Prologue







“No!”
The word tore from her throat. Sharp. Defiant. The first rebellion of a girl treated as less than human, left hollow and broken.
A blotched red face snapped toward her. Veins bulged as though they might burst. For a heartbeat, the whole house seemed to hold its breath at her defiance. Even the air went still, waiting for the storm to break.
The lantern swayed overhead. Crooked beams of gold and sickly yellow slashed across the room. With each swing, the light shifted. Honey one moment. Jaundiced the next. Jagged shadows crawled along the cracked plaster. Monsters dancing in silence.
The air reeked of sour whiskey and smoke, pressing heavily into her lungs. Flooding her chest until every inhale dragged her further under.
The first blow knocked her sideways. She hit the floorboards hard. Cheek pressed into splinters. A copper tang filled her mouth as crimson traced her chin. She tried to push herself up. Another strike sent her sprawling.
His boots echoed with thunder. Each step, a promise of more. His face loomed above her. Ashen with fury, mottled with veins, eyes glazed and unseeing. Nothing human remained. The next fist came down. The crack of bone was louder than her voice.
She didn’t cry out this time. She had learned that silence hurt less. Silence was the only control she held, in a world where she had none.
The floor was cold beneath her. It leeched away what little warmth she had left. She curled into herself. Ribs burning with every shallow breath. A bird with broken wings.
Through the haze of pain, she caught it. A fire dancing in the hearth. Alive. Wild. Free. Each flicker a breath she could not take. Each spark, a defiance she could not voice. Her gaze clung to it, begging the flames to burn away what was being done to her. And for the first time, she wondered if the fire saw her too.
She fixed on it. Held it. Let it cradle her in a way life never had.
The final blow landed. The world fractured. The walls bled into the floor. The shadows into the light. Her chest lifted once. Twice. Then stilled.
The lantern stopped swaying. The room froze.
Darkness closed in. But it wasn’t empty. It was velvet. Almost warm. She thought… dreamed… she felt something brush against her.
Unseen hands. Reaching. 
Then even that was gone. 
 
	

Chapter One	
Astraea


	



The court opened before me in a blaze of light. White stone stretched wide beneath an endless sky, polished so smooth it gleamed like glass. As if Caeloria itself had carved the floor from fallen stars. Pillars arched high around the court, their crowns wrapped in golden vines, each strand igniting with liquid sunlight when the dawn struck. 
Beyond the walls, waterfalls poured from the clouds in silken ribbons, their descent singing a hymn that shimmered through the air. Mist drifted on the wind, cool and sweet, brushing against your lips like a lover’s whisper before fading into light.
The air was sharp with steel and ozone, thick with the taste of storms after lightning. Every breath carried the bite of metal and the hum of power waiting to break. Here, blades met with the rhythm of thunder; each clash a heartbeat of the storm itself. Wings tore through the air, scattering gusts that rippled across the marble, their shadows unfurling like banners of war.
It was a place built for gods of war.
And it was here we trained to become them.
Five stood where six were meant to, the chosen archangels in training. Weapons flashed in our hands like stars colliding in motion. At 
the heart of it all was Michael, our leader. His greatsword fell with the fury of a hurricane made flesh, his posture unshakable, a figure wrought from order itself. He was immovable, the pillar around which we all turned. To look at him was to see what perfection demanded. To know him was to trust he would die before he let us fall.
Beside him stood Gabriel. Where Michael was the storm, Gabriel was precision. His strikes cut as exact as a perfectly honed edge, his voice carrying steady across the court. He was my trainer, the one tasked with shaping me into what I was meant to be. And for some reason, it felt as though he took it personally. As if to see me succeed would be his blessing and his curse.
Raphael moved with fluidity, his deep blue eyes soft even in battle. His strikes landed with unerring grace, but never cruelty. He was kindest to me, always the one who soothed wounds when the training left them raw.
Uriel moved as if truth itself coursed through him. His copper hair blazing like feathers of a phoenix mid-ascent. Every gesture heavy with judgment, a river of light spilling in his wake. Radiance seemed woven into his very bones, blinding in its purity. He was also the most mysterious. I had never spoken a word to him.
The final archangel was Lucifer. But he was nowhere to be seen.
And then there was me. Young, merely 509 years old. The others… I dared not ask their age, but everyone knew they were ancients, God’s first creations.
“Team up,” Michael commanded. He and Uriel strode to their training circle. I followed close behind Gabriel, watching the play of muscle with each motion; raw power, unmeant to impress, but impossible to overlook.
I raised my orichalcum blade, the sacred alloy all archangels bore. Its weight dragged at my arms, sweat already slicking my palms. Around me, the others looked carved from light. I felt heavy, earthbound, a thing of stone among the stars.
My eyes caught on Gabriel’s armor. It gleamed like a forge-born promise, too bright to belong to earth or the realms. The plates of gold forged so fine they caught even the faintest breath of light and turned it into radiance. Every curve of the metal was sculpted with purpose, not ornament, yet it bore the quiet perfection of celestial craft. Lines flowed from shoulder to wrist like rivers of light, converging at the heartplate that shimmered faintly with the pulse of his grace. 
The pauldrons swept upward, framing wings of dove white so soft they seemed spun from silk, shifting with the slow grace of mist over water. 
When he moved, the sound was not the clash of steel but a low chime; the whisper of sanctity and restraint. His gauntlets bore faint etchings of runes older than the first breath of creation, glowing briefly each time his hand closed around the hilt of his sword. The blade devoured every glimmer it touched, then exhaled radiance with each swing; as if the realms themselves obeyed his hand.
There was no vanity in Gabriel’s armor; only devotion made manifest. A soldier’s prayer shaped into gold.
“Get into position,” Gabriel ordered, and I obeyed instantly. I watched as he took his stance. If I had stood against him on the battlefield, I would know without even seeing him fight that I would not stand a chance. 
He began in attack, and I braced in defense. Gabriel’s first strike was music; every motion a note struck in perfect time. Mine was scraping on a chalkboard in comparison. When our blades collided, a flash and shudder rattled up my arms. My footing scattered across the marble. My wings flared out in order to balance myself.
My grip slipped and my stance faltered, the weight of the blade dragging my swing off-balance. 
For every fluid strike Gabriel demonstrated, mine stumbled, awkward and late. It was as though my body had not yet learned it was supposed to be celestial.
“Focus, Astraea.” His words cracked through the air, impossible to ignore. Gabriel was relentless, his icy blue eyes hard but not unkind. He was everything an archangel was meant to be. Radiant. Terrifying. Beautiful in a way that seared. He seemed carved from divinity itself, each command absolute. To fight against him was a privilege, a fear-laced privilege.
He corrected my posture with the flat of his blade, nudging my elbows tighter, my shoulders back; metal sliding against my training leathers in a whisper of friction. The touch was firm, deliberate. Guidance, not gentleness. “You are stronger than you think. But strength without control is chaos.”
I bit my lip and tried again. The burden of steel pressed, but I refused to drop it. Around us the others moved as dancers. They flowed in a practiced rhythm, effortless. I stumbled in contrast, every motion raw, the weapon dragging against me as though it were a shackle.
But I would not give up.
I was created for this. We all were. Born of God’s command, shaped from light, given wings to serve his will. At least, that is what they said. And I repeated it to myself, again and again, like a prayer.
When I swung again, he caught my sword mid-strike. His strength was effortless, his wings unfurled, brilliance cascading from each feather. “Better,” he said, though his smile was fleeting. “But better is not enough. Again.”
I watched as he moved in front of me, rolling his broad shoulders. Gabriel carried the precision of a blade forged in light. The sun turned his hair to molten gold, each strand gleaming as though it crowned him. His eyes were sharp and unyielding, shards of celestite given sight. 
His form was sculpted, every line honed to perfection. Face and body alike. Power rippled beneath skin that glowed faintly, as though citrine lived in his veins. When he raised his blade, it sang through the air, effortless, precise, terrifying in its beauty.
I reset my stance, lungs straining as if the air itself resisted me. The ache in my chest flared, but determination burned hotter than exhaustion. I would not fail. Not here. Not in the place I was made for.
Gabriel moved faster than any human eye could follow, but I was not human. I tracked his steps, though I could not match his speed. His edge crashed against mine. The impact jolted up my arms until my shoulders screamed. My palms slid against the hilt, slick with sweat, the weapon dragging me earthward like a fallen star. My knees gave beneath the weight, stone scraping skin as the world narrowed to breath and pain.
“Again.” His voice was iron. Hard. No time for breath before his sword swept toward me once more.
I forced myself up before his blade could find my face, sword raised in desperation. Steel crashed against steel, the shock jolting up my arms, rattling through my bones until my wrists screamed beneath the weight.
“I can’t—” The words tore out before I could stop them.
“You can.” His eyes fixed on me with such certainty it burned; there was no room for refusal. “You were forged for this, Astraea. The sword was made for your hands. Stop fighting yourself.”
But it did not feel like it was made for me. The gilded hilt cut into my palms; if not for angelic healing, I was certain they would have bled. The length of Orichalcum dragged me down. My strikes lagged. My stance wavered.
I lunged anyway, teeth clenched, refusing to surrender. The sword whistled wide, clumsy. Gabriel caught it with ease. He twisted. My grip broke. The sword crashed to the marble. The sound tolled a bell of shame, reverberating until it hollowed me out.
I stood panting. Fists trembling. Failure echoing through the court.
Gabriel lowered his weapon. His wings folded in slow grace, the soft sigh of air and satin trailing behind him. He studied me, his expression chiseled into stillness. “You have spirit, Astraea. But spirit alone does not make a warrior.” He paused, the faintest flicker of softness passing through his eyes. “You will learn.”
I wanted to believe him. I wanted the sword to belong in my hands.
I looked around at the others moving across the training ground, their weapons gleaming in flawless rhythm. My gaze fell to the floor beneath my feet, sweat tracing a path down my brow. 
“I do not belong here.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.
“You do belong here.” Gabriel’s voice flared, sharp and raw, as if my doubt were a wound he felt himself.
“Then why… why can I not command my blade the way you and the others can?” My voice cracked, weak.
“Because you are still young. We have seen more battles than you have had days in Caeloria. You cannot expect to be a seasoned warrior when you have not even faced war yourself.” He took a step closer. For a moment, it felt as though he wanted to reach out, but that was against our ways.
“Your battles have been but training, nothing more than sparring. Ours have been against creatures of darkness, horrors you cannot fathom. You are doing well.” He exhaled sharply, steadying himself, forcing back the emotion that had crept into his voice.
He was good at that. They all were. Where I struggled to master my emotions, they controlled theirs as easily as breathing. 
“You will improve. I see determination in your eyes, power in your veins. It is untrained, untapped. But one day you will be a force to be reckoned with. You are prideful, Astraea. That pride must be tempered. Humility will guide you to greatness.”
And then I felt it.
Eyes on me.
I lifted my gaze.
At the edge of the court, cloaked in a haze of brilliance, he stood. Lucifer. Silent. Watching. His expression was unreadable. His presence as sharp as broken glass in the dark. Heat shimmered faintly around him, unblinking. Not curiosity. Understanding. He moved with an elegance that made the rest of us seem mortal, his blade answering him like a second heartbeat. Beautiful. Distant. Untouchable. The right hand of God, and everyone knew it. The only thing we had in common… our raven-black hair.
I froze. My heart stumbled in my chest.
Lucifer.
Raven-black hair spilled loose around his shoulders, dark as ink poured through water. His features were sculpted with precision too sharp for peace; beauty honed into a weapon. Every line of him spoke of control, of balance born from chaos long mastered. He was tall, built with deceptive elegance, strength veiled in ease. There was no strain in his stillness, no wasted breath. He seemed made for command. Though it was not taken through force, but inevitability.
Then my eyes drifted down to his armor. It was black trimmed in gold, the inverse of Gabriel’s radiance; forged not to blind, but to intimidate. The metal caught faint glints where the gold traced its edges, subdued and deliberate, as though even perfection had grown tired of being worshipped.
Raphael broke his rhythm mid-swing, frowning at the way Lucifer had abandoned their spar. But Lucifer did not spare him a glance. He moved through the court towards us as though he owned it, as though he owned Caeloria itself. A slow confidence of a creature who had never needed to chase what he wanted; each step a promise, not a question.
“Humility.” His chuckle rolled low and smooth, a sound that sent chills racing across my skin, making the hair at my nape stand on end. “Humility is not what won the last war against the demon lords.”
Gabriel’s jaw tightened, his white pinions snapping wide, resembling drawn knives. “Discipline won. Unity. We did not triumph through arrogance, Lucifer.”
Lucifer tilted his head, a faint smile playing on his lips. His eyes burned, unblinking. “Call it what you like, brother. But the truth is this: when we stood against the legions, it was not humility that drove our blades. It was brotherhood. And yes, you could argue it was unity as well. But humility was nowhere to be seen on that battlefield.”
My chest tightened. His words struck deeper than they should have, honed to cut.
Gabriel’s head snapped toward me. “Do not listen. Pride is poison. It blinds. It corrupts. Remember what I told you, Astraea. Strength without control is chaos.”
“I never praised pride,” Lucifer said mildly.
The weight of Lucifer’s attention settled on me, his voice softening, low but carrying a hidden secret. “And chaos, little star, is where true power begins.”
Heat coiled in my chest. I did not know if it was fear or something else.
Little star. He had called me that before, in the rare moments we spoke. I never knew what it meant. I never had the courage to ask. But every time he said it, I felt safe. Seen. Accepted in a way I had not felt among the others.
The air between them burned, sharp as lightning, ready to split the sky.
“Enough.”
Michael’s voice split the court, thunder booming. Weapons stilled. Even the air seemed to pause.
He advanced toward us, wings spread wide, catching the light until even the sky itself seemed to bow. He was not the cold edge of Gabriel, nor the dangerous allure of Lucifer. Michael was the storm, unshakable and vast, the will of Caeloria itself.
His armor bore the weight of countless wars, forged from celestial steel burnished to the color of bruised bronze. It was not the polished brilliance of Gabriel’s gold or the defiant black of Lucifer’s. It was older, made for purpose, not beauty. The plates were thick, deliberate, every curve molded by function and faith. Scars ran through the metal like veins of silver, proof of battles survived rather than victories flaunted. When he moved, the armor groaned softly, not from weakness but memory; the sound of something that had carried the will of Caeloria for too long.
His gaze swept between them. First Gabriel, rigid with discipline. Then Lucifer, amber eyes still locked on me.
“You forget yourselves,” Michael said, his voice low, heavy as granite. “This is training, not a debate. You are brothers. You will not tear the court apart over one novice’s lesson.”
Shame burned in my chest, sharp and hot. Novice.
Gabriel bowed his head, though tension smoldered in his jaw. “Yes, Commander.”
Lucifer did not bow. “I only speak truth.”
Michael turned to me then, his look heavy as a hammer. My heart faltered under its weight.
“You are untested,” he said simply. “But you are chosen. That alone makes you worthy. Do not doubt it again.” His words crashed down with the weight of thunder, leaving no space for weakness to breathe.
I swallowed hard, bowing my head, though my hands still trembled on the hilt of my sword. “It will not happen again.”
Michael’s wings drew in, folding against his back, but his voice carried as he turned away. “Train harder. Fight smarter. All of you. Caeloria does not need perfection, it needs victory.”
The court erupted again, steel ringing, wings beating, the clean chaos of training resuming as though nothing had happened.
Lucifer turned without another word and returned to Raphael. Gabriel stepped closer, his presence sharp as an arrowhead.
“Take your stance,” he said. “Training is not over. And heed my words, Astraea. Pride and chaos are dangerous. They will lead you only to death.”
I nodded quickly. But a question burned in me, one I could not smother.
“He called you brother. Does he mean that in the Archangel sense, or are the two of you truly brothers?”
Gabriel froze for the briefest moment. His weapon dipped slightly, his jaw tightening as though I had pressed against something sacred. Regret flooded me at once. I should have never asked.
When he spoke, his voice was quieter, edged in something that almost sounded tinged with pain.
“He is my brother. Not only because God created us both. But because God created him first. And from the power he wielded, Michael and I were shaped. We are of his essence. Bound to him in a way the others are not.”
“Does that bother you?” I asked softly. Another question left my mouth before I had time to consider it.
Gabriel’s eyes flicked to mine, ice shards in their depths. For a moment, I thought he might refuse to answer. His grip tightened on the hilt of his sword until the gold bit into his hand.
“It is… a burden,” he said at last, voice low. “To be tied to him, to share what runs through his veins. Lucifer was meant to be God’s brightest star, and once, I was proud to carry even a spark of that light. But now…” His jaw clenched, the words cutting off as though they scorched his tongue.
“Now?” I pressed, though part of me already feared the answer.
He exhaled sharply, wings shifting with the weight of it. “Now that same spark feels like a dark cloud I cannot outrun. I serve Caeloria. I obey Michael. I follow God’s command. But there are times—” He stopped again, the muscles in his throat working. “There are times I wonder if what binds me to him will one day destroy me.”
Silence stretched between us, heavy, dangerous.
Then his voice hardened again, a wall rising where there had been a clear path. “Enough questions. Lift your blade, Astraea. You will not learn to fight by peeling apart the past.”
I obeyed, lifting the weight he’d pressed into my hands; the questions gnawed at me, restless and unspent. I knew I had already pressed too far, and Gabriel would grant me no more answers this day. If I pushed again, he might never answer at all.
The sparring match dragged on the way it always did: me taking blow after blow, my body aching with every failed attempt. By the end, I felt more bruised pride than progress.
When training was dismissed, Gabriel, Michael, and Lucifer drew together at the far end of the court. They spoke in low voices, their faces unreadable. I chewed my lip, straining to catch even a word, though I knew better than to pry. My ears caught nothing. Only silence.
Were they speaking of me? Of how I stumbled? How I did not belong among them? The thought twisted my stomach until I shoved it down, sheathing it where no one could see.
I walked to the bench, snatched up the flask waiting there, and drank deeply. Cool water slid down my throat, but it did little to ease the burn in my chest.
The sound of their footsteps reached me first, low and deliberate, each strike of heel to stone sending a quiet tremor through the floor beneath my feet. The air thickened, charged, as if the court itself held its breath.
“Your training is coming along,” Michael said.
I almost laughed. Coming along. Right. I was nothing more than a sheep among wolves.
“Thank you,” I opted for instead, though the words felt thin on my tongue.
“Tomorrow you will be working with Uriel on your magic instead of Gabriel,” Michael said. “Gabriel and Lucifer will be away on a mission.”
Dread slid cold through me. Uriel? Of all of them. We had barely exchanged two words since my creation, and now he would be the one to train me. His silence, his distance. I knew nothing of him but the heat that burned in his wake. I nodded, as any good little angel would. 
 


Chapter Two
	Astraea	






The court emptied slowly, the echoes of clashing steel still ringing in my bones. My body ached, every muscle screaming from Gabriel’s relentless drills. But it was not the bruises that lingered most. It was Michael’s remarks. Novice. Untested. Chosen. Do not doubt it again. They struck deeper than bruises, heavier than wounds.
As always, I lingered behind. I enjoyed hanging back, watching the others as they left. I sometimes wondered if it unsettled them, but truthfully, I didn’t care.
I trailed down the colonnade, leaving the training grounds behind as the halls of Caeloria stretched ahead, endless and gleaming. Pillars of light rose toward the sky; gardens spilled over with blossoms that glowed faintly as though each held a shard of starlight. Silver channels of water whispered at the path’s edge.
Oftentimes I escaped to the gardens to read, to sit beneath the cherry blossom trees. They had always been my favorite. Even now, I could almost smell them, delicate notes of vanilla, almond and lilac; a fragrance that reminded me there was still gentleness left beyond the training that had come to define my life. I was drifting toward that thought; then I was torn from it.
“Still brooding, little star?”
The words unfurled in smoke, low and smooth, curling around me until my breath caught.
Lucifer stepped from an archway, wings half-folded, molten glass eyes catching what little of the dusk remained. They burned, unreadable, as though they could pierce every corner of my doubt. I clenched my jaw. I hated the way he stirred emotions, yet another thing I struggled to control.
Crossing my arms, I turned to him. “You shouldn’t sneak up on me.”
“I don’t sneak.” His smile curved, faint and knowing. “You simply don’t pay attention.”
My fingers curled around the strap of my blade, the rough leather biting into my skin; a poor anchor for the torrent inside me. Really, another insult? “Why are you here?”
He tilted his head, raven hair slipping over his shoulders as he studied me with unblinking intensity. “To see if Gabriel’s lectures broke you. Or if your spirit still burns.”
Heat unfurled through me like wildfire seeking air. It licked every nerve until I forgot where my body ended and his presence began. I swallowed the tremor in my breath, managing only a scoff. “I’m fine.”
“Fine.” He rolled the word over his tongue as if it were foreign. “You wear it like armor, but I can see the cracks. Gabriel teaches control. Michael teaches obedience. But you…” He stepped closer, close enough that my pulse stumbled. “You were not made for chains, little star. You were made to blaze.”
The word stung, cutting too close to the ache in my chest. Fire. Always fire. It stalked me in sleep, clawing through the edges of my dreams until the world lay in ash. I would wake with the taste of smoke on my tongue, the heat clinging to my skin as though the flames had followed me back into waking. A blaze I could never outrun.
I didn’t understand the nightmares. They never made sense. Once, I asked Gabriel if he had them too. If perhaps it was part of the bond we shared as archangels. He assured me they were nothing more than stress, shadows of my training, and that they would fade. But the way he avoided my gaze, the way his answer circled the truth without ever touching it… it left me wondering. Did he have them as well? Or was there a reason I carried them, and he was forbidden to say?
Before I could speak, he leaned back, his wings brushing the wall, voice soft. “One day you’ll see. And when you do, you’ll wonder why you ever bowed at all.”
Then he was gone. The glow collapsed inward, leaving nothing but stillness, as though he had never been there.
I stood alone in the glowing corridor, heart hammering, his words echoing louder than my trainer’s commands. Questions always outnumbered answers in my life here. And each day, it seemed, the silence around those answers grew heavier.

Morning came swift and merciless. Dawn washed the training grounds in brilliance, but Gabriel’s place across from me stood empty. Instead, Uriel waited. Tall, unyielding, his claymore sheathed, his deep violet gaze fixed on me with an intensity that made my stomach twist. Sparks shimmered faintly across his skin, clinging as if he carried stars in orbit around him.
Uriel’s armor was forged in twilight; neither gold nor silver, but something caught between. Every plate refracted with quiet iridescence, as though starlight had been tempered into metal. Faint runes glowed across his breastplate, shifting with each breath, alive with divine precision. Where Gabriel’s radiance blazed and Lucifer’s darkness commanded, Uriel’s presence steadied.
Even his sheathed claymore bore reflection of that balance: a blade of mirrored steel threaded with veins of pale blue fire, humming faintly when drawn, as if it remembered it had once served to defend. When he moved, his armor didn’t clash or echo; it whispered, the sound of grace made tangible, unshakable as the laws that bound us all.
Michael’s warning from yesterday echoed: Tomorrow you will be working with Uriel on your magic.
I swallowed hard, crossing into the warded space. This would not be like sparring with my mentor.
Uriel was the greatest wielder of magic among the archangels. When strength failed, it was his power they called upon. He bore mana like a second soul; unyielding, inexhaustible, a force that could burn through the heavens themselves.
Mana, I had learned, was the current beneath all power, an unseen river we all drank from. For some of the archangels, it burned in their blood, alive and restless. For others, it was borrowed, a gift flowing from their brothers’ strength.
He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The stillness around him weighed heavy as judgment held at bay.
He raised one hand. No words, no warning.
The ground beneath me shifted, a pulse rippling outward as though the court itself had drawn breath. My wings flared instinctively, bracing against the sudden force pressing down on me. Heat prickled along my arms, crawling up my skin like fireflies turned to embers.
“Defend yourself,” he said at last. His tone was quiet, but it carried, resonant as if the air itself bent to listen.
“I don’t—” My protest died as a crushing wave of power tore toward me. It struck as harshly as a tidal wave, not blade against blade but pure force. I staggered, barely lifting my arm in time. The Orichalcum sword drank in some of the blast, but the shock rattled through my bones, setting my teeth on edge. The force crawled over my skin like a living thing, humming beneath the surface, every inch of me aware of its touch; invasive, searing, electric.
I gasped, trying to steady my stance. “You could have warned me!”
“There are no warnings in battle.” His jaw stiffened, static shimmering faintly in the space between us. “Magic is not patient. It does not wait for you to be ready. Either you shape it, or it will shape you.”
The decree struck deeper than the blast, heavier than the force that had just hit me. I locked my grip, heart pounding, trying to remember the small sparks I had felt before. Faint, fleeting things I barely trusted. 
This was nothing like training with Gabriel. There, I had structure, correction, a line drawn sharp to measure myself against. Here, there was only pressure, raw and merciless. I didn’t know how I would fare against the archangel’s test, but surrender was not in me. Not anymore. I would not give up.
He lifted his hand again. This time, smaller orbs of mana flared into existence, circling me as if I were their prey and they were the predators. They pulsed, electricity kissing my skin, shifting from violet to white, their glow brushing against my feathers, searing without burning. Each pass drew closer, tightening their orbit.
“Reach for it,” he said. “The power is already in you. Do not pretend it isn’t.”
Reach for it.
Something inside me stirred. Not gentle. Not calm. Wild. Hungry.
The air cracked. One of the orbs bent toward me, flickering as though it recognized something in me… not summoned, not commanded, but drawn.
Uriel’s expression barely shifted, but his gaze sharpened. “Good,” he said, his tone low and steady, meant to draw me deeper. “Again.”
The orbs spun tighter, their glow scrapping across my skin, a ring of power drawing in for the kill. I reached, not with my hands but with something deeper, something I barely understood.
And they answered. Heat surged through my body, coiling through every vein like liquid fire. I braced for agony, for my skin to blister and split; but the pain never came. Instead, it filled me, fierce and unrelenting, until I could no longer tell where the power ended and I began.
The glow bent inward, threads unraveling, warping under my pull. What was once radiant white shuddered, flaring red at the edges, then gold, then a violent orange. In the space of a breath, his orbs were no longer light at all.
They burned.
Fire licked through the air, alive and snarling, devouring the perfect spheres he had formed. My breath caught as the flames twisted around me, bowing not to its master's hand, but to mine.
For an instant, something flickered behind his eyes. Not just fear, but recognition. His lips parted, as if to speak, then pressed into a thin line. Whatever words he’d meant to say, he swallowed them.
“Enough.” His voice cut sharp, harsher than before, his hand snapping down. The flames shattered into sparks, vanishing into the air.
The void that followed bore down heavily against my chest. My pulse thundered in my ears, the taste of smoke lingering on my tongue.
Uriel’s gaze bored into me, sharper than steel. “That is no magic of mine,” he said.
I swallowed hard. My lips parted, but only silence followed. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t even know what I had just done.
“What… what do you mean?” I spoke softer than I intended, confusion burning in my chest.
“I do not command fire.” The remark was clipped, harsh, as if dragged from him against his will. If he had been anyone else, I would have sworn it was a growl.
My grip tightened on the hilt of my sword. “I simply did what you told me to do. I reached out. I took control.”
“You twisted it.” His wings stirred, the faintest flicker of unease breaking through his composure. “My mana does not burn. It bends, it breaks, it blinds. What you wielded…” His frame tensed, jaw tightening as though the weight of unspoken words pressed against him. “…was something else entirely.”
I shook my head, trying to steady the tremor in my hands. “I didn’t mean to. I don’t even know how—”
“Exactly.” He cut me off, sharper now, as though the edge of his fear had turned to steel. “You don’t know. And that makes it dangerous.”
“Then teach me!” The demand tore out of me, raw and unsteady. My voice echoed against the training grounds, louder than I intended. “Do not just send attacks at me and expect me to know what to do with them! Teach me!”
For the first time, he stilled. His head tilted. The quiet pressed heavier than any strike.
“You believe it is that simple?” His question was low, not mocking, but edged with something darker. “That I can teach you what even I do not understand? What you carry is not mine to guide.”
I flinched, heat rising to my cheeks. “Then whose is it?”
Uriel’s violet gaze lingered on me, unblinking, as though the answer already lay before us both, but he refused to name it. At last, he looked away, wings drawing close, his jaw rigid.
“This fire is not to be spoken of,” he said. “Not to Michael. Not to Gabriel. Not to anyone. Do you understand?”
The finality in his tone struck harder than the magic had. My protests caught in my throat. Why hide it? Why silence it? But the look in his eyes, fear masked as authority, warned me not to push further.
As the day drew on, our lessons shifted. We focused on defensive wards and barriers, shimmering shields of mana woven into the air. Not the offensive drills Michael had assigned. Not the raw force the archangel was known for. Clearly, the fire unsettled him more than he was willing to admit.
But I didn’t question it. Not aloud. Instead, I did what I always did, I bowed my head and obeyed. Each movement felt hollow, a pale imitation of what training was meant to be.
Still, the hush around my magic gnawed at me. Every shield I raised, every deflection I shaped, I could feel the memory of heat waiting just beneath my skin. Hungry. Restless.
For the first time, I found myself longing for Gabriel’s merciless sparring matches. For his corrections, his steady discipline, his commands. I never thought I’d miss the sting of his judgment cutting against me. But at least with him, I knew where I stood.
 
 


Chapter Three
	Lucifer	


	



Another day, another mission. That was what they called it: missions. As if scouring the corners of creation for remnants of shadows was anything more than busy work meant to keep the archangels sharp.
I walked through the outer gates of Caeloria, my wings folded close, the horizon spilling gold across their tips; not just light, but warmth made visible, the kind that clung to skin and memory alike. Ahead lay the Veil, the thin place where Caeloria frayed against the worlds beyond.
The Veil rippled before me. A horizon where galaxies bled into nothingness. Stars shimmered across its surface, embers scattered on ebony water, each one swallowed and reborn with every shift of the curtain. To some, it was breathtaking. To me, it was the same endless reminder. Creation and void forever straining against each other, and us caught between as keepers of the balance.
Michael thrived on these assignments. For Gabriel, it was a test of discipline. Raphael, an act of service.
And me?
For me, it was tedious. Always the same hunt. Always the same fractured echoes of oblivion. They sent us to cleanse what dared crawl close to the gates, yet never asked the greater question. Why had the dark returned again and again, especially after the great war, no matter how many times we purged it.
My flamberge, Solmourne, gleamed with a restless light, rippling like heat over stone. The twin edges curved in a serpent’s pattern, each undulation catching the glow and twisting it into flame. It was a weapon forged for chaos; not to cut clean, but to tear, to make the air itself shudder in its passing. Even now, it thrummed faintly in my grip, eager. Hungry.
But my thoughts wandered elsewhere. To the training court. To her.
Astraea.
She was fire, even when she could not see it. The same pull I had felt once before, long ago, when her flame had nearly gone dark. I had never forgotten. I never would.
She was still too raw, too unshaped. And yet there was something in her strikes, in the way it clung to her even when she tried to deny it. Something none of the others seemed willing to see. I had seen it from the start. I had agreed to shape it to God’s will from the start.
And I would see it through.
“He said there was a horde,” Gabriel muttered, his tone clipped as always, pulling me from my thoughts.
“Maybe he was wrong,” I said flatly, scanning the horizon.
Gabriel’s eyes snapped toward me, cold as glacial crystals, his jaw tightening. That look again. The one that demanded silence, demanded obedience. The one that reminded me we were bound as brothers but never equals.
I raised a brow, unbothered by his silent rebuke. “What? Even the reports of Michael’s scouts have been wrong before.”
“The information came from God himself. Not Michael,” Gabriel retorted, his tone edged, cold and precise.
Just another thing I had not been made aware of. As his right hand, you would think I would be the one entrusted with such knowledge, the one God whispered to first. But no. Not anymore.
He had heard me once, when I begged for her. But never again. Perhaps that was the cost. What once flowed as gentle as a stream had turned to silence. He spoke less and less, as though my plea had cost me more than I realized.
And yet I would not regret it. Not then. Not ever. For her, I would ask it again.
The Veil shuddered.
Not the usual ripple, not the quiet breathing of light and dark. This was a tear. A wound splitting wide across its surface. Galaxies stuttered, their stars scattering into the abyss. And then the first shadow stepped through.
It was a grotesque parody of form, black smoke twisting itself into limbs, its eyes nothing but hollow sockets that bled hunger. Another followed, then another, until the breach spilled open and the horde poured through. Dozens, maybe hundreds of writhing shapes clawing their way onto Caeloria’s threshold. Their screeches split the air, a sound that was neither voice nor beast, but the grinding of everything unholy against the walls of creation.
Gabriel’s longsword was in his hand before the first cry finished echoing. “Hold the line!” he commanded. Michael stood already at the front, immovable, silver wings spread wide, his very presence an unbroken wall. Raphael’s brilliance billowed outward, soothing where it touched us even as he drew his own spear-staff.
I stepped forward, a faint smile curving as my flamberge hummed with luminance. “Finally,” I murmured, my voice flat but tinged with something sharper. “Something worthy of steel.”
“Stay behind me,” Michael barked, his eyes narrowing toward the breach.
I ignored his command. “Walls don’t stop floods, brother. Blades do.” The creatures surged, and I went to meet them.
My blade sang through the first creature as though it were nothing but smoke, but its shriek clung to the air, twisting with malice even as its body dissipated. Another leapt, claws sharp as an obsidian arrow, and I moved faster than thought, cutting it clean in two. Each strike of my weapon tore light into the dark, elegant and final, their forms collapsing as if they had never been.
But the horde did not falter. More abominations spilled through the laceration, relentless and endless. The Veil quaked with every one that crossed.
“Close it!” Michael roared, driving his greatsword through three at once. “They cannot breach further!”
“I am trying,” Gabriel snapped, pinions flaring as he summoned runes of binding into the air, his voice sharp with strain. “But the wound is wider than before. Something forced it!”
“Then perhaps the Veil grows weary of its leash.” I murmured. 
I cut another down, its onyx ichor evaporating to ash against the pale stone. My lips pressed thin. No, this was no accident. Something tested the Veil, probing its weakness. Something with power enough to leave its mark.
The horde surged. Abyssal shapes poured from the lesion in the midnight wall, a flood without end, their shrieks clawing at the very air. The others braced, their strikes steady, purposeful. Michael cleaved through them with brute force; his wings gleamed, keen as a knife-fang kissed by luster. Gabriel’s brand burned with precise arcs, each strike cutting a creature exactly where it fell strongest. Raphael moved like a hymn, each slash an echo of grace that soothed even as it destroyed.
But me?
I did not brace. I did not wait.
I moved.
I dragged the edge of my boot across the gravel, slow, deliberate, the sound a whisper of challenge. The shadows stilled, as if they understood the meaning. A smirk ghosted my lips.
I surged forward, faster than the horde could comprehend. The nearest shadow lunged, its claws wide, but I was already behind it, my honed edge carving through its spine in a single motion. The body dissolved into dust before its scream caught the wind.
Another leapt. I stepped sideways, weightless, my weapon arcing lazily, almost slow to the eye, yet it cleaved the creature apart with surgical precision. Before its remnants hit the ground, I was already cutting down three more.
They came in waves, and I danced through them. It was not Michael’s wall of thunder, nor Gabriel’s hammering precision. I fought as if I were the flow inside the Veil itself. Flowing, bending, breaking. Every motion carried me into the next, seamless, effortless. The silence split before me, each stroke the merciless end of a predator. Patient, merciless, inevitable.
One of the larger monsters lunged, its wyvern-like pinions unfurling from its back, razor sharp. Its shriek split the battlefield as it struck downward with claws the length of spears. I did not parry. I stepped into it. The abomination’s claws grazed my cheek, shallow, meaningless, and my blade whispered through its throat. Its body disintegrated mid-scream, torn to smoke and hurled into the storm wind.
I felt their fear. The horde faltered. They hesitated. They saw me. “Good. You should fear me.”
“Lucifer!” Michael’s voice thundered behind me, a command wrapped in warning. But I did not stop. 
He had told me often, we do not strike when they yield, when they hesitate. But these things were not soldiers. They were not bound by honor. They were hunger given form, nightspawn that clawed and tore until nothing remained. They did not fight fair, and neither would I.
I spun, my plumes unfurling wide, and the air itself seemed to bend. My metal flashed a dozen times in a single breath, each motion blurring into the next, too fast for mortal eyes to follow. The creatures fell in a rain of soot, their shrieks cut short, their bodies erased before they touched the stone.
The battlefield stilled for half a heartbeat. Then another wave of the beasts poured from the wound, faster and stronger.
Good.
I smiled. “Come then,” I whispered low. “Fall for me.”
And I leapt into them again.
The horde surged, basalt membranes blotting the Veil, yet their movements dragged as though time itself had slowed. Every lunge, every shriek, every claw already written before it began.
I stepped through them as easily as walking through rain, my sword whispering in arcs too swift for the eye. One shrieked as it dove, but its talons carved only air before I unraveled its form into residue.
They thought of themselves as legion. I saw them as corpses that hadn’t yet fallen.
Each motion flowed into the next, seamless, inevitable. My wings carved the air; my weapon drew boundaries with Orichalcum that the darkness could not cross. They tried to swarm, to overwhelm, but their numbers meant nothing. It was never a battle. It was an execution.
And still, I felt nothing. No thrill, no fury. Only the hollow rhythm of a task repeated too many times.
The battlefield lay in tatters, ash drifting across the stones, a false snowfall born of death. The last apparition fell at my feet, its body breaking apart into sparks that faded into the void. Silence pressed in, but not peace. The gash in the Veil still gaped above us, bleeding abyss, restless and hungry.
“Hold them,” Gabriel’s voice rang out, steady and sharp. His longsword slashed another straggler aside as he strode back toward the tear, his gaze fixated, almost obsessive.
I did not answer. I did not need to. The horde no longer dared touch me.
Gabriel spread his plumes wide, their brilliance cutting against the blackness. He raised his free hand, palm out, and radiance gathered there. Not wild, not consuming, but precise. Disciplined. He whispered words I had long since stopped caring to memorize, each one binding the frayed margins of the wound, stitching the frayed Veil together with threads of radiance.
The rift fought him. It strained, howling with voices that clawed at the ears, but Gabriel did not flinch. He poured his will into it, each word, each gesture exact. Controlled.
With a final flare of light, the frayed seams sealed shut. The Veil smoothed, galaxies rippling across its surface once more, until it was as if the stain had never been.
Gabriel lowered his arm slowly, his chest heaving, sweat dampening his golden hair. He snapped his head my way, fury coiling through his shoulders.
Michael stood at his side; his expression carved in stone. Watching. Measuring.
I wiped the last trace of their remnants from my flamberge and sheathed it. My voice was calm, almost flat, when I spoke.
“All that fuss for a tear in the curtain.”
Gabriel’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.
“I ordered you to stay behind me,” Michael scolded, his voice carrying the weight of command that could split mountains. His silver pinions stretched wide, casting the battlefield in their gloom.
I tilted my head, meeting his gaze without flinching. “And if I had, the rift would still be spilling.”
His eyes hardened, a storm brewing behind them. “Discipline, Lucifer. You undermine it with every act of defiance.”
His knuckles whitened against the hilt, as if one more word from me would be enough to lose the blade.
I only smiled faintly, the ash of the ebony forms still clinging to my armor. “Perhaps discipline closes rifts. But fear is what makes them hesitate to open in the first place.”
Michael’s jaw clenched, but he did not answer. The silence between us said enough.
 
 

Chapter Four
Lucifer
	





The throne hall stretched before us, vast as eternity. Pillars of crystal radiance rose into a ceiling that had no end, their crowns lost in brilliance. Choirs whispered along the edges, voices without bodies, weaving a hymn that trembled through the air like the heartbeat of Caeloria itself.
At its center stood the Throne. A radiant blaze that no eye could face for long. It was a wave of brilliance and power so overwhelming that even archangels bowed before it. There was no face, no form. Only presence. Weight. The unyielding certainty of divinity.
We entered together. Michael first, his stride unwavering. Gabriel followed close, precise as ever, his entire being hard with discipline. Raphael came next, his light gentler but steady, a calm current against the chaos. My boots echoed through the vast room and I brought up the rear, though it was not humility that held me back.
We knelt as one, eight wings folding tight against our backs, heads bowed low. The hymn swelled, then fell silent. And in that hush, the air itself seemed to hold its breath.
Michael spoke first, his voice rolling as steadily as distant thunder. “Lord, the Veil was breached. A rift wide enough to loose a horde upon Caeloria’s gates. We stood against them and held the line.”
The glow flared, not in approval or disapproval. Simply… presence.
Gabriel’s words fell clean. Exact, unyielding. “The wound was not natural. Something pressed against the Veil from beyond. It resisted binding. But I sealed it. For now, it holds.”
Another ripple of radiance, vast and endless. Still silent.
Raphael bowed lower, his words soft but clear. “The stones of the court remain consecrated. No shadow lingers. The breach left scars upon the Veil, but they will heal in time.”
Gabriel’s expression sharpened, his voice measured but edged. “If it resisted binding, then perhaps discipline alone will not hold it next time.”
Michael’s plumage flared slightly, his reply sharp. “Discipline has always held. Unity has always held. We will not fracture now.”
Raphael’s attention lingered on the Throne, his voice calm but carrying the gravity of truth. “Even unity can fracture if the Veil itself strains.”
The hollow that followed hung thick in the air, vast as the void beyond the stars.
It was my turn. I drew breath, my words ready. The truth of what had come through. The truth of what I had seen.
But no sound answered me. No flicker of recognition from the Throne. No ripple of light. Nothing.
Even if I would not confess it, that absence left a hollow where my heart once burned; every beat since has echoed through the ruin it left behind.
I felt Michael shift beside me. Not a move to gloat, not superiority. A pause, as though he too felt the absence settle sharp as a blade between us. Gabriel’s jaw tightened, his gaze flicking toward me for the briefest instant before returning to the floor. Even Raphael’s dark blue eyes lowered, his calm unsettled.
God’s brilliance poured down upon them. Upon all of us. But it did not look at me.
I spoke anyway.
“My Lord.” My voice echoed in the vastness, low and hollow, carrying farther than I meant it to, until even I could no longer tell where it ended. I kept my tone steady, though my chest ached beneath the weight of his silence. “The horde did not come by chance. The Veil was forced. Something greater presses against it, testing our walls. If we do not act, if we do not prepare, next time it will not stop at the gates.”
The words hung in the throne hall, stark against the hush.
Michael’s head turned, the air itself seeming to stiffen as his focus pinned me in place. It was not a rebuke I saw there, but understanding. Agreement. He stepped forward, his voice firm but tempered. “Lucifer speaks truth. The breach was not natural. We all felt it. Caeloria must be ready.”
Gabriel inclined his head, his tone calm yet resolute. “If it returns, it will not be numbers alone we face, but will. The will of something greater. To ignore that is to invite disaster.”
Raphael’s azurite regard lingered on the throne above, softer, almost pleading. “Even shadows learn from their failures. We cannot expect them to stay weak forever.”
The glow pulsed once, brilliant and blinding, but no voice followed. No acknowledgment.
It pressed down, heavier than any order ever barked at me. It felt like a star collapsing inward, caving me in with its own gravity.
I clenched my jaw, the familiar ache gnawing deeper. They had spoken in my defense, confirmed my words, and still, there was nothing. No answer. 
Worse than wrath. Worse than exile. Dismissal.
The hush stretched until it was suffocating. I thought he would say nothing at all, thought the weight of dismissal would smother us as it always did.
At last, his voice broke through the stillness, rolling through the hall like the sound of the world being born and broken in the same breath. It struck the air with such force that the stone beneath my feet trembled, a command made flesh.
“Prepare.”
Spoken to Michael. To Michael alone.
I stood frozen, the word echoing in my chest, a wound carved deeper with every beat. Not my name. Never my name. Not even a glance for the one who had spoken first, who had risked his wrath to tell the truth.
Only Michael. Always Michael.
But it was not jealousy I felt in my heart. No. Michael was my brother, and I loved him in the only way we could love one another. Forged in war, bound in blood and silence. My ache was not for what he had received, but for what I had lost.
At one point, I was the voice of reason he listened to. The voice that mattered. I was his confidant, his hand in matters of war and mercy alike. My counsel once echoed beside his own. But when I spoke for her, when I pleaded for mercy, he did not look to me. He looked to Michael. And in that silence, I learned what it meant to lose the love of the Father.
Now my words fell into the void, swallowed whole, as though the Caeloria itself had turned deaf to me. I stood in the throne room, my brothers bowed, their wings spread in reverence, and yet I felt… outside of it. Apart. Not because they had pushed me there, but because he had.
I remember long ago when his presence bent toward me first, when his voice carried my name in the same glory his Seraphim praised him. He called me his morning star, the sun he set above all others. When the choirs sang, it was my voice he bade to lead them. When battles stirred, it was my blade he sent before the rest.
I stood at his right hand, and the mantle of creation itself bent to his command through me. Not because I demanded it, but because he willed it. And in those days, his will and mine were one.
He would smile. God himself would smile when my weapon found victory, when my song brought harmony, when my counsel carried clarity. No other moment burned brighter than when his approval fell upon me, dawn breaking the horizon.
I was more than a servant. More than a soldier. I was trusted. Loved.
And now? Now I felt as though I was drowning in a sea of judgment, unable to breathe beneath the weight of a crime I did not know I had committed.
Michael rose when dismissed, his expression carved from duty, not triumph. Gabriel followed, precise and steady, his gaze flicking toward me with something unreadable in its depths. Not scorn. Not pity. Perhaps the quiet acknowledgment that he saw what I saw, that Caeloria’s favor shifted, and I was no longer beneath its radiance.
And Raphael… Raphael’s eyes softened when they met mine. A fleeting look, gone in an instant, but it was enough to remind me that brotherhood was not all chains and burdens. There was still grace among us.
Still, as we walked from the throne room, the ache hollowed deeper. Not jealousy. Not envy. Love remained for Michael, for Gabriel, even in our clashes. But love did not ease the sting of being unheard.
As I walked, I was surprised when my legs did not stop moving until I stood before the training hall. I hadn’t chosen the path, not truly. My body carried me there before I had time to think.
I didn’t know if she would still be inside. By now, the court should have emptied, the others gone to their duties or to rest. But still, I pushed the door open, my steps echoing against the polished marble.
The vast chamber stretched out before me, the floor still scarred with the marks of sparring, the scent of steel lingering sharply in the air. 
There she was.
I had seen galaxies born. I had watched stars ignite and burn themselves to oblivion. Yet none of it compared to her. There was something ruinous about her beauty; innocent, unknowing, and therefore all the more dangerous. Her every breath felt deliberate, every glance a prayer I was not meant to hear.
Her hair spilled like midnight ink, her skin catching the light with the warmth of living bronze. The light itself seemed uncertain it deserved to touch her, and even the shadows softened in her presence. She moved as though untouched by the weight of Caeloria, and I hated how my gaze followed her, how the silence inside me broke just to make room for her.
When she thought no one was looking, her mask of perfect soldier would slip. No one else noticed, but I did. Her eyes were bright with questions she wasn’t meant to ask. She did not yet understand what she was, and somehow that made her radiant. I told myself it was admiration. It was not. It was the ache of remembering what wonder once felt like.
She was a hymn I was never meant to hear, and yet she played endlessly in my mind.
Astraea moved at the center of the ring, sword in hand, striking at enemies only she could see. Her stance was unsteady, her swings raw, but there was something in her persistence that stilled me at once. She stumbled, recovered, stumbled again, but never stopped.
Even bruised, even weary, she fought as though the world demanded it.
My chest tightened in a way I had not felt in ages.
When she turned, her bright emerald gems met mine. They were open and unguarded, full of the innocence of someone who still believed she was fragile. But beneath that purity, I saw it. The immensity of something ancient buried so deep; she lived unaware it breathed within her. Power older than her creation. A spark that did not belong to Caeloria at all, staring out from a soul too young to recognize it.
She thought of herself as unshaped, unworthy.
But I knew better.
We all did.
“Lucifer.”
Her voice was like a Seraphim song, softly carrying my name. It was innocent but hit deeper than any Caeloria chorus.
“You’re bleeding.” She moved quickly toward me, eyes wide, concern plain on her face.
I touched my cheek where the shadow’s claws had grazed me. The cut was shallow, meaningless, already fading. But to her, it was everything. Her attention was fixed on me as if the wound were some great tragedy, as if I were something breakable.
How could she not see?
How could she not feel the encumbrance that lingered in her own blood, far heavier than mine?
“It’s just a scratch,” I gruffed, brushing my fingers across the fading line. My voice was sharper than I intended, meant to cut the moment down to nothing.
But her focus didn’t waver. Innocent, worried, yet holding that quiet burden the others never noticed. As if she could see through the wall of my words and touch the truth beneath.
For an instant, I almost wished it had been more than a scratch. Something real. Something that would explain why her stare burned against me the way it did.
“I can heal it,” she said softly, her voice was a luster woven into sound. “I have been working with Raphael. If you’re okay with it.”
Her hands hovered near mine, hesitant, as though waiting for permission to bridge the distance. She didn’t realize how her words struck me harder than any blow meant to break me. Not because of the wound, but because she offered without fear. To touch me. To help me.
For a moment, I nearly refused. I did not need her pity, nor her mana pressed against me. But her emerald orbs held mine: innocent, unknowing. Yet laced with that hidden current only ancients could recognize. The denial withered before I could speak it.
I nodded once. No words. Just a nod.
A shaky breath left her as her shoulders softened. Her hand rose carefully, hesitant, as if the smallest motion might break the moment.
Warmth bloomed the moment her fingers brushed my skin; not the distant, measured grace of Raphael’s healing, but something startlingly alive. Her touch was soft as freshly fallen snow yet searing even in its innocence, the faint tremor of living heat tracing the curve of my jaw. It felt human in a way I had almost forgotten, fragile and trembling, achingly real. Like sunlight slipping through cracks in stone, it reached deeper than I expected, threading past flesh into something I no longer believed could be touched.
For an instant, I forgot the wound entirely. I only felt her fire wrapping around me, gentle and wild all at once. It sank past skin, past reason, until it reached the hollow I had only just learned was there, the place left behind when God's love was withdrawn. I had faced judgment, silence, the weight of him turning from me. And yet here she was, offering warmth without question. My breath caught before I could stop it, my defenses trembling like glass under strain. I told myself it was only the healing, only her gift. But it wasn’t. It was kindness. And I did not know what to do with it.
She tilted her chin, lashes parting as her eyes sought mine, uncertain, questioning if she had done it right. She didn’t know that in that moment, her touch had undone me more than the wound ever could.
Her hand lingered for a moment longer. I stepped back and gave a small nod in thanks, afraid that if I spoke, she would hear the tremor in my voice. The warmth of her touch still burned faintly against my cheek, a reminder I could not shake. Whatever she had awakened could not be allowed to live. I drew back, and the world righted itself, cold once more. 
 


Chapter Five
Astraea






The days since had been quiet. Too quiet. Even the wind through Caeloria’s arches seemed to hold its breath. The light that once shimmered across the court now felt sterile; cold and unmoved by my presence.
Lucifer had not spoken to me, not since that moment in the training court when my hand touched his skin and my light had stitched his wound closed. I told myself it meant nothing, that I had only done what Raphael would have expected me to do. But still… His silence pressed heavier than Michael’s commands or Gabriel’s relentless drills.
Every time I entered the court, I found myself looking for him. Half-expecting his aura to stretch across the archways, those suns caught in stone eyes burning through me as they always did. But he wasn’t there. Not once.
Gabriel pushed me harder in his absence. Raphael offered gentle words when he could. Uriel said nothing, though I felt his gaze linger. They thought I was simply weary, that the training had taken its toll. I let them think so. It was easier than explaining the ache I didn’t understand myself.
I had never been close to him. And yet his absence hollowed me. The ache lived where breath should have been, a slow tightening in my chest that no amount of training could burn away. An unrelenting pull that grew more taut each time I entered the court. Like something inside me reached for him and found only emptiness in return.
The great doors groaned open, the sound deep and resonant, rolling through the marble like the sea beneath stone; a distant, living pulse that rippled through my light. I didn’t need to turn to know who it was. I felt him. 
The air shifted, subtle but undeniable, as though the court itself recognized his presence. I never felt the others this way. Not Michael with all his command, not Gabriel with all his precision, not even Raphael, whose grace could soothe wounds deeper than flesh. 
But Lucifer… I always knew when he was near. His presence brushed against mine, the weight of gravity where no star should pull, the heat-less flare of a dying sun.
And still, I kept my eyes forward, sword raised as Gabriel pressed me harder than usual. Every strike landed like thunder, demanding my focus. Demanding obedience.
Yet my pulse quickened all the same, hammering in my chest until every breath felt too loud. Because I knew. He was here.
When at last I dared to glance, he was not beside me. He was across the court, shoulder to shoulder with Raphael. The two of them spoke in hushed tones, their hands weaving patterns of light I had not yet learned to follow. Their words were drowned out by the clash of steel, but I didn’t need to hear them to feel the weight of his presence.
And still, he did not look at me.
Not once.
My chest tightened, and for the briefest moment, my grip faltered on the hilt of my sword. Gabriel barked a correction, snapping me back into motion, and I forced myself to focus. To fight. To pretend.
But still, the thought gnawed at me.
Why?
What had I done?
My strikes grew sloppy and uneven. Gabriel’s blade caught mine with a jarring clang that rattled through my arms.
“Don’t break!” he snapped, his wings flaring wide. His eyes cut into me, sharp as the edge of his sword.
“I am trying,” I muttered through clenched teeth, though the words sounded weak even to me.
Raphael’s deep blue gaze flicked toward me from across the court. Gentle. Watching. He saw more than I wished he did. I looked away quickly, tightening my grip.
Still, I felt it. That presence across the court. Steady. Heavy. Silent.
Lucifer’s eyes never once strayed in my direction.
And it burned. A quiet, relentless ache blooming where my heart was meant to beat; where mana and blood met. It stumbled clumsily against its own rhythm, caught between yearning and restraint, as though a thread had been stretched between us, trembling on the edge of breaking.
I had to be out of my mind. This was Lucifer... the Morningstar. I shook my head quickly, as if the motion alone could scatter the thought. The air felt heavy in my lungs, as though even it refused to forgive the thought.
I forced myself forward, meeting Gabriel’s next swing with a ferocity that surprised us both. Each clash rattled through bone and sinew. The sting of metal shivered up my arms, settling behind my ribs where breath refused to stay. Sweat cut thin paths down my temples, stinging the old training scars. But I refused to falter. Not this time. Not with him watching, even if he wouldn’t look at me.
If he would not acknowledge me, then I would carve acknowledgment from the stone itself. From the air. From Caeloria.
As my emotions began to swirl and my mana responded, pulsing warm beneath my skin. Something within me stirred, quiet but insistent, like a heartbeat that both was and was not my own.
My attacks were renewed as I went after Gabriel, my steel striking with a speed I had never known. As if I was calling on something within me I didn’t know existed. My arms no longer felt so heavy; my footing was no longer clumsy. The sword moved as if it wanted to be wielded, as though some unseen current guided my hand.
Gabriel’s eyes flickered, sharp and assessing. He shifted his stance, meeting me with more force than before. Sparks leapt with every clash, the court ringing with steel on steel. His lips pressed into a thin line. “Stronger… but strength alone won’t save you!”
A pulse thrummed through my veins, wild and relentless. I hardly recognized the strength pouring from me. For one breath, one heartbeat, I almost felt equal.
It broke.
My grip faltered, the steel dragging, and Gabriel’s strike came down hard. Pain shot up my leg as my knee cracked against the marble. The marble bit into my skin, cold and unyielding. The impact jarred my spine, scattering the last of my breath. For a moment, all I could taste was iron and the ache of failure.
Gabriel loomed above me, his sword steady, his gaze sharper still. “Better,” he said, voice low. “But you are reaching for something you do not yet understand.”
My chest heaved, and I lowered my eyes, unwilling to admit the truth. I didn’t understand it. But for a moment, it had been mine.
And across the court, Raphael’s hands slowed in their work beside Lucifer. I felt their gazes: Raphael’s soft, questioning; Lucifer’s… our eyes finally met. His wings twitched once, almost imperceptibly. A tell of someone who had faced horrors and still found himself unsettled.
Not with anger, not even with the cold calculation I sometimes saw in Gabriel when he studied me, but with something sharper. Recognition. As though in that instant, he saw me not as the unshaped novice the others dismissed, but as something else. Something dangerous. Something he had been waiting for.
His gaze held mine too long, burning into me. The sound of battle warped; each clang a distant echo, as though I heard it from beneath water. Even the air thickened, quivering between us like a struck chord. For one impossible heartbeat, it was only him and the sound of my pulse. The court around us seemed to fade. 
But then my vision became a tunnel. The realization hit me too late. Whatever I had called on, whatever had surged through me in that moment, had burned hotter than my body could contain. My strength faltered as if the ground had been pulled from beneath me. The sword grew impossibly heavy in my grip, my arms trembling against its weight.
Gasps rippled faintly from the edges of the court, though I couldn’t tell if they were for me… or for what they had seen just before.
One moment I was lost in Lucifer’s eyes. 
The next, the marble was cold against my cheek, its chill seeping through sweat and skin, grounding me in a body that no longer felt my own. My feathers dragged against stone, catching on my hair that was damp with heat. I tried to breathe, but the air burned, too heavy to hold. I blinked hard, breath tearing ragged from my chest. My wings hung limp, feathers splayed across the floor. The exhaustion was nothing like anything I had felt before in training. 
It wasn’t pain, not truly. It was as though the current had poured out of me, leaving only the silence of a barren riverbed the desert had long since claimed.
Through the haze, I lifted my head just enough to see him: Lucifer. Still across the court. Still watching. My vision swam, edges of the world softening until only he stayed sharp.
And for the first time, I thought I saw not just shock in his eyes. But fear.
Then blackness took me. 

 

“Don’t move.” Gabriel’s voice carried no judgment now, only worry, the sharp edge dulled by something I had never heard from him before. His hand pressed lightly against my shoulder, firm enough to keep me still.
He brushed a strand of hair from my face. Such a small gesture, almost nothing, but in that moment it felt like the most human thing he had ever given me. The most personal. No command. No correction. Just touch.
The cold stone still kissed my cheek, grounding me, and I let my eyes close against it. For the first time since my creation, I felt less a soldier and more like a glass vessel. Fragile, cradled as though I were worth protecting.
Even now, with Gabriel’s hand steadying me, I felt it. That current, ebbing, coiling, receding into ash. Uriel had told me it would shape me if I didn’t shape it. And maybe, just maybe, he had been right.
But the stillness around me pressed harder than Gabriel’s hand. Michael stood over me, the dark cast of his presence cutting through the light, gaze sharp and measuring. Beside him, Raphael crouched low, his grace flickering in quiet pulses as he searched for any sign of injury. His light washed over my skin, steady and unrelenting, while Gabriel’s touch anchored me in place.
Lucifer did not come toward me like the others. He stayed in the shadows of the pillars, apart, his presence vast yet untouchable. But his gaze did not leave me. I almost wished he would move, that he would step closer, say something, anything. His distance stung sharply; because restraint, from him, carried weight. It carried knowing. I didn’t understand that it cost him more to stand apart than it cost me to feel it.
My chest ached under Raphael’s gentle light, each breath drawn ragged, and still I felt the weight of Lucifer’s presence. It held me as surely as Gabriel’s hand on my shoulder, though it offered no comfort. Only the sharp reminder that whatever had just happened, he had seen it. All of it.
“What happened?” The words slipped out, barely more than a breath.
Gabriel’s hand eased from my shoulder but stayed close, his jaw tight. “You pushed too far. That is all.”
The word all echoed inside me, heavy, deliberate. As if it held more than he dared to say. But I had no strength left to press him. My tongue was stone, my body leaden against the marble. Even my thoughts scattered to nothing, weightless in the wind.
“I will take her home,” Lucifer finally spoke.
The others turned toward him, silence stretching for a beat too long. Then Michael inclined his head, slow, deliberate.
“Make sure she rests. I will report this to God.”
Lucifer stood still for a moment, his wings flexing faintly. The air seemed to tighten around him, heavy with something unsaid. I could feel it even from where I lay—the pull of words he refused to speak. Whatever they were, they carried weight enough to shake the court if he let them free. But he didn’t. He only lowered his gaze, the silence between us saying what he would not. Then, with movements careful and deliberate, he stepped forward and gathered me into his arms.
The cold marble was gone, replaced by the steady strength of his hold. He carried the scent of resin and soil after rain, sweetened with spice, grounding me as the darkness dragged me under once more.
When I woke, I was back in my own bed. My boots had been removed, but the rest of me was untouched, my training clothes still clinging with the scent of sweat and musk. The covers were pulled neatly around me, tucked taut as though someone had been careful not to disturb me more than necessary.
The room was dim, the soft glow of the gardens bleeding through the window. For a moment, I thought I was alone. But then I felt it. Not sight, not sound, but the weight of a presence.
His deep voice rolled from the corner, steady but edged with something unreadable. “Finally awake.”
My breath caught. The cotton pillow grazed my cheek when I turned my head. Its coolness met the lingering warmth of sleep still clinging to my skin. I found him in the corner, wings half-folded, posture deceptively casual. But nothing about him was casual. Not the way his gaze measured me. Not the quiet that stretched before he spoke again.
“You carried yourself too far today.”
I pushed up onto my elbows, though the effort sent tremors through my arms. “Gabriel said I pushed too hard. You sound as though I broke some law.”
“Perhaps you did.” His tone was flat and unreadable. “Or perhaps you revealed something none of them wished to see.”
My throat tightened. “What did I reveal?”
His silence was louder than an answer.
“Tell me,” I pressed, though my voice was thin.
Lucifer leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees, just enough for the dim light to catch the sharp lines of his face. “Not tonight. You can barely hold yourself upright. Rest.”
“I don’t need rest,” I snapped, even as my body betrayed me, shoulders slumping back against the pillow. My hair fanned out around me, a black halo against the pale pillow, framing the exhaustion I refused to admit. “I need answers.”
“And when you are strong enough to bear them, you will have them,” he said. His tone softened at the edges, but not enough to soothe the gnawing in my chest.
I swallowed hard, tugging the covers closer though I wasn’t cold. “You’re afraid.”
For the briefest flicker, something shifted in him. Then it was gone. “Sleep, Astraea.”
“Please, Lucifer.” My voice cracked, softer than I intended. “Just tell me—”
In an instant he was standing over me. One heartbeat he was across the room, the next his face was inches from mine, the air alive with the force of his presence.
“I said rest!” His words carried the weight of a command that could shatter granite, each syllable sharp, unyielding.
I flinched, my heart leaping in my chest and my breath catching in my throat. For a moment, all I could do was stare at him, wide-eyed, pinned beneath the intensity that poured off of him.
The silence that followed was heavier than his shout. His jaw tightened, as though he already regretted the words, as though they had slipped past the guard he kept so carefully in place.
But even as I conceded in words, my eyes lingered on his. He straightened, shoulders rigid, but he did not look away.
“You do not like me, do you?” The question was thin, fragile, yet heavy with every doubt that had gnawed at me since my creation.
Something flickered in his expression. Too quick to name, gone before I could be sure it was even there. His mouth pressed into a line, his silence louder than any denial.
“I see it,” I whispered, forcing the words past the ache in my throat. “The way you watch me but never come near. The way you speak to me as though every word costs you. You keep your distance because I am weak. Because I fail. Because I—”
“Enough.” His voice cut through mine, not sharp as it had been before, but quiet, low, unshakable. He stepped closer, so close the shadows of his wings brushed the edge of my bed. “You could not be more wrong, little star.”
“There is no point in denying it,” I said, my voice rough as I turned my back to him. “To save my feelings.”
The pause that followed stretched taut as a drawn bowstring.
But then his words came, low and steady.
“If I wished to spare your feelings, Astraea, I would not be here.”
I froze, my fingers clutching the sheets tighter. His tone carried no softness, no comfort, but neither did it hold the scorn I expected. It was something else. Something heavier.
“You think distance means dislike,” he continued. His footsteps shifted against the marble, as if he was an animal that had been caged for far too long. “You mistake silence for contempt. But you do not understand what it costs me to stand where you are and not—”
He broke off. The air between us thickened with the weight of what he refused to say.
I turned my head just slightly, enough to catch the shadow of his form at the edge of my vision. “Not what?”
Lucifer stilled, every trace of movement gone. “Rest,” he said at last, his voice colder now, iron shutting over whatever had cracked. “That is all you need from me tonight.”
“I know I am weak. I know that I do not meet your… the archangels’ expectations.” My voice trembled as I spoke, though I tried to steady it. “I am trying. I do not know what else to give. I do not know how to channel what is inside of me.”
My thoughts slipped back, unbidden, to that day with Uriel. To the orbs that bent until they burned, to the look on his face, fear disguised as authority. I had felt power slip through me the way a river bursts through its banks, and yet I had not understood it. Not then. Not now.
I clenched the blanket tighter in my fists. “It is there. I feel it, I know it. And every time it rises, it terrifies me. Terrifies them. Maybe even terrifies you.”
The room was so still I thought he had vanished, melted back into oblivion the way he always could. But then I felt it. Not words, not touch, just the weight of him standing behind me. A silence that was not absence, but presence held back, leashed.
When his answer came, it was low, almost reluctant.
“You are not weak, Astraea. You are dangerous. And that is why they fear you.”
The word dangerous struck harder than any blade. Not because it frightened me, but because for the first time… it felt true.
 


Chapter Six
Lucifer






After those words left me, there was nothing more to say. The silence grew thick between us, and I let it. She turned her face away, clinging to the sheets as though they could shield her from the truth I had laid bare.
I did not leave.
Instead, I crossed the room to the chair in the corner. I set aside my armor piece by piece, careful not to let the sound of metal on stone disturb her rest. The armor had always felt like a part of me, a second skin forged for war. Beneath it, my black tunic clung faintly to my skin, still warm from training. Without the armor’s weight, the air seemed different; softer, quieter, almost close enough to breathe.
	I lowered myself into the high-backed chair that waited by the far wall. Its carved arms were worn smooth with age, the wood darkened by time and touch. The chamber was still, lit only by the pale glow of the moon that filtered through the window. The faint scent of leather and oil lingered in the air, her extra set of training gear left neatly folded beside the bed. 
From where I sat, I could see her completely; her wings lay slack against the sheets, their feathers still soft and unweathered, untouched by battle or time. They framed her with a quiet, unguarded grace that belonged to youth, yet there was nothing childish about her. Even in rest, she carried the quiet poise of a woman who had not yet realized her own strength. A faint crease lingered between her brows, a trace of the doubts she tried so hard to hide, even in sleep.
For centuries, I had fought demons, horrors that clawed their way through the Veil, gods of ruin that sought to unmake creation. None of them stirred in me what this fragile archangel did in her weakness. She was raw, unshaped, her power volatile and untrained… yet watching her sink deeper into the pillow, I felt something I had not felt in an age.
Primal. Fierce.
The need to protect.
Not from armies. Not from the dark beyond the Veil. But from the weight of her own fire. From the ones who would fear it before they ever understood it, because of the one who had borne it first. From the silence of a God who had turned his face from me, and perhaps from her too.
Her chest rose and fell with a shallow rhythm, each breath was steadier than the last. Raphael’s mana lingered faintly on her skin, mending what it could, but it was not his light that steadied her. It was something else. Something that made me stay seated in that chair long after any reason told me to leave.
I watched her eyelids flutter as though she dreamed. I wondered if she dreamed of fire again, the same flames that haunted her waking hours. If she cried out, I would hear it. If she faltered, I would catch her.
I had begged for her existence. I had challenged Caeloria itself to give her this chance. And now, seeing her so fragile, so undone, I knew I would not let her fall. Not to her fear. Not to their judgment. Not even to God’s silence.
I leaned back in the chair, wings half-folded, the wood creaking softly beneath my weight. The air was cool against my skin, carrying the faint scent of vanilla and the sweetness of her breath where it mingled with the night. The moonlight reached through the window like outstretched arms, wrapping around her, bathing her in silver. I let my gaze linger. I would not leave her. Not tonight. Not while she rested.
Because if she was dangerous… she was mine to guard.
After a few hours, her breathing shifted. What had been steady became shallow, broken. A tremor ran through her body, wings twitching against the sheets. Then came the sound. A soft cry, raw and unguarded, the kind that slipped free only when dreams tore too deep.
A nightmare. Another nightmare.
She never knew how many nights I stood beyond her door, silent in the dark. When the others could not see, I remained; listening to the restless turns of her sleep, the soft cries caught in her throat. Each time, it took more will than I care to admit not to cross the threshold, not to gather her into my arms and quiet whatever ghosts haunted her dreams.
Her face pinched as though she burned from the inside, lips parting in soundless words. I knew this torment. I had seen her haunted by it even when she denied it. Monsters clung to her in ways none of the others could see.
Monsters of a past she did not remember, but I carried them still. I saw them as clearly as the day I found her. Bloody and broken, fragile and forgotten. A soul crushed beneath the weight of a world that never gave her mercy. She thought herself young compared to us, but she was older in suffering than most angels would ever know.
And I could not erase it. I could only watch as echoes of that pain clawed their way back into her dreams, burning her from within.
My hands gripped the arms of the chair until the wood creaked beneath my fingers. The instinct to move was overwhelming. To close the space between us, to gather her against me, to silence whatever demons dared to touch her dreams.
But I stayed.
I forced myself to remain where I was, my wings drawn close to cage the impulse. She was not mine to hold. Not mine to soothe. If I crossed that distance, if I let myself give in, there would be no turning back.
So I sat, every muscle taut, watching her thrash beneath covers I had pulled around her with such care hours earlier. I let the battle rage inside me instead of reaching for her.
Until I heard it.
A cry, sharper than the others. And on those innocent lips, torn raw from the dream, was my name.
The sound hollowed me. Her voice pulled a thread taut inside me. The same current that had drawn me once before, across smoke and blood and a body too fragile to rise. The same pull I had sworn I would never follow again.
In an instant, the distance between us ceased to matter. The chair groaned as I pushed free of it, and before thought could restrain me, I was at her side. Her body twisted beneath the sheets, her face pale and damp with fevered sweat, her wings shuddering as though even in dreams she bore the weight of battle.
I lowered myself to the edge of the bed, my hand hovering for a breath above her trembling shoulder. For a moment I still hesitated… the last flicker of discipline, of all the walls I had built between us.
Then I touched her.
The leather beneath my fingertips was warm from her body, soft with wear where the armor met skin. Her muscles twitched beneath my hand, her breath catching in a small, broken sound. The contact was nothing, a simple touch, yet it felt like blasphemy. The heat of her lingered against my palm, seeping into the cracks of my restraint until it became something I could feel in every breath.
Her thrashing stilled the instant her body realized it was me touching it, as though some tether pulled her back from the abyss. Her breath still came ragged, but her body eased, the nightmare loosening its grip.
“Shh.” The word left me before I could stop it, quiet, almost foreign on my tongue. “You are safe.”
Her lips parted, the faintest whisper escaping. My name, shaped with such fragile trust it carved straight into my chest.
I gathered her against me, careful not to startle the fragile calm that had begun to return. Her head came to rest against my shoulder, a soft weight that made my chest tighten in ways I could not name. My hands brushed against the velvet softness of her wings, the feathers trembling faintly beneath my touch before settling. I drew her closer, the instinct as natural as breathing, and let my own wings fold around her, their feathers brushing the sheets with a sigh. Her breath ghosted warm against my neck. The chamber dimmed until there was nothing left but the slow rhythm of her breathing and the ache in my chest.
For the first time in too long, I did not care about distance. I did not care about the line I had sworn not to cross. All I cared about was the way her breathing slowed, steadied, the nightmare chased back into shadow by the simple truth of my presence.
She clung to me. Her fingers curled into the fabric at my chest, fragile but desperate, as though I were the last thing keeping her tethered to the world. As if I were her lifeline.
And for a fleeting instant, I felt it, that dangerous echo. A memory that was not hers, but mine. A time before wings, before light, when her cries had reached across the void and I had been the one to answer. The weight of her broken body in my arms, the fire of my defiance as I begged for her chance.
My chest tightened.
I took a breath, forcing the thought down, locking it behind walls that even she could not breach. She could not know. Not yet. If she ever felt the weight of it, if she ever saw what I carried for her, it would unravel everything.
Still, I held her. Even as fear clawed at me, even as discipline screamed to release her, I let her cling. My arms curved around her, my wings a barricade against the world, and for this moment, I allowed it.
When she finally stilled, her long black lashes fluttered, and those eyes… those eyes that carried more than she even knew, lifted to mine. Emerald on amber. And in those eyes, just like the first time I cradled her in my arms, angel anew, I saw them. Suns, faint and burning, circling her pupils like hidden halos. They pulsed with a light she did not yet know she carried, a power that had slept within her since the moment I begged for her life. She could not see them. None of the others would notice. But to me, they blazed. My little star.
It stole my breath, though I let no sign of it show. She thought herself weak, thought herself failing, when all I could see was the beginning of something vast. Something only I seemed willing to admit.
“I’m sorry.” The words slipped from her lips, faint and fragile.
I could feel what lingered beneath them: the shame of weakness, the sting of being seen undone. Astraea did not yield easily, not to the world, not even to herself. Pride still burned in her, stubborn and unshaped, a spark Gabriel had yet to grind into obedience.
And I found, in the quiet space between us, that I did not want him to.
Her apology was not for me, but for herself. For breaking. For needing. For showing what she thought she should never show.
Even behind the strength she wore like armor, there was something achingly innocent in her face. The curve of her cheek, the faint tremor still lingering beneath her skin. I found myself wanting to reach out, to trace the sharp lines of her face and see if she was real.
I shook my head, slow, steady, a faint trace of something softer breaking through my voice. “Do not apologize.”
Her lashes lowered for a heartbeat before lifting again, her gaze still tethered to mine. “I hope I didn’t wake you,” she whispered.
I nearly smiled at that, though the expression died before it could touch my mouth. “I do not sleep,” I murmured. “Not as you do.”
Her brow furrowed. “What?” Confusion laced the sound, as though laughter and disbelief tangled together.
“Ancients do not sleep in the way others do,” I said at last, my voice low, steady. “We meditate. Recharge our mana. But we do not sleep nightly in the way you do.”
She blinked at me, her lips parting slightly. “So when I see you in the courts… when I wonder if you ever stop…” Her voice trailed, softer now, tinged with something I couldn’t quite name. Curiosity. Concern. Both.
A faint smile tugged at me, though I did not let it reach my eyes. “I stop when I must. Nothing more.”
She blinked, still watching me, the faintest crease forming between her brows. “I don’t know if you’re joking or serious.”
I tilted my head, studying her expression, the softness of her doubt. “Serious,” I answered. A pause lingered. “Though I suppose I find it amusing that you think me capable of jokes.”
Her lips parted, caught between retort and silence, and for a heartbeat, the space between us felt lighter, almost fragile.
“Oh, come on. Not even a little joke?” she pressed, a hint of challenge glinting in her voice.
My mouth curved, the faintest suggestion of a smile, though I quickly smothered it. “If I did, you would not recognize it.”
Her laugh, small, startled, but real, slipped out before she could stop it, and for that brief moment the weight in the room cracked, letting in something dangerously close to warmth.
“Then I think I am going to have to give you an assignment.” She said, her voice softer now, but with a spark I had not heard from her before.
My brow arched. “An assignment?”
“One joke each week.” Her lips curved faintly. “Consider it… training.”
I stared at her, unsure if she was serious or if… Saints help me… she was teasing me. No one teased me. Not Michael, not Gabriel, not Raphael. Not anyone.
And yet here she was, half-smiling, emerald eyes still weary from her collapse, and still daring to make light of me.
Something in my chest tightened, strange and unfamiliar.
My head tilted to the side, disbelief tugging at the edge of my composure. “You cannot be serious.”
“Oh, I am.” Her lashes fluttered, though her gaze stayed locked on mine. “I think it’s about time you learned.”
A sound left me. Half breath, half something I refused to name. I had faced legions without hesitation, stood before God without falter, yet here I was undone by one fragile angel demanding… jokes.
“Very well,” I murmured. “If you insist.”
Her lips parted, expectant. “Well?”
The silence stretched, heavy. I searched for something, anything, and found nothing worthy. Still, I spoke. “A raven walked into the court.”
Her brows lifted, waiting.
“And… that is the joke.”
For a heartbeat she only stared at me. Then, despite the exhaustion pulling at her, a laugh broke free. Soft at first, then warmer, fuller. It rose like light spilling into a darkened hall, filling every corner of the space between us.
I froze.
Her laughter wasn’t the polite kind angels often offered at Michael’s speeches, nor the fleeting kind Raphael coaxed in passing. This was unguarded. Alive. It lit her face, her eyes, even the weariness etched across her features. It lit something in me I had thought long dead.
It was ridiculous, absurd even, that a single sound could unravel me more than any battle, more than any silence from God himself. Yet here I was, undone by her laugh.
My chest tightened. My world, so long muted in duty and gloom, flickered with color again in that sound. For a moment, just a moment, I almost forgot the weight of what I carried.
“You…” My voice faltered, low, unsteady in a way it had not been for millennia. “You laugh as though the whole of Caeloria exists only to hear it.”
Her cheeks flushed, her gaze falling for only a heartbeat, but that heartbeat was enough. There was shyness there, and something she did not yet understand. The sight caught me off guard, sharper than any weapon, breaking through armor no blade had ever touched. I had not meant to move her. And yet I had.
An emotion I could not name surged through me, sharp and dangerous. It clawed at the walls I had spent eons building, walls meant to keep me steady, untouchable. Walls I could not allow her to breach.
I would never admit to it. Not to her. Not to myself.
So I forced my tone back into calm, back into control. “Do not waste it,” I said softly, though my voice betrayed more than I wished. “The world is darker than you know. Laughter is a rare gift.”
Her eyes lifted again, green light catching on mine. “Then maybe you should hear it more often.”
And I realized, in that moment, she would be the one to undo me and mend me all at once. The silence from God had always stung, but the silence I forced between myself and her… that cut deeper. The fight to keep my distance was a war I waged alone, and I was losing.
Her warmth lingered against me, fragile and fleeting, yet it filled the hollow places I had carried for too long. Places even God no longer touched.
I closed my eyes, just for a breath, and allowed myself the smallest indulgence. To imagine what it would be like if I let go. If I stopped fighting. If I simply… stayed.
But I could not. Not yet. Perhaps not ever. So I held her a little tighter, silent, while the war inside me burned hotter than any battlefield I had ever walked. 
 


Chapter Seven
Astraea






Steel clashed against steel, the sound splitting the training court with each shuddering impact. Gabriel pressed me harder than he ever had, his blade a blur of light, every blow demanding more speed, more precision, more control. My arms ached, my shoulders burned, but I refused to yield.
Lucifer was distant again, the same way he had been after I had healed his injury. His presence ghosted the edges of my days, and still, from time to time, I caught him staring. Always when he thought I would not notice. Always with a look I could never name.
But Gabriel allowed no space for distraction. His strikes rained down, relentless, giving me no room to breathe. “Your stance is too high,” he barked, knocking my sword aside with a force that rattled my wrists. “Anchor yourself, Astraea. You will never hold against an enemy if you cannot hold against me.”
“I am trying,” I gritted, teeth clenched, dragging my sword back into guard. Those words felt like my new mantra.
“Trying is not enough.” His next blow came swift, cutting through the air, exact and merciless. I barely caught it in time, the shock tearing up my arms. My knees nearly buckled, but I forced them steady. “The enemy will not care that you are young. Nor will I.”
Somewhere beyond the ring, I knew Lucifer was there. I didn’t look, but I felt it, the way the air seemed to change whenever he entered. It didn’t matter if he stood in shadow or silence, my body always knew.
Focus. Gabriel’s voice rang in my skull. I needed to prove myself. Not to Lucifer. Not even to Michael, but to myself.
I shifted, adjusting my stance lower, feet firm against the stone. Gabriel swung again, and this time my blade met his, cleanly. The impact rang like a bell, but I did not falter. My grip held.
For the first time, his eyes flickered with something close to approval.
“Better,” he said, though his tone still carried the sharpness of command. “Again. Do not lose it now.”
And so we fought. Strike after strike, correction after correction. Each failure cut deep, but each success lit something fierce inside me. My body screamed, but I moved anyway. I was more than weakness. More than doubt.
The clash of steel still rang in my ears when the great doors opened.
Michael entered, wings unfurled, every step carrying the weight of command that pulled the entire court into silence. Gabriel lowered his sword at once. My breath caught, my own sword still trembling faintly in my grip.
He didn’t glance at Gabriel. Didn’t look at Raphael or Uriel on the far side of the court. His eyes fixed only on me.
“God wishes to see you,” he said. His voice was calm, but it rolled through me, steady as thunder.
My stomach knotted so tightly I thought I might be sick. The air itself felt thinner, harder to draw in, as if even breath had to be earned in God's presence. The others had stood before him countless times, but for me, this was the first summons. My palms grew damp against the hilt, the weight of the sword shifting heavy and unfamiliar in my grasp, as though it too questioned whether I was worthy to carry it into his light.
Gabriel sheathed his sword, declaring the lesson over with a single motion. Then he nodded, an unspoken command to obey Michael’s order. My throat constricted, but I managed to bow my head.
The walk to the throne room was a blur. I barely remembered the echo of my footsteps against the marble or the way the light bent through the vaulted archways. My chest was too tight, my mind circling only the weight of what awaited me.
Michael reached the towering doors and pressed his palms against the gold-inlaid surface. The marble shuddered beneath his touch, runes flaring to life as if recognizing their master. A slow groan filled the corridor, deep and resonant, rolling through the stone until it trembled under my feet. Light poured through the widening crack, pure and blinding, alive. I lifted a hand to shield my eyes as the radiance spilled outward, washing over us like a living tide.
The room was vast, its ceiling lost in that radiance, its floor polished so smooth it mirrored the heavens above. The throne was not empty. He sat upon it. Not flesh, nor form, but presence. Brilliance that pressed against the marrow of my bones, a weight that bent the air itself.
I fell to my knees before I realized I had moved. The hard floor struck beneath me, the chill seeping instantly through the fabric of my training leathers. My sword slipped from my grasp, the metal clattering against the floor in a sharp echo that seemed to shatter the silence itself. The sound rang far too loud, out of place in the divine stillness, and I flinched as if I had spoken out of turn. My palms pressed flat to the cold stone, breath trembling in my throat, every heartbeat a plea I didn’t dare voice. It felt as though the air itself was watching, waiting to see if I was worthy to stand.
“Astraea.” His voice was the sound of worlds being born and dying, the stillness between heartbeats, the echo of law itself. It carried the weight of eons, yet somehow, the tenderness of a father’s breath. “You doubt yourself.”
My head bowed lower, hair spilling forward to hide my face. Shame burned hot in my chest, crawling up my throat until I could taste it. “Yes, Father.”
“You were given the sword of Orichalcum, as all archangels are in their beginning. A burden to shape discipline. A weight to temper will. But the sword is not yours.”
The words struck harder than Gabriel’s blows, harder than Michael’s judgments. My chest clenched, breath catching in my throat. Not mine. Not meant for me.
A chill slid through me as the thought clawed its way in. This was it. The moment I would hear what I had feared since my creation. That I was unworthy. That I had failed. That I would no longer stand among them, no longer be counted as one of the archangels.
I bowed my head lower, bracing for the words that would unravel everything. Heat seared behind my eyes, sharp and unrelenting, tears threatening but refusing to fall. I would not let them. Not here. Not before him.
“You are not as they are,” His voice continued, neither condemnation nor praise. “You are unique. And in that uniqueness, a path once closed has opened again. A path I have seen before, but never in one so young.”
I closed my eyes tightly. I have failed. The thought ripped through me, splintering like ice through a frozen river. My sole purpose, my very reason for existence, and I could not even be it. The weight of that truth pressed against my chest until I could scarcely breathe.
What was I, if not an archangel? What was left of me if I had been cast aside before I had even begun?
Light rippled in the air before me, folding into form. When it cleared, two daggers lay on the marble. Twin, yet opposite. One gleamed bright, its edge ivory-white, etched with faint lines that shimmered, sunlight dancing on water. The other was darker, its steel forged in onyx, its hilt bound in what looked to be obsidian, its edge glowing faintly with an ember that refused to die.
“They are yours.”
My breath caught. For a heartbeat, I could not move, could not think. The weight of his words struck hard. I had braced myself for dismissal, for failure, for the hollow ache of being cast aside. And instead… this.
“One of light,” His voice resounded, vast and inexorable as the tides, “to remind you of what you were born of. One of fire, to remind you of what still burns within you. Together, they will make you whole. Together, they will carve the path I have seen.”
The tears that had once gathered in fear now returned in awe. My vision blurred as I reached out, hands trembling, yet the moment my fingers closed around the hilts, the shaking eased. They fit as though they had been waiting for me since the moment of my creation. Not heavy. Not borrowed. Mine.
The daggers pulsed once in unison. A heartbeat. My heartbeat. For a moment it felt as though something old had reached back to meet me. Something that had waited in silence for my hand.
For the first time, I did not feel as if I were an echo masquerading as an angel. For the first time, I felt… chosen.
“Rise, Astraea.”
His voice did not thunder now. It softened, wrapping around me with warmth I had never heard him grant another. My knees wavered, but I forced myself upright, the twin daggers still steady in my grip.
“You are mine,” he said, and the words fell not as command but as promise. “A light drawn from shadow, forged with purpose none of your brothers could carry. Do not doubt this again. You are beloved.”
Beloved.
The word rooted in me, flooding places I had kept shut. I had heard him speak of loyalty, of obedience, of victory to the others. Never this. Never love.
The tears finally spilled, and with them, something in me loosened. I bowed my head so he would not see, though I knew he already did. “Yes, Father.” My voice shook, but the daggers remained steady in my hands.
“Go now,” he said, not with dismissal but with something far too close to affection. “Train. Rest. Grow into what you are meant to be. In time, you will understand.”
The throne room dimmed, the brilliance folding back into itself until the weight of his presence lifted. My eyes lingered on the throne for a moment. It looked as though it were woven from crystal, its form shifting with every glance; one moment marble, the next a shroud of living radiance. Countless symbols of the first tongue glimmered along its surface, flowing in endless translation. It did not rest upon the dais but hovered just above it, weightless and eternal. The air around it shimmered, too pure to breathe, as though the throne itself exhaled divinity.
 The vast silence pressed in, but the echo of his voice lingered still, coursing through my chest.
Beloved.
The word repeated in my mind, falling into rhythm with the echo of my boots as I left the chamber, the daggers still warm against my palms.
The training court fell silent the moment I stepped back inside.
Gabriel’s blade lowered mid-swing. Raphael’s light dimmed where it had been shaping a ward. Even Uriel’s hand, mid-spell, faltered. His eyes flicked from the steel to me and back again, a trace of the same fear I had seen when my fire bent his light. And beyond them all, Lucifer’s gaze locked on me, unreadable, his stance still as stone.
I swallowed, the weight of the daggers heavy at my sides. Heavy, yet right. My steps carried me forward, and with each one, I felt their eyes pressing harder against me.
The Orichalcum sword I once carried was gone. In its place, the twin weapons gleamed in the brightness of the court. One etched in alabaster radiance, alive with the whisper of the Caeloria itself. The other glowed faintly at the edges, a darker steel laced with ember, darkness clinging to its edge like memory.
Gasps rippled low, sharp, but none dared speak first. Until Michael.
His voice was low, steady, but I thought I heard something beneath it. Something I had never heard in him before. Not doubt. Not anger. Wariness. “Those are not forged by us.”
“They were given,” Gabriel said, softer, though his eyes never left the darker dagger.
Raphael’s blue gaze flicked to Michael, then back to me, his tone almost hushed. “By him.”
The words fell upon the court with the weight of a hammer. A gift. From God himself. Such things were not spoken of lightly; as far as I knew, it had never happened before.
Silence stretched, heavy as shackles, until even the clash of distant sparring outside seemed to fall away. I tightened my grip on the hilts, not out of fear, but to remind myself they were real. Mine.
Lucifer’s eyes lingered the longest. In them, for a breath, I thought I saw not shock, but recognition. The weight of someone who had once stood where I now stood.
 
 


Chapter Eight
Astraea






The daggers did not weigh me down. The Orichalcum sword had always dragged against me, too heavy, too rigid, like it demanded I be something I was not. But these… the moment my fingers wrapped around their hilts, I felt it. A pulse. Not borrowed. Not forced. Mine.
One hand burned cool with ivory, the other hummed with a low ember heat. They were opposites, yet not at war. They moved together, the rhythm of shadow and dawn, a cadence that felt closer to breathing than to battle. They did not simply rest in my grip. They moved toward my pulse, as if something ancient within them stirred at the sound of my heart.
“Draw them,” Gabriel said. His eyes lingered, not with envy, but with the weight of judgment. He would not question God’s will. He would test it.
I obeyed.
The steel caught the light. One flashing white, one smoldering red-gold. And the court fell into silence. No one spoke. I wondered if they even breathed.
“Steel shows truth, not ceremony. Show me.” Then Gabriel stepped forward, his blade raised, wings high. “Begin.”
His first strike came swiftly, a downward cut meant to test my guard. I moved before I thought. My right hand lifted, the dagger of light catching his blow, ringing sharp but clean. The Orichalcum sword would have shuddered against the force, dragging me down with its weight. But this… this met him without faltering.
Before the sound faded, my left hand answered. The darker fang cut low, swift, alive, not commanded but carried. Gabriel twisted aside, steel hissing as it missed him by a hair. His eyes flickered, sharp with curiosity.
He pressed harder, his blade a blur. I moved faster. The daggers weren’t heavy. They weren't a burden. They wanted to move. And as I gave myself to their rhythm, I realized, for the first time, I wasn’t fighting against my own body. I was flowing with it.
Clash. Turn. Strike. Each motion tighter, faster, more natural than the last. The daggers didn’t simply cut the air; they danced with it, spinning arcs of onyx and brilliance that wove together until sparks trailed in their wake.
My chest burned, my arms shook, but it was not the same as before. This was not exhaustion. This was fire alive in my veins, light and darkness twined in motion, something both fierce and freeing.
Gabriel’s voice rang through the clash, firm but edged with something I had never heard before… real approval. “Impressive. Again.”
I lunged, twin daggers flashing, and for the first time, Gabriel’s sword met mine without overpowering me. Our weapons clashed but my balance held. For one heartbeat, we stood locked, his sword against both my daggers, and I did not falter.
The sound echoed through the court. And in that moment, I felt it; the Orichalcum had never been mine. But these were made for me.
Not forged for obedience. Not shaped for restraint.
Made to answer both the light I was born of and the fire I carried still.
For the first time, I was not shadow-pressed into the shape of an angel.
For the first time, I was myself.
Gabriel’s eyes narrowed. He felt it too. This was different.
“Again,” he said, and his weapon came down hard. Not measured this time. Not testing. Full force.
I met him. The dagger of light caught the edge clean, sparks skittering across the stone as the impact jolted my arms. But I didn’t stumble. My other hand drove the darker steel high, cutting for his neck, and he barely turned in time to deflect.
He stepped back once, wings spreading wider, and a glint lit his icy eyes. Not anger. Not disdain. Respect.
“There it is.” he said, voice low, almost to himself.
Gabriel rolled his shoulders, the movement loose and deliberate, the calm before another storm. He began to circle me, boots scraping softly against marble, eyes never leaving my hands. His next strike was faster. His stance shifted, sharper, his sword blurring in tight arcs that once would have overwhelmed me. But the daggers moved with me. Light and shadow answering together, slipping into the rhythm as if they had known Gabriel’s strikes long before I had. I pivoted, blocked, struck back, the stone ringing beneath our feet.
The others watched from the edges now. Michael, still as a statue, measuring. Raphael, quiet, intent. Even Uriel’s unreadable eyes had flicked toward us. And though I didn’t dare look for him, I felt it. That same pull, sharper now. As though my daggers had drawn his gaze as surely as my nightmares had drawn his arms.
Gabriel pressed harder. Each blow was heavier, sharper, and faster than the last. He was no longer correcting me, no longer softening his strikes for a novice. He was pushing. Testing. Hunting my limits.
But I was not clumsy as I once had been.
I shifted low, fangs crossing to catch a downward swing. My body vibrated with a current I had never felt before, as if electricity had found its way beneath my skin, kissing every vein awake. The force of it rattled the floor, but I turned with it, letting it roll through my arms instead of breaking me. I twisted, striking high with the light dagger, low with the dark, forcing Gabriel to step back or be cut. His wings flared, eyes flashing with something fierce.
A sound left me then. Not quite a cry, not quite a laugh. Something raw. Alive. For the first time, battle didn’t feel like punishment. It felt like flight.
The daggers blazed in my hands, one trailing bone-colored arcs, the other leaving faint embers across the stone as they cut. The court lit with their rhythm, weaving into patterns I could not name but felt thrumming in my soul.
Gabriel’s sword clashed against both at once, the sound shuddering through the hall. Our eyes met, his burning with fire I had never seen before. No pity. No correction. But respect. “At last, a glimpse of what you might be.”
He shifted back, rolling his wrist in a smooth arc, the blade circling his body in a flash of gold and motion; half flourish, half challenge. The kind of movement born from mastery, from knowing exactly how deadly you are.
“Again!” he barked, and I was already moving.
Gabriel’s strikes grew sharper and faster, his full strength now behind them. My arms trembled under the weight, but the daggers moved as if they had been made for this very moment. Light and shadow answered, weaving together until I lost track of where my strength ended and theirs began.
But no matter how fierce the rhythm, no matter how alive the power sang in my veins, Gabriel did not tire. He did not falter. His strikes came again and again, relentless as the tide, each one carrying the weight of eons. Every movement spoke of wars long won and battles survived, of skill honed through ages until endurance itself had become his weapon.
My breath tore ragged from my chest, each inhale catching sharp in my throat. Sweat gathered along my brow, trailing down into my eyes until the world blurred and burned. My hair clung to my temples, damp and heavy, the air thick with heat and the metallic tang of effort. My arms ached, every muscle trembling beneath the weight of motion, my pulse hammering wild in my ears. The daggers still burned steady in my grip, their warmth biting into my palms, but the strength behind them faltered. My body… my body was beginning to give.
Uriel had warned me once: power unshaped will shape you. As my arms trembled under Gabriel’s next strike, I felt the truth of it.
A strike slammed into my guard, sending a shock through my bones. My knees buckled. I caught myself, barely, but the stumble cost me. Gabriel pressed harder, his eyes fierce but not cruel, driving me to the edge.
The daggers crossed desperately, catching one more blow. My arms shook, wings straining to hold balance. “Do you feel it now?” Gabriel pressed, his voice low but relentless. “Power burning you faster than discipline can hold?” 
With a final sweep of his blade, he broke through. My daggers flew wide, skittering across the stone in twin flashes of light and shadow. I fell to the ground, my palms screaming at the impact, but even as the spar ended I felt it: I had not been broken. Only marked. For the first time, Gabriel had struck with his full strength… and I had stood.
Gabriel lowered his weapon, steady and unreadable. “Hold your head high. Even defeat teaches.”
The world around me steadied, the ringing in my ears fading into something quiet and certain. My body trembled from strain, yet somewhere deep within, pride sparked to life. Not the pride of triumph, but of endurance. Of finally being seen.
I pushed my hands away from the floor forcing myself upright, every muscle trembling but obeying. I willed my body to move, to answer me, to rise. My knees steadied, my spine straightened, and I lifted my head. My eyes met his. For the first time, in the depths of that steady gaze, I saw approval measured and rare, as though he was looking at someone who might one day stand as his equal.
“You have come far,” he said, voice even but heavy with meaning. “And you will go further still. But you are not there yet.”
I swallowed hard and lifted my chin. The ache was still there, but it no longer felt like defeat. It felt earned. Beneath the bruises, something steadier stirred; resolve. For the first time, I had seen the edge of what I could become. And I knew Gabriel had seen it too.
 
 


Chapter Nine
Lucifer






I watched her until the very end. Seeing her fight him was like witnessing a galaxy being born from ruin, stars igniting as it clawed its way through the void, its first cry a blinding storm of creation and decay entwined. It was the most beautiful and terrifying thing I had ever witnessed.
Gabriel dismissed her with a nod, and she bowed her head in return, her daggers still gleaming faintly in her grip. The pride she wore on her face was all I had ever wanted for her.
Gabriel’s gaze lingered a moment, not in envy but something heavier. The weight of a warning he did not voice.
Michael’s wings shifted, command rippling. “Power given is power tested.” he said, quiet enough that only Raphael and I heard.
Light and shadow pulsed through them as though they breathed with her, alive in her hands in a way I had not seen since the beginning. Not since God placed Solmourne in mine.
A blade forged at the breaking of the first dawn, when light first cut across the void. Its edge was said to carry the song of creation itself, every strike ringing with the command that split day from night. Its weight was not measured in steel, but in obedience. To wield it was not to fight for myself. It was to fight for him. Every motion was dictated, every cut carved in his name. It burned with brilliance, but it was never mine.
Her daggers, though… They were different. They did not carry the weight of command. They carried her.
She turned, exhaustion dragging at her shoulders, though her steps were steady. She had nearly reached the doors when I moved.
“Astraea, wait.”
The words cut sharper than I intended, halting her mid-step. She turned, her emerald eyes finding mine, the faintest crease between her brows.
“What is it?” she asked, tugging loose the tie that held her hair. The raven-black strands fell around her shoulders in a soft veil. Her voice was gentle but wary, as though she already sensed more in my tone than the words themselves carried.
My steps were slow, deliberate, each one carrying the soft scrape of boot against marble. The faint scent of her reached me; warm vanilla laced with ozone and the salt of sweat. My jaw tightened as I stopped before her, close enough for her breath to brush my chest. I did not care that the others lingered behind me, watching, measuring. This was not for them.
“You are changing,” I said, my gaze fixed on the daggers at her side. “And they will not always see it as a gift.”
Her lips parted. “You sound almost…” She hesitated, the faintest flicker of defiance sparking in her eyes. “Jealous.”
The word landed between us, sharp and unexpected.
I tilted my head, studying her face. Jealous. She believed that? That I, who had held command at God’s right hand, would envy her? And yet… I could see why she thought so. The way my words came harsher than they should have. The way I warned instead of praised. The way I kept my distance, and still could not look away.
“Jealous?” I echoed, voice low, letting the word linger as though tasting it. “Is that what you think of me, little star?”
Her chin lifted, fragile but unyielding. “You’ve had God’s favor before. You’ve held command no other could touch. And yet when he gives me these,” her eyes flicked to her daggers then back to mine. “you warn me as if I’ve stolen something from you.”
“I do not envy you,” I said at last; the words deliberate, a shard pressed between us. “I fear what will be done with you.”
Her lips curved, but it wasn’t a smile. It was sharper, pride glinting through exhaustion. A scoff slipped past her throat as she shifted her weight, the supple leather of her gear giving a low, tired murmur in the stillness between us.
“Fear?” she echoed, tilting her head as if weighing me. “No… it sounds more like jealousy.”
Her eyes flicked to the weapons at her hips again, still humming faintly with their twin pulse, then back to me. “You once had a gift like this, didn’t you? Perhaps it stings to see another chosen.”
Pride flashed in her eyes, a weapon she thought she could wield against me. She saw jealousy where there was only warning.
I stepped closer, letting the silence stretch, my gaze never leaving hers. The air shifted, heavy with everything I would not say.
“Careful, little star,” I murmured, my voice low, edged. “That pride Gabriel has been trying to strip from you is showing.”
I did not say it to wound her. I said it because I had seen what pride could become. What it could cost.
Her pride gleamed brighter than her blades, and I knew the others would see it if she wasn’t careful. Pride was a weapon, yes, but also a tether that could drag her into ruin. I had lived long enough to know the difference.
I held my ground, even as her words cut deeper than she intended. She thought herself only striking at me, but she did not realize how close she came to striking at herself.
I was meant to keep her safe. From the oblivion that clawed at her dreams. From the doubts that tore at her heart. From the fire inside her that could consume her if left untempered. And yes… even from herself.
So I let her wound me with her defiance. Better me than anyone else.
She thought me envious, thought me clinging to some scrap of favor long since stripped from me. She believed her pride was a shield, a crown. She did not see the snare hidden beneath it.
She lifted her chin higher, as though daring me to challenge her. Then she turned her back on me. On the weight of the warning I carried. It pierced sharper than words ever could as she dismissed me.
My hands flexed at my sides, every instinct screaming to stop her, to catch her wrist, to drag her back and force her to listen. To make her see what the others never would tell her. What God would never admit.
But I did not move.
I let her walk away; pride wrapped around her like armor that would one day betray her. The silence between us pressed heavier than chains. My jaw locked, my wings ached to unfurl, but I stood frozen in place, caging the urge that burned through me.
Better she think me jealous. Better she think me cruel.
Anything but the truth. 
And in the silence that followed, memory struck me.
The first time I heard her cry.
Not the soft sound of a warrior testing her strength in training. Not the ragged breath of someone collapsing under the weight of magic she had yet to master. No, this was the cry of a soul unraveling.
I saw it again as though no time had passed. The dirt. The blood. The fragile body of a mortal girl crumpled on the ground, her chest rising shallow, each breath a fight she was losing. Her light was dimming, slipping into the abyss, and the world around her. So cruel, so merciless, moved on as if she had never existed.
I remember the way the others looked away. How Caeloria stayed silent. How even God, who had heard every prayer ever uttered, turned his face from hers.
But I could not.
I went to her. I saw the bruises; the wounds carved into her too-young flesh. I saw the weight of years she should never have carried, the way sorrow had aged her soul before her time. She was so small, so broken, yet when I looked closer, I saw something the rest of creation refused to see.
Fire.
It flickered faintly in her chest, fragile as a candle guttering in the wind. A flame ready to die, but one that had burned against impossible darkness far longer than it should have. That spark… it was not obedience, not duty, not blind worship. It was survival. Defiance.
And I would not let it go out.
I remember dropping to my knees beside her, my hands trembling though I had not known fear in millennia. Her blood stained my skin, her final breath brushed my palm, and I knew with a certainty what shook me. I would not let her be lost.
“Take me instead,” I whispered into the silence, though no answer came. “If there must be balance, take me.”
Still the heavens stayed quiet.
So I begged. Not for myself. Not for glory. For her.
“Give her back. She has been wronged by the world you made. Too soon her light is snuffed, too soon her fire is silenced. Give her to me, and I will see she becomes what you denied her. A force. A storm. A reckoning.”
The silence pressed heavier, but I did not stop. I could not. My wings trembled with fury; my voice cracked with a desperation I had never felt before.
“If you will not save her, then I will. If you turn from her, then I will not. Make her mine to protect. Make her strong. Make her rise again.”
And whether he heard me or not, whether it was defiance or mercy that answered, I felt it.
Her soul clung to my words.
The spark that had been fading flared. Her fire… her defiance rose from the ashes of her suffering, reshaping, remaking, until it burned so brightly even Caeloria could not deny it.
When her eyes opened again, they glowed with a light that was not Caeloria’s alone. A light that carried the shadow of her pain, the fire of her survival, and the promise of what she would become.
Astraea.
She thought herself young, untested, unworthy. But I knew the truth even then. She was older in suffering than any angel could fathom. Stronger in spirit than most who had fought for centuries.
And she was mine to protect.
Even now, as she walked away from me, her pride sharp enough to wound, I carried that moment. That vow. She would never know it, at least not yet… but I had already chosen.
If Caeloria turned against her, if God abandoned her again, if her fire threatened to consume her, I would still stand. I would keep her. I would guard her. Even if it damned me.
Even if it undid me.
And that was the deal I made with God.
To be liable for her. To stand in her place if she faltered. If she fell, my soul would bear the cost. My eternity was bound to hers. We were one in the same, whether she knew it or not.
A bond not of blessing, but of debt. Of chains forged in sacrifice.
And she never knew. She could not.
For if she ever learned what price had been paid for her creation, she would unravel. She would cease to be who she was meant to become. She would carry the weight of my bargain as her own, and it would break her before she had the chance to rise.
So I held it. Alone.
The hardest secret I had ever carried. The vow I would never speak.
Her life was the fire I had chosen to guard. And my silence was the shield that kept her from burning under the truth.
 
 


Chapter Ten
Astraea






I could not shake the heaviness that seemed to surround me after training. It was as if the very blood in my veins wished to explode. My muscles ached, but it was deeper than the body. It was something in me that felt stretched, strained, pulled too tight.
As my thoughts spiraled, the blades stirred where I had left them. Their hum filled the air, low and steady, a second heartbeat echoing against my ribs. My chest rose and fell in time with their rhythm, as if the daggers themselves were reaching out to soothe me. 
God had given me this as a gift.
The thought both steadied me and unsettled me. No archangel before me had received such favor that I knew of. Not Gabriel in all his perfection, not even Michael in all his command. But maybe Lucifer had. When I mentioned it, he did not answer.
Somewhere deep inside, a voice whispered.
What does God want in exchange?
The words slithered unbidden, chilling me. My throat tightened, and I shook my head violently, pressing the heel of my hand against my temple as my head pounded. He is God. Not mortal. Not demon. He is perfection, beyond desire, beyond barter. His will was law, not bargain.
And yet… the daggers hummed again, as if mocking my denial. Or maybe they meant to tell me something that I did not understand.
One glowed faintly, its edge kissed by ivory light, steady and calm as moonlit water. The other simmered with embered onyx, its darkness alive, coiling like smoke that never fully dispersed. Together they pulsed in rhythm, as though they breathed with me.
I reached out, hesitating just before my fingers brushed the hilts. My hands shook. I told myself it was fatigue, but I knew it was more.
The moment I touched them, the thrum deepened, not in my ears but in my bones. The sound sank through my skin, threading into me, and for a breath I felt as though the daggers were not in my hand at all. As if they were inside me, a part of me, answering something I had carried long before Caeloria ever shaped me.
I could hear my heart pounding in my ears, so loud it drowned out everything else. The chamber around me faded. No bed, no marble, no walls. Only the thrum of power coursing through me as if the blades had slipped beneath my skin.
Alabaster light burned through my veins, shadow-fire curled tight in my lungs. Opposites, impossible to reconcile. Yet inside me they fit. They were mine.
It was too much.
I tore my hand away, the connection snapping, a cord pulled taut and then cut. The weapons stilled, their hum softening to a faint echo, but the rhythm of them lingered inside me. A second heartbeat that was not entirely mine.
Uriel’s warning echoed again: power unshaped, will shape you. As the hum lingered in my veins, I felt the truth of it.
I pressed a trembling hand against my chest, as though I could calm it, but the pulse refused to fade. The daggers had answered me. Not as tools. Not as weapons. As if they had been waiting for me.
My hand shook as I stared at them, chest heaving, breath ragged. The weight of what I had just felt clung to me, heavy and undeniable. Too alive. Too much.
With a choked sound, I tore the daggers from the bed and tossed them onto the chair across the room. They landed with a muted thud, the ivory one ringing faintly as if protesting the distance. Even then, their resonance lingered, softer but still present, a whisper at the edges of my mind.
I pressed my palms hard into my eyes. I could not look at them. Not now. Not when the memory of their pulse still throbbed through my veins where fire and water collided. I didn’t understand it, and that was what terrified me most.
They were supposed to be a gift. A blessing. Proof that I was chosen. But lying there in the quiet, I could not help the thought that wormed its way back into me.
What if they were not just gifts?
What if they were chains?
“Exhaustion. I am exhausted.” I said the words aloud, my voice hoarse, as though speaking them would make them true. As though they could erase the hum that still lingered in my bones. I forced the memory of it down, burying it beneath the simplest explanation I could cling to. Too much training. Too much strain. Nothing more.
I crawled into the warmness of my bed, tugging the covers tight around me as though they could shield me from the unease thrumming beneath my skin. The fabric cocooned me, soft and familiar, but it did nothing to quiet the daggers still singing faintly from across the room. Their rhythm echoed in the silence, a heartbeat that was not mine.
I squeezed my eyes shut, clinging to the warmth of the bed, willing sleep to come. If I did not think of them, if I did not reach for them again, perhaps the feeling would fade by morning. Perhaps.
But even as the edges of sleep pulled at me, I could not shake the truth I dared not name.
Sleep was no refuge.
The dream returned, jagged and merciless.
The lantern swung overhead. That same crooked lantern. Its jaundiced glow carved the walls into grotesque shadows that twisted and crawled like living monsters. The air thickened, reeking of whiskey and smoke until each breath burned.
The blows came again, sharp and brutal, though I did not know the hand that struck me. In that moment, I was not Astraea of Caeloria. I was something smaller. Fragile. Human. My body curled into itself, trembling, ribs aching with every shallow breath.
I could not move. Could not cry out. The floorboards bit into my skin, splinters driving deeper each time I tried to push myself up. Blood filled my mouth, hot and metallic, choking me in silence.
And through it all, the lantern swayed. Gold. Yellow. Black. Gold. The shadows danced their cruel dance, wrapping me in terror.
My chest lifted once. Twice. Then faltered.
The dream broke, but it did not dissolve. Darkness rushed in, velvet and strange, yet not empty. Not cruel. It pressed close, warm as an embrace I had never known.
And from within it, a voice. Deep, unyielding, fierce enough to silence the monsters.
“Make her mine to protect.”
The vow carved through the dark, a shield stronger than steel, and the abyss recoiled. 
The lantern stilled. The blows ceased. I gasped awake.
Moonlight streaked across my chamber, opalescent and still. My body shook, drenched in sweat, the covers twisted and clinging. I pressed a trembling hand to my mouth, half-expecting to taste blood. But there was nothing. Only the ghost of pain. Yet the ember still burned in my chest, faint but steady. Not Raphael’s light. Not my own. Something older, a memory I could not name.
My eyes darted to the chair. The chair that he had sat in the night I collapsed. The night that I had that nightmare and he held me. The chair sat empty, silent, but its presence mocked me all the same. I could almost see him there again, shadow-cloaked, watching me with that unreadable gaze. I could almost feel the weight of his arms around me, steadying me when I had nothing left to give.
But tonight, it was only a chair. And I was alone.
My throat tightened as I pressed the heel of my hand against my eyes, willing away the sting. Jealous. The word echoed, it was a poison in my chest. How could I have flung that at him? At him of all beings? The Morningstar. The one who had carried God’s light longer than any of us. The one whose presence pressed heavier than command, sharper than judgment.
And yet… I had accused him, a petty child grasping at ghosts.
I curled into myself, covers drawn close, but the ache did not ease. It wasn’t just shame. It was the memory of his silence. His restraint. The way his words had cut, not because they were cruel, but because they carried truth.
I whispered into the emptiness, though no one could hear.
“I didn’t mean it.”
But silence answered me, heavy as his gaze had been. The words dissolved into the quiet of my chamber, too fragile to matter, too late to take back.
Still, I found my gaze sliding to the door, the pull inside me undeniable. If he were near, if I could only find him, perhaps…
But the halls of Caeloria were vast, and the Morningstar was not one to be summoned by want alone.
I sank back into the bed, clutching the sheets tighter. Sleep would not come. Not after that nightmare. Not after the weight of what I had said.
And yet, even as I lay in silence, I could not shake the feeling that somewhere in the shadows, he still watched.

I stepped into the training court expecting Gabriel.
The air told me otherwise.
It felt different immediately. Heavier, sharper, as though the space itself had drawn in a breath and was holding it. My wings tightened instinctively. I slowed, my boots echoing too loudly against the marble.
Michael stood at the far side, arms folded, wings drawn high in quiet command. His gaze found me with the weight of judgment already in it.
 “Gabriel is away,” he said simply. “Lucifer will take your session.”
The words cinched around my ribs, a chain pulling tighter with every breath. My stomach twisted. 
The memory of my nightmare clawed at me. The lantern's sickly light flickered. I felt the blows and heard his voice, claiming me as his to protect. And then, my own voice earlier. Sharp, foolish. Jealous? What had I been thinking? Shame still burned hot in my chest, the ache of regret heavier than the bruises from yesterday’s spar.
I wasn’t ready to face him. Not yet. Not like this.
But I could not say no.
I bowed my head to Michael, steadying my voice even as it trembled inside me. “As you command.”
When I lifted my eyes again, he was there.
Lucifer.
Standing in the shadow of the archway, as though he had been waiting. His presence filled the court without effort, the air shifting around him, bending to him. For an instant, his eyes caught mine and the court was no longer stone and steel, but alive. Watching.
He did not speak at first. He only moved forward, unhurried, each step measured with a quiet authority that filled the room long before he reached me. The air seemed to change as he drew closer, heavy with warmth and something older, deeper. His scent reached me first, resin and soil after rain, sweetened with spice, grounding me as the darkness pressed close. The space between us felt charged, humming with something I couldn’t name, and my heart betrayed me, quickening in its cage.
And I realized then: this would not be sparring. Not in the way Gabriel taught. This would be something else entirely.
He spoke first.
“Weapons or magic?”
I blinked, caught off guard. Wait… he was letting me decide? Gabriel never asked. Michael certainly never would. With them, there was only command, only obedience.
My grip tightened on the daggers at my sides. I had wrapped their hilts in leather myself, the once-smooth surface now worn to fit the curve of my hands. The warmth of the metal seeped through the thin layer, steady and grounding. “Weapons,” I said quickly, before I could second-guess myself. Steel felt safer. Predictable. Magic was wild. And lately, terrifying.
Lucifer’s head tilted, eyes steady on mine. For a breath, I thought I saw the corner of his mouth twitch, not quite a smile, but something close.
“Very well,” he said softly. “Weapons it is.”
But the way his gaze lingered, I knew it wasn’t really my daggers he meant to test. It was me.
I drew in a breath, the words clawing at my throat before I could stop them.
“Lucifer…” My voice cracked, softer than I intended. “I’m sorry. For what I said.”
The silence stretched. He studied me for a long moment, unreadable, until the weight of it made my chest tighten.
When he finally spoke, his tone was low, deliberate.
“Do not waste your breath with apologies.”
He drew nearer, the distance shrinking until only intent remained. “If you mean it, show me. Tell me with your blade. Every strike, every step.”
Heat flared in my face, shame twisting with something sharper, something I didn’t dare name. He wasn’t rejecting my apology. He was demanding proof. Demanding I give it in the only way he would accept: through the fight.
And I understood then. His words, his commands, his very presence on the battlefield, that was his language. The way he cut through hordes without pause, the way shadows bent before his will. He had never needed to explain himself with speeches or vows. His sword was his truth. His command was his voice.
And now he was demanding I speak it too. 
Speak in that language that only he knew. 
My palms dampened against the hilts of my daggers. Not because I feared him. I had seen the way he fought, heard the stories of him cutting down legions without breaking stride. It wasn’t that. It was him. The nearness of him. The weight of his gaze that seemed to strip me bare, the way my pulse stumbled each time those fiery citrine eyes lingered too long.
I shouldn’t feel it. Not for him. Not for the Morningstar. Yet no matter how I tried to push it down, it rose in me, an inferno I couldn’t smother.
I swallowed the emotions down hard. I couldn’t let him see. I couldn't let him know that the thought of clashing with him stole the breath from my lungs for reasons that had nothing to do with fear.
Lucifer’s wings shifted, the faintest ripple of movement, and the court itself seemed to bend with him. The light slid along the sharp edge of his jaw, down to the curve of his throat where the armor left his skin bare. The dark plates framed his strength rather than hid it; his biceps flexed beneath the gold trim with quiet precision, each motion too fluid, too deliberate. My mouth went dry. “Well?” His voice was low, steady, carrying no urgency. Yet it wrapped around me like a touch, a challenge I couldn’t ignore.
I drew in a breath, unsheathed my blades, and stepped forward.
I shifted my stance, feet sliding apart across the marble, knees bent, blades angled low in defense. It was instinct; Gabriel had trained me to brace first, endure first, survive before striking. My weight settled evenly, ready to block, to counter, to prove I could hold my ground. But Lucifer didn’t move. No tension in his body. No readiness. As though he didn’t need it.
He tilted his head, the faintest curve ghosting across his lips. Not a smile… something sharper. “You look as though you’re about to fight Gabriel.” His gaze flicked over me, deliberate, steady. “Don’t.”
Heat rushed into my cheeks. “And what am I supposed to look like?”
“Like you know the difference.” His wings stretched slightly, light catching across them as though the court itself bent to reflect him. He moved with no hurry, no urgency. Every step carried the unspoken truth: he was untouchable, and he knew it.
And something about that… the way he carried himself, the unshaken confidence in every motion, made something sharp twist inside me. I wanted to rise to his level. Wanted to close the distance between us, not with submission but with victory. To prove I could meet him where he stood. To wipe that knowing calm from his face, if only once, just to see what he looked like when surprised.
I reset my stance, pulse hammering louder than the clash of steel that had filled this court a thousand times before. But this wasn’t Gabriel before me. This was Lucifer. Every instinct screamed that nothing about this fight would be fair.
He didn’t lunge, didn’t test me with light strikes like Gabriel always did. He simply waited. Wings half-spread, amber eyes fixed on me with the kind of patience that mocked me more than any words could.
My grip tightened around the hilts, the worn leather biting into my palms and fingers, each sting a quiet reminder to stay steady. “Are you going to move, or are you just going to stand there and look smug?”
That faint curve deepened, not into kindness, but into something sharper. “Why rush? You’ve yet to show me you deserve the first strike.”
Heat flared in my chest. Fine. I moved.
Steel cut the air in an ivory arc, my daggers flashing toward him. He caught the strike effortlessly on his steel edge, the sound ringing clean through the court. He didn’t even shift his stance, only tilted his wrist, sliding my strike away as though it were nothing.
“Too high,” he said, his tone almost bored. 
I gritted my teeth and came at him harder, letting my body follow the rhythm Gabriel had drilled into me. This time, I twisted low, blades crossing in a strike meant to catch him off guard. For a heartbeat I thought I had him. But his sword was already there, waiting, as though he had known the move before I even made it.
“You can do better,” he murmured. His eyes glinted. 
Frustration burned, but underneath it, something else sparked, that sharp desire to see him falter. Just once. To push him the way he always pushed me without a word.
I pressed harder, strikes coming faster now, my daggers singing with each movement. He parried them all, fluid, unhurried, every motion laced with the same effortless confidence. Sparks lit between our steel, the air growing hotter, tighter, until every breath felt as if it belonged to him.
“You fight like someone desperate to prove themselves,” he said as our weapons locked, his strength holding me in place with ease. His breath met mine, a whisper of warmth I couldn’t ignore. “But desperation is not power.”
“I’m not desperate,” I shot back, pushing against him even though I knew it was useless. My pulse roared in my ears. “I’m determined.”
For the briefest flicker, something broke across his composure, a spark of approval, quick and gone. He shoved me back, wings flaring slightly as though even the air itself was his weapon.
“You call that determination?” he said, circling me now, his voice low, sharp. “Show me more.”
The words scraped at my pride. I shifted my grip, blades steady, then let the thought slip past my lips before I could stop it. “And where is your weekly joke?”
His steps slowed, the faintest pause in that unshakable rhythm. For the first time, I felt the advantage tip toward me.
“You’re throwing that at me now?” His voice was soft, dangerous. But there was a gleam in his eyes I hadn’t seen before.
I pressed, unable to stop myself. “You wanted me to prove myself with my blades? Then prove yourself with your words.” My mouth curved into something sharp, taunting, reckless. “Or is that the one fight you can’t win?”
Heat sparked across his expression. He smiled, sudden and devastating, the kind of smile that dared me to keep pushing. “Careful, little star. I could take that as a challenge.”
My chest tightened, but I refused to look away. “Maybe that’s the point.”
His smile lingered, sharp and merciless, as our weapons clashed again. Sparks scattered where steel met steel, each strike driving me harder, faster, until the air between us burned with the heat of it. He was control embodied. Each parry flowed without effort, every counter cut exact, not a single motion spent in vain.
And yet… something in me rebelled. If I kept fighting him the way Gabriel had taught, I would never touch him. Never come close. Lucifer was untouchable in that language.
So I changed it.
When his blade slid mine aside, I didn’t retreat. I lunged in, wings snapping wide. The sudden flare of feathers caught the air in a violent rush, whipping between us like a storm. His hair shifted with the force, his eyes narrowing. 
I dropped low, wings folding sharp as I slid beneath his guard. The marble scraped under my boots before I snapped upward, daggers driving for his exposed flank. His sword flashed down in time to catch the strike, but the sudden drop had forced him to stumble back, his balance broken for the first time. 
A thrill shot through me. I’d made him move.
It surged. Unbidden, uncontrolled. The hum of my daggers deepening into my bones, the pulse of light and shadow weaving through my veins. It burst at the edges of my wings, not fire this time, but something raw, searing, alive.
Lucifer’s sword locked with mine, but the flare of my magic crackled against him, a shimmering arc that bent the air between us. His eyes widened. Not much, but enough. Enough to tell me I had struck somewhere he hadn’t expected.
“You…” His voice was low; a murmur edged with something I couldn’t name. Shock? Awe? “You dared.”
I gritted my teeth, pressing against the lock of our blades, the crackle of power still hissing across my feathers. “You told me to prove it.”
For the first time since I had known him, his composure faltered. It was fleeting, a crack in ancient stone… but it was there.
And it was mine.
The crackle of my magic still hissed in the air, threads of light and shadow flickering across my wings. My chest heaved, daggers locked against his sword, my pulse hammering, each beat a war drum driving me forward.
And in that moment I realized I had done it. I had pulled him from his untouchable calm.
“Finally,” he murmured, voice rich, almost reverent. His steel pressed harder against mine, not to end the fight but to test me, to see if I could hold. “You are not fighting me like Gabriel. You are fighting me like yourself.”
The words stole the air from my lungs, hotter than the magic still sparking through my veins. It lit a fire deeper than any Gabriel had ever driven me to. A heat that had lingered faintly before, an ember I had pretended not to notice. Now it blazed. Unbridled, wild.
My grip faltered for half a breath, not from weakness but from the way my body betrayed me, answering something I should not feel. My wings trembled, feathers shivering as if the court itself had turned too warm.
He saw it. Of course he saw it. Lucifer missed nothing. His smile deepened, the kind that said he knew exactly what he was doing to me without ever lifting a finger.
“You feel it now,” he said low, almost amused. He pressed me harder, forcing me back a single step. “Good. Do not run from it.”
My heart thundered, heat coiling tight in my chest. He thought the motion witnessed was from the fight. The strike. The fire inside me. But Saints, it was him. Always him.
The longing was razor-fine, forbidden and reckless, but it wrapped around me like a second set of wings. To want him was unthinkable. To reach for him, impossible. Angels were bound to obedience, to purity, to distance. And archangels… they were something more, something untouchable.
Yet here he stood, close enough that his breath brushed my lips, close enough that I could almost believe the fire between us was shared. He told me not to run from it. Not knowing that what I burned with was not power. It was him.
But then my eyes honed on his.
And he saw it.
Not magic. Not power. Not even the pride Gabriel tried so hard to temper in me.
What burned there was far more dangerous. Lust.
It flared between us, a spark on dry kindling. Wild, merciless, a force no law of Caeloria could contain. His gaze faltered for the first time. Just a flicker, the barest fracture in his composure, but it was enough. Enough to tell me he saw it, felt it, and for one impossible heartbeat, I thought he might not turn away.
The air tightened, heavier than the weight of any command. My chest rose and fell in time with his, our blades still locked, but the true battle was no longer in our hands.
I could have sworn he leaned in. Just a breath, a fraction, a single millimeter. As if he meant to answer the same hunger that burned through me. My pulse stilled, the world folding into that fragile space between us. For one impossible heartbeat, I believed he wanted it too.
It shattered.
A surge of magic erupted from him, slamming into me like a storm wind. The air tore around us, hurling me backward with enough force to crack stone. But instinct seized me before fear could. My wings snapped wide, feathers slicing the air, catching me hard enough to slow the momentum. My boots scraped the marble as I landed, bent low but unbroken, my daggers still in my hands.
For a moment, silence hummed between us, filled only by the tremor of my wings settling. Months ago, I would have been sprawled on the floor, gasping, bruised. Now I stood, steady, chest heaving, but unbowed.
Lucifer hadn’t moved. Wings stretched in their full, terrifying span, his sword glowing with restrained power. His face remained carved from command, but his voice… his voice betrayed him.
“Do not falter. Not even for a breath,” he said. The words were firm, biting. But beneath them, I heard it. A crack. A note raw and uneven, the echo of something he had almost allowed himself to do.
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Lucifer






Her daggers locked against my sword, the steel screaming where it bit together. For a heartbeat we were bound, her strength straining against mine, every muscle in her body burning to hold ground she had no business holding.
And yet… she held.
Heat radiated from her, more than flesh and bone, more than the pulse of her daggers. It poured from the fire she had never been taught to wield, the same fire that the others feared. I felt it sing against my weapon, hum through the air between us, and still she did not falter.
Her eyes met mine. Emerald, sharp, unyielding. And for the briefest instant, I forgot myself. The weight of centuries, of command, of silence… all of it bent beneath the fury she gave me in that single look.
She thought she was apologizing with her strikes. She thought she was proving herself with her defiance. But what I saw was more. The raw edge of something the others would never understand. The makings of a weapon God himself would claim one day.
The makings of something that could undo me.
I pressed harder, letting her feel the full weight of my strength, testing her resolve. Her arms trembled, her wings flared, but still she did not break. Instead she pushed back. A fragile star against the weight of the Morningstar. 
She was no Gabriel, bound by discipline. No Michael, armored in command. No Raphael, tempered in mercy. She was Astraea. And against me, she fought as herself.
I should have crushed her. Instead, I wanted to see how far she could go.
Then her eyes shifted.
And instead of the power I thought I felt surging through her, I saw something no other angel had ever dared show me. Not reverence. Not fear. Not even pride.
Desire.
It burned in her eyes, unhidden, unashamed, raw in a way only the unshaped could be. Not the fleeting hunger of mortals, not the tempered longing of seraphs who pretend they did not feel. This was deeper. A pull that defied law, command, creation itself.
For a heartbeat, I faltered. The lock of our weapons held, but my chest tightened as if the air itself had become a crucible, heat burning my lungs. She did not even know what she revealed, but I did. I knew it for what it was: the oldest fire, the most dangerous one. A hunger that could unmake Caeloria itself if left untamed.
And Saints forgive me… I wanted it.
For one treacherous heartbeat, I wanted to close that distance. To see what it would be like if I let go.
The thought was ruin. And yet it burned through me.
I leaned, just slightly, just enough that I could almost taste the defiance she offered, not with her daggers, but with her soul. And then the realization struck, sharp as steel: if I let this stand, if I let her see even a flicker of what I felt in that moment, there would be no return.
So I did what I always do. I unleashed the storm.
Power surged through me in a pulse, violent and unrelenting. It burst outward, a wall of force that sent her flying back in a gust of raw magic. Her body twisted, wings snapping open in reflex, catching her before the marble could break her.
She landed steady, twin edges still in hand. A feat that should have left me awe struck. Because she had grown, because she had endured. But the truth was bitter. I had not struck to test her. I had struck to save myself.
I forced my arm to lower, set my face back into command. “Never let your guard down.” My voice cut through the silence, harsh, biting. Yet cracked beneath, frayed at the edge.
Because I had not been warning her.
I had been warning myself.
I straightened, wings folding tight against my back, the last trace of hesitation crushed beneath iron discipline. Whatever had passed between us, whatever dangerous spark that pressed against the walls I had held for eons: was gone.
I would not allow her to see it.
I fixed my gaze on her where she stood, chest heaving, wings still trembling from the force of her landing. Admiration stirred, sharp and undeniable. She had caught herself. She had not fallen. That much, at least, I could let show.
“You recovered faster than before,” I said, my tone cool, measured, as though nothing had passed between us. “Good.”
The words rang with command, nothing more. No crack, no tremor, no falter. To her, it would seem as though she had imagined the moment. The closeness, the heat, the almost.
But I knew better.
And I buried it deeper.
She hesitated, then crossed the space between us, her steps careful, measured, the sound of her boots faint against the marble. The air between us still felt charged, threaded with the echo of what had passed moments before.
I let the quiet hang between us before raising my sword, resting it lightly along my shoulder. The metal struck the gold trim of my armor with a low, ringing note, as though this had all been little more than a passing exercise.
I stepped closer, but still leaving more distance than before. “You wanted to apologize,” I said, my tone low, deliberate. “You have.”
Her brow furrowed, uncertain.
My mouth curved, faint and sharp. “Not with words. With this.” I gestured lightly toward her stance, the daggers steady in her grip. “With you. You spoke in the only tongue I can understand.”
I let the pause hang, then gave her the words she hadn’t realized she was waiting for. “I forgive you.”
No softness. No comfort. Just the truth, sharp and unyielding.
And in that moment I knew it. I could see it in her eyes. The way they steadied, the way the tension in her grip eased, though her weapons did not lower. She understood. She had spoken, not with breath, but with steel, with the fire that answered every strike.
I had never been good with words. Not the way Raphael wove comfort, nor the way Michael commanded obedience. My tongue was combat, my sentences written in the arc of an edge. And maybe, just maybe she could learn that language.
And possibly one day, when the walls I carried finally cracked, I would learn hers.
The thought lingered only a breath before I buried it, shuttered it behind the walls I had built long before she existed. Sentiment was not for me. Not here. Not now.
I lowered my weapon from my shoulder, the tip angling toward her in a deliberate challenge. A smug suggestion of a smile colored my face. “Do not think that means you are finished.”
Her grip tightened again, jaw clenched. Good.
I shifted my stance, wings stretching wide enough to block the court from her view, the air bending to their span. “Come then, little star,” I said, voice carrying the casual weight of someone who had never once lost. “Show me if that determination of yours burns as brightly twice in a row.”
Cockiness. Confidence. Untouchable. I made certain she saw nothing else.
Her daggers flashed, ivory and onyx, twin streaks of light cutting toward me with renewed fury. She came faster this time, sharper, not the hesitant strikes Gabriel had drilled into her but something raw, something hers.
The collision of our blades cracked through the court, each blow rattling the stone beneath us. She surged hard, her wings beating once to add force, to drive me back. But my sword drank in the force, bending her strikes into nothing. It was as though her fury played a song that I had already mastered.
“That was an… improvement,” I drawled, letting her taste the sweet challenge beneath it. “But you’re still thinking. You’ll never land a strike on me if you hesitate.”
Her teeth flashed in something dangerously close to a snarl. “Then maybe I should stop thinking.”
She leapt, wings beating once to vault her higher. For an instant I expected the daggers. Yet instead, her boot caught my chest, forcing me back half a step. Her blades followed a breath later. A reckless combination, but it caught me off guard for half a beat. Half a heartbeat… but it was more than anyone else had managed in centuries.
My steel met hers with a crack of force that echoed through the hall, but this time, it wasn’t effortless. She had pushed, and I had felt it.
And damn me, I smiled.
“Finally,” I murmured, my eyes narrowed with satisfaction. “You fight like yourself.” I repeated it so maybe she would understand what I wanted from her.
She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Instead of retreating as I expected her to do, she twisted then stepped into me. Her shoulder collided with my arm. Her wings flared wide to keep her balanced as one dagger pressed against the armor at my ribs, the other angling up toward my throat. 
I stepped into her strike, letting the edge of her onyx blade skim my armor. My hand caught her shoulder, spinning her until her back met my chest. The impact was soft but jarring, her breath catching as it mingled with mine. Heat radiated through the thin space between us. The curve of her spine fit against my armor’s cool plates, each breath aligning for a fleeting moment before breaking apart. Onyx and ivory crossed uselessly in front of her. My sword’s edge traced the hollow at her collarbone; not to cut, only to remind her of the stakes. “Too slow.”
Her frustration came off of her in waves.
“You must move faster,” I growled, in her ear. “You’re tiny. You will never win coming at me straight on.”
Normally, she’d bow her head and absorb the lesson like Gabriel’s perfect student. But this time, her lips curved, sharp with mischief.
“Then maybe I’ll make you break your own rules,” she said, her voice low but alive. “Maybe I’ll make you come to me.”
Heat sparked in my chest, unexpected, unwanted. Not the defiance of a soldier, but a taunt. Reckless, unbound, as though she had forgotten who I was. 
Her wings burst wide, feathers slamming into my ribs with enough force to stagger me half a step. She dropped low, ducking out from under my arm. Surprise shot through me for a brief moment. Then she was in the air. Wings beating hard, rising above the training court. Her blades caught in the light as she hovered there. Not speaking, only daring me to follow. 
Her defiance was a thing of beauty. For a moment I just stood there, watching her rise against the glow of dusk. She was unpolished, reckless, untrained. Yet every strike, every refusal to yield, carved her closer to what she truly was. Finally, shining through, was her. My angel. Raw. Untempered. Infuriatingly herself. And in that moment, wings spread wide above me, she was no novice. No fledgling. She was a challenge. And I was hungry to meet it. 
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The throne room drowned in brilliance, a glare sharp enough to scour even my vision. The arches wept streams of radiance skyward, erasing shadow, air, even the shape of thought itself.
We stood in silence. Michael at the front, wings raised high, his head bowed in reverence. Gabriel stood at his left, jaw tight, body rigid with discipline. Raphael held his place to the right, calm but watchful, his light dimmed in respect. And Astraea: called here for reasons I could not fathom. I had long since learned that questioning it brought only silence, or worse, displeasure.
The air shimmered, and God’s voice filled the chamber. It was not sound. It was the marrow of creation vibrating against itself.
“A breach tears against the Veil.”
The words rang like command and judgment in one. The court did not stir. We all knew what it meant. Shadows would be spilling through again.
“You will go,” he continued. His light flared, stretching across the floor until it reached the tips of our wings. “Michael. Gabriel. Raphael.”
I braced as I waited for him to speak my name with disdain. 
But his voice shifted.
“And Astraea.”
Silence. Heavy. Absolute.
I did not let it show, but the air turned sharp in my chest. My eyes flicked toward her, and I caught the way her wings stiffened, the way her breath faltered. She knelt lower against the brilliance, but I could see it, shock trembling through her frame.
Her.
He was sending her.
Michael bowed his head deeper, as though this was nothing unexpected. Gabriel’s jaw clenched, just slightly, the barest flicker of dissent. Raphael’s light stirred with unease. And me? I stood rigid, every thought screaming at once.
She was not ready. Not for this.
Or perhaps… that was the point.
God’s presence dimmed, just enough for the chamber to breathe again. “She carries what the shadow cannot endure. You will see it proven.”
My throat tightened. Proven? This was no mission. It was a test. A stage. And she was the weapon he meant to hold to the dark… or to us.
“She hasn’t even earned her armor!” I said sharply, the words leaving me before thought could catch them. The brilliance above shifted, not brighter, but heavier. It pressed against my tongue, against my chest, as if daring me to say more.
“She is not ready,” I forced out, quieter now, though the strain in my voice betrayed me. “Send me in her place.”
The light rippled once, a silent warning.
“You presume to question my will?”
The words were not shouted; they didn’t need to be. The air cracked under their weight. Every instinct screamed to bow, to submit. But I didn’t. My wings flared, instinctive, defiant, catching on the searing light.
“With respect, my Lord,” I said, each word a careful blade, “you send fledglings to die and call it faith.”
But he did not look at me. Not even once.
Instead, his radiance shifted, turning toward Michael. “See that her armor is readied.”
The words fell like a verdict.
My jaw locked. I wanted to speak again, to remind him that the armor of an archangel is not forged but awakened, that it does not exist until one has been deemed proven. She had not been. She was still in training, still untempered by battle.
But the light pressed harder, silencing the thought before it could reach my lips.
“Yes, Father,” Michael said, voice steady, obedient. Always obedient.
And that was the end of it.
The chamber went still. Even the others dared not breathe.
I bowed my head with the others, but my gaze never left her. She looked small there, kneeling in the ocean of his light. But her daggers pulsed faintly at her side, answering the call as though they already knew.
Michael’s voice rang out, solemn and sure. “As you will it, Father.”
The command was sealed.
And in that moment, I knew two truths. One: she would not be returning to the training court the same. And two: I would not let her face that Veil without me. No matter what he intended.
The doors sealed behind us with the weight of finality, God’s light fading into the marble corridors of Caeloria. The air here was cooler, dimmer, but the command still rang, iron set into my bones.
Michael strode ahead, wings drawn high, his steps as precise as the judgment he carried in every breath. Gabriel followed, jaw clenched, and Raphael trailed quieter, his light flickering faintly in thought. Astraea walked last, her steps uneven, her eyes still wide from what had been spoken.
I could not bear it.
“Michael.” My voice cut the silence, sharp enough to bleed.
He stopped but did not turn. “What is it, brother?”
“I am going.” The words left me before restraint could hold them back. They struck the air with all the weight of the vow already burning in my chest.
Slowly, Michael turned, silver eyes narrowing. “It was not commanded.”
“Then command it now,” I snapped. My wings flared before I could still them. “You would send her to the Veil without me? You know what waits there.”
His gaze did not falter. “I know what waits. And I know what Father decreed.”
For a breath, the corridor seemed too narrow for the two of us, judgment and defiance colliding in the silence that pressed, as suffocating as a sealed tomb. Gabriel’s hand brushed the hilt of his sword. Not to draw it, but to remind me he stood ready, should I push too far.
Raphael’s voice broke gently into the tension. “If Lucifer goes, she may yet return whole.” His light touched both of us, calm but steady. “And is that not the outcome we desire?”
Michael’s jaw flexed. His gaze shifted to Astraea. Her daggers hummed faintly at her sides as she straightened, shoulders squared in a show of resolve. Yet her eyes betrayed her: fear glimmering beneath the surface, fragile and unguarded, a girl trying to wear the armor of bravery before it fit.
Finally, he spoke, an unforgiving bell before battle. “Very well. But if you go, you answer for her. Should she falter, should she fail, it will be your soul that bears the weight.”
The words struck deep. Too deep. Because I already had. Because the deal was already made.
I inclined my head, forcing my voice into calm, even as fire roared inside me. “So be it. She is mine to protect.”
I had sworn to guard her. Not to touch her. Not to want her. Guard her.
As we walked the long marble corridor toward the armory, the silence stretched heavily. Our footsteps echoed in unison, wings whispering faintly at our backs.
Then she broke it.
“Why did you do that?” Her voice was low, sharp at the edges. Not anger exactly, but something close. Frustration, yes… and fear. Fear that I would now bear the weight of her failures.
I glanced at her, my stride unbroken. “Do what?”
“You know what,” she pressed. Emerald eyes flashed toward me, her daggers still vibrating faintly at her hips as if they shared her agitation. “Why would you take responsibility for me like that? If I falter, if I fail—”
“You won’t.” The words left me without hesitation, cutting through her doubt with a certainty I did not bother to soften.
She blinked, startled, as though she hadn’t expected anything so absolute.
I allowed myself the faintest curl of a smile, sharp and unapologetic. “And if you do, then it will be my failure too. I will not allow that.”
Her brow furrowed, frustration blooming deeper now, though I could see the flicker beneath it. The way her chest rose unevenly, the way her lips parted as though she wanted to protest but couldn’t quite find the words.
“You think you can just—” she began.
“Yes.” I cut her off, voice low, certain. “I can. Because I said so.” My wings flexed faintly, brushing the air between us, heat trailing in their wake. “That is how command works, little star.”
Her lips pressed into a line; her cheeks flushed with something caught between indignation and something else. Something softer.
“Arrogant,” she muttered under her breath.
“Confident,” I corrected smoothly, the smug edge deliberate this time. “And correct.”
For a moment she glared at me, but her steps did not falter. And though she didn’t say it, I saw it in the way her shoulders eased ever so slightly. She wanted to be angry. She wanted to scold me for binding myself to her fate.
But some part of her, the part that trembled in the dark, the part that clung to me in her nightmares, was glad I had. Was glad that I would be by her side for her first mission. 
And that was enough.
 
 

Chapter Thirteen
Astraea






I was so frustrated with him. Frustrated that he would take the fall for me if I failed. That arrogance, that certainty, it burned hotter than any strike Gabriel had ever landed against me. I did not want that weight on my shoulders, the thought of my mistakes echoing back on him.
And yet… I could not deny the other weight that lifted when he spoke. The thought of him being by my side during this. Of his presence beside me, steady and immovable, when we crossed into shadow. It was both a curse and a comfort.
I hated that I wanted it.
As we walked the hall toward the armory, my thoughts a coiled snake. His words still echoed. “You won’t fail. And if you do, it will be mine too.” He said it so easily, as though binding himself to me cost him nothing. As though my failures could never touch him.
But they would.
I glanced sideways at him, at the sharp line of his jaw, the effortless power in every step. He didn’t even notice the way the air bent around him. Or maybe he did. Maybe he reveled in it. He always seemed untouchable, as though nothing could cling to him, not shadow, not doubt, not even God’s silence.
And here he was, choosing to tether himself to me.
My fists clenched at my sides. I wanted to scream at him for it, to shove the responsibility back where it belonged. On me, and only me. I wanted to shake him, to demand why he thought I was worth carrying at all.
But beneath it all, deep where my pride could not reach, another thought lingered.
If I stumbled… he would catch me.
The memory of his voice in my nightmare whispered back. “Mine to protect.” He had never said it, and yet I could not shake the certainty that he had.
I shook it away, forcing my spine straighter, wings flexing tight. I was no fledgling. I did not need him. I would prove it, here and now, no matter how many shadows waited for us beyond the Veil.
And still, even as I tried to harden the thought, another whisper trailed beneath it. Maybe… I didn’t mind if he walked beside me.
Michael approached, carrying something wrapped in linen. The faint gleam of bronze shone through as he drew closer. He stopped before me, wings half-folded, his expression carved from calm resolve.
“It is time,” he said simply. With a motion both reverent and final, he unwrapped the armor and held it out. The plates shimmered faintly, as though remembering the breath that had once forged them. “You’ve been called to stand as one of us. Wear it well.”
I hesitated. The armor of an archangel was not earned by hand or hammer. It was born the moment we were, waiting in silence until Caeloria deemed us proven. Until now.
I reached out, fingers brushing the cool metal, and the air around it stirred. Light flowed along the seams, tracing my touch as if the armor itself exhaled.
Once we were fully armored, I glanced down at myself. Bronze plates molded over my chest, not cumbersome but close-fitted, the etched lines curving as though they had been made for me alone. The skirt split at the thigh, black fabric flowing with each step.
Beside me, Lucifer looked every inch the Morningstar. His armor was bronze, just like mine, ancient yet unmarred, worked in patterns that caught the light like luster woven into metal. It clung to his frame without a flaw, sculpted strength and divine authority in every line. Against his dark hair and the fierce cast of his eyes, the brilliance was almost unbearable. As though his presence alone could bend the battlefield before a single strike was made.
We took flight. The air whipped against my wings, sharp and cold, as the white spires of Caeloria fell away beneath us. Ahead, the horizon darkened. Where the Veil had split was near the gates, but still far enough that the flight stretched long, each beat of my wings pounding against my doubts.
I still felt untrained. Raw. Every strike in the courts, every lesson Gabriel had carved into me, every test I had endured. None of it felt like enough for this. Not when the Veil itself bled open. Not when shadow clawed at creation.
But I had no choice.
Clearly God saw something in me, something he deemed worthy. The daggers he had placed in my hands thrilled faintly even now at my sides, as though they knew before I did what they had been forged for. A gift, yes, but also a weight. A promise I had not yet proven I could keep.
And I would prove it.
If not to my brothers-in-arms, who still measured me with every glance.
If not to God, whose favor both steadied me and strangled me in equal measure.
Then to myself.
Because if I failed here, it would not matter how many times Lucifer stepped forward to shield me. If I failed here, I would never again believe the fire inside me could be anything but a curse.
I tightened my grip on the hilts at my hips, forcing my wings to beat stronger, harder. The horizon swelled with brilliant light from the gates, and with it, a tremor of darkness seeping across the Veil, thin as smoke and just as suffocating.
I swallowed hard. The time for doubt was over.
He looked over at me, his wings steady against the current, and I knew he could see it. The whirlwind of thoughts I tried to bury. The fear I tried to mask. I held my chin high, jaw tight, but Lucifer had always been able to see through me.
“I will be by your side, Astraea.”
The words cut through the rush of wind. Steady. Certain. And yet they struck deeper than any promise I had ever received.
He never used my name. Not like that.
Not as a title, not as a rebuke. As if it belonged to him.
I hadn’t realized how much I wanted to hear it until that moment. How good it sounded on his lips, as though the syllables themselves belonged to him. My chest tightened, a heat blooming beneath my armor that had nothing to do with fear.
I forced myself to look forward again, wings beating harder, as though I could outfly the feeling. But the sound of it lingered. Astraea.
“And I will be by yours.”
The words slipped out before I could stop them. I didn’t know why I said it. But something in me knew he needed to hear it. That someone was on his side. That someone would watch his back, even if he didn’t need it.
His head turned just slightly, his gaze catching mine in the spill of moonlight as we flew. For a heartbeat, his expression cracked. The faintest flicker, as though my vow had struck a place in him no scar could hide. Then it was gone, his face once more carved in power and command.
But I had seen it.
And for the rest of the flight, the weight in my chest eased.
We reached the tear in what felt like moments. Maybe it was only because I didn’t know what to expect, and the anxiety gnawed so sharply at me that time itself seemed to vanish. My pulse beat louder than the rush of wind, each breath shallow, brittle.
Michael and Gabriel were the first to land, their wings flaring wide as they touched down in perfect unison, radiant and immovable. They looked as though they belonged here. As though no breach, no shadow, no army could ever shake them.
The rest of us followed in their wake, the sky itself roaring as our wings drove us forward. I landed harder than I meant to, my boots striking the ground with a crack that betrayed the tremor in my knees. Straightening quickly, I forced my breath steady. But my eyes refused to stay forward. For the first time, I saw my brotherhood in their full glory.
Michael’s silver wings arched wide, a mantle of command, every feather gleaming with the storm-forged weight of order itself. Gabriel’s were narrower, sweeping back in precise blades of pale gold streaked with frost. Raphael’s wings unfurled with the calm inevitability of sunrise, vast and opal-bright, resonating with a power that soothed as much as it awed.
I had heard stories of it before; whispers passed through training halls and quiet corners. That an archangel’s wings were never truly white, that each carried its own color drawn from the mana in their veins, each a reflection of the gift they had been given. I had never believed it until now. Now their mana flowed without restraint, and their true colors burned through. Did that mean all this time they had trained with their power held back, that I had never stood before their full strength? The thought was as awe-inspiring as it was terrifying. 
They weren’t just my instructors now; they were weapons made flesh, celestial forces ready for war. My own wings felt like small untested things beside them.
I forced my eyes forward to see the tear that loomed before us.
It was larger than I’d imagined. Not just a crack in the air, but a wound ripped open, bleeding shadow into the world. The Veil shuddered around it, galaxies trembling at its edges, light bending unnaturally as though even creation recoiled. Dark smoke poured through in twisting streams, curling and clawing at the edges of Caeloria's mantle, hissing when it touched the stone.
But… I could feel it.
Not just see it, not just hear it, but feel it. A low, aching tremor thrummed through the ground beneath my boots, crawling up my legs, into my marrow. It was as if the very fabric of the Veil wept, its agony pressing against my chest until my heart pounded to its rhythm.
The wound was not only a tear in creation. It was pain. A living thing ripped open and left bleeding. The sound of it wasn’t a sound at all, but a vibration in my skull, a keening that no ear should hear.
My breath caught. My daggers pulsed at my sides, answering that cry, their hum rising in time with the shudder of the Veil. Ivory light flickered faintly along one hilt, dark embered glow across the other, the two in unison as though they, too, mourned the wound.
For a fleeting moment, I thought I might collapse beneath the weight of it. The grief, the wrongness, the raw hurt of creation itself. My knees weakened, and I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, willing myself to hold steady.
No one else seemed to react. Not Michael, whose chrome wings gleamed like a shield against the dark. Not Gabriel, already raising his blade in precise readiness. Not Raphael, his light diffused, a counterpoint to the frenzy that raged around us. Even Lucifer, the one who always seemed to know what I was thinking before I ever spoke it. 
But I felt it. And it was unbearable.
“Can you feel it?” I asked, my voice unsteady and body trembling, breaking the stillness. My eyes found Lucifer’s first, desperate, but the words carried to them all. “The Veil. She weeps. She is in pain.”
I felt a flicker of something older. A pulse that matched the ember inside me, as if another presence listened with us.
Michael’s jaw tightened. “The Veil does not feel. It is a barrier and law, nothing more.” His tone was cold, clipped, as if correcting a child.
Gabriel tilted his head, brows furrowed. “I hear only the tear. The distortion. No voice, no… sorrow.” His hand flexed on his sword hilt, uneasy.
Raphael’s light shimmered closer, brushing against my shoulder. His eyes softened, but even his answer was careful. “I sense imbalance, yes. A wound that must be mended. But grief?” He shook his head, almost apologetic. “No, Astraea. That is not what I hear.”
Their words pressed in, a prison of sound, but the ache inside me deepened. I knew what I felt. The pulse of it. The anguish. The plea.
Lucifer spoke.
“Yes.”
The single word was steady as it left his lips. 
The others turned sharply toward him; disbelief etched in their faces. But he did not look at them. He looked only at me, eyes reflecting shadow and light as if he alone could read their meaning. “She weeps,” he said quietly, as though speaking to me alone. “And you hear her, as I do.”
“Yes!” The word tumbled from me before I could stop it, sharp and desperate. My chest rose too fast, the ache of it almost unbearable. “It is as if she mourns. As if she is in immense pain. I can feel it… through me.”
My hands quivered against the hilts of my daggers, not from fear of the rift, but from the pressure building beneath my skin. “My mana screams. It’s like… like she is calling to me. Begging for me to answer her.” My voice cracked, raw, the confession tearing free before I could stop it. “Almost as if she wants me to be a part of her. To mend her. To become one with her.”
I dragged in a breath, but it did nothing to steady me. The others stared as though I had spoken blasphemy, but I could not hold the words back. “I do not understand what she needs, but… my mana is screaming at me, and I do not speak the language.”
The silence that followed was suffocating. Michael’s face darkened, disbelief twisting into sharp disapproval. Gabriel’s eyes narrowed, confusion sharpening into suspicion. Raphael’s hand hovered near me as though I might break apart where I stood.
And Lucifer… his gaze burned. Not with condemnation. Not with fear. With understanding.
The silence pressed heavily until Michael’s voice cut through it.
“Enough.” His tone snapped the air taut, commanding, immovable. His wings flared as he stepped toward the tear, his gaze hard on me for only a fraction of a moment before turning back to the task at hand. “Whatever you think you feel, Astraea, it is irrelevant. The Veil does not cry. It must be closed. And we will fight until it can be.”
The command left no room for protest. My lips pressed shut, though the ache in my chest did not ease.
“Form ranks,” Gabriel barked, already stepping into position.
The first wave broke and then stuttered. The nearest shadows checked mid-lunge, heads tilting in that wrong, animal way, as if sniffing a scent they remembered. Not fear of Caeloria's light. Remembrance. A ripple coursed through them, bodies shivering, and for a heartbeat they circled me instead of striking, keening low as if awaiting a command that never came.
Then, as if snapping out of it, the shadows surged. Pouring through the rift in a tide of shrieking black. Claws raked the stone, wings beat against the light, and their hunger for mana pressed against us, a tempest given form.
The battlefield erupted in chaos, shadow against light, each clash sending tremors through the very stone beneath our feet. The shrieks of the horde twisted through the air, piercing, endless, as more poured from the wound in the Veil.
Michael was a wall of radiance. His sword was not fast, but every swing cleaved through swaths of enemies, as though the air itself obeyed his law. Each strike thundered like judgment, merciless and immovable.
Gabriel was lightning. Precision. His sword carved scripture into the air, each strike exact and ruthless. He struck once, twice, and each cut landed with surgical intent, never wasted, never faltering.
Raphael’s movements were measured, but no less vital. His spear-staff sang in harmony with his wings. Arcs of opal mana weaved through the chaos, mending wounds as quickly as they were carved. Where his weapon struck, the shadows dissolved into ash; where his light touched, our wounds closed before the blood could fall.
And Lucifer… Lucifer was a hurricane. His wings tore through the air in great restless arcs. His dove-white plumes veined with gold and silver radiance, the living fusion of Gabriel and Michael, shimmering as though the essence of Caeloria itself had kissed them. They never settled; they writhed alive, each beat a contradiction of chaos and brilliance. 
Where Michael stood immovable, Gabriel cut precise, and Raphael healed… Lucifer unsettled. His very presence bent the air, wings promising not order or mercy but inevitability… fear, awe, a force the battlefield itself could not turn from.
His strikes flowed seamlessly, as if he had choreographed the fight before it began. The blade spun in sweeping arcs of light, scattering dozens at a time, wings cracking with such force they sent clusters of shadows sprawling before his sword found them. The enemy feared him. I felt it. Their shrieks bent around him; their bodies stuttered before daring to cross his path.
My daggers pulsed in my hands, light and dark in rhythm with my heartbeat. Each movement felt sharper, truer, as if my body finally obeyed what it had always been meant to do. One dagger slashed through a shadow’s chest, dissolving it into ash, while the other spun backward to cut the throat of another before it reached me. They weren’t heavy like the sword had been; they were alive, quick, singing through the air in patterns I hadn’t been taught but somehow knew.
A corridor opened around my daggers, a strange, shuddering deference. Shadows recoiled as the ivory dagger flared, then crept close when the embered one sang, as if tasting an old fire they had once followed. Not Caeloria's law… something older. They dared edge near that echo in me, then flinched when the two halves met and braided on the steel.
I leapt, wings snapping wide, spinning in midair. The ivory dagger struck down, burning bright as starlight, while the onyx one carved upward, ember-traced, searing the shadow into two. Their forms dissolved around me in a storm of dust and smoke.
The ground cracked as I landed, knees bending into the force, momentum carrying me forward into another strike. For a heartbeat I almost believed I was keeping pace with them. With him.
But the shadows didn’t falter. They surged harder, claws raking, wings slicing, shrieks splitting the sky. Dozens became hundreds, the battlefield boiling with endless black.
Michael roared a command, his voice shaking the air. “Hold them back! They cannot breach further!”
I drove my fangs into two more, my chest heaving, wings aching, but my strikes came faster now, stronger. Heat blazed through me, not just my mana, not just the dagger’s song, something deeper. A wild rhythm that carried me forward, unrelenting.
The next cluster halted altogether, necks twisting toward my wings, toward the hymn inside my soul. One went down on its forelimbs as if to crawl, then snapped back up with a hiss, frenzy breaking the moment of stillness. Recognition warred with hunger. And hunger won.
My chest clenched. Why? Why were they acting this way with me?
The shadows lunged, claws glinting like obsidian. Wings churned the air, feathers and ash swirling together as angels met beasts. Every strike sent tremors through the ground, and the Veil cried out above us, its tear splitting wider beneath the chaos.
And through the chaos, I felt him. Lucifer’s presence, close, circling. His weapon cut down three more at my flank before I even saw them. His voice, low but commanding, broke through the din.
“Do not hesitate, Astraea!”
I gritted my teeth and pushed harder, daggers flashing in ivory and onyx arcs, every strike sharper than the last. 
For the first time, I wasn’t just surviving. I was fighting.
 
 


Chapter Fourteen
Astraea






The air convulsed, splitting wider with a sound that rattled bone. Shadows scattered back from the rift as something larger pushed through, tearing the Veil as though it were nothing more than a flimsy cloth.
It emerged in pieces. First claws black as the abyss, each the length of a sword. Then a head, grotesque and stretched, its maw dripping with molten ichor. Its wings unfurled last, vast and ragged, the force of them shattering the stone beneath our feet. The creature towered over us, taller than the gates themselves, its form a writhing storm of smoke and flame bound in grotesque flesh.
Even the abominations paused their screeching, as if in reverence.
Michael’s voice rang out, sharp and unyielding. “Archangels! To me!”
But Lucifer was already moving.
He surged forward like lightning split from the storm, wings flaring, steel blazing with pure destruction. His strike carved deep into the beast’s chest. And for the first time, I saw him stagger.
The creature didn’t fall. It roared, the sound splitting the air, and swung one massive arm. Lucifer blocked, his weapon shrieking against the blow, but the impact hurled him back across the battlefield. The ground cracked beneath his boots as he caught himself, wings flaring wide to keep balance.
My breath faltered, panic surging like a tide, swallowing reason in its wake.
The beast lunged again, its maw opening wide, void-fire gathering in its throat. Lucifer leapt, edge raised, but another claw swept in, faster than it should have been. He parried one strike. The second caught him across the ribs, the impact rattling the court with a sound that cracked through the air, sharp and violent. The snarl that left him was fierce but edged with strain. He was being pushed back.
The Colossus inhaled deep, its chest swelling, the furnace-glow in its throat building until the air itself soured with ash. Then it exhaled. A gale of scorching breath roared toward us, searing, all-consuming.
Raphael’s wings flared, light spilling in cascades. His barrier surged into being, a radiant dome that curved before us, gleaming like crystal forged of sunlight. The fire struck it in a torrent that made the air shriek, heat folding the very stone beneath our feet. The barrier blazed, light groaning, trembling beneath the weight. Cracks spidered across its surface, golden veins fracturing outward. Raphael grunted as he strained to hold it. 
For a breathless moment, I thought it would fail. The fire pressed, clawed, demanded. And then—
it died.
The Colossus’s breath guttered out in smoke and soot, the flood thinning to nothing. Raphael’s barrier shattered a heartbeat later, raining shards of light across the field. But the fire had passed. 
The beast’s hollow gaze shifted, locking on Lucifer. It had tasted his power, and it wanted more. The air seemed to bow toward him, drawn to the hurricane of his mana, every thread of its hunger straining for him.
Its wings dragging furrows in the ground as it advanced toward him. It knew. He was the brightest flame, the strongest among us. And it would not rest until it devoured him.
The others couldn’t reach him. Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael were locked in combat, holding back the endless tide of smaller shadows that poured from the rift. Their light wove a wall against the horde, leaving Lucifer alone against the colossus.
And I… I couldn’t stand still.
My daggers thrummed in my hands, eager, burning, but I knew steel alone would never be enough. Something inside me, deeper than blood, deeper than training, rose like a volcano in my chest. My mana screamed, my veins alight, demanding release.
“Astraea!” Michael’s voice thundered, sharp with the certainty of someone who had already seen my choice before I made it. “Hold your ground! Do not—”
But I was already moving.
The heat broke through me, wild and unshaped. My wings snapped open as torrents of flame and oblivion surged at once, that same fire erupting along the edges of my daggers. Power tore free in a burst that made the battlefield tremble.
Then the fire leapt higher, racing down my feathers until my wings themselves burned. Red and orange flame tangled across every span, searing the air, turning me into a living pyre. The force of it roared through my bones, too much to contain, too much to control. For a breath, I was terrified I would burn away with it. For another… I wasn’t sure I would mind.
The beast reeled, its sickly green eyes snapping toward me as though it had felt the strike before I even made it.
I roared, a raw sound pulled from somewhere deeper than my lungs, and hurled myself forward, blades aflame with a volcanic eruption I had never unleashed before.
I surged forward, wings snapping wide, each beat hurling me faster than I had ever moved. Michael’s voice thundered behind me. When my name left his lips it struck sharp and furious, a command meant to stop me. But it broke against me, futile, as waves breaking on a cliff. Gabriel’s warning cry followed, Raphael’s light stretching to catch me, but I outran them all.
Even as I knew I wasn’t ready.
I struck anyway.
The beast’s claw swung down, jagged and obsidian, aiming to crush me before I reached it. I dropped low, my wings folding tight, and rolled beneath the strike. The ground cracked, sparks flying where its talons struck, but I was already past it.
The beast’s shriek still echoed when the rubble shifted.
Lucifer rose.
Blood streaked the corner of his mouth; his wing bent at an angle that made my stomach twist. But Raphael’s light flared across him, swift and searing, sealing the worst of it even as the battle raged. Lucifer’s chest heaved once, twice, then he straightened.
Power clawed up my spine, red-hot, untrained, but mine. My daggers flared in my grip, ivory flame licking the steel, shadow coiling in their wake. I didn’t think. I couldn’t think. All that existed was him, standing alone before a monster even he could not cut down alone.
Amber eyes locked on mine.
“Not alone,” he said. No bark of command, no thunder of arrogance. Just that. A vow. “we will take it together.”
Then he surged forward, faster than the eye could follow, his weapon an onslaught of burning light. I didn’t hesitate. My wings beat hard, launching me into his wake.
The colossus roared, swinging its claw in a wide arc meant to crush us both. Lucifer met it head-on, steel slamming against the talons in a clash that split the air with sound. The beast reeled at the force. 
The monster's eyes seethed with venomous light. Sickly green, swirling like liquid poison trapped behind glass. The glow dripped into the air itself, a corrosive haze that stung my lungs as I looked at it. If there was a weakness, it had to be there.
I surged upward, wings beating hard, boots slamming against the ridged spine as I landed. My daggers flashed, one plunged deep, anchoring me, the other ripped free only to stab again higher up. Step by step, strike by strike, I climbed, carving my way along its back. 
It knew I was there. Every strike made it shriek and convulse. But on its back, I had a chance. Back here, its claws couldn't reach me. If I’d flown at its face, it would have swatted me from the sky like a gnat. But climbing, cutting, forcing my way higher… maybe I could reach its eyes before it threw me off.
Black ichor sprayed, hot and reeking, spattering across my arms and face as the beast thrashed beneath me. Still, I climbed. Ivory. Onyx. Again and again, sinking into flesh, dragging myself toward its head. 
The eyes loomed close now, vast and disgusting, the venom inside them writhing like festering galaxies. My blades rose, ready to plunge into that fragile glow.
But the Colossus convulsed. Its wings snapped wide, spine twisting violently. The motion tore my daggers free, ichor raining as the world lurched sideways. My body wrenched into the air, ripped from its back, hurled like a comet torn from its orbit. 
The monster shrieked and stumbled, its knee buckling. Only for Lucifer to take the opening, wings snapping wide as he launched upward. His blade carved a blazing arc across its throat, not deep enough to kill, but enough to sear its scream into the Veil itself.
It thrashed, clawing wildly, nightspawn cascading in tempests of shrieks and talons. I quickly got back to my feet, fire roaring along my daggers. I hurled one upward, a streak of white flame chasing it, striking the beast across the chest.
Lucifer was already there, catching the rhythm of my attack like he had been born for it. His sword followed where my flame struck, splitting the wound wide open.
We moved together. Not trained, not drilled, but instinct. His strength, my fire. His precision, my recklessness. Where he opened, I struck; where I faltered, he covered. The colossus, for all its size, faltered against us.
Michael and Gabriel fought the horde at the edges. Raphael poured light where he could, but he never pulled us apart. His gaze flickered once. Not fear, not yet, but wariness. As if even he didn’t know what to make of what we had become in that moment.
The beast staggered again, wings shuddering, ichor spilling in rivers of fuming toxin. Its eyes, poison and abyss, fixed on us both, and I felt it deep in my bones.
It feared us.
Us. Together.
Lucifer’s voice cut through the raging battle. “Now, little star!”
I didn’t think. I answered.
My daggers crossed, ivory and onyx flaring as inferno and midnight spiraled up their edges, braiding into a force that shook the air itself. My wings burned with it, every feather screaming as my mana roared outward, too vast to contain.
At the same instant, his blade descended. It breached the ground in an avalanche of fury and brilliance, forged from every battle scar he had ever carried. Our powers collided, entwined, and for a heartbeat the world went silent.
Then it broke.
The battlefield erupted, raw magic exploding in a torrent that split the sky. Fire and wrath fused into something older, a blinding light that seared and consumed in the same breath. The Colossus shrieked, its vast body convulsing as veins of fire cracked through its frame. Poison and ichor burst outward in shattering streams, torn apart by the force of our strike.
It collapsed, its scream unraveling into nothing, body disintegrating into shards of venomous smoke.
The silence that followed settled heavy and breathless over the field. My chest heaved, my arms trembling, but I was still standing. Beside me, Lucifer wrenched his blade from the cracked earth, stone groaning as it came free. Dust and light scattered around him, his wings torn but unbowed.
For one suspended heartbeat, it was only us. And the ruin we had made together.
The battlefield lay smothered in silence, the last abomination dissolving into nothing at our feet. Smoke curled upward, thin as incense, staining the pale stone.
Gabriel stepped forward, wings spread, his sword sliding into its sheath. His expression was as carved and certain as ever, though sweat glistened faintly at his temple. He raised his hands toward the rift, his voice ringing out with words of binding.
Golden sigils flared across the air, precise, ordered, each one locking into the next forming a link of a chain. The light bled into the wound, latching onto the raw edges of the Veil.
For a moment, I thought it was working.
Then the rift bucked.
The golden chains shattered with a deafening crack, shards of light scattering, splintering into broken glass. The wound flared wider, darker, bleeding ichor and shadow, and Gabriel staggered back, his face pale. He tried again immediately. But the runes fractured as soon as they touched the tear, the Veil rejecting his every command.
Michael’s wings stiffened, his jaw set hard. “Again,” he snapped.
Gabriel obeyed without hesitation. His voice rose, sharp as steel, each word piercing the air. Light poured from him, brighter, hotter, his will unyielding. And still… nothing. The wound widened further, bleeding faster, devouring his power as if it was nothing more than a pebble against an ocean.
His light sputtered out, his chest heaving. For the first time in my existence, I saw Gabriel fail.
The silence that followed was suffocating.
I felt it.
The pull.
It seized me so hard I almost staggered. A cry, a scream, rising through my blood, through my bones. My mana writhed, frantic, clawing to answer, though I did not know the words, did not know the shape it wanted. My daggers shivered at my sides, their twin pulse wild and erratic, as though they too felt it.
The Veil wasn’t rejecting Gabriel. It was calling.
To me.
Light and fire twisted within, drawn toward the wound as if the very core of me longed to answer.
I heard her.
The voice wasn’t around me but inside me, slipping through my very will. It was too vast to bear, too broken to silence, and it left me hollow in its wake.
“Please,” she wept, her tone a thousand strings snapping at once. “Mend me. Heal me. I cannot bear the pain.”
The words struck me harder than any shadow claw ever could. My throat tightened, tears burning hot at the corners of my eyes. She wasn’t some faceless wound in the world. She was alive. Hurting. And she was crying out to me.
“Astraea.” Michael’s voice cracked through the air, sharp enough to drag me back a fraction. “Do not listen.” His wings flared wide, a wall of command. “Whatever lies you are hearing, resist them. This is not your burden.”
But it was too late. The Veil’s cry had wrapped itself around my soul. Her pain shuddered through me, begging, pleading. My mana screamed to answer, even as Michael’s command pressed down with suffocating weight.
I couldn’t look away.
The Veil wept, and all I could think was: if I turned from her now, she would break.
“I must.” The words barely escaped my lips, a whisper, a vow I hadn’t even meant to speak aloud. My body moved before thought could catch it, one step toward the tear, then another.
Michael’s voice boomed across the battlefield, unyielding as law. “You are disobeying orders!”
Caeloria itself seemed to tremble with the weight of his command, but I did not stop. Could not. The cry of the Veil tore through me, drowning every thought, every fear, every instinct of obedience. My steps carried me forward as though I belonged to her call, as though the wound itself had chained me to her grief.
But then I was immediately halted. 
In an instant, Michael was there, faster than breath. His blade dripping with the ichor of aberrations he’d already slain, pressed cold and merciless against my throat. The edge bit so close I dared not even swallow. The world narrowed to the line of steel at my skin and the furious blaze in his eyes.
I looked up at him, wide-eyed, defiance and terror warring inside me.
“I said no,” he growled, voice low, seething, final.
The weight of his words crushed into me, the command of Caeloria's general, the very law of obedience carved into my flesh since my creation. Every instinct screamed at me to submit. To bow. To obey.
The Veil screamed louder.
Her voice clawed inside me, raw and desperate. Please. Mend me. Heal me. I cannot bear the pain.
My heart pounded so violently it hurt. The sword at my throat threatened to spill my blood if I so much as breathed too deeply. Something deeper than thought begged me to surrender, to break before him. The reflex carved into my being since my first breath. But the Veil’s pain was far more compelling. Even with Michael’s sword against my skin, I could not silence her cry.
“I…” My voice trembled, caught between obedience and destiny. “I cannot ignore her.”
“You will!” The words rumbled out of him, the blade tilting just enough to remind me it was there. 
“I am the only one who can do this!” The desperate words burst from me with defiance. My eyes pleaded with Michael, begged him to see what I felt tearing through me. The Veil’s agony was not imagination. It was truth. It was alive in me.
His steel pressed harder, a thin sting blooming at my throat. His glare was iron, unyielding, as though he could crush my resolve by sheer will.
Then, to my shock, Gabriel stepped forward. His face was pale, sweat streaking his brow from the failed attempts to bind the wound, but his eyes… his eyes were sharp with something else.
“Michael.” His voice was steady, even as his chest heaved with strain. “Maybe this is why God sent her with us.”
The words hung heavy.
He turned toward me. For the first time, Gabriel’s composure softened, and in that softness was something I had never seen from him before. Pity.
“He knew,” Gabriel said, quieter now, but no less certain. “He knew she was meant for this.”
After a long, drawn-out moment, Michael’s blade lifted from my throat and he stepped back. I moved forward, one breath, then another, the pull of the Veil drawing me closer until the darkness licked at my wings.
The words rose before I even knew them. They weren’t mine. They weren’t taught. They came from somewhere deeper. From the wound itself, from the cry I had heard ripping through my bones. My lips trembled, my breath caught, and then I spoke.
“Claudo vulnera…”
The air shuddered, the edges of the rift flaring as if the sound itself struck it. My voice cracked, but the words surged out anyway.
“…aeternitatis…”
My daggers vibrated violently at my sides, one gleaming with argent light, the other bleeding an onyx haze that coiled and smoldered. Their thrum matched the pounding of my heart, until it wasn’t mine at all. It was the Veil’s, beating through me.
“…luce et umbra…”
The wound wailed, not in rage but in anguish. A thousand voices screaming, not to be silenced, but to be soothed. Mana ripped through me, a flood breaking every seam of my being. I thought I would collapse, thought I would shatter. But still the words poured, each one anchoring me as much as they tore through me.
“…sanentur!”
The last word ripped from my chest in a scream that wasn’t entirely mine. The sigils Gabriel had conjured before reignited… but not golden this time. White and black fire laced together, weaving chains that were neither light nor darkness alone. They sealed across the wound, binding, mending, not crushing it into silence but stitching it closed with threads of balance.
The tear shrieked, then folded. One moment it gaped wide and bleeding, the next it was gone, galaxies rippling across the surface of the Veil as if it had never been torn. Silence slammed down, vast and endless.
My body began to quake and my wings dragged in exhaustion. The daggers fell from my hands, their pulse dying, as if exhausted with me. I would have collapsed if not for the warmth that caught me. Strong, unyielding arms pulling me back from the abyss before I could fall into it.
Lucifer.
His chest was iron against my shoulder, his wings curved around me like a shield, his scent of earth and warmth grounding me. For a heartbeat I thought I felt it again, that vow from the dream: mine to protect. I barely breathed, barely clung, but the last thing I heard was his voice low, sharp, trembling at the edges.
“Reckless little star,” he murmured, words pressed into my hair. “Always reaching where even angels fear to tread.”
For a moment, I thought I heard something else in it. A tremor of care, raw and unguarded, as if the thought of losing me had shaken him.
Then oblivion took me.
 
 


Chapter Fifteen
Lucifer






She was weightless in my arms, though not for lack of substance. She had poured herself into the Veil, spent to the dregs on power she did not yet understand. The light of her fangs still flickered at my side where they hung, but she was quiet, her chest rising and falling in shallow breaths.
I carried her across the battlefield in silence. Ash drifted in the air, the nightspawn dissolving where they fell. My brothers walked behind me, wings heavy, faces unreadable. None moved to take her from me.
Of course they didn’t. She was mine to carry.
Her head rested against my shoulder, damp strands clinging to her temple. Even unconscious, she clung faintly. Fingers curled against the front of my armor. As if some part of her knew I would not let her fall.
I should have been furious. She had disobeyed orders, risked herself and the mission. She had taken up a burden that should never have been hers. And yet… she succeeded where Gabriel failed.
The Veil answered her.
That truth rang louder than any reprimand Michael will voice when we return.
They will call it recklessness. Michael, insubordination. Gabriel, insult. I saw something else: inevitability.
She was changing the order of Caeloria, and none of them would be able to stop it.
I tightened my hold, wings curling closer as we walked. She stirred, whispering something I couldn’t catch, her breath warm at my neck.
I lowered my head enough to answer though I was not sure if she could hear. “Rest, little star. I’ll carry you the rest of the way.”
Back in Caeloria we went straight to the throne room. I carried her still. And for a heartbeat I thought I might hold her forever.
Then the Presence stirred.
It filled the hall at once: vast, endless; what once had been solace now suffocated. My chest tightened against it, but I did not bow. Anger stirred beneath the weight of that light, at the thought that he might have known all along that she was the one who would close the tear in the Veil and chose not to tell us.
“Astraea,” His voice was warm and loving.
Light poured from the throne, not toward us, not toward my brothers, toward her. It wrapped her in a golden shroud, sinking into skin, filling every hollow. The radiance lifted her gently from my arms, setting her on her own feet. Her mana, once drained and raw, surged back in a rush of power, pulling a gasp from her lips.
She swayed, but did not fall. Her hair lifted with the rising light, dark strands catching gold as though the radiance itself longed to claim them. The glow brushed her cheeks, tracing her armor, leaving her standing steady, remade in his light.
My jaw clenched. I knew what this was: a gift dressed in tenderness, a chain disguised as care. He had never poured love this way into Michael, into Gabriel, into me. Only into her.
“I foresaw this,” he said gently, voice drifting through the chamber with the stillness of a midnight breeze. “The rift would answer only her. That is why she was sent.”
The chamber erupted in motion. Wings snapped open, feathers striking hard against marble. Michael’s composure fractured, his stance shifting as though the ground itself had betrayed him. Gabriel took half a step forward, then stopped himself, jaw locking tight. Raphael’s hands twitched at his sides, grace faltering for a heartbeat. Every part of me went cold, because I knew what they all did. The silence that followed wasn’t reverence; it was disbelief, raw and heavy enough to choke on.
“You foresaw this, and yet told us nothing? You placed us in battle blind—”
The brilliance deepened, not brighter but denser, as if creation itself thickened around us. Every movement slowed, every thought smothered beneath his will. “Are you questioning me, Michael?”
The words a hammer striking into us.
Michael froze. His jaw locked; his wings trembled once, then folded tight. He bowed, low, obedient. “Of course not, Father.” He ground the words out through clenched teeth.
“Good,” God whispered. Gentle again, as though the storm had never been. His power coiled tighter around Astraea, as if she alone existed in the room. “All things serve their purpose. And she has fulfilled hers.”
I said nothing.
Fury burned hotter beneath the silence. Not at Michael’s humiliation. Not at the weight that pressed us all into place.
At the way he looked at her.
By the way his love sounded like a claim.
By the way he dressed chains as gifts and called it destiny.
And she, too innocent to see it, drank that radiance like balm.
My fists curled tight, every instinct screaming to shield her, though reason warned me even that small rebellion would be folly.
So I held my silence and let his false love hold her.
God drew back his brilliance just enough for the world to move again. His voice smoothed, velvet once more, as though nothing had broken.
“The rift is sealed. The shadows scattered. The Veil is restored.” Each word fell as a verdict. “You have done what was required. Go now. Rest. The next call will come soon enough.”
Michael and Raphael bowed their heads as if he had not just betrayed us. But Gabriel lingered a moment longer, a flicker of something unreadable crossing his face before he followed the others.
I did not move. Astraea remained still, wrapped in God’s lingering mana. Her eyes were half-lidded, her lips parted in pure bliss, her face serene in a way that made the world itself feel unworthy of it. The sight rooted me where I stood; every muscle trembled with the urge to rip her free from that rapture before it consumed her.
A bitter taste rose. Jealousy, sharp and unbidden. Not for her gift, not for radiance burning her veins. For the way she looked at him. As if he were the only warmth she had known; as if his light were gentler than my arms the night she cried my name. I hated that look. I hated that he could dress shackles in gold and she welcomed them, while everything I gave came distant, bound by a law I did not wish to follow.
“Lucifer. Astraea.” The voice pierced the hush, a filament pulled so tight it threatened to break. “Remain.”
Soft, but not a request.
His presence folded tighter around Astraea like the first breath of creation. A soft sound escaped her lips, not pain but wonder, as light traced her skin in living gold. Her wings shivered, catching the glow until she seemed made of it; reborn in his touch.
“You are mine,” he told her, tender as breath. “My chosen. My beloved. No Veil will reject you; no abomination will consume you. I have set my seal upon you, and nothing in Caeloria or the worlds beyond will undo it.”
Her lips parted, trembling; her eyes shimmered with something between wonder and surrender. She whispered something I could not hear. But it was enough. Enough to make his light flare hotter. Enough to make the hold of his power draw closer around her.
And me? I stood and watched as something inside me splintered, an ache blooming slow and deep, a weight that hollowed me out.
“Lucifer,” he said, turning his voice to me for the first time. “You will witness this. You will remember it. I have given her into your keeping, and I would have you understand what you guard. Not only an archangel. Not only a soldier. My beloved.”
The words barbed into me, each one catching deeper than the last.
Not because I did not know her worth. But because he dared to claim her as his own.
I bowed my head. Not in reverence, never again. To hide the heat that rose and burned beneath my skin.
Her head finally lifted, one hand rising to cover her mouth as if to hold back a gasp. Though no form could be seen, I knew what she saw; what I once saw when I stood at his right hand. He was showing himself to her. A vision few would ever behold. Favor. Intimacy. Claim.
“My keeper?” she whispered, voice trembling but unbroken.
I almost expected her to speak of what she was seeing, his true form; the sight that would drive anyone else to their knees. But she didn’t. She only clung to his words, as if the vision of him had already remade her.
I went completely still. Every muscle rigid. Keeper. The word cut sharper than steel. She should not know. She could not. My chest knotted under the weight, braced for the reveal. Would he tell her what I had done? How I begged, bargained for her fragile human soul. How I chained myself with a vow no archangel should make. 
The silence stretched, heavy and suffocating; he did not speak for a long moment.
Then his voice came, dripping with love. “Yes,” he said gently, “your keeper. The one who will guide you, shield you, carry you when you falter. A gift, Astraea. You are precious to me.”
Relief should have come. It didn’t. My heart hammered while he bent truth into shape, twisting the iron of my oath into a tender ribbon. As his words sank in, I realized why he had gone quiet; to spin this lie. He gave her only the sweetness, none of the blood.
And she… believed him.
Her breath caught as if given something holy. She did not see the snare beneath. She did not hear the half-truths that left me bound and silent at her side.
“Yes, my Lord. Thank you for this gift.” Her voice trembled. She glanced at me, then back into the radiance. “You could not have chosen better. He is the strongest of them… and he is the one I trust. The one I would follow without question.”
It almost seemed as if God shifted at her words, though without form for me to see, I could not be sure. “Lucifer,” he said, wrapping my name in warmth that felt as if it were an honor. But only for her sake. “You have always been strong. Steadfast. I entrusted Astraea to you, knowing none other could guard her so well.”
To her, it would sound like love, like faith. As if the Father himself had carved this bond in foresight. But I knew the truth. It was not his choice. It was mine. I begged, defied, staked my soul for hers. I demanded the tether and swore the price. He robes it now in design and wisdom, erasing the rebellion that forged it.
My jaw locked, wings trembling with the urge to flare. He rewrote the story before her eyes, weaving her trust in me into worship of his name. If she believed it is his will and not my defiance, she would never see the truth: she was mine to protect because I chose her. Not because he decreed it.
And that, I realized, was his design all along.
“She speaks rightly. You are her shield. Her keeper. You will not fail her.”
Astraea bowed her head, radiant beneath his gaze, cheeks flushed with his touch. “I will not fail either, my Lord,” she whispered, voice hushed, near breaking.
The Presence pulsed, tender again. “Go, child. Rest. The fire within you burns brighter than you know; it must not be spent all at once. I will ask more of you in time.”
Her emerald eyes flicked to me. Uncertain. Searching. As if to ask whether I would walk beside her. I did not move. I could not.
“And Lucifer,” His voice cut. Velvet, with a buried edge, “remain.”
Astraea hesitated, torn between us, her lips parting as if she might speak. But his command left no space for her voice. She bowed her head, turned, and walked toward the doors. The doors parted soundlessly, a spill of pale light swallowing her as she stepped beyond it.
The moment she was gone, the warmth vanished. His radiance turned cold again, the same hollow light I’d long grown used to.
“You play a dangerous game, Lucifer,” he said. No tenderness now. Only Judge, Maker, Voice that called galaxies to heel. “Do you think I do not see what stirs in you? What you allow yourself to feel?”
I lifted my chin, my soul straining against his weight but I responded anyway. “I see what you do. You turn what was mine into yours. You wrap control in beauty and call it devotion.”
The throne blazed. Thunder beneath suede. “Mind yourself, Morningstar. You begged. You defied. You swore your soul into her keeping. And I allowed it. Do not mistake my mercy for weakness.”
The chamber trembled. Stars in the carved dome seemed to flicker.
“And do not mistake my silence,” I growled, low and dangerous, “for obedience.”
Light surged, drawing every star inward to listen. 
“Lucifer,” he said again. Gentled now, as if to soothe. “You speak as though I take from you; in truth I honor you. Did I not entrust her to your keeping? Bind her fate to your strength, knowing none could guard her better?”
Balm to any ear. But I heard what was beneath: not trust, debt.
“You would have her believe it was always your design,” I answered, voice measured. “That you chose this bond. Not I. You dress my defiance in your will, so she never sees it.”
The Presence dimmed a fraction, not in mercy, but in calculation. He needed her faith more than he needed my submission. “What does it matter whose will if she is protected? Would she rest easier knowing her keeper bound himself in rebellion. Or that she is loved enough to have been chosen?”
Softer still, his love coiled like a serpent. “You would give her ruin, Lucifer. I offer her peace. A place to belong.”
The words pressed hard against my throat, honeyed to any other ear, sounding like grace, but I knew them for what they were: a warning.
I inclined my head, no reverence, only disguise, banking the fire behind my eyes. “As you say, my Lord.”
Silence stretched. Then his voice, tender and final: “See that you do not fail her. If you fall, she falls with you. I will not have my beloved broken.”
The light dimmed. The weight lifted. The chamber released me.
But the shackles in his words, golden threads binding fast around my heart. 
Beloved. He called her beloved.
But I knew what he truly meant. His weapon. His tool, sharpened on pain and promise until she gleamed with light only because it reflected him.
The doors closed behind me with a thunderous echo, and the weight of his presence finally loosened its grip from my soul. My chest burned with the fury I had bitten back, a low growl tearing from my throat before I could stop it.
“Everything okay?”
Her voice.
It cut through the fire in me like cool water, and I stilled. Even raw, still fragile from what she had poured into the Veil, her voice soothed what nothing else could. I turned, and there she was, silk-black hair spilling over her shoulders, her stance steadier now, though I caught the faint tremor in her fingers where they rested against her daggers. Had she waited for me?
Her emerald eyes lifted to mine, worried, questioning. Too open. Too trusting.
I forced the growl down, burying the truth of my anger where she could not reach it. My mouth curved faintly, a mask I had worn longer than she’d been alive. “Of course,” I said, voice smooth, measured. “Why wouldn’t it be?”
But even as I spoke, I knew she saw more than I wanted her to. She always did.
“Walk me to my room?” she asked gently, her voice softer than I’d heard it all day. She didn’t press what she saw in me. The whirlwind of emotions I hadn’t hidden well enough. But her eyes lingered, steady and knowing. 
“I’m still a bit uneven on my feet,” she added, the faintest flush of embarrassment touching her cheeks. 
For all the strength she’d shown, for all the fire that had poured from her into the Veil itself, here she stood, fragile, uncertain, and still daring to ask me. Me. 
Even with his warning. Even with him seeing that I had grown close to her I did not care. For in this moment... rebellion churned in my veins. Even though my mind screamed not to defy. 
My wings shifted, tension easing from them as I inclined my head. “Of course.” 
I offered no arm, no hand. But when she stepped closer, brushing against the edge of my aura as if it were safety, I matched her pace. Slow, deliberate, steady enough that even the trembling in her steps could not unbalance her. 
“Careful.” I said, gruff.
She nodded in response even as her eyes did not meet mine. She was clearly lost in thought just as I was. 
The corridors stretched ahead, gilded with beauty so blinding it should have commanded my eyes. But my eyes did not leave her fragile body. The way her steps faltered just slightly before steadying. The way her fingers brushed the marble wall now and then, as if to remind herself she still stood in this realm and not the one that had nearly consumed her.
The echo of the Veil still clung to her, faint but unmistakable; even the air around her trembled the same way the creatures had before they dared to strike. I doubted the others noticed. But I did. And something about it wasn’t right.
Every detail pulled at me. Her breath, shallow but stubborn. Her wings, dragging with exhaustion yet still refusing to fold completely. She had given more of herself than she could afford. And yet here she was, walking beside me.
Her shoulder brushed my arm, a fleeting touch, and my pulse struck harder than it had on the battlefield. It was nothing, a misstep. But in me it roared like rebellion.
“Careful,” I murmured, softer than I meant to.
She tilted her head, emerald orbs lifting briefly toward me. A ghost of a smile touched her lips. “You said that already.”
I looked over at her and smirked when she said that but I did not say more. I let the silence stretch, walking her onward, each step a vow I could not speak aloud.
The path narrowed as we turned down the last corridor. Quieter here. The light dimmed, softer, as though Caeloria itself dared not intrude too much upon this stretch of marble. My steps slowed unconsciously, wanting to make the distance longer, wanting to keep her beside me for just a few more seconds. 
Her pace faltered again, but this time she didn’t reach for the wall. She leaned ever so slightly toward me, even as the little space between us was more dangerous than the rift itself, yet she stepped into it anyway.
Her voice broke the silence, low, tired, but laced with something I couldn’t name. “You didn’t have to carry me.”
“I wanted to.” The words slipped free before I could temper them, too raw, too unguarded. 
Her eyes flicked up at me, wide, startled, then softened. She didn’t answer, but the hush that followed was not the heavy kind. It was fragile, almost tender, and I hated how much I wanted to keep it.
We reached her door too soon. She stopped, turning to face me, her wings drooping but her gaze steady. “Thank you, Lucifer.”
My name on her lips was not obedience. It was trust. A trust that dug deeper than any tether he had placed between us. And I wanted to hear my name on her lips far more often than I wanted to admit. 
I inclined my head, every part of me screaming to say more, to reach out, to close the space between us. Instead, I let the moment hang, drawn taut as a bowstring. Quivering with the pull of everything I could not give.
“Rest,” I said at last, my voice lower than I intended. “Tomorrow will demand more of you.”
"Sit with me." She whimpered the words softly. "Please." 
That rebellion in me burned even brighter. I wanted to. I wanted to follow her into that room. By the saints I wanted to... no. I could not think about that. 
She must have seen the war behind my eyes because her voice gentled as she added, “You make me feel safe.”
My heart tugged. I clenched my jaw then unclenched it as I tasted her words on my tongue. 
Safe. The word resounded in me, a note I had never known until it burrowed deep, settling somewhere I hadn’t thought could still feel.
For all the battles I had fought, for all the wars I had waged across Caeloria and the void beyond, no one had ever said that to me. 
Only her.
I hesitated, every instinct screaming to turn away, to keep the walls high, to keep the distance taut between us and never let it slip. His warning still rang in my ears, the weight of his gaze still pressing against my spine. To step inside would be more than comfort. It would be defiance.
But then I looked at her.
Her wings drooped heavy with exhaustion, her body trembling though she tried to hold it steady. And those eyes… innocent, unguarded, pleading. They fixed only on me. Not as the Morningstar. Not as the keeper he had named me. Just me.
I exhaled, slow, as if the air itself carried the rebellion that burned hotter with every heartbeat.
“Very well,” I murmured, softer than I meant to. “Only for a moment.”
Her shoulders eased, a fragile relief passing over her face, and she stepped into her chambers. She didn’t look over her shoulder, didn’t question if I would follow. She simply knew.
And that realization was dangerous.
I crossed the threshold.
Her chamber was dim compared to the halls. The soft glow of candle light spilling across stone. It smelled faintly of steel and parchment, her things scattered neatly as though she still tried to live as disciplined as Gabriel demanded. But as if she had her own little rebellion going on, a pink plush bunny sat on her bed. Contrasting with the white sheets. 
My gaze caught on it at once. I had not noticed it the first time I brought her in here; I was too focused on the fact that she had collapsed. It sat absurd and defiant on the white sheets, a small, soft rebellion she probably didn’t even know she’d smuggled into Caeloria. But in this chamber of white and discipline it was the only thing that felt alive. Pink, soft, wholly hers.
The corner of my mouth twitched, not quite a smile, but something close. A rabbit. She clung to ivory and onyx in the court, yet here she clung to this. A piece of her humanity she didn’t even know she still carried.
And the fury in me deepened. Because this was what God would burn out of her. This softness. This rebellion. This simple, fragile thing that proved she was not just his weapon, not just his beloved, but herself.
I should have stayed by the door. I should have remained the watchful guard, nothing more. But my anger was still raw, burning hotter than the wounds on my wings.
He had stood before her and claimed my vow as his own. Had wrapped her in radiance and let her believe it was his foresight, his choice, his gift. Not mine. Never mine.
I had begged for her fragile human soul, bartered what no archangel should dare give. I had defied him. And he had erased it with a single breath. As if it meant nothing.
And she believed him. But why wouldn’t she. She knew no better. None of them did. Only he and I knew the truth. 
I sat. Not at a distance, not across the room. I lowered myself where I had once held her when the nightmare tore through her. The memory bled into the present as the mattress dipped beneath my weight, her body shifting slightly closer, as though some part of her remembered too.
My wings curved forward, midnight folding over us, sealing this fragile moment away from the rest of Caeloria. No distance. No command. Only her, lying back against the white sheets with the ridiculous little rabbit tucked at her side, and me beside her once more.
She drew the covers closer around herself, exhaustion softening every line of her body, yet her gaze stayed on me. Steady. Trusting. That trust was a dagger and a balm all at once.
“You shouldn’t,” I murmured, my voice rougher than I intended.
Her brow furrowed faintly. “Shouldn’t what?”
“Trust me this way,” I said, leaning forward, elbows braced against my knees. My eyes burned on hers. “Not when he twists devotion into chains. Not when he names obedience as love. Not when every moment beside you feels like rebellion.”
Her lips parted, her breath catching. For a heartbeat, silence stretched between us, heavy with the truth I should never have given voice. But she didn’t look away. Confusion stretched across her face because she did not know what I spoke of. But she did not ask. 
“Maybe,” she whispered, voice barely audible, “that’s why I do trust you.”
The words cracked something in me. Anger, hunger, longing. All of it surged at once, warring against the command still ringing in my ears: stay away from her.
I should have left then. Should have bowed to the law I had always followed. But, at that moment, I faltered. He made me feel invisible. She made me feel seen. 
Her lashes fluttered, her eyes still fixed on me as though I were the only thing anchoring her to this room. The desire in me warred with the command I had sworn to obey, and before I could stop myself, I reached.
My hand lifted, slow, deliberate, the way I might approach a wounded creature that would bolt at the first wrong move. A strand of her dark hair had fallen loose across her temple, damp from the remnants of strain. I brushed it back, fingers lingering a heartbeat too long against her skin.
She stilled. Not in fear, in something else. Something softer. I watched as her eyes fluttered closed and she leaned into my touch, as if surrendering to the simple gesture.
It was nothing. Just hair, just skin, just a fleeting graze. But to me, it was everything. A line crossed. A defiance more dangerous than any command I had ever disobeyed.
“You should rest,” I said, my voice low, steadier than I felt.
“I should.” She whispered back, her eyes still closed. When they opened again, they fixed on me. And I saw it, that same longing I’d glimpsed in her during our spar. But this time it wasn’t lust. No… it was something quieter, more perilous. Her eyes pleaded for nearness, for the kind of closeness angels were never meant to ask for. To be held.
Gods words still reverberated in me like a tolling bell. You think I do not see what stirs in you. What you allow yourself to feel.
His voice, his claim, his prison disguised as care. Every vow I had ever broken, every ounce of defiance that had carved me apart, screamed that this was the one line I could not cross.
And yet… her gaze made a liar of me.
I told myself it would be only for tonight. Only because she was weak, because she had burned herself dry for the Veil and for our home. Only because she asked. But the truth throbbed deeper, more dangerous. I wanted it. I wanted her.
The war inside was deadlier than any battlefield I had walked, and for once, I did not win it.
I tugged my boots off, then removed my armor piece by piece, the same way I had the first night I stayed in her room. The faint sound of metal meeting stone whispered through the quiet as I set each piece beside the bed. I rose slightly, drew back the covers at her side, and lowered myself onto the bed. The mattress dipped beneath my weight, her body shifting closer as though drawn by instinct. My wings curved forward, wrapping us both in a blanket of plumage, shutting out the watching world.
Her breath hitched, soft and startled, but she did not move away. Instead, she turned just enough that her head came to rest against my chest. My heart clenched as her hand, fragile but steady, slipped against my stomach as if it had always belonged there.
I exhaled slowly, pressing my palm against her back, fingers splaying in silent promise. Not a soldier’s vow. Not a keeper’s chain. Mine.
“You’re safe.” I whispered, the words breaking loose before I could cage them.
Her exhaustion finally won out as her eyes closed. Her breath steadied against me, her chest rising and falling in an easy rhythm. For the first time in eons, I let myself simply exist beside her. No duty. No watchfulness. Only the quiet of being here. 
 


Chapter Sixteen
Astraea






The moment his warm arms surrounded me; the exhaustion claimed me in full. Every wall I had tried to hold up, every shard of tension I had carried since the rift, melted away as though his embrace unraveled them thread by thread.
Safe. 
The word pulsed through me like a prayer, soft and reverent. A word I did not use lightly, a word almost foreign to me. Since the day of my creation, I had known battle, judgment, expectation. I had known the sting of drills, the weight of Michael’s gaze, the sharpness of Gabriel’s critiques. I had known fear, too. The nightmares that plagued me, void that clung to my sleep.
But never this. 
To feel safe was to feel… at home. And as his chest rose and fell beneath my cheek, I realized I had never truly known what home meant until now.
His wings folded around us creating a shield, dimming the radiance of Caeloria itself. His heartbeat thudded steady beneath my ear, a rhythm stronger than the resonance of my blades, stronger than the lingering echoes of the Veil. My eyelids grew heavier with every breath I took, but still I tried to hold on. To savor this forbidden moment where I was not a soldier, not a weapon, not God’s chosen. I was simply Astraea, and I was in his arms.
Did he know? Did Lucifer, the Morningstar, realize what he gave me in this single act? That this word… safe, meant more than any gift God himself had ever placed in my hands? 
And I wanted to tell him. I wanted to form the words that ached to escape. That being in his arms, even knowing it was an act of disobedience, was the greatest gift he could have given me. 
But before I could voice the words, sleep pulled me under. And for once, no nightmares followed. 
Warmth lingered against my skin when I woke, so real that for a moment I thought I was still in his arms. My body remembered it before my mind did. The steady rise and fall of his chest beneath my cheek, the blackness folded creating a safe haven around me.
But when my eyes opened, the space beside me was empty. Disappointment sharper than I wanted to admit. I turned, and there he was.
Lucifer sat in the chair by my bedside, armor back in place, his form carved in ebony against the dim candle light. He had moved sometime in the night, but he hadn’t left. His gaze was fixed on me, unblinking, as if he had been watching every breath I took.
“You stayed,” I whispered, my voice hoarse with sleep.
His expression didn’t shift. “Of course.”
No softness. No explanation. Just those two words, heavy with meanings he would never say aloud.
I pulled the covers tighter around me, unsure if it was to guard against the lingering chill where his arms had been, or to hide the ache that he wasn’t still there.
But even in the silence, even from the chair, I felt it. His presence. His defiance. His war. Only then did I understand, it wasn’t only my battles he fought. It was his too.
My fingers tightened on the sheets, grounding myself before the words escaped.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
His eyes flickered, amber catching the faint candle glow. For a heartbeat, I thought he might look away, dismiss it, let the silence swallow my words. But he didn’t.
“You don’t need to thank me,” his voice low, roughened with the weight of centuries he had carried alone.
“I do.” My voice steadied, even as my chest tightened. “For last night. For staying. For…” I faltered, heat rising to my cheeks. “For making me feel safe.”
His throat bobbed, but he said nothing. Only sat there, power and beauty carved into stillness, as though my gratitude was more dangerous than any mana attack I could unleash.
But I saw it. The smallest shift in his gaze, the faintest crack in that perfect composure. Enough to tell me my words had struck.
Then it was as if that gentle Lucifer I’d glimpsed the night before had been buried again. As if the walls I had gotten through instantly slammed back up. 
His mouth curved, faint and sharp. “Safe?” he echoed, tilting his head. “I’ve faced legions, Astraea. I don’t think I’ve ever been accused of making anyone feel safe before.”
Heat rushed into my cheeks, shame and defiance tangling together. And the fact that he, once again, used my name. “That’s not what I—”
“Careful,” he cut in smoothly, wings shifting, his tone brushing dangerously close to amusement. “You almost sound like you prefer my company.”
My lips parted, a protest dying on my tongue. He knew exactly what he was doing, dismissing the weight of my gratitude, cloaking last night in his effortless arrogance, pretending it meant nothing when we both knew it had.
“Maybe I do,” I said so softly I wasn’t even sure he’d heard me.
His eyes caught mine, and for a heartbeat his composure slipped. I knew he saw it; the way I folded in on myself, the pain I tried to bury beneath a smile. The quiet that followed was too sharp to ignore, his gaze lingering just long enough to betray what he wouldn’t say.
But when he spoke, his tone was smooth again, clipped and cool. “Then perhaps you should be more careful with your preferences.”
Not comfort. Not warmth. A warning dressed as jest.
I swallowed hard, forcing myself to nod, even as the sting lingered. He had seen and had chosen to look away.
His eyes flicked once to the plush rabbit on my bed, then to my fingers curled tight in the sheets. And yet, even as he rebuilt his walls, I couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere behind them, a fragment of me remained.
“I should go.” That was all he said before leaving my room without another word.
The silence he left behind pressed heavier than his presence had. I laid there for a moment, staring at the door, as if it might open again. It didn’t. The warmth of the night before, his arms, his very soul folded around me, already felt like a fragile dream I had clung to too tightly.
I pulled in on myself, wrapping my arms around my middle as though I could hold the pieces together. I couldn’t blame him. Not really. He had always been a fortress, and I had been foolish to think I could slip past the walls he rebuilt so quickly. Still… the sting lingered, sharp and quiet, lodged deep where I could not reach it.
At last, I rose from my bed, each step heavier than it should have been, and went downstairs. The scent of fresh bread and sweet fruit wafted through the hall, the sounds of morning stirring faintly. The chamber-seraphs were already waiting, their serene faces lowered as they prepared my bath, steam unfurling in soft ribbons that wove through the air.
But even as the warmth beckoned, the chill of his absence clung to me still.
My armor still clung to me from the night before, heavy and cold against my skin. I hadn’t even remembered collapsing with it on. Every plate now felt like a burden, every strap a reminder of how far exhaustion had driven me. When I unbuckled the first clasp, the metal gave a faint groan, the sound echoing through the stillness. Piece by piece, I shed it, the weight easing but never quite lifting.
I lowered myself into the warm water the chamber-seraphs had drawn for me. A sigh slipped from my lips as the heat spread through my limbs, sinking deep until it reached the ache beneath my skin. The steam curled softly around me, carrying the faint scent of jasmine and cedar. My muscles loosened, the tension that had clung to me since the battle slowly unraveling. For a moment, I let myself drift, eyes closing as the water lapped against my shoulders, and it was almost enough to forget the chill that still lingered in my chest. Almost.
After my body was scrubbed clean of the remnants of ash from the monsters we had fought, I dressed. Warmth still lingered on my skin, the seraphs folding away linens with silent precision. 
I tightened the straps of my newly gifted armor slowly, methodically, as though the ritual itself might steady the whirlwind inside me. The metal was heavier than leather, yet it steadied me all the same. This was no longer training garb; this was proof. Proof that I had survived, that I had been seen. A reward, perhaps, or a reminder of what it had cost to earn it.
I turned toward the mirror. For a moment, I hardly recognized the reflection staring back. The armor clung close, molded to my frame in lines of bronze and shadow, made not to hide me but to shape the strength I had fought for. My arms were bare for mobility, my legs free for speed rather than brute defense. From my waist fell a short battle skirt, split for movement, dark fabric layered beneath the bronze plates like a whisper of shadow. The armor curved along my waist, accentuating the hourglass shape beneath, rising to meet the sweep of my shoulders, catching the light in sharp, elegant planes. The leathers I had worn before had dulled me, softened me. But this… this made me look like what I was becoming. No longer a child pretending to stand among archangels. A woman. A weapon.
My daggers waited on the table beside me, faintly thrumming, their song a second heartbeat I couldn’t quite drown out. A reminder of what I had carried through the rift. I reached for them, their hilts warm against my palms, the hum steady, grounding. 
Another day of sparring awaited. Another day to prove I was not fragile, not weak, not a mistake. Gabriel would measure. Michael would judge. And Lucifer…
I shook my head sharply, sheathing my daggers harder than I meant to. I couldn’t let last night cloud me. Whatever I thought I had seen in him, whatever I thought I had felt, he had made it clear enough this morning; he would not be letting me through those walls.
But if he thought I would shrink back because of it, he was wrong.
I tied my still-damp hair back into a ponytail, then squared my shoulders. The weight of doubt shrank back into the fire that drove me forward.
Another day. Another fight. And this time… I would not falter.
 
 


Chapter Seventeen
Astraea






The moment I stepped into the training grounds, Michael’s voice struck, fierce as a war-drum’s first beat.
“You disobeyed.”
The words cracked across the marble, sharp, final. His wings unfurled, not the calm white I knew, but burning with the same fury I had seen on the battlefield. My breath hitched. He was angry and the sword in his hand was not for war, but for discipline. For me.
“You disobeyed,” he repeated, his tone lower now, heavier, each word forged steady and unyielding, as if struck on an anvil. “Not once, but twice. You aided Lucifer when I commanded you to stand back. And then you dared to reach for the Veil when I ordered you not to.”
My stomach knotted. The memory rushed back unbidden. The colossal beast tearing through, Lucifer falling for the first time in my sight, the way my magic had answered without thought. The Veil itself, its voice in my blood, crying out to me as though it were alive. Please, mend me. The words still shivered through me.
“I had no choice,” I managed, forcing the tremor from my voice. My fingers tightened on the hilts of my daggers at my sides. “You didn’t hear her. You didn’t feel—”
“Enough.” The word thundered through the court. “What you heard may not have been the Veil. Demons mimic voices. They lure with cries of need. They beg. They twist. They prey on those who think themselves chosen.”
The last word stung. Too sharp. Too pointed.
I lifted my chin despite the ache in my chest. “It wasn’t a mimic.” My voice cracked, but I held my ground. “It couldn’t have been. I felt her pain. I felt her weeping—”
Michael moved into my space, close enough that I could feel the heat of his anger radiating against me. His eyes locked on mine, unflinching; he did not temper the fury burning there. This was no longer a command. This was a personal warning.
“What you felt could have damned you, Astraea. One mistake. One misplaced trust. That is all it takes to open the gates of Caeloria to ruin. Do not mistake sentiment for truth. Do not let pride convince you that your instincts cannot be deceived.”
And there was that word again. Pride. This was not pride! I felt her pain deep within the very mana that ran through my veins. But he would not understand that. How could he when he himself did not feel it. Did not hear it.
My throat tightened, words clawing upward but catching before they could leave me. I wanted to argue. To defend. To swear that it had been real, that I had not been deceived. But beneath the fire of his gaze, I could only swallow the words and nod once, sharp, unwilling to yield completely but unable to win.
His sword lowered, though his voice stayed iron. “This will not happen again. You will obey. Or next time, it will not be aberrations you face, but my judgment.”
The silence that followed was suffocating. My body trembled, my pulse a roar in my ears, but still I did not look away. Because no matter how heavy his words fell, the truth still burned inside me.
The Veil had spoken.
And she had spoken to me.
I felt the words rising into my throat before I could stop them.
“God trusted my judgment! Even when you did not, he did!”
Michael’s eyes narrowed, the lines of his face hardening, tendons standing out along his neck as he fought to contain his wrath. His silver wings snapped wide, catching the light until it nearly blinded.
“Watch your tongue.” The words came hard, bitten through clenched teeth. “Do not wield his favor as if it were a shield against discipline. To claim his trust is one thing. To twist it as a license for rebellion is another.”
My stomach twisted, the ache of fear winding through me like wire. Still, my feet held firm against the marble. Every instinct screamed to kneel, to yield, to make it stop. But the daggers pulsed at my sides, flooding me with courage, reminding me that I had the right to stand for what I believed in.
Because even as Michael’s words cut, my own still burned through me.
God trusted me. He chose me.
Only then did I feel another gaze. Heavy. Burning.
Lucifer.
He was there, standing at the edge of the court. Piercing gaze fixed, carrying disapproval that struck me deeper than Michael’s cold rebuke. I thought it was because I argued, because I spoke out when I should have stayed silent. Shame pricked my chest, but still I did not yield.
“I will not apologize,” I said, my voice softer but steady, refusing to look away from Michael’s piercing glare. “You told me to fight, and I did. You told me to protect Caeloria, and I did. If that is rebellion, then I will wear it.”
Michael’s lip curled, just barely. Most wouldn’t have noticed, but I had spent my life studying them, every flicker and shift in tone, learning what each meant. Once, I did it to stay in their favor. But now, I didn’t care.
“You listened to a voice in the dark,” he said at last, his tone low but edged. “You trusted whispers no one else heard. Do you not understand how dangerous that is? Demons mimic the divine, Astraea. They speak in tongues meant to deceive, to draw you into ruin. And you obeyed it.”
His words cut with the finality of judgment, closing around my throat like chains. My chest heaved, but I held my ground.
“It wasn’t deception,” I said, though my voice cracked under the weight of his glare. “It was real. The Veil knew me. It called me. And if I had ignored it, we would all still be standing in the void of that rift.”
Michael’s expression hardened, but it wasn’t anger this time. Frustration and something like desperation flickered across his face as realization set in. He was losing his hold on me.
His voice rose, sharper now, every syllable honed. “You think yourself above orders because you succeeded once? You think obedience optional because Caeloria bent in your favor for a breath? You are untrained. Raw. A fledgling archangel who has not yet learned the cost of arrogance. And if I do not rein you in now, you will fall before you even learn to stand.”
The air cracked between us, his authority pressing against my chest, a wall I could not move.
But still, I did not bow. My knuckles whitened around the hilts of my daggers, my body trembling but unyielding. I met his gaze, emerald fire against silver steel, and for the first time I saw it. Not calm judgment, not patience. Fear. Fear not of me alone, but of something larger, as though he knew something that none of them would speak of.
“Why can you not trust that I did not do this out of disobedience?” The words came sharper than I meant, cutting through the space between us. I drew in a breath, steadying the tremor in my voice. “Michael, please. I wasn’t trying to defy you. I only wanted to protect our home, to protect you and my brothers in arms. I felt it, whatever it was, I knew it was right. I would never have risked it otherwise.”
“Astraea,” he said, softer than before, his wings lowering slightly, “I do not speak this way to chain you. I speak it because it is my charge to keep Caeloria from harm. All of it… even you.”
His gaze, hard as stone a moment ago, wavered with something quieter. His voice lost its edge for a breath, revealing the weight of centuries of guardianship. “I have seen too many fall believing their conviction made them untouchable. You are strong, but you are not beyond danger. And if you are lost…” He shook his head once, the smallest fracture in his command. “I cannot allow that.”
The words were still commanding. Still firm. But beneath them I heard what I had not before: not disdain. Not dismissal. Sadness. Sadness, not because he saw what I did as rebellion, but sadness at the thought of losing me.
And for the first time, I wondered if Michael’s burden was not command, but care.
I lowered my head. For in his words, he allowed me a glimpse I was certain few had ever seen. A crack in that fortress of a wall he built around himself. I would no longer argue. This was not a battle. This was two angels, bound in the same brotherhood, simply wanting to keep each other safe. 
 
 


Chapter Eighteen
Lucifer






The court burned with motion, orichalcum and mana colliding in rhythm, but it was her I watched. Each strike, each breath, carved her further from the hesitant fledgling she once was. The others saw only precision. I saw the becoming, the spark that could one day set even Caeloria ablaze.
And still, my attention lingered not on her daggers, but on her words.
God trusted my judgment.
She spoke of his trust as though it were a crown, not a prison. She did not see the fear behind Michael’s fury, nor the silence of the court that followed her defiance. They did not fear her failure. They feared what she was becoming, something none of them could control. The reflection of a fire we had already lost once.
I should have felt pride. She had stood against Michael, spoken her truth without flinching. But pride soured to ache. She still believed him. Still looked at that throne and saw light, not tyranny wrapped in gold.
My jaw set as I watched her, her wings flaring as she struck again. Admiration rose in me despite the bitterness. Admiration for her defiance, for the fire that was hers alone. But beneath it coiled a truth I could not name aloud: I was not her enemy. Michael was not her enemy. Even the shadows were not.
No, the enemy was the one who called her beloved. The one who took my rebellion, my vow, and dressed them in mercy until she believed they were his gifts.
That was why my eyes hardened. That was why I said nothing. Because if I faltered, if I let her see how much I burned for her, she would never see the cage closing around her. I feared becoming her distraction. No matter how much I wanted to defy the laws of Caeloria to be with her, I would not risk being the reason she fell.
And saints help me, the day she saw them, I did not know if even I would be strong enough to stop what followed. The last had burned too brightly; his fire and pride were what led him to his death.
We did not speak his name in this court anymore. He had been like a brother to me, truer than blood, forged through war and flame. He was the strongest of us all, stronger than the rest of us combined. That was what unsettled us most, that something could have felled him. That the shadows could have reached even him.
So when God called her to face that tear, panic gripped me. Because all I could think was this: if he had fallen, then she might too.
Her daggers clashed again, flame scattering across her wings. She fought with rhythm now; a force no longer borrowed from Gabriel or Michael. It was hers. Raw. Relentless. Alive.
My brothers circled, instructing from the sidelines, but it was me she searched for in every glance. And I gave her nothing. No nod. No word. Only silence. Because some lessons cannot be taught without loss.
My thoughts betrayed me, drifting to that night. The tremor in her voice, the way she whispered stay with me. I had obeyed. I had held her until her shaking stilled, until her breathing matched my own. For a moment, I let myself believe I could guard her from everything, even him.
But when dawn came, I saw what I had done. I had broken command, allowed weakness to wear the face of mercy. So I did what I always did when the lines began to blur. I pulled away.
Watching her fight now, I remembered the truth I buried that morning. Every wall I rebuilt, she broke. Not with force or defiance, but with faith. With the way she looked at me as though I was not the Morningstar, but something still worth believing in.
Her dagger slipped just barely out of line, a fraction too wide on the parry. To anyone else, it was nothing. To me, it was an opening that would have cost her blood on the battlefield.
I rose without thinking, the scrape of my chair splitting the quiet. Even Gabriel fell silent. My pinions flared wide as I crossed the marble in quick, purposeful strides, tension coiling through every movement.
She stiffened, sweat slipping down her temple. The weight between us thickened as I closed the distance. Then I moved without warning. My blade came down in a clean arc, air hissing around the strike. Her daggers surged up to meet mine, the surprise written all over her face as the impact cracked through the chamber, metal screaming until the sound vibrated in our bones.
“Too slow,” My voice came low, sharp enough to cleave the distance between us. “That hesitation would have ended you.”
She let out a tight sound of frustration, the kind born of pride, as I forced her back a step, her stance tightening, defiance bleeding into every line of her body.
She moved sharper this time, but I was already there, parrying before her strike could even form. Sparks scattered between us.
“You think I’ll always be here to close the gap for you?” My words lashed harder than I meant for them to. The quiet dread of losing her slipped into my voice before I could cage it. “I won’t. And when I’m not, they won’t wait for you to find your footing. They’ll gut you the moment you falter.”
She pivoted hard, daggers cutting through the air in quick, furious arcs. Each swing came faster than the last, frustration burning through precision. I let her push, let her think she was pressing me. Then caught her wrist with my hand mid-swing. My eyes locked with hers, close enough that the warmth of her breath brushed my throat.
I released her abruptly, shoving her back a few feet. “If you want to stand, then stand. Show me you don’t need me at your side to survive.” The tip of my blade struck the ground with a sharp clang, the sound echoing my frustration, my need to make her see what words could not.
The command was harsh, unforgiving, but beneath them lay the truth I could never voice. I pushed her not to break her, but because I could not bear to imagine a world where she wasn’t standing.
For an instant, I saw it; the flicker of hurt in her eyes, the way my coldness struck deep. A wound I had not meant to leave but left all the same.
Every instinct in me screamed to soften. To tell her she was more than enough. But softness would not save her.
I did not relent. I pushed until the pressure burned through my arms, our blades locked, steel singing between us. The grind filled the small fractures I had sworn to hide. “Do you see now?” I bared my teeth, my voice rough as flint. “This is what it means to stand against the dark. It will not wait for breath. It will not forgive mistakes. And neither will I.”
Her body grew rigid, her chest heaving, but her grip did not falter. Good. She needed the sting. She needed the fire.
I shoved her back once more. “Again,” I ordered, sharper this time. “And this time, you do not falter. You do not hesitate. You end it.”
Her fingers tightened on the hilts, knuckles paling, but she did not lower her daggers. The fracture in her eyes remained, raw and unhealed, and still I pressed harder.
“I am done going easy on you.” My voice thundered across the court, low, unyielding, leaving no space for her to mistake it for anything else. I stalked a step closer, the air between us vibrating with the weight of my wings. “Either you fight me here as if I am the very darkness threatening to consume you,” My sword snapped up, locking hers so hard the sound rang like a bell of war. “or you will need Raphael to piece you back together when we are done.”
Her nostrils flared, a snarl forming as fire roared to life in her jeweled eyes. The sting of my words melted into fury, her pain folding in on itself until what stared back at me was not wounded innocence, but something born for war.
There she was, my flame, blazing defiantly.
I wanted her fury. I wanted her teeth bared, her wings flared, her fire unleashed. If I had to wound her pride to get it, then so be it. Better a wound here, in my ruin, than on the battlefield where no one would spare her.
Her wings snapped wide, the force of their beat sending a gust of wind cracking through the court. She came at me with speed I had not yet seen from her, her daggers blurring into arcs of ivory and onyx. Gone was the discipline, the measured restraint. What moved before me was fury made flesh.
Sparks shrieked where steel clashed. She struck again and again, breath tearing from her lungs, each motion more reckless, more desperate. Precision had vanished. What remained was instinct: wild, consuming, and forbidden.
And saints help me, I welcomed it.
I blocked each attack, but even my blade rang sharper now, each strike driving her harder, testing if her fury would burn her out or forge her into something greater. A strained sound broke from her chest, not a growl, but something raw, pushing her harder. She lunged at me, her dagger biting dangerously close to my side. I deflected just in time, the edge grazing my armor.
Her eyes lifted to mine, and beneath the need for victory was hunger. Not the hunger of battle, but for the very thing I denied her; the forbidden pulse between us, burning brighter than the inferno coursing through her mana.
“You want more?” I closed the distance, breath colliding with hers, the salt of sweat mixing with that faint, maddening sweetness that only she carried. “Then take it!”
She did. She broke the lock with a burst of strength she had no right to muster, her dagger slicing up, forcing me back half a step.
For the first time, my blood stirred not with control, not with command, but with exhilaration.
Her anger shed its shape and turned feral. Every motion carried weight and purpose. She no longer struck to prove herself; she struck to claim what was hers. She pivoted on her heel, her blades a blur of light and ember, cutting with ruthless grace.
I read her movement before it came, meeting her strike with practiced precision. But she changed mid-motion, twisting low beneath my guard. Then pain bloomed where her blade kissed the seam of my armor above my hip. Not deep. Not killing. But real. Earned.
For a heartbeat, everything stopped. Warmth spread beneath my armor where crimson trickled through the gap, goosebumps rising along my skin. My guard had been broken, not because I allowed it, not because I grew reckless, but because she found the opening and took it. She fought me as if I were her enemy.
She stood before me, breath ragged. Sweat traced the line of her collarbone, catching the lantern light as her emerald eyes blazed bright as wildfire. And in those big, beautiful orbs, I saw no fear or apology. No, what lived there was power.
Slowly, my mouth curved into something sharp, something alive. Pride surged in me so hot it was nearly unbearable.
“Finally,” I breathed, my voice low, reverent in its own savage way. “That was yours.”
“More,” she growled, the sound raw and torn from somewhere deep, stripped of every gentle pretense Caeloria had tried to teach her.
Her daggers pulsed in her grip, ivory and onyx thrumming like a heartbeat no one could rip from her. Her wings snapped open in full, a storm of feathers cutting through the court as the air itself seemed to recoil from her fury.
She moved.
Every strike came wild, feral, dripping with the weight of everything she carried. The doubt in their eyes, the lectures, the whispered questions of whether she belonged. The memory of chains she couldn’t name but felt in her blood. The sting of my own coldness, my walls, the way I pulled her close only to shove her back into the fire.
It all poured out of her, strike after strike, faster, harder, reckless and relentless. Sparks shrieked from the clash of our blades, each collision a cry of defiance that rattled through the court.
Her eyes blazed, emerald fire unyielding. I am not a child. Every slash said it. I am not weak. Every parry screamed it. I am done being questioned. Every strike that rattled against mine made it undeniable.
I matched her blow for blow, letting her come, letting her fury crash against me like a tidal wave. And Saints, she was magnificent. Unshaped, untamed, dangerous, but magnificent.
She pressed forward with a power I had never seen from her. Daggers flashing, wings striking gusts strong enough to rattle the marble beneath us. The rhythm was gone, shattered into chaos, but that chaos was alive. Every slash burned hotter, every parry cracked sharper.
Her magic bled through.
Blaze surged down her fangs, ivory fire snapping in wild arcs that set the court ablaze. Black embers coiled after it, smoke and flame tangled, hissing as though alive. Twin forces writhed in her hands. Volcanic, untempered, too young to know fear. She wasn’t controlling it. It was controlling her. Her wings followed suit the same way they did on the battlefield. They were magnificent as they burned.
Her spells ripped free before she realized what she had done. A wave of searing flame, alabaster-white, roared across the floor toward me. I did not yield. I caught it on the honed edge, twisted the current, and flung it back at her with a crack that shook the walls.
She didn’t flinch. She cut through her own fire with both daggers, sparks exploding as the spell split and shattered behind her.
Another came, deadlier, darker. Inferno magic lashing outward in a whip of black flame that screamed like a living thing. I met it with mana and steel clashing midair, the explosion rippling across the court in a shockwave that sent dust raining from the glass vaulted ceiling.
Michael’s voice thundered from the sidelines. “Enough!”
But neither of us listened.
She was swallowed whole by the clash, her fury and magic intertwined until there was nothing angelic left in her. Every attack was laced with a spell. Fire bursting from her daggers, ebony clawing at the edges of the marble. And I matched her. Spell for spell. Flame for flame. Each surge of her power met my own, our powers colliding in explosions that turned the training court into a battlefield.
The air burned with heat, alive with crackling energy. The floor was scorched, walls trembling beneath the force of our blows. To anyone else, this was no sparring match. This was war.
And still, she pressed me.
“Enough!” Michael’s voice thundered again, closer, carrying the weight of command that could shatter stone.
I didn’t look at him. But I knew what would come if I let this wrath burn unchecked. She would be punished. Stripped down, scolded, broken under his discipline. And so soon after the last defiance, it would cost her more than she realized.
So I ended it.
I moved. Faster than her eyes could follow, faster than any mortal or angel untempered could ever hope to see. One moment her daggers blazed with fire and black smoke, the next they were spinning from her hands, knocked clean by the crack of my blade.
She let out a startled sound as my body crashed into hers. The world shifted, the metal of our armor ringing out as I drove her to the ground. My body pinned hers as my wings arched wide to cage us both in darkness. I trapped both of her wrists above her head with a single hand. Her scent, warm vanilla, wrapping around me as our breath mingled. Every inch of her was trapped beneath my weight.
The court went silent.
Her eyes burned up at me, wide with ferocity and pride, but beneath it all burned something deeper, something that made my chest tighten. I had stolen her breath, her rhythm, her fire. But not her will. Never her will.
I leaned close enough that only she could hear the low rasp of my voice.
“Better your pride sting, than Michael’s judgment fall. Pride burns hotter than any blade, little star. And fire, once loosed, does not care who it consumes.”
Then I saw it.
The shift. The flare of wild frenzy in her eyes dulled just slightly as her breath steadied, her sense clawing its way back through the storm. Understanding reluctantly flickered there. She knew why I had done it. Why I had ended it before Michael could.
But beneath that clarity, I saw more.
The burn. A fire that had nothing to do with battle, nothing to do with blades or magic. A wordless plea in the way her emerald eyes caught mine, begging me not to move, not to let go. To stay, pressed close, every inch of her pinned beneath me.
My wings curved tighter, sealing us off from the others. And for that stolen breath, it was ours alone. The press of her body against mine, the ragged rhythm of her chest against my armor, the searing look she gave me.
That look belonged to me.
And me alone.
No matter how wrong they would name it.
I knew I shouldn’t have done it.
But the fire in her eyes demanded something of me, something reckless, something mine. I caught her hands with both of mine, fingers threading through hers until our palms locked above her head. For a heartbeat, I held her there, her magic thrumming against my skin like a living pulse. I leaned in, brushing my lips against hers; not a kiss, but close enough to steal the breath between us. A smirk followed, a flash of defiance meant only for her. A silent confession. And, because it was me, a small, knowing wink.
Then, reluctantly, painfully, I pulled away. My weight lifted, the heat between us breaking as the world crept back in. If I lingered even a breath longer, they would see. Michael, Gabriel, all of Caeloria. And the secret taking root between us would burn before it ever had the chance to bloom.
I forced myself back, every trace of warmth sealed beneath the mask they all knew too well. Astraea rose slowly, chest heaving, her daggers scattered across the marble. She looked undone and radiant all at once, fire still flickering along her skin, her hair wild, her eyes alight with something dangerously alive.
My brother’s voice cut through the charged moment, sharp enough to break whatever spell had taken hold.
“Incredible,” Gabriel said, his gaze raking over her as though he were seeing her for the first time. His sword slid back into its sheath, though his eyes did not leave her. “Where in all of Caeloria have you been hiding that?”
Incredible, yes. But dangerous too. Let them cheer her strength. I knew better. Fire this bright does not bow, and Caeloria had already lost one too bright to be caged.
The words rang with equal parts challenge and admiration, his disbelief plain. For once, it wasn’t critique. It was recognition.
For a moment, Astraea didn’t move. Her chest rose and fell in uneven rhythm, each breath a battle to steady what I’d left unraveling inside her. Her palms pressed to the marble, seeking anchor against the warmth still clinging to her skin. She drew in a shaky breath, forcing her pulse to slow, reminding herself this was only training. Then she pushed herself up, a smile curving her lips.
Not the polite curve she had offered before. Not the fleeting kind that disappeared beneath drills and commands. A beaming smile, full and unguarded, bright enough to cut through the scorched air of the court. It was a smile that had never graced these walls before.
The sight of it froze the others. Even Gabriel faltered, caught off guard by the rawness of it.
Jealousy coiled through me, slow and venomous, winding from my core until it ignited in every nerve. The way she gave that smile to Gabriel so freely when it should have been mine and mine alone.
“Nowhere.” Her voice came out steady, guarded. “I’ve always had it. Perhaps you just didn’t want to see.”
I saw the restraint in the set of her shoulders, the walls sliding back into place the moment her smile faded from them. Always guarded with them. Always holding the best of herself back from their judgment.
But not from me.
And that eased some of the jealousy that had threatened to undo me. Because when her gaze flicked to mine, fleeting and secret, a fire burned there, caged in emerald light. I saw what she withheld from the others: the wildness, the relief, the unshaped pride coursing through her veins. She let them see strength. She let me see her.
 
 


Chapter Nineteen
Astraea






The others had gone beyond the Veil, sent on another mission. I should have been with them. Instead, I stood beneath the throne’s blinding light, its weight pressing against my skin until I felt more exposed than I ever had in battle.
“Astraea.” The sound of my name unfurled through the chamber, soft as silk. “Come.”
I obeyed, each step echoing until I stood beneath the throne. My knees wanted to bend, my head to bow, but I was forced upright. As if his hand reached out to tell me no, even though I could not see it. When his light touched me, my chest loosened as though I had been holding my breath since creation.
“You carry something,” he said gently, “a weight you have not spoken.”
The words unlocked me. I swallowed hard, my voice trembling when it broke free. “The nightmares.”
For a moment I thought the chamber might swallow the words, but his presence stilled, listening. I pressed on. “They plague me every night. Fire, blood, blows I do not remember receiving. Faces I do not know. I wake with the pain still clinging to me. It is… as though they are older than me, older than my very wings.” My throat tightened. “I cannot bear them, and yet they do not leave me.”
His radiance flared brighter, but not harshly. Softly, like sunlight through water. “My beloved, these nightmares are not yours. They are echoes. Remnants of the dark clawing at what is mine. You are chosen, Astraea. And so the void will try to wound you more than any other.”
Tears blurred my sight. My fists clenched at my sides, aching with the truth I wanted so badly to believe. “So they are not mine?”
“No.” The answer was a balm wrapping around me, filling the hollows I could not name. “Even your suffering I foresaw. It marks you not as weak, but as the vessel through which my will shall mend the Veil. Do not fear these dreams. They are only the dark gnashing its teeth against the seal I have set upon you.”
The light poured over me in waves, sinking deep, pulling a sob from my lips. His warmth cradled me in a way the drills never had, in a way my brother’s commands never could. “You are mine,” he said, tender as a father, intimate as a lover. “No veil will reject you; oblivion will not consume you. Rest in this truth, Astraea. Rest in Me.”
I lowered my head, trembling, tears slipping silently down my cheeks. “Thank you, my Lord,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “I will not fail you.”
The light coiled tighter, wrapping me in warmth, in arms that felt safe. “You never could.” he murmured.
And I believed him.
The warmth still wrapped around me, golden and unyielding, when the doors opened.
Their footsteps echoed into the chamber. Heavy, sure, the sound of soldiers returning from war. Michael and Gabriel’s stride was as steady as ever, Raphael’s quieter but no less present. And Lucifer… I felt him before I saw him. His presence rippled through the chamber, filling the space with a gravity that found me, held me, and refused to let go.
I turned, hastily wiping at my cheeks. Their eyes swept the room, but I knew what they saw: me, standing in the radiance of his throne, his light still clinging to my skin as if I had been remade in it.
The Father’s voice rose again, silk and fire entwined. “Your mission is done. And mine, too, is accomplished here. She understands her place.”
My heart tightened, though I bowed my head in agreement. “Yes, my Lord,” I whispered.
For a heartbeat, the silence was suffocating. Then I dared to lift my gaze. Just enough to find amber eyes across the chamber.
Disapproval burned there, searing through me, shame exposed and raw. I thought it was because of Michael, because of the way I had raised my voice against him days before. Shame coiled in me, though some stubborn spark refused to let me look away.
I didn’t know the truth of it. Didn’t know that what simmered in him was not about Michael at all.
So I held his gaze, even under the weight of it, and did not flinch.
The chamber emptied slowly, the last echoes of his words still ringing like hymns against the marble. My body hummed faintly with the light he had poured into me, a warmth I told myself was strength. Favor. Proof that he trusted me. Proof that I belonged.
The doors closed with a heavy finality. I walked the gilded hall, light fracturing across the marble, and then the air changed.
Lucifer’s presence gathered behind me, silent, deliberate. It pressed close, close enough that the fine hairs along my neck rose. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. The space between us said enough.
I glanced once from the corner of my eye. His jaw was locked, his wings drawn tight, his gaze fixed forward as though the stones themselves had earned his fury.
“Lucifer…” I began softly, but the word broke when his head turned just slightly; not enough to meet my gaze, only enough to show he’d heard and chose not to respond.
He did not look at me as though I had done wrong. He looked at me as though I had been taken from him.
So I said nothing more. I only walked, each step pulling me closer to my chambers, with him beside me. Close enough to guard, far enough to wound.
And all the while, I wondered.
Had he heard that I had spoken of my nightmares to the Father?
Once to my room, he surprised me.
Lucifer pushed through my door without waiting for an invitation. Every movement was controlled, purposeful, and the faint sound of his armor brushing the frame sent a shiver through me. The suddenness of it startled me, but I stepped inside after him anyway.
The door shut hard behind us, the sound reverberating through the chamber. His hand lingered on the wood for a breath too long, fingers curled against it as though it were the only thing holding him in check. Then he turned.
When his eyes caught mine, the distance shattered. Storm and fury pressed close, heavy as the dark itself. The silence was gone. The distance was gone. All that remained was the weight of him, filling the space until even the candle light seemed to dim.
I froze before him, a tremor running through my body. It should have been fear; any sane being would have been afraid in this moment. But what coursed through me was far more dangerous.
“Lucifer…” His name fell from my lips in what almost sounded like a plea.
“Tell me of your nightmares.”
His voice filled the chamber with a weight that left no room for refusal, a command woven into every word.
My body went rigid, the weight of him filling my room more than his body ever could. His wings stretched wide enough to drown the candlelight, darkness climbing the walls as if it belonged to him. My throat tightened, words tangling there.
I had told God. I had laid my fears at his feet, and his radiance had soothed me as a tide calms restless waters. But this, Lucifer’s command, felt different. Not gentle. Not gilded. Heavy. Fierce. As though my nightmares were not burdens to be eased, but truths he demanded to bear himself.
My lips parted, but no sound came.
His eyes burned on mine, unyielding. “Do not make me ask twice.”
I walked over to my bed and sank onto the edge, the mattress dipping beneath me as I dragged in a shaky breath. My hands twisted together in my lap, anything to keep from looking at him.
“Why are you angry?” I whispered at last, the words barely audible.
The silence that followed pressed against me like a physical thing. His gaze did not waver, suffocating in its intensity. I could hear the faint grind of his teeth, a sound that spoke of restraint held by a single thread.
When he finally spoke, his voice was low, rough, the storm barely contained. “Because you give your fears to him as though they belong to him. When it is me who sees you thrash in your sleep. Me who hears you cry out.”
My eyes fell to the floor, unable to meet his. The weight of his words pressed down on me, though I still didn’t understand why speaking of my nightmares had angered him so deeply. An unfamiliar ache clawed through me. Shame? Guilt? I wasn’t sure. Only that it hollowed me from the inside out.
I steadied my breath and met his gaze at last. What I found there was fierce and unrelenting, yet shadowed by something I couldn’t name. My words broke free before I could stop them, soft but sure.
“Sit with me.” My hand rested on the bed beside me in a quiet invitation.
For a heartbeat, he didn’t move. His wings flexed once, tension rippling through every line of him. Then, slowly, he crossed the room. Each step carried the weight of hesitation, but he kept coming anyway.
As he lowered himself beside me, the space between us thickened, the air turning dense and warm, as if the whole room held its breath.
I shifted, tucking my legs beneath me. His presence beside me was grounding and unbearable all at once, an anchor that made the words harder to free.
“The most common dream… nightmare… is a house.” I caught the inside of my cheek between my teeth, steadied myself, and went on. “The walls are yellow, but not the way sunlight should be. Nasty yellows. Sick. Stained. The kind of color that seeps into your skin and doesn’t wash out.”
I closed my eyes, trying to rein in the emotions that rose sharp as knives. My nails dug into my palms, grounding myself.
“There’s a man there. His face is… blurred. But I know him somehow. And in the dream I am not me. Not Astraea. I’m… fragile. Weak. Human.” The last word left me hollow, a whisper that trembled in the air between us.
When I opened my eyes again, I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. My gaze stayed fixed on my hands, knuckles white where they were fisted, as though letting go would drag me back into that house.
I braced myself for silence, for judgment, for the sharp weight of Michael’s correction.
Instead, warmth.
His hand enveloped mine, easing it open where my nails had drawn faint blood. My skin was cold, bloodless from tension; his burned against it, a steady heat that sank deep, chasing the shiver from my bones. It wasn’t a touch meant to wound, but to remind me I was still here.
My breath caught as I looked up at him. I hadn’t expected touch. Not from him. Not now.
His stare pressed into mine, unflinching, unreadable. Still, the truth in it was clear: you are not alone in this.
For a heartbeat I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. The war of fear and safety raged inside me, louder than any nightmare. 
He pulled my hand to his lap and I closed my eyes, steadying myself. 
The words trembled out of me, fractured, jagged. “I remember pain. Limbs slamming against mine. But I do not know what. Bones cracking, blood… so much blood. Then everything goes black.”
My hand still rested in his lap, his thumb unmoving against my knuckles, but it anchored me all the same. My throat burned. My wings curled inward.
There was more.
I swallowed hard, fighting it back, but the silence between us was glass, pressing closer, threatening to shatter. His eyes on me, unrelenting, demanding more without a word.
Do I tell him? Do I dare? That in the worst of it, when the lantern light swayed and the blows fell hardest, I heard him. Not the man in the nightmare. Him. Lucifer. 
My lips parted, the truth rising… and I stopped. It burned at the back of my throat like fire, begging to be released. That in the nightmares, when the world breaks and the blows fall hardest, I hear him. His voice. His presence. The one who pulls me out.
But if I told him? If I confessed that even in the darkest corners of my mind he was there. That I clung to him, not God, not the others, but him… what would he think of me?
Would he see me as fragile? Obsessed? Some unhinged thing too fixated on the Morningstar, too tethered to him?
My chest ached, but I forced it down, forced the words into silence. My eyes opened, meeting his, steady on the surface though inside I still shook.
He didn’t know. He couldn’t. Saints help me, he must never know.
“There is more,” he said quietly, certainty threading through his tone, as if he already did.
My mouth parted in a quiet breath, surprise catching in my throat. How could he see through me so easily? The words I hadn’t spoken pressed against my tongue, scorching, unrelenting, refusing release. I shook my head, too quickly, too sharply.
“There’s not,” Even to my own ears the denial sounded thin. Fragile.
His gaze didn’t waver. It was unbearable. That look, that knowing, as though he stood inside the silence I was desperate to keep.
I dropped my eyes, fingers trembling faintly where his hand still held mine. Saints, if he knew… if he realized that I carried him even into my nightmares, that I sought him in the places I feared most…
I swallowed hard, forcing steadiness into my voice. “That’s all,” I lied, softer this time. “Nothing more.”
His fingers brushed against my jaw, then under my chin. Tilting it until I had to look at him. He stripped away every shield I thought I still had.
“If you truly feel safe with me,” he said, low, unyielding, “then show me. Prove it. Tell me the rest.”
His words faded beneath the weight of his touch. Heat spilled from his fingers into my skin, seeping into my very essence until I could no longer tell where I ended and his will began. It wasn’t cruel. It wasn’t careless. It was steady. Certain.
My breath faltered. The walls I had built around the truth cracked, and before I could stop myself the words poured free.
“It’s you,” I whispered, the admission tearing from me. “In my nightmares. You’re there.”
His hand stilled, though it didn’t leave me.
“You speak,” I went on, voice breaking, “you tell me I’m yours to protect. That I won’t fall. And it’s the only thing that pulls me back.”
The silence stretched, heavy enough to crush me. Shame surged hot in my chest. I had said too much, far too much. My eyes flicked down, desperate to look anywhere but at him.
But his hand didn’t leave.
His thumb traced slowly along the edge of my jaw, a touch so gentle it unraveled the panic threatening to drown me. The warmth of it steadied the tremor in my breath, grounding me in a way words never could.
“You dream of me,” His voice broke the silence at last. “Even in fear, it is my voice that calls you back.”
My heart pounded against its cage and I was certain he could hear it. I had expected him to pull away, to cast judgment, to name me foolish or weak. But he didn’t move. His hand stayed, thumb tracing once more against my skin.
“You think that obsession,” he murmured. “But it isn’t. It is truth. I am your tether. As I was always meant to be.”
I closed my eyes, surrendering to the touch, letting my cheek rest against the strength of his hand. For the first time since confessing, I felt the tremor in me ease.
“God told me…” My voice faltered, a whisper trembling on the edge of shame. “He told me these are not mine. That it is only the darkness trying to reach me. Trying to claim me.”
The words tasted hollow the moment they left my lips, but I had clung to them because I had nothing else.
His thumb stilled against my skin. The silence that followed was not gentle, it burned. His breath left him slower, rougher, as though he were holding back a storm.
When he spoke, it was low, edged, but unshakably certain. “They are yours. Do not let him take that from you. Not your dreams. Not your truth.”
His hand remained, firm against my jaw, anchoring me as his words struck deep.
 
 


Chapter Twenty
Lucifer






I debated. Only for a split second, though, because that was all it ever took for me to know the weight of choice. To hold truth in my hands and wonder whether it was a burden, as he had claimed, or whether it was freedom. Freedom to know yourself, to see what had shaped you, no matter how bloody or broken the revelation might be.
He called it protection. I called it shackles. And now she sat before me, trembling yet unyielding, her emerald eyes searching mine as though I held every answer she had been denied.
Did I tell her? Did I give her the truth she deserved?
Or did I preserve her innocence, the fragile shroud he had drawn around her life, and in doing so, become complicit in his deception?
The war tore through me, like a confession locked too long behind my teeth. For centuries, I had carried secrets, endured silence, shouldered the weight of bargains no other archangel would dare make. But this… this was different. She wasn’t just another soldier beneath his command. She was mine. Mine to keep. Mine to guard. Mine to lose if I faltered now.
I leaned back slightly, though my hand still rested against her jaw. The warmth of her skin anchored me even as my thoughts threatened to tear me apart. She deserved the truth. But if I gave it, if I shattered the lie she lived within, I knew what it would cost her.
And Saints help me… what it would cost me.
My thumb traced the line of her jaw, slow, deliberate, as though I could anchor her with touch alone. Her eyes were wide, fragile, still carrying the echo of his words. Not yours, only the darkness. A lie dressed in silk.
I bent closer, my voice low, edged with the fury I could not aim at him.
 “They are yours,” Each word was carved with iron. “Do not let him take that from you. Not your dreams. Not your truth.”
Her breath caught, lashes fluttering as though the force of my words struck deeper than any command ever had. I should have pulled away then. I didn’t. My hand lingered, thumb still brushing the delicate line of her jaw, because for the first time in too long, I wasn’t speaking as his archangel. I was speaking as myself.
She swallowed hard as the words settled, but instead of retreating into herself, she met my gaze head-on. Emerald eyes searching mine as though trying to find the truth beneath my calm.
“What do you mean?” 
The question pierced deeper than her daggers ever had. For a moment, I nearly cursed myself for letting so much slip. My jaw tightened, wings shifting behind me, restless, betraying the storm I fought to keep leashed.
I could have lied. Could have echoed his honeyed words, told her what would soothe her and keep me safe in his good graces. But her eyes… her eyes burned through every wall I had built.
I leaned in just enough for her to feel the heat of my breath, lowering my voice as if even the walls might whisper the secret I was about to unravel.
“I mean what I said. They are yours. Every scream, every nightmare, every shard of memory that haunts you. They are yours. And I will not stand by while he steals them to make you easier to shape.”
“Are they not just dreams?”
The words slipped out in a whimper, a question born of someone desperate to be wrong.
“No, dreams fade. These do not. They are echoes. Fractures of what was… and what is yet to be.”
Her hand lifted to her throat, fingers trembling as her lashes fluttered. Beneath my palm, her pulse quivered like a trapped bird. She wanted to believe me. But she didn’t understand yet, not fully. And if I gave her the whole of it now, it would crush her.
So I held her there, close enough that she could feel the conviction in every word. “They are yours, Astraea. Do not let anyone—” my jaw tightened and I spoke through clenched teeth, “not even him, tell you otherwise.”
I could see the war behind her eyes. Whether to demand more of me, or to let my words settle and gnaw at her in silence. But she didn’t need to speak for me to know. I had already seen what she could not yet accept. 
“You were a human, little star.” 
Her mouth opened and closed, words faltering before they could take shape. A thousand questions flickered in her eyes, each one clawing for release. Confusion fractured her gaze, but beneath it, recognition stirred. A buried memory, long denied, began to surface.
I saw it take hold. The sickly yellow glow of a lantern swaying overhead. The sour stench of smoke and whiskey thick in the air. A girl’s defiance breaking beneath a storm of fists. Blood on the floorboards. Silence where screams should have been.
And when it reached her, I felt it too, as if I stood in that room again.
His boots thundered against the floorboards; the man she called father. The man who had touched her in a way a father should never touch his daughter. When he tried to peel her clothes away this time though, she had said no. 
Each blow cracked across her like a verdict. She could not have been more than sixteen mortal years, yet she still tried to rise.
Her gaze clung to the hearth fire, the only thing still alive in that room. A tiny flame, trembling but defiant. She fixed on it the way the dying look to Caeloria.
She was so small. So fragile. And still she tried to rise.
I pressed my hands into the void around her, into the place between breaths where only endings live. I begged. Saints help me, I begged. Not as an archangel. Not as his Morning Star. I begged as something stripped bare. Take me instead. Spare her. Please.
And then it happened. A tremor through the dark, soft as velvet and vast as eternity. Her soul slipped from her body and into my grasp. But it did not vanish. It shivered. Glowed. Threads of power wound around it, pulling it back, knitting it to a form no mortal had ever worn. For the briefest heartbeat, the power tasted not of light but of something older, stranger. Then it was gone, swallowed in radiance.
I thought it was him. I thought the Father had heard me and granted mercy for once. I believed it because the alternative, that something else had answered, was unthinkable.
I had held her then, wings closing over the spark of her soul, and whispered a promise no one heard: I will protect you. You are mine to protect.
When her eyes opened again, she was not the girl on the floor. She was this. She was Astraea.
I had watched her chest still. I had felt her fragile soul slip toward the void. And I had caught it. Torn it from the dark and begged for its return. 
“You remember pieces,” I murmured, my thumb brushing the line of her jaw, softer than the words deserved. “The house. The pain. The lantern light. You call them nightmares because you cannot name them for what they are.”
A tear slipped down her cheek, shining in the dim light. I saw the denial tremble at the edge of her lips, but she did not speak it. Because some part of her knew. Some part of her had always known.
“They are not lies. Not tricks. They are you. They are memories of a life. A life before you were celestial. Before you came here. Before…”
I brushed the tear away the moment it fell, my thumb trembling despite myself. The sight of it hurt more than I cared to admit. I should have stopped there. But I didn’t.
“Before I bartered for you. Before I gave what no angel should give to the one I once thought was a God, and not a tyrant.”
The last blasphemous word left me like a prayer splintering on marble, half vow and half curse.
“Bartered for me?” she asked, the words ripping free before she could hold them back. Her voice shook, not with weakness but with something sharper. Fear, disbelief, the desperate need to know.
Her fingers still rested in my lap, small and trembling against my palm. When they twitched, as if to pull back, to shield herself from the weight of what I had just spoken, I didn’t let her go.
“Yes,” I said, the word low, dangerous, unwilling to soften. “But not in the way you think.”
Her lips parted, ready to press, to pry, to demand the truth I had kept buried. I leaned closer, my voice a growl meant for her ears alone.
“Do not mistake me, Astraea. You are not a debt. You are not a chain. You are a choice. My choice. And no tyrant will ever take that truth from me.”
“Why should I believe you?” she demanded. 
The words struck deeper than any blade. Not because they wounded me, but because they mirrored the very question I had asked a thousand times in silence: why believe anything he tells us?
“Because I do not need you to. I will not cloak my truth in light and call it holy. I will not twist chains into gifts. I will not dress lies as prophecy.” My eyes locked on hers, daring her to look away. “I give you nothing but what is mine to give. My word. My memory. My vow. That is why you should believe me.”
For all her fire, all her doubt, she held my stare.
“Why would he lie to me?” The question ripped out of her, sharp but trembling, as though voicing it made her traitor to her own faith.
I let the silence stretch before answering. My voice dropped, low and edged with hatred I did not bother to hide.
“Because lies wrapped in love are harder to see.” My wings shifted, shadows spreading wider around us, caging her in my truth. “Because if he told you the whole of it. That you were human, broken, left to die on a bloodstained floor. You would not thank him for your wings. You would demand to know why he allowed you to die in the first place.”
I pressed on, relentless.
“He lies because he fears what happens when you know the truth. That you were not born to serve him. That you were chosen by me. That your existence in this Caeloria is rebellion, not prophecy. That is why he lies. Not to protect you. To own you.”
I watched as she squeezed her eyes shut, lashes trembling, her whole body taut with the effort of denying what she already felt gnawing at the edges of her soul.
“You think I would say this to wound you?” My voice cut the air, sharper than steel. “Little star, if I wished to break you, I would do it with silence. With the same silence he gives you when you beg for answers in the dark.”
Her head shook faintly, as though trying to banish the words, but I didn’t let her escape. My hand at her jaw steadied her, firm but not cruel, forcing her to feel the weight of my gaze.
“I gain nothing from this lie. Nothing but your anger, your mistrust. But him? He gains everything by keeping you blind. By dressing you in radiance and calling it love, while burying the truth beneath it.”
Her breath came unsteady, uneven. I softened, just enough to cut through the storm I had unleashed. I brushed a stray piece of hair from her forehead, a fragile contrast to the fire in my tone.
“I was there, Astraea. I saw you bleed. I saw you fall. I begged for you when he would have left you. You want to doubt me? Fine. Doubt me. Hate me if you must. But do not ever mistake his silence for love.”
I could see the panic rising in her as her words spilled out.
“You call it chains, Lucifer. But how did it feel like chains when his light wrapped around me like safety? When he called me his beloved?”
The word struck with a lash, but I stayed still, jaw locking.
“You think it’s a lie, but it didn’t feel like one. It felt…” her voice trembled, then hardened again, “…like being seen. Like being cherished.”
I released her chin abruptly, shadows curling tighter around us. “Cherished?” The word burned on my tongue. “Do you even hear yourself? He speaks a single word, and you think it means more than the blood I have spilled to keep you breathing.”
She flinched, but she didn’t break. Her eyes flashed. “I think you’re jealous. Jealous you once had his attention and now you don’t. Now he gazes at me, and you would strip that from me. Even if it destroys me in the wake.”
“You dare,” I growled, voice rough as I spoke. “You dare call me jealous when it is me who has bled for you? Me who has carried you through nightmare and fire? You think his words make you cherished?!”
"He loves me! I am his beloved! His!" She screamed.
Her words were arrows through my heart, each one piercing deeper than the one before.
He loves me.
I am his beloved.
His.
The word hit harder than any loss eternity had dealt me. Something inside me split wide, raw and uncontainable.
In an instant, I moved. Shadows surged, my wings flaring as I slammed her back against the bed. The mattress dipped beneath the force, her body pinned beneath mine, her wrists caught in a grip she couldn’t break. My weight held her, my presence devoured the space between us until there was nothing but fire and breath.
“Do not,” I snarled, my voice raw, dangerous, “speak of his touch to me.”
Her eyes widened, shock flaring, but I pressed closer, every word torn from a place I could no longer bury.
“You are not his beloved,” I ground out, my voice breaking. “You think his radiance is love? That his caress means you are safe?” I leaned closer, my breath hot against her ear. “He calls you beloved because he wants you blind. Because he knows the truth would tear you from him.”
Her chest rose and fell hard against mine, her pulse wild beneath my grip, but I couldn’t stop now. The fury burned too hot.
“You are not his. You are mine. Mine to guard. Mine to bleed for. Mine to burn with.” The words poured from me, unshaped, unstoppable, every wall I had built splintering beneath her.
I pulled back only enough for my eyes to sear into hers, amber locking emerald, daring her to defy me.
“Do not speak it. Do not ever give him what belongs to me. You are not his beloved,” I snarled, every word molten, unrestrained. “You are mine.”
Her voice wavered as she asked. “Yours?”
It should have snapped me out of it. It should have broken through the haze, should have reminded me of every vow I had sworn, every law I was already breaking just by being here.
But it didn’t.
The sound of it. Fragile, breathless, tinged with something she didn’t even understand yet. It burned hotter than the fury that had driven me. My grip tightened around her wrists, my wings curving in until we were shrouded in oblivion, the world outside this moment erased.
“Mine,” I said again, lower now, a vow, a brand. “Even if you do not see it yet.”
I watched as the shock in her gaze faded, defiance unraveling, until only lust remained. Raw, unguarded, rising from embers she hadn’t meant to bare.
The heat between us thickened, scorching, and dangerous. Every inch of her pressed beneath me, every frantic beat of her heart thrumming against my chest, and I felt my body answer with a hunger I had no right to claim.
My grip ached with restraint, my wings trembling as shadows curled tighter around us. I had claimed her in words, but I wanted more. To claim her in truth. To tear down the fragile space that still lingered between us and burn in the fire she stoked in me.
My body ached with it. Every muscle drawn taut, every nerve strung to a breaking point. I should have pulled away, should have silenced the storm before it consumed us both.
But instead, I hovered there, suspended on the edge of ruin, the world narrowing to the space between our mouths, my voice a rasp torn from the depths of me.
“Say it,” My words brushed the air between us, each one a brand. “Say it.”
She trembled, chest rising hard against mine, the silence molten, the tension between us scorching through my veins.
I tightened my grip on her wrists, not enough to hurt, but enough to remind her she couldn’t get away. Not from this. Not from me.
“Say it,” I growled again, lower this time, a vow disguised as a command. “Say you are mine.”
“Make me.”
Her lips brushed against mine, soft as a sigh but deadly as a siren’s call. It dragged me further from shore than any command ever had.
Always obedient to them. To Michael’s orders. To Gabriel’s drills. To Raphael’s gentle corrections. But with me? Always a challenge. Always defiance, reckless and raw, daring me to push, daring me to break.
And that was what made me ache for her.
A sound rumbled low in my chest, more growl than breath, as I pressed closer, every inch of me molded against her trembling form. “Oh, little star,” I rasped, my lips grazing hers without closing the distance. “You don’t know what you invite when you ask me to make you.”
“Make… me.”
The pause split the air like a cliff collapsing into the sea, her voice breaking soft into challenge. Every syllable dripping with defiance. It wasn’t a plea. It wasn’t surrender. It was a dare.
My restraint shredding by the breath. She didn’t understand… or maybe she did. Maybe she knew exactly what those two words did to me.
Always obedient with them. But with me? Never. With me, she set herself aflame, daring me to burn with her. And I did.
“You tempt ruin, little star. And ruin is all I have to give.”
“Then ruin me.”
The words slipped from her lips. A spark hidden in silk, sharp enough to sting, fragile enough to falter. A challenge, but beneath it, a tremor, a whimper that betrayed the fire she tried to hold steady.
It shattered what little restraint I had left. My breath tore rough between my teeth, every muscle trembling with the ache to claim what she had just offered. No, demanded.
Her eyes blazed up at me, emerald fire and need, but that sound… that fragile break, it gutted me. It made the word mine thunder through me, a vow I could no longer chain.
And then I broke.
I closed the distance in a rush, my lips crashing against hers with a hunger I had no right to unleash. It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t patient. It was fire and rebellion and years of restraint torn apart in a single, ruinous kiss.
She gasped against me, and I caught the sound between our mouths as I deepened the kiss, my hand sliding from her wrists to wrap around her neck, my thumb trembling against her pulse. Her body arched beneath mine, her pulse wild, her lips answering with a desperation that matched my own.
Every barrier shattered. Every command I had sworn to obey burned away. All that remained was this. Her mouth beneath mine, her breath mingling with mine, the taste of defiance and devotion bound into one.
“You have no idea…” I whispered against her lips, voice breaking between kisses, “…what you do to me.”
Her fingers tangled in my armor, clutching, pulling, not pushing me away. Saints help me, she pulled me closer.
And I let her.
Her legs wrapped around me, sudden and desperate, pulling me down against her as if even the thin barrier of cloth between us was too much space to bear. The movement dragged a guttural sound from my chest, half-growl, half-moan, torn from somewhere deeper than I thought I had left.
I pressed harder, every inch of me answering her call, my weight sinking into hers, my mouth devouring her lips as though I could burn away the years of restraint in a single kiss. I ground my hardness against her. Showing her exactly what she was doing to me. My wings curled tighter, binding us in a cocoon of secrecy, arching to shield her from any eye but mine.
“Saints, Astraea…” I rasped against her mouth, my breath breaking with the force of it. Her nails bit into my shoulders beneath my armor.
It was ruin. It was defiance. It was forbidden. It was everything I had sworn to withhold. And yet, when she clung to me, when she demanded all of me with the desperate strength of her embrace, I could not stop.
Not tonight.
Her legs locked around me, holding me as if she could fuse me into her, and I let myself drown. The kiss deepened until there was no air left, only fire, only her, her taste carved into me like something eternal. Every part of me screamed to go further, to claim every inch she offered. But I tore my mouth from hers before the last shred of restraint burned away.
My forehead pressed to hers, breath ragged, my hands braced against the sheets beside her head. “This cannot be seen,” I rasped, voice frayed and dangerous. “Not here. Not now. If they knew…” My jaw locked, the thought alone too much to bear.
Her eyes, hooded and blazing, searched mine, and I knew she felt it too. The peril, the ruin, the truth neither of us could name. Still, her fingers curled into the front of my armor, pulling me just close enough that her whisper brushed my lips.
“Then let it be ours. Because I will not let them take you from me.”
The words sealed it. A secret forged in ruin. A vow wrapped in fire.
This time when I kissed her, it wasn’t desperate. It wasn’t even fierce. It was deliberate. A vow pressed to her lips, slow and unyielding, carrying the weight of everything I had never spoken aloud. My mouth lingered on hers, tracing her breath, her trembling surrender, the quiet ember that bound us closer than any chain.
I kissed her as if to mark her, as if to carve into her very soul the truth I could no longer bury: she was mine, and I was hers. Not in secret. Not even in defiance. In truth.
When I finally tore myself away, it was not because I wanted to. It was because I had to. My wings trembled with restraint, my chest heaving with the vow I had just made in silence.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-One
Astraea






After that kiss, that promise, that I was his, and he was mine, he tucked the blankets around me as though I were something fragile. The tenderness nearly undid me. I wanted to beg him to stay, to hold me until sleep claimed me again. But I didn’t. I saw it in his eyes. The razor’s edge of restraint he balanced on.
We had to be smart.
A single kiss we could hide. The quiet longing in a glance, the way his aura lingered too close to mine. Those things we could mask. Even the fire that burned so hot it left me aching long after his touch. We could bury that beneath duty, pretend it was nothing.
But if we crossed that final line… if he took me into his arms and claimed me fully… God would know. He would feel it. He would see the rebellion etched into our souls, and there would be no undoing it.
So I let him go, even as every part of me screamed to pull him back.
My fingers tightened around the sheets he’d drawn over me. “I am yours.” It scorched against my mouth as if it were a second kiss, a vow slipped back to him, soft but binding.
A smile ghosted across his lips, faint but real, the kind of smile that held too many centuries behind it. He reached out, brushing a strand of hair from my temple before speaking softly. “And I am yours, little star.”
Instead of leaving, he moved to the chair beside my bed. The same chair where he had sat through nightmares, where he had once sworn to guard me without a word. His wings folded in, darkness spilling softly over the floor as he settled.
My eyes fluttered, heavy with exhaustion, but I watched him for as long as I could. He didn’t speak, didn’t move, only sat with that fierce, unshakable stillness. Watching. Protecting. As though daring my nightmares to try again.
Sleep claimed me under his gaze, safe in a way I never had been before. 

Several days passed in silence. Not the heavy silence of shame or command, but the kind that pressed like a secret between two hearts. Lucifer had not spoken of that night. Of the vow sealed in shadow, of the kiss that had felt like a brand I welcomed. And neither had I. But the heat lingered all the same, humming between us in every stolen glance.
The training grounds had become my refuge in those days. My body moved through strikes and parries, wings snapping with each twist, the twin arcs of my weapons singing in a cadence that was finally mine. 
Gabriel’s corrections no longer echoed in my head. Michael’s disapproval no longer anchored my every motion. I fought as myself now.
Lucifer watched. Sometimes he corrected, sometimes he cut me down with a single brutal parry, and sometimes he only circled. He never coddled, never softened. But I no longer mistook his harshness for disdain. It was his way of keeping me safe.
The clash of steel filled the court when it came.
The command.
Michael appeared at the edge of the grounds, his wings spread wide, his voice carrying the toll of judgment.
“Enough. We’ve been summoned. There is another breach. Larger than the last.”
The air shifted instantly. The sparring stopped. The others straightened, sweat still damp on their brows, their weapons still warm in their hands.
My pulse quickened, heat and fear tangled in my chest. Another breach. Larger.
My grip tightened on the daggers as I sheathed them at my sides, their hum sharper than before, as if they too felt it.
Larger. Stronger. Closer.
And this time…
This time I knew there would be no hiding behind their wings.
We left the training grounds in silence, the air thick with the knowledge of what awaited us. 
The great doors to the throne room groaned open, and light poured out like a flood. Radiance so blinding it swallowed shadow, burned the edges of thought, made even archangels seem small.
We entered in formation. Michael at the front, Gabriel and Raphael at his sides, Lucifer and I behind them. My steps echoed against the marble, though my heart beat louder.
The Presence stirred.
It filled the chamber in a single breath, vast and endless, warmth curling close until it became confinement.
“There is another breach,” he said, voice tempered with both gentleness and command. “Larger than before. The Veil strains, and if it tears further, the shadow will pour through unchecked.”
I shifted my weight, hoping the movement would disguise the unease clawing at the edges of my composure.
“You will go,” he continued, his light folding over each of us in turn. “You will stand as one. Michael, My sword. Gabriel, My voice. Raphael, My mercy. Lucifer…” His radiance lingered longer, sharper, when it fell on him. “My right hand.”
God turned to me.
“Astraea.” My name was silk, soft as breath, too tender for the battlefield he sent me to. “You are my seal. Where the others defend, you will bind. The Veil knows you, and you alone. Do not falter.”
The light pressed closer, sinking into my skin until my knees trembled. My chest ached beneath its weight, not from fear, but from the terrible intimacy of it.
“Yes, my Lord,” I whispered, though the words felt fragile, stolen from my lips before I could shape them into something truer.
The chamber pulsed with his approval. “Go. Mend what threatens to unravel. Do not fail Me.”
The others bowed. I followed. 
I hated the way I had to bow.
The way I had to let his light curl around me, a leash disguised as comfort, suffocation dressed as grace.
Once, I might have believed it. Once, his words might have filled me with awe, with the certainty that I was chosen. Beloved. His seal.
But now… now I knew better.
Lucifer’s truth burned hotter than all his radiance. It explained the nightmares that tore me apart. It explained the memories that haunted every beat of my heart. It explained me in a way his gentle chains never could.
And yet, I bowed. I whispered the words he wanted to hear. I played the part of his beloved pet because what choice did I have? To defy him here, in this chamber, would be to strip the mask away and bare my rebellion too soon.
I clenched my fists at my sides, nails biting into skin. My wings trembled with the effort to remain folded, disciplined, when all I wanted was to flare them wide in defiance. To tell him I was not his seal. I was not his beloved.
But I said nothing.
Because I felt Lucifer’s eyes on me, steady, burning. A reminder that the truth I held now was not mine alone. That the rebellion in me had a place. In his arms, his soul, his vow.
So I swallowed my disgust, dipped my head once more, and let him believe he still held me.
Inside, though, I was already breaking free.
The doors closed behind us, and the weight of his presence lifted like a storm cloud breaking. My shoulders sagged before I could stop them.
The silence in the corridor was almost worse. No blinding light. No commanding voice. Just the echo of our footsteps across marble, too loud, too revealing.
I wanted to scream. To tear the mask from my face and cast it to the ground. But then Lucifer stepped up beside me, his aura alone grounding me once again.
His stride was unhurried, but his presence alone was the comfort I needed most. I didn’t know if he realized it, but with him beside me, I no longer felt like I was drowning. I longed to reach for his hand, to feel his palm in mine, but I didn’t dare, not with the others so near.
Still, I could feel it. The heat of his gaze sliding toward me. 
Watching. 
Waiting. 
Knowing.
I kept my eyes forward, jaw tight. But the truth spilled in a whisper I couldn’t hold back:
 “I hate it.” It was only for his ears.
The words cracked the silence, fragile but raw. My wings tightened against my back, as if bracing for the strike of judgment.
But no judgment came. Only the low rumble of his voice at my side.
“I know.”
He kept his eyes forward, every line of him sharp, unreadable. To anyone watching, he was the Morningstar. Disciplined, detached, untouchable.
But then his voice reached me, low enough that only I could hear.
“You did good.”
The words struck deeper than any praise I had ever earned in the courts, because they were his. Quiet. Meant for me alone.
“Now we focus on our mission.”
I swallowed hard, forcing my wings to still as warmth surged through me, warring against the chill of God’s presence still clinging to my skin. I wanted to look at Lucifer, to let him see what those words meant, but I didn’t. I couldn’t risk the other’s seeing. 
So I straightened my shoulders, lifted my chin, and pretended the fire in my chest was duty. 
Only duty.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Two
Lucifer






I knew before we landed. The air carried it. Thick with sulfur and hunger. The kind that stripped marrow from bone, that clung like rot and left nothing whole. My brothers didn’t sense it yet, not fully. But I had walked too many battlefields not to recognize it.
This wasn’t just a tear in the Veil.
This was a feeding ground.
Shadows poured through in torrents. Not the scattered, mindless scraps we had cut down a hundred times before. These were gathered. Sharpened. Their cries split the air, not wild, but ordered. A cadence. A rhythm. A call to devour.
Mana. That was what they were after. Not bodies. Not souls. Power. The fire that marked us celestial. They would drain it, gorge themselves, and leave behind nothing but husks.
My brothers and I fought in that war. The first and last defense against the unmaking. Uriel, Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, myself, and the one we lost… the Protector of Realms. We unleashed legions of fire upon the dark, but chaos cannot be destroyed, only contained. So the Allfather bound it in the abyss.
But chains rust.
What bleeds through the Veil even now are fragments of that chaos. Hollow things with no will, only need. A need for mana so deep it gnaws at the very essence of creation.
No one knew where they came from. Not even him.
God cloaked his ignorance in riddles, dressed silence as mystery, and we were left to fight a war no one understood. To admit otherwise would have been to admit he was not all-knowing. And he would never allow that stain on his throne.
So we fought them. Again and again. Knowing the danger was not just their hunger, but their multiplication. They fed, they consumed, and each angel they devoured became another shadow. A mockery of wings, a hollow echo of the power that once was. A swarm with no end.
Usually they broke through scattered, starved, no more than whispers clawing for light. But a tear like this? It was a beacon. It called them like wolves to blood on snow. And the swarm had answered.
But even as they poured forth, my wings stiffened. This was wrong.
Too many moved in unison. Their cries blended instead of clashing. Their strikes layered, timed. Not the beasts we knew, but soldiers. It was no longer chaos. It was choreography. A rhythm etched into the soul of every archangel who fought the Great War. The rhythm of the one who had led us then…
My stomach twisted. This was no accident.
For the first time, the feeders had a will guiding them.
And that changed everything.
This wasn’t just hunger. This wasn’t just another breach.
This was a declaration of war.
Michael’s voice thundered orders, Gabriel’s runes burned through the air, Raphael’s light steadied the line. But even as the brothers carved their way forward, the swarm pressed harder, hungrier, endless. The ground shuddered beneath the weight of it, the sky blackened with wings that were not wings at all.
And Astraea was at my side.
Her daggers sang, each slash alive with ivory fire, each parry crackling with onyx. No hesitation. No wasted strike. Her fury poured into every blow, and I matched it, my blade cutting arcs of molten light that split the air. Her movements and mine fell into rhythm as if we had trained this way for centuries. Her small frame darting where my strength broke ground, her magic flaring where my wrath drove the swarm back.
One lunged for her flank. My sword cut it down before it touched her. Another reached for me, shrieking hunger, until her daggers crossed and split it into ash. We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. The language of steel and fire bound us tighter than words ever could.
The remnants pressed closer. Claws raked the marble, teeth like shards of night snapping at our throats. Astraea spun, wings flaring, and a burst of wind and flame tore through a cluster, scattering them long enough for me to drive my razor's kiss into the heart of another. Sparks cascaded across her hair as the creature burst apart, and for a heartbeat, her eyes met mine. 
Emerald. 
Fierce. 
Alive.
She moved again, faster, wrath whipping through her strikes. I felt her mana surge, raw and untempered, and I matched it with my own. Light roared from my blade, shadows coiling with hers until our spells collided midair and erupted outward in a shockwave that shredded the swarm by the dozen. The ground split. The walls cracked. The battlefield blazed with a second dawn.
And still, more poured through the Veil.
Their cries beat in rhythm now, a war drum, rattling the heavens themselves. The longer we fought, the more their order showed. No longer fragments. No longer chaos. Something greater was shaping them, bending them into an army.
But in that storm, we did not bend.
Astraea darted forward, both daggers searing with light, and I was there, covering her flank, our wings sweeping in mirrored arcs that scattered shadow with every beat. She leapt, and I drove power beneath her, lifting her higher, her strike crashed down, brilliant and unstoppable, splitting the swarm apart. I followed through, sword cutting a circle of fire that burned the swarm to ash before they could close again.
The ground was littered with nothing. No corpses. Only smoke and ash dissolving into the air. And still they came.
I felt Astraea at my side, her breath harsh, her body trembling with the force of what she poured out, but her daggers never stilled. She fought as if the swarm itself would have to tear her apart to break her.
Steel screamed as her daggers carved through another shadow, light flaring across the battlefield. For a heartbeat, my gaze caught on her. Not the fangs, not the fire, but her.
Her armor clung tight across her frame, built for speed, not brute force. A slender body honed for movement, darting quicker than most could track, and yet every curve of her spoke of strength all the same. She was no towering Michael, no rigid Gabriel. She was something else. Sharper. Wilder.
Sweat gleamed across her temple, streaking down a face cut in fierce lines, features sculpted like the proud blood of her mortal heritage had etched them there. That sharp jaw, those high cheekbones. They carried defiance even in the heat of battle. 
A shadow lunged for her throat. I cut it down before it touched her, my steel cleaving straight through, but still my eyes held her.
Her ponytail snapped as another strike ripped past, the tie breaking loose. Waist-length raven hair spilled free, whipping through the chaos of battle, catching flame and lightning until it burned as a crown of fire.
And she did not falter.
She stood as war incarnate.
She spun, hair flaring like dark flame, her daggers cutting twin arcs of alabaster that split two shadows at once. For a moment, a dangerous moment, I almost forgot the swarm, forgot the war. She was radiant even in ruin, a flame that demanded to be seen.
But then the horde surged again, dragging me back into the fight.
The ground split.
Not from the swarm clawing at our ranks. But from something else. Something deeper. A roar ripped from the rift, low and guttural, shaking the stone beneath our boots until cracks spidered outward. The swarm scattered for only a breath, shrieking as they cleared space.
Then it came.
A beast twice the size of the Colossus we had faced, its body was a cathedral of shadow and bone. Wings resembling torn banners unfurled, blotting out the sky, each beat sending hurricanes across the field. Its eyes burned hollow white, empty but searing, a hunger magnified beyond reason. Its maw opened, lined with jagged teeth that dripped nothingness itself. Mana unraveling as it dripped into the stone, hissing as creation recoiled.
Astraea’s voice cut through the chaos, edged with disbelief. “What is that?”
“The Devourer,” I said, my sword igniting in my grasp. “Only one has ever risen before this day. It nearly ended us.”
“Formation!” Michael’s command thundered, lighting longsword flaring as he shot into the air.
Gabriel’s wings snapped wide, his voice already shaping chains of golden sigils across the beast’s flank, trying to bind its steps. Raphael followed in his wake, his light splitting into shields, barriers weaving between us as the first strike came.
The Devourer slammed a claw the size of a spire into the earth. Stone shattered, light fractured, shockwaves sent us reeling. Shadows screamed as they poured from its body, a constant tide replenishing the swarm.
I lunged, sword aflame, striking the claw before it crushed Astraea. Steel and shadow collided in a blinding flash, my body braced against the weight. “Move!” I snarled, forcing it back just enough for her to dart free.
She didn’t hesitate. Her daggers flared, moonlight streaks against the beast’s dark hide, carving shallow lines that sizzled but did not pierce. Not yet.
Michael struck next. A vertical arc of searing light that split one wing in half. The Devourer shrieked, it was as if a thousand voices were wailing at once, and lashed out with its tail. Raphael caught the blow on a radiant barrier, the shield shattering like glass, the force still sending him sprawling across the marble.
Gabriel dove low, chains snapping tight around one leg, holding it back for a heartbeat. “Now!”
I surged upward, blade igniting in fury, and Astraea was with me. Her daggers burning white-hot, her hair whipping in dark ribbons of fire. Together we drove into the beast’s chest, striking with everything we had. Sparks and fire erupted, the Devourer staggering, but its roar split the air again as its claw shot upward.
I saw it too late.
It swatted us both from the air like insects. Pain ripped through me as I slammed into the stone, wings snapping open just in time to break the worst of the fall. Astraea skidded across the stone, but she was already climbing back to her feet, daggers glowing, molten stars in her grip.
Michael dropped from the sky, his silver wings blazing. “We end this together!”
And for the first time in an age, we moved as one.
Michael at the front, unrelenting, his steel cleaving shadow into light. Gabriel circling, his chains binding the beast’s limbs, pulling it down inch by inch. Raphael, steady and unyielding, his barriers turning aside strikes that would have leveled us.
Astraea and I struck last. Her speed, my force, daggers and sword carving together in mirrored arcs. Sparks, flame, storm, mana. All of it tore into the Devourer in a symphony of ruin.
The monster shrieked, wings collapsing, body buckling under the weight of our assault. And yet it still thrashed, still clawed, still fed. Too strong to fall from anything less than everything we had.
“Together!” Michael roared.
But even as Michael’s command rang out, the truth struck us all.
The Devourer did not fall.
The wounds we had carved into its chest stitched themselves with shadow, molten cracks sealing as though our weapons had never touched it. Broken wings knit back together with sinew woven of night. The chains Gabriel had driven deep unraveled, slithering free as if they had never been bound.
Every strike, every ounce of fire, lightning, shadow, and light… undone in a breath.
The beast rose taller than before, its hollow eyes blazing white, hunger howling louder, a mockery of our efforts. All our fury, all our unity, swallowed as if the battle itself had been meaningless.
Silence cut through the chaos. For the first time, I saw uncertainty flash across Michael’s face. His grip tightened on his longsword, lightning sparking wild across the steel.
Then his voice thundered, raw, desperate.
“Call Uriel. If the Light of Truth does not descend, we will not hold this line.”
The runes appeared and immediately disappeared. The calling from Gabriel.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Three
Astraea






The words still hung in the air when the sky tore open. Light didn’t fall this time. It exploded.
A figure dropped from the heavens, a meteor slamming into the battlefield. Stone cracked beneath him, shockwaves rippling outward, hurling shadows back as though creation itself recoiled. Dust and power surged in equal measure, the sheer weight of his arrival stealing the air from my lungs.
Uriel.
I had seen him in battle before. In the training grounds, where he taught me once. Where his eyes had flickered. Not with awe, not with pride, but with something that looked too much like fear when my fire rose against his mana. I had remembered that look and wondered at it.
But now… I could not reconcile it.
His wings unfurled, larger than any I had ever seen. Not gold like Gabriel’s, not silver like Michael’s, not pure white like Lucifer’s. They gleamed in diamond brilliance, every feather a faceted edge that shattered light into a thousand shards. No warmth. No fire. Only a cold radiance, sharp enough to cut through flesh, through bone, through lies themselves.
When they moved, it wasn’t the softness of feathers. It was the fracture of glass, the shatter of something too perfect to be touched. Truth given form, relentless and merciless.
His sword was no metal thing. It was light itself, honed into an edge so bright it hurt to look at. When he raised it, the shadows shrieked and faltered, their formation stuttering beneath the weight of his presence alone. Even the Devourer recoiled, its mending body shuddering as if judgment itself had found it.
My daggers thrummed wildly in my grip, heat coursing down the blades as if they recognized what stood before us. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t even draw air. For all the strength I’d earned, for all the battles I had survived, this was something else entirely.
This wasn’t power. It was judgment incarnate. A force no darkness could defy and no soul could conceal itself from.
And for the first time, I understood why even demons whispered his name in dread.
But then the memory returned. Uriel in the training court, watching me with that flicker of unease. The contradiction burned hotter than my own fire. How could someone so merciless, so absolute, have ever looked at me with fear?
The thought seared through me, white and blinding, just as his claymore fell.
It wasn’t a strike. It was a decree.
Light cleaved the battlefield apart, the Devourer’s scream splitting the air as judgment tore through its corrupted flesh. The ground buckled beneath the force, veins of the very sun itself racing outward until the very stone seemed ready to ignite. For one suspended heartbeat, the swarm faltered, their rhythm shattered, their shrieks discordant.
“Now!” Michael’s command thundered. Lightning coiled along his sword, arcing as he dove through the fissure Uriel had carved. His strike met the radiance midair, storm and verdict entwining in a single devastating flash that seared the Devourer’s shoulder.
Gabriel’s chains answered next, sigils flaring in spirals of gold as they coiled around the creature’s limbs. Each rune burned deep, locking its weight to the ground, forcing its massive frame to falter. “Hold!” His voice cracked like a commandment, the word itself binding.
Raphael stepped forward, his grace splitting into overlapping shields that caught the beast’s claws one after another. Each barrier shattered under impact, but he remade them faster than they could fall. Sweat streaked his brow, his lips moving in silent spells.
Uriel’s blade tore another wound through the monster’s chest, yet even that brilliance could not end it. The rents he made sealed with tendrils of dark energy, knitting back together in defiance of creation itself.
His sword blazed: not with darkness, but with light too pure to belong anywhere else. Gold and silver fire licked along the rippling edge, bending illumination to his will. Where Uriel struck with law and finality, Lucifer struck with rebellion made radiant. He defied the limits that bound us all, turning creation’s own brilliance into his weapon.
And me.
My daggers blazed white-hot in my hands, flames lashing higher with each breath. Where his raw power threatened to consume, where Uriel’s brilliance threatened to blind, my flames bound them. Fused them. Became the bridge between judgment and frenzy.
The three of us struck together.
Uriel’s claymore cleaved the Devourer’s chest, the cut raw with truth. Lucifer followed, molten light pouring into the wound like a flood, searing deeper than any of us alone could reach. And I drove my fire into both, flames bursting outward, binding the two forces as though they had always been meant to burn together.
The Devourer screamed. Not the wail of hunger. Not the howl of chaos. A scream of pain. For the first time, its body shuddered as if it truly felt our blows.
Light. Wrath. Fire. Three forces Caeloria had never allowed to stand side by side… and yet here they were, tearing through something even Michael’s lightning could not bring down.
The world shook with the force of it. Sparks rained like stars. Shadow peeled away from the beast’s body in great chunks, dissolving before it touched the ground. Its wings faltered, one collapsing as if judgment itself had torn the marrow from its bones.
But it did not fall. Not yet.
Its hollow eyes burned hotter, white fire spilling in torrents of molten hatred. With a roar that split the sky, it slammed its wings downward, shattering the battlefield with a shockwave that hurled us all back.
I hit the ground hard. My lungs seized, my ears ringing, but I saw it. The wound we had left in its chest. Still mending. Still healing. But slower. Staggering.
For the first time, the Devourer bled black ichor.
I dug my daggers into the stone, sparks screaming as they carved deep trenches to slow my slide. The impact rattled through my arms, shuddered down to my bones, but I held. My knees buckled, teeth gritted, fire curling from the hilts like breath torn from my lungs.
When I lifted my head, the battlefield was smoke and ruin. The Devourer loomed above us, chest still seared with the wound we had carved. It was mending, yes, but not cleanly. The edges trembled, its regeneration sluggish.
Lucifer was already pushing himself up, wings half-spread, his sword dragging molten blaze in a line across the stone as he rose. Uriel stood as a tower of diamond light, unshaken, judgment still burning in his hand. And I forced myself upright, daggers flaring in answer.
I would not falter. Not here. Not beside them. Not beside him.
The Devourer lowered its head, hollow eyes locking on me. Hunger surged in that void gaze, so heavy it stole the breath from my lungs. I staggered but then Lucifer’s voice cut through the roar.
“On me!”
I moved. Inferno roared in my veins, my blades alive in my hands. And once more, we charged.
I lunged when he called, fire surging down my weapons, the roar of it echoing louder than my own heartbeat. My feet barely touched the stone before I was moving again, chasing the shadows of their wings as Lucifer and Uriel struck forward in unison.
They were unstoppable together. Diamond light and frenzied power tearing the battlefield apart. Uriel’s sword seared through the Devourer’s wing, each strike pure judgment that made the air quake. Lucifer’s sword burned the same color of citrine as his eyes, every swing cracking the ground beneath his boots.
I was the fire between them, the spark that bridged their opposite mana. Where his light cut, my fire burned deeper. I couldn’t match their force, not yet, but I could fill what neither could touch.
The Devourer reeled back, bellowing, its claw crashing down with the weight of mountains. I dove beneath it, daggers blazing, carving molten lines up its arm as Lucifer met the strike head-on. His wings shielded me, his blade locking with the beast’s claws in a shriek of steel.
“Now, Astraea!” his voice thundered.
I leapt, flames exploding from my heels. The world blurred. Uriel above me, Lucifer at my side. Until my daggers buried deep into the wound we had already carved. Flames erupted, molten and wild, pouring into the fissure. For a heartbeat, the Devourer screamed in pain.
But it didn’t fall.
Its body buckled, then shuddered, beginning to stitch itself back together even as my fire still burned.
I landed hard, breath tearing from my lungs, my daggers dripping with fire that sputtered as my mana waned. 
The Devourer reared, its maw splitting wider, light unraveling in its throat as if it meant to swallow the whole battlefield. Shadows churned, flooding from its body in endless tides. Every strike we landed mended before our eyes.
I was burning. My fangs seared in my grip, fire crawling wild down my arms, too much for me to hold. My knees buckled, my wings trembled, the sheer heat of it threatening to consume me. I wasn’t trained for this. I wasn’t ready.
I felt it.
A hand without touch. A thread of mana brushing mine, cold and merciless but steady as stone. Uriel. He didn’t speak, didn’t command. The diamond light that had once recoiled from me now wrapped around my flames, steadying them, shaping them instead of shrinking away. The contradiction burned through me even as power surged.
Another touch followed, darker, heavier, familiar. Lucifer. His mana crashed through me, not darkness but burning inevitability, a storm of gold and silver that would have crushed me if I hadn’t already learned to yield and rise with it. But this wasn’t sparring. This wasn’t training. He wasn’t holding back. He fed me, letting me draw from him until I could barely tell where I ended and he began.
The three of us were bound. Not by words. Not by chains. By mana. By need. By will.
It roared through me, too vast, too raw, too infinite. My scream tore the air, an inferno spilling from me in wild arcs, but Uriel’s light held me steady, Lucifer’s gravity braced me from collapse. Together they wove my flames into something greater. A spear of heat sharpened by judgment, defiance folded into brilliance.
Uriel lifted his blade.
The light didn’t stop at the steel. It gathered, impossibly bright, fed by my fire and Lucifer’s storm, all of it condensing into the edge until the weapon itself vanished in the blaze. And then, with a single sweep, he unleashed it.
Not a strike.
A beam.
The heavens split. A torrent of light-fire-storm carved across the battlefield, consuming everything in its path. The Devourer shrieked as the beam tore through its chest, unraveling shadow, ripping hunger from bone. The sound was endless. It was not rage, not hunger, but fear.
The blast didn’t stop. It drove the creature back, farther, until its towering body began to dissolve, the beast breaking apart, wings collapsing into nothing. The entire battlefield trembled beneath the force, light and flame scouring the swarm into ash as the beam ripped through them all.
But then, silence.
I staggered, fire still clawing through my veins. My body trembled, my chest heaved, my daggers still glowed like molten stars. I had never felt so raw. So burned. So alive.
Uriel lowered his claymore, his diamond wings refracting the last sparks. Lucifer’s presence still coiled against mine, heavy, unyielding, anchoring me in place. Without them, I would have fallen.
But with them… we had ended it.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Four
Lucifer






The Devourer dissolved into ash, the swarm scattered, but the battlefield still bled shadows. The tear gaped wide, pulsing with raw hunger, its edges unraveling, threads of creation torn loose.
Michael’s blade lowered. His silver wings arched tall, a silhouette of command against the dying light. “Astraea.” His voice rang sharp, final. “Close it.”
Her head snapped toward him, eyes wide and unfocused, her chest rising in ragged, uneven pulls. Each breath sounded like it scraped against her ribs. The flames on her daggers sputtered, dimming to faint embers that licked and died along the blades. Her wings hung low, trembling, feathers torn and singed at the edges. Even standing looked like a battle; her knees quivered, her fingers twitched around the hilts as if she no longer had the strength to let go.
“No.” The word left me before I could stop it, hard and edged with fury. I stepped forward, feathers spreading in defiance. “Gabriel will close it. That is his charge. He has done it a thousand times.”
Michael’s gaze cut to me, unyielding. “He cannot. You saw it yourself last time. The Veil rejected him.” His eyes returned to Astraea, as though I were already dismissed. “The Seal was not given to him. It was given to her. To her alone.”
My jaw clenched, teeth grinding. “She is spent. You would have her tear herself apart because he—”
“Because God himself foresaw it,” Michael snapped, his voice thundered over the silence. “The Seal rests in her. Not me. Not Gabriel. Not you. Her. That is his will.”
The words struck like a divine decree, each syllable burning itself into the air. I felt the wrath blaze hotter than the fire Astraea had just wielded. His will. Always his will. Dress shackles in prophecy, bind her in destiny, and call it love.
I looked at her. Her shoulders trembled. Her lips parted, as if she struggled to breathe. The emerald fire in her eyes faded with exhaustion. She was still so young. Too young for this. And yet Michael would cast her into the flame without hesitation because Father had spoken it.
Not while I breathed.
“She will break,” I said, my voice low, dangerous. “And if she does, I swear to you, Michael, it will not be her blood alone that stains this ground.”
The tension between us snapped taut, lightning crackling faintly along his blade. I called the same storm to my own, a quiet reminder of whose essence his power was born from. Gabriel shifted, uneasy, his chains still glowing faintly where they bound the stone. Raphael’s hand hovered near his chest, his light trembling.
The lightning at his blade’s edge wavered, the air tightening between us. For once, his command faltered as I reminded him of what he was made from. But still he turned to her. “She will stand,” he said, forcing steadiness into the words, “because she must.”
“I… I can do it.”
It was barely more than a whisper, raw and uneven, but it cut through everything. Through my fury, through Michael’s command, through the crackling silence. She stood there trembling, her body battered, but her chin lifted. The words came again, stronger, though her breath hitched with every syllable.
“I can do it.”
“No!” The word tore from me, heavy and uncontained, carrying the weight of a law that could not be ignored. My wings snapped wide, a shroud rushing across the stone as if to shield her by force alone. “You’ll break yourself apart if you try. You’ve already given more than any of us. More than you should have been asked to.”
Her words landed gently, but opened me with the sting of glass splinters.
“I will do it because no one else can. I will not allow the shadows to destroy our home.”
Her knees trembled, her breath ragged, her voice thin. And yet every syllable carried a strength that tore through me. She looked as though the next gust of wind might topple her, yet her eyes held the fire of someone who would crawl through hell itself to see this done.
It was killing me.
“Damn it, Astraea,” I hissed, stepping toward her, my aura cracking with raw celestial gravity, ready to pull her back. “This is not courage. This is suicide. You can’t—”
“I can.” She cut me off, her voice breaking, yet resolve threaded through it. Her daggers trembled at her sides, but her chin remained lifted, her gaze unyielding. “If I fall, then I fall standing. Not hiding. Not waiting. Not watching someone else suffer for what I was made to do.”
My chest burned, fury and terror tangled into something I could not name. Every instinct screamed to tear the Seal from her hands, to defy Michael, to defy God, to defy the entirety of Caeloria if it meant saving her from this.
Her eyes told me the truth before her lips could. Nothing I said would reach her now. She had already chosen.
Gabriel stepped forward, his voice taut with urgency. “Then let her draw from us. The Veil does not care where the power comes from, only that it is strong enough to mend. We pool our mana, she channels it through the Seal—”
“No.” Michael’s reply was instant, final. His silver wings flared wide, his voice cutting through the air like judgment itself. “The Seal is hers alone. It was given to her by God's hand. It cannot be fueled by another. If tainted with us, it will collapse.”
I snarled, radiance fracturing around me, my blade striking the stone in a burst of golden fire. “Then explain the Devourer! Explain what we did together! Our mana did combine. We tore it apart with one strike. Do not tell me she cannot—”
A voice cut me off. One that had not weighed in like this, in centuries.
Uriel.
“No, Lucifer,” he said, his tone calm but heavy with truth. “What you gave did not touch her. What she felt was not mingling, it was direction. All that fury, all that fire, it passed through me. She wielded the shape, bore the weight, but her mana remained untainted. Pure.”
His ethereal wings glinted as his gaze shifted to Astraea. “The Seal will only answer to that purity. To her alone. None of us can bleed into it without shattering the design.”
The words struck with the bite of a shackle. I said nothing, but heat burned low in my chest. Through him. Her power had bent through his hands, his light had touched her fire. He had drawn the most intimate thing out of her, her very life essence, her mana. Jealousy raged through me.
I kept my silence, jaw locked, wings trembling with the effort not to flare. For now, she needed no fracture between us. For now, she needed only strength.
But the truth festered.
The Veil screamed. Not in words, not in sound, but in a tearing ache that shook the marrow of creation itself. I felt it in my wings, in my bones, but most of all in her. Astraea stepped forward, her shoulders trembling, her breath thin, yet her eyes fixed unyielding on the wound.
She lifted her hands to begin the spell to close the rift. 
“Claudo—”
The Veil surged, something shooting back at her. White light bled across her olive skin, crawling in branching veins from her wrists to her shoulders, threading over her collarbone and throat like living runes. Smoke as black as a starless night followed in their wake, not dimming the light but weaving through it, dark fire coiling within the pale radiance. A seal born of balance, etched into her flesh as though the Veil itself had claimed her as its own.
I wanted to tear her away. Saints damn me, I nearly did. To see her body burned with marks no angel had ever borne. No chain, no brand, no crown of Caeloria, but something older, rawer, hers alone. It was not God's gift. It was not his claim. It was the Veil’s. And it took her without hesitation.
Her voice rose, strained but clear, each word an arrow loosed into the air:
“Vulnera aeternitatis, luce et umbra sanentur!”
The rift shrieked in answer, shadows convulsing as threads of white fire and black flame surged from her outstretched hands. Gabriel’s old runes flared. Not golden, not his at all anymore. But in her colors, her balance. Light and shadow fused into chains that wove across the wound, not binding it into silence, but stitching it whole.
Her steps faltered, but she did not fall. Every part of her shook, the tattoos burning brighter, her daggers thrumming at her sides, but still she stood. Alone. Resolute.
Michael’s hand hovered at his longsword, Gabriel’s wings twitched as though to move. But neither dared. This was hers, and hers alone.
The last word ripped from her in a scream that wasn’t entirely mortal, wasn’t entirely celestial. For a heartbeat, the battlefield lit as if two suns had risen. One of light, one of darkness. Colliding into the seal. The wound shuddered… and closed.
Silence fell.
She lowered her hands, the white-and-black veins still glowing faintly against her skin, sweat streaking her brow, chest heaving. Exhaustion clung to her. But she did not collapse. She did not need me to carry her this time.
Still, I ached to.
Instead, I watched her turn from the Veil, her steps unsteady but hers. She would walk on her own two feet, as though daring all of Caeloria to see she could.
And I… I burned with pride, with fear, with a rage I could not name. For every mark etched into her flesh was another chain he would twist into a crown.
And I swore… silently, furiously, that no matter what seal the Veil carved into her, no matter what destiny he tried to bind her with, she would never bear it alone.
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
Astraea






The journey back to Caeloria was slow. None of us flew. Our wings hung heavy at our backs, dragging behind us with every step. The marble road stretched endlessly ahead, the gates glimmering faint in the distance, their light blurring through the haze of fatigue. My mana was spent, burned until nothing remained but ache. Each breath felt sharp in my chest, each movement a reminder of how close I had come to collapse. Even the air seemed thick, the quiet pressing against my ears. The silence of victory was worse than the battle itself. I wanted to feel triumph, but all I felt was the weight of what we had lost to survive.
Lucifer walked close at my side. He said nothing, but I felt him there. The aura of his presence brushing mine, the steady rhythm of his stride measured with my own. As if the ground itself would never feel my fall because he would catch me first. The thought alone steadied my feet.
Still, my mind drifted. Back to the Veil. Back to the voice that had curled into my bones as I sealed it. Not commands, not cries of pain this time. Whispers. Secrets.
"You are the only one who can right this wrong."
The memory shivered through me, sharp as the white fire still etched across my skin.
"He is weakening. Why do you think he never leaves his throne anymore?" The voice was softer… Darker.
I stumbled in thought, though my feet never faltered. The whisper coiled through me, searing in its quiet certainty. Weakening? The Allfather? The one who held creation itself in his hand?
I swallowed hard, eyes fixed forward on the pearly gates. I dared not look at Lucifer, dared not let the tremor show. But the whisper clung. It would not leave me.
And for the first time, I wondered if there was truth in it.
The gates opened, and the blinding radiance of the throne washed over us. My steps slowed against the marble, every muscle aching, every breath still tight from the seal. The faint glow of the marks on my skin burned beneath the light, but I held my head high.
We entered in silence, our wings folding as we came to a halt before God. The chamber thrummed with his presence, warm and suffocating all at once.
Michael spoke first, his voice crisp, steady, though I heard the edge in it. “The rift has been sealed. But what emerged this time was no rabble. They moved with rhythm. With order. It was… structured.”
Gabriel inclined his head. “They fought as one. Not chaos. A formation. As though something guided them.”
Raphael’s jaw was set, his voice lower, careful. “And the Devourer healed. We’ve faced their kind before, but never like this. It was not hunger alone. It was strategy.”
The chamber pulsed with light, but no words came at first. The silence stretched, heavy, until I felt the sting of my own voice rise unbidden.
“They were not wild,” my tone sharper than I intended. “They knew where to strike. They pressed us with intent. This was not chance. Someone… something led them.”
Lucifer’s gaze flicked toward me, unreadable in the corner of my vision. Michael glanced too, but said nothing.
At last, the presence stirred. “They are remnants,” he said, calm, measured, as though explaining to children. “Fragments of chaos will always hunger. Always lashing out when given an opportunity. This was no more than that. Do not see patterns where there are none.”
The words fell over us, draping the chamber in certainty. And yet, the silence that followed was not agreement. Not from Michael, not from Gabriel, not from me.
Because we had seen it.
And it had not been chaos.
His words pressed down, a mantle of calm dismissal, certain and suffocating. But my blood still burned with the memory of it.
“With respect, my Lord,” the words rushed out before I could stop them, “I know what I saw.”
Michael’s head snapped toward me, cutting as condemnation, but I didn’t falter. My fists clenched at my sides, the faint light of the seal still thrumming against my skin.
“They didn’t just lash out,” I pressed, my voice rising, fierce even against the weight of his presence. “They moved as one. They healed. They adapted. That is not hunger. That is purpose.”
The chamber stilled, every eye snapping toward me. Gabriel’s narrowed, Raphael’s wide with quiet warning, Michael’s blazing with the command to hold my tongue.
But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.
“If we call this chaos when it is not,” my breath tight but steady, “then we blind ourselves to what is coming. And I will not pretend blindness when the truth stood before me on that field.”
The light of the throne pulsed, brighter, heavier, as though testing me.
The weight of his radiance pressed harder, as though daring me to retract the words. My breath caught, but I didn’t bow. Couldn’t.
“This is our home,” the words tore from me before I could swallow them back. My voice wavered, but it did not break. “Please… I beg of you, do not dismiss this.”
Silence fell, vast as the spaces between constellations.
Michael’s jaw tightened, Gabriel’s wings flared in a sharp rustle, Raphael’s gaze dropped to the marble floor. But I kept my eyes lifted, even as my heart thundered against my ribs.
For a heartbeat, it was just me and the presence. My plea hanging in the light. My fear that he would wave it aside as if it meant nothing. My hope that he would not.
I thought he would strike me down for daring to beg, for daring to push when all others bowed.
But instead, his voice came smooth, almost gentle. “Uriel.”
The name rang through the chamber, and every wing in the hall stiffened.
“What say you?”
The diamond-wings gone now, replaced with the normal wings I usually saw him with during training. He stepped forward and bowed his head slightly. His expression gave nothing away, but the very act… being asked, being listened to… made my breath falter.
For a fleeting heartbeat, I felt seen. Heard. As though my words had carried weight enough to sway the throne.
But deep down, I wondered: was it truth? Or was it another chain wrapped in gold, another illusion of choice, meant only to quiet me?
When he spoke, his voice was steady, resonant, every syllable weighted like judgment itself.
“She is right,” Uriel said. “What we faced was not chaos unbound. It was shaped. Ordered. Directed. That was no swarm breaking through to feed. That was an army.”
Uriel pressed on, his eyes fixed unflinching on the throne. “If we dismiss this, we blind ourselves. And the next tear will not just challenge us. It will consume us.”
The silence that followed was deafening. Then his voice came, warm, silken, touched with the weight of approval.
“You speak wisely, Uriel. And you—”
“Astraea.”
My name echoed like a blessing, like a chord struck in the marrow of Caeloria itself. His light bent toward me, warm and suffocating all at once.
“You have spoken wisely. Bravely. Not many among my children would dare lift their voice in such a way. And yet you did. You spoke truth when silence would have been safer. That is why you are beloved.”
The word struck, a vow etched in chains. Beloved.
I felt it sink into me, the warmth of it, the weight of it. But the chamber did not share my stillness.
Gabriel’s gaze flicked sharply toward me, unreadable, though his hands tightened at his sides. Raphael lowered his eyes, lips pressed into a thin line, as though unsure whether to be moved or unsettled. Even Michael’s wings shifted, silver feathers rippling with tension at the intimacy of it.
And Lucifer.
His aura stretched longer beside me, his silence carved sharper than any words. I did not look directly, but I felt it. The burn of his fixation on me, not with scorn, not with pride alone. Something darker. Something fiercer.
The air itself shifted with it.
Some would hear his words as love. Others would hear them as claim. And still others… would wonder why I had been set apart at all.
But he smiled through the light, gilding the moment in radiance. “You are my gift to Caeloria, my chosen flame. Never doubt that your voice will be heard in this court.”
The soft noose of his words wrapped gently around my chest, tight enough that I could not breathe.
I lowered my head, but inside the fire clawed against the leash. His gift. His chosen. His flame. The words burned like brands.
The great doors sealed behind us, the sound reverberating down the corridor like a final chord. The brilliance of the throne chamber dimmed into the cool glow of the outer halls, and at once the weight on my chest eased. I hadn’t realized how tight it had pressed until it was gone.
For a time, none of us spoke. The echo of his words still clung. Beloved, chosen, gift. Threads I couldn’t quite tear free from my skin.
Gabriel spoke first, his voice low, almost gentle. “You should be careful.” His eyes lingered on me, not to scold but to shield. “Speaking so boldly in that chamber… not even I would press so far.”
Raphael’s brow furrowed, softer than his brother’s sharpness. “He praised you, Astraea. But praise is not without price. Guard yourself.” His hand twitched at his side as if he wanted to reach out, but didn’t. “Sometimes love is a crown heavier than chains.”
Michael stopped walking altogether. His silver eyes fixed on me, his jaw set hard. For a moment, I braced for rebuke. For his sharpness, his command. But his voice came quieter. “You argued well. And you were right. The shadows were ordered. We all saw it. But understand this—” his wings lifted, heavy with warning. “You are not untouchable. Do not mistake his favor for immunity.”
The words landed heavy, not crushing, but grounding.
Uriel's wings stretched faintly. When he spoke, his voice was calm, unshakable, carrying weight that cut deeper than Michael’s thunder or Gabriel’s sharpness.
“You spoke as one who bore truth.” His gaze held mine, unflinching. “Do not let their doubt silence you. Judgment does not fall on the one who names what others fear to see. It falls on those who look away.”
The corridor stilled.
My breath caught, unsure whether to bow, to thank him, or to retreat. His eyes lingered a fraction longer, as though daring me to believe his words. Then he looked forward again, striding ahead.
The others didn’t walk away from me.
Michael’s voice cut the silence first. “You are still young. You do not understand the games of this place.” His silver gaze locked on mine, steady, unflinching. But there was no disdain in it this time. Only something quieter. “And that is not me undermining you, Astraea.” My name left his lips with warmth… for the first time.
It startled me more than any rebuke would have.
“I do understand,” I said softly, forcing my voice past the tightness in my throat. My eyes finally rose to meet his, and for once, he didn’t look away. “I can feel the chains.” The words slipped out, a whisper meant not for him, but for them, my brothers, my kin. A truth I had not dared to voice aloud until now.
Their wings stirred, faint ripples of unease through the corridor.
“But I know I hold some kind of sway,” I pressed on, my voice still quiet, but steady as fire. “I could not have stayed silent. Not while he dismissed what we saw. Not while our home is at risk.”
The silence that followed was not empty. It was heavy, charged. Each of them carried it differently. For Michael it was a burden, Gabriel a blade, and Raphael a prayer. 
And behind them all, I felt it. The weight of Lucifer’s silence, hotter than their voices, heavier than their stares.
But then his voice cut through.
“Enough.”
Lucifer’s tone left no room for argument. His wings shifted forward, subtly edging me back from the circle of their stares. “She needs rest.”
Michael opened his mouth as if to speak again, but Lucifer’s gaze snapped to him, amber burning hot enough to scorch. “You’ve had her words. You’ll have no more of her tonight.”
The steel in his voice startled even me.
I looked up at him, confusion pricking at the edges of my exhaustion. His hand didn’t touch me, but his shadow did. Wrapping close, firm, a barrier between me and the others.
“She’s spent,” he added, lower now, but the command still cut like a blade. “And I’ll not have her torn apart by words when she’s already given her fire to hold this realm together.”
The others didn’t argue.
Lucifer didn’t wait for dismissal. His hand caught the edge of my arm, not rough but firm, pulling me from their circle before I could speak again. My breath hitched, the corridor spinning as his stride matched mine, faster than my weary legs wanted.
I didn’t fight it. I didn’t ask. His silence was too sharp, too deliberate, a spear-point he pressed closer with every breath.
Confusion gnawed at me, pressing against the ache of exhaustion. Why had he cut me off? Why now when I had spoken what even Uriel had praised? The question burned at the back of my throat, but when I glanced at him, his jaw was stone, his eyes fixed ahead.
Not a word. Not a glance. Just the storm walking beside me.
Only when my own door loomed before us did he pause, wings folding tight, his gravity withdrawing just enough to let me breathe.
But still he said nothing.
And I realized then, with a pang I couldn’t name. I would not understand until he chose to tell me.
The door shut behind us with a hollow thud. A faint luster pooled at the edges of the room, muting the glow of Caeloria’s lanterns until the air felt heavy, private, almost suffocating.
I turned to him, the words I had been holding back spilling before I could stop them. “Why did you do that? Why drag me away as though I’d said something wrong? Even Uriel—”
“You don’t understand,” he cut in, his voice low, raw in a way I had never heard from him in the open halls.
My mouth snapped shut, the sharpness in his tone pinning me in place more firmly than his hand had.
Finally he looked at me and I saw it there. Not disdain, not anger, but something darker. Fierce. Protective. A storm that trembled with restraint.
“They’ll turn it against you,” he said, softer now, but no less unyielding. “Michael, Gabriel, even Raphael. You stood before God and spoke without punishment. Do you realize what that looks like to them? What it stirs?”
I swallowed, suddenly cold despite the fire still flickering in my veins.
“They envy you,” he continued, wings shifting as if the word itself was dangerous to utter. “Envy can make brothers turn colder than enemies. And you—” his voice broke, just slightly, “you would keep giving them every truth that burns in you, thinking they’ll protect it. They won’t.”
I sank back onto the edge of my bed, the weight of his words heavier than the exhaustion dragging at my body. I had believed that speaking was strength, that truth was righteousness.
And yet here he stood, wings bent close as if to shield me from something I hadn’t even seen.
“Rest,” he said finally, quieter, though his eyes still burned on me. “Not because you are weak. Because if you keep bleeding your truth before them, they’ll use it. And I won’t watch them cut you apart.”
My eyes fell to the floor. His words were right. I knew it in my very soul. I was being naive, but hearing them from his mouth, steady, resolute, stripped of all pretense, I knew he wasn’t silencing me. He was shielding me.
I was still young. And they were ancient. Even Lucifer. Especially Lucifer. He had witnessed more downfalls than I had lived days in Caeloria. What arrogance, to think I could stride so easily where they tread with caution.
So I didn’t argue. I only nodded. The motion felt heavy, final, but it eased something in his eyes.
I rose from the bed, my legs aching with the echo of the Veil’s pull, and carried my bedclothes into the washroom.
The mirror caught my reflection. For a moment I did not recognize her, the girl staring back at me. My hair hung in tangled waves, my skin pale from exhaustion, beneath the faint shimmer of new markings. Light and darkness traced one another across my arms, curling up to my shoulders, branching over my collarbone like living runes. They pulsed faintly, veins of white and black twining beneath the skin as though the Veil still breathed through me.
I lifted a trembling hand, fingertips brushing the sigils that spiraled along my throat. The touch sent a quiet hum through my body, power thrumming just beneath the surface. It did not hurt. But it did not feel like mine either.
For a long moment I simply stared, half in awe, half in dread, and whispered to the stranger in the glass, “What did you make me?”
I turned from the mirror, the question still echoing in my mind. No answer came, only the faint hum of the Veil still alive beneath my skin as I walked back into my chambers.
When I returned, the room was quieter, dimmer. He hadn’t moved from where he stood, wings half-furled, shadows licking faintly at the edges of the candle light. He looked carved from defiance itself, as though he could stand there the whole night keeping the world at bay.
And suddenly, the walls I had built all day, in the throne room, in the corridors, in front of my brothers cracked.
My legs trembled as I climbed onto the bed, every movement a surrender I could no longer fight. “Hold me.”
The words left my lips softer than breath, but they reached him. His head lifted, eyes burning into mine, unreadable at first.
Then he began removing his armor. Piece by piece, each clasp undone with deliberate care, until the steel no longer stood between us. Darkness curled closer as if to shield the act, to keep it unseen by anyone but me.
He shed the last piece of his armor and for a heartbeat, I thought that was the end. But then his hands moved to his shirt.
The fabric drawn over his head, and suddenly the distance I had kept all this time vanished.
His body was a map of power and defiance. Broad shoulders marked with faint scars. Not the wounds of battle, for those always healed. But marks left by the weight of centuries. His chest was carved with muscle, every line speaking of strength that had never faltered, of a will that refused to bow even under eternity’s burden. The faint sheen of sweat from the fight still clung to him, catching the candle light across sun kissed skin dusted faintly with twilight, as though the night itself refused to leave him.
Even standing before him, my head barely reached his shoulder. When I stood close, I had to tilt my head back to meet his gaze. It was impossible not to feel small before him, not from weakness, but from the sheer magnitude of what he was. His presence filled the room, vast and quiet, the kind of power that didn’t need to announce itself to be obeyed.
But it wasn’t only power. Not tonight.
Stripped of his armor, stripped of the mantle of command, I saw the man beneath. His raven hair that shown the same color as mine, usually fierce, almost untouchable in its wildness, fell shaggy across his brow, boyish in a way that unraveled something in me. His face, though still striking, was softer now. Strong lines framed him: the sharp cut of his jaw, the high ridge of his cheekbones, that sharp line of his nose. And that mouth that so often curled into smirks or snarls. But without the steel and the magic cloaking him, the rawness showed.
He was still magnificent. Still terrible in the way only he could be. But almost human, too. If only for a breath.
I couldn’t look away.
And maybe he knew it, there was no smirk this time, no arrogance to hide behind. Only that unyielding gaze, daring me to see him. All of him.
Heat coursed through me as I laid there under my covers. A heat that had nothing to do with the magic I used today. It wasn’t the Veil’s fire lingering in my veins, or the exhaustion burning through my limbs. It was him. Standing there in the candle’s glow, stripped bare of the armor that always kept him untouchable.
I wanted to look away. Saints help me, I tried. But my eyes betrayed me, tracing the lines of him, drinking in what I had never been allowed to see. The raw strength, yes. But also the cracks. The wear etched faintly at the corners of his eyes, the kind of truth no one else ever saw.
He was the Morningstar. Brilliant. Untouchable. But here, in my chambers, with no crown, no command, no armor… he was something else entirely.
And my body ached with it.
He sat on the edge of my bed, heat rolling off him in waves that tangled with mine. I tried not to stare. 
His eyes cut to mine, catching me before I could look away. A slow, dangerous smirk touched his mouth.
“Careful,” he murmured, voice rougher than he meant it to be. “You keep looking at me like that, and you’ll see just how much it affects me.”
“Lay with me,” I whispered, lifting the edge of the covers with trembling fingers.
For a heartbeat he didn’t move. His smirk faded, his eyes darkening, the weight of a thousand wars and vows flickering in their depths. My breath caught. Had I asked too much?
The mattress dipped under his weight as he shifted beside me, wings folding tight. Then he slid beneath the covers, heat flooding the space instantly, his presence overwhelming in a way no armor could contain. Suddenly there was nothing between us but air, fragile and breakable, my heart thundering against the silence.
Lucifer turned his head, eyes catching mine even in the dim light. “You know what you’re asking, little star,” he murmured, voice husky, warning threaded through it. Yet he didn’t move away.
Instead, he stayed.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Six
Lucifer






I had faced a thousand wars, carved through legions of shadow, and stood unflinching before the throne itself… but this? It was as if I were a tapestry, and she was unraveling me thread by thread. The way her voice trembled when she asked, soft as prayer, the way her emerald eyes refused to waver even as her body betrayed exhaustion… it burned.
I should have refused. Should have drawn the line sharp and merciless. I had already crossed too many. Already kissed her, claimed her in a moment I could never give back. But when she looked at me like that. Like I was safety, like I was hers. Every reason I had to stay away shattered.
So I moved.
The night curled with me, wings folding tight, armor cast aside until nothing was left but flesh and resolve stretched thin. The bed dipped under my weight, her warmth rushing against me, and for the first time in eons I felt the battlefield wasn’t out there, beyond the Veil. It was here. Between restraint and ruin.
She stared at me still, eyes bright even in the dim candle glow. Her gaze slipped through me like light through glass. My chest tightened, my body ached with the restraint of not closing the last sliver of space.
“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.
It caught me off guard. Me, who had stood unshaken through centuries of war, undone by a single word. A startled laugh broke from my chest before I could stop it.
“Beautiful?” I echoed, shaking my head. “I am a warrior, little star. Not some gilded idol for you to admire.”
But she didn’t flinch. Her fingers slid down my arm, barely grazing the surface, the whisper of skin on skin chasing every nerve awake. The muscles beneath her touch tightened, aching for more.
“Warrior,” she murmured, her emerald eyes piercing through every wall I had ever built. “Beautiful. Both can be true.”
The words struck deep. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to let her see me that way. Not just the blade. Not just the rebel. Not just God’s castoff.
Her eyes didn’t falter. Mine did.
I turned away, but her hand followed. Her palm met my cheek, warm against the chill that had settled there, thumb brushing lightly along my jaw as she guided me back to her. The simple human warmth of it cut deeper than any blade. Caeloria had burned gentleness from me centuries ago, yet here it was, alive in her touch, breaking me open from within.
Her gentleness was a weapon but not one she would wield against me. That youthful brightness, untouched by centuries of war, uncorrupted by the weight of chains, threatened to unmake me and remake me in the same breath.
For the briefest moment, I let it. I let myself look at her not as my charge, not as his chosen, but as mine.
The pull toward her was unbearable. God’s mark still glimmered faintly on her skin, Uriel’s light lingering like a stain. It burned through me, fire and fury coiling in my chest until every breath scraped like flame. He would cage her in radiance. He had dared to touch what was mine. And I needed her to remember who she belonged to.
I reached up and mirrored her touch, but then my hand slid from her cheek to the back of her neck, firm but trembling with the restraint that was already slipping. Her breath caught, her lips parting in surprise, and that was all it took.
I claimed her mouth with mine.
The kiss burned, not soft but holy in its defiance. Heat flared through every breath, a brand forged where our souls met. My wings folded close, veiling us from Caeloria’s light, from the eyes that would have called it sin. Yet there was no sin here, only the truth of what we were.
A soft whimper escaped her, trembling against my lips as her fingers sank into my hair, pulling me closer, hungrier. Her fire collided with my storm, the world trembling around us.
The sound that tore from my throat was half a growl, half surrender. I moved without thought, bracing a forearm against the mattress as I leaned over her. The bed bowed beneath us, the sheets twisting in restless heat as her lips parted beneath mine again. I claimed her mouth, her chest pressed to mine, and every inch of me screamed to take more, to brand her not just with words, but with the heat of every vow I had swallowed for too long.
“You are mine,” I growled between kisses, the words breaking apart with every breath.
The kiss deepened, and the control I had clung to for centuries frayed. My hand moved. First to her jaw, tracing the line of her cheek as if memorizing it, then sliding down, slow, dangerous, until my palm pressed over the racing beat of her heart. I felt it hammer against my touch, faster, harder, as though her body itself answered my claim.
Still I didn’t stop. My hand roamed lower, skimming the curve of her waist, the heat of her through the thin fabric of her bedclothes. She arched into me and I nearly lost myself. Her mana met mine, daring me, begging me to give in.
My mouth left hers only long enough to trail down her jaw, my breath hot against her skin. “Say it,” I whispered against the hollow of her throat, my hand gripping her hip now, holding her in place. “Say you’re mine.” I scraped my teeth along that tender spot, marking the words into her skin.
She moaned, the sound low and desperate, born of pure passion.
“I’m yours.” 
Her body arched against me as though her confession had unshackled her, as though her very soul burned to match the vow on her lips. My grip tightened, my essence curling around her as if to brand the words into existence.
I crushed my mouth back to hers, devouring the truth she had given me, the truth she couldn’t take back now. Her hands slid up my back, clutching hard at my shoulders, dragging me closer as if distance itself were betrayal.
She was mine. Saints help me, she had spoken it. And it ignited every part of me that had waited, restrained, obeyed. My hand slid up her side, pressing her closer, memorizing every curve as if my touch could sear the claim into her skin. Finally my hand slipped beneath the thin fabric of her shirt.
Skin met skin.
Heat surged through me at the contact, her warmth searing against my palm as I traced the lines of her waist, the curve of her ribs. Her breath caught as my hand went just a fraction higher. So close to the underside of her breast but not yet touching it. She trembled against my mouth, but instead of pulling away she pressed into me. Offering more, begging without words.
Her hands moved over me, trembling but unyielding, tracing every line of muscle, every scar time had left. She touched me as though I were something sacred, something she’d longed to hold but never dared.
“You’ll unmake me,” I rasped.
Her lips parted, breathless. Her fingers tightened against my shoulders, her chest pressed hard to mine, and she whispered against my mouth, raw and desperate:
“And you will rebuild me.”
The words shattered me more than her touch ever could. Not a plea. Not a command. A vow as reckless as my own. Her fire filled the cracks I thought would never heal, and I kissed her like I could make her truth real.
Her promise lingered in me, not as fire now, but as something worse; hope.
But I knew if I didn’t stop now, I never would.
My lips lingered on hers, breath ragged, wings trembling around us as though they too defied me. And still, I tore the words out, raw and reluctant, a whisper steeped in ruin, spilling against her mouth:
“We have to stop,” I forced the words out, though every part of me screamed to take them back.
“No…” she breathed, nipping at my bottom lip. “Don’t stop. Please… more.”
The soft bite to my bottom lip dragged a groan from my chest. Need tore through me, sharp and uncontrollable. Her emerald eyes burned with hunger, unguarded, wild, and when her body arched into mine, it felt like a choice already made. Like surrender without a word.
Desire roared in my veins, my control fraying to nothing. She didn’t understand the danger. How close I was to claiming her completely. To branding her in truth, not just in words. She thought she begged for touch, for heat, for more of the fire between us. But what she begged for was ruin. My ruin.
And still, I wanted to give it to her.
“You do not know what you ask,” I rasped, my voice rougher than flint. My hand still pressed against her skin, my body still caged over hers, but I forced the words out. “Kissing is one thing. Desire… this hunger. We can bury it in shadow and silence. But if we cross that line, if we push further…” My eyes burned into hers, amber searing emerald. “He will know. Immediately. No veil, no shroud, no stolen moment could hide it.”
Her lips parted, her breath catching against mine, and still she didn’t look away. I saw the ache in her face, and it tore through me.
I dragged in a breath, my forehead pressing against hers, the whisper torn raw from my chest. “You think I do not want it too? That I do not ache with every breath not to take you fully? I do. More than you can even begin to understand. But what you ask for… that would damn us both.”
Her whisper was a dagger. “How would he know?”
I stilled. For a heartbeat, I almost let myself believe she truly didn’t understand. That the question was born of innocence, not temptation. But her eyes, those wide, unflinching emerald eyes… they burned with defiance. She wanted the truth. She wanted me to strip the truth bare.
“Because this realm is his cage,” I growled, low, every word tasted bitter on my tongue. “Every vow, every bond, every breath we give beyond what he allows, it sings in his prison. And if I gave you what you beg me for now, Astraea, those chains would sing until they shattered the walls around us.”
I shifted closer, unable to stop myself, my forehead pressing hard against hers as if I could brand the truth into her skin. “He would know. He would see. And he would take you from me before I ever had the chance to hold you again.”
I shut my eyes, forced steel into my lungs, and let the words bleed out. “You think I speak only from fear? No, little star. I have seen it. I have watched angels older than mountains give themselves to love. And I have watched what became of them when they broke their angelic vow.”
My grip on the sheets tightened until the fabric strained. Memories carved themselves raw in my voice. “Some were cast down, wings torn from them, their names struck from Caeloria’s tongue. Others…” My throat burned. “Others did not even fall. They were ended. Snuffed out as though they had never been, their essence scattered like dust across the stars.”
I lifted my head, forcing her to look into my eyes, my voice breaking lower. “That is the truth he hides behind his false love. You give yourself wholly to another, and you are no longer his. And for that, he will destroy you.”
She swallowed hard, her pulse fluttering wildly beneath my body, but she said nothing. Her silence begged. Her silence ached.
I leaned closer still, my whisper a raw vow against her mouth. “I will not watch that fate claim you. Even as I ache to have you.”
Finally, she spoke. Her voice was soft, trembling but steady, each word a spark lodged beneath my ribs.
“Then if stolen kisses and moments like we’ve shared tonight are all we can have… then I will take them.”
She didn’t flinch from the abyss, didn’t recoil from the chains, didn’t cower before the ruin I had painted. She chose it. Chose me, even if it meant only scraps.
Something broke and healed all at once in my chest. My hand still rested against her skin under her shirt, her warmth bleeding into me, her love igniting every broken piece I had left. I lowered my forehead to hers again, eyes closing, as if the contact alone could keep me from unraveling completely.
“You’ll undo me.” The words slipped out before I could stop them, a confession more breath than sound. But I kissed her again all the same.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Seven
Astraea






I woke to warmth. Not the cold brilliance of Caeloria’s halls, not the searing blaze of the battlefield, but a warmth, steady and alive beneath me. My cheek rested against the hard plane of his chest, the slow rise and fall of his breath lulling me in a rhythm I hadn’t known I craved.
At some point exhaustion had claimed me, pulling me under between kisses and touches that still burned on my lips, on my skin. And yet here I was, whole. Safe.
My hand lay splayed across his stomach, the sharp lines of muscle beneath my fingers a reminder this wasn’t a dream. Oblivion curled around us, a second set of covers, his wings folded close enough that their weight brushed the edge of my blankets. He hadn’t moved. Not once.
For the second time in my existence, I realized: I had slept through the night without nightmares. Both times because of him.
The thought made my throat tighten. My eyes closed again, not because I was tired but because I wanted to hold the moment. To cling to the way his presence banished the shadows.
“Good morning, little star.” His chest rumbled as he spoke, the sound vibrating against my cheek.
I nuzzled closer, refusing to move, as though if I pressed hard enough I could fuse myself into the steady warmth of him.
His breath shifted, a quiet huff I might have mistaken for a laugh if it wasn’t so low. “Careful,” he murmured, voice like velvet edged in iron. He always said it; that single word, half warning, half plea. “If you keep clinging to me like this, I might start to believe you can’t sleep without me.”
Heat flooded my face, but I didn’t pull away. Not this time. My fingers curled faintly against him instead, holding on tighter. “Maybe I can’t,” I whispered before I could stop myself.
The silence that followed felt heavier than the words. His hand moved then, slow, deliberate, brushing against my hair, his thumb grazing my temple in a touch so careful it made my chest ache.
“Then,” he said softly, “it’s good you have me.”
The words wrapped around me warmer than the blankets, steadier than his silk feathers that kept me close. I tilted my head just enough to look up at him, emerald eyes catching his amber. His gaze burned, but not with fire. With something quieter. Something that made me forget how to breathe.
My lips parted before my thoughts could catch them. “Does that mean you promise to sleep in my bed every night?”
The question came out softer than I intended, more fragile, almost childlike in its hope. I almost regretted it the moment it slipped free, but I couldn’t take it back. Not when every inch of me wanted the answer.
His lips curved, sharp and amused, the kind of smile that always felt like a challenge.
“You want me in your bed every night? You’ll damn me faster than he ever could, little star.”
"Thats not a no." I said to him as my teeth trapped my bottom lip. I leaned up to look into his eyes. "So I will be seeing you again tonight in my bed. No armor again of course." I couldn't believe how brave I was being. 
His smile tugged higher, but his eyes… his eyes burned darker, heavier, like molten gold about to spill.
“You play a dangerous game,” he murmured, tugging me higher on his chest so our mouths are almost touching. His voice was low enough to vibrate against my lips. His thumb brushed my chin, tilting it just slightly, daring me closer. “One day, little star, you’ll get exactly what you ask for.”
The words should have made me retreat. Should have reminded me of every warning, every danger, every rule carved into Caeloria itself. But instead, I found myself leaning in, the space between us unbearable. My lips brushed his, feather-light, testing, trembling.
For a heartbeat, he didn’t move. His breath was hot against my skin, his chest iron beneath my hand, light coiling around us as if even the air itself held its breath. Then he answered. His mouth pressed to mine, slow but searing, a vow and a claim all at once.
It wasn’t the firestorm of before. It was deeper. A kiss that spoke of promises unspoken, of laws defied, of something neither of us could name but both of us already belonged to. My fingers curled into him, desperate to hold the moment, terrified it would slip.
And then he broke it. Pulled back just enough that the heat of his breath still clung to me, but the distance ached like a wound. His thumb lingered against my jaw, his eyes burning into mine, fierce and unrelenting.
“Enough,” he whispered, though his voice cracked on the word. “If I take more, I will not stop.”
“It’s time for training anyway,” I teased softly, slipping from beneath the covers. My feet had barely touched the floor before a hand caught me, firm and unyielding.
In a blur I was on my back again, the mattress dipping beneath me, his body caging mine. Power rippled from him, gold and silver flaring across the room, wings braced, eyes dark enough to burn through me. My breath hitched as his gaze fixed sharp, molten, dangerous.
The growl that rumbled from his chest was low, primal, a warning and a promise all at once. “Better not let Uriel touch you again. Mana or no.”
My eyes darkened, the tease rising in me before sense could stop it. “Maybe I will let him.” I whispered, my lips curving into a daring smile. “Just to see that look in your eyes again.”
The shift in him was instant. His hand slammed against the mattress beside my head, brilliance erupting like a storm unleashed. His gaze burned down into mine, molten and wild, every ounce of restraint stripped bare.
“Do not test me,” he snarled, his voice raw, dangerous. “I will not share you. Not with Uriel. Not with any of them. The thought alone—” His jaw clenched hard, the fire in his eyes leaving no doubt. “It makes me want to tear this realm apart.”
His wings curved tighter around me, sealing us in darkness, as if the very act of covering me could keep me from them. From anyone. From even daring to tempt him again.
A thrill ran through me at that, sharp and electric, and I couldn’t control the sound that escaped me. Half a whimper, half a moan. His eyes flared hotter at the noise, his breath tearing out ragged as though the sound itself had branded him.
“Saints…” he rasped, lowering closer, his nose nearly brushing mine. “Do you want me mad, little star? Do you crave it?”
His pinions coiled tighter, trembling with the force of his restraint, and still I arched toward him, my body betraying every reckless thought in my head.
 “Not mad… just… possessive.”
The growl that answered rumbled deep in his chest, vibrating through me like a second heartbeat. His wings snapped wider, a shroud draping over us both as though to shut the rest of Caeloria away, his gaze burning with something primal, dangerous, and utterly mine.
I met that fire with my own, my pulse thundering in my throat as the words tore free before I could second-guess them. “I am yours, Lucifer. No one could come close to you. Not even God himself.”
The air between us cracked. His breath hitched, his teeth clenching as if my words had both undone and remade him in the same instant. For a heartbeat, he froze. Every muscle taut, his power shivering like it would consume us both.
Then his mouth crashed onto mine. The force of it stole the breath from my lungs, heat sparking down my spine as I met him, matching his hunger with my own. When he tore back, a growl rumbling against my lips, I chased him without thinking, my breath still tangled with his, craving the contact he denied.
“We really do need to get to training,” he said, voice low, taut with restraint. “Before they find both of us missing and come searching.”
My lips curved despite the ache of his absence. “You’re the one who pulled me back,” I whispered, emerald eyes catching his. “Don’t blame me for what you can’t resist.”
His gaze darkened, molten heat flaring as if I’d struck a nerve. His wings shifted, silver and gold rippling with his restraint, and for a moment I thought he might forget training entirely.
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Eight
Astraea






By the time I stepped into the training grounds, the smell of heat hit my nose immediately. Michael’s voice carried across the court, sharp as steel, his commands snapping the younger seraphim into place like pieces on a board. The clang of weapons, the burn of light against marble, the steady thrum of wings. It all blended into the familiar rhythm of discipline.
When I’d trained here before, the grounds had always been private. Fledgling archangels were forged apart from the ranks, our power too volatile, too dangerous to risk when we were untested. But now that I was a ranking archangel the seraphim filled the court, their eyes fixated on the fire wielder, tracking my every movement.
I should have felt steady walking into it. I had fought battles that left the sky cracked and the earth bleeding. And yet, this felt heavier. Not because of the drills, not because of the eyes that followed me. But because of the memory of where I had woken this morning.
His chest under my cheek. His essence around me like a shield. His lips and the dangerous vow he had pressed into them.
I pushed the thought down, forcing my steps firmly against the marble. If any of them looked too closely, if any of them guessed, I wasn’t sure my face wouldn’t betray me.
Lucifer wasn’t here yet. He had gone to his own chambers, to shed the rumpled clothes of yesterday, the armor cast aside on my floor. That knowledge burned through me hotter than the drills around me. Saints, if they knew. If any of them ever suspected.
“Focus,” Michael’s voice cut through, his gaze landing briefly on me, weighing, measuring. “You’ll need more than memory and instinct to win the next battle.”
I tightened my grip on my daggers and nodded once, swallowing the flush that threatened to rise to my cheeks. Memory. If only he knew.
It wasn’t lost on me what this meant. Normally it was Gabriel who drilled me, who pressed my stances and corrected my strikes with chains that bound tighter than his voice. Michael rarely lowered himself to spar with anyone outside the oldest of the host. His time was for seasoned commanders, for warriors already proven.
And yet here he was. Sword in hand. Every strike leveled at me as if I were already one of them. Not the youngest, not the least. It spoke louder than any words he could have given.
Still, his eyes burned like judgment itself, and every correction rang less like instruction and more like command. I wanted to rise to it. I would rise to it.
“What things did you notice as we fought, that you think I need to work on?” I asked him, my voice steady despite the ache in my arms.
Michael circled me slowly, his longsword lowered but not at rest. His silver wings carved hard lines against the training hall’s light, every feather glinting like tempered glass. For a moment, he didn’t answer, and the silence stretched until it pressed like weight against my chest.
Then his gaze swept over me. Not unkind, but unyielding. “You hesitate when your heart wars with your orders. That will cost you.” His words landed heavy, precise as a hammer’s strike. “Your fire is strength, Astraea. But if you let it flare wild, without discipline, it will consume you before it consumes your enemy.”
He stopped before me, close enough that I could see the faint lines carved at the corners of his eyes. Not disdain. Not dismissal. Experience. “You do not lack power. You lack control. Learn that, and even I will not be able to break your guard.”
“I think our last battle at the Veil would contradict that,” I said, tightening my grip on my daggers. My voice came sharper than I intended. “I listened to you. Every order. And we won. I did not hesitate.”
Michael’s gaze fixed on me. He didn’t move, didn’t blink, but when he spoke his words struck like a spear driven through the narrowest gap.
“You did not hesitate because your orders just happened to coincide with protecting Lucifer.”
The air left me in a rush, as though he’d driven the breath out of me with a single blow. His tone hadn’t been cruel, not even heated. It was worse than that. Calm. Certain.
Had he noticed something? The way I moved when Lucifer was near? The way his voice cut through chaos louder than any command? Or was it only that Michael saw us as shields, protective by nature, nothing more?
I couldn’t tell. And the not knowing coiled tight in my chest, heat creeping up my neck as my pulse thudded heavy against my ribs.
“What do you mean?” I asked, the words sharper than I intended.
Michael didn’t falter. His sword shifted in his grip, the motion controlled, precise, as though the weight of the steel itself steadied him. His eyes never left mine.
“You move differently when he is in danger,” he said evenly. “Quicker. Reckless even. I give an order, and if it places you at his side, you obey without hesitation. If it does not…” His jaw flexed, his wings flaring just slightly. “You weigh it. You question. Even if only for a breath.”
His voice didn’t accuse. It observed. Measured. But somehow that was worse.
My shoulders squared before I could stop them, but I forced my voice to stay even. “God himself told me to stay close to Lucifer,” I said, the words quiet but steady. “So it is hard to take an order that contradicts him.”
Michael’s eyes narrowed, sharp as suspicion itself. He studied me in silence long enough that the air itself seemed to weigh heavier. His wings shifted once, silver feathers rustling like distant thunder.
“A half-truth,” he said at last, voice low, measured. “Close to him, yes. But closeness is not obedience, Astraea. Do not confuse the two.”
I swallowed hard, the taste of my fire rising on my tongue as my spine prickled, as though my body knew the danger my face could not reveal. He meant them as warning, as instruction. Yet beneath it, I thought I glimpsed something else in his gaze. Not suspicion. Not yet. But awareness.
The weight of his gaze pressed, steady, unrelenting. Most would have bowed beneath it. Most did. But something in me rebelled against that steel. I tilted my head instead, letting a sliver of a smile touch my lips.
“Watch yourself,” I said lightly, “or I’ll start to think you’re jealous. That you want to keep me by your side.”
The words left my mouth before I could stop them. I couldn’t believe I’d just said that to Michael of all people. But the need to steer him away from the truth, from Lucifer, made me reckless. Brave in all the wrong ways.
For a heartbeat, he froze. His wings twitched, the lines of his jaw tightening, a shadow of something flashing in his eyes before it vanished. 
When he spoke again, his tone was steel once more. “Do not mistake discipline for envy,” he said, voice sharp enough to cut. “I train you because you need it. Because if you falter, even once, the Veil will not spare you. And I will not lose another soldier.”
But no matter how rigid the words, I couldn’t unsee the crack I’d glimpsed. The momentary fracture in his command.
I smiled, just a little, enough to be dangerous. “Another soldier?” I repeated, my tone softer, teasing, but deliberate. “Or me?”
His gaze snapped to mine, sharp as lightning. For the briefest instant I thought he might truly scold me, cut me down where I stood. But he didn’t. His lips pressed into a thin line instead, his silence saying more than words ever could.
I tilted my head, refusing to break eye contact. “You didn’t answer.”
His wings shifted, feathers rasping together in something that sounded too much like unease. “Do not test me, Astraea,” he said at last, low and measured. But beneath the warning there was something else. Something he didn’t want me to hear.
And that, more than his words, made my smile widen.
I leaned closer, my blades still poised in stance but my voice dropping low enough that only he could hear.
 “Don’t worry, sweet Michael. I won’t let anyone know that you care.”
His jaw clenched hard, a muscle twitching as though the words struck deeper than any weapon. For a moment, the air between us thickened. Not with command, not with rebuke, but with something far sharper.
Then, as quickly as it had cracked, his composure slid back into place. His stance straightened, longsword raised. “Again,” he ordered, voice iron once more. 
I chuckled to myself, low and soft, the sound slipping past my lips before I could stop it. My fangs rose, settling into form, but this time I let my eyes gleam. Bright, unyielding, daring. I wanted him to see it.
His gaze locked with mine for a fraction too long, the faintest shadow of tension running through his shoulders before he moved. And when he did, it was harder, as though he meant to carve the spark from me.
In that moment I knew I took his attention off of Lucifer and I, just as I wanted. 
The sound of steel cracked through the training court as our weapons met, the vibration humming up my arms. Michael didn’t hold back. Not today. Each strike came with the force of thunder, every blow meant to remind me he was centuries older.
But I didn’t yield.
My daggers flashed, intercepting his longsword in rapid bursts, my wrists aching with the sheer weight of his strength. Sparks scattered where light kissed onyx, brief stars against the marble floor. Fighting Michael wasn’t like fighting Gabriel or Lucifer. Gabriel struck with precision. Lucifer with speed and intent. But Michael... Michael was a brute. Every blow carried the weight of command itself, heavy and relentless. All strength, but slower, predictable once you learned his rhythm.
And I didn’t need perfection to beat him. I needed fire.
He lunged, the arc of his blade slicing down toward my shoulder. I twisted at the last instant, feeling the heat of the strike graze past me, and drove my dagger toward his side. He caught it, of course. His gauntlet closed around my wrist like an iron shackle, sword pressing close enough to my throat that I could taste defeat.
And with a sharp twist of my hips, I kicked against the back of his knee, forcing him to shift just enough for me to break free.
His eyes narrowed. “Reckless,” he said, his voice steady even as his steel swept forward again.
“Effective,” I shot back, spinning low, daggers carving bright arcs as I drove him two steps backward.
The clash grew faster, louder. Each strike a test. Each parry a dare. He pressed me with power, with command, with the weight of centuries. I answered with speed, with defiance, with the blaze in my blood.
He slammed my daggers wide with a brutal swing that numbed my arms, then closed the distance, his sword edge inches from my chest. His presence towered, his gaze sharp as judgment. “Yield.”
I bared my teeth in a grin, breath ragged. “Not a chance.”
Then I moved. Faster than before, reckless enough to make his wings twitch in warning. My daggers blurred, one striking high to meet his blade, the other curving low, slipping past his guard. For a heartbeat, the point hovered just above the armor at his ribs. Close enough that if I’d wanted to, it could have bitten.
Silence rang sharper than steel.
His eyes met mine, steady, unreadable, but I saw it. The faintest flicker of surprise. I stepped back, daggers lowering, chest heaving. “Again,” I whispered, my voice alight with challenge. 
 


Chapter Twenty-Nine
Astraea






Weeks blurred together, marked not by peace, but by fire and shadow. I had grown sharper beneath Michael’s unyielding gaze, faster beneath Gabriel’s exacting drills, steadier under Raphael’s patient reminders. But none of that compared to the nights.
Every night, without fail, Lucifer came. He never said it aloud, never promised it, but I always woke to his warmth, his wings folding me into a shield of twilight. And always, always, the nightmares stayed away.
But all of that felt distant now. Because the Veil bled in front of us.
The tear was larger than any we had faced. It split the sky in jagged lines, a wound that leaked shadow like smoke from a raging undying blaze. The air itself seemed to recoil, the ground trembling beneath the weight of its hunger.
Michael stood at the front, Orichalcum steel alive with lightning. Beside him Gabriel’s greatsword bled gold as his chains rested against his shoulder, sigils already searing themselves into the stone. Raphael anchored behind, spear in hand, while he summoned light folding into radiant barriers that hummed steady as a heartbeat. Lucifer stood close enough that his aura brushed against mine, steady and electric, a constant in the storm. He arced his flamberge in a sweeping display, the light rippling along its edge like heat through glass, showing off as he always did.
And Uriel.
He hadn’t waited to be summoned this time. The Light of Truth descended with us, his diamond-feathered wings unfurled, his presence cutting through shadow with merciless brilliance. The glow of his claymore wasn’t fire. It wasn’t warmth. It was judgment itself, sharp enough to make the swarm hesitate before they poured from the wound.
Still, they came.
Shadows shrieked as they poured forth, not wild and thrashing, but coordinated, their rhythm pounding like a war-drum. They moved as one, an army commanded, their hunger sharpened into purpose.
The Veil screamed inside me. Not in a language I knew, but one I understood all the same. Not in sound, but in a tearing ache that rattled my bones and seared through my veins. Close me. Heal me. End this pain.
The shadows surged, a wall of hunger given form, but this time I didn’t flinch. The ache of the Veil clawed at me, begging, screaming, but I kept my grip tight on my daggers, fire coiling steady down their fangs instead of bursting wild. I was not the same girl who staggered the first time its voice reached me.
Michael’s command split the air. “Hold the line!”
Lightning crackled across his orichalcum leviathan as he met the first wave, a star-forged titan, guided like a reed in the wind. Gabriel’s voice followed, runes spiraling into golden chains that snared the front ranks, binding them in place long enough for Raphael to shatter them with a shield-turned-weapon.
Uriel moved like judgment incarnate. His dawnbreaker didn’t just cut. It erased, every stroke a verdict. Where his light fell, the shadows faltered, as though even hunger feared truth.
And Lucifer.
His molten power flared beside my inferno, his strikes deliberate, merciless. Every time the swarm pressed too close, his wings curved to block, forcing them into my daggers instead. Not shielding me. Fighting with me. As though we had trained together a thousand years.
I breathed in fire, exhaled fury, my daggers carving arcs of white flame through the darkness. For once, I didn’t feel small in their presence. For once, I was not simply following orders. I was part of this.
But still the tear bled. Still the swarm poured. And beneath it all, the Veil’s voice whispered in my marrow, each word cutting sharper than the last.
You are the only one who can end this. You are mine.
My steps faltered, only for a breath. But Lucifer’s blade cut across my vision, shadows breaking apart as he snarled, “Focus, little star.”
My attention snapped back to the battle. My wings flared wide, feathers cutting sharp against the wind as I launched forward. The swarm closed around me, shrieking, a dozen claws reaching all at once.
Too slow.
I twisted midair, daggers flashing, blaze erupting in twin arcs. One fang cut through shadow, the other left white flame burning in its wake, searing the husks until they dissolved into smoke. My body moved before thought, instinct honed by endless drills and something deeper. Wrath, frenzy, need.
Another lunged from my left, jaws snapping. My wing snapped down hard, the gust enough to stagger it as I spun, burying both daggers in its chest. Light and fire surged through me, bursting outward, shattering it into fragments that scattered like ash.
The Veil’s ache hummed through my veins, but I did not stumble. I poured it into my strikes instead. Each step faster, sharper. Shadows tried to close around me, to drag me under, but I moved through them like truth through illusion, every touch unraveling what dared remain.
“Right flank!” Michael barked.
I was already there. My wings beat once, hurling me forward as the swarm pressed against Raphael’s shield. My daggers burned bright, fire licking up my arms, spilling into every strike until the air itself seemed to blaze. One after another they fell, cut down by speed they couldn’t match.
Lucifer’s radiance crashed against mine at the edges, his power a steady force to my fevered flame. For a heartbeat we moved together, blades cutting a mirrored rhythm, his voice a growl at my back. “Don’t stop.”
I didn’t.
Daggers whirled, fire spilling like a crown of flame as my wings ignited, feathers melting into molten light, ribbons of lava unfurling in their place. Heat roared down my spine, the air bending around me until it felt as though creation itself burned to keep pace. The swarm pressed harder, but I pressed harder still, emerald eyes blazing as I drove them back step by step.
Not a child. Not a weapon. Archangel.
And the shadows knew it.
But then we heard it.
The air shifted, the battlefield stilled for the briefest breath. And over the shrieks of the swarm came something else.
Wings.
Not the ragged beating of husks. Not the rhythmic thunder of our own. This was different. The sound was sharp, deliberate, each strike of air carrying weight that twisted the marrow. It rang like ours, but it sang the wrong song. Darker. Hollow. A hymn rewritten in shadow.
Michael’s wingbeat faltered for half a breath. Gabriel’s chains stilled mid-sigil. Even Uriel’s diamond light flickered, a brief fracture of something I had never seen in him before… fear. Recognition. None of them spoke it aloud. But I felt it. What shook them so?
My body froze mid-strike, every nerve pulled taut. Even the swarm hesitated, their rhythm faltering, their movements skewing as though something greater commanded their obedience.
A silhouette cut through the veil of shadow, obsidian feathers stretched wide, too wide. Not tattered like the husks, not luminous like ours. They moved with precision, with intent. And the song of them… it scraped against my bones, a dark mirror of everything I had ever known.
Behind me, Michael whispered something too low to hear. Raphael’s lips formed a name but no sound left them. Uriel’s gaze sharpened, diamond wings curling in as though bracing for a blow from a ghost.
The rhythm of those wings drew closer, sharper, until the shadows parted.
And then he dove.
Straight for me.
Not Michael. Not Uriel. Not Lucifer. Me.
The force of his descent ripped the air apart, a shockwave slamming the ground as his form cut through the chaos. I barely had time to cross my daggers before he was on me, the impact jarring through bone as edge met edge. My knees buckled, my wings flared wide, fire spilling from me in instinctive defense.
His weight pressed down, unrelenting, steel grinding against my daggers. His eyes locked on mine.
Amethyst.
Not the living violet of Uriel’s eyes, but crystalline, cold, cut sharp like a gem fractured from Caeloria itself. They burned with clarity that was too beautiful, too precise, and yet wrong. Like light trapped forever in stone. For a breath, I forgot to push back. For a breath, I nearly drowned in them.
He smirked at the way I was drawn into him. As if it stroked his ego. 
“You,” he purred. His voice was dark and silken, smooth as sin, the kind of sound that made the room itself lean in, low enough to wrap around my essence and drag it closer to him. 
His obsidian bastard sword caught my daggers, black edge sparking like volcanic rock split open, the clash ringing in my ears. “The Veil’s little savior.” It was meant to be an insult but it sounded like a lovers caress. 
Heat seared my arms as I shoved back, fire bursting up my fangs, but he only grinned. Wild, furious, as if the flame itself pleased him.
His amethyst eyes catching the firelight and fracturing it into shards of violent brilliance. “Yes,” he drawled, pressing harder, forcing my knees to bend beneath the weight of him. “That’s it. Burn for me.”
The words struck too close to the truth. My chest heaved, heat searing through my veins as I twisted, wings snapping wide to shove him back. “I don’t burn for you,” I spat, though my voice trembled under the strain.
He laughed. Low, rich, cruel. The sound vibrated through me as much as the clash of our blades. “We’ll see.”
Steel shrieked, shards of light scattering as he shoved me back. My wings snapped wide, dragging me out of reach a heartbeat before his strike split the stone clean open. Flame erupted from my daggers, arcing toward his chest like lava torn from the earth. He cut through it with a single sweep, scattering the inferno as if it were nothing, and that grin carved his face again. Sharp, maddened, too close to delight.
“You fight like fire itself,” he said, circling me, voice rich with hunger and mockery both. “Wild. Untamed. They’ll never control you.”
I snarled and lunged, daggers crossing in a strike that would have gutted him had he been slower. But he wasn’t. His obsidian twisted, catching the fang of my dagger, his strength jarring through my bones as he leaned close enough for me to feel his breath.
“Beautiful,” he whispered, not as praise, but as a curse.
I wrenched free, fury sparking hotter, and drove him back with a flurry of strikes. But even as he parried, even as his blade danced with mine in rhythm too precise for madness, those amethyst eyes never left me. Watching. Weighing.
A surge of molten and lightning cut between us. Lucifer. His sword crashed against the Fallen’s with a snarl, his wings flaring wide as if to tear him from me by sheer force.
His voice ripped out, raw, disbelieving, burning with fury:
“You were meant to be dead!”
The Fallen only laughed, his eyes glittering with cruel amusement. “And yet here I stand. Tell me, Morningstar… did you weep when Father told you I was gone?”
The battlefield stilled for a heartbeat. Even the shadows seemed to hesitate, their rhythm faltering as the nameless truth bled into the open. Michael’s wings tensed, Gabriel’s chains stuttered, Raphael’s light dimmed. I didn’t understand, but they did. This wasn’t a stranger. This was someone they had buried. Someone Caeloria had erased.
The Fallen’s gaze slid past Lucifer, landing on me. That smirk curled, sharper, as though tasting my confusion. His wrist flicked, a pulse of corrupted light surging from his blade. “I’m fighting the little one right now.”
The force blasted outward in a shockwave. Lucifer’s body was hurled back through the air, wings snapping hard against the recoil as he slammed into the stone. Dust and shards erupted where he struck, the battlefield itself trembling under the weight of it.
“No!” The scream ripped from my throat, fire bursting wild from my daggers as I lunged. The heat seared up my arms, spilling into my wings, flames trailing behind me like a comet’s tail.
The Fallen only laughed, low and dangerous, pivoting his blade to meet mine. Obsidian and onyx clashed, the impact jolting through my bones. He leaned close, his voice curling against my ear even as sparks rained between us.
“Look at you. Burning brighter for him than you do for yourself.”
Rage snapped through me. My strike came down harder, frenzied, my daggers crossing in a scissoring slash that forced him to skid back across the stone. A deep manic laugh escaped him, teeth flashing like the strike had only thrilled him.
Behind him, Lucifer stirred in the rubble, wings spreading as he pushed to rise again. But the Fallen’s hand twitched, threads of corrupted light coiling like chains to pin him in place. His amethyst gaze never left me.
“This is between us, little Seal. Show me why the Veil cries your name.”
Michael’s lightning cracked across the sky, his blade descending like judgment itself. Gabriel’s chains lashed forward in unison, runes burning gold-white as they sought to bind the Fallen’s limbs. Raphael’s light surged behind them, a barrier crashing forward like a tidal wave. Then the battlefield erupted. Uriel’s claymore came down in a column of diamond radiance. 
For a moment, it felt like the force of Caeloria itself was descending upon him.
And still… he only smiled.
His wings unfurled, shadow spilling from them like venom. He twisted his blade in a slow, deliberate arc, and the air itself tore.
Chains of corrupted light snapped out, faster than sight. They wrapped Michael mid-strike, locking his arms, lightning sparking helplessly in the binds. Gabriel’s own runes shattered against the chains that coiled around him, his wings yanked to the ground. Raphael’s barrier fractured, collapsing into shards of light as the coils wound tight across his chest, slamming him back against the marble. Uriel’s claymore met the oncoming surge, brilliance clashing with corruption, but the chains didn’t break. They devoured his light, wrapping around his arms until the glow of truth itself dimmed under their weight.
In heartbeats, they were pinned.
The Fallen stood alone in the center, the battlefield bowing to his will. The shadows thickened, marching toward the bound archangels. The ground trembled as if creation itself bent beneath the weight of his power.
And still his eyes stayed on me.
Panic rushed through me. “What do you want!” I cried out, my daggers shaking in my grip, my eyes darting between him and the chains that strangled my brothers as the shadows pressed closer to them.
He stilled. His blade lowered, though not in surrender. In leisure, as though he already owned this moment. The shadows rippled around him like a cloak, feeding on the fear, on the Veil’s ache.
Then he stepped closer.
“You.”
The word cut through the chaos like a verdict, his amethyst eyes never leaving mine. My heart slammed so violently against my ribs I was certain he could hear it, could taste it.
Heat surged up my throat, the world narrowing to light and panic, and I heard my own voice before I realized I’d spoken.
“Take me! Free them!”
The Fallen tilted his head, studying me as if I were some rare, unexpected offering laid at his feet. A slow, hungry smile unfurled across his face, too intimate for the battlefield, too cruel to be comfort.
Chains tightened around Michael’s throat, Gabriel’s wings, Raphael’s chest. Their struggles only made the binds dig deeper, shadows creeping over them like a living shroud. Lucifer roared in defiance, slamming against his own restraints, wings flaring with fury. But still, the Fallen’s attention stayed fixed on me.
“You would trade yourself so easily?” he purred, stepping closer, each stride deliberate, predatory. “So willing to lay down your fire… to bleed in their place? How very angelic of you.”
"Astraea no!" Lucifer cried out. 
I didn’t meet his eyes. I knew if I did I would falter. I kept my eyes on those crystals. 
“No, the angelic thing would be to end you right here, no matter the cost.” I growled, fire sparking along my daggers until the heat seared my palms.
The Fallen’s smirk deepened, those amethyst eyes glittering as though I had said something that delighted him. He leaned in slightly, his blade dragging lazily against the stone, leaving a hiss of shadow in its wake.
“Ah,” he murmured, voice silk over steel, “there she is. Not the savior. Not the seal. The woman beneath.”
His words coiled around me like smoke, too close, too knowing. The chains binding the others constricted tighter, groans of stone and snapped feathers filling the air. Yet he didn’t strike. He waited. Watched. As though the real battle wasn’t fought with blades at all.
Lucifer snarled, his voice hoarse with fury. “Touch her, and I will tear you apart!”
The Fallen didn’t even glance his way. His smile lingered on me, sharp and maddening.
“Then show me, little Seal,” he said, his tone dropping to something dangerous, intimate. “End me. Prove you are more than the chains he wrapped you in. Prove you are fire.”
“No. Take me. Let them go… please.”
The last word burned like acid in my throat. I closed my eyes, the next admission like a blade driven straight through my pride. But I would not lose them. Not Michael, not Gabriel, not Raphael.
And more than that. I would not lose him.
My angel. Mine.
The Fallen stilled. The chains writhed, shadows tightening for a breath as though testing me, savoring the silence that followed. Then, slowly, deliberately, the pressure eased. The archangels sagged in their bonds, not freed, but no longer choking. A leash, a warning.
When I opened my eyes again, the space between us was gone. His presence filled it, heat rolling off him until the air itself vanished from my lungs.
“So,” he purred, his voice curling around me like silken rope, “you do understand. Love makes martyrs of us all.”
Behind him, Lucifer roared, thrashing against his chains, brilliance cracking through the air like lightning seeking escape. “Astraea! Don’t you dare!”
But I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Because I knew if I did I would falter. So I kept my gaze locked on the Fallen, embers sparking faintly along my daggers even as my arms trembled.
“Take me,” I repeated, steady now. “But let them go.”
“As you wish, little Seal.”
Before I could brace, his arm was around me, the cold weight of his power surging against my fire. My wings flared, thrashing, but his strength was absolute. A grip forged in centuries of exile and fury.
He launched into the air with a single, brutal beat of his wings. The battlefield dropped away beneath us, the sky tearing as the shadows swelled to carry him.
The world ruptured behind me. The chains broke, light flaring, wings beating, voices shouting my name. Lucifer’s roar cut through them all, a sound I felt more than heard. But it was fading. Distant. I was already being pulled beyond it.
The swarm dissolved like mist. The battlefield fell eerily silent. The shadows that had pressed like a tide vanished, leaving only cracked stone and the hollow echo of defeat.
But I was gone.
The last thing I saw before the Veil swallowed us was Lucifer. Wings blazing, amber eyes burning like molten suns as he tore into the air after me.
The last thing I felt was the Fallen’s voice, curling against my ear like poison wrapped in silk:
	 “You’re mine now.”
 
 


Chapter Thirty
Lucifer






The sky split beneath my wings as I tore through it, radiance and storm colliding in my wake, but there was nothing to chase. No spark of her fire. No echo of her light. Only the hollow silence she left behind.
I roared, the sound ripping from me raw, shaking the battlefield until the stone itself cracked. Shadows fled at the sound, remnants of the swarm scattering back into the wound of the Veil. But none of it mattered. None of it filled the void where she had been.
My brothers gathered behind me, their wings battered, their eyes grim. Michael’s voice tried to cut through the storm raging in me, sharp and steady as always. “Lucifer. Enough. She’s gone—”
“Do not say it.” My voice was not mine, low and venomous, a dark abyss laced in every syllable. I turned on him, fury blazing. “Do not speak it as though she is some casualty of war. She is not gone. She has been taken.”
Uriel’s gaze lingered on the sky, the fractured light still bleeding from where the Fallen had vanished. His diamond-feathered wings shifted, his voice calm but edged in steel. “He cloaked his trail. Wherever he’s gone, he has hidden her beyond our sight.”
That word, hidden, ripped through me like shrapnel, hot and jagged, lodging deep beneath my ribs. It felt as if the world itself caved inward, collapsing against my chest until I could hardly breathe.
Hidden from Caeloria.
Hidden from me.
A ghost had taken her.
Not a shadow, not a nameless remnant.
A ghost.
Someone meant to be dead. Someone we had mourned, loved, buried in memory, and burned from our songs. My fists clenched, light burning across my knuckles. I wanted to rip open the Veil itself, to drag her back from the thing that had dared touch her.
Raphael’s hand brushed against my shoulder. Steady, grounding but I shrugged it off, wings flaring so wide the air itself convulsed.
“I will find her,” I swore, the words molten with wrath. “Even if I must tear creation apart stone by stone, shadow by shadow. I will find her.”
No one argued. They knew.
They felt it.
The battlefield was silent but for the echo of my vow, and the ragged thunder of my wings.
Because she was mine.
And I would burn Caeloria and Hell alike before I let him keep her.
The silence of our flight back to Caeloria was heavier than the battlefield itself.
No victory songs. No triumphant wings. Only the sound of air rushing past as though even creation knew what we had lost.
Her absence hollowed everything.
Every beat of my wings was a reminder. Every glance at the empty space between us where she should be gnawed deeper into me.
By the time the gates of Caeloria rose into view, their brilliance burned like mockery. Soldiers bowed as we passed, but their eyes darted, searching. Counting. Waiting for her. And every time their gazes flicked back in confusion. One missing. It was another dagger through my chest.
We entered the throne room as one. Michael at the front, as was his place, though his steps were slower than usual. Raphael carried the weight of silence, his azurite eyes dim. Gabriel’s chains still flickered faintly as though he hadn’t released the fight. Uriel… unreadable as ever, though even his light had dulled.
And me.
Every step I took was a war not to ignite the floor beneath me.
He was waiting.
God, on his throne, cloaked in radiance. The chamber dimmed around him, as though the light of Caeloria itself bent to his presence.
Michael bowed first. The others followed. I did not.
“Report.” His voice rolled across the marble, steady, absolute.
Michael’s head bowed deeper. “The Veil was breached. The swarm was larger than before. But it was not the shadows alone.” His voice tightened, and he forced the words out. “Caelus lives.”
His presence went still. But it was not with the shock I had expected.
Gabriel’s chains dimmed, his jaw tight. Raphael’s wings shifted like a man bracing for a blow. Even Uriel’s diamond light flickered, a faint crack of something too human to name.
“You told us he was dead,” Michael said, lifting his head at last, his storm barely contained. “You told us the Protector fell at the Veil. That there was nothing left to bury.”
The light on the throne sharpened, a flicker of heat, a tremor beneath the radiance. “What you saw was not Caelus,” he said. “That was ruin wearing his shape. Caelus was erased. Long ago.”
Gabriel’s voice cut through the chamber, low but unyielding. “We know his face. We fought beside him. We bled with him. That was no husk. That was him.”
I watched as doubt crept into Gabriel’s face. The same doubt I had held for five centuries now. “You told us he was gone. We mourned him. If that was a lie, then what else have you buried beneath your light?”
“You forget yourself, Gabriel.”
God’s voice boomed through the throne room. Gabriel gasped, his wings flaring wide before slamming to the floor. His knees hit marble with a sickening crack, his chains of light searing into the stone beneath him.
“I grant you the breath to speak,” the voice thundered, “and still you use it to accuse your Creator?”
The air shimmered with heat. Raphael flinched. Michael stood frozen, throat bobbing.
The light dimmed only slightly, enough for Gabriel to lift his head a fraction. His eyes burned with pain, but his voice trembled through it. “Then tell us the truth.”
Silence. Then, a voice colder than the void:
“He is gone. Only hunger wears his form now.”
My fists clenched at my sides, nails biting deep into my palms until I felt the sting of blood. Fury roared through me, but beneath it a hollowness split wide, a wound raw and gaping where her presence had been. It burned like light without a source, like fire denied its air.
If he could not tell the difference between Caelus and a shadow, then what else had he hidden?
If he could tell, and lied, then what else had he lied about?
Michael’s jaw was rigid. “Regardless of what he has become, he took Astraea. He bound us to get to her. He freed none of us until she offered herself.”
“She is the Seal,” the throne said, the light pressing heavier. “The weapon I forged. She cannot be lost.”
Weapon.
The word seared deeper than his light. It took everything in me not to snarl aloud.
He spoke as though she was a blade left on the battlefield, not a soul ripped from our hands.
Michael straightened, his storm barely contained. “We will find her. Whatever shadows he hides behind, we will tear them apart.”
But God’s gaze stayed on me. As if he could see the vow already carved into my bones. As if he knew the truth I would never speak aloud.
But I did not care that he could see it.
Because whether he despised it, feared it, or sought to strip it from me, the truth remained. I would be the one to bring her back. Not his throne, not his decrees, not even the will of my brothers.
Me.
Because she was mine.
The radiance above us trembled. Not with wrath, but with a flicker of urgency he did not mean for us to hear. “Find out where she is,” he commanded. “He cannot keep her. He will surely use her, and if he does, all the realms will be lost.”
The light dimmed as his command echoed off the marble.
Michael bowed once, a clipped movement more ritual than reverence, then turned sharply on his heel. Gabriel however did not bow as he rose from the ground and stalked out, his chains coiling like serpents behind him. Raphael’s wings folded close, azurite eyes shadowed. Uriel lingered a heartbeat longer, his diamond light flickering with something I had never seen in him before, doubt, before he too turned away.
I lingered a moment longer, my fury a living thing coiled at my boots. I met his light and let it break against me, unblinking, unbowed. Let him see what he’d made, the defiance he thought he’d burned out long ago. Then I turned and left.
The doors of the throne room shut, sealing the radiance behind us. In its absence, the corridor felt colder, the marble underfoot less steady. The echo of our steps was the only sound for a long time.
Then Gabriel’s voice broke it, low and tight. “Caelus lives.” The words were not a statement but a wound. “We burned his name from our songs. We buried him in memory.”
Raphael’s jaw clenched. “We were told he fell. We were told to mourn him.” He looked up, his azurite eyes searching each of ours. “What else have we buried on command?”
Michael didn’t slow his stride, but his wings shifted, a ripple of storm running through the chrome. “He was the guardian. The strongest of us. If he has turned…” He didn’t finish. He didn’t need to. The weight of it hung between us.
Uriel’s voice was quieter, but it cut through us like a blade. “If he has turned, then we have not been told the truth. About him. About the shadows. About the Veil itself.”
The words settled heavy in the corridor. Doubt, old and new, flickered behind every eye. Even Michael’s.
I said nothing. All I could see was her fire vanishing into his wings. All I could feel was the ghost of Caelus’s amethyst eyes on mine.
Someone meant to be dead had taken her. And Caeloria itself had either lied or been blind.
Either way, I would burn my way through both to bring her back.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-One
Astraea






Silk wrapped around me. Not the pale linens of Caeloria, not the firm cot of my training chambers, but something far softer, lighter. The fabric clung like shadows, smooth as water, but black as pitch. My fingers sank into it, and my chest tightened.
This wasn’t my bed. Memory crashed through me, the battlefield, the chains, him. My breath caught as I turned, and there he was lying beside me. The Fallen.
One arm bent beneath his head, the other draped across the sheets with lazy grace, as though he belonged here. As though I did. His white hair spilled across the pillow, pale as bone, a stark crown against the black. Even in rest he radiated presence, too still, too deliberate, too aware.
Panic ripped through me. My pulse thundered in my ears.
I bolted upright, the sheets tangling around my legs, wings flaring as if instinct alone could tear me from his presence. My daggers—
Saints. My daggers were gone.
The sound of silk shifting was louder than it should have been, a whisper that felt like a shout in the dark chamber.
“You wake.”
His voice. Smooth. Velvet lined with iron. Not startled, not groggy. Awake. Aware. Waiting.
My heart hammered.
I staggered back a step from the bed, every instinct screaming to run, to fight, to do something. But the walls themselves seemed to lean inward, cloaked in the same black silk, muffling sound and light alike. No exit. No escape.
And then his eyes opened.
Not the soft glow of Caeloria’s light. Not gold, not flame. Deep and cold, glinting like fractured crystal.
“Well,” he murmured, voice low, lazy, his head still propped on one arm, “look at you. Ready to bolt like a caged bird the moment the door creaks.”
His gaze drifted over me, deliberate, unhurried, drinking in my panic as though it pleased him. “Do you think those pretty little wings will carry you anywhere I don’t allow?”
He didn’t move. He didn't need to. The stillness was worse. The way he lay there, utterly at ease, made my heart pound harder.
“Go on, little Seal,” he said, lips curving into a dangerous smile. “Thrash. Burn. Show me if you can make those flames bite without your daggers in hand.”
“I do not need my daggers to kill you!” The words tore from my throat, raw and feral. My hands burned, veins thrumming as heat roared beneath my skin. Fire coiled in my palms, hungry, alive, crawling up my arms like it wanted blood. The air itself seemed to tighten, the scent of ozone and smoke rising around me as the flames begged to be set free.
His smirk widened, slow and indulgent, like a cat watching a cornered mouse bare its teeth. He didn’t rise. He only shifted, stretching one arm behind his head to join the other, the movement unhurried, deliberate; as though the bed were his throne and I, his entertainment. The wooden frame creaked beneath him, a muffled sound that filled the silence like a taunt. A reminder that he had all the time in the world.
“Mm,” he hummed, amused. “There it is. The little spark that all my beasts whisper about. Fire without steel.” His gaze sharpened, amethyst burning like fractured jewels. “But tell me, Astraea,” he lingered on my name as if savoring it, “why haven’t you struck yet?”
The question wrapped around me, cutting closer than his blade had on the battlefield. Because he was right. My hands shook, my power raged at the surface… but something about him had me rooted in place.
He chuckled again, low and pleased. “That’s what I thought.”
“What do you want from me?” I demanded, the words sharp, almost a snarl.
His laugh was soft. Not cruel; worse. Indulgent, amused, the sound of a god humoring a child who had finally learned to speak. He stayed where he was, sprawled in the dark silk, the picture of ease for a creature who had just chained the Archangels themselves.
“What do I want?” he echoed, tilting his head, those amethyst eyes catching the faint light like fractured stars. “I want the one Caeloria parades as its savior to see what she truly is. Not a Seal. Not a weapon forged to mend his mistakes. You.” His hand shifted lazily, as if gesturing toward me was enough to make the air tighten around my lungs. “The fire he tried to chain. The star he thinks he owns.”
He leaned onto his elbow at last, his smile edged in hunger and truth all at once.
“I want you to know that you are not his.”
“I know I am not God’s,” I spat back, my voice low, trembling but certain. “I belong to another.”
For the first time, his smile faltered. Not much. Just enough to show the words had landed, sharp and uninvited. His gaze darkened, deepening to something colder, hungrier.
“Another,” he murmured, the word curling with disdain as though it soured his tongue. He rose then, unhurried but relentless, his presence filling the chamber like smoke. “Do you think I don’t know whose mark you bear? Do you think I didn’t see the way his wings wrapped around you?”
He stopped a breath away, his height forcing me to tilt my chin upward to meet his crystalline orbs. The beauty in them was a blade, meant to cut, not comfort.
“He would keep you caged just as surely as God,” he whispered, the words sinking like poison. “A prison gilded in love is still a prison, Astraea.”
“He does not cage me! He frees me!” I spat, the words cracking the silence between us like fire splitting wood.
He moved. One step, smooth, deliberate, predatory.
And without thinking, I moved too. One step back. My wings twitched, fire crackling faintly across my skin, though I hated that he saw it. That he could make me retreat.
I could see the excitement thrill through him, subtle but unmistakable, a predator savoring the scent of fear. “Frees you?” he echoed, voice silk twisted with venom. “Then why do you tremble, little Seal? Why do you burn only in stolen moments, hidden from the very throne you claim to serve?”
His presence bore down on me, unrelenting, each word pressing closer until it felt like he was peeling back my very skin.
“You call that freedom? Or is it just another cage you’ve chosen for yourself?”
How does he know that? How does he know Lucifer and I have stolen moments? Maybe he is grasping for straws.
His smile deepened, too knowing. “Do you think your secrets are hidden from me?” he asked, voice low, velvet wrapping barbs. “The shadows talk, Astraea. They taste the cracks in you… the ones you think no one sees. And him,” his eyes gleamed, cruel and amused, “they cling to him as much as they do to me. Do you think they don’t whisper what you burn for?”
My stomach twisted, bile burning its way up my throat. He couldn’t know. He shouldn’t know. But the words slithered too close, brushing truths I had buried deep.
He stepped forward again.
I moved without thought, retreating until the cold stone met my shoulders. My wings pressed tight against it, breath catching in my chest as the space between us collapsed.
His presence closed around me, shadows curling like smoke. His voice dropped, almost intimate. “You think you’ve hidden it, but I see it plain. The way you ache in silence. The way you cling to what can’t be yours. Tell me, little Seal… is that freedom? Or is that the cruelest cage of all?”
My heart hammered so hard it shook my ribs, but I forced the words out, sharp and unyielding. “He is mine. And I am his. Love does not have to be sex!”
The declaration cracked through the chamber, brighter than flame, truer than steel. My hands curled at my sides, empty without my daggers, but the fire stirred in me anyway, hot and alive, rising to meet the threat of him.
The smirk didn’t fade. It changed, softening into something colder, as though the game had just become real.
Then he laughed, low and dangerous, the sound sliding like silk across stone. “Love?” he echoed, tilting his head. “That is the word you cling to?” The wall bit into my back as his weight pressed in, pinning me beneath him. His presence engulfed me, his obsidian wings swallowed the light. “Do you really think Caeloria will let you keep it? Do you really think he can protect it, when all it takes is a whisper from that throne to tear you apart?”
My breath caught, not from the press of his body, but from the sheer force of him. Every inch of space vanished, air and thought crushed beneath his presence. Heat rolled from him, foreign and suffocating, and still my mind betrayed me, flicking to Lucifer. To what he would do if he saw this. If he saw him this close. The image flashed bright and terrible, Lucifer’s fury, golden light turning lethal, the heavens burning for the trespass alone. The thought made my pulse stutter, fear and something darker twining in my chest until I could no longer tell them apart.
“I don’t care what Caeloria thinks it can take from me,” I spat, fire sparking across my skin. “He is mine, and nothing you say will change that.”
His hand lifted, not to strike, not to restrain, worse. He brushed a strand of hair from my face, his touch too soft, too knowing. His eyes, those crystalline amethysts, caught mine and held them until the fire in me faltered under the weight of his certainty.
“You are so brave, little one.” he murmured, his lips curving close enough that his breath seared against my cheek. “I once said the same. I swore love could defy law, that it could burn brighter than his decree.” I could see the bitterness creeping up his face. “And I was cast down for it. My wings burned for it. Do you think your story will end any differently?”
My chest heaved, the heat in me flaring until it licked along my veins, until even the marks the Veil had carved into my skin pulsed with light and ember. His words struck deep, but instead they lit something fierce and trembling in my chest.
“Then I will burn for him!” I hissed, my voice trembling not with fear, but with fury. “If that’s the cost, then let it be. I will fall. And I will not regret it.”
Something cracked in his perfect mask. Shadows writhed at his back, curling tighter, lashing against the stone like they wanted to devour the very air. His hand pressed flat against the wall beside my head, trapping me there, his wings arching to block out every glimmer of light.
“Foolish,” he growled, though the word sounded more like a confession than a judgment. “Do you even know what you’ve promised him? Do you even know what it means to be cast out?”
Something human broke through. The taunt died in his eyes, leaving only raw fury and pain he hadn’t meant to show.
“Who did you love?”
The question slipped from my lips before I could stop it. Soft, but sharp enough to cut through the shadows pressing in.
For a heartbeat, the room was bare, just a man and his wound. His hand froze against the wall. His wings stilled, obsidian feathers trembling faintly as if the word itself had struck deeper than any blade.
He didn’t answer at first. His jaw clenched, his breath caught in his chest, and I swore I saw something, someone, flicker in the crystalline depths of his gaze.
When he finally spoke, his voice was lower, quieter, but no less dangerous. “Mortals. Fragile things. I bled for them. I begged for them. And your God burned me for it.”
The shadows shuddered as if his rage breathed life into them again. His eyes snapped back to mine, the rawness shuttered, buried beneath steel and cruelty once more. “And now I see the same flaw in you.”
“Love is not a flaw,” I spat, my voice shaking but unbroken. “You sound so much like God when you say that.”
He stood like a statue, the hush before a tornado, trembling with the effort it took to stay composed. “You… dare… compare me… to him?”
My body went rigid. Every instinct screamed danger. His anger didn’t look angelic. It was something far older, far darker. He looked every bit the fallen celestial they whispered about in Caeloria’s halls.
His expression hardened once more, his smirk snapping back into place like armor. Whatever glimpse I had caught was sealed away. His hand lifted lazily, dismissive, as though my defiance were nothing more than a child’s tantrum. Then blackness took me.
“Sleep, little Seal,” I heard him murmur from the edges of whatever cage he put me in, in my head. “You’ll need your strength for what’s coming.”
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Two
Caelus






Their faces haunted me now. Michael’s wings flared against the dark, a storm barely held in check. His sword hovered at his side, but I saw the hesitation in his grip, the fracture between duty and the memory of a brother he once followed into fire.
Gabriel’s chains sparked, his fury a silent hymn. He looked at me like he could bind me back into the light by sheer will alone, the weight of his faith twisting into something that looked too much like grief.
Raphael’s shields trembled in his hands. Of all of them, he had prayed hardest for me. I could see the cracks spreading through his composure, the quiet disbelief that the one he had once healed now stood before him as the wound itself.
Uriel’s diamond light flickered, pure and cold. Judgment warred with confusion in his eyes, as though the truths he had built his eternity upon no longer aligned.
And behind them, Lucifer’s radiance burned brightest of all. My brother. My reflection. His light cut through the darkness like a blade, gold and silver twisting in defiance of the heavens. I could not tell if it was fury or sorrow that blazed behind those molten eyes, but whatever it was, it saw me. Truly saw me.
My brothers. The ones I had bled beside, laughed beside, before he made me a warning. They had not seen me fall; they had only been told. And now they had saw the ruin I had become, not as I was, but as he named me.
They looked at me as if a ghost had stepped from the grave, but I saw something else in their eyes too… A flicker of the bond we once shared. It cut deeper than any blade. Because for a heartbeat, I wanted to reach them. To tell them it was all a lie. To tell them I was still theirs. But the walls he forged between us were thicker than any shadow. So I gave them only the mask that he taught me to wear.
My gaze shifted to the one who now carried the mark that I had borne for so long. She was so young. Too young to shoulder such a burden.
Her words still echoed in my mind: You sound so much like God when you say that. Had she been anyone else, I might have struck her down where she stood. But she was young, still so very naive. And I knew the way I had taken her, abrupt, merciless, I had earned her hatred. But I had no choice. I had to get her away from him.
Her fire still lingered in the room, even as the shadows obeyed my hand. 
With a flick, the darkness swallowed her protests, her emerald eyes fluttering shut. She slumped before she could resist, and I caught her gently.
I laid her back against the black silk sheets, pulling the covers up until the rise and fall of her chest steadied. For all her fire, for all her defiance, sleep made her look unbearably young. Like the child Caeloria still pretends she is. Like the girl I had once given my wings to protect. Not her… but other mortals like her.
My hand hovered above her cheek for a fraction of a breath before I withdrew. I could not touch her now. Not like this. Not yet.
I turned from the bed and crossed the chamber, the weight of her presence still clinging to me. At my desk, carved from ebony and bone, I lowered myself into the chair. Fingers drummed once against the dark wood before stilling. Around me, the chamber shifted with her fire. Shadows curled tighter, uneasy. The fractured glass panes in the wall caught the faintest scraps of starlight, bending it violet. My eyes drifted to the relics I had carried from another life. A carved toy, a strip of woven cloth, a tarnished bell. 
Their faces blurred, and memory opened like an old wound.
The Veil had once sung to me. Not the screams it bears now, but a low, beautiful song. Like the heartbeat of creation itself. I was its guardian, its watcher, posted at its edge where oblivion and rebirth tangled. I saw everything. Every rift that bled, every soul that slipped through, every shadow that gnawed at the edges of creation.
I remember the mortals most of all. Their villages scattered beneath the stars, their prayers rising in voices that no one answered. In the way they lit candles against a sky that would never hear them; defiant, foolish, radiant. In the way their hands shook when they built, and yet they built anyway. How they loved with hearts that would break, knowing the breaking was inevitable, and still they called it sacred. They bled, they wept, they aged. And somehow, in all that impermanence, they found meaning where even eternity could not. They did not need wings to touch the divine. They carried it inside them.
And I… I envied them for it.
That beauty should have been enough to save them. Their love, their courage, their faith; how could Caeloria see it and still do nothing? I begged for him, God, to hear them. To send aid. To send anyone. But Caeloria only watched. Silent. Judging. Measuring worth instead of giving mercy.
The tear split above it without warning. My eyes turned to the village. Shadows poured through like a tide, devouring fire, devouring flesh, devouring life. Their claws scraped against stone like nails on chalkboard, sparks of dying prayers scattering into ash. 
I fought until my wings dripped crimson, until the inferno in my chest was nothing but a guttering ember. I cut them down, one by one, as the village burned around me. And still they came. Their hunger was endless. I fought until the last child’s scream was cut short. There was nothing left to save.
Only ruin.
The fractured panes in my chambers caught the faintest scraps of starlight, but as the memory clawed up my throat, even that faint light bent and splintered, scattering across the floor like broken glass. Shadows hissed at the edges of the chamber, eager, tasting my anger, my ache.
My fingers dug into the wood of my desk, the memory was as fresh as the day it was carved into me. I could still smell the smoke. Still hear their screams. 
That was the day I broke.
I gave myself to the shadows. Not as prey. As master. I let my light bleed into them, let my fire become their sustenance, and in turn, they bent. They obeyed. And for the first time, the hunger listened.
That was the night I was unmade. Not by the shadows. By him.
“You placed mortals above me.”
His judgment fell swift, grace ripped from my chest. Cast down not because I failed. But because I cared.
Now the shadows are mine. And through them, vengeance breeds.
And now the fire lives in her.
The Seal. Caeloria’s precious weapon. Yet she feels the cries of the Veil. She trembles at its pain, answers it with her own flame. She defies because she loves, because she cannot ignore the suffering others pretend not to see.
She is me, unbroken.
And if she can love someone who hides his shadows… Lucifer… then perhaps she can come to love one who accepts them. One who does not flinch from what he is. One who will never tell her to dim her light to fit the gilded chains of Caeloria. If she chooses truth over shackles, then I would have the proof I’ve hungered for since the moment my wings blackened. Proof that I was never wrong to fall. Proof that love was never a weakness. Proof that he was always the liar.
My gaze flicked back to her sleeping form, to the faint threads of white and black still etched across her skin. The Veil’s gift branded into her flesh. Proof she was not what Caeloria claimed. Proof she was mine to reach, not Gods to claim.
The air trembled, a low hiss rising from the cracks in the floor, as if the Veil itself strained to reach her. And somewhere in its depths, I felt it answer. Not with silence this time. But with hunger that mirrored my own. As though it sensed her fire and wished to claim it. Or perhaps it wished to shelter it, to shelter her, the way I would. To keep her from the hands that would turn her into a weapon.
In this fragile woman, I saw everything I had once been told was sin: fire, defiance, love. She trembled at the cries no one else could hear, just as I once had. And if she could bear that fire and still stand unbowed, then every word he ever spoke to me was a lie.
“Soon,” I murmured, my voice barely more than a breath, “you’ll see it too.”
I would open her eyes to the cracks in his paradise, to the rot festering beneath his perfect light. I would teach her what the heavens fear most: that love born in defiance burns brighter than any divine decree. And when she finally understood, when her fire turned from his altar toward me, the whole of Caeloria would tremble.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Three
Lucifer






The skies had no answers for me. We had scoured them, wings tearing through cloud and starlight, yet every trace of her fire was gone. Hidden. Buried beneath shadow so deep even Uriel’s light could not pierce it.
The others searched with me. Michael with grim silence, Gabriel with fury sharp as his chains, Raphael with prayers beneath his breath. Uriel’s wings cut like glass through the night, his face unreadable. But none of them felt the absence as I did. None of them carried the hollow wound where her presence should be.
I could feel her. Not here, not near, but far. Pulled. Smothered. But alive. That much I knew. The tether between us would not let me believe otherwise.
And Saints damn me, if Caeloria thought it could leash me now, it was wrong.
 She was mine. And I would tear apart every shadow, every lie, every realm itself if I had to.
As no surprise to me, God did not scold me for my constant searching. He watched. Always watched. But the rebuke I had braced for never came.
Oh, he didn't like it. The way I prowled the skies like a beast starved, the way I drove my brothers harder, demanded more, pushed until even Michael’s thunderous resolve began to strain. I saw it in his light, the flicker of displeasure. My “obsession,” he would name it. A flaw. A crack.
But still, he said nothing.
Because he was desperate.
The Seal was gone. His weapon. His prize. And though he cloaked it in silence, I could feel it. The tremor in Caeloria itself, the frantic weight in every order passed down. He needed her back. Desperately. And so he endured me.
If my rage served him, so be it. If my searching brought her back, he could call it obsession, weakness, rebellion. I did not care. Because what he could not name. What he would never admit. Was that he feared. For his weapon. For his plans. For the lies unraveling strand by strand the longer she was gone.
And I… I would use that fear.
Today was no different. The hunt pulled us across the fractured edges of creation, from battlefield scars still smoking to the hollow husks where shadows had fed. Every trace ended the same. Silence. Emptiness. As though Caelus himself had reached back and erased the trail.
I tore through another ruin. Scorched earth, broken stone, the faint echo of her fire still trembling in the marrow of the place. I felt it. A whisper. A ghost of her mana. My hand pressed to the ash, shadows crawling across my skin, reaching. Searching. But there was nothing to seize. Only the fading memory of her presence, swallowed by his darkness.
Michael’s voice was steel as ever. “He covers his tracks.” 
“No,” I snarled, wings flaring. “He knows the ways we hunt. He knows how Caeloria searches.”
The words burned as soon as I said them. Because they weren’t guesswork. They were truth.
We had trained together in the first halls. He had stood at my side when the Veil still sang instead of screamed. If Caelus once guarded the Veil, then of course he knew every way we tracked it, every chain we bound it with, every law of fire and light that should have revealed him.
He wasn’t just one step ahead. He was using what only we should have known.
I rose into the sky again, fury boiling in my chest, but the thread of suspicion coiled tighter with every beat of my wings.
What else had God hidden?
What else had he buried?
And most of all… did he send her to the Veil knowing Caelus was waiting?
I felt rage at that thought. The kind that seared hotter than any battlefield fire, the kind that begged to be unleashed, to scorch every horizon until nothing remained but ash and truth.
But I fought it down.
Not because it wasn’t deserved. Not because it didn’t slither through every vein of me like poison. But because rage would blind me. And if I was blind, I would never find her.
I could not let Caelus win by pulling me into his storm.
I needed clarity. Precision. Every flicker of her fire, every sigh of her mana, every trembling breath of shadow bent wrong. They were threads, faint but there. Threads only I could weave into a trail.
I would follow them.
I would find her.
And I would do it before he killed her.
So I reached. Past the noise of Caeloria, past the ache of the last battle, past the rot of Caelus’s shadows that still lingered in the essence of the world.
A chill ran through me… a thread.
Thin, trembling, nearly lost in the void. But it was hers. Fire and shadow entwined, etched into the fabric of creation itself when the Veil had marked her. My hand tightened around it, raw power flaring from my palm as I anchored myself to the tether.
The thread pulsed once in my hand. And for a breath, I swore I felt her. Not light, not shadow, but her. The way her fire flared when she defied me, the way her laugh burned brighter than Caeloria’s choirs. It was there. Alive.
Then the world changed.
A sound, and not sound at all, broke through me. A whisper that wound itself into bone and blood, older than creation itself. The Veil.
She burns still, it breathed, aching through me. She is not lost.
My knees nearly buckled. I pressed harder, pouring mana into the fragile line, desperate for more.
Your soul reaches for hers, the Veil whispered again, softer now, almost tender. Because you love her, I can speak to you. I feel what you feel. I know what you would destroy in order to keep her. And so, I will tell you.
My chest tightened. “Where?” My voice cracked raw. “Where is she?”
The silence after nearly broke me. But then the Veil finally spoke again. 
Beyond the fractures. Beneath the earth that remembers blood. The place you once called holy, before it was abandoned.
The image struck me. Not vague, not distant. I knew that place.
Once, I had walked its halls. Trained within its walls. An outpost of Caeloria itself, a sanctuary where we first learned to guard the Veil when it was young and raw. Its altars had been stained with prayers, its stone consecrated by the blood of first battles. We bled there together. Michael, Gabriel, Raphael, Uriel… and Caelus. He had stood at our side, fire-born and unrelenting, his daggers, the very daggers God has now placed in Astraea’s hands. Always the first into the swarm. His voice never faltered when ours did.
And when the Great War ended, we left that place to rot. As though abandoning it could bury the screams that clung to its stone. As though silence could erase the memory of the brother who had burned brightest there, before Caeloria told us he was gone.
Softer, almost mournful:
He is not evil. The words thrummed low, as if the Veil itself wept through them. He is lost. Shaped by silence, broken by grief. His hands are stained, yes. But only because he tried to hold what was dying. He gave when Caeloria turned away, and when he was cast down, the shadows claimed what love had already consumed.
I froze, every muscle taut.
He does not deserve death, the Veil whispered again, its voice neither plea nor command, only truth. He deserves to be seen. To be remembered not as ruin, but as the fire he once was.
My grip tightened on the thread until my knuckles burned. I wanted to snarl, to deny it. But the ache in its voice burrowed under my skin. 
Go, Lightbearer, the Veil murmured, fading back into silence. Go, before love is twisted into chains.
The thread dimmed, nearly breaking, but I held it. Clutched it. Swore to it.
“I’m coming, little star,” I whispered into the dark.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Four
Caelus






The candle danced low, its flame bending in the draft that seeped through fractured panes of glass. Shadows clung to the corners of the chamber, restless, feeding on the fire they sensed stirring in the woman who slept in my bed.
I had not moved from my desk. Hours had passed, or perhaps only minutes; time bent strangely here. My eyes stayed fixed on the weapons laid before me.
The daggers.
My daggers.
I had taken them from her as soon as my beasts claimed her sleep, unable to bear the sight of them in her hands. Now they rested in the pool of candlelight, their edges catching the glow, whispering of the countless battles they had once fought at my side. Steel forged for me, for the Protector, not for the Seal he had made in my place.
Maybe it was a cruel joke, that she would carry these blades, when they were the last proof of who I had been before he buried me in silence. Seeing them again was like staring into my own grave.
Then the spell broke before I wished it to.
Her long black lashes fluttered, a faint shiver rolling through her body as if she fought her way out of the dark I had wrapped around her. Most mortals would have slept for days under that weight. Even angels had crumbled. But her?
She clawed her way back in hours.
Emerald eyes snapped open, wild, searching. Finding me. Not the walls, not the bed, not the shadows thickening at her unknowing command. Me. 
I sat where I had been all along. At the desk carved of obsidian, relics scattered around me like bones of a world long dead. A quill balanced in my hand, though I had not written a word. Why waste ink when the true scripture was breathing before me?
Her hand moved first, darting to her hip. Searching, desperate. A flicker of triumph lit in me when her fingers found nothing for the second time. No daggers. No steel. Just her brilliance and her fury.
“You put me under,” she rasped, voice raw from the spell.
I allowed myself the curve of a smile. “You needed rest.”
“Do not pretend to be doing me a favor. You put me out because you fear me.”
Her words snapped like a whip, steady despite the rasp in her throat. She believed them. Saints, she believed them.
I leaned back in my chair, the quill rolling between my fingers, darkness curling tighter around its stem as if to echo my mood. Fear.
I had chained Michael in lightning, Gabriel in his own runes, Raphael beneath his walls of light, Uriel within his blinding justice, and even Lucifer I had cast to the stone. Five of them, ancient and terrible, brought low with less effort than it takes her to draw breath.
And she thought I feared her.
The laugh broke from me, low, velvet edged with steel. “Fear?” I repeated, savoring the shape of it. My gaze fixed on her, sharp enough to cut. “Little one, if I feared you, you would still be sleeping.” I twirled the quill once more before adding, “Or dead.”
Her eyes flared hotter, embers licking faintly along her arms, dancing against the inked marks the Veil had carved into her skin. She didn’t shrink. Not an inch.
Youthful. Cocky. Untempered. She thought her flame could burn me when she did not yet know how to wield it. And yet…
My smile curved sharper. “No, Astraea. I do not fear you. Not yet. But you…” I tilted my head, watching the blaze tremble where her hands curled into fists. “…you should learn fear yourself.”
“Fear who? You?” She laughed, sharp and bright, though the sound carried the tremor of her heartbeat.
My quill stilled. The black haze that had been curling lazily around me stilled too, as if the chamber itself held its breath. She dared laugh. At me.
Slowly, deliberately, I set the quill down upon the desk. The sound was soft, almost nothing, but in the silence it rippled like a pebble cast into still water. My chair scraped against the stone as I rose, each movement unhurried, precise.
Her laughter faltered.
“Me?” I echoed, voice low, velvet wrapped in thorns. My wings unfurled, ebony feathers shuddering the air, scattering what little light the fractured panes allowed. I stepped forward, shadows gathering at my heels like loyal hounds.
“Yes, you should fear me. Because unlike them—” my chin tilted toward the memory of her brothers chained like children. “You have no one here to shield you. No silver lightning. No golden runes. No obsession to wrap you safe.”
I stopped a breath away, close enough for her glow to kiss the edge of my presence, close enough that her defiance had nowhere to stand but against me.
“Laugh again,” My gaze seared into her. “And I will show you why humans pray in whispers when they speak my name.”
Her lip curled, a snarl cutting through the air.
“Ha… Ha… Ha…”
Each sound was sharp, deliberate, meant to provoke.
My power rippled at the sound, answering before I could. They writhed along the edges of the mattress, curling up the posts like smoke eager to devour.
I braced one hand on the bedpost, leaning down, close enough that my breath ghosted across her skin. Not touching. Not yet. Only pressing, surrounding her.
“Mock me,” I said, my voice low, dangerous, “while you lie in my bed, bound by my beasts, stripped of your steel. But laughter will not save you, little one.” I tilted my head, my eyes slowly trailing over every inch of her beautiful face. “Not here. Not with me.”
My breath ghosted against her ear.
“Do it again, and I will strip that fire from your veins until you learn what true fear tastes like.”
Her chest rose sharply, but her voice came steady, the edge of a growl lacing every word.
“Try,” she dared, her emerald orbs gleaming like lit glass. “Try to take it. You’ll find I am not as weak as you think I am.” Her fingers flexed against the sheets, light trembling at her skin, ready to leap. “You cannot strip me of my power. It is embedded in my very soul. It is me.”
The defiance burned hotter than the flame itself. That unshakable conviction, the way she spat it as though the threat of me meant nothing. My murk hissed, agitated, pressing tighter to the mattress as if they could smother her insolence.
“Brave little liar,” I murmured, though the words felt like they were cutting at me as much as her. “Everything can be stripped. Mana. Wings. Even love.”
I let the monsters surge. They curled from my hand, black smoke laced with violet, sliding across the silk sheets until they reached her skin. They coiled at her wrist, her throat, the place where her heat pulsed brightest. Her nostrils flared, but she didn’t flinch.
The defiance in her gaze ignited something jagged in me. Fury. Hunger. The echo of what I had once been.
The black haze coiled tighter, pinning her wrists to the bed, pressing her shoulders down into the sheets. Her wings strained against them, but the magic in her veins refused to yield.
I was so close now that her heat bled through the space between us, close enough that her breath trembled against my lips. When I touched her, it wasn’t a kiss. It was a spark striking tinder. The brief contact burned through me, a searing brand that stole the air from my lungs. 
Her scent, sweet like vanilla and something wild and holy, filled my head until I couldn’t tell where her power ended and mine began. Her magic flared in answer, licking at my skin, devouring the darkness that dared to hold her. I licked my lips where they had brushed hers, tasting her defiance as it lingered on my tongue, delicious as sin.
When I pulled back my voice was husky, unsteady in a way I loathed.
“Even your fire doesn’t know how to bow.”
She thrashed beneath me, wings snapping hard enough to rattle the frame of the bed. An inferno lit across her skin, biting at the creatures that bound her, scorching violet threads until they hissed and recoiled.
I sent more. The void surged, pressing her deeper into the mattress, winding around her arms, legs, waist, and throat. Shadows like chains, meant to seep in, to dig, to rip her essence from its roots.
But they couldn’t.
They writhed, clawed, pressed harder, and yet her light was inextinguishable. Barbed in her veins, untouchable even to me.
A vicious sound tore from my throat before I could stop it. She met it with a glare, emerald eyes blazing, daring me to try again.
So I did.
I caught her jaw in my hand, the abyss anchoring her down as I crushed my mouth against hers. Not soft, not stolen, conquered. My lips seared against her defiance, drinking in the heat she would not release.
For a heartbeat, her radiance flared so bright it burned through me. My power shuddered, not from strength, but from hunger. Desperate.
She fought me. Her teeth, her lips, her heat. All of it clashed against the hunger that held her. But then, just for a heartbeat, her resistance faltered. The radiance in her chest surged, her mana drinking me in, her lips parting against mine before she bit back the slip up.
I reveled in it like victory.
Shadows shuddered around us, trembling with lust, and I deepened the kiss, forcing her to feel the weight of it. Her gasp scorched my mouth, her back arching beneath me, not in surrender but in some dangerous, desperate edge between hatred and need.
When I finally broke the kiss, my breath was ragged, harsher than I intended. My forehead pressed against hers, my voice a rasp of desire.
“Mmmm, Even your body knows you’re mine.”
“I am not yours!” 
Even as she spat the words, her eyes betrayed her. Hunger flickered there, unbidden, the kind she hadn’t yet learned to mask. The kind her entire being confessed even as her lips defied me.
A slow smile curved across my mouth.
“Not mine?” I murmured, brushing my thumb along her jaw, savoring the tremor she couldn’t suppress. My voice dropped, velvet edged in steel. “Then why does your power glow brighter when I touch you? Why do your lips part when you swear they won’t? You keep enticing me with this denial, sweet Astraea…” I drew her name out like a vow, and her pupils blew wide.
My smile sharpened. I leaned closer, my monsters biting into her wrists, her hips, the silk whispering beneath her struggle.
“And I will keep tempting you,” My lips brushing the shell of her ear, “until you are begging to know how deep my beasts can sink inside you. And I don’t mean in your mana, princess.”
The tattoos on her skin flared, furious.
A sound slipped from her throat. Unwanted. Uncontrolled.
A whimper.
Sweet. Fucking. Music.
Horror flashed across her face at what she’d given me. But it was too late. I’d heard it. Felt it. Her body had betrayed her, I’d drag that sound from her again.
My hand slid from her jaw into her hair, black satin spilling between my fingers. Her skin was fever-warm where my knuckles brushed her neck, pulsing beneath the touch as though her power recognized mine. I pulled her head back slowly, savoring the shiver that ran through her exposed throat.
And I kissed her again.
Not rough, not conquering like before. Slower. Deeper. A savoring of the passion she tried to smother, claiming that heat that she could not temper. Her lips trembled under mine, her desperation igniting wild against the murk, but she didn’t turn away.
Her body had spoken, and I answered it. Not with words. With an unquenchable thirst.
The abyss tightened at her hips, then dipped lower. Slow. Deliberate. A cruel mimicry of the promise I’d whispered. Her breath hitched, fire sparking hot against the silk as if she couldn’t decide whether to burn me away or let herself drown.
I pressed closer, mouth still claiming hers, drinking in every tremor that shook through her. Her inferno lashed at the chains, but her lips still danced with mine. A surrender she hadn’t meant to give, but she had given nonetheless.
The darkness moved with me, curling against the curve of her thigh, hovering just shy of the place where her heat was brightest. Not touching. Not yet. Just reminding her that I could.
Her whimper deepened into a shuddering moan, and I felt her pulse hammer against my power like a drumbeat.
“Do you want it?” I whispered against her lips, my breath threading into hers.
Her emerald eyes fluttered open, dark with desire. Her chest rose against mine, sharp, desperate, betraying her even as her lips trembled to form the denial.
The shadows at her thigh lingered, close enough that the heat between us crackled like lightning trapped in stone. My thumb brushed the edge of her jaw, forcing her gaze to hold mine.
“Say no,” The words coiled like a challenge. “Say it… and I will pull back.”
Her throat bobbed as she swallowed.
And I smiled, slow and merciless. Because the truth was already written in her pulse.
She didn’t speak.
Not a word.
Fire blazed across her skin in a final act of defiance, but her lips stayed sealed. She didn’t need to speak; her body was already screaming. The tremor that ran through her thighs, the sharp stutter of her breath, it was all there, the answer caught in her throat.
And so I moved.
The darkness at her thigh slid higher, slow, deliberate, savoring every inch. Silk rustled beneath her as she shifted, caught between the instinct to recoil and the hunger she couldn’t hide. My mouth ghosted hers, not kissing this time, only hovering, waiting, drinking in every ragged sound she made.
Her pupils swallowed emerald, wide and dark, her silence spilling the sweetest confession I could ever draw from her.
The beasts slipped higher, curling over the curve of her hip, then lower still, dipping past silk and skin. Armor and linen. Until her breath shattered into a gasp. A sound she tried to bite back, but couldn’t.
I swallowed it with my mouth, pressing harder against her lips, claiming that broken gasp as mine. The void writhed with me, tasting her heat, drinking in the tremor that rippled through her even as her hands balled into fists against the sheets.
It touched her where she had never been touched before. And I was the one controlling it. Each movement was a command by me. Each whimper she let out I owned. Because that creature between her legs was not of its own control but mine.
Her flame ignited brighter, scorching my chains, but it wasn't to break free. The more her passion burned the brighter her glow. And in that weakness, no, in that hunger. I felt it. Proof.
I pulled back just enough to look at her, my amethyst eyes locking on emerald gone dark with want and fury tangled together. More of my monsters coiled like smoke at her waist, waiting, eager. They wanted in on what the first was doing.
“Not mine?” I whispered, letting the phantom grip press tighter, higher, until she arched despite herself. “Then why do you melt when I touch you?”
Her lips trembled, the glow in her veins sparking hotter, but the words she forced out still cut through my whisper.
“I will never be yours.”
Her voice cracked. Not with weakness, but with defiance. And yet her hips arched again, betraying her with a truth her mouth refused to confess.
I smiled, slow, merciless. “Your lips lie, sweet Astraea. But your body…” my gaze dropped to the shadows coiling hungrily, “your body doesn’t know how.” I traced my fingers slowly over her neck.
“I do not care that you were of mortal flesh. And I do not care what chains God tries to wrap around you. I see you. All of you. And I would be the one person who would never abandon you.”
She trembled, power flickering wild against the bindings, but still… no word. No denial.
I let another beast free, then another, each curling down her stomach, sliding across the metal of her armor until they slipped underneath to join the first. Their touch was velvet and smoke, warm and consuming, wrapping her in a cage that pulsed with my will. They coiled at her thighs, spreading heat and pressure where she begged for it, where her breath broke into another moan she couldn’t hide.
Her wings strained against the bed, feathers scattering light, her mana scorching the sheets where she thrashed. But she was not fighting, she was consuming every intense pleasure I was feeding her. 
I leaned closer, lips grazing her temple, my voice a whisper that slid like poison through wine into her ear.
“Still not going to tell me to stop?” My hand brushed her cheek, tilting her face until emerald eyes burned into mine. “Tell me to stop, little one… and I will stop. You are in control, tethered to this bed or no. But you won’t, because some part of you knows, I am the only one who will never fear your flame.”
Her mouth opened, a sound tearing out, half a cry, half a moan.
Her inferno flared wild, but the void only pressed harder, stroking against the cracks she couldn’t hide.
I caught it. Drank it. My mouth met hers, and for a heartbeat she didn’t resist. For a heartbeat, she burned with me. Breath to breath, light to shadow. Her lips tasted of power wrapped in honey, of holy flame laced with sweetness that ached to be devoured. Her skin shivered beneath mine as the air quivered, heavy with something older than desire. Fire and abyss intertwined, breaking apart only to find one another again.
But even as she responded, I could feel the truth underneath. She clung to a name that wasn’t mine. The hunger I stoked wasn’t love. It wasn’t surrender. It was her body betraying the heart she’d already given away.
And it only made me want her more.
She bucked, monsters writhing where I drove them deeper, but suddenly she wrenched her face from mine. Light snapped down her veins, wings striking the sheets hard enough to rattle the frame.
“I hate you!” she spat, emerald eyes molten, every word trembling with malice. “He will come for me! And when he does, he will kill you! For touching me like this, for stealing me!”
Ah. There it was. Him. Lucifer.
I let the words hang, let her fire grow hot enough to sear my shadows until they hissed and recoiled. But I didn’t release her. I leaned closer, drinking in the wrath, the way her chest rose and fell, the way her voice trembled not just with rage, but with the heat I’d coaxed from her. Another whimper slipped free, betraying her. That flame touched everything in her, singed all my beasts away… everywhere aside from the ones who pleasured her. That sent a thrill of satisfaction through me. 
My lips curved into a slow, merciless smile. “Yes,” I murmured, amethyst gaze piercing into hers. “Curse me. Hate me. Ruin yourself for him all you like. But still, Astraea, it is me who makes you tremble. Me you can’t silence.” Darkness slithered tighter around her core, enjoying her taste, stroking in rhythm with her ragged breath. “And that is why he will never truly have you. Because I will give this to you no matter the cost. I will touch you, give you what your body begs of him but will never receive.”
Her eyes met mine. Ferocity, pleasure, confusion all warring at once.
“I see everything,” I told her, voice low and seductive. “The way you begged him not to stop. The way he pulled back. Poor little Lucifer…” My smile sharpened as her breath hitched. “Too afraid of black wings and a throne’s whispers to give you what you need most. All of him.”
“I will give it to you,” I breathed, the void curling tighter as she arched against them. My voice sank lower, rougher, each word a vow and a threat all at once. “Even the love your soul aches for. Love… sex… obsession.”
I let my mouth graze hers again, my tongue tasting the ragged catch of her breath. “I will give you the forbidden without even blinking. No fear. No chains. No denial.”
My murk pressed harder, stroking where her fire sparked brightest but did not burn, feeding on every gasp, every tremor. My growl rumbled against her lips, hunger spilling through it.
“I want you,” I snarled, the confession ripped bare, unmasked. “All of you.”
I leaned closer, letting the hunger in my gaze fracture, soften, until it was something more dangerous than cruelty. Something that could almost be mistaken for tenderness.
“I want to love your still-mortal heart,” I murmured, tracing her bottom lip with my thumb as though she might shatter beneath it. “The part they deny, the part they would tear away to make you holy. I see it. I want it. I will cherish it in all its imperfection.”
“Please, Astraea. Let me show you truly, unconditional love.”
The monsters writhed, eager, but I stilled them, forcing the hunger back enough that she would hear me. Truly hear me.
“Please, Astraea,” I said. My amethyst eyes softened, stripped of their usual cruelty, until I let her see the fracture beneath. “Let me show you what they never will. Not chains gilded as duty. Not fear dressed as devotion. But truly, unconditional love.”
The words lingered between us, heavy, almost reverent. Shadows held her still, but my thumb brushed her jaw as though I feared she would vanish if I pressed too hard. “I would not ask you to dim. I would not demand you obey. I would not fear your flame. I would burn in it.”
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Five
Astraea






His words wouldn’t leave me. Even as the shadows recoiled, even as the weight of his presence pulled back enough for me to breathe, the venom he poured into my ears clung like smoke in my lungs. Truly, unconditional love. The way he had said it: not cruel, not mocking, but unguarded, left cracks where there should have been none.
I hated it. Hated that it unsettled me. Hated that it echoed louder than my own flame.
Because his words planted a seed I could not rip out.
Lucifer. My Lucifer. He had held me, shielded me, whispered that I was his. He had kissed me like the world would burn if he didn’t. I believed him. I… I wanted to believe him.
But Caelus’s voice gnawed at the edges of that belief. 
Lucifer, who told me we could never cross the final boundary. Who promised me stolen kisses, nothing more. Lucifer, who looked at me with hunger and pulled away every time. Was that restraint, or fear? Was it love, or the chains of his vow to the Throne?
Caelus’s words slithered deeper. He still bows to him. He still bends his knee while pretending to burn.
And I couldn’t shake the question: Did he truly love me for myself, or was it the pact that bound him? The vow to God that pushed him into my arms?
My chest ached, heat curling tight in my ribs as if my own doubts betrayed me. I pressed a hand to my skin, as though I could smother the thoughts before they grew. But they burned anyway.
Confusion warred with anger. My love for Lucifer, my faith in him, strained against the shadow of Caelus’s truths… or lies. I didn’t know anymore. I only knew the way my heart staggered under the weight of them.
And yet, something inside me stirred.
Something ancient. Familiar.
It wasn’t desire, at least not only that. It was a pull, raw and electric, threaded through my veins like a memory I didn’t know I had. When he touched me, it felt as if my magic reached for his, as if it recognized something in him that I could not name. Like two halves of a whole that had been torn apart long before I was born, aching to reunite.
Every time our mana collided, the world seemed to still. His darkness didn’t smother my light; it called to it. Drew it closer. Bent it. Changed it.
And I hated that part of me didn’t want to resist.
In the silence of that chamber, with Caelus’s amethyst eyes still watching me like he already knew, I realized the most dangerous thing of all.
It wasn’t his shadows that threatened to break me.
It was his words.
“Please… stop.”
The words broke from me before I could catch them, softer than a prayer, rawer than a scream. My body trembled with fire, with fury, with something I refused to name.
And just as he had promised… damn him… he obeyed.
The shadows slipped from me all at once, retreating like smoke pulled back into the dark. Their absence left me shivering, my skin fevered, my core still aching where they had coiled, where they had nearly unraveled me. He had torn them away before the stars behind my eyes could burst, before the pressure could shatter me into release.
I gasped for breath, fire still sparking along my veins, fury burning hotter for the way he left me undone. Unfinished.
He leaned over me, not gloating, not mocking, but watching. Crystalline orbs cut into me, as though he could see the storm raging inside me. The hatred, the hunger, the shame.
“You asked,” His voice low, silken, almost tender. “And I stopped. Remember that, Astraea. I will give you freedom. Not chains. What you want matters to me… just as much as what I want.”
His words lingered in the space where his shadows had been, curling into me like smoke, suffocating and sweet all at once.
Freedom.
He spoke it like a vow. Like he believed it. My body still trembled from the edge he’d dragged me to, my mind still reeling from the fire he’d nearly stolen. I wanted to spit in his face, to scorch him until those perfect features cracked. But instead, I felt the seed of doubt sink deeper.
Because Lucifer hadn’t said those words.
He had given me warmth, protection, a bed free of nightmares… but never this promise. He had told me we couldn’t, that the throne would know, that our love was already too dangerous. He gave me pieces, stolen moments, and I clung to them because they were all I had.
But Caelus? He promised all of it.
Even as I hated him, even as I burned with rage, some fractured part of me trembled with the question: What if he meant it?
“I want to sleep now.” I said finally, my voice barely more than a whisper.
The words tasted bitter. Wrong. But I couldn’t stop them. I wanted oblivion. The same abyss I had fought so hard to break free of not even hours earlier. The ones that dragged me down into silence, into dreams where none of this was real. Where his touch, his words, his amethyst eyes didn’t coil like serpents through my mind.
I loathed that I wanted them, that I asked.
But I was tired. 
Tired of fighting him. 
Tired of fighting myself.
His beasts stirred, restless, eager to answer. But he didn’t move. Not at once. His gaze stayed fixed on me, unreadable, until the weight of it thrummed through me like a pulse that wasn’t mine.
“Is that truly what you want?” His voice was low, almost careful, a thread of something raw beneath the silk. “Not what you think you should say. Not what Caeloria would demand. You.”
The question stilled me. It wasn’t a trick. It wasn’t mockery. For all his cruelty, for all the chains of shadow coiled at his command, he was offering me something I had never been given before. A choice.
And that was almost worse.
I nodded, my throat tight. 
“Yes,” I whispered.
A choice. Mine and mine alone.
It felt strange. Unsteady, unfamiliar. But freeing in a way I hadn’t expected. The first slumber he had forced on me when he stole me away. The second, pressed upon me when I fought too hard. But this… this was different. This time, I had chosen.
Free will.
The words echoed in my chest, heavy and strange. He had let me decide.
“Please,” I added softly, before I could think better of it.
His head tilted, gaze gleaming with something I couldn’t name. “No,” he murmured, brushing his thumb along my jaw. “You do not need to give me that sweet word. Your yes was enough.”
The furrow in my brow deepened, but I didn’t pull away. Not when his touch was gentle, not when the shadows moved at my will instead of his.
I closed my eyes. And sleep took me.
The last thought that cut through the dark was not of Caelus. 
Not of freedom. 
Not even of God’s throne.


It was of amber eyes, warm and burning. And the vow whispered against my lips.
You are mine. 

My eyes fluttered open. Daggers already in my hands. Instinct. Training. But the chamber was gone. The silk sheets, the shadows, even Caelus… Gone.
Stone pressed beneath my boots. Hard, familiar, yet wrong. I looked around, heart hammering in my chest.
A song rang through me.
The pulse. The Veil.
Not the roar I had grown accustomed to in battle, not the endless wail clawing through marrow and bone. No. This was softer. A whimper. A wounded thing, begging.
My eyes fell shut, listening. The sound dragged me deeper, until I swore I could feel it in my veins. A shiver rippled down my spine, wings flaring instinctively.
When I opened my eyes, the veil split.
A tear ripped across the horizon, jagged and raw, bleeding shadow in waves that poured like oil across the stars. My breath hitched. My daggers trembled in my grip as the shriek of the rift carved into the air.
My eyes widened.
Where were they?
Michael. Gabriel. Raphael. Lucifer. Uriel. They should have been at my side. Their voices shouting orders. Their light meeting the darkness. But when I spun, there was nothing. Only me. Alone.
“No,” Panic threaded through my chest. “Where are you? Why am I—”
A scream cut me off.
Human. Mortal.
I whirled toward the sound, and my heart clenched. Below, nestled against the cliffs, a village burned. Roofs collapsed in flame. Smoke billowed into the night, twisting with the monstrous tide that fell upon them in endless waves. People scattered, their cries piercing the thunder of the tear. Children clung to their mothers, men swung pitchforks and stones against creatures that devoured fire itself.
And I was the only one.
“No!” My wings snapped tight against my back as I dove, the wind howling past, heat blistering across my skin. My daggers blazed in my grip, molten brilliance spilling from my arms as I tore through the tide. The first shadow met my blade in a wail that burst straight from my lungs.
Soot burst across my face, gritty and hot against my tongue. Then they came, shrilling, endless. Every movement was a blur of magic and metal, my daggers carving arcs of flame through the abyss. The recoil of each strike rattled my bones, the smoke scalding my throat as I fought to breathe, to move, to keep killing.
Still they came.
“Father!” The word wrenched from my throat, ragged and seething. “Help me!”
No answer.
Another shadow lunged, and I cut it down. A second struck before I could turn, its teeth sinking deep into my shoulder. White-hot pain exploded through me, blood spilling down my arm, hot and slick against my skin. A roar exploding from me, heat detonating from my skin as I burned it away, the stench of scorched flesh rising with the smoke. The wound seared, raw and relentless, but I didn’t stop.
Another scream ripped the night apart. Not mine this time. A woman’s. I turned, too slow. A beast already had her in its claws, dragging her into oblivion. Her eyes locked with mine as she vanished, wide and desperate, begging for salvation that did not come.
My daggers blurred. I spun, wings cracking the air, light roaring outward in a sweep that seared half the tide into char. The air stank of sulfur, burning wood of homes and scorched flesh. Still they came. Always more.
A child darted between two huts, her tiny hands clutching a wooden doll. She wailed as a shadow-beast swooped low, its maw wide, teeth like obsidian. I hurled myself forward, slamming my blades through its throat before it could close. Ichor burst over her. She froze, staring at me with terror instead of thanks.
I gathered her into my arms, she clung tightly to my shoulders, sobs hot and ragged against my neck. She was trembling so hard it felt like her bones would splinter. Too small. Too fragile. I pulled her onto my back, fire surging from my skin to shield her, the wind howling past us as I launched into the smoke-choked sky.
“Hold on,” I rasped, though I didn’t know if she heard me.
The next wave hit. Dozens of them. Talons raked across my chest, fangs snapping inches from her tiny head. Mana erupting from me in a blaze that scorched the tide back. I twisted, weapons flashing, cutting through the swarm with a savagery I had never unleashed before.
But for every beast I struck down, two more crawled from the rift. Their shrieks cracked through the sky, their hunger unending. They weren’t just after the village. They were after her. After every mortal heartbeat that still dared to echo in this chaos.
She whimpered, a broken sound that sliced through the battle more sharply than any blade.
“I won’t let them take you!” The smoke clawing at my lungs, each word burning on the way out.
I hurled a dagger through the skull of one beast, snatched it back with fire, swung it through the chest of another. My body moved on instinct, every strike faster, fiercer, fueled not by duty but by desperation. Her arms clutched tighter around me, her tears hot against my feathers.
A roof collapsed to our left, flames swallowing it whole. People screamed inside, and my chest tore in two. I couldn’t save them. I couldn’t save anyone but the one I held.
A shadow beast struck from above, slamming into my wing. Pain ripped through me, feathers tearing, crimson raining down. I staggered but didn’t fall. I shifted her higher on my back, shielding her with what was left of me.
“Stay with me!” I cried, though the words shook.
My wings flaring, inferno blasting outward in a dome of searing heat that reduced half the horde to ash. My body trembled with the effort. My veins bellowed, my magic guttered, but I held. Saints help me, I held.
The child sobbed against me. “Please,” she whispered, her voice so faint I almost didn’t hear it.
Please.
Step by step, I dragged her toward the cliff path carved through the rock. My boots slipped on blood-slick stone, gravel slicing my palms, her weight heavy against me. But the shadows swarmed faster, thicker, spilling over one another until they fused into a solid wall. Teeth snapped inches from my face, claws screeching down the cliffside, sparks spitting where they struck.
No way out.
With a sound torn from what was left of me, I hurled myself at them anyway. My daggers carved arcs of lava, cutting a swath through the living barricade. Shoving her through the gap, I prayed she was small enough to slip where I could not.
“Run!” I bellowed, my voice breaking. “Don’t look back! RUN!”
She hesitated. Her wide, tear-streaked eyes met mine, doll still clutched in her hand. Finally she ran. 
Twisting, blades raised, I faced the horde. But the wall closed again. They surged over me, teeth sinking into flesh, talons raking across my body. Blood spilled, soaking the earth. My roar shook the mountainside as I struck, struck, struck until the ground was littered with soot.
But more came. Always more.
“Please, God!” A razor tore across my ribs, The wound wept down my ribs, scarlet and sweat mixing down my side. I didn’t care. I staggered forward, daggers blazing, carving another beast into dust. “Father above, if you feel any love for these mortals You created, any love for me… HELP ME!”
The only answer was oblivion.
The sky split wider, the wound gaping, bleeding darkness in torrents that poured down like rain. Screams echoed in every direction. Mothers dragging children into scorching homes, men crushed beneath the weight of beasts too many to name. A boy fell at my feet, eyes wide, throat torn out before I could even lift my blade.
“NO!” My roar shook the air. I cut three more down, my wings thrashing, feathers falling like dying stars. My chest heaved, every breath fire and smoke. “Please!”
Still no answer.
Another wail pierced me. My head snapped toward the sound. Another child. Clinging to his blanket. He was there, at the cliff’s edge. He must have seen me take the girl there thinking it was safe. The abyss closed around him before I could even move, the small blanket slipping from his hand.
I lunged, every muscle aching, my mana scalding through veins that had nothing left to give. I reached for him. Reached.
But the swarm struck first.
Claws swept him from the rock, dragging him into the abyss. His cry cut short. Only silence remained.
Knees hit stone, daggers clattering from my hands, crimson pooling across the stone. My wings hung in tatters, feathers slick and torn, their weight dragging me down.
Nothing. No answer. No mercy.
Only ruin.
Tears scorched trails down my face, vanishing into the cinder at my feet. And for the first time in my existence, I understood the truth:
He was never coming.
Warmth and ichor seeped through my fingers as my palms met the ground. The air reeked of ozone and char. The child’s blanket lay beside me, delicate edges singed and blackened.
And the horde kept coming.
Lifting my head felt like dragging the world with me. The mortals were nearly gone. Only a handful remained, cornered against the burning church at the village’s heart, their pleas rising to the heavens that never answered.
“I beg of you,” My voice cracked, hoarse. “Father. If you love them…if you love me… do something.”
Then, a whisper. Low, thrumming. Not from the sky. From the Veil itself.
You cannot save them with fire alone.
My breath came ragged, eyes burning. “What—?”
Flame sears, but it fades. Steel cuts, but it breaks. Shadows endure. Shadows consume. Shadows protect what light cannot.
“No,” I rasped, shaking my head. My nails biting into my palms. “That is corruption. That is ruin.”
But the Veil whispered again, pressing like a heartbeat against my ribs.
If you would save them, take it. Bind them. Command them. Do not let them feast. Become the master, or they will be the master of all.
The tide surged closer, black waves pouring through the street. Mortals screamed, clutching one another, waiting for a salvation that wasn’t coming.
My breath hitched. I looked down at my hands, trembling, bloodied. Radiance licked at my skin, but it was guttering, weak. Dying.
And the monsters answered, curling at the edges of my vision, reaching. Hungry. Waiting.
I realized then, with a hollow terror that broke me: the only way to save them was to let the very thing I had sworn to fight take root inside me.
Take the shadow, the Veil whispered. And they will live.
My wings shook, scarlet dripping from scorched feathers. My chest caved.
Hands trembling, I reached into the abyss.
And the beasts surged into me.
The sound that tore from me was not human. My throat searing as something ancient and wrong flooded every vein. Fire and shadow collided in my chest, blazing through flesh, barbing through bone. 
Feathers scorched, light unraveling thread by thread. I felt them burn, not from outside heat, but from within. Every plume splitting, curling into ash that scattered on the wind. The smell of it filled my nose. My holy radiance… my grace… tore loose, ripped from my chest in shreds of gold that turned black before my eyes.
“No—!” The cry wasn’t just mine. It was his. Caelus. My voice, my throat, but it wasn’t me. It was him. Us.
And still the horde poured. Crawling into the wound where grace had been, filling it with something heavy, endless. They coiled around my bones, wrapped around my heart, licked through the hollow place where purity had burned bright.
Agony. Ecstasy. Power.
The mortals cried out, their voices drowned beneath the storm in my skull. The tide halted, shadows bending under my yowl. For the first time, they obeyed. They didn’t devour the villagers. They recoiled. They waited. For me.
I looked down at my hands. No, his hands. Our hands. Embers still clung to them, but shrouded now, laced with violet and smoke. They trembled, and for a heartbeat I couldn’t tell if it was his fear or mine.
Then I heard it. His voice, cutting through the chaos.
“You placed mortals above ME!”
Anger surged through his snarl.
Brilliance flared across the heavens, burning hotter than the inferno in my chest. The ground split beneath my knees. My wings arched once, twice, before the flames consumed them whole. Pain ripped through my spine, white-hot, endless, until I sobbed through Caelus’s bellow. I felt it. The tearing. The breaking. The casting.
“You are unmade.”
I fell. Not as myself, but as Caelus.
The sky was gone, replaced by twilight, the taste of char, the stench of ruin. His ruin. My body… his body… lay trembling on the stones, surrounded by the corpses of the villagers I… he had failed. Children. Women. Men.
The creatures curled around them like mourners. And Caelus… I… knew.
He had not fallen because he failed. He had been cast down because he cared.
I rose. Not in triumph, not in strength, but in defiance. Out of refusal to bow even as my wings bled ash. Each step cracked through the ruin, violet fire licking at my veins, abyss bending like hounds at my side.
Brilliance shattered like glass, then fell as a blade through the sky, blinding, merciless, not warmth but judgment. My head snapped upward and for one heartbeat I saw through Caelus’s eyes the figure on the throne above, radiance unmasked, terrible.
“Enough.”
The voice shattered the air, the ground, my bones.
The last child still alive staggered in the smoke, her small body clutching a charred doll. That little girl I told to run. She sprinted toward me, as fast as her little legs could carry her. My steps lurched toward her… toward saving something. But the light struck before I could reach.
Her wail cut short.
A searing radiance engulfed her, not shadow’s teeth this time, but Caeloria’s decree.
My breath tore out of Caelus’s lungs. His heart broke, my heart breaking with it.
And in that moment, standing amid the corpses of those I loved, feathers burning to ruin at my back, I understood:
It was not the shadows who destroyed them.
It was God.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Six
Astraea






My scream vanished into silence. The inferno, the veil, the seared wings, gone. Only darkness remained, swallowing corpses and smoke, judgment still echoing through my bones.
My eyes flew open.
I was back. The chamber enclosed me, silk sheets clinging to sweat-damp skin, splintered glass spilling violet light across the walls. My chest heaved, breath ragged, as if I’d been the one fighting and falling. I dragged myself upright, the sheets pooling at my waist, my wings trembling as if they still remembered the beasts that had torn them to shreds.
And now you understand the hatred in his heart. The Veil whispered, its voice brushing against my mana, curling through my veins.
I froze. My eyes darted to the black haze clinging to the corners, but the voice was not his. Not Caelus. Not Lucifer. It was older, deeper. The same voice that had marked me once before. Begged me to mend it.
The Veil.
My throat closed around a shudder. I pressed my palm to my chest, half-expecting to feel the rot where grace had been torn away. But it was whole. My power still pulsed. My flame still answered. And yet the ache was there. Not mine, but his.
A sob caught before I could stop it. I had felt it. The screams. The blood. The moment the sky itself judged him guilty of love.
“You showed me.” My voice cracked as I whispered into the empty room. “You made me feel it.”
The Veil did not deny it. Its silence was confirmation enough.
As I tried to still the tremor in my hands, my vision caught on something. Laid upon his obsidian desk. A wooden doll. Its paint chipped, one arm missing. A small blanket, edges frayed, singed. A tarnished bell, its metal warped by heat. They weren’t relics. They weren’t trinkets. They were the remnants of the village. The people I… no, he… couldn’t save.
I staggered forward, my fingers slowly wrapping around the doll. The wood felt hollow, but my wings ached as if the child still clung to my back. When I brushed the blanket, I swore I heard the faintest echo of sobbing, slipping through memory and dream. The bell rang once in my mind, though it never moved.
Hot tears streaked down my cheeks.
He was not unmade because he failed, the Veil whispered.
He was unmade because he cared.
I bowed my head, internally breaking. And for the first time since Caelus chained me here, I didn’t know if the hatred I felt burning in my chest was truly for him… or for the throne that cast him down.
And beneath the Veil’s last whisper, I quivered:
He is you, and you are him. Fire bound in different chains.
My gaze flickered to my daggers on his desk. I remembered the blades hummed faintly, a pulse I had always believed was mine. A gift God had carved into my hands, a weapon forged for his Seal.
But now… everything fell into place.
God hadn’t created them for me. He had forged them for him. For Caelus. The Guardian of the Veil. The one who bled to hold back the monsters when no one else came.
And when I fought him.  When steel clashed against steel. The daggers hadn’t raged in fury like they did against the feeders. They had surged. Not with hatred, but with recognition. Like they remembered their first master.
My heat answered too. I thought it was defiance, thought it was rebellion against chains. But it was more. It was memory. His memory. The fire that once bled into shadows, the flame that blazed until Caeloria called it rebellion.
It was why, when Caelus touched me, my veins didn’t recoil the way they did when God’s light wrapped around me. My flames kindled, yes, but not in rejection. In recognition.
As if some buried part of me already knew.
The door behind me creaked open, murk shifting with the movement.
“Put that down!”
His voice cut through the chamber, sharp as a blade. But beneath the growl, there was something else. Panic. Real, unguarded panic.
I froze, clutching the doll to my chest, fingers pressed so tightly into the wood I thought it might splinter. Slowly, I turned.
He stood in the doorway, obsidian feathers glinting violet in the fractured light. His amethyst eyes weren’t gleaming with cruel amusement now. They were wide. Wild. Fixed on the doll in my hands like it was more dangerous than any weapon I’d ever held.
I swallowed hard. My fingers locked around the doll.
“Put it down,” he said again, stepping forward, the command rough this time, though his voice still frayed at the edges. “It’s not for you.”
The darkness behind him shifted, restless, feeding on his agitation. But I didn’t move. I hugged the doll closer.
For the first time, Caelus looked… afraid.
“I can still feel her pressed to my back,” the words tumbling out of me. A shaky breath tore loose, and it took everything in me not to break again. Not to sob.
“What?” The word fractured, almost disbelieving.
“I saw… everything.” The confession scraped raw from my throat, unsure how to shape the memory into words, how to describe the blood, the inferno, the silence that condemned him.
In an instant, his mask slammed back into place. His jaw clenched, his shoulders straightened, and the tremor in his voice hardened into steel.
“You will not trick me!” The words came out seething, venom laced through every syllable. Shadows lashed the walls, violet radiance bleeding through the fractures. His amethyst crystals burned straight through me. Not with hunger this time, but with wrath.
“I lived it as I slept. The Veil—”
“You lie!” His voice cracked like a whip. His wings flared, rattling the air. Feeders surged across the chamber like a tide, slamming against the walls as if to drown out my words. “The Veil is not a living being! It cannot give visions!” His lips pulled back in fury, eyes alight with crystalline rage. “It twists your mind and drives you mad! Do not speak as though you understand it!”
But before I could tell him. Tell him what I saw, what I felt. The chamber shook. A thunderous crack split the silence, stone groaning as the floor convulsed.
The slam of boots and wings. Too many to mistake. Not darkness this time. Sacred. Archangels.
I drew a ragged inhale. His mask faltered for the briefest flicker, a muscle tightening in his jaw as his head snapped toward the sound. His monsters surged, curling tighter around the chamber as if they could bar the way, as if sheer force could keep them out.
The air thickened, pressing against my skin like a storm about to break.
The doors exploded inward.
Silver storm, golden flame, diamond wrath. My brothers.
Michael came first, thunder breaking through the chamber, lightning webbing the walls and cracking the stone beneath his boots. His wings flared, arcs of blue-white power leaping from every feather.
Gabriel followed, his chains drawn tight, runes searing along their length as they hissed through the air like breaking vows. His gaze was cold as a winter sky.
Raphael’s radiance came next, steady and unrelenting. It washed through the haze until every corner of the room shimmered with sanctity. Even the murk seemed to retreat from him.
Last came Uriel. His luminance was precision itself, each motion cutting the air into facets of color. His blade sang as it cleaved, scattering brilliance across the stone.
Then the world trembled.
Lucifer entered.
Not with calm. Not with grace.
His light burst through the doorway like a star exploding, the air trembling beneath his arrival. His wings unfurled in a storm of destruction and chrome, molten edges burning brighter than the rest. His eyes found me, and the room itself seemed to convulse under the weight of his fury. In that moment I understood why they called him the Morningstar.
Caelus’s hand snapped out, abyss coiling to bind me tighter, to claim me. His voice low, desperation bleeding through it.
“They won’t take you.”
Before I could move, a spear of molten amber cleaved through the dark.
Lucifer struck like a comet, his flamberge blazing, the air trembling in his wake. His roar tore through the chamber, thunder and gold woven into one divine fury.
“Give her back!”
His voice struck like judgment, his sword crashing toward Caelus with a fury greater than anything I had ever seen.
Caelus met him in an instant, obsidian steel rising to clash. The impact split the chamber, light and shadow tearing across the stone like warring hurricanes. My heart lurched, not from the force of it, but from the look in their eyes. They were going to tear him apart. 
Twilight surged from Caelus like a living tide, snapping around Lucifer’s blade, his wrists, his wings. But Lucifer only snarled, breaking them apart with power that roared hotter than anything I had ever seen him wield. His celestial flare was wild, unchained, every strike a vow.
“You won’t keep her!” he bellowed, his voice shaking the obsidian desk, the fractured glass, even the Veil itself that pulsed faintly at the edges of the room.
Caelus’s laugh was dark and cruel. “She came to me freely, Bright One. Can you say the same?”
Lucifer roared, swinging again. Their blades collided, brilliance and oblivion exploding outward in a whirlwind that rattled the foundations of the realm.
Michael descended, thunder roaring through his greatsword as it met Caelus’s flank. Gabriel’s chains snapped forward, sigils blazing bright as they sought to bind. Uriel’s diamond radiance swept in next, his iridescent blade slicing through the beasts that lunged to defend, each strike scattering fractured light across the floor.
The chamber erupted into chaos; blinding and deafening as power tore through the air.
I staggered back, clutching the doll still pressed against my chest. My heart pounded as the weight of their fury pressed down on me. They weren’t just trying to kill him. They were trying to erase him.
“Astraea!”
Raphael’s voice. Dark blue orbs finding me through the havoc, steady even as his blade cut through a shadow-beast that leapt from Caelus’s command. He forced his way toward me, step by step, his barriers flaring to shield us both from the shockwaves of the battle. “Come to me! Now!”
But I couldn’t move. My feet felt rooted, my chest torn in two. Illumination and abyss clashed in front of me, brother against brother, angels against the fallen, and I didn’t know where I belonged.
Caelus’s attention snapped toward me even as he fought them all. And that fleeting glance twisted something in my chest.
Raphael’s hand reached for me, his voice cutting through the storm.
 “Astraea! Come to me!”
The sound snapped me free. I lurched forward, wings flaring as I darted across the shattered floor. Raphael was close, his mana burning a path through the shadows that lashed at me. My pulse roared in my ears. If I could just reach him…
Obsidian haze struck.
They surged like a living wall, slamming down between us, curling high and thick as iron. I skidded to a halt, heat sparking at my skin as fire licked down my tattoos. “No!” I cried.
“Astraea!” Raphael roared, opal barriers flaring brighter as he tried to force his way through, but Caelus’s will bent the tide against him.
I felt it. Caelus’s presence, pressing close, his shadowy grip curling around my wrist.
“Running to him?” His voice slid against my ear, low, caressing, even as he parried Lucifer’s strike. His gaze cut through me, hot and relentless. “You think they can take you from me?”
I thrashed, embers sparking, but his grasp cinched around me. The beasts at my feet coiled higher, tangling, binding.
Raphael’s opal light struck the wall again, holy flames hissing against abyss, but the barrier did not break. It only thickened, writhing higher, sealing me further into Caelus’s cage. His face twisted with frustration, his voice breaking.
“Astraea!”
I reached for him, clutching the doll so tightly its wooden edge bit into my palm. My fire surged, spilling uncontrolled from my veins, but every spark was smothered beneath Caelus’s grip. His shadows drank it greedily, feeding on the defiance instead of faltering.
“Raphael—!” My voice tore out, splintered with panic.
His expression fractured, grief and realization colliding behind his eyes. He didn’t need to speak; I already knew what the silence meant. He couldn’t reach me. Not here. Not now. The umbral tide obeyed Caelus too completely.
A muscle jumped in his jaw, pain flashing across his features before he tore his gaze away. His radiance folded inward, then burst outward again in a whirlwind. With a roar unlike anything I had ever heard from him, he hurled himself back into the fray, prismatic barriers slamming against the tide of twilight where Lucifer and Michael already fought to break Caelus’s hold.
Gabriel’s chains lashed, the sigils on his arms burning hot enough to scar the floor. He drove them into the tide, binding, dragging, trying to tear openings where Raphael’s mana could push through. Michael’s blade carved arcs of lightning, every strike a thunderclap that split the chamber’s air. Lucifer’s power blazed brightest of all, his ferocity hammering against Caelus in blows that shook the chamber itself.
But still Caelus held me fast, his magic tightening around my wrists, my waist, my throat. His presence closed in, suffocating, alight with dark energy as the others clashed against his shadows.
“See how they rage,” he murmured, forcing Lucifer back with a single surge of violet flame. His hold tightened, cruel yet steady. “Not one of them will take you.”
My body shuddered, his power coiling around me like silk ribbons, every strand warm where it brushed my skin. Beneath it lingered Raphael’s echo, faint and spectral. The air tasted of cinder and sanctity, smoke and prayer mingling until I couldn’t tell which I breathed. Each heartbeat slowed, every pulse thinning, as if even time bowed beneath its weight.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Seven
Caelus






Five of God’s mightiest against me. Shadows erupted from my chest in a torrent, devouring their radiance, swallowing Michael’s storm into silence, scorching Raphael’s barriers until they ruptured. Gabriel’s chains coiled around me, but my will turned them brittle, splintering them like twigs beneath a boot.
Uriel struck next, blinding light sharp enough to sear through stone, but I caught it in my palm, forcing the sacred current to twist and bend until it merged with the darkness that obeyed only me.
“You forget,” I snarled, voice reverberating with shadow and fury, “I was the Veil’s first guardian. Your light is nothing I haven’t broken before.”
Lucifer’s wings cut through the storm, his weapon screaming against mine. His voice was a vow. “I will tear you apart before I let you keep her.”
I drew Astraea closer, shadows coiling like armor around her trembling form.
“Then come, Bright One,” I hissed, lips curving into a smile that tasted of ruin. “Let’s see who burns first.”
Raphael’s hand broke through the chaos, opal light stretching toward her as he called her name. But he would not touch her. Not while I still drew breath.
My beasts surged, winding higher, layering over her wings, her arms, her chest. Not chains. Not prison. Protection. 
They sealed into place, molded by my command, a carapace of smoke and violet heat that hissed where Raphael’s glow brushed too close. His mana faltered, unable to pierce the shroud I forged for her.
She fought against me, her flame crackling where it met my darkness, wild with panic. She thought I meant to bind her, not realizing the storm tearing through the chamber. The blades splitting the air, the radiance scorching all it touched. I felt every strike shake the ground, and all I could think was how easily one could find her. One stray flare, one slip of light. I couldn’t let that happen. I would break again before I let her bleed.
“You chain her!” Lucifer roared, a maelstrom igniting as he carved through the storm toward me. Our blades met in a detonation of light and shadow, the air itself splitting beneath the force.
I hurled him back with the force of an eruption.
The chamber convulsed with the impact, the walls groaning as fractures spidered through them in glowing trails of light. Behind me, the bed erupted into ruin, its carved frame collapsing. The scent of scorched linen and stone filled the air, the echo of our clash reverberating through every corner as if the room itself cried out.
Michael’s thunder hammered my flank; Uriel’s blaze sliced from above; Gabriel’s chains hissed through the air like molten serpents. Raphael’s radiance surged again, despairing but uncompromising.
But my horde did not break.
I would not let them touch her.
I would not let them bind her.
They struck from every side, fury without end, light without mercy. Still, I held.
She thrashed against me, fire lashing through my shadows. But I only drew the shroud tighter; not to bind, but to protect. To shield her from the chains they’d clasp around her wrists, the gilded collar they’d fasten to her throat.
“You would break her,” I snarled, my voice a rumble beneath the storm. Our blades collided, flame and shadow screaming where they met. “You’d turn her into another obedient pawn.”
My shadows erupted outward, sweeping wide, scattering Michael’s storm, snapping Gabriel’s chains, devouring Raphael’s light whole.
“She was never meant for your prison of rules and obedience,” I hissed. Heat rolled off my skin; the air trembled as I held them all at bay. My hand slipped to the small of her back, anchoring her to me. “She isn’t a Seal. Not a weapon. She’s a dragon.”
My lips curved, sharp as my blade’s edge.
“Wild. Untamed. Beautiful. And I’ll see her free. Even if I have to burn every last one of you to ash.”
Lucifer’s blade locked with mine, molten gold screaming against void, his eyes blazing. But at my words…
He faltered.
Just a heartbeat. Just enough.
Because he had thought it too. Beneath the fury and the vow, the same truth had smoldered in him for centuries: Caeloria is shackles, and God’s light is only a gilded chain.
I saw it. The slip in his stance, the crack in his strike. His hesitation was confession enough.
“Ah… you feel it too, don’t you, Bright One?” I whispered, pressing harder, driving his blade toward the stone. “You’ve always known. You defy God with every breath, yet still you kneel. You hide your rebellion behind his throne, behind his leash, and call it freedom.”
Lucifer’s teeth clenched, wings flaring wide in defiance, but the hesitation lingered in the shadow softening his stare. The smallest slip, the smallest crack. And I saw it. So did his brothers.
Michael charged again, storm hammering into me, lightning cleaving through shadow and turning it to smoke. My arm jolted, bone singing beneath the weight of his blow. I snarled, casting him back in a surge of violet flame, but not before his blade carved fire into my ribs.
Gabriel was there before the wound closed. Chains snapped tight around my arm, my throat, my wings, dragging me down with the weight of a thousand vows. They cut like iron, searing deeper with every pull. For a heartbeat, my knees buckled, but I roared, shadows flooding outward, shattering the bindings to ash. Their bite left my strength faltering, my power dimmed under the strain.
Raphael followed. His radiance cut purer than Caeloria itself. Light speared through my chest, peeling shadow from bone, hollowing me out. I staggered, breath burning, the abyss within me shrieking to mend. His hand reached: not to strike, but to drain. The healer’s touch turned parasite. My power bled away in ribbons of violet haze. Then his reach turned toward her, to pry Astraea from my grasp. Instinct answered. My fire erupted, hurling him into the wall—but not before his light left me dimmed, hollowed in places that would not heal.
Uriel descended last, silent, merciless. His brilliance cut sharper than any blade, diamond light splintering into blinding shards. It carved down my back, tearing shadow and flesh alike, detonating agony through my spine until blood streaked the stone. My roar shook the chamber, wings reeling as my mana coiled tighter around Astraea by instinct, shielding her from the radiance even as my strength buckled beneath the blow.
I hadn’t realized how much I’d poured into her armor; how exposed it left me.
One by one, they marked me: lightning in my ribs, chains at my throat, radiance hollowing my chest, a diamond wound burning across my back.
Still, I stood.
I laughed, blood slicking my mouth, shadows wavering like smoke in a storm. My gaze fixed on the only one still standing before me.
Lucifer.
His wings snapped wide, his blade a streak of light and wrath. He closed in, swift, merciless. His strike screamed as it met mine.
In that instant, my body betrayed me. The wounds, the weight, the centuries—they all caught me at once. My blade wavered, fell. My knees struck stone. Shadows recoiled and faltered.
Lucifer loomed above me, wings aflame, his blade raised high—wrath blazing like a star torn from the heavens.
“No!”
Her scream split the chamber. It came jagged and desperate. Astraea.
She ran forward, shadow-armor clinging to her frame, flowing with her like liquid obsidian. Violet sparks flared where her fire mingled with mine and burned beneath.
The others faltered. Lucifer’s blade hovered mid-swing, trembling with restrained fury. His wings beat once, uneven. One word from her had cracked the vow fueling his wrath.
The armor I’d given her moved with her, not against her, shielding her as if it knew she wasn’t running from it: but carrying it into the fire she chose.
Her body became the barrier. Her voice, the command.
She stood before me.
Protecting me.
Lucifer froze. His mana raged around her, but he didn’t strike, couldn’t. His eyes, molten with hatred, locked on hers.
“Astraea,” he rasped, his voice breaking like thunder on stone. “Move.”
But she didn’t.
Her fingers tightened around the doll, the armor gleaming as if it had chosen her now, not me.
She stood between us. Between my ruin and his wrath.
And I, bleeding and broken, could only stare.
“I won’t.”
Her voice cracked, a whimper on the surface, steel beneath. Power thrummed through every syllable. She trembled, but didn’t falter. Not before him. Not before me.
I saw the hesitation in him. The confusion at the sight of her shielding me. “Astraea…” His voice was plea, warning, and command all at once.
But she didn’t move.
Her breath came ragged, her body shook between us, yet she stood defiantly… radiantly. Her light flickering through the shadow I’d wrapped her in. Even bloodied and trembling, she was breathtaking. A vision carved from flame and rebellion.
For the first time since the village burned, since my wings turned to ash, something stirred in me that wasn’t rage or hunger. Hope: fragile, impossible, burning in the dark.
And in her defiance, I saw the fire that once damned me… now daring to save me.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Eight
Astraea






Lucifer stood over him. Light ran the length of his blade, poised above Caelus’s bowed form, shadows writhed weakly at his knees, broken, blood staining the stone. It should have been victory. It should have been justice.
But the sight stole the breath from my lungs.
Because I had seen this before.
The vision clung to me. My hands still remembered the weight of the child on my back, her sobs soaking my feathers. My arms still ached from carrying her, my throat still raw from screaming for help that never came. And my heart still broke with the memory of her, when Caeloria’s light fell and burned her into silence.
The echo of Caelus’s scream tore through me, colliding with the image before me now. Him on his knees, shadows crawling like mourners, wings tattered, waiting for the blade to fall.
Lucifer’s blade.
My breath shattered into a cry before I realized I’d moved. “No!”
The doll clutched in my hand thumped against my chest as I sprinted forward, fire surging in my veins. The armor of shadows clung to me still, moving with me, flaring violet as my wings spread wide. I threw myself between them, my body slamming to a halt in front of Caelus.
Lucifer’s blade stopped. Just inches from me. His chest heaved, his eyes wild, fury and disbelief colliding in them.
“Astraea, Move.”
But I didn’t.
“I won’t.”
The words wavered, a whisper more than a roar, but they carried all the same. Carried through the clash of shadow and light, through the fury pressing at my back, through the intensity in his gaze.
Lucifer’s blade did not lower. If anything, it burned brighter, searing the air between us. His teeth clenched, wings flaring until the chamber itself seemed too small to contain him.
“You don’t understand,” he snarled, voice ragged. “He will never stop. He will twist you, break you, crush you until there is nothing left but ruin! If you stand in my way, you will fall with him!”
My breath trembled, but my feet did not move. I thought of the vision. The little girl’s scream, the blanket in flames, the moment Caeloria’s judgment struck instead of saving. My heart shattered with it, with the truth of what I had felt in Caelus’s chest as if it had been mine.
“I won’t let it happen again,” I whispered, eyes burning. “Not by shadows. Not by light.”
My throat closed, my chest aching as his gaze seared into me. The words trembled on my lips, breaking even as they hardened.
“Not even—” I faltered, my heart splintering with it. “not even by you.”
His weapon faltered, his eyes widening with a storm of disbelief and revulsion I had never seen break through him.
“You would protect him?” His voice broke, laced with anguish. “The one who stole you from me?!”
The chamber shuddered with his wrath, stone splitting beneath our feet, but the fire in his words burned sharper than any strike.
“It’s not what it seems.” The plea tore from me, ragged, shaking loose the air in my lungs. I tried to steady my voice, but it came out thin, a ghost swallowed by the inferno closing in around us. “None of this is what it seems, Lucifer.”
 My heart hammered so hard it hurt. The doll pressed into my ribs, my fingers digging into the wood until splinters bit deep. My wings shook, trembling with exhaustion, but still they spread wide, a fragile defiance.
His radiance bore down on me, heat blistering my skin, yet I lifted my eyes to meet his, tear-blurred but unflinching. “He’s not evil,” I breathed, the words breaking even as I said them.
Lucifer’s lip twitched with a snarl, his gaze striking me as if I’d wounded him myself. His blade shook, heartbreak bleeding into every word.
“No, he has twisted you. Manipulated you. That is what he does, Astraea!” His wings snapped wide, power rolling off them in waves. “Can’t you see? He is poison, and now he has made you speak his lies!”
“Please.” Pride meant nothing anymore. I would beg if that is what it took. “Please, listen. If there is any love in your heart for me–” My throat closed, but I forced it open again, even as my body quivered. “If those stolen kisses, those nights of you holding me– meant anything. Listen to me.”
A fracture wavered in his stare, though his blade still hovered threateningly in front of me. His jaw clenched, fury and anguish locked in a single breath.
But beneath it, something else.
Shock.
As though my words had cut deeper than any weapon ever could. That I would bare us, bare him, before Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel. That I would trade his secret for a chance to save the one kneeling behind me.
His wings trembled, feathers scattering light as his gaze burned into mine. “Astraea,” he breathed, voice raw, almost strangled. “You would speak this here? Before them?”
“I am not ashamed of what we did. Of our love.”
The word quivered, but it was not weak. It rang in the chamber like a struck bell, shattering the silence.
Michael’s storm faltered. Raphael’s radiance dimmed. Gabriel’s chains stilled mid-air. Even Uriel’s violet gaze flickered. The word love was a brand, searing across all of them, undeniable.
But it was Lucifer who wavered. His gaze sputtered like a dying star, flaring, then softening into something stripped of all armor, almost human. His grip on the blade faltered; for a heartbeat it hung loose in his hand, as if my confession had completely undone him.
“Astraea,” he whispered again, the name falling from him like prayer, like surrender.
“Please, Lucifer. I love you. With my entire being I love you.” My voice splintered, but I forced the truth out before I could think better of it. “Please, prove to me that you love me too. Do not strike him down.”
It was as if time itself held its breath. Even the shadows stilled, recoiling as if the confession was too much for them to bear.
He stood motionless. The storm that had consumed him dulled, collapsing inward until all that remained was the quiet pulse of something unbearably human. The air between us thrummed, charged and fragile, like a current straining to hold. Even without words, I could feel the war within him, the pull of duty against the ache of devotion, a heart breaking as it reached for what it was never meant to hold.
His eyes met mine, not with the certainty of battle, but with anguish. With love. With the unbearable cost of both.
“You ask me,” his voice broke. “to spare the one who stole you. The one who touched you.” His throat bobbed, the words catching like shards he had to swallow. His lashes fluttered, as if he were fighting the same tears that threatened me. The blade still hovered near my wings, its heat brushing my feathers with the same warmth as his breath the night he kissed me.
The danger I had put myself in wasn’t lost on me. One strike, one swing, and he could cut through me to reach Caelus. But he didn’t. He couldn’t.
He looked at me as if the sight itself tore a hole through his chest. “And you stand there, between him and me.”
“Then cut me down.” Salty heat finally traced my face as the burning in my eyes could no longer hold it. My wings stayed spread wide, a shield of feathers and fire. “Because in my eyes, he is innocent. And I will not allow any more innocent blood to be spilled.”
Lucifer’s blade wavered, the light along its edge sputtering as though it felt the command in my vow. A stutter wracked through his stance, torn open by a grief so raw it nearly undid me.
For a heartbeat, I thought he would do it. But then…
A sound. Steel sliding home.
Lucifer sheathed his blade.
The magic died along its edge, swallowed back into him. His shoulders sunk, his entire being seemed to exhale. Sadness filled those orbs as they fell to the ground. And in them I could see the grief of the battle he had just waged, and in his mind, lost. 
“You break me, Astraea.” The words came barely above a whisper, torn from somewhere deep and ruined. “You break me, and still I cannot strike where you stand.”
A broken sound tore from my lips as the tension finally gave way. My wings collapsed under their own weight, where they had been shielding Caelus. I surged forward and fell into him. Into the arms I had been starved for since the day I was taken. 
And despite himself, despite the eyes of Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel heavy upon us, Lucifer caught me. No, clung to me. His arms crushed me to his chest, his breath ragged against my hair, his wings curling around me like they’d break before they’d let go.
For the first time since the shadows stole me, I felt whole.
 
 


Chapter Thirty-Nine
Lucifer






Once she was finally in my arms, I knew. I knew I had made the right choice. The war, the throne, the fury. None of it mattered. Only her. Only Astraea.
I crushed her against me, wings folding tight, refusing to let her slip away again. Her fire seared into my chest, wild and trembling, but Saints, I welcomed it. I had missed her so much it ached. Too long had I been starved of this, of her breath against my throat, of the way her arms clung back as though I was the only thing keeping her from shattering.
And as I held her, refusing to loosen my grip, refusing to breathe without her, the world beyond her blurred.
Through the storm of shadows, through the broken stone and shattered glass, I saw him. Caelus.
Fading.
The Veil opened like a scar unhealed, shadows curling to swallow him whole. His amethyst gaze burned across the distance, but I did not move. Did not reach for my blade. Did not cast her aside to chase him.
I only held her tighter.
I let him go.
Because the war could wait. The vengeance could wait. Even Caeloria’s judgment could wait.
But her?
I would never let her go again.
I did not release her, not even when the shadows closed behind Caelus and the chamber stilled in his absence. My wings trembled with the weight of what had just passed, but I kept Astraea locked against me. If I let her go, even for a heartbeat, I feared I would lose her all over again.
The silence stretched until Michael’s storm broke it.
“Let us return.” His voice was steel, sharp enough to cut through the ruin around us. No triumph in it. No victory. Only command.
Gabriel said nothing, but his chains rattled faintly at his side, still tense, still wound too tight. Raphael’s gaze lingered on Astraea, on me, and I felt the weight of his questions pressed into the space between us, though he did not ask them aloud. Uriel’s eyes burned violet, unreadable, as ever.
I did not answer any of them. I only held her.
The skies were waiting.
We rose together, five wingspans wide in formation. I carried her even though I knew she did not need me too. 
There was nothing victorious in the trip home. No songs. No rallying cries. Only silence, the air tearing cold against our feathers as Caeloria drew closer.
Astraea trembled in my arms, but I said nothing. I couldn’t. My throat was too raw. My heart too torn.
She nuzzled into the crook of my neck like she always had when nightmares clawed her from sleep, when I held her in secret, wings curved around her bed. But this time was different.
It wasn’t a child seeking shelter.
It was a woman pressing into me, claiming what was hers.
The heat of her breath against my skin sank deeper than fire. The press of her body, trembling though it was, steadied something wild in me that nothing else could soothe. My arms tightened instinctively, holding her as though she had been ripped from me only to be returned. Because she had.
The skies howled around us, Michael leading, the others silent. I felt their gazes flicker back more than once, questions heavy in their silence, judgment gathering like storm clouds behind them. But I did not care.
Let them see.
Let them wonder.
She was in my arms, and I would not release her.
The gates of Caeloria rose before us, blazing like suns, but for the first time their light felt like prison bars instead of home. My wings strained beneath their glare, though I didn’t slow. 
The marble of Caeloria’s gate touched my boots.
For the first time since I had torn her from Caelus’s grasp, I let her go. Slowly, reluctantly, as though some part of me feared she would vanish the moment I released her. She stepped back, but her fire lingered against my skin, vanilla and ozone threading around me.
Michael landed next, storm trailing him like a cloak. His hand lifted, and the others fell into line without question. For a heartbeat, none of us spoke. Only the sound of wings folding, the air settling, The gates hummed, radiant and threatening.
Then his voice cut through, steady, sharp, carrying the weight of command.
“We go in as if nothing has been revealed.”
Raphael’s jaw tightened. Gabriel’s chains shifted with a metallic hiss. Uriel’s violet eyes flickered, unreadable. I shifted closer, her blaze searing in my chest as her words echoed again: I love you. With my entire being, I love you.
Michael’s gaze lingered on me last, silver storm meeting amber flame. “Do you understand?”
I didn’t respond.
I flexed my hands once, fighting the instinct to reach for her again. To keep her. But the walls of Caeloria rose before us, and even my defiance had limits.
The gates yawned open, blinding light spilling like a flood. We stepped inside as one, wings folding close, silence binding us tighter than any chain.
The throne room stretched before us, vast and terrible, every marble pillar pulsing with radiance that bent the air around it. And at its heart…Him. Cloaked in glory so absolute the chamber dimmed around him. The light was suffocating. Drowning.
I felt Astraea at my side, her embers pressed small, hidden, though I knew it burned beneath her skin. My hand ached to reach for her. To anchor her. But I didn’t. Not here. Not under his gaze. 
The doors parted, light spilling across marble like rivers of gold. His radiance struck first. Not fury, but relief.
The throne flared brighter at the sight of her. The whole chamber trembled with it, as though creation itself had been straining in her absence.
“My beloved. Returned to Me.”
The words rang with triumph, not tenderness. Power fed on her presence, the brilliance of his form sharpening, solidifying, as though her fire stitched together the cracks we had all pretended not to see.
Michael bowed. “The breach has been sealed. Caelus fled. Astraea has been recovered.”
The lie slid like prayer, wrapped in reverence. None of us flinched.
But she did not bow. Astraea stood tall, emerald eyes steady despite the tremor in her wings. “Yes,” she said, her voice clear. “I was taken, but I am returned.”
His light swelled, golden shackles invisible but felt. “You cannot be lost again. Too much depends upon you.”
The words struck like a cage, disguised as gratitude. Weapon. Not woman. Seal.
My jaw clenched until it cracked, fury gnawing at my ribs. He was stronger with her beside him, yes. But only because he bled her power into his own. And still she burned, small but unyielding, beside me.
His light brightened, wrapping her in warmth like a cloak. “Rest now, child,” he said, voice low, almost tender. “You have endured more than I should have asked of you. Recover your strength. You are safe. You are home.”
Astraea bowed her head, playing the part. I clenched my fists at my sides, wrath simmering beneath my ribs.
Because if his “love” bound her tighter than Caelus’s shadows ever had, then one day soon, I would break it.
We turned as one, light dimming as we left the throne behind. The weight of his radiance lingered on my skin like frost, heavy even outside the chamber’s reach.
But before I could move to her, Astraea broke from my side. Her steps quickened, wings trembling, until she reached Michael’s flank. She caught his arm, her voice too low for me to hear, but her emerald eyes searched his face with a desperation that cut me.
Michael’s storm dimmed to a whisper, his head inclining toward her in quiet reply.
I stopped where I stood. Watching. Dangerous heat clawed against my ribs, jealousy a sharp, unwelcome thing twisting through me. She had run to him… Not me. 
I ground my teeth and planted my feet, forcing myself still. 
 
 


Chapter Forty
Astraea






The throne room’s doors shut behind us, the weight of his light finally peeling from my skin. My lungs ached; my heart hammered as though the chains of his gaze still held me.
I didn’t think. I just moved.
“Michael!” My voice cracked as I chased him down, wings half-spread, steps striking against marble until I caught his arm.
He stopped, storm light flickering faintly around him, and turned. His face was unreadable. But when my eyes lifted to his, something shifted. The steel in them softened, just for me, just for a breath.
“You didn’t tell him,” I whispered, the words tumbling out raw. My grip tightened on his arm. “Why? You should have. You always do.”
His gaze flickered, storm-light burning low in his eyes. “Tell him what?” His voice was calm. Too calm.
“You know what.” My hands trembled as I clutched the metal of his gauntlet. “What I said. What I confessed. About me and Lucifer. About… our love.” My throat tightened, but I forced the words through. “You should have bound me in chains for that. You should have dragged me before the throne.”
For a heartbeat, silence stretched. His storm whispered against my feathers, steady but restless. Then he exhaled, slow, weary, like even his lungs carried the weight of obedience.
“I thought you were gone,” he said at last, his voice low, measured, but trembling at its edges. “And when you stood again before us… when I saw you breathe, saw your fire burn still—” His jaw ticked. He looked away, the control in his eyes breaking for just a moment. “Some truths can remain unspoken, even before God.”
But I had known Michael long enough. Known the cadence of his words, the way he never faltered. Unless he was hiding something.
He hadn’t just left truths unspoken. He had spoken falsehoods. Lied to the throne he served above all else.
And not for duty. Not for strategy.
For me.
I stared at him for a long moment, searching his face, searching for the soldier’s mask that had always been there. But it was gone. For the first time, he wasn’t the commander, the stone wall, the unbreakable. He was just… Michael.
The words caught in my throat, fragile as glass.
“I missed you too,” I whispered.
The storm light around him stilled, like even it was listening. His eyes closed, just for a heartbeat, as if my confession had struck deeper than any blade.
And for a heartbeat, I saw the man he might have been if Caeloria hadn’t demanded perfection.
When he opened them again, the commander had returned. The steel, the restraint, the careful walls. But something softer lingered, tucked in the corners of his gaze.
“You should rest,” he said at last, his voice low, almost gentle.
I didn’t answer. The moment his words left him, the ache inside me shifted. The air thickened, humming with the same current that always led me to him.
That pull. That impossible thread that had bound us since the moment his mana touched mine. It tugged at me now, steady, insistent. The same way he had found me when shadows swallowed me whole, I found him now.
My steps carried me without thought down the corridors of marble and light, past watchful eyes I did not see. My wings brushed the air in restless tremors, following the ache in my chest, the heat in my veins, until…
The door to my chambers stood open.
And he was there.
Lucifer.
The door shut behind me with a soft click, and silence pressed close.
Lucifer stood by the window, tension still smoldering at the edges as though the battle hadn’t truly left him. His gaze lifted to mine the moment the latch caught. Sharp, blazing, not with relief, not with love. With jealousy.
“Michael?” His voice scraped out rough, like it hurt to say. His jaw was tight, his hands flexing at his sides as though it took everything in him not to ignite. “You ran to him first.”
The heat in his eyes burned hotter than flame, but beneath it I saw the truth. Not anger at Michael. Not even at me. Fear. That I would give what was his to someone else. That after everything. After the chains, the shadows, the confession before his brothers. I would choose another before him.
“I had to know why.” My voice came out softer than I meant, trembling but steady enough to hold against his piercing gaze.
Lucifer’s jaw tightened, his eyes narrowing, wings twitching at his back. “Why what?” he bit out, though his voice cracked beneath the demand. “Why he didn’t speak? Why he looked at you like—” He stopped, chest heaving, his muscles flexing throughout his entire body.
I took a step toward him, my power pulling to his. “Why he had lied. Why he protected us both. I had to know, Lucifer.”
His gaze blazed, molten gold for a heartbeat. But I saw it then. The flicker of hurt beneath the rage.
“You ran to him,” he whispered, raw. “And not to me.”
“While I was gone,” I said, my voice low but unshaken, “I learned that not everything is as it seems. I needed to know. Know if we were safe. Know if he was doing this to have something to use against us.”
“Us?” he rasped, as if the word itself was a balm and a wound at once.
I stepped closer, heat trembling through me, lifting my chin to meet his gaze. 
“Always us.”
The words broke something in him.
His control snapped, pinions flaring wide, mana spilling through the chamber as though he could no longer contain it. In a single stride, his hand caught my wrist, spinning me, pressing me back against the wall. The marble burned cold against my spine, but his heat drowned it out, his chest heaving as he leaned in, caging me there with wings and fury alike.
“You drive me mad,” he snarled, his voice breaking between rage and hunger, amber eyes scorching mine. “Running to him before me. Making me watch. Making me wonder if you would—” His words cut off, teeth clenched, as though he couldn’t bear to finish the thought.
His hand lifted, brushing my jaw, trembling not with gentleness but with the desperate edge of restraint snapping.
His thumb pressed harder against my jaw, tilting my face up until there was nowhere to look but into his stare, sharp as a blade’s edge.
“And the thought of Caelus alone with you…” His voice was low, ragged, more growl than words. “Did he—” his nostrils flared as he debated asking, “did he touch what is mine?”
The last word hit like a vow, his wings arching wide, gold and silver spilling through the cracks of his restraint. His hand slid from my jaw to my throat, not squeezing, just holding, just claiming, as though he needed the contact to keep from shattering apart.
“Don’t ask me that,” I whispered, my voice breaking beneath the weight of it.
A frenzy ignited in his eyes. Not the fury of war, not even the fury he turned on Caelus. This was personal. A fire, yes, but raw. Wilder than war, tangled with need, so fierce I swore it would consume us both. His grip at my throat trembled… caught between pulling me closer and tearing away.
“Astraea…” His voice was a rasp, trembling with rage, with hurt, with love so sharp it bled. “Don’t tell me what I can or cannot ask. Not when he stole you from me. Not when I nearly lost you.”
He pressed me harder into the wall, his forehead lowering until it nearly touched mine, his breath against my lips sparking heat through me.
“Tell me.” he growled, every word a brand. “Did he?”
I swallowed hard, my throat burning, my chest tight. Too slowly I nodded.
His eyes darkened, wrath and heartbreak colliding with possession. Before I could even breathe his mouth was on mine.
It wasn’t gentle. It wasn’t tender. His lips crashed against mine, his hand gripping my throat tighter, holding me as though I might vanish if he let go. His jealousy poured through it, sharp and merciless, but beneath the violence of it was something deeper. Desperation.
Desperation to claim me. To remind me. To brand into my very soul that I was his. That I had always been his.
My back hit the wall with a thud, his body pressing into mine, wings flaring wide and trembling like they might tear the chamber apart. His kiss devoured, demanding, forcing my lips open, and when I gasped, he seized it, swallowing the sound, taking everything I would give.
His breath was fire, his touch unrelenting. Every movement screamed the same vow: Mine. Mine. Mine.
My hands flew upward before I even thought, clawing at the plates of his armor, desperate to feel him, to drag him closer, to tear down every barrier between us.
His growl rumbled against my mouth, low and raw, the sound of a man unraveling. His hips pinned mine, his wings spread wide, trembling as though even they couldn’t contain the force of him. I tangled my fingers in the clasps of his armor, yanking, pulling, nails scraping over steel in my frantic need to touch the skin beneath.
I melted under him, into him, every ounce of strength I had spent resisting pouring instead into clinging, holding, claiming, needing. The wall dug into my shoulders, his kiss scorched against my lips, and still it wasn’t enough. I arched into him, dragging him deeper, daring the fire to consume me whole.
And his kiss only grew fiercer, answering my desperation with his own, every stroke and press. 
Armor plates clattered to the marble one by one, ringing sharp against the floor, but I barely heard them. My hands fumbled, frantic, tugging at buckles and clasps, pulling until they gave. His chestplate slipped free, hitting the ground with a crash, and then his heat was there. Real, unshielded, burning against me.
His mouth never left mine. My fingers slid over the hard planes of him, skin finally beneath my touch, and I dragged my nails down his chest just to hear the sound that tore from his throat.
He pressed harder, grinding his hardness against me, his body hot and unyielding, his kiss desperate and unrelenting. His hands roamed, gripping, clutching, as if he meant to fuse me to him, as if he could brand me with touch alone.
I gasped into his mouth, my nails digging in deeper, and he swallowed the sound like it was the only thing that could save him.
 
 


Chapter Forty-One
Lucifer






Her nod still burned in my skull. It was all I could see, all I could hear. The thought of his shadows, his hands on what was mine made heat crawl through my veins until I couldn’t breathe.
Jealousy had always been my undoing. But this time, it felt holy.
I drove her against the wall, hands braced hard at her waist and throat, my body caging hers as if I could carve her away from the memory of him. My lips found hers, not tender, not patient; desperate, furious, claiming. She melted into me, her hands tearing at the plates of my armor, scraping against skin as though she needed to feel me bare.
The sound that left me was half snarl, half groan, my jealousy spilling out with every kiss. I dragged my mouth down her throat, teeth grazing, biting just enough to leave my mark. Her pulse hammered beneath my lips, her breath breaking as she clung to me tighter.
Every breath she gave me was proof she hadn’t chosen him.
“Say it,” I growled against her skin, my voice rough and unsteady. My hands slid lower, gripping her hips, pressing her harder into the wall. “Say you are mine. Not his. Mine.”
Her fire sparked between us, licking along my chest where her hands had torn away the armor. And Saints help me, I knew if she said it now, if she gave me that vow… 
I’d burn down Caeloria itself to keep her.
“I am yours. Only yours.”
The vow rang in my skull, louder than thunder, more consuming than flame. My hand tightened around her throat until her wings trembled against the stone. I kissed her again, no space, no breath, no mercy.
She melted, but not gently, her nails digging into my muscles. Every sound stoked me higher, every gasp she gave, mine to swallow. My fingers tangled in her hair, yanking her head back just enough so my mouth could brand a path down her throat.
Her power licked at my skin, burning even through the ruin I wrapped around us. She clung to me, her body arching, demanding, giving back every ounce of possession I poured into her. Matching me. Claim for claim, breath for breath.
“You are mine,” I growled into her neck, my teeth grazing her pulse, my voice raw, broken, desperate. “Do you hear me, Astraea? Mine. Not his. Not Caeloria’s. Not anyone's."
I wasn’t sure if I was warning her or myself.
The wings at my back surged, wrapping the two of us in a cocoon of feathers and darkness; a cage, a shield. I didn’t know which, I didn't care. All I knew was she was here, in my arms, clawing at me like she wanted to tear me open and crawl inside my chest.
The last plates of her armor hit the marble with a loud thud, and nothing separated us but the thin layers of fabric that would not last long under her hands.
I couldn’t stop. I wouldn’t.
My rage had burned itself out. What remained was something heavier, rawer. Need. Worship. Love tangled with sin.
With one hand tangled in her hair, the other gripped her thigh, dragging it high against my hip. She gasped into my mouth, and I seized it, I lifted her off the ground as though she weighed nothing. Her legs wrapped around me instantly, tight, desperate, her wings flaring wide against the wall.
My mana surged with me, pressing her harder into me, never letting her slip an inch away. I carried her across the chamber, every step slow but merciless, our lips never parting, our bodies locked as one storm.
When the back of my legs hit the edge of the bed, I turned and dropped her onto the bed. But I didn’t leave her. I followed her down, bracing over her, pinning her wings into the sheets with my own as my mouth claimed hers again.
I pulled back only for a moment and seized the hem of my shirt and yanked, fabric tearing as I ripped it over my head in one savage motion. My hands fisted in her shirt next and I tore it open in one brutal pull, seams splitting, fabric falling useless to the sheets. 
But the moment her skin was bare, the fury in me shifted. My breath caught. My hands slowed. Reverence stole over my touch as my fingers traced the lines of her, trembling as though she were something holy I’d nearly shattered in my hunger. Rage had brought me here, jealousy had consumed me. But love… love stopped me from breaking her.
Her breath hitched, and I lowered my mouth to her collarbone, tracing fire across skin I’d nearly ruined in my frenzy. My hands, once brutal, now lingered. My lips slowly traced patterns over her skin. Lower and lower until I was at her breasts. She gasped and arched into me as my tongue darted out to taste her nipples. Swirling around then sucking gently. Every touch, every kiss felt like revelation, like proof she was truly mine, here, alive, burning under me.
I shifted lower, trailing my lips over her flat stomach. Leaving a quake, a gentle, burning quake in my path. My palms smoothed over her sides, memorizing every curve, every tremor, committing them to a hunger I would never let fade.
Then my mouth found hers again, claiming, devouring, softer. A vow pressed into her lips.
My hand trailed down, fumbling at the ties of her trousers, impatience flaring again, until I yanked them open with a snarl. They slid down in a tangled mess, my wings tightening against hers as if daring her to slip away.
Her breath stuttered beneath me, and the sound struck through my hunger like a blade. I froze, chest heaving, hands fisted in the fabric tangled at her hips. My forehead pressed to hers, shadows flickering in my stare as I fought the storm inside me.
“This is not conquest,” I rasped, voice breaking low. My thumbs smoothed over her sides, gentling, grounding. “This is yours. Every part of me is yours.”
Slowly, carefully, I slid the last remnants of cloth from her, piece by piece. Not torn now, but eased away, as though each fold of fabric carried weight. My hands trembled as they bared her skin, but I never broke my gaze, never let her look away.
“You are not something I take,” I whispered, brushing my lips against hers with aching reverence. “You are something I worship.”
I traced her jaw, her throat, the places where light met shadow, each touch a vow that she was sacred in my arms. My fingers found hers, entwining, not to claim, but to anchor; to keep us from being lost in the fire we had become.
And as I trailed lower, my voice cracked again against her skin.
“Tell me to stop, and I stop. But if you let me stay–” my lips lingered over her heart, “I will give you everything.”
Her pulse thundered beneath my lips, and I lingered there, waiting. Every fiber of me straining to hold back, to let her decide. My breath came ragged, my body coiled like an inferno barely leashed, but I would not move without her.
Every breath burned, every muscle ached to move. But this time, the choice was hers.
Her hands slid up, fingers threading into my hair, tugging me closer, pulling me down to her. Her chest arched into mine, her lips seeking, hungry. A sound escaped her. Not fear, not hesitation. Want.
The restraint in me cracked.
I kissed her fiercely, but even as my mouth claimed hers, my hands moved with reverence, tracing her, memorizing her. My fingers traced over her stomach, lower, lower. Until I was at her core. I dipped my fingers between her and she moaned. Oh that moan. It could have undone me right then and there. My finger circled her as my lips hovered above hers. Parted, our breath intertwined. 
“Thats it.” I whispered to her. “Let me hear how much you want to belong to me.”
Her brows furrowed and she bit her lip as if she was trying not to make too much noise. But I wouldn't allow that. My fingers moved lower. She was mine and I didn’t care if all of Caeloria heard me claim her. A finger circled her entrance and she whimpered. A sweet whimper. A whimper that I owned. 
“There it is.” My voice was gravel. Deep. Even I didn’t recognize it, the way her pupils dilated, I knew she was obsessed. “You are mine.”
“Yes!” She said it desperately, breathy. “Yours, only yours!”
I finally gave her what she wanted as her hips arched against my hand. My fingers slid in and I could tell she was seeing stars. Her eyes rolled back and her hips were meeting my hand thrust for thrust. I moved from her lips kissing down her body until my mouth was level with her desire. 
“Now let me taste what I own.” 
My tongue darted out licking up her slit. She was the most delicious nectar I had ever feasted on. My lips wrapped around her clit as I sucked gently. The sounds she made were a hymn in themselves. Forbidden, intoxicating, every note sinking into me like worship. I listened to her body, her moans to find the perfect rhythm, the perfect pace. And once I found it I didn’t stop. Not when her body tensed, not as she cried out, not even when she tried to squeeze her legs shut around my head. 
“Please, oh saints please, Lucifer. I need you. I want all of you.” She begged. 
“All of me? You already own it. My light. My rebellion. Every breath I take belongs to you. And tonight, you’ll know it.”
As the last shudder broke through her, I dragged myself up her body, my mouth finding hers in a kiss that stole the breath from both of us. I wanted her to taste the ruin she’d made of me, and when her moan spilled against my lips in approval, heat and pride burned through me. A smirk ghosted across my mouth, sharp, possessive, at the thought of her savoring her own sweetness mixed with mine. Our kiss deepened, wild and consuming, my hands never loosening their hold on her as if she might vanish if I let her go.
I didn’t care about chains, or thrones, or the judgment that would fall the moment God knew. All I cared about was that she was mine, and tonight I would claim her as such.
I lifted my lips from hers only long enough to breathe her in. That scent of sweetness she always had ribboning around her, vanilla and fire. The warmth of a soul that refused to bow. My forehead pressed to hers, breath ragged, body trembling from the force of holding back. My hands traced her sides with reverence, slowing where they once grasped, gentling where they once demanded. I steadied myself there, as if giving her one last chance to deny me. Though the fire in her eyes told me she never would.
Then I pushed forward, and the world between us broke.
Her body fit mine in a way I never expected. I did not know where I ended and where she began. The war I had fought for so long; the fury, the fear, the centuries of restraint, they all collapsed. My wings unfurled, not to hide her but to shield what was ours. Darkness rippled across marble, and for a heartbeat, even the light seemed to bow.
“You are mine,” I whispered against her lips, each vow trembling with devotion and ruin. “And I am yours. Only yours.”
I felt her answer in every shiver, every sigh, every way her body moved with mine. No words, just the fire of surrender and claim twined together. Reverence gave way to passion, slow became urgent, sacred became consuming.
When I finally let go, it wasn’t to conquer. It was to burn with her. Wholly. Eternally. Until nothing remained. Not Caeloria, not shadow, not God; only us.
 
 


Chapter Forty-Two
Astraea






I woke to warmth. Not the false glow of Caeloria’s light nor the consuming burn of shadow, but something steadier. Softer. His arms around me, his chest rising and falling beneath my cheek, steady as the tide.
Lucifer was asleep. Truly asleep. His breath slow, his body heavy with exhaustion. My throat tightened at the sight. Ancients did not sleep unless their mana was utterly drained, wrung out until even their spirit guttered low. And I knew why: because of me, for what we had done, and for how much he spent fighting Caelus.
For a moment, I didn’t move. I only listened. To the rhythm of his heart, to the quiet between each breath, to the way his wings cocooned me even in sleep, as though instinct alone demanded he shield me.
My body ached, but not with the wounds of battle. This was another kind of ache. New, trembling, alive. Each heartbeat beneath my ear reminded me of the line we’d crossed, the rules we’d broken, the unbreakable bond forged last night. Forbidden. Terrifying. Sacred.
I shifted slightly, and his hold tightened instinctively, even in sleep, as though some part of him feared I would vanish. That, more than anything, unraveled me. Not chains, not prison, not shadow. Just him. 
Just Lucifer.
And yet my heart twisted. Because I knew when the sun rose and Caeloria called, this moment would fade back into silence. Another secret we carried alone.
For now, with his warmth wrapped around me and the echo of his vow still humming in my bones, I let myself believe.
My mind drifted, unwillingly, back to the vision of Caelus. The pain, the death, the betrayal of God.
A faint stir beneath me pulled me from my thoughts. His chest shifted, his wings flexing before folding closer around us. When his eyes opened, amber, sleep-soft but burning all the same, my breath caught.
They burned, even half-lidded, with the same fire that had claimed me hours before. But softer now. Sleep-rough, unguarded. For me alone.
“You’re awake,” I whispered, tracing my fingers along his jaw. “You should rest longer. You were drained.”
“I would drain a thousand times if it meant keeping you,” he murmured, voice rough with sleep. But his gaze sharpened when he saw the weight in my eyes. “What is it, Astraea?”
“We need to talk,” I said.
He blinked away the haze of sleep, and for a long breath he simply watched me. Like he was memorizing the line of my jaw, the way the light hit my lashes. Then he smiled, soft, broken; and the sight of it made something ache deep inside me.
“What’s wrong, little star?”
I wanted to tell him everything at once and nothing at all. The vision, the Veil, Caelus. The images tangled in my chest until even my lips felt heavy.
He shifted, refusing to let me pull away. His arms stayed firm around me. “Talk,” he said simply. No grand vows, no blazing promises. Just the simple request beneath them: say it here, to me.
I drew a breath, steadying my voice. “It was Caelus,” I said. The name felt heavy in the room. “Not a shadow beast. Him. I saw it. I lived it. The village, the children. He begged God, but there was no answer. He bled for them until—” My hand reached for the doll on the nightstand. The same worn relic of his pain. My thumb brushed the chipped paint. “Until he gave the shadows what light he had left. Then he was cast down. The Veil showed me everything.”
For a moment, he said nothing. His eyes hardened, the sleep-lines sharpening into steel at the mention of Caelus’s name. I tensed as his gaze shifted.
He closed his eyes for a beat, as if reminding himself that I was his. That no one could take me from him. When they opened again, they were gentler. “Start from the beginning,” he said quietly. “I don’t yet understand what you’re trying to tell me.”
He watched me, every slow breath a promise not to interrupt. No impatience, only that fierce, coiled attention I knew too well.
So I did.
I told him of the first tear. The sky splitting, the Veil’s whimper, the village burning beneath the rift. I told him of my prayers that went unheard, of shadows descending, of people falling one by one. How I carried a child on my back and carved through the tide of teeth. How the Veil whispered that the slaughter would not end until he gave himself to the dark. And I told him the worst of it last: how the light from above struck down the final child I tried to save. God killed that little girl.
My eyes squeezed shut. I clutched the doll to my chest as if I could still shield her.
He let me speak. He let the words land. And when I finished, the room was the kind of quiet that hums. Not empty, but full of things taking shape.
“You saw him take the shadow,” he said finally, voice low. “You saw him give his light for the mortals?”
“Yes.” My fingertip rubbed the doll’s chipped cheek until the wood warmed under my nail. “And then the Veil spoke. It told me he is not evil. It said he was shaped by grief, that he bled for mortals and was punished for it. It made me feel what he felt. I woke with the memory in my bones.”
Lucifer’s jaw clenched. For a moment, the man beside me vanished, and in his place stood the war-scarred Morningstar whose first language had always been battle.
“The Veil spoke to me as well,” he said at last. “It called him lost, not wicked. It said he deserved to be seen, not simply struck down.”
My eyes widened. I sat up, the motion breaking the lull like a tide shifting. “The Veil spoke to you?”
He nodded. “When I searched for you, I found traces of your fire. When I followed the thread between us, the Veil felt it too, your mana reaching for mine. I think it knew…”
His voice dropped, reverent.
“I would burn the realms for you.”
I froze as if the words themselves had been a spark. For a long beat nothing moved. Then heat pooled behind my ribs, bright and foolish and fierce. Tears I didn’t mean to shed, pricked hot at my eyes. He would burn the realms for me. The enormity of that vow pressed into me like a second heartbeat: terrifying, unbearable, and intoxicating all at once.
My fingers tightened around the doll until the wood creaked. Pride and terror braided together. I wanted to tell him it was enough, that a single promise like that outshone a thousand thrones. But what rose first was quieter, truer: a small, raw ache that swelled into something like worship. Love, I realized, wasn’t only comfort; it could be a weapon, and he had already wielded it for me. I bowed my head, not in submission but in recognition, and whispered, voice shaken with something like awe, “Then I will not waste it.”
Lucifer’s amber eyes softened, the edges of his fury melting into something far more dangerous: devotion. His hand lifted, brushing the tear from my cheek with a reverence that made my breath falter.
“You couldn’t waste it if you tried,” he said, voice low, rough with truth. “Every part of you… the fire, the defiance, even your doubt… it’s what I burn for. You are not a weapon, Astraea. You are the reason I still lift my blade.”
He propped himself on one elbow, threading his fingers through my hair to draw me closer. His forehead rested against mine, our breaths mingling. “So if the Veil chose you to carry this truth, then it chose rightly. Because I would burn the realms a thousand times over to keep your flame alive.”
He drew back, the softness slipping from his face as he reined in his emotions. “The Veil told me Caelus was shaped by grief,” he said slowly. “not evil. Do you believe it? What it showed you?”
“Yes.” The answer came without hesitation.
Lucifer closed his eyes for a long breath. When they opened, his gaze was as hard as steel. “If that is true, then the throne buried the truth. God buried a name and sent you into its mouth without warning.”
A bitter laugh escaped me. “You think it was on purpose?”
“I think a thousand things,” he answered. “I think he knows more than he tells. I think he buried Caelus’s name because remembering it would crack the story he’s built. I think he sent you there because he uses what he creates. And he feared you would not fit the part he wrote.”
A cold heaviness settled in my chest. “What do we do?”
Lucifer’s hands found mine, fingers lacing until the tremor in my skin steadied. He bent close, his breath warm against my temple. 
“We keep silent for now,” he said quietly. “If we accuse him, they’ll close ranks. But if we bring proof they can’t twist, the throne will have to listen. We’ll follow the trace the Veil left, find Caelus’s trail, and learn why his name was erased.”
“You’ll go after him?” My voice was barely more than a breath.
His thumb stroked my jaw. “I will.” he promised. “And I will not let Caeloria strip you of your truth while I search. We’ll hold what we find between us until they have no choice but to hear.”
“And if they still refuse?”
His laugh was rough, edged with blood and vow. “Then we burn the hall until they have to sift through ashes to find their answers.”
For a long moment, silence held us. The warmth and truth tangled with rebellion. Outside, Caeloria gleamed, blind in its brilliance. But I saw it for what it was: a cage dressed in light.
The Veil had spoken. The throne had lied. And in its lie, something unbreakable had been forged. 
Not a Seal. 
Not a weapon. 
Not a Morningstar bound to duty. 
But us.
Lucifer’s arms tightened around me, fire and rebellion curling together like a vow, and I knew then what Caeloria feared most. Not Caelus. Not even the shadows.
It was this. The bond between us, the truth burning in our bones.
And when the war came. And it would come. We would be the ones to set the throne on fire.
Together.


