyeing my bulge and licking his lips. “Luka Jr. clearly has other plans.”

“I do want to talk,” I groan, stepping back as Samael reaches for my belt.

He sighs dramatically, leaning back on his palms, waiting for me to begin. His attitude makes my gaze flick to the dresser drawer where I keep the toys. The kinky things I want to do to him… if he’ll ever let me.

“Okay, Professor,” he grins, “I’m all ears.”

I roll my eyes, and he smirks knowingly. The fire between us makes everything dangerous and exhilarating. In a group, he usually takes me unless Katrina dictates otherwise. But when it’s just us… anything goes. Wild. Messy. Chaotic. Perfect.

“Well, I’m waiting,” Samael teases. “Unless you’d prefer to put your mouth to better use.”

I can’t help the smile tugging at my lips. “Patience, young one. You’ll be rewarded for it soon enough.”

He snorts, and I know I need to get this out before I lose my resolve.

“You’re King of the Underworld,” I start. “Newly appointed. I’m the unknown heir to Tartarus⁠—”

“Not heir. King,” Samael corrects, his voice firm. “Loki abandoned it. It’s yours now.”

I roll my eyes but continue. “Fine. The unknown King of Tartarus, the forgotten fifth kingdom.”

“And?”

“Tomorrow, I won’t just be Professor Luka teaching Magical Studies. I’ll be Professor Luka, King of Tartarus.”

“Good. You’re planning on keeping the title Professor. Katrina and I have fantasies we still want to act out.”

His lack of concern stuns me. He should be worried. I know he heard everything earlier, but his only concern is me being a professor.

Reading my expression, he sighs. “You chose to become a professor. You worked your ass off for that. But Tartarus? It’s your birthright. You don’t have a choice there. I’m not worried about you claiming it, only about you losing yourself in the process.”

Be still, my heart. This side of Samael—this deep, protective love—is a rare gift. To be loved by him is to be shielded completely, fiercely, without hesitation. It’s not possessive. It’s sacred. I push the urge to kiss him aside for now.

“All eyes will be on me after I claim it. The council won’t like it. They’ll see me as a threat. They’ll say Tartarus can’t be part of the Divine Kingdoms because it once held the Queen of Demons prisoner, and they’ll try to stop me.”

“Good. If you didn’t fight them, I’d have to kick your ass until you did.”

I snort. “At least Tartarus will have someone else looking out for it.”

“Forever and always, baby,” Samael says, blowing a kiss.

I shift gears. “Everyone will already assume I’m fated to Katrina. The prophecy says she’ll unite the kingdoms. A fifth kingdom coming into play just fits that narrative. She knows the risk. She’s willing to take it.”

Samael nods, his expression serious now.

“As the new King of the Underworld, everyone will be watching you. They’ll judge whether you’re fit to rule, or whether they should tear the crown from your head.”

“I’ve ruled the Underworld since before I started attending Divine Academy. The people already know me, and the council can fuck off. As for the rest of the world… they’ll figure out soon enough that Samael, son of Hades and Persephone, is flawless.”

Cocky bastard. I can’t help but chuckle.

“I want to reveal everything tomorrow,” I admit, “but I’m worried it might reflect badly on you if the world knows you’re mine.”

“I am yours. Just as you are mine. If people can’t handle it, that’s their problem. I’m done hiding. You’re not my dirty little secret, Luka. You’re my fated.”

Yeah, I’m completely done for. He’s perfection. I need to show him how much he means to me.

Lunging for the bed, I tackle him, straddling his thighs.

“Is that all it takes to get in your pants?” Samael laughs, gripping my hips.

His hands are already sliding up my shirt, fingertips teasing my skin, sending shocks through my body. His thumb brushes my nipple, and I shiver, completely undone.

“So… are we done talking?” he murmurs, voice low and rough, his hands working higher.

“That depends on what you have planned,” I smirk, grinding against him.

That’s all the invitation he needs. He flips me onto my back, pinning my wrists above my head with one hand while his knee parts my legs.

I struggle, bucking up against him, but he uses his body to trap me. The fight only hardens me further. I arch up, desperate for more friction, and a low groan escapes him.

I hear a faint jingling above me, and when I try to look, Samael blocks my view.

Something cold wraps around my wrists, and a familiar click locks the metal in place.

Samael’s body slides down mine, dragging pleasure and frustration with him. His lips hover above mine, a whisper away.

“I’m going to have so much fun taking what’s mine,” he breathes.

I’m so focused on the promise in his voice that it takes me a moment to realize: the bastard handcuffed me to the bed.

I growl, jerking against the restraints. Samael just smiles, hunger blazing in his eyes.

“Relax, Professor,” he purrs. “I’ve been studying, and I want to show you everything I’ve learned.”

I buck my hips, trying to dislodge him, but he’s immovable.

“And what exactly have you been studying?” I challenge, already breathless.

He smirks, inching lower down my body, lips brushing my waistband. “I found your bag of tricks… and I intend to master them all.”
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Chapter Thirteen
SAMAEL
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Itry to maintain my composure as I watch Luka struggle against his chains from the corner of my eye. I’ve been planning this for a while, and the thrill of finally acting it out sends excitement racing through me. When his eyes widen as I reach for the bottom drawer, I can’t help but snicker.

I discovered the drawer’s contents a few days after Luka moved in. The little freak. I’m sure he was waiting for the perfect moment to introduce Katrina and me to the toys I found there, but I decided to steal that moment and surprise him instead. Today is the perfect opportunity, and I’m not letting it pass.

Reaching inside, I grab the black velvet bag with gold cords sitting on top. I prepped it ahead of time, wanting the whole experience to blindside him. Looping one of the cords around my wrist, I straighten and make my way back to the bed, where my lover is held captive.

“What’s in the bag, Samael?” Luka asks, his voice haughty, his piercing gaze sharp enough to cut.

“That’s for me to know and for your body to find out.” I wink, watching the flush spread across his pale skin. “Tell me, Professor, on a scale from one to ten—ten being the highest—how’s your pain tolerance?”

As I peel off my clothes, Luka’s blue eyes darken with every item I remove.

“Probably an eleven.”

Smartass. Calls himself a professor but can’t even answer a simple question properly.

When my boxers hit the floor, Luka licks his lips. The sight jolts straight to my cock. I’d love nothing more than to shove it into his hot, wet mouth, but tonight I have other plans. Steeling myself, I grab my pocketknife from the nightstand. Luka’s eyes aren’t following the blade, too busy memorizing every line and curve of my body. Not that he needs to. I’ll gladly show him every night if he asks.

Flipping the knife open, I bend over him, concealing it in my hand.

“Enjoying the show?” I ask, slipping my free hand into his jeans, brushing the tip of his cock.

“Immensely,” he growls, thrusting his hips, begging for more.

“Good. Because it’s only just beginning.”

I lean back slightly, revealing the blade. Luka’s eyes glow brighter at the sight, his darkness clawing beneath the surface, exactly what I wanted.

I trail the knife down, resting it at the top of his jeans. Letting the tension build, I pop the button, slowly unzip them, the blade following my path.

Where the crotch meets the zipper, I slice. The fabric yields easily. I stop beneath his ass before snapping the blade closed and setting it aside.

“Those were my good jeans,” Luka mutters, hoarse with need.

“You’re a king now,” I reply, tearing the denim apart with a sharp tug. “You can afford more.”

The rip exposes his powerful thighs and the cock pressing against the hole in his boxers. A quick slice frees him completely, long and lean, perfectly bare.

“Should I cut your boxers off too?” I ask, letting my hand hover just above where he craves my touch.

“You might find a monster hidden beneath them,” Luka quips.

“Don’t worry. I grew up in the Underworld. Conquering monsters is what I do.”

“Then put your skills to the test,” he taunts, breath hitching when my pinky grazes the fabric.

“How do you feel about being cut?” I straddle him, my knife twirling between my fingers.

His cock jerks against me, answering for him.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I murmur, leaning down to whisper in his ear, the blade’s edge teasing his jawline.

I kiss a path down his face, biting his throat, sucking until he gasps. The blade mirrors my kisses, scraping just enough to sting but not bleed. Not yet.

His thighs clamp around my waist, holding me in place. I grind against him, dragging a desperate moan from his lips.

Pushing up, I trail the blade lower, scraping across his collarbone. A tiny cut opens, staining his creamy skin with crimson. Almost reverently, I smear the blood with my thumb before leaning down to lick it, savoring the sharp tang of iron and Luka. His eyes blaze, threatening to burn me alive.

“Let it out,” I whisper. “Let it consume us.”

Grabbing his shirt collar, I rip it apart, fabric falling in tatters.

He’s fighting himself, the part that wants to unleash the darkness, the part that fears it. Anyone else, I’d hesitate. But not Luka. He’ll master it.

Circling his nipples with the knife, I nick the skin, crimson beads blooming. The scent makes my cock twitch.

I leave a mark on each hip before discarding the knife and peeling off his boxers, finally baring him.

Lying flat between his spread legs, I lick each hip, tasting blood, keeping it on my tongue as I work my way to the center of him.

Steadying his cock with one hand, I take the head into my mouth, swirling my tongue around it, lapping up his arousal mixed with the metallic tang of blood. A moan escapes my throat before I can stop it.

Glancing up, I pop off him and lick my lips, coating them in red. His eyes are nothing but darkness now, chains groaning as he fights to break free.

Satisfied, I return to him, stroking slow, twisting my wrist with each pull. His breathing roughens as I trail kisses down his shaft, suck his balls, then push lower, coating his hole with deliberate strokes of my tongue.

While stroking him with one hand, I dig into the velvet bag with the other, pulling out a plug and lube. I slick it one-handed, kiss his tip, then swallow him down as I ease the toy inside.

Luka groans, relaxing into my arms. When I release his cock from my mouth, I press the button to activate the plug. His body jolts at the first pulse.

Engulfing him again, I suck hard, each pull tightening the seal until he’s grinding against my face, shuddering with every crest.

Watching him unravel is intoxicating. His professional facade is gone, replaced by something raw and primal. His shaft throbs, release imminent. I stroke harder, matching his ragged breathing, guiding him over the edge.

When his thighs tremble and a guttural groan tears from his throat, he thrusts into my mouth three times, spilling down my throat.

“Holy fuck,” he pants, wrecked.

“You can thank me later,” I grin, kissing his lips as I unclasp the cuffs with a flick of power.

Before I can blink, he flips me beneath him, leaving marks down my body with teeth and tongue. When he takes me into his mouth, I nearly shatter. His ruthlessness drags me off the edge in a brutal orgasm, leaving me shaking.

But Luka isn’t finished.

Hauling me to the edge of the bed, he flips me onto my stomach. His fingers stretch me while I’m still trembling from the first release. Then he thrusts inside, filling me completely, my cock hardening all over again at the overwhelming sensation.

He doesn’t go slow. He isn’t gentle.

He fucks me like an animal in heat, hips slamming into me, fingers tangled in my hair, face pressed into the mattress. My senses overload. I’m lost to everything but him.

When Luka slows, I whimper. He growls, shifts his grip to my throat, and slams back into me, harder, deeper. His other hand strokes me in perfect rhythm until I’m coming again, legs giving out beneath me.

Luka follows with a few final, savage thrusts, filling me, claiming me.

As his orgasm fades, he presses a kiss against my throat. The beast recedes. The gentleman returns.
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Chapter Fourteen
KATRINA
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Beckett is on me the instant Luka and Samael retreat into their room. He rips my panties off, slaps my bare ass, and buries his mouth between my thighs, licking once, twice, three times until I’m a dripping, panting mess. I growl low when he lifts his mouth away.

“Who’s first, and which hole are you fucking?” I gasp, my core throbbing.

I’ve never seen the three of them move so fast. Clothes hit the floor, forgotten, and suddenly I’m surrounded—one cock nudging my ass, one pressed to my front, another against my hip. Smiling, I drop to my knees and take Miles’ cock into my mouth, bobbing my head, swallowing him as far as I can. My hands wrap around Beckett and Aphelion, stroking in time with my mouth. Fingers tangle in my hair, guiding me, forcing Miles deeper until my eyes water.

When it becomes too much, Beckett and Aphelion release me. Aphelion steps back to watch. Beckett kneels behind me, lifting my leg over his shoulder, licking from my clit to my ass and back, coating me in saliva and slick.

Letting Miles fall from my mouth with a gasp, I stalk toward Aphelion. I push him into a chair and turn my back to him, guiding his cock to my ass. Slowly, deliciously, I sink down, spreading my legs wide as I inch lower. Pain and pleasure collide in a burning stretch until he’s fully inside.

I moan loudly as Aphelion’s hands clamp down on my hips, bouncing me on his cock. My breasts sway with every rough movement. Miles steps forward to squeeze and caress them, eyes dark with hunger. When he grips my shoulder, Aphelion stills, rolling his hips deep instead of bouncing me.

Miles lines himself up with my pussy and plunges in, filling me completely. I clench around both of them, drawing moans from all three of us.

“Easy there, Kitten. I don’t want to blow my load too soon,” Miles murmurs against my lips, thrusting slower, deeper, each push a languid promise of pleasure.

Somehow, amid the madness, they swap positions. Miles drops into the chair, Aphelion behind me, driving into my ass. With every thrust, I’m forced down onto Miles, both cocks filling me deeper than I ever thought possible, rubbing nerve endings I didn’t know existed.

My limbs turn to jelly. I lose all thought, all control.

The staggered rhythm of their movements sends me careening toward the edge. The orgasm hits before I can stop it, shattering me into raw euphoria.

“Fuck, Kitten,” Miles groans as my walls clamp around him. He thrusts deep one last time before spilling inside, groaning his release against my lips.

I cling to Aphelion behind me, too wrecked to move, too overwhelmed to care. Aphelion slows, his thrusts becoming deep and deliberate, lifting me off Miles’ lap without faltering his rhythm.

My body reacts instantly, wings bursting from my back with a cry of pain-pleasure, spiraling me closer to the edge again.

“Fuck, darling, you are majestic—absolutely stunning,” Beckett groans, stroking the tips of my wings before taking a nipple into his mouth.

I don’t even know what “pulchritudinous” means, but it doesn’t matter. Every brush of his hands and mouth sends electricity racing through my core.

“Oh fuck… ahh… I’m coming,” I cry out as another orgasm wracks me.

Mid-orgasm, Beckett pushes into me, matching Aphelion’s pace, stretching the pleasure even longer. I claw at their bodies, speaking in the only language left to me—the language of sex.

Aphelion shudders and spills inside me, his filthy groan against my ear triggering another aftershock. He kisses the back of my neck before pulling out, leaving me under Beckett’s control.

I’m just about to wrap myself around Beckett and lose myself in him when I feel it. A call, not to me exactly, but to the darkness inside me. It’s familiar. A whisper from the past. A pull full of desperation and need. The darkness is summoning its mate.

I don’t fight it. My succubus seizes control, peeling me from Beckett before he can stop me.

His brows furrow, but I’m already gliding to Luka and Samael’s door. Beckett shrugs and follows, happy to trail behind if it means getting inside me again.

I push open the door.

And what I see makes my pussy clench so hard it hurts.

Luka has Samael pinned down, face-down, ass-up, fucking him with a brutal intensity that promises Samael will wear Luka’s imprint for weeks. Luka is feral, primal, painted in blood smears, his dominance absolute.

“Do you like watching the Professor put Samael in his place?” Beckett whispers against my neck, kicking my feet apart, rubbing his thumb against my oversensitive clit.

I can’t speak. I can only nod, grinding my ass against him, begging for more.

“Should I copy the Professor?” Beckett growls, breaching me with one sharp thrust.

“Yes,” I hiss as he fills me.

He wastes no time. He slams me against the wall, one hand gripping my throat, the other anchoring my hips, fucking me with bruising force, stealing every coherent thought.

Luka’s head jerks up. His eyes lock onto mine.

And it’s not just us. It’s the darkness inside us. Recognizing, needing, demanding.

We’ve danced around it for so long, teased it, denied it. But now our darknesses are roaring, begging to unite.

My body ripples. Fangs, claws, horns. I shift fully, my succubus form bursting free.

“Fuck, just when I thought you couldn’t get any hotter,” Aphelion groans somewhere behind me.

Luka’s eyes burn even brighter, dark flames licking at his skin. His gaze devours me, promising that soon, there will be no more barriers between us.

When we finally let go, it will be savage, dark, and utterly ruthless.

Samael groans beneath Luka, drawing his attention back, breaking the moment.

Still, my succubus howls for more. She tries to drag me into the room, into Luka’s arms, but Beckett’s grip tightens, grounding me.

He fucks me harder, reminding the greedy demon inside me that she has many men willing to ruin her, not just one.

He makes me come again. And again. Until my body is nothing but molten pleasure, held up only by the strength of his arms.
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Chapter Fifteen
LUKA
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“How did the meeting go?” Katrina asks the moment I walk into the dorm, her voice tight with anxiety.

“Better than I expected,” I sigh, collapsing onto the couch and dragging her down into my lap.

“Details, Luka,” she growls, narrowing her eyes.

“Zeus and Poseidon were hesitant to believe me. They summoned one of the Crones to test my magic’s purity. When she acknowledged that my gift was pure and drawn from Tartarus, they had no choice but to accept it.”

“That sounds too simple,” she says, glaring, clearly sensing I haven’t given her the whole story.

“They refuse to acknowledge Tartarus as one of the Kingdoms. It’s always been considered a demonic realm since Loki never claimed the throne. They said it isn’t part of the Divine Kingdoms, and therefore I have no decree.”

“What!” Katrina cries out, fury flashing across her face. “They have no right. What did Hades and Ares say about it?”

“There wasn’t much they could argue. Their brothers spoke the truth. There’s no official history of a fifth kingdom.”

“So… that’s it, then?” she mutters, picking at her nails.

“What’s bugging you, Kit-Kat?” I ask, though I already know.

“You’ve claimed the throne, but they refuse to acknowledge you. Now people will watch your every move even closer. They’ll assume you’re evil just because you rule Tartarus. And if you claim Samael or even me as your fated, it’ll be worse. You’ll be judged for sleeping with your students. They’ll paint you as some dirty old pervert.”

“Ouch,” I chuckle, though a knot tightens in my gut. “Old, really? You had to add that part?”

“Now isn’t the time to joke, Luka!” she snaps, punching my arm.

“I know, love.” I hug her tightly. “It’ll work out. It always does.”

“How can you be so blasé about it?” she demands, bewildered, trying to pull away.

“I’m not. But you already carry enough stress for both of us. It’s my job to ease yours, not add to it. Trust me, it’ll work out.”

“Do you still plan on claiming us?”

“Not if you don’t want me to.”

“It’s not that I don’t want you to,” she says, her voice cracking. “I just want you safe. I want you here, by my side. Not exiled. We have to stick together. Now more than ever.”

Her words cut deeper than she realizes, digging into wounds I thought I’d buried. She doesn’t mean it that way, but still the sting lingers.

“Then I won’t claim you,” I murmur, dejected.

“Luka…” she sighs, reaching for me as I set her aside and rise from the couch.

“It’s fine, Kit-Kat. Really.” I press a kiss to the top of her head. “I just need to get ready for midterms.”

Without waiting for a response, I walk out the door, heading toward my classroom, but stopping first by the headmaster’s office.

“Oh, Professor Luka! Hi!” Simmons’ secretary exclaims, her face turning tomato red as she fumbles at her computer, straightening her glasses.

“Hi, Matilda,” I smile, hiding my amusement. Judging by her frantic screen-closing, she probably wasn’t working on anything school-related. “Is the headmaster in?”

“Err… no,” she stammers, glancing at her notepad.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?” I ask, patience fraying—not at her, but at everything else weighing me down. I just want it all to be over. I want to relax with Samael and Katrina, to enjoy whatever peace we can scrape together. Not worry about ancient gods, lost parents, and DNA conspiracies.

“Uh… to be honest, I’m not sure. He filed for a leave of absence through the Divine Council. It was approved, but there’s no return date listed.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, running a hand through my hair.

Matilda straightens, looking like she wants to ask questions but is too polite, or too scared, to try.

“Thanks for the info, Matilda. Email me if he returns. It’s important.”

“Would you like me to leave a message, Professor?” she asks brightly, pen poised.

“No, that won’t be necessary,” I reply, nodding my farewell before heading back into the corridor.

To burn off the frustration coiled inside me, I jog across campus to my classroom, ignoring the judgmental glances of other professors and the curious stares of students. I’ve been used to eyes on me my whole life.

Maybe that’s why Katrina’s worries hit so hard.

Nothing will really change after claiming them, at least not for me. I’ve been scrutinized since birth. Whether the school board ousts me or tries to use my connection to Samael’s new throne, I’ll roll with it. Let them think they hold power over us. Let them think they have a say. We’ll play along… for now.

I need to sit down with Katrina and Samael and go over everything again. Hopefully, we can keep it civil and not get distracted, though the thought of ending the meeting with a heated threesome doesn’t sound half bad.

“Down, boy,” I grumble, adjusting myself as I unlock my classroom door and flick on the lights.

The familiar smell of paper and the quiet hum of the room wash over me, easing the tightness in my chest. This space, at least, still feels like mine.

Settling at my desk, I boot up my computer and pull up the midterm file, cringing when I see I’ve only typed two questions. Council standards require at least fifty. And midterms start tomorrow.

Looks like I’ll be here a while.

I consider sending a message to the group chat to let them know I’ll be late but decide against it. Katrina has probably already informed them that I left. They’ll know where to find me if they need me.
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An hour later, I'm staring blankly at my computer screen, struggling with what to write. I'm only on question five of fifty and already out of ideas.

"This is ridiculous," I grumble, shoving my laptop aside. A written exam is completely unnecessary for Magical Studies. The students should only have to show off their abilities to prove what they've learned. Sure, I've had them write essays about the techniques and styles of defensive skills they're learning in class, but a written exam won't prove anything besides the fact they've memorized the way to do it. It doesn't prove they can actually execute the skill.

A knock sounds on my door, and I find myself grateful for the interruption, welcoming whoever's stopped by.

"Hi, Professor."

Kayla purrs as she walks slowly through the door, wearing a short floral dress with a few of the buttons left undone, exposing her cleavage and the lacy black bra she’s wearing underneath.

I normally wouldn't take note of her attire, but as such a soft-spoken, shy student, it seems odd to me that she would wear something so revealing, especially since she’s in my classroom seeking me out.

"Kayla, how nice of you to drop in. How can I help you today?" I ask, grabbing the stack of ungraded papers on my desk, attempting to make myself look busy, hoping she'd ask her question and leave.

"It's just my grade." She huffs, biting her bottom lip. "It isn't where I want it to be, and I was hoping there was something I could do to raise it." She remarks, her hand reaching up and fiddling with the pendant of her necklace that sits between her cleavage.

Is she… No. Definitely not. Not Kayla.

"Err..." I swallow hard, adjusting my tie, wishing I'd removed it earlier when I stopped by the dorm. "Let me pull you up in my system here and see if we can work something out."

"Purrfect!" she exclaims, bouncing on the balls of her feet and giving a little clap of excitement.

Something doesn’t feel right, but I shove it off to the side. While Kayla is acting out of character, she could just be excited about the possibility of raising her grade. And perhaps she’s dressed up for a date or a party later tonight.

Shaking my head and clearing my thoughts, I shove the paperwork in front of me aside and pull my computer back toward me, closing the midterm file and pulling up my student records. Katrina's school photo instantly pops up due to her file being the last one I looked at before closing down the application. As I exit her file, my thoughts wander to how incredibly sexy she looks in her school uniform and how I can't wait until I can take her again in this very classroom. Hopefully, this time over my desk. First, sprawling her out, devouring her delicious pussy, coating my face in her sweet nectar, then flipping her over, dragging her legs off the desk, and fucking her over it.

My cock springs alive at the dirty scene I've conjured, forcing me to adjust in my seat and rest my foot across my lap. I blame my mind filth on Aphelion. Hanging out with him has fried my brain and is now causing me to behave like some frat boy, focusing solely on pussy, Katrina’s pussy to be exact.

Distracting my sex-craved mind, I focus on entering the credentials needed to access Kayla’s student file. She's passing all her classes with high scores, mine being the only one she struggles with. Scanning her grading chart, I note she’s aced every written assignment and exam but struggled with every physical presentation and test.

This is exactly what I needed. Taking a quick screenshot, I save the report. Her grades are the perfect example of why this midterm should focus solely on physical skill. Hopefully, the Academic Council will finally listen and remove the written portion. As soon as Kayla leaves, I’ll research the rest of my struggling students, build my case, and send it over, praying they'll respond before the exams start in two days.

"So, is there anything I can do?" Kayla asks, perching herself on the corner of my desk, leaning in way too close, her body heat radiating off her.

I’m about to ask her to move to the secondary chair, until I remember I moved it for a demonstration earlier. Her behavior seems innocent enough, so I bite my tongue and scoot my chair back, creating space before swiveling to face her.

"Looking at your grades, it’s clear you excel in the bookwork, but you’re struggling with your physical performance."

Her eyes widen, and her bottom lip juts out in a perfect wounded-puppy look. "I know," she whispers, barely audible. "That’s why I was sooo excited about your tutoring sessions. I was hoping to schedule another... to work on my... physicality."

The way she says physicality, slow and breathy, makes it sound like an innuendo. Could be nerves. Could be something else.

"Or she could be trying to seduce you," my inner voice pipes up, making me instantly uncomfortable.

"Sorry, Kayla," I reply, forcing a polite smile. "Midterms are only days away. There's no time for extra sessions right now."

I hope she'll sigh, hop off my desk, and leave. No such luck.

"I'm willing to do anything to get my grades up, Luka," she purrs, dropping the professor title altogether. "And I mean anything."

Her legs spread wide, revealing she’s not wearing any panties. She hooks her legs around me, grabs my tie, and yanks me toward her, smashing my face into her chest.

Shock paralyzes me for a beat. Then rage and horror slam into me all at once. Fuck. I should’ve listened to my gut.

I grab her waist to push her away, hard enough to separate us but gentle enough not to hurt her, when the door flies open.

A flash of silver hair. A gasp. A slammed door. Heels clicking furiously down the hall.

"Fuck!” I roar, shoving Kayla off me harder than intended, sending her sprawling to the floor with a shriek.

"What’s wrong, Luka?" she pouts from where she lies sprawled, utterly shameless. "It wasn’t anyone important. No need to worry."

Wrong. So wrong.

I want to chase after the retreating figure, but I can't yet. I have to deal with this mess first. I have to prove, once again, that I’m capable of being a professor even while being fated to a student.

"What’s wrong is that what you just did is highly inappropriate," I snap. "You’re lucky I’m not reporting you to the council."

Her mouth opens, but I don’t let her speak.

"And for your information, that person is everything to me. She's the very reason I breathe. She's my fated, our destinies were aligned by the Ancient Ones, by the very stars themselves!"

My voice rises with every word, anger ripping through me unchecked.

Kayla gasps, her hand flying to cover her mouth. "You're fated to Katrina?"

"Yes!" I shout, uncaring of the consequences. I’m done hiding it. She deserves to be shouted from the rooftops, not buried in secrecy.

I point at the door. "Now get the fuck out of my classroom. I don't want to see you again unless it’s during your scheduled class. After midterms, I’ll assign someone else to tutor you."

"I... I’m so, so⁠—"

"Just leave, Kayla," I cut her off, straightening my tie as I stride toward the door, praying to the stars that Katrina hasn’t run too far. Praying she’ll believe me when I tell her the truth.
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It doesn't take me long to find Katrina. I hear her sniffling just outside my classroom door. She’s curled into an alcove, arms wrapped around my tall, long-haired, tattooed lover.

Great. Now I’ll have to explain myself to both of my fated.

Samael hears my footsteps. His head jerks up from Katrina’s shoulder, his eyes narrowing in suspicion, confusion flickering just beneath the anger. I don't blame him. If I were in his shoes, I'd be ready to kill first and ask questions later.

"Kit-Kat," I call softly as I approach.

"Leave me alone, Luka!" she shouts, her voice muffled against Samael but loud enough to draw the stares of passing students.

"Maybe we should take this somewhere else," Samael mutters, glancing around at the curious onlookers.

"We have nothing to talk about now or later," Katrina snaps, turning to glare at me before storming off down the hall.

"I don't know what was going through that thick skull of yours," Samael hisses as he brushes past me, "but you'd better fix it."

I stand there, torn. Part of me wants to run after Samael, explain everything, and convince him to help me calm her down. But another, louder part knows that the longer Katrina stews, the worse this will get.

"To Katrina it is," I mutter, charging after her.

She must have started sprinting the second Samael opened his mouth because by the time I spot her again, she’s already disappearing around the corner, headed for the academy’s main doors.

Where the hell is she going? There’s nothing out there. Everything she needs is inside the grounds.

"Katrina!" I yell, breaking into a full sprint.

She doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even glance back.

I close my eyes, focusing on the doors ahead, the thick, reinforced stronghold doors designed to keep demonic threats out. Visualizing them clearly, I feel the familiar jolt of teleportation seize me, and the next moment, I’m standing between Katrina and the exit.

She marches toward me with eerie precision, her eyes glassy, her face expressionless. Her posture is perfect, regal even. Her strides are mechanical, as if she’s moving to a song only she can hear.

Something's wrong. Deeply wrong.

When she’s within reach, I grab her shoulders and pull her into my arms. Her skin burns hot, like a fever. I stare into her eyes, noting the familiar blue beneath the glaze, no trace of her succubus breaking free.

So why does she feel like she’s burning alive?

Whatever’s happening, it’s not natural. Someone, or something, has gotten into her mind.

Maybe it’s not someone. Maybe it's the ancient call of her bloodline. Lilith, the true Queen of Demons, summoning her daughter home.

Whatever it is, I won’t let them take her.

Lowering my grip, I scoop her up, throwing her over my shoulder. She lets out a piercing shriek, her demon claws slicing into my back, her legs kicking wildly as she tries to free herself.

Her poison-laced claws would kill a mortal in seconds. But not me. I’m the Dark King, ruler of Tartarus. Descended from Loki himself. Immunity to demon poisons runs through my blood like a birthright.

Still, it’s not the claws that worry me, it’s the fact that Katrina isn’t even trying to hold back. Even blinded by rage, the real Katrina would never risk hurting me.

Whoever or whatever has hold of her now has shut off everything that makes her her.

The thunder of footsteps echoes down the hall, students rushing to investigate the chaos. If they see her like this, the secret of her demon status will be exposed. No hiding it. No spinning it.

I shut my eyes, focus hard on the image of our dormitory, and pray the stars are kind. Katrina’s thrashing is violent and erratic. If we slip during teleportation, it could end badly.

But I won’t let her be taken.
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Chapter Sixteen
KATRINA
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Ican hear Luka calling my name, and even though I’m beyond pissed, I want to call back to him. I want my body to stop walking away, to turn toward him and listen to whatever bullshit excuse he has for his behavior, but I can't. My body isn't listening to me. It's acting against my will.

And I know it’s not my inner succubus controlling me. She's still there, subdued, lying in the metaphorical cage I’ve trapped her in.

It's something else. It feels like a command, one my body can't fight. Every movement I make feels wrong, my limbs jerking like a marionette’s, strings yanked by some unseen puppeteer. Somehow, I know the one controlling me is male. I don't know how I know, but every fiber of my being knows. My body hums with a twisted familiarity, like it’s met the puppeteer before, perhaps in another life.

Through the haze clouding my vision, I see Luka materialize in front of me. Even though my sight is blurred, I can still make out the concern in his expression. His body is tense, his jaw tight, his shoulders squared.

Is he worried because he can tell something’s wrong with me? Or is he worried I’ll leave him after what I saw?

The memory punches me right in the gut. Kayla. Sitting on Luka’s desk. Legs spread. Luka leaning between them. His tie askew. His hands gripping her hips. His eyes lit with a fire I’ve never seen before.

Is it Kayla who excites him?

Her innocent appearance. Her slim waist. Flat stomach. Perfectly perky breasts. Sun-kissed skin. Big brown eyes framed by those glossy black curls.

She’s the opposite of me.

Maybe I was never his type at all. Maybe I'm just some cosmic accident, a fated pairing he got stuck with.

Can I forgive him for what I saw? Could I live knowing I'd always have to wonder if I was enough?

My mind screams no. No chance in hell.

But my heart... my stupid, reckless heart... it reminds me how much I love him. How even with four fated mates already standing by my side, there’s still been this hollow place inside me that only Luka could fill. How losing him would destroy me, piece by piece.

He’s always been my missing piece.

The feeling of gravity disappearing rips me back into the now as Luka hauls me over his shoulder. I feel my demonic claws emerge, slicing into his back. I cringe internally, even though my body refuses to react outwardly.

I’m hurting him.

The poison in my claws almost killed Samael, and he’s a full-blooded god. What would it do to Luka?

Luka hisses through the pain, and that’s when I hear it—a banshee-like wail so shrill it makes my bones vibrate. I try to look around, but there’s no one there.

It’s me.

That scream is coming from me.

I'm using every ounce of strength, every weapon I have, to get Luka to let me go, to finish my mission.

A ripple of anger courses through me, not mine, but the puppeteer's. He’s furious. He doesn’t want me using my demon powers. He wants the angel side of me. The side I barely know how to tap into.

Could it be Brahma?

Technically, he owns a piece of me. I’m not fully claimed. My engagement to Miles isn’t complete.

I’m vulnerable. And Brahma is exploiting it.

I feel Luka’s teleportation snap into place, the familiar woosh of magic whipping around us. My body flails violently, desperate to break free. I try to close my eyes to steady the sickness rolling through me, but even my eyelids are beyond my control.

Pain sears through my body the farther Luka carries me from the academy doors, the puppeteer punishing me for defying him.

We crash into the dormitory’s sliding glass doors with a loud, shuddering thud, our landing rough but at least intact.

"What the fuck!" Beckett bellows from somewhere behind us, the front door slamming shut seconds later as Samael storms in.

"What’s wrong with Katrina?" Samael demands, ripping me from Luka’s arms and cradling me tight against his chest. His arms are locked around me with unshakable strength, and even though he gives Luka the quickest glance to make sure he’s okay, his body language screams distrust.

"I think someone’s gotten inside her mind," Luka says, trying to meet Samael’s gaze. But Samael isn’t having it. He refuses to look at him.

"You should have Beckett look at your wounds," Samael says sharply, pulling out his phone and shining the flashlight into my eyes.

"I’m fine," Luka growls, standing and hovering a few steps behind us.

"What’s going on?" Miles asks, his voice carrying from the hall, the scent of his body wash filling the air as he enters the room.

I hear the soft creak of a door opening—Aphelion, emerging from his room, the sounds of his footsteps quickening as he rushes toward us.

"Katrina?" Aphelion calls out, his panic thick in the air, stopping dead in his tracks when he sees me limp and thrashing in Samael’s arms.

Samael holds me tight, expertly pinning my arms so I can’t claw at him. He crosses them over my chest just right, restraining my lethal hands without hurting me.

“Katrina,” Miles calls softly.

His hair is damp, slicked back from the shower, a towel slung low around his waist. Tiny droplets cling to his skin, glistening against the hard muscles of his chest. I ache to run my fingers through the water beading along his body, to press myself against his warmth, but I can’t move. I can only watch.

"Katrina," he says again, louder, more commanding.

I flinch as his voice strikes me like a lash.

Crack. A hard slap sounds across my cheek.

I snarl, a guttural sound ripping from my throat.

"Was that necessary?" Aphelion growls, shoving Miles backward.
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Chapter Seventeen
MILES
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Aphelion shoves me, pissed I had the audacity to slap Katrina. Any other day, I’d be angry at myself, but this isn’t any other day. It was the only thing I could think of. Nothing else was working. She’s not responding at all, and we’re all spiraling. Normally, Katrina would be the one to calm us down. But right now? She’s just... gone. Something or someone is inside her, pulling the strings, poisoning her mind.

"Well, do you have anything else in mind, oh wise one?" I snap, my voice thick with panic and fury. I’m scared, and I hate that. I didn’t even know what fear really felt like until Katrina stumbled into our lives, and now it’s a near-daily companion. I’m terrified of what the other Gods will do when they find out she isn’t one of us. Terrified of the ancient claim on her soul. Terrified that we might lose her... or worse, that we already have.

"What happened?" I ask, turning to Luka, my voice lower but no less sharp. "I want every single detail. I don’t care how small or insignificant it seems."

Luka’s face drains of color. His eyes flick to Katrina, and anguish settles over him. He swallows hard, opens his mouth—then closes it again, clearly struggling for words.

It’s Samael who steps up first.

"I don’t know what happened before I got there," he says, voice clipped but steady. "But Katrina came rushing out of Luka’s office looking... wrecked. She was pale, her face drawn tight, like she was holding in a scream. I asked her what happened, but she just kept shaking her head, repeating that she had to get out. We’d only made it halfway down the hall before she started sobbing—hard. Hyperventilating. Her legs gave out, and I caught her before she collapsed."

He pauses, raking a hand through his hair.

"I carried her into an alcove to keep her hidden. She clung to me like she was drowning. I could barely make out what she was saying through the tears, but it was something about..." he flicks a pained glance at Luka, "...Luka and Kayla. I don’t know what she saw, or what she thinks she saw, but it was bad."

Another heavy sigh, his voice quieting as he turns back to me. "When Luka came out of the room, I don’t even think she saw him—just felt him. She went still for a second, then started muttering for me to make him go away. When he tried to talk to her, she bolted. I told him to fix it. Then I walked away."

He looks down at Katrina, his fingers twitching like they want to reach for her.

"I should’ve known something was wrong the second she turned away. She’s not a runner. Katrina faces shit head-on."

"This isn’t your fault," I tell him, squeezing his shoulder. I mean it. None of us saw this coming.

"So, what the hell happened, Luka?" Beckett growls, finally speaking. His anger is sharp and focused entirely on our professor. "What did she see in that classroom that broke her like this?"

Luka squares his shoulders. His eyes, no longer blue, have gone pitch black, little curls of smoke flickering behind them. Still, he won’t look at Katrina. Instead, he locks eyes with Beckett.

"That’s not the priority right now," Aphelion interrupts, throwing one last glare my way before muscling between Luka and Beckett. "We need to bring Katrina back."

Beckett crosses his arms. "Any idea how to do that?" he mutters, barely audible over the shrill banshee-like scream erupting from Katrina’s throat.

I rub my jaw, trying to think through the haze of fear. Katrina's being controlled by someone or something. Her succubus side is trying to fight back. But her angelic side? It's... quiet. Silent. Like it doesn’t even know what’s happening.

"We need to figure out who’s controlling her," I say slowly. "Are they Light or Dark? Once we know that, we can use her opposite side to fight back."

"Easy," Beckett says quickly. "It’s her succubus. So how do we pull out her angel?"

"I’m not so sure about that," Samael cuts in. "Really look at her. Her succubus side isn’t in control. If it were, we’d all be writhing on the ground, drained dry. If Lilith or one of her kin summoned her, Katrina wouldn’t be fighting. She’d already be gone."

His words land hard because they’re true. Katrina’s demon has shown us what she’s capable of. And this... isn’t it.

"Who else could it be?" I ask, dread rising in my throat.

"Brahma," Aphelion whispers. The color drains from his face. "He’s found another way in."

"Shit!" I shout, slamming my fist into the wall hard enough to crack stone. Rage surges through me, hot and molten. "I’m going to fucking kill him."

The ground trembles beneath us.

"Calm down, Miles," Luka says sharply, his tone shifting into full professor mode. "Losing your temper won’t help her. We need to focus. We need to bring her succubus. That’s our best shot."

We all fall quiet, considering the weight of that.

How do we coax out her dark side without hurting her? Without crossing a line, we can’t uncross?

Normally, I’d suggest something sexual, something to bait her with desire and leave her unsatisfied. But looking at her now, slack-jawed and possessed, makes me sick to even think about it.

"It has to be you, Luka," Beckett says, jaw tight. He doesn’t want to say it, but he’s right. "You’re the only one who can draw her out and survive it if she snaps. And you’re the only one with enough darkness to reach her where she is."

"I... I can’t," Luka stammers, voice cracking. "What if I lose control?"

"You’re not the same kid who snapped that day," I remind him gently. "You’ve had years to bury that part of yourself. You’ve grown. You’ve changed."

"I haven’t changed, Miles. I’ve suppressed it," Luka snaps. "I don’t control it. I’ve just shoved it so deep it only comes out when it senses her. Katrina wakes it up."

"We’ll be here with you," Samael says firmly, running a hand up Luka’s arm to ground him. There’s still anger in his eyes, but it’s layered with something deeper. Love and support. Even now, he’s willing to hold Luka steady when he’s afraid.

It’s messy. It’s complicated. But it’s real.

And Luka might be the only one strong enough to pull our girl back.
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Chapter Eighteen
SAMAEL
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Luka is visibly shaking. What Miles is suggesting scares the shit out of him. He isn’t ready for this, but it could be Katrina’s only chance. He’s worried he’ll lose control.

I know he won’t. He might think he’s been burying his darkness all this time, but I’ve seen it since I first came to Divine Academy. It’s always there, swirling around him, intermixing with his aura. He’s had control of it all along without even realizing. The only reason he’s aware of it now is because he’s stronger—fated to Katrina and me. She’s a force to be reckoned with, and I’m a full-blooded God. Together, we’ve increased his energy tenfold, and now he can feel it thrumming through his veins.

"You’ve got this," I murmur, caressing his shoulder, hoping to reassure him.

Luka probably thinks I’m angry with him. I’m not. I’m worried. We already have enough chaos in our lives. We don’t need disruption in our circle. Whatever happened in that classroom wasn’t what Katrina thought it was. It couldn’t have been. I just know it. But Luka’s a big dummy for putting himself in that position. For being the most intelligent of us, he’s also one of the most naive. He has zero situational awareness and always believes the best in everyone. Unfortunately, this time, his naivety has landed him in a mess.

I know that once he can talk to Katrina, they’ll work through it. She’s level-headed, slow to judge, and completely obsessed with her naughty professor. If she played favorites, I’d bet my last penny he’d be at the top. Not that I blame her. He’s the entire package, plus all the extra add-ons. I’m lucky to have him—luckier than I should be. The stars were shining on me the day they decided to make him mine.

"I... I can’t do this," Luka chokes, stepping away from Katrina. Miles’s steel grip on his shoulder holds him in place.

"Luka, look at me," I demand, grabbing his chin and turning his face so he meets my gaze. "You can do this. You have to. Do it for Katrina. Do it for me. Do it for our future. We can’t save her without you. It has to be you."

He swallows deeply, eyes locked on mine. I see doubt there, but also the flicker of determination forming. I’m getting through. He knows he’s our only hope.

"I’ll be here every step of the way. Miles, Aphelion, and Beckett will be here too. We’re strong enough to combat whatever you throw at us. I’ll protect everyone from your darkness. You can’t hurt me, just like I can’t hurt you," I remind him softly, brushing my thumb along his jaw.

I see the moment the memory hits him. Back in Tartarus, when my blue flames licked at him but never burned. When my black wings shielded him from the dark. He remembers.

"Okay," he whispers, hesitant but willing.

"Okay." I nod, releasing his chin and stepping back.

Miles squeezes Luka’s shoulder once more before letting go. Luka walks toward Katrina. It feels like years before he reaches her, though it’s only seconds. The air is still, heavy, like the whole world is holding its breath. Waiting for something. Maybe even a miracle.

Then the wind surges.

It’s not Luka standing before us anymore.

The beast turns, and my heart climbs into my throat. My breath hitches. My stomach twists. He’s beautiful. His hair is fiery red, long and loose, brushing his shoulders. It frames his face perfectly, tucked behind elf-like ears. His eyes glow an unearthly green, piercing even in daylight. Horns curl from his head, reminiscent of Katrina’s, and for a moment, I wonder if demons were created in the image of the Chaos Gods.

Ancient Viking runes coil around his arms and neck, symbols etched in black that speak of misery, chaos, and strength. Black flames and gray smoke rise from his skin, twisting like a living shadow. He looks like a storm given form.

This isn’t the professor we know. This is the beast.

And yet, he’s still my Luka. My dark prince. This is the shadow I’ve always glimpsed in his gaze, finally free.

He looks like something out of legend, the ancient tales of Chaos Gods long forgotten. And myths always come from truth.

He looks at me and smiles. That cocky, sinful smile that always makes my heart flutter. There’s heat in his eyes. Hunger. And gods, it almost makes me laugh. Luka would be mortified if he knew how turned on his beast is in the middle of all this. The man is all precision and control. The beast is the exact opposite.

I blush as he licks his lips, slowly dragging the bottom one between his teeth.

"All right, big boy," Miles says, swatting his ass as he steps beside him. "Eyes off your man. Focus on your demon princess."

Dark Luka ignores him. He slips an arm around my waist, grips my jaw, and crashes his lips into mine before I can blink. The kiss is demanding, punishing, ownership in every pull. He tugs my lip into his mouth and nips hard, drawing a wince. His tongue licks along the underside of mine, stealing my breath. By the time he pulls back, I’m panting and hard and aching for more. His eyes promise I’ll get it. Soon.

A scream rips through the room, shrill and cutting.

Our connection breaks. His attention swings back to our fated, drawn like a magnet. It’s her. She’s summoning him. And by the look in his eyes, he’s ready to answer.

"About damn time," Beckett mutters.

And this time, I let the laugh out. Because even in our darkest moments, sometimes, you need a little light.
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Chapter Nineteen
KATRINA
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Ican hear the men talking amongst themselves, trying to figure out the best way to handle the situation we’ve found ourselves in, and for the first time since losing control of my body, I feel relieved. If anyone can figure it out, it’s my men, especially if they work together.

I’ve worried about how they’ll get along when I’m not around, but it seems they’ll do just fine. They’ve set aside their issues. We’re finally a family. A united front. Invincible... or close enough, given the current predicament. Happiness swarms through me at the thought. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, and I finally have it. If I could smile, I would.

I’m so focused on them that I don’t notice the presence in my mind growing stronger until it’s too late. He takes complete control of my sight, and just like that, my world goes black.

Four men walk toward me, their outlines so alike they look like quadruplets, like the same man copied four times. But as the figure moves closer, I realize I’m not looking at four men. It’s one man with four heads and four arms. A red glow pulses around him, his aura so intense it demands I bow.

But how can I submit if we’re only figments in the space of my mind?

“Do you know who I am?” the man asks, his voice ancient, older than his appearance suggests.

“No,” I reply, trying to sound fiercer than my quaking spirit allows.

“I am Brahma, the creator. And you belong to me, Katrina.”

He says it like it’s fact, a decree, as if it’s something obvious. But he’s nothing to me. I am not his to command.

“I belong to no one!” I shout, my inner voice cracking through the false room like glass shattering against steel.

“Are you not the daughter of two angels?” he asks mockingly, pacing my conscious space like he owns it.

“Why do you have four faces?” I ask instead, ignoring his question.

“Because I am all-knowing,” he says smugly. “It’s how I know you are mine. My property. Daughter of both Light and Dark.”

He reaches for me, and I try to run. But he’s already tearing the room apart, shifting walls with a thought. My legs betray me, carrying me toward him instead of away. Powerless, I’m dragged into his grasp.

Just before he touches me, the space crumbles. The walls fall away, and searing light pours in.

“No!” Brahma bellows. His rage is deafening, vibrating through me like a war drum. “I won’t let you have her. She’s mine.”

“I don’t belong to you!” I scream, lunging toward the light and praying someone can hear me.

A roar answers my cry. A low, feral growl rips through the dark, followed by heat, hotter than hellfire, wrapping around me. It pushes out Brahma’s poison, smothering it in sheer, burning intensity.

I want to scream, but the fire doesn’t hurt. Not exactly. It’s overwhelming, like a thousand sensations at once. Not pain, but the most intense bear hug of your life. The kind that makes you melt. That warm, fuzzy high of being loved, seen, safe.

But beneath the warmth is danger. Sharp, primal. Like opening your eyes to realize the hug is from an actual bear, and one wrong move will shred you apart. It’s thrilling and terrifying, ecstasy and a heart attack rolled together.

“Trust me.”

The voice is low, silky, curling through my thoughts, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

“I don’t even know you.”

A soft chuckle follows, playful and sweet, at odds with the darkness surrounding me. Somehow, it calms me.

“You know me. You’ve studied me. You know how I breathe when I sleep. You’ve memorized my scent. You know every freckle on my body, the sounds I make when I’m buried inside you, the faces I make when I orgas⁠—"

“Okay, that’s enough!” I cut him off, cheeks flaming.

Whoever this is, I clearly know intimately. Yet it doesn’t feel like any of my fated. Still, something about him is familiar.

“Trust me now, my Queen of Darkness?” The voice teases.

“Luka?” I ask, my brow furrowing. And the second I say it, everything clicks.

He’s my naughty professor, but he isn’t. This presence is Luka’s darkness. The part he always held back. Unleashed to draw me away from Brahma’s grip, to protect my angelic half by summoning my only weapon, my succubus. And what better way to call her forth than with my dark prince.

Well. My dark king now.

“Something like that”, the voice replies, smug. “Now are you coming or not? You don’t have all day. Those four buffoons you call men are about to lose their shit. They think I’m over here fondling your unconscious body.”

I laugh despite myself. Of course. I should have known better than to leave five alpha males unsupervised.

I step toward the light, toward where his voice is strongest. The fire intensifies, but I keep moving. I know, down to my bones, this is the right choice.

The flames become unbearable as I’m engulfed. Vertigo spins me, my legs quiver, and my vision swims. I fight the tide of unconsciousness, but it’s no use.

As darkness claims me again, one thought anchors me.

I have complete faith that everything will be okay.
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Thunk.

Thunk.

Thunk.

My head is pounding. It feels like someone’s taking a hammer to it. Like someone’s sewn my eyes shut. They’re heavy and almost impossible to open.

“Come on, Princess, let me see those gorgeous eyes.” Aphelion’s voice is gentle, coaxing me awake.

I must’ve fainted in real life, too. Whatever I traveled through did a number on me. But the presence of Brahma is gone. My mind feels like mine again. My body feels like it belongs to me again.

I try once more to open my eyes. This time, I catch faint glimpses of shapes, and even before Beckett coos, “That’s it, darling. That’s my good girl,” I know my lashes are fluttering.

When my vision finally clears, I’m greeted by the worried faces of Miles, Aphelion, Beckett, and Samael. My heart sinks when I realize Luka isn’t among them. He was the one I wanted to see the most. I wanted to thank him for rescuing me… but it seems he vanished the second I returned to consciousness.

“Where’s Luka?” I croak, my throat dry and scratchy.

“Here, Kitten. Drink this.” Miles holds out a tall glass of water. I down it in one go. Beckett quickly refills it, and I finish the second just as fast. He starts filling it a third time, but Miles gently rests his hand on my arm.

“Slow down,” he says softly, and I obey, taking smaller sips before setting the glass aside.

When I try to sit up, I realize how stiff my body feels, like I’ve been lying here for days. “How long was I out?” I ask, my voice not quite as hoarse as before.

“A few days. Luka had to leave to prepare for midterms. They start today.” Samael’s hand squeezes mine, his thumb tracing over my knuckles.

My eyes widen, and I try to sit up faster, panic kicking in. Miles braces my shoulders to stop me.

“Calm down, Kitten. Everything’s fine,” he says, trying to soothe me.

“It doesn’t feel like I’ve been out for days. My body feels like I just finished waging an inner war. And my succubus is quiet, sated. Shouldn’t she be running wild right now?”

“Luka, well, Dark Luka, took care of that before he left,” Beckett says with a grin, clearly still impressed by the King of Darkness.

I raise an eyebrow at him, silently telling him to keep talking.

“Let’s just say the bastard puts Cupid to shame in the kink department.”

I roll my eyes. Thanks for the non-answer, Sharkboy.

“Well, did anything important happen while I was out?” I ask, already growing impatient. I hate feeling behind. I hate not knowing what I missed.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll give you the footnotes.” Miles’ grin is wicked, his brows wagging.

I want to say his teasing doesn’t help, but it does. That broody bastard always knows how to lift my mood.

“Simmons is still missing. Hera’s sent out invitations for the engagement party. Hilda’s going around telling everyone her betrothal to Aphelion is back on because, and I quote, ‘you’ve clearly chosen me as your favorite.’”

He says it with an eye roll that makes me snort.

“Thanks to Kayla, the whole academy knows you’re Luka’s fated and that you completed the bond. Samael has officially taken the throne. Oh, and according to the council, the angel hunters are closing in on Michael. But my father told me he’s been in contact, and Michael’s making his way here.”

“Wait, Michael’s coming here?” I gasp, excitement surging so fast it leaves me breathless. “Why wouldn’t you lead with that, you big dummy head?”

“Because I don’t know if he’ll make it. Or when he’ll get here. He might not make it before the hunters catch him,” Miles replies, his tone calm and level as always, gently pulling me back down to reality.

He must see my shoulders slump because he comes to sit beside me, arms wrapping around me.

“I’m sorry, Kitten. I didn’t want to get your hopes up, only to crush them. But I guess I did that anyway.”

“No, it’s fine,” I murmur, resting my head against his shoulder. “You were right to be level-headed about it. There are other things we need to focus on. Michael can wait. He might hold answers, but we’ve got bigger problems to solve first.”

I lick my lips, pushing thoughts of my father deep down where they can’t distract me.

“Let’s see… other topics…” I tap my fingers against my lips, pretending to think while trying, and failing, to swallow the irritation bubbling inside me.

“I’m going to murder Hilda,” I growl, low and venomous. “But that can wait until later, when all eyes aren’t on me. And Kayla? She can go fuck herself.”

I flash an innocent smile at my men before continuing. “Now. What midterms do I have today?”

I slowly swing my legs over the bed, making my way toward the closet. I’m grateful the guys set me up in my bedroom and not the infirmary. Stopping by Samael, I lean in to press a soft kiss to his lips.

“Oh, and congrats, love. You’re going to be an incredible King.”
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It turns out I have three midterms today, one of which is for Luka’s class. Which means Kayla will be there too. Because obviously, the universe knew I needed that added bonus. Fantastic.

I need to focus on passing these damn midterms so I can stop spiraling over the council and start obsessing over more pressing matters, like the Eitr and whoever’s behind it.

My stomach twists into knots as I drag myself toward Professor Isis’ classroom. I still haven’t figured out what my special gift is. I don’t even know if I’m capable of having one. I mean, I’m not technically a god, or even remotely related to one.

So yeah, this midterm? Definitely going to crush it. And by crush, I mean fail spectacularly.

I keep my head down as I shuffle into the classroom and slouch into my seat, the absolute picture of academic confidence. I really wish Aphelion were here. He’d know exactly how to talk me off this metaphorical ledge.

“Katrina,” the professor calls, snapping me out of my spiral.

She’s standing beside her office, the door open, waving me over like this is just another normal day and I’m not actively dying inside.

The first thing I notice when I step into Professor Isis’ office is how weirdly creepy it is. She’s got a whole graveyard of dead things in here. A butterfly collection pinned with disturbing precision. What might actually be a taxidermied dog, because why not. Dried plants that look like they’ve been dead since the last century. A whole bunch of other unidentifiable oddities that scream eccentric academic with a possible dark side. But who am I to judge?

“All right, Katrina.” Professor Isis’ voice pulls my attention away from the strange contents of her office. She has a gentle smile, like she truly believes in me. “All I want is for you to channel your divine energy from deep within yourself. I want you to dive deeper than you’ve ever gone before. And when you think you’ve hit bottom, I want you to keep pushing. Your true potential is in there. I’ve felt you brush against it in these last few classes, but you haven’t fully unlocked it yet.”

I open my mouth, unsure of what to say, but Professor Isis continues, either not noticing or not caring.

“Feel free to get comfortable. You can sit down,” she gestures to the empty chair in front of her desk, “stand where you are, pace across the room, whatever you need to do to find that source of power. Feel free to do it.”

She straightens slightly, her expression calm but expectant. “Your midterm exam begins now. You have fifteen minutes to display your unique gift.”

Well, fuck. I guess here goes nothing.

I work to clear my mind, forcing thoughts of my fated and the council to the side. I focus instead on the power I can feel writhing just beneath my skin, the untapped potential I haven’t quite reached.

I sense my succubus stirring, piquing her head up in interest, but I brush her aside. I definitely don’t need to be tapping into her powers in front of a teacher at Divine Academy. That’s basically a disaster waiting to happen.

Once I reach what feels like the bottom of my affinities, I pause, unsure how to move forward. It’s like I’ve hit the base of a dried-out well. Only the ground beneath me feels hollow, like something might be buried just below the surface. Professor Isis told me to keep digging, so that’s what I do. I just hope I’m not about to unleash some unknown evil into the world.

I push, and push, and keep pushing, even as doubt creeps in, even as the edges of my mind tremble from the strain. It feels like pressing against solid stone with nothing but willpower. But then, just when I’m sure there’s nothing left to give, I feel it.

A shift.

A crack.

The bottom gives way.

Out surges a light so bright, so pure. In the background, I hear Professor Isis gasping, but I’m so blinded by the light that I couldn’t care less why she’s shocked.

Then dizziness hits, sudden and disorienting. My head spins, the world tilting beneath me.

I slam my walls back into place, forcing the well to refill and shutting my powers down before they can pull me under.

When I return to myself, Professor Isis is staring at me, awe in her eyes.

“You’re a very special being, Katrina Ammerie,” she says softly. “You’re meant to change this world.”

Her words feel cryptic, at least until I take in the room.

Her office, once still and strange, is now alive. The butterflies, once pinned and lifeless, flutter freely. Their wings tremble with motion, their hearts beating once more.

“Resurrection,” she breathes, stunned. “You’ve been given the gift of resurrection. That is your unique divinity.”
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When I leave Magical Enhancement, I’m so distracted by what happened during my midterm that I’m not paying attention to what Beckett is saying beside me, at least not until he asks the question I’ve been dreading all morning.

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on between you and Luka?”

“What are you doing going to class anyway?” I counter, dodging the question. I don’t want to talk about it, not yet. The images are still too fresh, looping through my mind like a broken record.

“I’m just dropping you off before heading to Simmons’ office. I want to see if he’s checked in with his secretary,” Beckett replies, thankfully letting the subject drop.

“Oh,” I say, nodding slightly as we pause outside the door.

“You might hear some comments, maybe a few digs about Luka going easy on you. Just ignore them. And Luka might actually go harder on you just to prove a point, but remember, you’ve got this,” he murmurs into my ear, bending down to press a soft kiss to my cheek. “I believe in you one hundred percent, Darling. And if you ace this test, I’ll even give you a special surprise.”

His tone deepens over those last two words, “special surprise,” and I feel my thighs clench involuntarily, my body already reacting to the promise only Beckett can deliver.

“Well, I’d better ace this midterm then,” I wink, kissing him quickly before turning to the door. I inhale deeply, steeling myself for the hell I’m about to walk into.

Luka’s head snaps up the moment I enter. He stops mid-conversation with a student, his gaze locked on me like I’ve pulled him out of orbit. The tension crackles instantly. His attention is so focused, his aura practically reaches for mine.

A few students catcall. Most break into loud whispers. And of course, some go for the throat.

“No wonder she got tutoring after class.”

“I heard Professor Luka’s been bunking with her.”

“Bet she promised to suck his cock if he gives her an A.”

“What a whore. Guess the four princes weren’t enough.”

“Hilda was right. Total megaslut. Sleeping with a professor now, too?”

I hold my head high and ignore them, walking down the stairs toward the front of the room. My relief is immediate when I notice Kayla’s usual seat is empty. Thank the gods for small favors.

I slide into my seat and chance a glance at Luka. He’s still watching me, even while trying to finish whatever he was saying to the student in front of him. His expression is conflicted, pleading even. He wants to talk. I’m just not sure I’m ready. But we’ll need to, sooner rather than later.

Maybe after midterms. I’ve got this class, then self-defense. Miles said he’d be in that class, though the board told him he wasn’t allowed to assist me or even administer the exam. He also said he’d be informing the instructor that I wouldn’t be pairing off with Hilda today, for her safety, not mine. He joked that we didn’t need to start a war between Zeus and Thor. But I doubt Zeus would bother showing up on my behalf if it came to that.

I give Luka a soft smile and open the book in front of me, thinking I might try a last-minute cram session before we start.

But Luka’s voice cuts through the noise, commanding immediate silence.

“Welcome to Midterm. Today’s class begins with a multiple-choice exam. Groan all you want, but it’s mandatory. Fail it, and the best you can get on your overall midterm is a C. That might be fine for some of you, but those of you who want to hold higher careers in society, you’re going to need more than average.”

A chorus of groans ripples through the room, but Luka ignores them as he begins passing out the exams.

“You have thirty minutes to complete the written portion. After that, we’ll move on to the visual presentation.”

“So does Katrina even have to participate?” a voice jeers from the back. “I’m sure she’ll pass, being your fated and all.”

“I won’t be grading Katrina’s midterm,” Luka responds flatly.

My head snaps up, surprise flooding me.

“I’ll be grading Katrina,” says a soft, firm, feminine voice.

Everyone turns as a petite, elderly woman steps into view. She looks like she’s materialized from thin air, her posture regal, her tone absolute.

“Mistress Crandall, at your service, Your Highness.” She smiles, bowing her head at me slightly, using a title I haven’t officially been given. “The board sent me as soon as word reached us that you’ve been fated to a professor. We can’t allow the future queen’s name to be tarnished by rumors of favoritism.”

The room falls completely silent.

“Any other questions?” Luka asks, glancing around. “Didn’t think so. Your time starts now.”

He moves to his desk, sitting with a casual grace and giving me one last look. It’s not quite an apology, but it’s full of something else, support maybe. Quiet encouragement. Then he turns to Mistress Crandall and engages her in soft conversation while the rest of us begin the test.
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Reading the first question on the written exam, I start panicking. I don’t know the answer. My stomach turns. A queasy, sinking feeling sets in as doubt creeps in fast and hard. What if I fail this? What if I fail all of my midterms? Would that be the end of my time here? Would I be kicked out of Divine Academy and forced to live as just a regular being?

The thought cuts deep.

Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad. The drama would end. No more battle of Good versus Evil. Brahma would leave me alone, convinced I’m useless. Kek wouldn’t need to resurrect Kauket. The Eitr wouldn’t have any reason to pursue me.

Or... would they? Would my blood still be enough for their ritual, even without my powers?

Just because I don’t have full command of my gifts doesn’t mean my lineage vanishes. I’d still be Lilith and Michael’s daughter.

It’s a spiral I shouldn’t be falling into, but before it can pull me under, Luka stands again and calls out to the class.

“The written exam is now open-book.”

I exhale sharply in relief.

I might not have my divine gifts sorted, but skimming textbooks, I’ve mastered. I’ve always been able to retain what I read. I’m not the type of student who crams. I. adapt.

The proctor gives Luka a look, clearly puzzled, but doesn’t question it since the offer’s extended to the entire class. I glance around and notice nearly everyone looks relieved. That’s when I see her.

Kayla.

She’s sitting in the back corner, tucked into the shadows like she belongs there. Gone is the shy, uncertain girl I thought I knew. In her place sits a full-blown temptress. Her blouse is unbuttoned nearly to her navel, black lace bra exposed. Her skirt’s hiked up far enough to flash her matching panties. Her glasses perch delicately at the edge of her nose like a cheap costume prop. She’s playing a role—and from the way her eyes lock on mine, I know exactly who the performance is for.

Luka.

My demon stirs instantly. My succubus is furious. How dare she attempt to stake a claim on what is ours? In my mind, I see Kayla engulfed in hellfire, her skin melting as she screams soundlessly. And this time... I don’t feel guilty. I want it. I want her gone.

“Eyes on your tests,” Luka calls, his gaze landing hard on me.

Of course, he sensed the shift in my aura.

Too bad he won’t be able to stop me if I lose control. And if he dares to defend her... well, my succubus has a score to settle with him too. He should have never let Kayla get that close in the first place.

I glare at him and force myself to look back down at my paper. I flip to the table of contents, search out the matching section, and begin skimming for the answer to question one. Then two. Then three. I fall into rhythm, using my best skill, adapting on the fly, and manage to complete the written exam.

I hand my paper to Mistress Crandall, then quietly return to my seat and rest my head against the desk. I need to calm down before the practical portion begins. I can’t afford for my powers to go haywire in front of everyone.

“Professor Luka...” Kayla’s voice purrs through the room like poisoned honey. She turns in her paper with a sway of her hips and a tone that drips with seduction. “I hope you’ll have time to grade it today. Maybe we can resume our... previous activities after class?”

I’m on my feet before I realize I’ve moved, my chair clattering to the ground.

“Ms. Ammerie!” Mistress Crandall snaps. “Take your seat. Another outburst and you’ll fail this exam.”

Heat rolls off me. The fire beneath my skin simmers just below the surface, begging to be unleashed. Luka meets my eyes—pleading—but it only stokes the flames. How dare Kayla say something like that in front of me? How dare Mistress Crandall pretend this is my fault? If she truly understood a fated bond, she’d know what this does to me.

“Oopsies,” Kayla giggles, twisting her finger in a curl of hair. “Did Katrina not know about our extra... study sessions?”

She’s baiting me. Trying to make me lose it.

And then, just as suddenly, the fire vanishes. Something shifts in me. Kayla’s not acting alone. This is calculated. Someone put her up to this. Someone who knows that if I don’t pass, I can’t rule. If I can’t rule, I can’t unite the kingdoms. Someone powerful. Someone threatened by me.

Zeus? Poseidon?

I can’t remember which kingdom Kayla’s from. I’ll need to ask the guys.

“I’m sorry, Ms. Crandall,” I say, widening my eyes slightly, pretending to be flustered. “I’m not sure what came over me. I guess I’m just anxious for the practical exam.”

I pick up my chair and sit down calmly, refusing to look at Kayla again.

“I already told you I’m no longer hosting private tutoring sessions,” Luka says, tone clipped. “You’ll be reassigned to another student.”

“Does that include Katrina?” Kayla asks, playing innocent, though the challenge in her voice is clear.

The classroom chime sounds, signaling the end of the written portion.

“Please pass your exams to the ends of your rows,” Luka instructs. “I’ll collect them shortly. For those worried about their scores, your grades will be posted outside my door by the end of the day and updated online within the week.”

Then he turns to Kayla, eyes cold.

“As for your question, Kayla, and anyone else who’s curious, what I do with my fated outside this classroom is none of your business. Katrina will have a proctor in this class moving forward to ensure she receives no favoritism, not that I’ve ever handed out a grade unfairly. What I teach in this class is meant to keep you alive in the real world. And ensuring Katrina’s survival is part of that responsibility.”

He glances at Mistress Crandall, then at the students in the back row. It’s a subtle warning.

Some students look stunned. A few girls whisper, clearly jealous. Others scowl, defiant.

“Well said, Professor,” Mistress Crandall declares, rising from her seat. “Now, if we may proceed? I have other duties today.”

Luka says nothing. He moves slowly through the rows, collecting the exams, then returns to his desk and places them in a neat manila folder. He gives me a short glance before addressing the class again.

“Katrina will begin the practical. She has her self-defense exam next and will need time to replenish her aura.”

Mistress Crandall arches a brow.

“It’s standard,” Luka replies, already anticipating the question. “I’ve allowed it in past years for any student scheduled for sparring on the same day.”

“Of course, Professor,” she answers, making a note in her journal.

“Each of you will draw a magical stance card at random,” Luka explains. “These are all stances we’ve studied. Perform the one you draw.”

He pulls out a stack of cards and places them face down on his desk.

“Katrina, come forward.”

My legs feel like jelly. I straighten my skirt, square my shoulders, and walk with my chin high. I don’t greet him. I just grab my card.

Reality Warping.

Great.

I hand it to Mistress Crandall and take my place in front of the class. I inhale deeply and call on my succubus, drawing in Luka’s power slowly, subtly, just enough to feed the spell. I imagine the stance from the textbook, feet apart, arms loose, palms angled downward.

Then I close my eyes and let the chaos unfold.

The floor rumbles. The classroom shudders. Cracks split open down the middle. Screams rise as students fall into the abyss. A chill sweeps the room. Wind lashes skin. Lightning strikes. Fire erupts. Glass shatters. Darkness devours all.

And then, silence.

With a flick of my hands, everything resets. The room returns to normal.

I smile, wink at Luka, and skip back to my desk. I flick my wrist and flood the classroom with divine light, purging the residual fear. Calm settles once more.

As the others begin their trials, I watch with a new sense of power, not just confidence. Authority.

Let them fear me.

Let them talk.

Today, I showed them exactly who I am. And from now on, the kingdoms will know it too.
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“So, how did it go?” Miles asks, curling his arm around my shoulder as we walk toward class.

“I’m not sure,” I reply with a shrug. “I had a proctor, and Luka’s not grading the test until later.”

“Still not talking?” he presses, concern etched across his face.

“Not yet,” I sigh. “But class didn’t really offer the opportunity.”

I try to smile, but judging by his expression, it comes out more like a twitch than reassurance.

Miles suddenly stops, tugging me to the side of the hallway. For once, students rushing to their next exams are too focused to pay attention to us.

“Listen, Kitten, I didn’t want to say anything. I really didn’t. I wanted to stay out of it.” He runs both hands through his hair, leaving it mussed. “But I can’t just watch you suffer through this. You need to talk to him. Soon. We can’t afford distractions, not with Brahma, Kek, and whatever else is circling you right now.”

His words slice through the fog of my emotions. I bite my lip, guilt hitting me square in the chest. I cup his face gently and stretch up to kiss him. “I know. I’ll fix this. Tonight.”

I kiss him again, slower this time, then drop back onto my heels. “Right now, I need to focus on passing this midterm.” I glance down at the watch I wore specifically for today. “And if I don’t hustle, I’ll be late. I doubt Freyja will be as forgiving as Luka.”

Miles looks like he has more to say, but instead he nods, takes my hand, and walks with me the rest of the way in silence. And for once, my thoughts aren’t filled with cosmic chaos or looming threats. I’m too focused on what might be waiting in this next midterm. I want to ask Miles for hints, but I know he can’t tell me anything. And honestly, I don’t want special treatment. I want to earn this.

When we reach the gymnasium, Miles stops in front of the locker room and pulls me into a quick hug.

“Good luck, Kitten,” he murmurs.

“Thanks,” I reply, squeezing him back, hoping the embrace will calm my test anxiety.

With a final kiss, I head inside, trying and failing to ignore Hilda and her minions gossiping loud enough for the whole school to hear.

“Father said that with Katrina’s engagement, he’ll talk to Zeus and Hera about my betrothal to Aphelion again. He’ll bring it up at the party.”

“I can’t believe she’s with the Earth heir. Why not keep all four?”

“You mean five. Don’t forget Luka.”

“Fuckin’ lucky slut. I’d bond with him too.”

“Gretch, get laid already. He’s a professor and an heir of chaos. He’s barely real boyfriend material.”

“Shove it, Hilda. You’re only jealous you couldn’t sink your claws into him. Don’t think we didn’t notice you all over him last year.”

“Oh, please,” Hilda snorts. “I wasn’t trying to make him mine. I just needed to pass the class. A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.”

“Wait, you passed that class?”

Their laughter echoes off the lockers, grating against my nerves.

“Don’t listen to them,” a soft voice says behind me.

I jump, hitting my head on my open locker door.

“Ow.”

“Sorry!” Gertrude winces. “Didn’t mean to scare you. Just wanted to say—don’t let them get to you. They know you’re here. They want you to react.”

I rub the top of my head, forcing a smile. “Don’t worry. I know Helga and her cronies are all bark. I’m not letting them get under my skin.”

“Say that to your melted locker door,” she snorts.

I glance up. The metal is warped at the top, soft like it started to liquify. Oops. Looks like I was angrier than I thought.

“Helga’s just lucky you’re not paired with her today,” Gerdie says, unfazed. “I don’t want to imagine how she’d react if you burned off her hair.”

That mental image makes me chuckle—Hilda running out of the gym sobbing, shrieking into her phone that she wants me expelled or imprisoned.

“Better,” Gerdie says with a grin. “Hold on to some of that anger. According to the roster, you’re up against the Professor.”

I blink, confused. “Luka?”

“No. Freyja.”

“Is that even allowed?”

“No clue. It’s never happened before,” she shrugs. “But we should get out there. If we’re late, we fail. No retakes.”
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“Is this roster right?” I snap, thrusting the paper I tore from the wall into Freyja’s hands.

After changing into my sparring gear, I made a last-minute stop at the gym’s front bulletin board to check the match pairings. I’d meant to do it earlier so I could help Katrina prep, but it slipped my mind. You can imagine my shock when I see her name matched against her professor—someone who’s bested even me on occasion, someone with battlefield experience and magic mastery that could easily destroy my barely-trained fiancée.

“Yep. Everything’s as it should be,” Freyja says without even glancing at the paper.

“Care to explain why Katrina’s paired with you?”

“Miles, I don’t care if you’re the future ruler of this kingdom, or if we’ve shared a bed,” she snaps, finally lifting her eyes to mine. “Right now, you're a student in my class. You don’t get to question my judgment. If you have a problem, take it to the school board, but by the time you do, Katrina’s midterm will already be over.” She crosses her arms. “And if you can’t control your temper, I’ll gladly excuse you. You’re not even needed for this exam.”

My jaw clenches, but she’s right. I swore to the council I wouldn’t interfere in Katrina’s midterms. If I try now, they could see it as grounds to fail her or, worse, kick her from the academy.

I grit my teeth. “If anything happens to her, anything beyond the normal bruises, then you’ll have the entire Earth Kingdom army to answer to.”

Without waiting for her response, I storm away, planting myself just outside the women’s locker room to wait for Katrina.

Hilda and her crew come out first, loud as ever. They stand just beyond the arena, pretending to stretch while gossiping, but their voices grate on my nerves. Hilda’s always been a spoiled brat, but lately she’s turned into a fucking menace.

Finally, Katrina emerges, walking beside Gertrude. Her face is pale, her expression uneasy. I step toward her.

“Oh, Miles,” she says with a distracted smile, clearly not all there. She's definitely heard.

“Gerdie,” I nod at the other girl. “You ready?”

“Nervous, yeah, but I think I’ve got this. Gretch is practically harmless, like a declawed cat.”

“You’ve definitely got this,” Katrina encourages with a chuckle. “Make sure to smash her to bits.”

The girls laugh together, clearly sharing an inside joke.

“Will do, your highness,” Gerdie replies, saluting dramatically before skipping off toward the ring.

Katrina turns to me, her brows furrowed. “Do you know why I was paired with Freyja?”

“No,” I say, pulling her close and whispering in her ear. “But please, be careful. I can’t interfere. Freyja is fast and vicious. Take her out early or stay the hell away from her.”

“Katrina!” Freyja barks from the gym floor, interrupting us. “Royalty or not, I expect you with the rest of the class when we begin. Unless this is your way of forfeiting?”

“No, ma’am!” Katrina calls back, shooting me a nervous look before jogging toward the group.

“As I’m sure you all saw on the roster, I’ll be sparring with Katrina today,” Freyja announces once class begins, her gaze sweeping the room before settling on me. “You might wonder why. Simply put, Katrina is the third-most powerful person here. Despite her lack of formal training,” she adds with a smirk, prompting laughter from some students, “I wouldn’t feel comfortable pairing her with anyone but Miles or myself. Since Miles is her fated, that leaves me.”

She lets the silence settle before clapping her hands. “Alright, let’s begin. Katrina, you’ll go last so I can observe the others first. Your grading will be adjusted accordingly. I’ll explain the details before our match.”

Katrina gives a nod, arms crossed, her expression unreadable.

“There will be three rounds,” Freyja continues. “First, hand-to-hand combat. Second, weapons. And lastly, a full combination round: weapons, magic, and physical skill. All weapons are dulled. They can cut but not kill. Lethal force is not permitted. Hilda and Isaac, you're up first.”

She takes her seat to observe, and my fists curl as I watch from the sidelines, helpless to do anything but wait.
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Isoon find out that going last is much worse than going first. Watching each classmate perform their midterm is torture. Each round seems bloodier than the last, the injuries escalating from simple bruises to bone-snapping brutality. Blood spatters across the mat like war paint. I flinch as a girl screams in agony, her femur cracking so loud it echoes. My stomach churns, my breath goes shallow, and my hands tremble as I grip the edge of my seat, counting down the seconds until it's my turn. By the time Freyja calls me to the arena, my nails are bitten down to the quick.

As I rise and walk into the ring, I glance back at Miles. His face is unreadable, but I know him well enough to recognize the tightness in his jaw, the stillness in his posture. He’s just as anxious as I am, and it’s killing him to stay on the sidelines. This isn’t just a test—it’s a statement. The outcome of this fight will ripple through the kingdoms. If the heirs’ fated can take down a former Valkyrie warrior, then maybe I have what it takes to unify the realms. If I lose, even if it’s expected, I lose credibility.

"I can do this," I whisper, bouncing lightly on my heels, hands up like an MMA fighter stepping into the ring.

Freyja smirks as she joins me in the center. "As I stated earlier, you’ll be graded differently from your classmates. While they were evaluated on overall performance, you’ll be graded on skill alone. Each hit you land on me counts as one point. You’ll need one hundred points for an A and at least sixty to pass."

"Sixty points to pass?" Miles shouts, his voice thundering across the gymnasium. "That’s absurd."

"Miles," Freyja snaps, her eyes flashing as she turns toward him. "I’ve already warned you once. I won’t do so again."

"Don’t worry, Hurricane. I’ve got this." I shoot him a wink, forcing a smile I hope looks more confident than I feel. "Sixty points will be a cakewalk. I juggle the five of you all day—this battle will be nothing."

Maybe I’m laying it on a bit thick. Maybe I sound cocky. But right now, confidence is key, and I’m not about to let them see me sweat.

Freyja cocks her head, her smirk widening. There’s something fierce in her eyes—fierce and focused. That’s when it hits me: this isn’t just about midterms. She’s been ordered to take me down. Maybe by someone on the council. Maybe by Thor. Either way, she has a mission. And she plans to complete it. Well, so do I, and I don’t go down easy.

"Weaponry first," she calls, gesturing to a table that materializes in front of us. The weapons are unlike the ones offered to the rest of the class—sharper, finer, clearly enhanced. "I don’t know your level with weaponry, so I wanted you to choose what you’re most comfortable with."

Right. More like she wanted her ideal weapon on the table so she could have the advantage. Nestled to one side, dull and unassuming, are a Norse helmet and spear—standard gear for Tyr’s Valkyrie army. But something tells me it’s enchanted to look that way to all but its intended wielder.

"You can have first pick," she says, her voice light and smug.

"Thanks for the generosity," I reply, stepping forward and picking up the spear and helmet without hesitation.

The spear is lighter than it looks, the rough, jagged exterior smoothing to fit my grip as soon as I touch it. It responds to me like it’s been waiting.

"Interesting choice," Freyja says tightly, her smile stiff. "Do you know the way of the Valkyrie?"

"Only what I’ve learned here at the academy," I answer evenly. "But one thing stuck with me—the meaning of the word Valkyrie: Chooser of the slain. If I’ve got a choice, I’d rather not be slain. So today, I’ll be the kjosa, not the valr."

Her laughter is manic, echoing through the gym as wind swirls dramatically around her. Her hair whips in every direction, her expression wild. "Bold words. But you seem to have forgotten the one rule of this class—no lethal force."

"Rules are meant to keep us safe. But the wisest warriors don’t rely on them. Ever heard the saying, 'Rules are meant to be broken'? There’s truth in that. If no one had broken the rules, humanity wouldn’t exist as it does today. I was raised in the non-divine world, so I’ll stick with some of its beliefs."

She circles the table, sizing me up, before she selects a broadsword—long, double-edged, and brutal. The way she slices it through the air in precise arcs shows her skill. Either it’s charmed too, or she’s every bit as dangerous as her reputation suggests.

The table vanishes, and we take our positions in the center of the ring. Freyja's eyes lock onto mine, wild and unyielding. There’s no more hiding her disdain.

"When the bell chimes," she says. "We begin."

One.

Two.

Three.

Fight.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Four
MILES
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When the fight starts, I wince at every blow Freyja lands on Kitten. Her strikes are hard, calculated, unforgiving, each one bruising in punishment. There are moments when Katrina staggers from the impact, and it takes every ounce of restraint not to rush in and end the fight myself. The only thing keeping me in place is the thought of how I’ll make Freyja pay.

For every hit she lands, I imagine carving into her skin with the knife Maahes gifted me, one of his legendary weapons, each forged to inflict a unique kind of torment. This blade burns its victims from the inside out. One deep stab would incinerate her. Even small cuts would feel like being bathed in fire, the kind that licks the skin and sears through the nerves. Yes. That’s the kind of vengeance I’d exact for touching my fated.

And make no mistake, this is personal. Freyja’s claim that Katrina needed a stronger opponent is bullshit. If that were true, she could’ve paired Kitten with an upperclassman. This is a vendetta dressed as an exam. Once it’s over, I’m going straight to the school board to strip her of her license, and then to my father so he can send her straight back to Asgard.

“Fuck!” Katrina cries, snapping me back to the present.

“Yield!” Freyja shouts, smugness thick in her voice.

Katrina stands her ground, one hand pressed tightly to her arm, the other gripping her spear. I can see the pain etched on her face, deeper than the bruises she’s earned. Something’s wrong. Something I missed. Damn it, I should’ve been paying better attention. My father would have my head for missing the details.

When she moves her hand, I see it. Blood pours from a deep gash in her arm. That’s not from a dulled blade. Sometime during the match, the charms that dulled the weapons were removed. They’re lethal now.

I break into a run, heart pounding, ready to intervene no matter the cost. I won’t watch her bleed out.

“Don’t!” Katrina growls, her voice sharp and commanding. She’s already sensed my aura closing in. “Let me handle this.” She tears a strip from her shirt and binds the wound with steady hands. “Continue,” she says, goading the Valkyrie. “A queen doesn’t retreat.”

Her words ignite something in Freyja. She lunges, slashing harder and faster, each blow a blur to the untrained eye. Katrina meets her every strike, parrying each one with her spear. She’s reading Freyja now, anticipating her moves.

Where I once winced, now I watch in awe. Katrina moves with purpose, with fury, and with grace. Every spin, every crouch, every pivot makes my blood boil in all the best ways. She’s powerful. Beautiful. Lethal. I can barely restrain myself as I picture bending her over and showing her exactly how much I appreciate this side of her.

Her skill is beyond what she should possess at this point, and I know why. She’s channeling me, my knowledge and instincts, through the succubus bond. It’s something Freyja clearly hadn’t anticipated. Now, the Professor is the one falling behind.

Metal crashes against metal, then clatters to the floor. Freyja’s sword. A heartbeat later, she hits the mat too, arms spread wide, legs folded awkwardly beneath her. Tiny cuts pepper her skin, blood trailing from each.

Katrina steps forward, spear poised at her professor’s throat. My heart skips a beat. She could end this right now.

She stops just short of the kill. The blade hovers, a single droplet of blood trailing down Freyja’s neck. “Yield,” Katrina commands, her voice low, authoritative. The sound alone nearly drops me to my knees.

All around us, students stand, drawn in by her power. Heads bow in reverence. A few even kneel. Even Hilda lowers her gaze, submission driven more by bloodline than choice.

“You pass this round, Katrina,” Freyja growls, flicking a hand to bat away the spear.

“And I’ll surpass the other two as well,” Katrina replies coolly, eyes never leaving Freyja’s. She waits, unwavering, before finally lowering her weapon and stepping back, giving the Professor room to rise.
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Chapter Twenty-Five
KATRINA
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The second the match starts, adrenaline slams into my bloodstream like a drug. Everything else fades. The crowd. The noise. All of it dulls into static. Only one thought cuts through the haze: Survive this. Win this.

Freyja charges. Hard. Again. And again. Her broadsword crashes into my spear, and when our weapons aren’t clashing, her fists fly, landing blow after blow. Each strike is sharper, heavier. I feel the sting as fresh cuts split open across my arms. My ribs scream. My body slows, bruised, bloodied, weighted with pain.

This is it. My finale.

But the second that thought forms, I crush it.

No.

I won’t fall here. I won’t leave my men behind. Not with Luka and me still at war. Their faces flash behind my eyes, Miles with his fierce devotion, Samael’s hellfire grin, Beckett’s grounding calm, Aphelion’s golden laughter, Luka’s dark chaos. Their love. Their power. Their everything.

They’re my anchor.

I cling to that and shove the rest aside. I focus solely on Freyja. I study the shift in her weight, the way her right foot drags ever so slightly, the twitch in her fingers right before she swings. Then I see it. Her tell.

Her nose wrinkles. Every time.

When the first-round ends and I’m still standing, I nearly drop, not from pain, but from the sheer relief. I’m alive. Exhausted, battered, and bleeding. But alive. And that high, that rush of surviving what should’ve ended me, it’s fucking euphoric.

Maybe that’s why I look Freyja dead in the eye and say, “I’ll pass the next two rounds.”

She doesn’t even blink before launching into round two. She’s still convinced she’ll take me and that round one was a fluke. But I know I’ll win this round.

Her divine gift might be strong, but compared to mine, it’s a spark next to a wildfire. I reach inward, claw for every drop of power I can steal from my mates and hurl it all at her. The blast sends her flying.

She tries to call on the dead, using her Valkyrie gift of summoning fallen warriors. But this isn’t a battlefield, it’s a schoolyard. The only corpses she can summon are rats and decayed vermin.

Her pathetic little swarm never even makes it to me.

I use fire borrowed from Samael to incinerate them before they can even squeak. One swipe and they’re ash. With no corpses left to rise, Freyja’s necromancy fizzles.

When the second-round ends, we’re both running on fumes. Her aura is flickering. My arms still feel like molten lead after blocking her broadsword in round one. My own magic stores are waning, and I know I won’t make it through round three with weapons alone. So, I dig deeper and try to draw more power from my mates.

I’m met with resistance this time around. I yank harder, and something responds. Something warm, dark, and sweet that makes my succubus preen. And that’s when I realize I’m not borrowing their power. I’m feeding on their souls.

Their fucking souls.

Terror slices through me, and I freeze. I can’t move. I can’t think. I’ve always known I’m a killer. I murdered my best friends, even if I didn’t mean to. But this, this is worse. I nearly killed them. The very people who gave me something to live for. The people who turned my period into a semicolon. And in return, what did I do? I nearly wrote their ending.

That thought breaks me, and Freyja sees her opening.

While I’m frozen with fear, her blade drives into the left side of my clavicle, slicing clean. I don’t feel the steel. I don’t even register it as she yanks it free.

But I hear it. A scream, raw and guttural, agony personified, whips me from my trance.

Miles. That sound, it’s his.

I blink, stunned, searching through the chaos. The students are frozen, their eyes wide. Freyja stands tall, smug. But Miles, he looks like his world just crumbled.

Even though I’m severely injured, Freyja doesn’t yield her attack. Her magic slams into me, and I hit the ground hard.

Blood gushes from my wound. It’s not a trickle, but a flood. It soaks through my shirt, down my chest, across the floor. All I feel is cold. It creeps up my legs and crawls across my spine as numbness swallows me whole. My vision dims.

Is this it? Is this how my story ends?

I want to scream, but my body won’t respond. Freyja lifts her sword again, this time aiming for my heart.

And I have nothing left to give to stop her. No strength or magic. If I pull on my mates’ affinities, in this state, my succubus will take their souls. So, I don’t reach for their magic. Instead, I stare death in the face.

I meet Freyja’s eyes and hold them. I want her to see me, to remember me. I want her to be haunted by this moment for the rest of her immortal life.

And as her blade plunges toward my chest⁠—

I smile, knowing that the stars will remember. That I fought. That I gave it my all.

But death doesn’t come.

Instead, there’s light. A divine detonation bursts from inside me, pure and blinding. It heals what was broken, stitching together my wounded flesh, and explodes outward like a star gone nova.

It hits Freyja dead on. She’s flung across the room, crashing to the ground in a tangle of limbs that bend the wrong way. She doesn’t get back up.

The timer chimes, signaling the end of round three, and the magical barrier surrounding us drops.

Suddenly, Miles is there, at my side in a blur of motion. His hands skim over me, frantic, desperate to find where I’m hurt.

I want to tell him I’m fine, but all I can do is stare at Freyja’s motionless form.

“Did I... did I kill her?” My voice is barely a whisper as I press a trembling hand to the ache blooming in my chest.

“She’ll live,” Miles mutters, though his eyes say he wishes she wouldn’t. He doesn’t even bother glancing her way.

Then he’s scooping me into his arms like I weigh nothing. Clutching me like he’s afraid I’ll vanish. His breath shudders against my hair.

“I thought I lost you,” he chokes, voice breaking as he buries himself in me, as if holding on is the only thing keeping him whole.

“Princess.”

“Kit-Kat.”

“Darling.”

“Sweetheart.”

Their voices echo in unison, each of them yelling my name as they charge through the crowd, barreling toward me. My fated. Somehow, they’d known something was wrong and came running.

“I’m over here!” I shout, my voice muffled against Miles’s firm chest. “Miles, let me go.”

“I’m never letting you go again, Kitten. That was too much. I can’t... I can’t go through that again. I felt like I couldn’t breathe, Katrina. I don’t... I don’t know how I would go on if I lost you.”

“You aren’t going to lose me. I’ll always be here.” I try to look up at him, hoping my words will soothe him, but his grip is too tight, his bicep curled around my head. I can’t even tilt my chin. “Miles, please let go. You’re suffocating me.”

“What the fuck happened? You were supposed to watch out for her, Miles!” Luka shouts. His tone is sharp, but the panic behind it is impossible to miss. “I felt our bond slipping, Kit-Kat. I thought...” He chokes on the words.

“We thought we’d lost you,” Samael says, reaching for me. Miles pulls me tighter.

“You might have felt her slipping, but I had to watch her dying,” Miles growls. “I’m not sharing. Not right now.”

“I’m not a toy to be fought over. Let me see the others.”

“No.”

“Miles.” I huff, irritation growing.

“Be mad. I don’t care. I’m not letting go. Holding you is the only thing stopping me from killing Freyja. But if you’re okay with that, tell me now. I’d love the excuse.”

The hatred in his voice makes it clear, he means every word. And as much as I hate being controlled, I won’t let Miles become a murderer.

“Could you at least turn me around?” I ask, swallowing my temper and hoping he’ll give me that much.

He loosens his grip, barely, and turns me to face the others, grumbling the entire time. The moment I’m turned, Aphelion is there, cupping my cheeks and pressing a kiss to my lips. I feel the hot tears sliding down his face as his skin touches mine.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as he pulls away.

“Tell me exactly what happened,” Luka says, fury darkening his features, his aura swirling with stormy power.

“Freyja tried to kill Katrina,” Miles starts. “She rigged the roster so Kitten would face her. When the fight started, she used sharpened weapons. If it hadn’t been for Katrina’s quick thinking, she would’ve died in the first round. In the second, she took Freyja down fast, but in the third, she froze, and Freyja went in for the kill. Just as she was about to strike the final blow, Katrina’s eyes turned white, pupils gone, and her aura went pure light. Then this burst of divinity exploded from her, taking Freyja out. By the time the barrier dropped, and I got to her, all her wounds were gone. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

The whole time he speaks, I feel his body shaking. His grip tightens like a python wrapping tighter and tighter.

“Can’t breathe,” I rasp, ribs compressing, lungs struggling.

“Miles, if you can’t control yourself, I’ll make you let her go,” Beckett warns, stepping forward.

“Shit. Sorry, Kitten. It’s just... I already had to watch it once. I can’t relive it.”

“It’s okay,” I manage to squeak out before Aphelion cuts in.

“Why did you freeze? You could’ve taken her in round three,” he says, already knowing how combat midterms work.

“I...” I pause, swallowing hard, the guilt crashing down. “I almost killed you. All of you.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Samael says, his voice dry. “We’re gods, purebloods. Practically indestructible.”

“Until I rip your fucking soul out,” I hiss. Sorrow tangles with fury and spills out of me. “You’re still human in part. Still vulnerable. Even Superman had Kryptonite. When will you open your eyes and see that I’m your Kryptonite?”

“Kit-Kat, breathe. I need the whole story if I’m going to handle Freyja,” Luka says gently, gripping my hand and rubbing circles into my palm.

“I almost killed you. And then I almost died.” I meet his eyes. “And I couldn’t even say goodbye. Couldn’t tell you I loved you, or that I forgave you, or that I wanted to fix what we broke. That I couldn’t bear to lose you.”

“I’m not going anywhere, love. I swear it. But I need the details. The sooner we act, the less likely Zeus and the council will come for you.”

“Over my dead body, they’re not taking her anywhere,” Miles growls. Aphelion, Samael, and Beckett all nod in silent agreement.

“Nor would I,” Luka says calmly. “I’d go to war for Katrina. But I’m hoping it won’t come to that.”

“Why did you think you were taking our souls?” Beckett asks, taking my other hand and pressing a kiss to each knuckle.

“I tried pulling your powers again. I thought if I finished Freyja quickly, it’d be over. But when I reached for more, I hit resistance. So I pulled harder. That’s when I felt her. My succubus. She was thrilled. And that’s when I realized, you had nothing left to give. Except your souls.”

“That’s impossible,” Aphelion whispers. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

“It happened,” I say, voice steady, unwavering.

“And after you froze?” Luka prompts.

“I don’t know. I got lost in it. The grief. It was too much. I felt like I was drowning. The waves kept pulling me under. It wasn’t until I heard Miles yelling that I surfaced. That’s when I noticed the wound. As soon as I saw it, the cold set in. It felt like a blizzard had taken me. My vision faded. I knew I was dying. And just as I was ready to let go, something woke up inside me. Pure. Light. And then Freyja was gone.”

“Could she have used Heavenly Light?” Luka asks, glancing at Miles.

“No. This was something else. I was on the other side of the barrier when it happened. I wasn’t even in the direct line of fire, but it still hit me. The surge of power washed over me, and it felt like a cleansing, like all my past sins were being stripped from my body.”

“I’ve heard of a power like that,” Samael whispers. “I found a record buried deep in the archives. If this is the same gift, then almost nothing is known about it. Only one being was said to possess it, Jehovah himself. He poured that power into the clouds and unleashed a flood across the Earth. Humans call it the Great Flood. But it wasn’t just water; it was divine judgment. A global cleansing. Billions died. The loss was unimaginable. It’s said Jehovah never passed that gift on. That’s the one power he regretted having. An affinity he didn’t trust anyone else to bear.”

“Damn,” Luka murmurs, rubbing his chin as he begins to pace, more than likely trying to come up with a plan.

As I watch him, I focus on remembering how to breathe. I’m already terrified of Heavenly Light. The idea of trying to control something even stronger makes my chest ache.

“Do you think we could cover it up? Say it’s Heavenly Light, that Katrina’s powers have grown because of our bonding?” Luka asks, glancing toward Miles.

“My father will want proof. He’ll want to see it for himself,” Aphelion says, answering before Miles can.

“I could tell him I’m only capable of wielding that kind of power under extreme duress,” I offer softly, wetting my dry lips.

“That could backfire,” Miles replies at last. “We don’t know how Zeus will react. If he wants to see it, he’ll force it. He’ll create a situation where you’re forced to use your gift.”

“Well, what are we supposed to do? It’s not like I can hide from the council,” I say, glancing at each of my mates, praying one of them has an answer.

“Luka and I will head to the council tonight and explain the situation to them before it gets out of hand. Since we can’t think of any other options, we will tell them that it was Heavenly Light that took Freyja down. Luka and I are part of the council now, so we will have some sway in their final decision.”

“That sounds like the best course of action,” Beckett agrees, cutting off any protest from Miles.

“The engagement party’s tomorrow. Knowing Zeus, he won’t act until after,” Aphelion adds. “My mother’s put too much effort into it. She’s the only one my father somewhat fears. He won’t ruin it for her.”

“I don’t like it,” Miles grumbles, his body stiffening against mine. “There are too many variables.”

I understand his worry. Every move Miles makes has to be precise. Every plan airtight. And this one, this one has gaps, too many unpredictable outcomes. But it’s the only plan we have.

“Okay,” I agree, nodding. “Tell the council it was Heavenly Light. And tell them what happened with Freyja. They’ll probably claim someone else tampered with the weapons, that she couldn’t stop the exam once it started, but it’s worth a shot.”

“I’ll deal with Freyja,” Miles growls, venom lacing every word. His fury is so potent it whips through the gym, shaking the ground beneath us. “While Luka and Samael talk to the council, we’re going to my father’s. Freyja will be banished before the sun sets.”

“I’m coming with,” Aphelion says without hesitation.

“Me too,” Beckett adds, probably more worried about Miles losing control with me nearby.

Samael leans in and presses a brief kiss to my lips. “We’ll meet you at Ares’s. Don’t leave until we get back. I want you safe, and Miles’s estate is the most secure place I’ve seen.”

“Okay,” I whisper, returning his kiss before looking to Luka.

“We’ll talk tonight,” I tell him with a soft smile. “But I need a kiss before you go.”

“Of course, Kit-Kat. I wouldn’t dare leave without it.”

“No goodbyes,” I whisper, voice trembling. “Just a ‘see you later.’ Promise you’ll stay safe. Promise you’ll leave at the first sign of danger.”

“We’ll be fine, Katrina. You don’t have to worry,” he says gently, kissing me once more before clasping Samael’s hand and vanishing with him to the Sky Realm.

It isn’t until I’m in the car, tucked between Aphelion and Miles with Beckett at the wheel, that I realize he never promised he’d stay safe.

I bite my lip, trying not to spiral. Trying to believe that being kings of their own realms offers them some protection.
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Chapter Twenty-Six
SAMAEL
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The scent of scorched magic still clings to me as I storm down the marble corridor, Luka matching my pace. We don’t speak, not because there’s nothing to say, but because if I open my mouth right now, I might torch this entire tower.

Katrina almost died.

And instead of being where we should be, by her side, we’re here, cleaning up a mess that never should’ve happened.

As the council chamber nears, I glance sideways at my other fated mate. Chaos coils around him like smoke, sharp, restless. His fingers twitch, power pulsing beneath his skin. He’s trying to hold it together, but his will is faltering.

He can’t walk in there like this.

I grab his arm and tug him into an empty chamber. The second we’re inside, I shove him against the wall and kick the door shut behind us.

“Samael, what are you doing?” he snaps, chest heaving, eyes ablaze.

“You can’t face them like this. You need a second to breathe and pull yourself together.”

Luka snorts, bitter and sharp. His eyes shimmer with fury. “I don’t think I’ll ever be calm enough to pretend I don’t want Freyja’s head mounted on a pike.”

“I know.” My voice drops. “But for Katrina’s sake, you have to pretend. We can’t give them any reason to question our control.”

“I… I don’t know if I can,” Luka admits, voice thick with anguish. “Our fated almost died today.”

“I know.” I step closer, cupping his jaw, my thumb grazing the line of stubble. “I feel it too.”

He leans into my touch, eyes slipping closed for just a moment. “I need…”

The words fall away. That hesitation isn’t fear. It’s restraint. A dark, volatile hunger he’s terrified to release.

“Tell me what you need,” I murmur. “Let me give it to you.”

“Samael, I can’t,” he starts.

“You can,” I cut in. “I can take it. Whatever it is. Just let go.”

The shift is instant.

I feel the moment the dam inside him breaks and the darkness rises. It spills from him like a tidal wave, thick and feral, devouring the space between us. And the man I know vanishes. Gone is the composed professor with iron control. In his place stands something raw and unbound. Chaos, in its truest form.

His jet-black hair ignites into wild, fiery red. His eyes blaze green, brighter than emeralds, brighter than wrath. Horns curl above his temples, dark and dangerous. Gods, I want to wrap my hands around them, drag him into me, let him consume every inch of who I am.

But this isn’t about me.

This is about him. About the storm he’s kept buried for too long.

“What do you need, Luka?”

His voice is low, guttural. “To see them bleed. I want them to suffer.”

I want that too, but we can’t take the council on. Not yet.

I step in, chest brushing his. “Then use me,” I whisper. “Make me feel it. Every ounce of your fury.”

His lips twist into a snarl. “You don’t know what you’re asking for.”

“I do.” I grip the back of his head, fingers threading through his wild hair. “I want all of you. No filters. No rules. No leash.”

His breath catches. His eyes flick to my mouth, to my throat, to the pulse fluttering beneath my skin.

Then he breaks.

In a blur of motion, I’m slammed against the wall, his body pinning mine in place like a force of nature. His mouth crushes mine, punishing, desperate. There’s no gentleness here. Just rage and need and the hunger to erase.

He rips my shirt open, buttons scattering. His claws scrape down my chest, carving thin lines into my skin.

I hiss. “Gods, yes.”

He spins me effortlessly, pressing me to the cold wall. One hand wraps around my throat, the other yanks my pants down in one sharp pull, tearing the tension with them.

“You said I could let go,” he growls, breath hot against my ear.

“I meant it.” My voice breaks on the edge of anticipation.

Magic crackles through the room as he conjures the lube. I hear the cap pop open. The slick sound of him readying himself sends a thrill up my spine.

“You’re mine,” he rasps. “Say it.”

“I’m yours,” I groan. “Take it. All of it. Just fucking take it.”

And he does.

He drives into me hard. No hesitation. No mercy. A strangled sound rips from my throat as I brace against the wall, taking everything he gives. His pace is savage, relentless. A rhythm born of pain and rage and the desperate need to burn it all down.

His chaos magic wraps around us, writhing, pulsing, feeding the heat between us. Each thrust splits me wider, deeper. Every growl against my neck floods my veins with fire.

He pours himself into me, not just physically but entirely. His pain, his fear, his fury. I take it all, letting him hollow me out and refill me with the storm.

And gods, do I ache for it. I want him like this always. Unleashed. Unholy. Real.

When he finally shudders and collapses into me, still buried deep, the fire starts to dim. His breathing slows.

I reach back and thread my fingers through his hair. “Better?”

His lips graze the back of my neck. “No,” he whispers. “But I’m not burning anymore.”

I lean against his chest, grounding us both. “Then I’ll take that as a win.”

He slowly pulls out and I wince, breath catching.

“Shit. I hurt you.” His voice drops, thick with guilt. He spins me to face him, hands trembling as they skim my waist.

And there he is.

My Luka.

Chaos tucked back inside, hair dark once more, horns vanished. His eyes are softer now, but they’re shadowed, still haunted.

“I’m fine,” I murmur, even as my body hums with rawness. “I wanted this.”

He brushes a knuckle along my jaw. “You aren’t just an outlet, Samael. I didn’t mean to lose myself.”

“You didn’t lose yourself.” I step in, pressing my forehead to his. “You finally let yourself exist.”

He swallows hard, searching my face for something he’s afraid to name.

I answer with a kiss. Soft and slow. The kind that says I see you, that I’m still here.

“You’re allowed to rage,” I whisper. “Just don’t bury it so deep next time it threatens to consume you.”

“I don’t deserve you,” he says, voice barely audible.

“Probably not,” I tease. “But lucky for you, fate’s a bastard.”

He huffs a laugh.

“Now let’s get ourselves situated so we can face the council,” I say, adjusting my clothes, flicking my hand over my torn shirt so it can mend into something at least semi-presentable. “Pretty sure we’ve burned through every second of our breather.”

Luka smirks as he tucks himself back into his pants and runs a hand through his hair. It’s hopeless. We both look wrecked—flushed, wild, magic still fizzing in the air like smoke.

But there’s no time to linger.

Straightening, I shoot him a look. “Think we can pass for composed?”

“Not a chance,” he says, unapologetic.

I open the door, the corridor mercifully empty, and nod toward the council chamber ahead. “Then let’s give them a show.”
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Iforce the chamber doors open, and they slam against the wall with a satisfying crack. The echo slices through the hall like a warning shot.

“Samael, Luka. We weren’t expecting you,” Zeus says from the head of the table, lounging like this is some casual get-together.

“Funny. I hadn’t heard there was a Council meeting,” I reply, striding across the room to take a seat across from Poseidon. Luka slides into the chair beside me, his posture relaxed, though his magic bristles like a drawn blade.

“This isn’t official,” Zeus says smoothly. “Poseidon and I were discussing Miles’ engagement party when Dagda showed up with a video his son, Dade, recorded. He thought it prudent to share it with the rest of us.” His tone is pleasant, but there’s an edge beneath it, a power play cloaked in polite smiles.

Poseidon chuckles, tapping a finger against the glass in front of him. “Your mate is quite… impressive. First year at Divine Academy and already disarming a full-fledged Valkyrie.”

His grin is all teeth and war. “Pray, tell me, what divine attribute was that?”

Luka stands, calm but crackling with tension. “That’s actually why we’re here. We figured after Katrina’s performance you’d all be clawing for a piece of her.”

“Of course we’re interested,” Brigit interjects, her voice sharp and cool. “Her regeneration alone warrants immediate study. Healing a wound like that without any formal training? That’s beyond extraordinary.”

“She shouldn’t have needed to heal at all,” I snap.

Zeus waves a hand. “Accidents happen at a school full of beings learning to control themselves.”

“This wasn’t an accident,” I growl. “Freyja tried to kill my fated, and I want to know what’s going to be done about it.”

“And why would Freyja want to kill your fated?” Odin asks, his voice dipped in challenge.

“I don’t know,” I shoot back. “Why don’t you tell me?”

He stands, power snapping through the air like a live wire. “Are you accusing me of something, boy?”

My chair groans as I rise, meeting his height without flinching. I let my magic rise to meet his, heavy, wrathful, touched by the fires of the underworld.

“I’m not accusing,” I say calmly. “I’m promising. If I find out anyone in this room had a hand in what happened to Katrina, I’ll burn them from the inside out.”

“Careful,” Odin warns, voice low. “Wars have started over less.”

“Now, now,” Zeus chuckles, ever the mediator. “Let’s all calm down. Samael, I understand your concern, but without proof, nothing can be done against Freyja. As I said, accidents happen. And your mate is alive, thanks to her extraordinary gift. So really, no harm done.”

I start to lunge at him, but Luka grabs my hand, grounding me. He gives the slightest shake of his head, a silent reminder that we’re not here to fight the council. We’re here to protect Katrina.

I grit my teeth and sit back down. Odin smirks like he’s won.

Poseidon leans in, unfazed. “So… what exactly was the affinity she used against Freyja?”

“Heavenly Light,” Luka says without missing a beat.

Poseidon narrows his eyes. “I’ve seen Michael wield Heavenly Light in battle. That wasn’t it.”

“It was,” Luka replies smoothly. “Katrina’s powers surged after her mating bonds were completed. She’s stronger now.”

I watch their faces closely. Zeus reclines, smug as ever. Brigit is unreadable. Dagda studies Luka like a puzzle with too many missing pieces. But Helena, Rán, and Selene… they seem to believe him, or at least they want to.

“I’m sure she won’t mind demonstrating this tomorrow after the party?” Zeus presses, just as Aphelion warned he would.

“Not at all,” Luka replies, unwavering.

I bite the inside of my cheek hard enough to taste blood. This is exactly what we didn’t want.

Zeus nods, satisfied. “Good. We’ll reconvene then. Officially.”

Luka and I take the dismissal for what it is and leave without another word.

The second the chamber doors close behind us, Luka mutters, “What the hell was that?”

“I don’t know. I saw their smug faces and just… lost it.” I drag a hand down my face. This is exactly what I was trying to stop him from doing. I didn’t realize I’d need someone to stop me. “Do you think I made it worse?”

“Well, Odin definitely isn’t sending us a Yule card,” Luka chuckles.

I shoot him a glare. Not the time for jokes.

“If the council votes on what happens to Katrina, do you think we have the majority?”

Luka sighs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Helena, Rán, and Selene seem to be leaning our way. If Ares shows and we count our votes, that’s six. It could be enough. But it’ll come down to Katrina’s performance. If Rán suspects she’s lying about her affinities, she’ll flip.”

“Fuck.”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Seven
KATRINA
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"Iwas just getting ready to send word to you," Ares says the moment we step into the foyer. "Come quickly. Up to the attic. There’s something I need you to see."

Miles comes to a dead stop, scanning the space like he’s entering a war zone. His eyes sweep every corner, linger on each shadow and doorway, classic soldier behavior.

And for once, I don’t judge him. Ares is acting strangely. He’s jumpy, like he’s sitting on something he’s dying to reveal. Did he decide I’m too dangerous for his son? Is he luring us into a trap? I know he didn’t expect us tonight, but this feels planned.

"What’s going on, Ares?" Beckett asks, arms crossed as he steps in front of me, positioning himself like a shield.

Miles mirrors him on the other side, while Aphelion closes in behind me, silent and calculating. They’ve boxed me, creating a barrier of pure man. Under different circumstances, I might’ve been turned on. Right now, I’m just annoyed.

"You need to see this for yourself," Ares replies, still cryptic.

That answer does nothing to ease the thick tension dripping from the walls. But even so, something tugs at me. A curiosity I can’t ignore. Before anyone can stop me, I slip past my wall of overprotective muscle and head straight for the stairs. There’s a pull, something up there wants me to come.

"Katrina!" Miles growls, grabbing my arm to stop me.

"Let go of me!" I hiss, letting a pulse of hellfire ripple through the air between us. I know it won’t hurt him, but it’ll serve as a warning.

Except the stubborn jackass tightens his grip.

"That was a warning, Miles," I seethe. "Don’t make me hurt you."

"You don’t know what’s up there. Just stay here. I’ll check it out. Beckett and Aphelion will stay with you."

Beckett and Aphelion move forward like they’re ready to follow orders, prepared to grab me if it comes to that.

I spin, yanking my arm from Miles’ grip, and let my succubus peek through. "If either of you tries to hold me back," I say, eyes hard, shifting between Aphelion, Beckett, and finally Miles, "or if you even think about going up there without me, I swear to the stars I’ll drain you until you can’t walk, let alone climb stairs."

Before Miles can snap back, Ares lets out a long, tired sigh.

"Son, I trained you better than this. I’m not going to hurt your mate. And I’m sure as hell not going to put any of you in danger. Katrina has been under my protection since she was an infant. That hasn’t changed."

Guilt creeps in, but I shove it down. Can anyone blame me? Lately, it feels like everyone wants a piece of me, or to wipe me off the board altogether. Having an ally, especially one who’s my mates’ parent, feels… foreign.

Ares turns to me, gentler now. "Katrina, thank you for putting up with my son’s constant paranoia. He’s got the instincts, but sometimes he lets emotion get in the way. I promise you’ll want to see what’s waiting for you up there. It’ll change everything."

And just like that, any uneasiness I’d been feeling melts away into something more. Something heavier. Something compelling. The need to know what’s up there is so strong that I can’t fight against it. I don’t even try.

I bolt up the stairs, taking them two at a time, not even checking to see if my mates are following. They always do.

When my hand closes around the brass knob of the attic door, something pulses through me. An aura brushes against mine. It’s warm and steady, familiar in a way that hits deep. It feels like… home.

"Don’t you dare open that door without me!" Miles yells, stomping up the stairs behind me.

But his warning comes too late.

I twist the knob and shove the door open with my hip.

Miles’ hand slams down over mine as I push inside, and we both stumble into the attic. He looms over me, glaring like he wants to throttle me, but I ignore it. My eyes are already locked on what’s ahead.

And everything inside me stills. It’s as if the world’s been tilted off its axis.

Miles starts shouting, something about intruders or threats, I don’t really know. I can’t hear him. Can’t move. Can’t breathe. The world goes silent, and I can only see what’s staring right at me.

"Just breathe, Darling," Beckett whispers at my side, his arms wrapping around my waist, grounding me. "We knew this was a possibility when Aphelion⁠—"

"I know," I croak. "I just… I always imagined it differently. I didn’t think—" My voice breaks before I can finish.

"For fuck’s sake, Miles," Samael mutters, shouldering his way into the attic. "Let the man breathe."

Miles has the intruder shoved against the wall, a blade I didn’t even know he had pressed to the stranger’s throat.

"You should listen to your cousin," the man says calmly, voice warm and commanding in a way that shouldn’t be possible. Like it was designed to soothe chaos.

Ares steps in behind Samael with a long, exasperated sigh. "I was going to wait until Athena brought refreshments for the introductions, but it looks like that’s not happening. Miles, let the man go. He’s not an intruder."

Without checking if his son listens, Ares turns to me. "Katrina, I’d like you to meet your father."

I blink.

"I’d like you to meet Michael."

Michael.

The name hits like a tidal wave.

My heart stops.

The Michael. Archangel. Divine warrior. The legend.

My father.

Miles stares at his own father like he’s lost his mind, but slowly steps back, lowering the blade. Michael stays still; his eyes locked on mine like I’m the only thing in the room. Like if he blinks, I might vanish.

I try to look away, but I can’t.

My mouth is dry. Not just parched. Desert dry. Like every word I’ve ever had has been buried under sand.

It’s really him.

He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t have to. His eyes have yet to leave mine. Even with Miles pacing before him like a caged tiger ready to strike. He just looks at me like I’m the only being in the room, like he’s memorizing every line of my face.

"I..." My voice cracks. I swallow and try again. "I always imagined what this day would feel like." It sounds childish, but it’s the truth.

Michael’s expression softens. Something flickers behind his eyes, something tender. "I always wondered if you’d forgive me when we finally met."

Alright. Apparently, we’re skipping the “Hi, I’m your long-lost father” introductions and jumping straight into the guilt and trauma bonding. Michael steps forward, slowly approaching me.

I step back, arms crossed over my chest, as the fury that’s been caged within tears through me. "Why did you leave me behind?"

Michael doesn’t flinch at my anger. He doesn’t even try to defend his actions. He just takes it, letting me vent and get it all out.

"Do you know what I’ve been through?" My voice rises. "Do you know how many nights I begged the stars for someone, anyone, to tell me who I was? Where I belonged?"

He opens his mouth, but I don’t let him speak.

"I needed you," I whisper. "Even when I didn’t know who you were, I still needed you."

"I know," he says softly. "It’s the one thing I’ll never forgive myself for. I should’ve fought harder."

"So now what?" I snap. "You think you can just show up and what, be a dad? Should I throw myself into your arms, sobbing with joy that you finally decided to show up?"

"No." His voice is barely above a whisper. "I don’t expect your forgiveness, Katrina."

"Then why are you here?" I snap, tightening my arms against my chest, as if their strength might hold the pieces that are falling apart inside me together. Like maybe they’ll be able to keep my fractured heart from cracking open and spilling years of anguish onto the floor.

His answer is one word, but it hits like a blade.

"Kek."

He says it too casually, like it’s not a name ripped straight from nightmares, as if it doesn’t carry the weight of death and ruin.

"He’s risen," Michael says, voice heavy. "He’s pulled himself from the void. He’s moving. He’s hunting."

My stomach drops. "Hunting me?"

Michael nods. "He’s coming for you, Katrina. Your mother and I have been fighting against him since before you were born. We’ve been trying to put an end to what’s to come. We tried to save you from this. We tried to bury your existence from this world, but all we succeeded in doing was delaying the inevitable."

"The inevitable," I echo.

"He wants you, Katrina. And this time, he’s not alone. He’s brought a powerful ally."

Miles freezes mid-pace, his entire body tensing. "Who?"

Michael shakes his head. "We don’t know. Lilith left to chase a lead. I stayed behind to track Kek’s movements, but whoever his partner is, they’ve stayed hidden."

I let out a bitter breath. The puzzle pieces are finally snapping into place. The whispers, the BOUA’s timing, the monsters forged from the Etir saying their master “blessed” them.

Only one name fits.

"Brahma," I whisper. "Brahma is his ally."

Everyone looks at me.

Michael stiffens.

Miles curses under his breath.

Beckett says something in a language I don’t recognize, probably mermish. Not that that really matters, I can feel his meaning in his words.

And Aphelion just nods like the last thread has been pulled tight.

"Why would Brahma team up with Kek?" Ares asks, reminding me of his presence in the room.

But before I can answer, not that I know the answer, the door creaks open behind us, and Athena peeks her head through, perfectly calm. "I’ve set up refreshments in the sitting room. You’ll want to come downstairs, all of you. We have additional guests waiting in the foyer." She gives Ares, then Michael, a knowing look before turning and heading back down the stairs.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight
KATRINA
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As I step off the last stair and into the foyer, the hardwood floor creaks beneath my feet, and I can just make out the guests standing in the middle of the sitting room. I let out a low growl of irritation the moment I spot Simmons. That bastard has some serious explaining to do.

He’s talking to a woman. I can only see her profile, but I know that face.

Not just from the history books or the photo Aphelion showed me, which I’ve already stared at a million times. I know that face like I know my own. Like calls to like, after all.

Seemingly sensing me, or maybe she heard the creak of the stairs, the woman turns from Simmons and faces me. And when our eyes lock, my succubus preens. I can’t stop the shift. My wings burst through my shirt, flaring wide behind me, and my horns push through as I transform, not before her, but for her. My succubus is showing off for her queen.

My mother.

Lilith.

Her eyes are bright and ethereal, too soft for a woman who vanished into legend. They find mine instantly, but I can’t hold her gaze. Instead, I look over her. She’s older than the pictures, which was expected considering they’re more than two decades old, but she’s still drop-dead gorgeous in that mythical, untouchable kind of way. I can’t even fault Aphelion for being awestruck when he saw her in the headmaster’s office. She has the kind of beauty that makes your chest ache just from looking at her.

She doesn’t speak. She doesn’t have to. Her gaze, her posture, they say enough. She’s drenched in sorrow, regret… guilt. Gods, the guilt is almost tangible.

When she realizes I’m not going to make the first move, she takes a hesitant step forward.

“Katrina.”

She says my name like it’s holy. Like just speaking it cracked her wide open.

I thought meeting Michael was hard. But this, this is a different kind of agony. Just hearing her voice makes my throat tighten. My hands curl into fists at my sides.

“You left me.”

It comes out broken. Shaky. Too small for the weight it carries. My voice doesn’t even sound like mine, it sounds like the girl I used to be. The one who cried into a threadbare pillow, begging the stars to bring her mother back.

“I know,” she whispers, still edging closer.

“You came to the academy, and you didn’t even come to see me!” I shout. My voice shatters like crystal, anguish ripping straight through me and pouring into the open air.

My aura is untamed and volcanic, but I can’t bring myself to care. I don’t care that everyone’s watching me fall apart. That Simmons looks like he wants to vanish into the floorboards. That the room is holding its breath.

She abandoned me.

And when she had the chance to come back. She didn’t.

Lilith stops moving, clutching her chest like she’s trying to hold herself together.

“Oh, dearest. How I wanted to. Gods, I wanted nothing more than to hold you. To explain everything. But I couldn’t risk it. There were still things I needed to take care of before I could come back to you.”

“What,” I demand, wings twitching as rage floods my veins. “What could’ve possibly been more important than your own flesh and blood?”

“I came to the academy following a lead. I needed to know if what we suspected was true. And I knew you were safe. You had your fated watching over you.”

“Safe?” I laugh, sharp, bitter, and scathing. “I’ve been tried and tested since the moment I stepped foot in that damned academy. My professor almost killed me today. I wouldn’t exactly call that safe, Mother.”

Lilith’s face drains of color.

“What?” Michael growls, his angelic aura crackling like a storm. His fury pulls Lilith’s attention away from me and toward him.

And just like that, the air shifts.

When their eyes meet, the rest of us cease to exist. The chaos, the tension, I don’t think they see any of it. They lock into each other like twin stars caught in orbit.

The love between them is unmistakable. Ancient and raw. Their souls might not be bonded, but it doesn’t matter. Some bonds don’t need fate to be eternal. They just are.

It’s the way Miles would burn the world to keep me safe.

The way Beckett breathes my name in the dark.

The way Aphelion ignites whenever I touch him.

The way Samael looks at me when he thinks I’m not watching.

The way Luka melts when I’m near, like all the weight he carries slips from his shoulders.

Just being surrounded by the memory of their love is enough to calm my succubus. My wings retreat and my horns recede into me, my tail vanishing. And even though I’m still hurt, still aching, I’m no longer filled with fury. I’m ready to listen to Lilith’s explanation.

Michael is the first to pull himself together. He tears his gaze away from Lilith and turns toward me, clearing his throat like he’s trying to shake the emotion off his skin.

“What do you mean your professor almost killed you?”

“It was during my sparring midterm,” I say, folding my arms. “The weapons weren’t dulled. Freyja came at me like it was an execution, not an exam. Samael and Luka are at the council now, doing damage control. That’s actually why we came here, Miles wanted to speak with Ares about it. But clearly,” I motion between him and Lilith, “we walked into something a little more monumental than a bloodthirsty Valkyrie.”

“No,” Miles snaps, voice full of venom. “Getting her banned from this realm is still my priority, Kitten. You nearly died.”

He rounds on his father, eyes ablaze. “I don’t care if Kek himself is knocking on our front door, Freyja drew blood. I want her gone.”

Ares nods once, slow and deadly. “Consider it done. Freyja will never touch Katrina again.”

“Good,” Miles growls. “Because if I see her again, I won’t hesitate to send her back to Valhalla. In pieces.”

Beckett grunts in agreement, and I reach out to take his hand. Just a small reminder that I’m still here. That I’m alive. That my heart’s still beating.

“What lead were you following that brought you to Simmons’ office?” Aphelion asks, dragging us back to the conversation at hand.

“I heard the Bureau of Unaffiliated Angels had paid the academy a visit,” Lilith says. “And that could only mean one thing, Brahma was circling. Closing in on Katrina’s identity. Brahma’s a collector. He’d do anything to possess someone like her. But something didn’t sit right with me. The BOUA never goes after academy students. There are too many protections. If Brahma were smart, and we all know he is, he would’ve waited. So why move now… unless he wanted her for more than just his collection?”

So, my mother and I had come to the same conclusion.

Brahma had partnered with Kek.

But if she knew that, if she knew how serious the threat against me was, then why leave?

“Why disappear with the headmaster?” I ask, brows narrowing.

Simmons clears his throat. “I should probably explain that part. When Lilith first arrived, it was right after the BOUA incident. All I knew was that she was the enemy, and I intended to report her. But she used her powers of… persuasion. Got me to listen.”

I raise a brow.

“She told me everything,” Simmons continues. “About Michael. About you. I’d already suspected Michael was your father, given your control of Heavenly Light, but learning Lilith was your mother? That caught me off guard.”

He glances at her before going on.

“She said that during her pregnancy, someone began stalking her. Threatening her. She and Michael went to a prophet. The prophet revealed that a child born of both light and dark would help reunite something once lost to the shadows. They knew then, Kek was after you. So, they hid you. Raised you without knowledge. And then they went after him. I guess during their hunt, they discovered Kek had a partner.”

He pauses to make sure I’m still with him before he continues. Not that he needs to. He hasn’t revealed anything new at this point.

“She suspected Brahma,” Simmons finishes. “But we needed proof. So I convinced her to come with me to find it. Something I could take to the council. Proof that Brahma was behind the resurgence and spread of dark Eitr, so the council could eliminate him for good.”

“Did you find it?” Ares asks, gaze like steel.

Before Simmons can answer, the air splits with the familiar pulse of Luka’s teleportation.

He and Samael appear in the center of the room and waste no time greeting me.

“Kit-Kat,” Luka breathes, pulling me into his arms. “Never again. I never want to be away from you again.”

Samael wraps around both of us, pressing in from behind. “That meeting was a fucking waste of time,” he mutters.

“What happened?” Michael asks, his voice cutting through the moment.

Samael’s gaze sweeps over the room, finally noticing we aren’t alone, and that Michael, Lilith, and Headmaster Simmons are present.

He glances at me, then lets out a long breath.

“Well,” he says. “It looks like we all have something to share.”
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It doesn’t take long to fill in Samael and Luka on what happened while they were gone. Surprisingly, there isn’t much new information, just the reveal that both my parents are alive and that Brahma has officially teamed up with Kek.

You know. Minor details.

While Samael and Luka are both rightfully concerned about two ancient beings joining forces, we’ve got more pressing matters to deal with. Namely, my meeting with the council tomorrow.

Michael and Lilith both suggest I go into hiding.

That idea gets shut down immediately.

“I’m not hiding,” I say, standing from my seat on the couch between Miles and Aphelion. My arms cross tightly over my chest, my gaze firm.

“Katrina—” Michael starts, but I cut him off.

“No. I’ve spent my whole life hidden. Forgotten. Safely tucked away and sheltered.” My voice rises with every word. “I’m done playing the damsel in distress. If I hide from the council now, I’ll only give them more reason to be suspicious of who I am. I’m facing them tomorrow. End of story.”

I won’t cower before the council. If I’m meant to be queen, if I’m meant to unite the divine kingdoms, then I can’t keep running from my problems. I have to meet them head-on, just like I’ve done with every obstacle thrown at me since discovering the truth of who I really am.

“Katrina’s right,” Aphelion says, reaching for my hand and gently tugging me back into my seat. Once I sit, his hand settles on my thigh, offering a steady, reassuring squeeze. “If Katrina avoids this meeting, my father will stop at nothing to hunt her down. He’s waited too long for this.”

“Right now, we hold the majority of the council vote,” Luka adds, his voice calm and sure. “As long as Katrina stays in control of her demonic side, she’ll pass the test.”

I can tell Lilith and Michael want to push the issue further, but honestly? They don’t get to come stomping back into my life and start pulling strings. They’ve been gone too long. They forfeited that right.

“Well, I think it’s best if I take my leave now,” Simmons says, rising from the chair he’d quietly claimed in the corner. “Ares, Athena, thank you for the refreshments. Lilith, Michael, if you need anything at all, just send word to the academy.”

He turns toward me, like he’s about to say something—maybe even apologize—but thinks better of it. Instead, he shifts his attention to Miles.

“Congratulations on your engagement. I’d attend the celebration tomorrow, but with the knowledge I now possess, I fear I’d be a liability around the council.”

“Completely understandable, Simmons,” Miles replies, standing to shake the headmaster’s hand. “We’ll see you back at the academy.”

Miles says it like it’s a sure thing. Like there’s no doubt I’ll pass whatever test the council throws at me. He’s that confident. Unshakably so.

I wish I had even half of that confidence. Maybe then my heart wouldn’t feel like it’s about to rip through my chest. Maybe then I could breathe without feeling like the weight of every kingdom is pressing down on me.

Aphelion squeezes my thigh, drawing my attention. His brow is raised, gaze questioning. I shake my head and shrug. I don’t want to talk about my inner turmoil. What I really need is a distraction. I don’t want to sit here and spiral over my impending doom anymore.

I let out a yawn, subtle but hopefully loud enough to get the hint across.

“Sleepy, Princess?” Aphelion asks, picking up my hand and cradling it in his.

“Exhausted. It’s been a long day. Between midterms, meeting both my parents, and learning more about Kek and Brahma, I’m beat,” I whisper, my voice still loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Well, looks like we’re off to bed,” Miles says, standing and addressing our parents. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.”

Lilith and Michael don’t look thrilled about our sudden exit. They probably want to keep dissecting every potential scenario. But I’m over it.

“Good night, my loves,” Athena says, stepping in before either of them can object.
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We’re quiet as we head upstairs. Miles leads us to his old room, and no one says a word. Each of us is lost in our thoughts.

The moment the door shuts behind us, sealing us off from the world, the silence finally breaks.

My eyes meet Luka’s. He looks like he’s about to say something, maybe something important. I don’t care what it is.

I just need to feel him again.

So much has happened since I saw him in his classroom with Kayla. I know now, knew then if I’d stopped to really think, that nothing happened between them.

Luka is loyal. Without fault.

I push through the space between us, ignoring everyone else, and throw myself into Luka’s embrace, our mouths colliding like we’ve been starved for this.

His hands find my waist instantly, gripping me like he’s afraid I’ll disappear. I press closer, needing more. More of his touch, his warmth, the quiet reassurance I’ve only ever found in his arms. My fingers tangle in his shirt, fisting the fabric as I deepen the kiss, pouring every ounce of fear, frustration, and longing into him.

Luka groans against my mouth, the sound raw and unfiltered. One hand slides up my back, the other tangling in my hair, tilting my head just enough to let him take control. And gods, I let him. I surrender to it. To him.

When we finally break apart, our breaths come in shallow gasps. His forehead rests against mine, eyes burning with emotion.

“I thought I lost you,” he whispers.

“You didn’t,” I breathe. “You never will.”

There’s a flicker of doubt in his eyes, but I crush it with another kiss, softer this time. Slower. Still urgent, but laced with promise.

“I need you,” I say, voice trembling.

I pull slightly away from Luka, just enough to glance at the others, Samael, Miles, Beckett, and Aphelion. Their eyes are already on me. Hungry. Protective. Devoted.

“I need all of you.”

Samael’s jaw tightens. Beckett’s hand curls into a fist at his side. Aphelion steps forward like he’s ready to lift me off my feet. And Miles, gods, Miles, he gives me that look. The one that says he’d burn the world to ash for me if I asked.

“We should talk about our plan for tomorrow,” Miles says, ever the tactician.

“Later,” I promise, stepping back from Luka and lifting my shirt over my head. It lands on the floor with a soft whisper.

“Right now, I need my fated.”

Something shifts in the room. The air thickens, charged with magic and want. Every breath I take feels electric. Each heartbeat echoes the same truth. This is mine. They are mine.

Aphelion is the first to move, stepping behind me and ghosting his fingers along my spine. “Anything you want, Princess.”

Beckett closes the distance next, tugging me into his arms, lips brushing my shoulder. “We’re yours,” he murmurs, voice rough. “Every piece of us.”

Samael’s hands come to rest on my hips, his touch grounding, claiming. “Say the word,” he growls, “and we’ll show you exactly what you mean to us.”

And Miles stays still, eyes locked on mine. Waiting. Watching. Always in control.

Until I say his name.

“Miles.”

That’s all it takes. He steps forward, cups my face in both hands, and kisses me like he’s trying to memorize me. Like this might be the last night we ever have.

Maybe it is.

Maybe tomorrow everything changes.

But tonight?

Tonight, I don’t care about council meetings or ancient gods or monsters crawling from the deep.

Tonight, I only care about them.

And the way they worship me.

Luka’s hands slide back to my waist, fingertips tracing my curves like he’s relearning every inch of me. His lips find the hollow of my throat, kissing a slow line downward, igniting sparks that ripple across my skin.

Behind me, Aphelion presses closer, his chest flush with my back, breath warm against my ear. “Tell us what you need, Katrina,” he murmurs, his voice a velvet ribbon wrapped tight around my spine. “Let us give it to you.”

My breath catches as Beckett’s fingers brush along the waistband of my pants, teasing the sensitive skin just above. His eyes are molten, the storm within him stilled only by this moment, by me. “Let us take care of you,” he says, low and hungry.

Samael’s hand cups my jaw, tilting my face toward his. His kiss is fierce, unrelenting, a promise carved into my bones. His free hand trails down the curve of my hip, gripping me like I might vanish. “Let go,” he whispers against my lips. “You don’t have to hold it all together tonight.”

Miles’s hands are steady as he unbuttons his shirt with slow precision, eyes locked to mine. “We’ll talk plans in the morning,” he says, voice silk and steel.

I nod, throat tight with emotion, and he crosses the room in two long strides. His mouth crashes into mine. My knees nearly buckle from the force of it, but there are too many hands holding me up. Touching. Stroking. Claiming.

My pants are gone before I even realize they’ve been undone. Aphelion’s hands glide over the backs of my thighs, slow and reverent, each brush of skin igniting sparks that ripple through me, setting every nerve alight.

“Spread your legs for me, Princess. I want to see all of you.”

Heat blooms in my cheeks as I obey, parting my thighs and baring myself completely. Beckett steps back, his eyes drinking me in as he strips with slow, deliberate ease. Luka and Samael each lean in, mouths claiming a breast, their tongues working in tandem, flicking and teasing my nipples until my back arches and a gasp escapes my lips.

Miles watches with hooded eyes, the intensity in his gaze sending a fresh wave of heat through me. There’s hunger there, like watching me come undone is its own kind of pleasure.

Aphelion’s hot tongue trails along the backs of my thighs, slow and deliberate, his hands kneading my ass as he teases every inch of sensitive skin. My legs tremble with anticipation when he spreads me open, exposing everything to his gaze.

“Please,” I whisper, breathless and aching, my voice barely more than a prayer. My hands rise instinctively, fingers curling into Luka’s and Samael’s hair, guiding them back to my breasts, pressing their mouths harder against my sensitive peaks.

Beckett steps back into view, completely undressed, sinking to his knees before me. I glance down at his head, nestled between my thighs, and catch the wicked gleam in his eyes.

“You’re dripping for us, Darling,” he murmurs against my thighs, his lips grazing my sensitive flesh.

“Do you want them to feast upon you, Kitten?” Miles asks, my eyes locked with his.

From where he stands, it feels as if Miles is the director of this show, and we are his performers. Beckett, Aphelion, Samael, and Luka each stop what they’re doing, waiting for my answer.

My breath hitches. Every part of me is humming, strung tight with need. I hold Miles’s gaze as I answer, soft but firm.

“Yes.”

That single word unravels everything.

Beckett moves first. His hands slide up the backs of my thighs, spreading me wider as his tongue finally, finally, finds my center. I gasp, my hips jolting forward, caught between the teasing warmth of his mouth and the steady grip of Aphelion’s hands on my hips.

He groans against me, savoring the taste like I’m his favorite kind of sin.

Luka moans around my nipple, his tongue circling it before he sucks hard, pulling another cry from my throat. Samael mirrors him, his hand sliding up to cradle the other breast as his lips drag slow and wet over the sensitive peak.

Aphelion spreads me wider, gripping my hips with strong hands as he buries his face between my cheeks. His tongue finds that tight, untouched place, and when he licks, slow, deliberate, filthy, I cry out, my whole body jolting from the intensity.

My head falls back, my body shaking from the overload. Every inch of me is touched, tasted, and worshipped.

My eyes lock onto Miles, and I can’t look away. He begins to undress, slow, controlled, every movement intentional. His fingers work each button of his shirt one by one, dragging the fabric open with agonizing precision.

It slips from his shoulders, revealing golden skin stretched over lean muscle, each line of his body carved by discipline and power.

He watches me just as intently, like he’s reading every reaction, measuring every breath.

When the last button falls, he shrugs off the shirt and lets it drop to the floor.

I bite my lip, holding back a moan as his hands drift lower, fingers skimming the edge of his waistband. He moves with maddening patience, like he knows exactly what he’s doing to me, drawing it out, making me ache.

His eyes never leave mine. Not even as he undoes the button. Not even as he slides the zipper down, slow and deliberate, like unwrapping a gift he already knows I’m desperate to touch.

Every inch of exposed skin only makes it worse, makes me needier, hungrier.

“Miles,” I whisper, my voice thick with longing.

He smiles, dark and knowing. “You wanted all of us, Kitten. I’m just making sure you feel every second of it.”

I gasp as Beckett slides a finger inside me, then another, his touch confident, practiced. He curls them just right, stroking that sensitive spot deep within that makes my vision blur and my hips buck against his hand.

“Mmm, there she is,” he murmurs against my clit, voice rough with need. “So responsive. So fucking perfect.”

In front of me, Miles drops his boxers, the fabric pooling at his feet. He wraps a hand around his cock, slow and steady, eyes fixed on me with hungry precision. Every stroke of his hand is measured, deliberate, like he’s savoring the build-up just as much as I am.

Aphelion slides a finger inside from behind, his touch slick and firm, and my body arches between them, Beckett working me from the front, Aphelion from the back, stretching me tight, drawing me right to the edge.

Every nerve is lit, every breath shallow. I’m caught in the middle of them, pulled taut, trembling.

Samael bites down on one nipple, just enough to send a jolt of sharp pleasure through me, and Luka growls against the other, his mouth sucking hard as his fingers dig into my hips.

“Be a good girl and come for us, Kitten,” Miles demands.

And that’s all it takes.

I shatter.

The orgasm rips through me like lightning, white-hot and consuming. My body jerks, cries spilling from my lips as they hold me through it, worshipping every twitch, every moan, like it’s their only purpose in this world.

Miles walks toward me, gaze dark and steady, and reaches for my hand. He laces our fingers together and tugs me gently toward the bed. Without a word, he lays me back, pressing me into the mattress. He climbs on top of me, bracing himself with one hand while the other caresses my cheek. Our eyes lock, and for a breath, the world stills. Then he moves.

He eases into me with an aching slowness, filling me inch by inch, making me feel every deliberate stretch. My breath catches, legs instinctively wrapping around his waist as my body opens for him. Eager and welcoming, already trembling.

A low groan escapes his throat, and his forehead drops to mine, his breath ragged, his control hanging by a thread.

“Miles,” I moan, my nails raking down his back, leaving trails of heat in their wake.

“I feel it too, Kitten. Gods, you feel so good. I’m not going to last long.”

His voice is wrecked. Raw.

“Come for me, Miles,” I whisper, lips brushing the shell of his ear. “Come with me.”

He thrusts deeper, harder, his rhythm faltering as his release builds, restraint unraveling with every desperate sound I make beneath him.

I grip him tighter, my body already tightening, clenching around him as the pleasure crests again, sharp and sudden.

“Miles—”

We break together.

He buries himself to the hilt, a broken sound tearing from his throat as he pulses inside me, and I cry out, shaking with the force of my climax. We cling to each other, bodies trembling, hearts pounding in sync.

For a moment, it’s just us.

Breath and heat and aftershock.

Then I feel them again, the others, surrounding us. Watching. Waiting. And I know this night is far from over. Before it ends, I’ll have had all my fated.
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Chapter Thirty
KATRINA
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The room is bright when I finally open my eyes. Sunlight spills through the curtains, lighting up the space, and it instantly makes me want to squeeze my eyes shut again. It’s too bright. And too quiet.

I feel around me, patting the empty, cold sheets, before forcing my eyes open once more to take in the room. My fated are gone.

Sitting on the desk beside the bed is a long, rectangular package topped with a neat bow and a card folded on top, my name printed elegantly on it.

I pick up the card and smile when I see who it’s from.

When we woke up this morning, you looked so peaceful, we decided to let you sleep. You deserve the rest, beautiful. The others and I are headed into the Sky Realm to help with the final preparations for the engagement party and to hopefully scope out what the council has planned after. I want you to sit back and relax. Enjoy this last little bit of freedom you have before you have to perform for the world. And don’t worry about what to wear tonight. I’ve taken the liberties of preparing your outfit. I know you’ll look absolutely stunning in it. I can’t wait to claim you as mine in front of our peers. See you later today, Kitten.

—Miles

Placing the card on the bed, I pick up the package and gently remove the lid. Nestled inside is a beautiful blue dress, the shade of a twilight sky just before the stars appear. The fabric shimmers softly, catching the light like the surface of a still lake under moonlight. The bodice is intricately beaded with tiny crystals that glint like frost, forming delicate, swirling patterns that draw the eye inward. It features a deep V neckline, both daring and elegant, balanced by flowing layers of chiffon that cascade from the waist down.

It’s breathtaking. It’s the kind of dress made for being seen, for stepping into a room and silencing it. There’s not a single doubt in my mind that the attention of the entire room won’t be on me.

I pick up the dress and walk over to Miles’ closet, where a full-length mirror is mounted on the door. Holding the dress against my body, I admire how it looks against my complexion. The rich blue fabric highlights my silver hair and brings out the deeper blues in my eyes. My skin seems to glow against the material, the rose in my cheeks blooming.

Opening the closet, I grab an empty hanger and carefully drape the dress over it before returning it to its place. I don’t want to risk damaging it before tonight.

As I walk back to the bed, I glance inside the box and realize the dress wasn’t the only thing tucked inside. There’s also a strappy pair of silver heels, both elegant and dainty, and nestled beside them is a stunning necklace with a matching bracelet and earring set. The beautiful sapphire jewels sparkle under the light.

I can’t help but smile at the amount of thought Miles put into my outfit. He’s taken care of everything. The only thing left for me to do is my hair and makeup.

But just as the thought crosses my mind, there’s a quiet knock on Miles’ bedroom door.

“Katrina,” Athena calls gently through the door, “a guest is waiting for you in the sitting room.”

The knock startles me. I thought I was here alone, but I quickly recover, grabbing the dressing gown off the hook in the bathroom and making my way to the door.

“Hi, Athena.” I smile, greeting Miles’ mom as I open the door. “I wasn’t expecting anyone today. Do you happen to know who’s waiting for me?”

“Your fated have arranged a day of pampering for you, my dear. Cupid is waiting to help you get ready for your first society outing. Why don’t you hop in the shower and freshen up really quick? I’ll let Cupid know you’ll be down shortly.” She smirks, mirth filling her eyes.

My face heats in embarrassment. Did Athena just casually allude that I smell like sex?

“Uhm, yeah,” I mumble. “Sounds good. I’ll be down in a jiffy.”

“Oh, and wear this when you come downstairs,” she says, pulling a fluffy white robe from seemingly nowhere.

As Athena turns to leave, I hurriedly close the door, dash into the bathroom, and flip the shower faucet to hot and high.

***

The sitting room has completely transformed. The comfy couches and end tables are gone, replaced by a massage table and what looks like an over-the-top makeup station. Standing in the midst of the room is Cupid, looking more than thrilled to be in Ares and Athena’s home.

I clear my throat, making my presence known.

“Katrina, doll. It’s been far too long,” he greets flamboyantly, arms spread wide, ready to engulf me in a hug.

I can’t help but smile at his vibrant energy as I stride across the room. He’s both theatrical and sincere, and it reminds me greatly of Jack.

The thought hits hard. Gods, I miss my best friends, my soul siblings. I hesitate for a heartbeat before stepping into Cupid’s embrace, and the moment his arms wrap around me, the ache blooms.

Jack would’ve loved him. They would’ve bantered and ganged up on me. The room would be filled with laughter.

Instead, there sits an emptiness and silence in that corner of my heart. I sink into Cupid’s arms anyway, letting the memories wash over me like a tide I can’t hold back.

“Are you ready to be pampered like the princess you rightfully are?” Cupid asks, waggling his brows as he pulls away from the hug.

“I’m not a princess,” I sigh, rolling my eyes at his theatrics.

“Eh, semantics,” he says with a dismissive wave. “You will be soon enough.”

I can’t really argue with him there. He does have a point. If I actually end up marrying Miles, I’ll be marrying into royalty.

Athena and Ares are still the rightful rulers of the Earth Kingdom, but soon, Miles will take his father’s place, and I’d take Athena’s alongside him.

Unless we combine the realms, like the prophecy foretold. Then we, my fated and I, would rule the entire Divine Realm together.

Cupid claps his hands with a dramatic flourish, bringing me back to the here and now. “Alright, robe off, Princess-to-be, on the table. We’ve got a tight schedule and a whole lot of tension to melt away.”

I shake my head with a chuckle, but untie the sash of my fluffy white robe, letting it slip from my shoulders before draping it neatly over a nearby chair. The air kisses my bare skin as I climb onto the massage table, settling face-down into the plush cradle.

“Now, relax,” Cupid purrs, his voice suddenly softer, more reverent. “Let me show you what divine touch really means. No sexual innuendo intended.”

I laugh, but the moment his hands press into my back, it’s stifled. A warmth spreads through me, gentle but deep, like sunlight soaking into my bones. This isn’t an ordinary massage. It’s infused with magic. Subtle waves of his power glide beneath my skin, unraveling every knot, every coil of tension I didn’t even realize I was carrying.

My muscles go slack. My breathing slows. And for the first time in days, my thoughts finally quiet. For the first time in days, I’m met with clarity.

I don’t know why I didn’t think of it last night, what happened during Professor Isis’s midterms. Maybe I was too distracted by finally meeting my parents. Or too worried about going before the council. But now everything makes sense.

Why Kek chose me.

I’m the only being who can do what he wants. If what Professor Isis said is true, if I’m truly what she believes I am, then I’m the only one who can help him resurrect Kauket. His sister. His lover. His… whatever she is to him.

Would it really be so terrible to help him?

I’d do anything to have Jack and Jill back with me. If I could find them, I’d use my god-given powers to bring them back in an instant.

But Kek isn’t me. And Kauket isn’t Jack or Jill.

They are, quite literally, darkness incarnate.

If I helped Kek, if I gave him what he wanted, what would I be unleashing onto the world?

“Katrina, do I need to knock you out in order for you to relax?” Cupid asks, sending another gentle flare of magic down my spine.

I melt into the sensation, letting the relaxation wash over me. Cupid’s right, even if he doesn’t know what he’s right about.

I push aside thoughts of Kek and prophecies foretold, close my eyes, and try to savor this moment… because it might very well be the last few hours of freedom I have left.
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Chapter Thirty-One
MILES
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We’ve learned nothing about what’s to come tonight. Even Samael and Luka, with their newly appointed council positions, couldn’t dig up any information. Everything about Katrina’s upcoming trials is being kept extremely hush-hush.

All anyone wants to talk about today is my upcoming engagement. Some seem happy about it. Others aren’t so thrilled. From what I’ve gathered, these are the prophecy seekers, the ones who want to believe Katrina will unite the realms. And then there are those who think my parents have finally gone mental. How dare they let an outsider come in and sweep up their heir! Don’t they know I need someone the Earth Realm knows and relates to, someone who can help strengthen my claim on the throne?

I just ignore them all. I cannot wait for them to see Katrina tonight and for her to prove them wrong. I know she’ll be an absolute vision in the outfit I’ve prepared for her.

Even though after our engagement party the council will rule on her fate, I can’t help but be excited today. Today I get to parade around with my girl on my arm. I don’t have to share her with anyone. No. Today she’s solely mine, and I get to show her off to the world.
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The ballroom transforms before our very eyes. Hera has outdone herself, turning tonight into something no one will forget.

Golden vines coil up the marble pillars, enchanted to shimmer with subtle pulses of light, almost like they’re alive. Flowers from all four kingdoms bloom in impossible harmony, their scents delicately woven by divine hands so not one fragrance overpowers the rest. The music is soft and romantic, threaded with just enough ceremonial weight to remind everyone this isn’t just a celebration. It’s history in the making.

The engagement of the Earth Kingdom’s heir… to someone the world sees as either a threat or a nobody.

I can’t help but smirk. Let them whisper. Let them doubt. They’re going to eat their words when they see my girl for who she truly is.

“What’s got you smirking?” Aphelion asks, elbowing me in the ribs.

“Oh, nothing. Just picturing Katrina in the dress I picked out.”

“Well, stop picturing, and look over there,” Luka says, jutting his chin toward the balcony.

I follow Luka’s gaze, and the breath leaves my body. She’s standing just outside the arched doorway. The curve of the balcony frames her silhouette, the soft glow of stardust spilling across her like a benediction. For a moment, I can’t breathe.

She’s wearing the gown I chose for her, a blue silk that shimmers with every movement. The fabric is sculpted to her body like it was born to be there. Her hair is swept up, silver strands braided with tiny sapphires, exposing the long, vulnerable line of her throat. The mark I left on her body last night is hidden beneath a glamor, but I know it pulses just beneath the surface, marking her as mine.

Her eyes scan the ballroom as she searches for us.

Samael groans beside me. “They’re going to lose their minds.”

“They already have,” I murmur. “They just don’t know it yet.”

The music shifts as Katrina steps into the ballroom, and every head turns. The atmosphere thickens like someone sucked the oxygen out of the room. Whispers die. Conversations still. Even the most jaded look up from their champagne flutes.

She’s owning the moment without even trying.

Every inch of her screams power.

She walks toward me slowly, unhurried, like the world can wait its turn. I meet her halfway, my arm extending toward her. When our hands connect, something inside me settles.

This is what they can’t understand.

They think this is about politics. That it’s a strategy or a rebellion. But it’s none of those things. This is fate. It’s love.

“You’re staring,” Katrina whispers, the corner of her mouth twitching with amusement.

“I plan to do nothing else tonight,” I reply, brushing a kiss against her knuckles.

“You know the council’s watching.”

“Let them.” I lift her hand and press it over my heart. “Let them see exactly who I’d burn the world down for.”

The crowd parts before us as we step forward together.

And whether they love her or fear her, whether they bow or sharpen their blades… one thing is clear.

Katrina is no longer a question mark written in a prophecy. She’s real and she’s here to stay.

I bring her fingers to my lips.

“You wore the dress I picked out for you,” I murmur against her knuckles, gaze dragging down her body and back up.

“I’d have come naked if you’d asked,” she cheekily replies, her voice low and husky, lip curling into a teasing smile.

My cock twitches. “I’ll remember that for the wedding.”

Katrina flushes a deep red, but before I can continue to tease her, an “ahem” sounds at our side.

It’s Hera. She’s flanked by two of her personal guard, and she looks slightly annoyed at having to grace us with her presence. Her expression is poised but firm, a diplomat’s smile curving her lips.

“Miles,” she greets, leaning forward and kissing both of my cheeks. “It’s been too long since you last visited.”

“Sorry about that. I’ve been busy with the academy, and since Phil’s there, I’ve had no real reason to visit.”

“It’s Aphelion, dear,” Hera chastises, eyes rolling at her son’s nickname. “And you must be Miles’ fiancé.” She greets Katrina as if she hasn’t heard a thing about her.

“Yes, I’m Katrina,” my fated replies demurely, sticking out her hand in greeting.

Hera scoffs, but takes Katrina’s proffered hand, giving it a slight shake.

“I came over because it’s time to introduce you properly to society. Your guests are eager to meet you, Katrina.”

Katrina’s eyes widen, and she looks a little pale, Hera’s announcement taking her by surprise.

“Oh, we were planning on keeping this event casual,” I say, wrapping my arm around Katrina’s waist, silently letting her know I’ll always be here to support her.

“Nonsense. Come now,” Hera replies, brushing me off as she turns and heads toward the dais at the head of the ballroom.

“We should probably follow after her,” Katrina mumbles. “I don’t want to upset her, not after she’s gone all out for this party.”

“Chin up, Kitten,” I smirk, nudging her chin up with my thumb. “You don’t want everyone thinking you’re weak.”

Katrina throws her shoulders back and tilts her head high as I remove my arm from around her waist and grab her hand instead.

As we head toward the dais, an eerie yet somehow familiar feeling tingles across my spine. I glance at my cousins and Luka, who are standing near the center of the ballroom, to see if they’ve noticed anything odd. From their stiffened postures, I can tell something has piqued their interest. My hand tightens around Katrina’s. I’m tempted to pull her out of the ballroom and take her back to my house, away from any potential danger, but I push forward. Katrina’s presence is required tonight.

As we stand beside Hera, she clears her throat, and the entire room falls silent. All eyes are on us now, everyone waiting with bated breath to be introduced to the woman they’ve heard so much about.

Just as Hera begins to speak of our union, that’s when I notice it. The black, tarry substance, pouring from the seams in the stone, dripping down the decorative vines at a rapid pace. Is that Eitr? And if it is, what the fuck is it doing in the Sky Kingdom, and how has no one noticed its presence?

I stare down my cousins again, waiting for them to sense my gaze. I don’t want to cause a scene, but I want someone else to check out and confirm my suspicions. If I am correct, we will need to rid the ballroom of the substance immediately before it starts shifting into⁠—

Fuck. It is Eitr, and it’s moving at a rapid pace, already shifting its form into something monostrophic.

I tear my hand from Katrina’s, no longer worried about causing a scene.

“Katrina, stay with Hera!” I shout over my shoulder, vaulting down the steps.

The moment my boots hit the ballroom floor, chaos erupts.

Guests stagger back, gasping as the once-subtle shimmer of the Eitr becomes undeniable, no longer seeping quietly, but writhing. The tar-like substance pulses, veins of iridescent black coiling into jagged limbs, vaguely humanoid but twisted, malformed. It’s not fully formed yet, but it’s fast, too fast, the kind of speed that suggests someone’s funneling power into it.

It's scent hits next. Sulfur and ozone, the sharp tang of corrupted magic.

“What the hell is it doing here?” Luka snarls. He’s already moving to flank the creature, mirrored by Samael on the other side.

Aphelion’s hands flash, filled with lightning, casting a yellow glow across the pale marble floor. “This is a direct breach of Sky Kingdom wards,” he growls, voice tight with fury. “Someone let it in.”

I don’t have time to question who. All that matters now is stopping it before it attacks the guests, or worse, Katrina.

The Eitr shrieks, an unearthly sound that rattles the chandeliers above. Its form spasms, becoming more solid, more aware. A long, claw-like arm lashes out, slamming a nearby pillar and cracking the stone.

I throw up a wall of earth between it and the crowd, but the floor buckles beneath my feet, already infected with the Eitr.

“Contain it!” Hera’s voice booms from the dais, amplified by magic. “Do not let it fully manifest!”

The Eitr splits down the center, revealing horns and an ox-like face. Fuck, it’s morphing into a Ushioni. It lunges toward the dais.

“Katrina!” I scream, too far to reach her in time.

But she doesn’t run.

She steps forward. Her hands are raised, fingers splayed. A ball of pure light floats on her palm. My fated is strong, but she won’t be able to take a Ushioni on by herself, not without revealing her true nature. I fight to escape the clutches of the Eitr, but it’s as if it’s paralyzed me. From my peripheral, I can see that Luka and my cousins are also frozen in place. This Eitr is like none we’ve fought before.

The now fully formed Ushioni lets out a guttural bellow that shakes the stained-glass windows above, claws slamming into the marble with enough force to crater the floor. Guests scream, scrambling toward the exits, only to find them sealed shut by a thin sheen of Eitr creeping up the doors like mold. The ballroom has become a death trap. And Katrina’s the only one left moving freely within it.

I struggle against the invisible force holding me in place, but my limbs won’t budge.

The Ushioni charges, but Katrina doesn’t flinch. Instead, she steps into its path. And just as the beast barrels toward her, she reveals her true self.
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KATRINA
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If I don’t do something, everyone will die.

My fated will die and that’s not something I’ll allow. Not now. Not ever.

The second the beast formed, it didn’t hesitate. It didn’t scan the room or waver. It came straight for me.

Even Hera, standing tall at my side, was ignored. Like none of them mattered compared to me.

I raise my hands, calling light before I even think about it. My magic answers fast, like it’s been waiting. The orb forms hot and solid in my palm.

The monster roars and charges. Horns down. Claws tearing across the floor, smashing whatever is in its way.

I move toward it, lifting the orb higher. Power surges through me harder than it ever has. My wings and tail rip through the dress, my horns push free of my head. It’s like my body knows what to do before I do.

When the monster’s horns are about to hit me, a word rips from my mouth. I don’t know where it comes from. It’s old, automatic, burned into me from birth.

The effect is instant.

The creature stops. Frozen. The orb disappears from my hand. The Ushioni trembles and then dissolves, not destroyed but backing down. Yielding.

My knees give out as soon as it’s gone. I hit the floor, too drained to move. Voices shout, boots hit marble, and people start moving again now that the paralysis is gone. It all sounds far away.

Hera’s hand clamps on my arm and yanks me up, her grip iron.

“What are you?” she demands, shaking me.

I don’t have the strength to fight her off, but I don’t need to. My fated are already here, pulling me back from her.

They’re trying to shield me, but it’s too late. Everyone saw. My secret is out.

I see the look on their faces; the math they’re doing about how to get us out. But when the doors burst open and Zeus, Poseidon, and the rest of the council step in, I know there’s no running. If we leave now, the gods will hunt me to the ends of the realms.

“Hera, what happened?” Zeus demands, scanning the wreckage. “We’ve been trying to get through. It’s like the room was sealed.”

Hera doesn’t answer. She just points at me, her hand shaking.

“Drop your finger before I break it,” Luka snaps, shoving me farther behind him, putting himself between Hera and me.

Hera flicks a glance at Aphelion, maybe expecting him to stop Luka. But Aphelion’s stare is hard. He’s ready to fight every god in this room if he has to.

“Luka,” I whisper, reaching for him, but my hand shakes too badly to touch him. The adrenaline’s fading, and my legs are about to give out again. “Don’t.”

“She laid hands on you,” he growls without looking back. “She’s lucky that’s all I’m threatening.”

Zeus finally looks at me properly. His eyes narrow.

“I knew you were hiding something,” he says. “I didn’t think it would be this.”

His lip curls. “You’re an abomination. Release her. She’s coming into council custody.”

Miles snarls. “The fuck she will.”

Aphelion braces his stance. Luka’s eyes are already burning with chaos. Samael edges closer, heat rolling off him. Beckett’s at my back, watching his father’s every move.

They’re all ready to fight.

They’d die for me.

And that’s exactly why I can’t let them.  We’re not ready for this battle. The council isn’t the real enemy. Kek and Brahma are still out there. Tonight was a test, a warning. If we fight here, my men will pour everything into it and lose sight of the real threat.

I step forward.

“No.”

Miles grips my arm. “Katrina⁠—”

“I’m surrendering to the council,” I say quietly. My voice cuts through the room. “But not because you ordered me.”

Zeus blinks at me.

“I’m coming because I don’t want your entire focus on chasing me. Kek is back, and he’s teamed up with Brahma. They’re controlling the Eitr.”

Zeus laughs. “And why should we believe you? All I see is the chaos you caused.”

I shrug. “Believe me or don’t. It’s your kingdoms on the line when they make their next move.”

“You’re just saying this to save yourself,” Poseidon says flatly. “As of right now, Katrina Ammerie, you’re a prisoner of the council. You’ll be locked in the dungeons until we decide what to do with you.”

He claps his hands. Light flashes. The room spins.

I hear my fated shouting as I’m pulled away, but I hope they’ll listen. I hope they’ll keep tracking Kek and Brahma. I hope they won’t let my capture pull them off the real fight.
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Chapter Thirty-Three
BECKETT
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One moment, Katrina’s pulling from our grasp, saying she’ll go with the council, and the next she’s gone.

“What have you done with her?” Luka demands, his hands fisting the sides of my father’s dress shirt as he gets into Poseidon’s face.

“Exactly what I said I would do,” my father replies, flicking his wrist and using the sea air to push Luka off of him.

“She doesn’t deserve to be locked up like some common criminal!” I shout, “Katrina just saved everyone in this room.”

“Really?” Hera asks, her eyebrow lifted. “Because it looked to me as if she dismissed the beast she created. She looked to be wielding the Eitr.”

There are murmurs of agreement from the crowd behind us. And I can’t be mad at them for agreeing with her. If I didn’t know my fated, I also would’ve assumed she was the one who’d created the Eitr. I’ve never seen magic, dark or light, dissolve with just a simple command. She hadn’t even poured her heavenly light into the Ushioni to weaken it before she destroyed it. She’d wielded zero of her affinity into it, and yet she was still able to destroy it. It was as if she were its creator.

I hate how right Hera sounds. The way her words slither into the room, worming doubt into every heart. Even mine.

“No,” I snap, louder than I intend. “Katrina isn’t the creator of that monster. She destroyed it. That’s the truth, whether you want to admit it or not.”

“And yet,” Zeus’s voice booms across the hall, “truth has many faces. Yours says she’s innocent. Mine says she’s dangerous. A girl who can command and dissolve an Eitr beast without touching her affinity is a girl who could topple kingdoms.”

The murmurs rise again, louder this time, panic and suspicion blending like wildfire through dry brush. Luka tries to shout over them, but the voices drown him out.

“Enough!” I thunder, my power rattling the marble beneath us, sea spray whipping into the chamber as if the very tides were answering my fury. “She is my fated. You will not brand her a criminal for saving your ungrateful hides.”

“Fated or not,” Hera says coldly, “your bond doesn’t change what we all witnessed. You may see salvation in her light, Poseidon’s son. But what the rest of us see is a weapon. And the council will decide what is done with weapons.”

The words clang through the chamber like iron chains, and my stomach twists. Because I know what she means. Weapons are locked away. Broken. Or worse used.

I grit my teeth, vowing silently to the stars themselves: They will not use Katrina. They will not break her. If they try, I’ll drown every kingdom in salt and ruin before I let them take her from me.

Seeming to sense where my thoughts have gone, Miles grabs my arm, keeping me tucked beside him. “Remember what Katrina wanted,” he murmurs low enough that only I can hear him.

She wants us to continue researching how to stop Kek, but how the hell could she possibly think we’d let her rot in the dungeons, while we were off gallivanting, trying to save the world?

My jaw aches from how hard I’m clenching it, but I don’t pull away from Miles. He’s right, damn him, but that doesn’t make it any easier.

“I’m not leaving her down there,” I growl back, my words for him alone even though my magic thrums loud enough for the whole council to feel. “She’s not some pawn to lock away until they decide she’s useful again.”

His grip tightens, grounding me. “I know. But if we fight them here and now, we lose any chance of helping her. We’ll be exiled or worse. And then who’s left to tear down Kek?”

The name coils through me like poison, but it’s the thought of Katrina alone in the dark, with no one to shield her from the whispers and the cold, that nearly breaks me.

The council continues their bickering above us, debating whether Katrina is a savior or a catastrophe waiting to happen, and it takes everything in me not to remain calm.

“She trusted us,” Miles adds softly, his eyes flicking toward the gathered council.  “Her last act was faith in us. Don’t make her regret it.”

I breathe hard through my nose, the weight of his words pressing down. He’s right. Damn him, he’s right. But that doesn’t stop the storm brewing in my chest, a storm I’ll unleash the second they push her too far.

For now, I force my fists to unclench, though my vow sears hotter than ever: when this council is done playing their games, Katrina will not be left in the dark.

“We’re leaving,” I say, glancing at my cousins and Luka. “Let us know when we can see Katrina,” I tell the council before storming out of the ballroom, my fated’s other mates right behind me.
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Chapter Thirty-Four
KATRINA
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The world snaps sideways as Poseidon’s magic yanks me from the council chamber. One blink, and I’m surrounded by gods, the next I’m dropped into darkness so thick it clings to my skin like oil.

The dungeons of the Sky Kingdom aren’t like what I saw of Tartarus’ prison when I dreamt of Beckett.  They’re sharp, dry, and suffocating. The air crackles with static, every breath heavy with the metallic tang of ozone, like a storm trapped in a bottle and left to rot.

Chains hang from the walls, forged of some alloy that hums with residual lightning. Every time I shift, the air stirs and the metal vibrates, releasing tiny sparks that leap toward my skin before dying. The smell of burnt air clings to the stones, scorched black where bolts have struck in centuries past.

The floor is jagged marble veined with gold, beautiful and cruel, designed to remind prisoners of the Sky Kingdom’s wealth and power even as it cuts into their skin. Above me, faint slivers of light pour through narrow cracks in the ceiling. It’s not sunlight but flashes of lightning, strobing the cell in harsh bursts that leave me blinking in the aftermath.

I press my back against the wall, knees tucked close, trying to steady myself, but the silence here isn’t empty. It thrums. A low, constant vibration that makes my teeth ache, as though the dungeon itself is alive with restrained thunder, waiting for the command to strike.

This place wasn’t built to hold mortals. It was carved to break gods.

And I know, with a sinking weight in my chest, that the council didn’t just imprison me. They buried me in a storm, where every breath feels borrowed, and every heartbeat echoes like defiance.

My hands won’t stop trembling. I press them hard to my knees, trying to hold myself still, but the tremors only worsen. The air tastes like electricity, like it’s waiting for Zeus to snap his fingers and fry me where I sit.

This is what he wants. To break me before he even lays his judgment down. To prove that I don’t belong in this world of gods, that I’m fragile, brittle. Mortal enough to shatter.

My chest squeezes, too tight to draw in a full breath. The burn in my throat rises until my vision spots at the edges. I can’t breathe. Gods, I can’t breathe.

Then I see it.  A flicker. So faint, I think it’s another trick of lightning, but it doesn’t vanish. It lingers, soft and warm, cutting through the static haze.

A voice follows, achingly familiar.

“Katrina.” Jack. Gentle, steady, the way he used to say my name when I doubted myself.

Another voice twines with his, sweet and sure.

“We’re here.” Jill. Always my shadow, always the one who made me laugh when the world felt too heavy.

The panic catches in my throat, stumbling over itself. I blink, tears blurring the small light until it swells, filling the cell with a glow so soft it hurts.

“Jack?” My voice breaks, cracking like glass. “Jill?”

But how could this be possible? Jack and Jill are gone, wiped permanently from this realm and any afterlife that follows. Is this just another form of torture? Is it the dungeon showing me what I desire most in the world, just so it can cruelly rip them away from me again?

The light hums against that question, not answering but somehow folding it in. Then Jack’s voice slides through the glow. “Do not trust him,” he warns me just as the light flickers out.

In its place stands a man, so intimately familiar, yet still a stranger. I guess that’s due to the connection that unwillingly manifests when someone’s slithered unwanted in your mind, forcibly controlling your body.

“Well, you sure seem to have gotten yourself into a pickle.” He smiles, leering down at me.

“What do you want, Brahma?” I force the words out, but they feel wrong in my mouth, big and clumsy and not nearly sharp enough for the man who just stepped out of the dark like a warm lie.

He tilts his head, eyes catching the strobing light and letting it play across his face like it’s his favorite toy. His smile is small and practiced, the kind that preys on any hint of weakness. Up close, he smells like smoke and sugar and something ancient. My skin crawls as if remembering hands that shouldn’t have touched me.

“Is that any way to greet an old friend?” he purrs, slow and velvet. He doesn’t move to sit; he doesn’t need to. He simply occupies the space between the thunder and me and makes it thinner. “You looked so troubled in your cell. I thought I’d come and offer you your freedom.”

Freedom? But at what price? And would I be willing to pay it?

“You look uncomfortable, Katrina. Let me help you.”

I laugh once, a sound that comes out wrong and small. “You don’t get to pretend that you care,” I snap, voice ragged. My fingers dig into my palms until the nails bite bright crescents of pain; pain is real. Pain is proof I’m still here.

He doesn’t flinch. He leans forward, the tiny movement a cat’s stretch. “Of course I care. I care about all my creations.”

“I am not yours!” I hiss, scrambling further into the wall, trying to put as much distance between us as humanly possible.

“Is Lilith not your mother, nor Michael your father?” he taunts.

I lift my chin, staring straight ahead, refusing to acknowledge him.

“Now, now, silly girl. Don’t be so stubborn. Wouldn’t you like to see your friends again?”

His fingers snap, and Jack and Jill’s laughter fills the decrepit air.  My heart stutters in my chest as the frozen hands of grief wrap it in its clutches. My throat closes, making it almost impossible to swallow down the tears that threaten to spill at the familiarity of the joyous noise filling the air. What I wouldn’t give to be surrounded by those sounds again.

“My friends are gone.” I croak.

“Or so it was assumed. Brahma smirks mischievously. “As you’ve heard by now, I’m sure. I am a collector of sorts. When I saw two pure white, unmarred souls, floating down to the underworld, getting ready to make their crossing, I knew I had to have them. That they belonged to my collection. So, I took them and breathed life back into them once more, thus creating two new angels.”

My breath hitches, and even though Jack’s words from earlier swirl in the back of my mind, “Do not trust him,” I know Brahma is speaking the truth. That he’s made what I thought impossible possible,

“Your friends are alive, Katrina, and they cannot wait to see you again. All you have to do is come with me.” Brahma holds out his hand, willing me to take it.

I stare at his proffered hand, knowing that if I take it, he’s likely to whisk me off straight to Kek. I need to tread carefully.  I have to consider all the possible outcomes. Except my heart and soul don’t want to. They want to finally be freed of this aching guilt, this overwhelming grief, that has sat in the recesses of my mind since my twenty-first birthday.

A creak sounds from above us, drawing our attention to the darkened corner, where I assume the stairs are located, leading to the main part of Zeus’ home.

“It’s either now or never,” Brahma goads, waving his outstretched palm.

When Jack and Jill’s laughter fades into nothingness, my mind is set. Being given the chance to see my soul siblings again, by going with Brahma, is a risk I’m willing to take. I just have to wait for the right moment. I can’t have the council thinking my fated snuck down here and saved me.

The creaking grows louder as the footsteps start winding down the stairs, and the patience on Brahma’s face wears thin. He swipes his hand toward me, reaching to grab my wrist and perhaps take me by force, but I side swipe him. Except lurching away from him sends me sprawling into the nearby chains, sending the remnants of Zeus’ power that lurked with the alloy across my bare skin. It’s electrifying. Not in the way, Aphelion sends occasional zaps through me, whenever our skin meets, or how Hilda’s powers sparked through me, but in a singe-worthy make my muscles cease sort of way.

The steps loom nearer, quickening in pace at the sound of the commotion.

“Stupid girl,” Brahma hisses, leering down at me, before bending over and forcefully grabbing my arm, his touch punishing. There are sure to be bruises in the shape of his fingers when I look later.

I feel his magical affinity begin to morph around us, wisping me in its embrace, but before we can phase away, I catch sight of Hermes, his mouth agape as he spots the god of creation clutching me in his grasp. I smirk in an I told you so sort of way as the sanctity of the dungeons fades away. I can only hope that when Hermes reveals this information to Zeus and the rest of the council that my fated are nearby. When they hear that Brahma’s taken me, they’ll know what to do. And when they come for me, because I know they will, there’ll be hell to pay.
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Chapter Thirty-Five
KEK
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The city of Hermopolis rises before me, its once whitewashed walls gilded by the Nile’s golden reflection. How strange a place, once filled with so much noise, now remains empty. But ever since she left, the world has been emptier without her.

How I miss my dearest Kauket.

She was the hush between heartbeats, the velvet dark that cradled creation before the first star dared to shine. Where I was stillness, she was movement, the breath of the night itself. Together, we were united. Shadow twined with shadow.

I remember when the Nile first spread her silver skin beneath the moon, and Kauket leaned into me, her laughter rippling like water disturbed by wind. “Do you see it, Kek?” she asked. “The mortals will call this river life. But only because we gift them the night to rest in, so they may rise again to greet the day.”

She always saw further than I. Where I brooded in the silence, she painted visions across eternity. She reminded me that even darkness could be tender, that love could grow in the void as surely as reeds along the riverbank.

When the younger gods were created, born from the first stars to shine, they carved the world into their dominion. They did not need us, two ancient keepers of the primeval dark. And though they allowed our children to live amongst their own, they still feared us and what we could do. Their fear spread like wildfire, even spreading to our children, who quickly abandoned us, even though the gods of light never fully accepted them.

As time passed, stories of our existence wove into myth, which later became tales of nightmares that were shared with young children to terrify them into behaving.

And yet, even though we were forgotten by those created after us, I never felt lonely. I always had Kauket by my side. Until the day she no longer was.

She faded, not in battle, but in the quiet way shadows dissolve before dawn. One moment, she was beside me on the riverbank, her hand cool against mine, whispering of dreams yet unspun.  And the next, she was gone, her laughter swallowed by the rising sun. And with her disappearance, so left my heart, leaving me with only darkness churning in my soul. I became the story of the legends. I’ve ravaged the realms, unleashed nightmares, and did everything I possibly could to find a way to bring her back.

And yet here I stand alone at the entrance of our home, lost in remembrance.

I remember the taste of her lips, sweeter than the freshest berry.

The way her fingers shaped the night, coaxing constellations before Ra’s fire ever touched the sky. How she made me feel more than void.

Soon, I will no longer have to rely on my memory. I’ll have my heart back in my arms. Kauket will be with me once again.
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Ihear him before I see him. The footsteps of a man who thinks the world should applaud at his entrance. Brahma, the creator. I would’ve done away with him when he first approached me so many moons ago, had he not offered something so tempting in return. He spoke of a child born of both light and darkness, one who could wield both once she came into her birthright. A child who could help bring Kauket back.

His whispers brought to mind a prophecy foretold long ago, back when the light was first created.

Without light, there cannot be darkness, and without darkness, there cannot be light. Steal the light from the darkness, and life will be bestowed. Steal the darkness from the light, and death will become but a shadow. Embrace the darkness. Include the light. Only then will the world be righted.

Since Brahma brought the knowledge of her existence into my life, I’ve been watching her from afar, waiting for the right moment to strike. Her parents thought hiding her within the human realm would save her, but I’ve always known where she was. Pretty little Katrina, left all alone in the world, struggling to find where she belonged. Innocent little Katrina, the sole survivor of a car accident. Young, naïve Katrina, getting her first job and finally feeling like she belonged. Poor, devastated, Katrina murdering the two people she considered dearest to her. If only she’d known that act in itself would be her undoing.

Just as Brahma and his prisoner turn the corner, I blend into the shadows, concealing myself from view. The time is near.  Soon, my lover will be reunited with me once more, but for now, I’ll watch as my plans unfold.
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Chapter Thirty-Six
MILES
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It’s hard to leave the sky realm without Katrina, but she insisted. So here we are, back at my parents’ house without her, trying to pin Kek down so we can stop him and Brahma before it’s too late.

The war room feels smaller than I remember. When I was a kid, I laughed at my father for making it look like some medieval fortress, but now I understand why. Intimidation is a tool, and this room was crafted to use it. Brick walls hem us in, and ancient torchlight throws restless shadows that twitch across the maps of Egypt that are strewn over the long oak table.

Michael marked every place he suspected Kek might be with yellow pins on each map and crossed out the sites he’s already checked in black, but there’s still too much of Egypt left unturned. We don’t have time to search every nook and cranny. We need him now. Catching Kek, or Brahma, in the act is the only way to prove Katrina innocent and maybe get her free without starting a coup. Not that I haven’t thought about a coup. We’ve been separated for less than a day, and I’m already ready to storm the Sky Kingdom’s gates and drag my fated back myself, and I’m almost positive the others feel the same.

Beckett hasn’t stopped pacing the table’s edge since we walked in. He looks like a man trying to outrun his guilt, which is understandable, since his father is the one who locked her up. I should say something, offer him some peace of mind, but words won’t fix this. The only thing that will is Katrina, and she isn’t here.

Aphelion’s fingers drum along the arm of his chair, creating an irritating staccato that frays whatever patience I have left. I want to yell at him to stop, but I bite my tongue. There’s no use arguing amongst each other.

Luka leans forward, dragging my attention across the table. His elbows are on the table, and his eyes are scimming across every line on the ancient scrolls he and Samael dragged up from Tartarus, as he hunts for any scrap that ties Kek to a specific place. Poor Samael’s as much of a wreck as I am. His blue flames gutter and flare while he stares at nothing. He’s probably envisioning every council member’s head on a pike.

“What do you think, Miles?” my father asks, jabbing a finger at a mark in Upper Egypt.

“I—sorry, what was that?”

His brows pinch, and disappointment is written in the hard lines of his face. He has a right to be disappointed. Ares raised me to set my feelings aside and get the job done. I should be able to shove everything aside and strategize. But how do you care about the fate of the world when your world, your fated, has been ripped away? Armageddon or not, I’d trade a thousand saved cities to have Katrina back in my arms. I don’t care about Kek or Brahma. I just want her.

“Maybe we should take a break,” my mother suggests, rising from her seat beside him.

“No. I’m fine. We need to narrow this down tonight.”

My father circles a small town near the Nile with his finger. “As I was saying, this city has ties to the ancient gods. It’s rumored to be the home of the Ogdoad⁠—”

“The Ogdoad?” Luka cuts in, riffling through the scrolls until he finds the one he wants. “This is a mortal’s recollection, so take it with a grain of salt. But according to this ledger, Ogdoad loosely means ‘eightfold.’ It claims that the eight original deities resided in Hermopolis, but of the names listed here, there are six I’ve never seen. I tossed the scroll aside, thinking it was nothing more than a mortal myth.”

He hands the scroll to my father, who glances down at it and then passes it to Michael.

“The Ogdoad for us is different than the human version,” Michael says. “While Kek and Kauket are real, we’ve long thought the Ogdoad represented creation itself. Nu and Naunet as sky and water, Heh and Hehuet as eternity, and Amun and Amunet as silence and inactivity. Their names are not mentioned amongst our circles anymore because we eventually attributed all of creation to the stars and the two brothers.”

While what my father is sharing is interesting, and if he were providing this knowledge under any other circumstance, I would’ve found it intriguing, right now, I find my mind wandering again. My line of sight straying to the city my father circled on the map, El Ashmunein. Kek could be there right now, planning the destruction of the world as we know it. We still don’t know the entirety of his plan. All we know is that it involves Katrina. I wonder if we can use Kek to free Katrina from the council’s clutches and then destroy him after he's helped us.  Before I’m even given the chance to voice that suggestion, my father’s, Luka’s, and Samael’s phones simultaneously go off. A loud, sharp, high-pitched ring that draws the silence of the entire room.  I’ve been around my father long enough that I know what that ringtone means. It’s the council. They’ve called forth an emergency meeting.

“We’re coming with,” I announce, rising from my chair, before anyone’s even opened their phones to check the message.

“Miles,” my mother berates me, but my father just nods his acknowledgment.

“It’s probably best if you all come with,” he indicates to Aphelion and Beckett, and Michael and Lilith. “The council has called an emergency meeting at the Sky Kingdom. It has to do with an escaped prisoner. As far as I’m aware, there was only one prisoner in Zeus and Hera’s dungeons.”
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While my father insists that Lilith and Michael join us in the Sky Kingdom this time, they refuse, claiming their efforts are better spent unraveling the ties between El Ashmunein and Hermopolis and planning the journey there and back. When I voice my agreement, pointing out that the council might try to seize them for their disappearance and for allegedly creating an abomination (though I’ll never believe such a thing), my father finally relents.

So, we leave Lilith, Michael, and my mother in the war room, while my father, cousins, Luka, and I make for the Sky Kingdom in record time, thanks to Luka’s teleportation magic. I don’t expect to run into Hades and Persephone on the way to the meeting chamber, but I’m no less grateful for their support.

“Mom. Dad.” Samael greets them in the hall, his voice steady, though the small smile he offers doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

Persephone doesn’t hesitate. She takes her son’s hand, fingers lacing with his, and gives it a firm, grounding squeeze. “We just heard what the council did to Katrina. I wish we’d been here sooner.” Her voice is warm, but the fire beneath it is unmistakable anger wrapped in velvet.

Hades steps closer, shadows rippling at his heels. He sets a heavy hand on Samael’s shoulder, the weight of it both comforting and commanding. “I may have given up my seat on the council, but don’t think for a second I lost all influence. Some of them still listen to me. We’ll get your fated back.” His grip tightens, and Samael’s sputtering blue flames splutter out, drawn into calm by the sheer force of his father’s presence.

“Let’s first hear what the council knows about this so-called escaped prisoner,” my father says, clapping his brother on the back as he moves past him. “Then we’ll decide if it’s time to invoke war.”
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Chapter Thirty-Seven
KATRINA
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“Where are they?” I snap, yanking my arm free from Brahma’s grasp. My voice slices through the still air, raw with fury. I spin in place, scouring the ruins he’s dragged me to, but there isn’t another soul in sight, only the oppressive blaze of the sun beating down on my skin, the dry rasp of dust choking my lungs, and the skeletons of broken buildings crumbling in silence around me.

“Where are Jack and Jill?” I demand again, fixing my full attention on Brahma. He stands there smirking, lips curled ear to ear, like this is all some twisted game.

“All in due time,” he says lightly, almost jovial, as if my rage is nothing but amusement to him.

“You said if I came with you, you’d let me see Jack and Jill,” I bite out, folding my arms across my chest. “I’m here. Now let me see them.”

My anger coils hot and sharp, refusing to stay caged. Shadows peel away from the crumbling walls, gathering at my feet like loyal hounds, while threads of light spark across my skin, bright enough to sting the air between us. The ground trembles faintly, as if the ruins themselves recognize my demand.

But Brahma doesn’t flinch. His smirk doesn’t falter. He simply tilts his head, studying me the way one might admire a storm from behind unbreakable glass.

“Do you see that, Kek?” Brahma hoots, spreading his arms wide before me like he’s presenting some prized artifact. “She’s exactly what I promised you.”

The air shifts, colder despite the sun blazing overhead. The shadows at my feet recoil as if bowing to something greater, and for the first time since stepping into these ruins, I feel like someone’s watching me.

A voice rolls through the silence, ancient and low, like stone grinding against stone.

“She’s perfect.” The sound doesn’t come from a body at all but from everywhere at once, inside the walls, the dust, even my own bones.

“Kek,” Brahma croons, smug as ever, “may I present, Katrina, the child of light and dark. The one who will bring your beloved Kauket back to you.”

The shadows lengthen, stretching unnaturally toward me, brushing against my skin like cold silk. My orb of light sparks brighter in my palm, fighting them back, while the darkness inside me twists, hungry and eager, as if it recognizes its maker.

“I am not yours to command,” I snarl, lifting my chin.

Brahma only laughs, stepping closer, his grin wide and merciless. “Not yet, little angel. But soon you will be.”

The shadows surge forward, curling higher, almost protective, like a cage rising around me. My heart pounds, but I force my feet to stay planted. My wings are itching beneath my skin, and my horns are pressing against my scalp, both begging to break free.

But I refuse to bend to the will of darkness. Even when Kek himself emerges from its depths.

For a heartbeat, I almost falter. He’s… handsome. Terribly, unnervingly so. His jaw is sharp, his cheekbones carved like marble, his skin a deep bronze. Dark hair falls in heavy waves past his shoulders, framing a face etched with runic tattoos that seem to shimmer in and out of existence with each breath he takes.

But the longer I look, the more wrong it feels. His mouth is just slightly too wide, stretching a fraction beyond where it should, lips pulling into a smile that feels more devouring than welcoming. His eyes are dark and bulging, gleam with something ancient and cold. They’re like bottomless wells where no light dares to linger. These small features make him appear almost frog-like, amphibious in nature, something not entirely human.

As he approaches, the air thickens, heavy with the stench of void. It pours off him in waves. It’s not a smell exactly, but more like a sensation, like a hollowing in my chest. It tugs at the edges of my soul as if he’s pulling the world’s breath into himself.

Every instinct screams at me to look away, to bow, to yield.

But I don’t.

I lift my head defiantly, staring him head-on.

The void hums louder with every step he takes, the shadows straining toward him like hounds desperate for their master’s hand. He circles me slowly, deliberate as a predator savoring the moment before the kill. My skin prickles under his gaze, heat and cold colliding until I can’t tell if I’m burning or freezing.

“Brahma,” Kek says, his voice low and resonant, each syllable vibrating in my bones. “Be a gentleman and give the girl what she came here for.”

Brahma chuckles, the sound slick as oil. “Of course,” he replies, like this was always the plan. With a snap of his fingers, the air shimmers, distorting the ruins around us.

I hear their voices first, crying out in shock and so achingly familiar.

“Jack? Jill?” My breath catches, and the world tilts as two figures step through the haze.

They look alive. Not the ghosts I expected, but warm, breathing bodies wrapped in a glow so bright it steals the breath from my lungs. Pure white wings arc from their backs, each feather gleaming like it was dipped in moonlight. They’re beautiful. Holy and radiant. My Jack and Jill are angels.

Emotion claws up my throat, threatening to undo me. My heart aches to run to them, to bury myself in the proof that they’re here. That they’re real and whole. But then Jack’s warning reverberates through me. Do not trust him.

And with that reminder, the glow surrounding them stops dazzling. I see it then. The shackles biting into their wrists and ankles. Their radiant wings droop under an unseen weight, the feathers bent and frayed at the edges. When our eyes meet, instead of joy, I see exhaustion etched deep on their faces. The light that clings to them no longer looks like freedom. It mirrors their cage. They’re nothing more than objects, added to Brahma’s collection. 

“Katrina?” Jill’s voice trembles as she breaks the silence, stepping toward me, her head tilted in confusion. The sound nearly shatters me. It’s so achingly familiar, the same lilt that used to chase away my darkest nights. “What are you doing here?”

I swallow hard, my throat tight. “I could ask you the same thing.” My voice wavers, caught between emotion and the desperate attempt to make light of the situation.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Jack warns, his eyes darting around as he takes in the ruins, his body noticeably shrinking when his gaze lands on Brahma standing beside me.

“Where is here?” Jill asks, her lip trembling as she forces her gaze onto Brahma. Jack’s hand finds hers, his fingers lacing tight in silent support.

The sight guts me. Jack and Jill—my Jack and Jill—were never afraid of anything. They’d sneak out into storms just to dance in the rain, climb too high, run too far, laugh too loud. Fear was never in their vocabulary.

But now? Jill’s voice shakes, and her wings droop like they’re too heavy for her to carry. And Jack’s eyes dart like a cornered animal. What has Brahma done to them?

“You’re in my home,” Kek replies, his voice reverberating through the ruins like a dark hymn, drawing Jack and Jill’s gaze to him. “And as for why you’re here…” His bulging eyes flick toward me, a slow, deliberate smile spreading too wide across his face. “Your dearest Katrina wished to see you for herself.”

Ignoring Kek, I turn my full attention toward Brahma. “I want their shackles removed.”

“So many demands, from someone who has yet to do anything for me,” Brahma drawls, his smirk widening. “What makes you think you’re worthy of making demands of someone such as myself?”

“I’m here because you want something from me,” I say, meeting his gaze. “I’m willing to give you what you want if you do what I ask.” I shift my focus to Kek because he’s the one pulling the strings, and Brahma will bend to his will. “Set my friends free, and I’ll do as you wish.”

Kek throws his head back and bursts into laughter, the sound rolling out of him, echoing in the vast emptiness. The shadows around us writhe like they’re laughing with him, like the whole world finds me amusing.

“Oh, little spark,” he croons when his laughter finally ebbs. “You think you’re in a position to bargain?” His eyes gleam, dark and sharp, as he circles me. “I admire your spunk. Truly. Most would be on their knees by now, begging for mercy. But you… You bear your teeth at darkness itself.” He pauses, leaning in close enough that the void pouring off him seeps into my lungs. “I like that.”

Kek flicks his gaze to Brahma. “Show her, Creator. Show her what happens when little girls forget who’s in charge.”

Brahma’s smirk sharpens.  With a snap of his fingers, Jack and Jill jerk violently as their shackles ignite with searing light. They cry out, voices raw and pained, their heavenly glow dimming under the weight of Brahma’s magic. Their wings droop further, their feathers falling like ash.

“No!” I lunge forward, but the Kek’s shadows lash out, caging me in and slamming me back into place, rendering me immobile.  I can only watch as my friends, my family, writhe in agony.

Kek smiles, pleased as he drinks in my horror. “Remember this, Katrina. They live or die at our whim. You may have fire in your blood and light in your bones, but here? In my house?” He bears his too-wide teeth, voice lowering to a hiss. “You will bend.”

“Please,” I beg, my voice cracking as I claw against the shadows pinning me in place. “Please, just stop torturing them. I’ll do anything.”

Brahma’s grin widens, smug and cruel, but he doesn’t move. He wants me desperate and broken.

Kek, though, his eyes glinting with satisfaction. “Anything,” he repeats, savoring the word like a promise. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

He gestures lazily, and the shackles dim just enough to quiet Jack and Jill’s cries, though the chains remain locked tight around their wrists and ankles.

Brahma steps closer, leering down at me. “Remember this moment, Katrina. You may think yourself strong, but here?” He tilts his head toward Kek. “Here you exist at our mercy.”

“And mercy, little spark… is a rare thing from gods like us.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight
APHELION
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“Isaw him. Brahma. He was in the dungeons. He took the girl,” Hermes reveals, once everyone has taken a seat in the Sky Kingdom’s meeting hall.

“Brahma?” my father scoffs, the sound dripping with arrogance. “Why should we believe that the creator himself has taken the girl? What would his use for her be?”

The words make my blood boil. How dare he dismiss this, dismiss her, like Katrina’s nothing more than a misplaced trinket? Lightning flares in my veins, crackling along my fingertips as I clench my fists, forcing myself to stay grounded. It wouldn’t do for me to strike my father down here, in front of the entire council. Not now. Not when we need them on our side. If Brahma truly has Katrina in his grasp, we’ll need every ounce of power, every ally, to stand a chance against him.

“Tell us again, exactly what you saw,” Poseidon commands, his tone far less dismissive than Zeus’s, though no less grave.

Hermes straightens, shoulders squared. For once, his usual flippancy is gone. “I was descending into the dungeons when I heard a commotion. By the time I reached the cell, Brahma was there. He had the girl by the arm. She seemed to be struggling, trying to get away from him, but by the time my foot had left the bottom step, they were gone, faded into nothingness.”

Miles leans forward in his seat, his voice sharp with annoyance. “It’s as we told you before. Brahma is working with Kek. Surely you believe us now.”

“The only thing this proves,” Odin says, voice gruff with disdain, “is that Brahma is a collector, and he wanted to add your fiancé to his collection. Good riddance, I say.”

“Here, here,” my mother agrees, lifting her chin as though her judgment is law. “Let the Creator take care of the abomination.”

The words lance through me like a blade. My hands tremble on the table, and lightning crawls across my skin in erratic bursts. She called my fated an abomination. That’s all they see when they look at her. Not the girl who saved their gilded hall from the Eitr beast. Not the one who stood against death itself to protect them. Not the woman their son is madly in love with.

My cousins shift around me. Miles stiffens as he tries to control his anger, and Beckett’s jaw is set so hard it looks carved from stone, and Samael’s flames are spluttering again, spitting higher with every insult hurled at Katrina. Luka’s shadows coil beneath his chair, restless and eager to strike.

I understand exactly how they’re feeling. I want to unleash my lightning, to fry away the council’s arrogance, but I hold back the urge. Barely. Not because they deserve my restraint, but because Katrina needs our compliance. She needs us thinking, not lashing out.

“Careful,” Ares smirks, his voice cutting through the council chamber as he drags Hera’s attention to him.

“Call her an abomination again, and I don’t think there’ll be any stopping them.” He gestures toward each of us, brimming with power we’re barely holding back.

A hush falls around the table. Even my father’s gaze settles on me now, his expression as unreadable as ever. I couldn’t care less about how they view us, though. Let them think of us as a ticking time bomb, ready to detonate. Let them fear us. Maybe then, they’ll finally do something.

“Am I to believe that you stand with them, Ares?” Brigit asks

“I do,” Ares answers without hesitation, his smirk fading into something harder, steadier. “There’s too much evidence pointing to a darkness rising, a darkness stronger than anything Katrina could wield. The Eitr is spreading through the realms, twisting into monsters that rampage unchecked. Do you truly believe a girl so young, one who has only just come into her abilities, could control magic like that?”

He turns his gaze to Poseidon, pinning him with the weight of his words. “Your own army has sent reports of beasts crawling from the abyss, tearing through the seven seas. Tell me, what have you done to stop it? Or are you still pretending the problem will vanish if you ignore it long enough?”

Poseidon sputters, fury rising in his tone. “How dare you accuse me of doing nothing, brother. My armies defend the seas with every tide! We’ve slain countless abominations born of the abyss.” His trident-hand twitches against the table, blue veins of power threading the marble. “Do not mistake prudence for cowardice.”

But his words ring hollow, and the council knows it. I see it in the way murmurs ripple down the line, gods and goddesses shifting uncomfortably in their seats. None of them denies what Ares has said because they can’t. The monsters are real, and they’re growing.

Hades leans forward from the shadows. “The Eitr spreads further than any of you are willing to admit. Even in the Underworld, it crawled into places it never should have touched. My son and Poseidon’s boy rid us of it, but only just.” He pauses, letting his words weigh in the air. “Samael’s flames and Beckett’s command over the tides burned those horrors back into nothingness. Without them, I fear what would’ve become of my kingdom. Our heirs speak of a danger that has been lurking in the shadows, a danger that they’ve been fighting on their own. It’s time we listened to them.”

The murmurs grow louder, unease coiling through the chamber like smoke. Some avert their eyes, while others glance toward us, Katrina’s fated with wariness and, for the first time, a flicker of respect tightening their expressions.

They’re beginning to see it. Beginning to understand that this isn’t just about saving our girl. It’s about a war they’ve been too arrogant to prepare for.

“What would you wish us to do?” Helene asks, her tone cautious, but there’s no mistaking the genuine question in it.

“Surely, you’re not believing this nonsense, Helene?” Dagda growls, his fist slamming against the arm of his chair. “These boys spin tales to protect their little abomination. You’d risk the weight of the council on their fantasies?”

The room fractures again, voices overlapping. Helene tries to press her question, while Dagda scoffs, and others shift uneasily between the two. And through it all, I feel the storm in my veins begging to be unleashed. This is taking too long. We are wasting time.

“Send Hermes to Brahma’s lair,” Mother demands of Father, her voice slicing through the chamber. “If the creator really does have Katrina, surely he’d have taken her there.”

Zeus’s storm-gray eyes narrow, his fingers tapping against the arm of his throne. “You presume to give me orders, wife?”

“I presume to offer you sense,” Hera counters without flinching. “Let us prove their claims wrong with irrefutable evidence. Let’s end this nonsense here and now. Send Hermes. Let him look.”

“And when he finds nothing, Mother?” I bristle, my voice cracking like thunder through the chamber as I slam my hands against the table. The marble shudders beneath my palms, while threads of lightning race across its surface. “Will you, and the rest of this council, finally see our words as truth? Will you finally lend your strength and help us rescue our fated, and put an end to this encroaching darkness?”

The silence that follows is electric, heavy with the weight of my challenge. Even the gods who had sneered minutes ago now shift uneasily in their seats, eyes flicking between Hera’s stiff posture and the storm raging in mine.

“You speak as if you hold any sway with this council, boy.” Zeus laughs, the sound sharp and condescending. “You’re only in this room because I allow it. You have no say here.”

I scoff, throwing my head back, words already burning on my tongue, ready to let loose on my father, to tell him exactly why he no longer holds power over me. But before the storm can break, Luka’s steady hand presses down onto my shoulder, grounding me and keeping me in my seat.

The lightning in my veins snarls for release, but I bite it back, my jaw clenched so tight it aches. Across the table, Zeus smirks, mistaking my restraint for submission.

“Aphelion may not hold a seat on the council…yet, but I do,” Luka says calmly. “And I want to know where the rest of the council will stand once it is proven that Brahma has not taken Katrina to his lair. Will you help us defeat this evil?”

The chamber stirs uneasily. A few glance toward one another, unsure. Others look anywhere but at us, unwilling to answer. But the question lingers in the air, heavy and damning, forcing every god in the room to reckon with the choice waiting for them.

“I say we place a vote once Hermes delivers the news of Brahma’s whereabouts,” Selene says, her clear, measured voice cutting through the tension.

The chamber ripples with murmurs, some nodding at her suggestion, others scowling at the thought of giving weight to our claims. A vote. Of course, they’d hide behind procedure when action is what’s needed.

My father leans back in his throne, fingers steepled, storm light flickering faintly in his eyes. He looks amused, like he’s already certain how this will fall. “Then we shall vote.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine
KATRINA
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After their demonstration, Brahma and Kek lead us into one of the ruined buildings. From the outside, it looks like it belongs with the rest of the rubble, but the moment we cross the threshold, the illusion peels away.

It’s a home fit for a pharaoh, ancient and opulent. The air is cooler, faintly scented with lotus and smoke. Golden braziers carved like cobras line the walls, jeweled eyes glinting as if alive. Indigo silk drapes from the ceiling, threaded with gold that shimmers like starlight. Low couches with lion’s feet crouch around the room, cushions spilling in deep reds and blues. At the center, a shallow pool lies glassy and still, lotus blossoms drifting across its surface like glowing boats.

Jack and Jill huddle in a corner, clinging to each other as if the world might tear them apart again. They barely glance at me, not that I can blame them. Brahma and Kek made it clear my cooperation is the only thing keeping them from torture.

“Sit, Katrina.” Kek gestures to the couch opposite, where he lounges, bulging eyes glinting with amusement.

“I’d rather stand.” I fold my arms across my chest, posture defensive by instinct.

His mouth stretches into something between a smirk and a sneer. “If that’s what you wish.”

Every instinct screams at me to grab Jack and Jill and run, but I wouldn’t make it three steps before Kek or Brahma cut me down. The thought knots my stomach. Rage and helplessness tangle until my breath comes short. Unease settles like a stone in my chest, and my wings burst free.

Kek rises without sound, gliding closer with the casual grace of a predator. I try to retreat, but cold tendrils of shadow snake around my ankles and wrists, rooting me to the floor.

“Absolutely stunning,” he murmurs, voice thick with satisfaction as his hand slides along the curve of my white wing, tracing the feathers to the center of my back before drifting to caress the black wing at my other side.

“Don’t touch me,” I snap.

“No need to worry, Katrina.” He steps back, and the shadows release me from their hold. His head tilts as his eyes fix on me. “The only interest I have in you is your presumed ability to bring back my reason for living.”

“And how do you expect me to do that?” I ask because I have no clue how to bring Kauket back if she didn’t have a body to be resurrected.

“By being yourself,” he replies, cryptic and smug.

“Oh, wonderful.” I roll my eyes. “I thought I’d have to be him.” I jab my chin at Brahma. The creator huffs, affronted.

Kek chuckles, the sound worming under my skin, stoking my anger until it bristles like flame.

Before I can lash out, before I can say or do something that might doom Jack and Jill, Brahma intervenes.

“Perhaps a demonstration of your power is in order. Show us what you can do, Katrina, and then we’ll tell you exactly what we need from you.”

My temper flares, but I hold it tight. I refuse to be their circus act.

“Show you my power? Oh sure. News flash, I’m a first-year student at Divine Academy. Thanks to the two of you, I didn’t grow up here. I barely know what I am, let alone how to control it.”

Okay, maybe I’m not the best at holding my temper. But this isn’t defiance Brahma can twist into an excuse to punish Jack and Jill. Except his eyes gleam, bright with smug certainty.

“Here’s how you’ll demonstrate your capabilities. Go to your friends and remove their shackles. I made those shackles. Kek reinforced them. They were forged from both light and dark, so only you can set them free.”

For a heartbeat, the world tilts. Jack and Jill’s freedom dangles in front of me like a key just out of reach. My chest aches at the thought.

But the memory crashes in just as quickly. The last time I tried magic in their presence, they died. My hands tremble at the thought. What if I kill them again? What if this is just another trick?

“I can’t. I’ll hurt them.”

Brahma’s smile grows sharper, like he’s been waiting for this moment. “You won’t. Not if you listen. Your mistake before was letting your power control you. Only you can meld the light and dark.”

My mouth is dry. “And how, exactly, am I supposed to do that?”

“Like this.” Brahma steps closer, voice low. “Raise your hands. Left for the light. Right for the dark. Do not resist either; let them come freely. Then, slowly, bring them together. Merge them before you release them. Balance them, or they will consume you.”

Jack and Jill’s eyes catch mine from across the room. Hope flickers there, faint but real. I can’t let them down, not again.

I lift my hands. Light hums at my left fingertips, warmth seeping through my skin. Darkness coils at my right, cool and heavy. The two forces strain against me, opposites begging to fly apart, but I hold them, breath hitching. My wings twitch, feathers rattling with the pressure.

“That’s it,” Brahma croons. “Do not fear them. You are the bridge. You are the balance.”

The glow brightens on one side, shadows deepen on the other, and for a moment I’m terrified my body will split in two. My arms tremble as sweat beads at my temple. Inch by inch, I draw my hands together, the space between them thrumming like the air before a storm. Jack and Jill’s shackles rattle softly, a promise waiting to be fulfilled.

Then a hand clamps around my right wrist. Cold shoots through me as Kek’s fingers dig into my skin, shadows curling up his arm. In an instant, the darkness sputters and dies, snuffed out like a candle.

I gasp, staggering under the sudden imbalance. The light in my left hand flares wildly before collapsing back into nothing.

Kek looms in front of me. “Oh, Katrina,” he chuckles, low and amused, as if I’ve told him a delightful joke. “You didn’t really think we’d let your friends go so easily, did you?”

His laughter worms its way into my bones, mocking and cruel.

“You have a job to do first,” he continues, voice dripping with mirth. “Only when Kauket is back will you get the chance to set them free.”

His words slam into me. Fury and despair tangle until I can hardly breathe. Jack and Jill watch from the corner, still bound, still helpless.

The shadows slither back into Kek, leaving my skin clammy, my chest hollow. His laughter lingers long after he falls silent.

I drop my hands, trembling, ashamed of how quickly I let myself believe. Jack and Jill’s freedom was dangled like salvation, and I was foolish enough to reach for it.

Kek watches, smug and certain, while Brahma folds his hands behind his back, silent and pleased. They look at me like a piece on their board, useful but never in control.

Heat coils low in my stomach, fury pressing sharp against my ribs. I keep it locked tight, swallowing the urge to scream, to lash out, to tear the mockery from Kek’s face.

“What’s the plan to bring Kauket back?” I ask, my voice steadier now, stripped of sarcasm. If I’m going to survive this, if I’m going to free Jack and Jill, I need answers, not riddles.

Kek’s gaze sharpens. He paces, shadows trailing like smoke.

“The plan,” he says, savoring the words, “requires a vessel. A living host capable of holding both light and darkness in equal measure. One who can be persuaded, or forced, to surrender one half while the other remains as anchor.”

His gaze rakes over me, slow and deliberate, until my skin prickles. “You, Katrina. You were born between. You bleed for the light, yet hunger answers your darkness. You carry both in ways no other creature does. It makes you perfect.”

My stomach knots, my wings twitching. “Perfect for what?”

“To be the key.” His shadows coil tighter, shivering with excitement. “The prophecy spoke it long ago. Steal the light from the darkness, and life will be bestowed. Steal the darkness from the light, and death will become but a shadow. To most, it probably sounded like a warning.” He chuckles, low and satisfied. “But I believe it was instructions left solely for me.”

The air in the chamber feels heavier, making every breath harder.

Kek leans closer, his words brushing my ear like a curse. “Your light or your darkness. One half surrendered becomes Kauket’s seed. The other anchors her here, through you. You are her doorway back into this world.”

I freeze, muscles tight, mind screaming no, but body refusing to move.

Jack and Jill shift in their corner, the faint clatter of their chains pulling me back.

My jaw tightens. “You keep saying I’m the key, the vessel, the balance. Fine. But how exactly am I supposed to free Jack and Jill if I’m busy being Kauket’s vessel?”

Silence stretches. Brahma’s smile falters, but Kek only chuckles softly, eyes glinting.

“You misunderstand,” he says. “You are not a vessel in the literal sense. We have no interest in shoving Kauket inside your body like some crude possession. No. You are the bridge. The seam between light and dark. The thread that stitches together what should never coexist. By surrendering one half of yourself, you create the seed that will call Kauket forth. The half you keep binds her to this world. That is what anchors her, not your flesh, but your soul.”

The words coil around me like snakes, cold and suffocating. My wings twitch, feathers rustling in agitation.

“So you see,” Kek finishes, laughter low, “you will still walk, still breathe, still wield what remains. You won’t be destroyed, Katrina. You’ll be divided. The entire world will finally accept you. You’ll no longer be an abomination. The council will no longer be able to sentence you to death. We will both get what we want.”

It sounds like a win-win. He’ll be reunited with his lover, I’ll have the council off my back, and Jack and Jill will be set free. It sounds tempting. And maybe if he’d contacted me right after the incident at Club Hecate, I’d have believed him. But he didn’t, and I’m not as naïve as I once was.

I turn to Brahma, brows furrowing. “What I don’t understand is what you’re getting from all of this?”

Brahma’s smile deepens, patient and deliberate, as though he’s been waiting for me to ask. “Ah, finally, the right question.” He spreads his hands like a priest before an altar. “What I seek is balance and restoration. A world where light and darkness cease their endless tug-of-war and instead work in unison, as they were meant to from the beginning.”

He steps closer, gaze sharp and unyielding. “The gods fractured long ago. Creation tore itself apart, and the world has been bleeding ever since. With Kauket’s return, we can stitch the wound closed. Imagine it, Katrina—no more exile for those caught between. No more persecution for what the council deems unnatural. A perfect balance of harmony forged through you.”

His voice lowers, honeyed but edged with steel. “Of course, there is power in that balance. Power enough to shape the world as we see fit. And I intend to hold it, to guide it, to ensure it does not fall into the wrong hands.”

Kek chuckles behind him, shadows flickering like firelight, but Brahma doesn’t glance his way. His eyes remain locked on me, daring me to deny him.

Their words drip with promise, but all I hear is control. All I see are chains, no matter how pretty they dress them up. Brahma’s the god of creation, Jehovah made the people, Brahma made the angels, and he’s a collector. He picks and chooses which of his “children” belong in his cabinet. He kept Jack and Jill not out of purity, but because he knew they’d lead him to me. He won’t let me walk out once Kauket is back. He’s playing the long game.

Even if he could eventually take me from my fated, they would’ve hunted him down, and he would’ve had to answer to the council, who also wanted me. But with Kek and Kauket loose, plus the Eitr and their dark monsters spreading through the realms, the world will fracture. There’ll be too much division for my fated to find me. By the time the dust settles, Brahma will have already shackled me to him for eternity.

I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough to fight him after the ritual, but by the stars, I’ll give it my all. I refuse to be another piece added to his collection. Jack, Jill, and I will walk away from this. And with the help of my fated, and hopefully the other gods, we will take down our enemies.
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Chapter Forty
KEK
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Iwatch the girl while Brahma peddles his sermon about “balance” and “restoration.” It’s almost adorable, an original god hawking peace like a new coin. Peace is a lie dressed in silk. We don’t want it. We profit from the fissures it pretends to seal. Deceit and chaos are the true currencies, and Brahma’s smiling like a banker who thinks he’s noble for counting other people’s losses.

Katrina trembles when he mentions fate. I let Brahma weave his story, let him braid virtue through his words so the girl can digest the poison with a sugar coating. The finer the lie, the sweeter the bite.

Brahma believes in grand designs. I believe in leverage. He claims he wants a world mended, but I doubt that. A world mended wouldn’t cower before him.

I want a world that can be told to kneel. When Kauket wakes and the Eitr spreads throughout the realms, wreaking havoc, the world will open like a wound, and I will be the blade that keeps it bleeding on my terms. Kauket and I will never be forgotten again. After all, what is a god but a story everyone agrees to tell? I intend to make mine the one they cannot unlearn.

When the girl thinks of Jack and Jill, her eyes shimmer bright with hope, and it makes me preen. Hope is manipulable, deliciously fragile. I will let her taste it until it devours her. But as I watch her now, it isn’t hope I see reflected in her eyes. It’s pure grit and determination. Ah, so she doesn’t believe Brahma’s nonsense either. Oh well, that’ll be a problem for him when the time comes. As long as we have her friends bound to us, I know she’ll be cooperative. 

Katrina finally speaks, pulling me from my musings.  Her voice is steady but edged with urgency. “When will the ritual take place?”

“Tonight,” I answer, savoring the word as it rolls off my tongue.

Her eyes widen just enough to make me grin. I take my time, letting the silence stretch before I explain. “When the moon is at its peak, the veil will be at its thinnest. That is when Kauket will be at her strongest, when the path will open easiest for her to cross. The divide between worlds will loosen, and all it will take is one half of you, light or dark, to slip free and call her back.”

I pace slowly, shadows curling at my heels, my voice dipping lower. “The part you keep will anchor her here, letting her pass through the veil. Timing is everything, Katrina. Tonight is the hour where the veil bends, where obedience becomes power. That is when the ritual will begin.”

She swallows, visible, clumsy, and pathetic. Of course, she’s rattled. Maybe she wanted more time. Maybe she hoped her fated would find her before the ritual ever began. Silly girl. She should’ve known I meticulously planned everything, right down to the abduction.

When I heard the Earth Kingdom heir had proposed and they’d planned an engagement ball in the Sky Kingdom for the night of the lunar eclipse, I smiled. The timing couldn’t have been better. Fate had handed her to me on a silver platter, and I took it.

“Is everything ready for the ritual?” she asks, her tone light, but I can’t tell if it’s curiosity or an attempt to dig for answers.

I glance toward the window, where the sun drags itself down, bleeding gold into the horizon. Shadows stretch long across the room, eager for nightfall. “Almost,” I say, pushing to my feet. “We should get outside, make sure the space is prepared. When the sun is gone, there will be no time for hesitation.”

I let the words hang between us like a warning and a promise.
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Ilead the way out of the ruined house, Brahma falling into step behind me, the girl caged between us. Jack and Jill stumble along in their shackles, their chains whispering against the sand with every step. The air grows cooler as we near the river, the Nile already shadowed, the sky dimming overhead in anticipation of the eclipse.

At the water’s edge, the place waits. The very spot where Kauket disappeared.
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Chapter Forty-One
KATRINA
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The walk to the Nile is silent but for the rattle of Jack and Jill’s chains. Each scrape of metal against sand grates down my spine until I want to scream. The air grows cooler as we near the river, the sky bleeding red into violet as the sun sinks lower. By the time we reach the bank, the last light is fading, and the water lies black and endless, waiting.

Brahma works with the patience of a priest, careful and deliberate as he bends to the sand. He traces sigils with ash and salt, each line crossing into another until patterns coil and knot together, meant to hold, meant to bind. The symbols catch the firelight and seem to writhe like living things, as if they already know what’s coming.

Kek tends to the braziers, his movements smooth, almost reverent. One flares white gold when he feeds it lotus oil and resin, its smoke sweet and heady, curling upward like an offering. The other he stokes with pitch and myrrh until it belches thick black smoke, the stench acrid, burning my throat. Twin flames, one dazzling, one devouring, both hungering for me.

My gaze drifts to the center of the circle, to the silver basin waiting like an altar. Water from the Nile fills it, dark and glassy, and lotus blossoms drift across its surface. On the rim rests a single black lotus, tied to the scarab clasp that will soon hold a piece of me. Beside it lies the obsidian blade, its edge catching the last shred of sunlight before it disappears, drinking it down like blood.

A chill ripples through me. Everything about this place feels alive. The fire, the smoke, even the sand beneath my feet.

“Stand in the center,” Brahma orders smoothly, as if he’s asking me to step onto a stage.

I move stiffly, my wings twitching at my back. The sand inside the circle feels different under my feet, colder somehow, humming faintly with energy that doesn’t belong to this world. Jack and Jill are forced to their knees near the edge, still chained, their faces pale but their eyes locked on me. I can sense their fear from here. Fear for me, for them, for the unknown.

“Raise your hands, girl. Left for the light, right for the dark. Call them both,” Kek commands.

I hesitate. Every part of me screams to run, to fight, to do anything but obey. But Jack and Jill’s chains scrape again, as Brahma rattles them, a silent reminder that I obey or else, and I know I don’t have a choice. Slowly, I lift my hands, right toward the smoke, left toward the lotus flame.

Heat flares at my fingertips, warm and honeyed, spilling down my arm like liquid sunlight. On the other side, shadow coils, cold and heavy as iron, sink into my skin. The two forces clash inside me, straining, tearing, demanding to be released.

Kek begins to chant, words that slither like smoke through the night. “Khet-ra, Nef-Anu, shu-men taket…” The braziers answer, their flames snapping higher. The sigils carved into the sand glow faintly, pulsing with the rhythm of his voice.

The power builds too fast. My breath comes shallow, sweat beads at my temple and my wings flare wide, feathers rattling in the wind. My horns tear through the top of my head, and my tail slithers out from behind.  It feels like I’m being pulled apart, like the seam of me is splitting down the center.

“Hold it,” Brahma commands, circling me with the ankh-shaped mirror in his hand. “Do not let either slip.”

My arms tremble, but I obey, forcing myself to keep the light in one hand, the dark in the other. They burn and freeze, two beasts clawing at my bones, but I don’t let go.

“That’s it,” Kek croons, his eyes shining. “Now bring them closer. Slowly. Let the seam form.”

I grit my teeth and begin to draw my hands inward. The air between them thrums like a storm, the glow and the shadow sparking as they strain to touch. The basin ripples, lotus blossoms shivering on the water.

The obsidian blade flashes as Brahma lowers it to the space between my hands, not to cut me, but to cut the air itself, to sever what I release. The scarab clasp waits, trembling with dark light.

I swallow hard. Every nerve screams this is wrong. But Jack and Jill are counting on me, and I can’t lose them again.

And then I feel it.

That sixth sense.

It’s faint at first, beneath the chant and the crackle of fire, but it’s there.

My breath catches. My heart lurches.

They’re here.

My fated came for me. And not a minute too late. The ritual isn’t complete. Kauket hasn’t crossed over yet.

“Brahma, call forth the Eitr!” Kek shouts, somehow sensing their presence. “Don’t let them in.”
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MILES
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When Hermes trudges back in, head hung low, I already know what he’s going to say.

“Brahma was not in his chambers.”

The tension in the room spikes, but my pulse evens out. Of course, the bastard wasn’t where they expected him to be. We told them as much.

Unbothered by Hermes’ announcement, Zeus tilts his chin like the smug son of a bitch he is. “He could be out watching his angels for all we know. No matter. The council will now cast its vote. Say Yay if you’re in favor of letting Brahma continue as is, or Nay if you believe he should be stopped.” He hits his gavel onto the tabletop and then continues. “I’ll start the vote. Yay.”  

I wish I could punch that smug look right off his face.  

Odin goes next, speaking without hesitation. His voice is clipped, with an iron edge. “Yay.”  I grind my teeth. Not that I expected him to vote in our favor. Having Katrina out of the way benefits him. It would make way for his granddaughter to marry Aphelion and take the throne of the sky realm.

Hera follows, her nose lifted so high I want to knock her off her throne. “Yay,” she sneers.  She doesn’t even look at us when she says it, like Katrina’s not worth the breath it takes to condemn her. It makes me wonder how a mother could condemn her son’s fated. I feel for Aphelion, but we’ve always known his parents wouldn’t stand with us.

Poseidon raises his hand with all the enthusiasm of a man deciding what wine to drink. “Yay”. I hear Beckett hiss the word coward beneath his breath, and I can’t help but agree with him. Poseidon only cares about something if it directly involves him.

Four Yays. My stomach knots. By my calculations, we only have three for sure Nays. We might have two more if I read the room correctly earlier.

My father’s fist is clenched as he raises it, fire in his eyes. He’s ready to go to battle. Even if the votes aren’t in our favor, I know there’ll be no stopping him. “Nay.”

Luka’s shadows slither at his feet as his hand rises. “Nay.”  Samael’s flames snap blue as he adds his vote to the count. “Nay.”  They, of course, are the three I counted on.

Dagda’s next, and I honestly don’t know which way he’ll vote. He’s the same asshole who sneered at us earlier, but he also lived through the Titan wars. He knows what’s to come if we don’t stop Brahma.  He slams his fist on the table. “I’ll not see our realms torn apart by another original’s greed. I vote Nay.”

The chamber jolts, but I hold still. Inside, I’m a mess. We have four votes in our favor. We’re on even ground, now. We stand a chance.

Helene slowly rises from her seat, and all eyes are on her. For a second, I think she’ll vote against us. But she meets my gaze head-on. “This darkness is not a test of Brahma’s power, but a threat to us all. I vote for action. Nay.”

Five. The earth hums beneath my skin, aching to burst free.

Rán shifts, unreadable, then raises her hand signaling Yay. She gives no reason for her vote. My jaw flexes so tight it aches. We’re tied again.

Selene is next. She leans forward, silver hair glowing like starlight. “I’ve listened to the moon and the song of the stars. They’ve always been in favor of your fated,” she says, locking eyes with me and my cousins. Her voice is calm, a sweet serenity. “My vote aligns with what the stars foretold. Nay.”

Six. My hands grip the table, my knuckles whitening. We have the majority so far. Just one more vote to go.

Brigit.

The whole chamber turns its attention to her, waiting.

My heart is a beating wreck, pumping so hard it could fly right through my chest.

She stares at me, or maybe through me, and straight to the girl who saved this cursed hall. Then she slams her staff into the marble, sparks raining down. “I will not stand idle while an ancient god shackles a girl this council has already wronged. I vote Nay.”

The chamber explodes the second Brigit’s staff cracks against the marble. Gods hurling insults, their voices slamming together like boulders tumbling down a mountainside. The air is thick with it, suffocating. All I feel is the havoc inside me, finally breaking, but not outward. Not yet. Victory burns hot and dangerous in my chest.

We have the majority. Seven in our favor, five against.

Hang tight, Kitten. We’re coming for you.

And may the stars help Brahma and Kek, when we do.
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My father stands, instantly commanding the chamber. He doesn’t need to roar or raise a weapon. He just rises—broad, solid, unshakable—and the noise crumbles on its own. One by one, the gods fall silent, like even their arrogance knows better than to test him.

That’s the difference between Zeus’s posturing and my father’s authority. Zeus demands respect. Ares commands it.

“The council has spoken,” he says, voice low and certain, the words dropping like stones into a well. “The vote is settled. We go to war.”

The silence that follows is thick. Heavy and final.

His gaze sweeps the chamber, deliberate as a blade drawn across whetstone, pinning each god to their chair. “This is no longer up for debate. You’ve cast your votes. You’ll stand by them. War doesn’t bend to fear, or pride, or excuses. You chose this path, now you’ll see it through.”

A few bristle. Others look away. But no one dares speak out. Not even his brothers.

My blood thrums to the beat of war. The ground inside me rumbles, steady and strong. For the first time since Katrina was ripped from us, I feel anchored. The council finally did something right. We were going after Brahma and Kek, and we wouldn’t be standing alone.

“Luka,” my father says, cutting through the whispers, “get Michael and Lilith and bring them here. We act now.”

The murmurs spike into a roar at the names of the lost angels. And of course, it’s Poseidon who pushes back, slamming his trident hand against the table. The veins of power ripple like waves against sand.

“Lilith?” His voice is filled with venom. “You dare summon that creature here? The one who lured my darling Parenthrope to her death? I’ll not sit before a murderess!”

The room stirs again, gods leaning forward, old grudges stirring like ash in a firepit. Zeus’s smirk sharpens, feeding on the tension.

My fists clench, nails biting into my palms. The earth inside me rumbles, ready to fracture. This is exactly the kind of infighting that’ll delay us from getting to Katrina in time. It’s probably exactly what Brahma was banking on.

But Ares doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t even raise his voice. “That’s enough.”

The chamber stalls, once again coming to silence.

“Lilith’s past is irrelevant. She is Katrina’s mother, and she, alongside Michael, has been monitoring Brahma’s every move. Right now, she is an asset in this war, and we will use every asset at our disposal to win.” He fixes Poseidon with a stare. “Settle your grievances later, Sea King. Or drown in them. But you will not jeopardize this fight.”

Poseidon’s storm-gray eyes flare, but he doesn’t argue. He doesn’t dare. Not with Ares holding command of the room like this. Poseidon will never admit it, but he’s afraid of the power his little brother wields.
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Luka slides back into the chamber like he never left, quiet and efficient. He’s followed by Michael and Lilith, who don’t bother addressing anyone. They just come and stand directly behind my father. And then in waltzes Athena looking like she owns the place.

Father turns toward her, his eyebrows lifting.

Mother smiles at him. “Don’t look at me like that,” she says. “I’m not about to let you have all the war fun, love.” It serves as both a joke and a reminder. My mother is a goddess of war, and she will bring fury upon those who kidnapped her goddaughter.

Michael places the same map of Egypt we were looking at earlier on the table. He’s removed all the pins that had been tacked on, and in their place, he circled one city in red, three times over. Hermopolis.  “This is it,” he says. “This is the only place they can be. Every sign points here.

Lilith unwraps a significantly smaller, much older parchment. It smells of dust and looks dated, the ink slowly fading from the cloth. She spreads it next to the map.  While it is faded, the drawing inscribed is very detailed. It features the Nile, every bend of reed-filled banks, and a tiny cluster of dwellings alongside the riverbank. There are three small rings drawn around a village that sits off on its own, closest to the Niles’ edge.  “It is written that Kek’s home was closest to where the river kisses the sand,” she says. “This village sits closest to the river’s edge, and it’s located in Hermopolis.”

My body itches to move, ready to strike. We have a location.

Father looks the maps over once, then straightens and immediately starts assigning roles. There’s no time to waste.

“Zeus and Hera, you will come from the skies,” he says. “Cloak yourselves in clouds, so no one can see where you’re coming from. Poseidon and Rán, you will take the Nile.  The river will be your weapon to command.  Selene, you’ll lend the moon’s pull to make their waves stronger.”

Even though Poseidon is hesitant in his response, he nods along with the other two, listening to Ares’ command.

“Odin, Athena, Helene, and I will be on the front lines. Our primary target will be Brahma. Dagda, you’ll use your ability to control the seasons to create a fog and cloak us.”

Hades steps forward, not waiting for my father to give him a task. “I’ll shield Persephone. She’s the only healer we have amongst us. We will need her if anyone gets hurt.”

And even though Persephone bristles and says she doesn’t need protection, my father nods his head in agreement.  “And the five of you,” he looks to Beckett, Luka, Aphelion, Samael, and me, “will go straight for Katrina. Once you have her, I want you to remove yourself from the battle. You are our futures. We cannot have harm coming to you.”

And for once, his brothers don’t argue with him. I guess they can all be on the same page when it comes to the safety of their successors. Not that I agree with my father’s statement. I doubt my cousins or Luka will leave after we’ve freed Katrina. I quietly snort under my breath to not draw the attention of my father. Even Katrina will want to stay and fight. She’ll want to prove herself in front of the council.
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Something alerts Kek the moment we crest the dunes. Before we can even cross the sand to see what the hell is happening (it appears to be an archaic ritual of sorts), Kek is shouting at Brahma to call the Eitr.

Brahma raises his hands and starts chanting in tongues. The air goes wrong; the sand at their feet darkens like oil, and the Eitr rises out of everything—river, sand, air.

One second, it’s that tarry stuff. The next, it’s not. It takes shape. Agrat bat Mahlet and Pazuzu fill the sky. Krakens and Jörmungandr roll up out of the Nile. Jorogumo, Hydras, and Medusae line the ground. They don’t screech or roar so much as lock their sights on us. Every single one knows its job. Keep us away from the ritual.

“We cover each other’s backs and fight our way to the center,” Miles says, the earth already shifting beneath him. “Samael, use your wings and watch the skies above us. Beckett, drown the fuckers. Aphelion, zap the shit out of anything that moves. Luka, rain down chaos. Call to the darkness that made them and tear them apart from the inside.”

There’s no time to think, no time to recalibrate. We fall in line and let Miles be our de facto leader.

I’ve hesitated before about letting my darkness take full control. This time, I give in. The chaos I’ve kept buried slides up through me and takes over. My body shifts, and the darkness settles in like it recognizes its task. It only cares about one thing—getting to her, and it doesn’t care what’s in its way. “Mine. Mine. Mine.” plays on repeat in my head, making it impossible to concentrate.

A Jorogumo, a demonic, spider-like woman, drops into our path, eight legs battering at us to keep us back. Miles shifts the sand under it, loosening the ground, while Beckett soaks the dune with water. Their moves combine into a quicksand that swallows the Jorogumo up to its torso. Stuck, the thing can’t reach us, but that isn’t enough for the blood-hungry beast inside me.

My hand rises of its own accord, palm open toward the trapped monster. My fingers curl, and the Jorogumo’s skull caves in from the inside.  Eitr leaks out like sludge and starts sliding toward me. I’m about to take it, to let it flow through me, when Samael throws blue flame over the spill. It won’t erase the Eitr the way Katrina’s light would, but it subdues it.

“Leave it,” Samael snaps, grabbing my shoulder and yanking me out of the trance my darkness had me in.

“I-I- I don’t know what came over me.”

Samael looks me over, making sure I’m still fit for duty, before replying. “It’s okay. I’ve got you. Always. Just don’t go so deep this time.”

Our eyes lock, and I nod my understanding. I want to pull him in for a quick kiss. His lips always settle the chaos within, but we’re in the midst of a battle.

“Later,” he smirks, before shooting off into the sky again.

I grit my teeth, grounding myself, before I let my chaos roam free again, this time, holding onto the limited reins it’ll allow me to have. It, too, seems to understand that if we want to make it to Katrina alive, we need a little bit of control.
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As soon as Brahma is distracted, calling upon the Eitr, I shoot my shot. It’s a risky move, but it’s the only chance I have.

I slam my palms together. Light and shadow collide with a sound like the heavens splitting open, a violent crack that shudders through the circle. The collision detonates between my hands, blinding white and choking black flaring at once, fusing into something raw and feral.

I don’t think. I aim. The blast arcs straight at Kek. His chant cuts off in a snarl as the force slams into his chest, sending him staggering back into the sand. The braziers shriek, flames bending wild as if they, too, are caught off guard.

Brahma curses and lifts the ankh-mirror higher, his focus still tangled in the Eitr.

I turn, the power still crackling in my veins, and fix it on the chains binding Jack and Jill. White light sparks down one arm, shadow coils down the other. Together, they tear through the shackles like they’re nothing more than brittle twine. Metal clatters to the ground, and the twins stagger free, eyes wide with disbelief.

“Go hide,” I hiss, even though I don’t know if there’s anywhere safe for them to go.

I don’t have to tell them twice. They know this isn’t their fight. I watch them disappear further into the ruins, and I hope beyond hope they’ll survive the night, and we will be reunited again, this time under more peaceful circumstances.

A low laugh slithers over the sand. “Clever little half breed.”

Kek pushes himself upright, smoke curling from his chest where my strike landed. His grin is too wide, too sharp, and though his shadows falter, his eyes burn brighter.

I square my stance, wings flaring, horns throbbing at my skull. Power churns inside me. Light and dark still rage, still clawing for dominance, but for once they’re mine to wield.

“I refuse to do your bidding, Kek!” I holler above the chaos erupting around us.

His grin widens. “We shall see about that.”

The sand convulses beneath us as Kek’s shadows coil higher, rising like serpents ready to strike. He lifts one hand, and the darkness whips forward, slicing across the circle with the hiss of a thousand knives. I throw up my palms, white fire flaring. The clash detonates in midair, sparks of black and white raining down around us.

The force drives me back a step, my heels digging trenches in the sand, but I don’t fall. My wings snap wide, scattering the embers. “You no longer have power over me!”

Kek’s laugh rattles my bones. “You think this power makes you free? It makes you mine.” His shadows surge again, slamming against the edge of my light. The impact roars like a storm, sand whipping into the air, sigils burning hotter underfoot.

I grit my teeth and push forward. White arcs like molten spears from my fingertips, piercing through the black, searing into him. He staggers but retaliates instantly, hurling a wall of darkness so thick it swallows my flames whole. It slams into me, knocking me off balance, my knees nearly buckling.

Pain lances down my spine, but I won’t give in. I dig deeper, let both forces roar together, twisting light and dark into something volatile, something uniquely mine. The air trembles as I thrust it outward. It explodes between us, a shockwave that rattles the braziers and makes the Nile itself heave against the banks.

Kek snarls, his grin finally cracking. “Not bad, girl. But not enough.” His form blurs, shadow and flesh melding as he lunges. Claws of pure darkness rake across my shoulder, the searing cold burning deep. I cry out, but twist away, slamming my fist against his chest. Radiance bursts free, hitting him point-blank and throwing him back a few paces. His shadows screeching as they peel away.

We circle each other like predators in a cage. Every strike and counter shakes the ritual apart. The basin water trembles, and lotus blossoms scatter like broken stars. Brahma’s chants rise frantic in the background as he tries to hold the Eitr, but neither Kek nor I pay him any heed.

“You’ll break before I do,” Kek hisses, shadows writhing.

“Watch me,” I spit, raising my hands.

We collide again, light and dark tearing into each other until the world is nothing but blinding white, choking black, and the raw roar of power. My wings ache, my horns throb, my blood feels molten, but I refuse to let him win.

Then I see it, the obsidian blade gleaming where Brahma dropped it in the chaos. Its edge gleaming off the firelight, hungry and waiting. The answer to how to end this slams into me like lightning.

With one final blast, I shove Kek back, enough to make him stumble. Before he can recover, I lunge for the blade. The moment my fingers close around the hilt, a chill runs through me.

Kek’s eyes narrow. “What are you doing?”

“Ending this.”

I raise the blade high and slice downward. Not at him, but at the air between us. The veil shrieks as it tears, a rift flaying open like a wound in the world. Wind howls, pulling at my hair, my wings, dragging everything toward the gash between realms. The scarab clasp pulses, trembling with dark light.

Kek’s shadows reel, trying to anchor him. “No! You don’t know what you’re playing with!”

“I know enough.”

Instead of pulling Kauket free as intended, I thrust both hands forward, white and black fused, and shove Kek into the rift. He claws at the edges, shadows screaming, his grin twisting into a snarl of pure hatred.

“You think you’ve won!” he roars, his voice fracturing as the veil devours him. “This isn’t over!”

“Goodbye, Kek.”

With every ounce of strength left, I slam the blade across the seam. The rift snaps shut with a thunderclap, the sigils burning out, the braziers guttering.

The circle is broken, and the god Kek no longer remains.

I collapse to my knees, chest heaving, wings folding tight around me. My hands still glow faintly, dark and white tangled together, but their thrumming magic beats quieter than ever before. I’ve finally made myself whole.
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Iwant nothing more than to stay collapsed on the ground, to let the trembling in my arms and wings take me under. But the war rages on, the air thick with the stench of tar and blood. Brahma still holds the Eitr, his chant a jagged blade through the night, and the monsters he called up claw at sand and sky with brutal precision.

A shriek rips across the battlefield as an Agrat bat Mahlet dives low, claws flashing. Samael’s wings catch her mid-strike, blowing her off course. Beyond them, a Jörmungandr coils and uncoils, its massive body sending tremors through the ground while Miles wrests it into place with walls of shifting earth. My fated are out there, bleeding and fighting, trying to reach me.

I drag myself upright, every muscle screaming, white and black still crackling faintly at my fingertips. The veil is sealed, but Brahma remains, eyes wild, the ankh-mirror trembling as he tugs more of the Eitr from Nile, sand, and sky. Tar-black tendrils writhe around him, snaking toward the creatures to feed and strengthen them.

If I stop now, they die. The only way to end this is to tear the creator down.

I square my shoulders. My wings flare despite the ache, horns heavy but steady. The sand hums under my feet, answering me, and for the first time, the power in me feels less like a cage and more like a weapon.
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My gaze locks on Brahma. His mask has cracked. His face is gaunt and fever-bright, sweat streaking the ash and salt clinging to his hands. The ankh-mirror shivers as if it can barely contain the Eitr he’s dragging into this world. The ground buckles beneath his feet, veins of black writhing out from the circle like roots hungry for blood.

“Foolish girl,” he spits, voice hoarse but steady. “You think banishing Kek makes you free? You’ve only cleared the way for me.”

The Eitr lashes at his command, a tarry tide rising into jagged forms. Half serpent, half man, pure nightmare. They turn their heads toward me, hollow eyes dripping black.

I force my trembling legs to move, stepping into the circle’s fading glow. “You’re done here, Brahma. The veil won’t open for you.”

His mouth curls, teeth bared. “The veil doesn’t matter. I never cared for bringing Kauket back. The Eitr answers to me. While I’m its master, everyone will kneel.” He thrusts the mirror forward, and the creatures surge, charging in a tide of claws and teeth.

I lift my hands, white and black flaring together. The air screams as light and shadow clash with the Eitr. The ground splinters between us, sand flying, the basin toppling and spilling Nile water dark as ink.

Brahma snarls, his chant breaking into guttural syllables as he pulls forth more. Writhing tendrils lash at my wings, tail, and throat. I sear them away with a whip of white fire edged in shadow, the stink of burning tar choking the air.

“You can’t win,” he growls, voice breaking. “The Eitr is endless!”

“Then I’ll burn it with you,” I snap, shoving my palms forward. Power explodes out of me, slamming into the mirror. Cracks spiderweb across its surface, light bleeding through the fractures.

Brahma screams, trying to hold it together, but the Eitr recoils, thrashing like a beast turned on its master. The black tide twists back toward him, latching to his arms, chest, and face. His screams pitch higher as the mirror shatters, shards raining like dying stars.

The recoil knocks me to my knees, wings dragging in the sand. When I lift my head, Brahma is writhing, half-swallowed by the power he tried to command. The Eitr tightens, dragging him inch by inch into the blackness.

His eyes find mine, wide and wild. “Help me.”

I rise slowly, shaking but steady. “No.”

With a final surge, the Eitr devours him, pulling him under until there’s nothing left but silence and the stench of ash.

Even though Brahma disappears, the Eitr creatures still stand. They ripple and sway like a single living shadow, a tide of nightmares cut loose from their master. Eyeless faces turn toward me, directionless but no less lethal.

I know what I have to do to end this. I just don’t know if I have the strength left.

I cautiously flap my wings, testing them. They’re weak and tired, feathers scorched and ragged, but they still lift me off the ground.

Mustering what little strength I have, I rise into the air, palms spread wide. The darkness inside me snarls, but I shove it down, locking it behind my ribs. This isn’t its fight.

I reach instead for the light, the true light I’ve always feared. The divine gift bestowed by my father. The same gift that took Jack and Jill from me. The power that introduced me to this world. My heavenly light.

It answers like a floodgate opening. White radiance pours through me, purer and hotter than anything I’ve summoned before. My wings blaze at the edges, every feather rimmed in light. It’s pain and clarity at once, a blade turned inward and outward.

Below, the Eitr creatures hiss and recoil, their shapes warping under the glow.

“I’m ending this,” I whisper, though no one can hear.

I draw my hands inward, gathering the light until it trembles between my palms like a living sun, pulsing to the beat of my heart. Every nerve in my body screams, but I hold it.

And then I thrust it down.

Light spears into the sand, the Nile, and the monsters. It doesn’t burn them the way shadow does. It unmakes them, unraveling their forms thread by thread until nothing remains but the faint smell of something ancient and tarlike.

I hang there in the air a moment longer, light still streaming from my hands, watching the battlefield go still for the first time since this nightmare began.

Then the radiance fades. My wings falter, my body heavy and hollow, and I begin to fall.

Yet I’m not scared. Even as my eyes flutter shut and the wind tears through my hair, I know, soul-deep, that my fated will catch me before I touch the ground.

[image: ]


Cold arms wrap around my waist mid-fall, sure and unyielding. Samael’s beautiful black wings snap wide, blocking out the ruin below as they fold around me like a night sky. His lips brush my ear, a whisper against the roar of the wind.

“Don’t worry,” he breathes, voice low and steady. “I’ve got you.”

And as I sink into the dark warmth of his embrace, the last of my strength crumbles, and I finally let the exhaustion drag me under.
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Chapter Forty-Six
KATRINA
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When I wake, it’s to the soft weight of blankets and the familiar scent of cedarwood and parchment. My eyes blink open to the dim hush of my bedroom at the academy, the late-morning sun bleeding pale light through the curtains. For a moment, I almost convince myself it was all a nightmare—being locked away by the council, the Nile, the chains, the Eitr—but the ache in my body and the raw throb behind my horns tell me it was real.

I push myself upright, wincing as every muscle protests. The room is quiet, but I hear murmurs drifting down the hall. Swinging my legs over the edge of the bed, I force myself to stand. My feet are unsteady, but I follow the sound, one hand trailing along the wall for balance as I make my way into the corridor.

I stop at the entrance to the sitting room and just stare inside, taking in the view. They’re all there, waiting for me.

Miles is sitting in the armchair facing me, arms crossed and jaw tight, but his gaze softens the instant it lands on me. Becket is slouching on the couch, facing away, and restlessly tapping his foot, only stopping when he sees Miles perk up. He instantly turns his head in my direction and his face lifts into a grin. Aphelion rises from his seat beside Beckett and turns toward me, and his eyes fill with instant relief.  Samael is standing off to the side next to Luka, and both their eyes are already taking in every inch of me.

And while I’m relieved to see all my fated alive and in one piece, my breath catches when I see who is sitting at our kitchen table. Jack and Jill. Both free and alive, their faces no longer hollow and filled with pain.

For a long moment, no one moves. It’s as if we’re all stunned at the sight of each other alive and whole. Jill breaks free first, rushing toward me with a sob, and Jack follows closely behind her. My knees nearly buckle when they throw their arms around me, but I hold on, burying my face in their shoulders and inhaling their familiar scent. I thought I’d never have this again.

When I take a shaky step back, my throat is thick with emotion. “I’m sorry,” I whisper, the words tearing out of me before I can stop them. “For everything. For my part in your deaths. If I’d been stronger, if I’d known what I was doing or how to stop…” I trail off, my voice fracturing. “I-I thought I lost you forever,” I choke.

“Oh, honey,” Jack murmurs, his voice soft and steady as he reaches forward to wipe the tears from my cheeks. “It wasn’t your fault, love.”

“But it was,” I whisper, the guilt clawing at me. “It was my affinity that⁠—”

“Stop right there, Katrina Ammerie.” Jack’s tone sharpens, not cruel but certain, cutting through my protest. “You were at that nightclub because Jill and I dragged you there. The only thing you did was protect yourself. If our deaths are on anyone, it’s on that fuckface who couldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Damn straight,” Jill agrees, her hand covering mine with a warm squeeze. “Dry those tears, Kat. Stop mourning what happened and start living in the now. We’re here now, and that’s all that matters. And whenever you start feeling guilty, remember this. The reason we’re free and living our best angel lives is because of you.”

Their words settle over me, lifting the weight that’s been on my chest since my twenty-first birthday. And because the moment calls for it, they pull me into another group hug, each of us silently expressing our love for the other until a shrill alarm sounds from Jack’s pocket, killing the moment.

He groans as he fishes out his phone, the glow of the screen painting his face. “Shit. Jill, we’ve got to skedaddle.”

Jill pulls back reluctantly, her hand still on my shoulder. “Already?”

Jack nods, tucking the phone away and muttering under his breath about meeting with the headmaster about enrollment and stuff.

Jill rolls her eyes but gives me a quick squeeze. “Guess we gotta go.”

Jack leans in and presses a soft kiss to my temple. “Don’t worry, we’ll be back soon. Then you can tell me all about these hotties you’ve surrounded yourself with.”

Before I can ask what Jack meant about enrollment in the academy and meeting with the headmaster, they’re both moving for the door. Jack flashes me a wink, Jill offers one last wave, and then they’re gone, the door shutting silently behind them.

“Do you guys know what that’s about?” I finally ask, tearing my eyes from the empty doorway and turning toward my fated. My face lifts into a grin when I realize they’ve all moved from their previous spots and are now stalking toward me.

“Whoa, guys. Wait a minute.” I laugh, throwing up my hands to ward them off. “I’ve got some questions first.”

“You can’t expect us to stay away, sweetheart. You’ve been asleep for the past two days,” Samael says with a low laugh, his long fingers closing around my hand and tugging me gently toward him.

Well, that answers one question.

“Fine,” I sigh, letting them draw closer, “you can all take turns holding me, but I need answers.”

Miles smirks, sliding in on my other side. “Ask away, Kitten.”

I have so many questions I want to ask, but I stick with the one that’s freshest in my mind. “Not that I wasn’t happy to see them, but why are Jack and Jill at the academy, and what did they mean about enrollment?”

Luka steps closer, his fingers brushing against mine before he laces them together. “Simmons opened up the academy to every being with divine affinities. What you did proved that angels are just as strong, if not stronger, than those descended directly from gods. It didn’t take much convincing for the council to agree to the change,” he replies.

His words take a minute to sink in. The academy is open to everyone. Jack and Jill will be walking the same halls as me, not as ghosts or memories but as students. Well, if I’m even still walking these halls.

“Speaking of the council…” I swallow, my voice lower now. “What happens now? Technically, before Brahma kidnapped me, I was their prisoner.”

Samael’s hand slides to the small of my back, his thumb tracing a slow circle there. Miles shifts his weight but doesn’t speak, his eyes locked on mine. Luka’s jaw tightens, but he doesn’t let go of my hand. They’re obviously still processing the fact that I was taken away from them.

Beckett grabs my free hand, calling my attention to him. He raises it to his lips and places a gentle kiss on my open palm. “You’ll never have to worry about the council again, darling. After what you did, the council can’t treat you like an enemy anymore. You’ve more than proven that you want what’s best for the Divine Realms.” He gives a soft chuckle. “After the citizens heard what you did, some of them are calling for the council to retire. They want you in charge.”

Yeah. I’m definitely not ready to lead the Divine Realm. I’ve just barely begun to accept my new reality.

“Don’t look so worried, princess,” Aphelion teases, leaning forward and placing a soft kiss on my lips. “There’s no need for you to step up to the plate just yet. We’re going to take a few years for ourselves and finish up here at the academy. Once you’ve graduated, then we can revisit fulfilling that old prophecy.”

I visibly sigh my relief, which causes all my fated to chuckle.

“Any more questions, Kitten?” Miles asks, trailing his fingers gently up and down my spine.

“Just one more,” I whisper hesitantly.

This question is the hardest for me to voice, because I don’t know if I’ll like the answer they give me. I want to know where they are, but I don’t want to hear that they’ve just upped and left me again. I don’t know if I can handle being abandoned again.

Luckily, my fated know me so well. Probably better than I know myself, because Samael answers me before I can even give voice to my question. “Michael and Lilith are aiding the council in getting rid of the remaining Eitr across the realms. Once they heard you were fine and already on your way to recovery, they headed straight to the council to offer their assistance. Your parents are tired of hiding, and they want to get on the rest of the council’s good side. Michael thought the best way to start making amends was to lend the council his heavenly light.”

Oh. So, they didn’t leave me behind again. Maybe one day we’ll be able to put the past behind us and come together as a family unit. It’ll take some self-healing on my part, but I’m willing to make that happen if they’re willing to put in the effort.

“Does that answer all your questions, sweetheart?” Samael asks. “Is your curiosity fully sated?”

It’s at that exact moment that my succubus makes her hunger known. While sleep might have been what my angel side needed to recover, she needs something entirely else.

“Define sated?” I murmur, pushing back against him and wiggling my hips.

“Oh, thank fuck,” Aphelion groans, grabbing me by the waist and yanking me from Samael’s arms. “I need to be inside you right now.”

When he tosses me over his shoulder and starts marching toward the room, I can’t help the squeal that escapes me. Beckett, Luka, Samael, and Miles just chuckle as they follow, their eyes alight with the promise to fulfill my every desire.

Tomorrow I’ll walk the halls of the academy and listen to the rumors swirling. Maybe I’ll even correct a few. I’ll let Katrina of another day worry about the prophecy of uniting the divine realms.

Because tonight, I belong solely to them. Tonight, I’ll let my fated satisfy my every hunger, proving once again why our destiny was written in the stars.
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His Unexpected Luna

"I never wanted a mate. Especially not the Alpha of the pack that has hated me my entire life."

Guinevere McKay has been an outcast for as long as she can remember—shamed and shunned for her parents’ betrayal. All she wants is freedom—a fresh start far away from the whispers of “traitor’s daughter.” But the Moon Goddess has other plans. When Guinevere discovers her fated mate is Alpha Damien Valencia, the most powerful wolf in the pack, the future she dreams of unravels.

Damien never expected his mate to be her. Burdened by duty, expectations, and a pack that would never accept Guinevere as their Luna, he knows claiming her would spell disaster. Yet, the undeniable pull of their bond makes walking away impossible.

Caught between destiny and the ghosts of their pasts, Guinevere and Damien must navigate the fragile line between loyalty and love. Can they defy fate and forge their own path, or will their bond shatter under the weight of duty and betrayal?

His Unexpected Luna is a spicy fated mates paranormal romance.
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