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    For the ones who pin the safe choice but ache for the storm;
for the chronic warriors whose heaviest burden is the shape of their own soul.
May you find the magic in letting yourself be seen."
In starlight, chaos and liberty,
Guinevere Atlas

      

    



  	
        
            
            We are the staircase of the 1990s. We are the ones who crawled so you could fly—even if your wings feel like a leaden sky."
In starlight, chaos, and liberty,
Guinevere Atlas

      

    


For those who have fallen but never forgotten, and for the wings that still dare to rise. And for Caelum Miller who taught me to love my brain and my body and is now my guardian angel.

My wings bend, my heart aches, yet I still rise higher than they ever expected.” 

-Guinevere Atlas 
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THIS STORY CONTAINS themes of:

Physical and emotional pain

Trauma and therapy

Intense emotional experiences

References to grief and loss

Personal and systemic pressures

It is intended for readers who feel ready to engage with difficult emotions and the journey of resilience. Some scenes depict experiences through the perspective of a neurodivergent, disabled protagonist.

Reader discretion is advised. Remember: you may pause, breathe, or step away at any moment. Your emotional and mental well-being is paramount.
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LIBRARY, AGE 13

I dropped a stack of books at the edge of the library table, pages scattering like fragile feathers.

“Hi, I’m Caliel,” a voice said, soft but certain. He crouched to help me gather them, gray eyes steady, wings folded behind him like a secret.

“Lira,” I murmured, embarrassed.

He smiled, awkward and shy. “You always carry too many books?”

I nodded. “Always.”

And just like that, our paths entwined. He stayed after class sometimes, waiting until the hallways emptied, until the whispers faded. He saw me—really saw me—before wings, before the world decided what was defective and what wasn’t.

* * *
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THE DOCK

Avalon—the only city on Catalina Island, California—was empty, the ferries silent, tourists gone. The summer light thinned into autumn, and the city belonged to the Rites again. The air smelled of salt and metal. The hills above the boardwalk glowed faintly with lamplight, and the water turned dark as a bruise.

I stood at the dock in my uniform—high collar, stiff cuffs, fabric that clung too tight beneath my arms. Whoever designed it thought elegance meant suffering. The wool itched against my neck, the lace pinched when I breathed, and every button seemed to mock me.

“Gotta fit into the elegance of the Rite,” I muttered, scratching at my collar until the skin burned. “It’s only until I get it right, right?”

They said it every year—until you get it right. As if grace could be earned through pain.

The ferry horn moaned low and distant. Sea mist rolled up against my shoes. Maybe this was what limbo felt like—a place between breaths, between bodies, between what I was and what they wanted me to be.

He found me there, of course. Caliel.

“You actually waited,” I said when I saw him walking down the pier.

He smiled—awkward, a little too kind, like he’d practiced. “Of course. Catalina Island isn’t the same without you.”

I tried not to look at him too long. He’d grown taller, broader, graceful without effort—the way Nephilim always were. His coat caught the wind like it wanted to take flight.

“I wanted to make sure you got to the Rite safely,” he said, tripping on the last word.

I laughed once, a sharp sound that hurt my throat. “Safely? You’re sweet. It’s not exactly a battlefield.”

“Maybe not,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But it’s cruel to face alone.”

That made me look at him. The way he said it—softly, like he’d carried the thought for years. We stood side by side, pretending not to notice the hum in the air between us.

“I could’ve gone by myself,” I said.

“I know.” His gaze slid toward the water. “But you didn’t have to.”

* * *
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FERRY CROSSING

The ferry pulled in with a shudder, metal grinding against the dock like reluctant teeth. Deckhands called out the last trip of
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