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When lightning struck the mirror that divides Heaven and Hell, the world shifted forever. An archangel prince opened his eyes to find horns upon his brow, while the feared lord of demons awoke beneath a crown of light. What should have been victory turned to confusion; what should have been death became a curse.

Caelum, heir to Heaven’s throne, had been trained to wield mercy like a blade. Yet in the blink of an eye, his wings blackened, his voice grew harsh, and he found himself hailed as the ruler of Hell. Across the battlefield, Malphas, born to command ruin, felt feathers spread from his shoulders and chains of sanctity tighten around him. Each man stood in the place of his enemy, forced to wear the face and name of the one he had sworn to destroy.

Between them stretched a tether—an unbreakable thread of spellwork. It thrummed whenever they lied, burned when their bodies touched, and sang when either hovered close to death. To Heaven it was proof of triumph. To Hell it was proof of conquest. To Caelum and Malphas it was a prison, one that bound them together more tightly than crowns, armies, or oaths.

The curse was not only their burden. It became a spectacle for courts and councils. In Heaven, choirs demanded purification and obedience. In Hell, Dukes circled like vultures, testing the strength of their lord reborn. Every word, every gesture, was watched by those who saw advantage in weakness. To stumble was to die. To survive, each man had to master deception—Caelum cloaking mercy in threats, Malphas hiding cruelty behind radiant smiles.

And yet, through that cursed thread, each began to sense the other. In mirrors that whispered, in prayers that bled into nightmares, in the silence between battles, they felt presence press against presence. What had begun as hatred grew into recognition; what had been recognition smoldered toward something more dangerous still.

Prophecies had never promised victory. They had spoken instead of surrender—not to gods or armies, but to a truth neither prince nor demon had wanted to face. The only blade that could unbind the curse was love, unchosen yet undeniable.

So they fought side by side even as they quarreled. They bent laws, shattered rituals, and rewrote what thrones meant. When a god stirred beneath the rift, eager to tear the world apart for sport, they did not answer by choosing Heaven or Hell. They answered together.

This tale is not merely of battlefields and bargains. It is the story of two rulers who learned to wield mercy like fire and to turn ruin into refuge. It is about the bond that grew in the cracks of deception, and the vows spoken where light and flame touched without apology.

It is not an ending. It is a beginning.
The first dawn, fragile and fierce, rising over both Heaven and Hell.
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Chapter 1: Thunder at the Gates
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The battlefield burned with the clash of Heaven and Hell. Spears of light rained from the sky, colliding with rivers of fire that surged upward from the abyss. The earth itself cracked beneath the weight of their war, swallowing soldiers whole before spitting them back into smoke and ash. Shrieks of angels and roars of demons mingled into one cacophony, drowning the world in violence.

At the center stood Caelum, Archangel Prince, his golden hair damp with sweat, white wings spread wide. His sword shone brighter than the sun, cutting through shadows and steel alike. He moved with precision, each strike a prayer and a judgment. Yet for every demon he felled, another rose, snarling, eyes burning with hatred.

Opposite him towered Malphas, Lord of Hell. Horns curved back from his skull like crowns of obsidian, his dark wings unfurling against the storm. His blade was jagged, forged from a thousand screams, and every swing cleaved through divine shields like parchment. Where Caelum was radiance, Malphas was ruin.

Their armies fell back, leaving the two of them to circle each other amid the carnage. Lightning forked overhead, black clouds clashing with golden fire. The battlefield held its breath. Angel against demon, prince against lord, mercy against wrath.

“Your reign ends tonight,” Caelum called, voice steady though his lungs burned. “Heaven will no longer endure your slaughter.”

Malphas laughed, a low, rolling thunder that shook the ground. “Endure? You sanctimonious wretch—you thrive on war as much as I. Admit it. You need me to remind you what mercy costs.”

Their swords collided. Sparks leapt like stars from the clash. They moved faster than mortal eyes could follow, strikes ringing like bells of ruin. Caelum’s grace met Malphas’s brutality, and neither yielded.

As they fought, the storm above thickened. A strange current prickled Caelum’s skin. He recognized the weight of prophecy, the whisper of something ancient, older than Heaven’s throne or Hell’s abyss. The air hummed with power beyond their making.

A lightning bolt split the sky. But this was no ordinary strike. Its glow was not white, but violet-black, laced with veins of gold. It fell with the roar of a thousand voices, and neither angel nor demon could move in time.

It struck them both.

The world shattered. Fire and light collided, exploding outward in a wave that tore through armies, toppling angels and demons alike. Silence followed, heavy, unnatural. Smoke hung thick, curling in ghostly fingers.

Caelum fell to his knees. His body felt alien, too heavy, too wrong. He gasped, choking on air that burned like brimstone. Pain lanced through his chest—not the pain of a wound, but the dissonance of something broken inside.

He looked down. His hands were not his own. They were larger, clawed, veins dark beneath the skin. His armor was blackened steel, etched with runes he had sworn to destroy. When he spread his wings, they tore the air—vast, leathery, and scarred.

Across from him, Malphas stirred. But the demon lord’s form shimmered strangely. He blinked, sat up—and white feathers unfurled from his back. His horns were gone, his hair now pale as dawn. He raised a trembling hand, staring at its unblemished skin, as if he’d been stripped bare.

Caelum’s heart stopped. His voice, hoarse, broke the silence. “No...”

Malphas’s lips curled—not in triumph, but in disbelief. “What have you done, angel?”

“I—” Caelum tried to stand, stumbling under the weight of unfamiliar muscles, the drag of the demon’s armor. “This is... impossible.”

The armies, shaken but alive, began to stir around them. Demons surged forward, kneeling before Caelum’s corrupted form. “Lord Malphas!” they cried. “You have vanquished the Archangel!”

On the opposite side, angels rushed to Malphas, bowing to his radiant new figure. “Prince Caelum! You’ve triumphed! Heaven is saved!”

The irony struck like another bolt of lightning. Each army mistook the other. Each believed their leader victorious. And neither angel nor demon dared speak the truth.

Caelum felt bile rise in his throat. To accept their worship meant to live as the enemy. To deny it meant death before he could uncover the curse that bound them. He swallowed the words clawing at his tongue.

Malphas, meanwhile, rose to his full height, angelic grace draped over him like mockery. His eyes met Caelum’s across the broken battlefield. There was no hatred now, no gloating. Only something sharper. Recognition.

He knew the truth as Caelum did: they were trapped.

As soldiers carried them away, each hailed as a savior in the wrong world, a single thought burned in Caelum’s mind, a thought that would haunt him through fire and feather alike:

When he opened his eyes, the enemy wore his face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Ashes of a Halo
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Heat pressed on him like a crown of iron.

Caelum came back to himself under a ceiling of basalt ribs, the rock glistening with veins of molten orange, sweat already slicking the edges of an armor that wasn’t his. The air smelled of iron and smoked myrrh, of oil and char. Beneath his palms the stone was warm and faintly vibrating, as if the citadel breathed.

He moved to sit up. A dozen figures sank to one knee so swiftly their armor clanged in unison. A hundred more followed in ripples, a black tide kneeling, horns lowered, eyes glowing with fanatic relief. The sound swelled through the hall like thunder contained in a cavern.

“Lord Malphas,” they said as one, voices rough, reverent. “We live by your flame.”

Caelum’s mouth went dry.

Memory surged—the violet-black lightning, the impossible weight of another body. The enemy’s face in a mirror not his own. His wings were not wings here; when he shifted his shoulders, something vast and leathery unfurled and tightened again, the strange tendons thrumming with restrained strength. He forced them still.

A figure rose from the kneeling ranks. Broad-shouldered, scars crossing his jaw like hard-written lines, eyes the dull red of a furnace banked and waiting. He wore a general’s mantle of scale and chain, and he held his helm tucked under his arm in respect.

“Azrakel,” the general announced, thumping a fist to his chest. “Your blade, your wall, your loyal dog, as ever.”

Caelum searched for any glimmer of the man’s soul and found only wary devotion and razor curiosity—Azrakel was not merely glad to see his lord. He was measuring the tilt of Malphas’s head, the cadence of his breathing. Testing. The general’s gaze grazed the edges of Caelum’s mouth as if hunting for a crack where light might leak out.

He schooled his face into the shape of ruin.

“Report,” he said, and the word came in a voice like stone dragged over stone. It vibrated in his throat differently than it should, deeper, hungrier. He hated the way his mouth formed it, hated the power it carried through the hall, hated the answering shiver in the kneeling ranks.

Azrakel’s lips quirked, not quite a smile. “Victory, my lord. The Archangel Prince lies broken. The halo is ash.”

Caelum’s stomach turned at the lie the world insisted on believing. On the far side of this war, in sanctuaries that glittered like frost, Malphas wore Caelum’s face and name. He thought of white feathers unfurling where horns should be, of a mouth that had laughed at mercy now forced to speak in hymn. A thread pulled tight through him—fear, fury, something else. Not now, he told the ache. Breathe. Live.

He pushed to his feet. The hall stood revealed: a nave of black glass and smoking braziers, banners made from flayed standard cloth rather than skin, a dais at the far end where a throne of obsidian rose like a shard torn from the world’s first night. At the foot of that throne rested a sword. Even from here, he felt it, a slow awareness at the back of his mind like a beast lifting its head.

The Ashblade.

It knew him—or rather, it knew the body he wore. It purred, a vibration beneath his soles.

He stepped down from the plinth where he’d been laid. The motion was heavier than his body remembered, his hips carrying more mass, his center of gravity shifted. The hall watched, demons frozen in a posture of worship that was also a trap. One misstep might show them the mask didn’t fit.

He caught himself thinking a prayer to the Morning and amended it into breath. He would not call down the light here. Not where a hundred blades were bent and ready.

“Send word to the Dukes,” Caelum said, letting his tone drop until it scraped. “They will present themselves by dusk.”

Azrakel blinked. “All seven, my lord?”

The question had scales. Summoning them all would look like triumph—also like a challenge. A lord who called the seven together must be very sure of his throne.

“Or by ash,” Caelum said, and let Malphas’s mouth shape a wolfish half-smile. “Let them decide which taste they prefer.”

Azrakel bowed without removing his eyes. “As you command.”

A blur of silk and midnight slid from a shadowed arch. She moved like smoke given a waist and a wicked mouth. Horns delicate as a tiara curled from dark hair, and her eyes were starless black. She did not kneel. She sank into a graceful dip that was less submission than invitation.

“Nyx,” she purred. “You return from the battlefield with the world’s jaw in your hand, and yet you smell like rain. How unfashionable.”

Azrakel made a noise like a warning growl, but Caelum lifted a hand, dismissing both his worry and his temptation to recoil. Succubi were politics made flesh. Their words were traps you wanted to step into.

“Bring me news worth my time,” Caelum said.

“You died,” Nyx said cheerfully. “You fell. You rose. The sky kept its lightning.” She tilted her head, inhaling as if catching a scent clinging to his skin. “And something old laughed. Even my dreams tasted thunder.”

A tremor cut through the hall lights. There it was again, that presence he could not name—ancient and remote, laughing in a place without air. Elyon, he thought, though the name was a whisper stolen from lore. Elyon had struck them. Elyon’s hand lay on the strings of this horror.

“Dream later,” Caelum said. “Now, we have a citadel to secure.”

Something in the ranks shifted. A scrape of chain. The change was small, but through this body he felt it like a rumor sparking along nerves—the army wanted blood to celebrate its salvation. Demons raised on lawless order understood victory as sacrifice.

Azrakel nodded toward a kneeling cluster near the archway. Three demon footsoldiers pressed a fourth into the floor. The caught one was young; his horns were short, still rough-edged. He stared up with wild, terrified eyes.

“Traitor,” Azrakel said. “He tried to flee while you fell. The rite requires a throat.”

Rite. Caelum swallowed. In Heaven, rites were flowers bound by gold. In Hell, rites were throats. He should refuse. He should abolish the ritual, declare a new law of mercy and grace—

And get his head taken from his neck before he reached the door.

He stepped toward them. The trapped demon did not plead. He shook like a colt in a storm, but he clamped his mouth shut and stared, as if daring his lord to be as monstrous as the stories.

Caelum knelt as well, so they were eye level. He saw his reflection in the boy’s black pupils: the curved horns, the hungry mouth, the stranger’s face he’d been given. He thought of the child in the choir Malphas might save—or might use—in his name. He thought of how the world had been built to grind softness to chalk.

“What is your name?” he asked, and his voice came softer, the stone smoothed.

Azrakel made a strangled sound. Nyx’s brows shot up. A hundred kneelers held their breath.

The young demon swallowed. “Grim,” he said, too fast. Then slower, as if unsure it was the answer asked for. “Grim, my lord.”

“Why did you run, Grim?”

Grim’s throat worked. “Because I am not brave,” he blurted. “Because the sky screamed and the ground opened and I—” He clamped down again, as if against his own truth. “Because I wanted to live.”

Honesty was the most dangerous thing in any court. Caelum considered his next words like he’d consider a blade’s angle in a fight exactly one breath long.

He rose. He let the Ashblade’s distant purr warm his bones and chose not to take it up. He turned instead to Azrakel.

“The rite requires a throat,” he said. “Give me yours.”

The general’s hand went to his sword. The hall stilled to absolute silence. Even the lava seemed to cool, caught between what was and what might be.

Then Azrakel smiled, slow and vicious, admiration bright as a drawn edge. “My lord is clever,” he said. He gestured, and the three soldiers released Grim as if stung. “The rite demands risk. A leader who takes none gives none.”

“Precisely,” Caelum said, praying to nothing that his gamble had been the right size. “We do not make offerings to habit. We make them to purpose.”

No one moved to carry out an execution. The law had been satisfied by the threat turned inward and by the spectacle of Malphas’s willingness to pay with his own throat. He had given them new theater. He had bought the boy’s life with a performance of death.

Nyx clapped, once, soft and delighted. “Oh, but you are different today,” she murmured, not bothering to hide the thought. “A new perfume. I will have to learn it.”

Azrakel shot her a look that promised consequences later. He took a step closer to his lord. “The Dukes will sniff this,” he warned, pitched low. “They will taste... mercy, and call it rot.”

“Then we will give them something stronger to drink,” Caelum said, and let Malphas’s smile show a flash of teeth.

He moved up the hall toward the throne. The heat thickened near it, a skin of fever over the skin he wore. The obsidian absorbed and gave back the glow from the braziers, swallowing shapes at its edges. The Ashblade waited at its foot, its dark metal inlaid with a thread of ember-light like a heartbeat beneath skin. Caelum reached for the hilt because he had to—because the body expected it, because the hall watched.

The sword fit his palm like an oath remembered. It woke—the hum traveled up his arm into his chest, where it sought a heart that was half his and half a stranger’s. The weapon did not test him. It recognized. The recognition made his gorge rise.

At the far edge of his mind, the mirror rippled. Not a glass before him, but a sensation like looking through another man’s eyes while standing inside his body—an impossible pull. For a heartbeat, he felt cool air, heard the distant echo of hymn against marble, the whisper of white feathers—Malphas, somewhere bright, wearing Caelum’s face, holding himself like a predator leashed for the first time. The thread between them went taut and sang.

Caelum clenched the hilt and looked down so no one could read his eyes.

He took the first step toward the Ember Throne. The seat radiated a weary heat that was half fire, half expectation. Lore said the throne scalded pretenders. It burned away the fat of lies and left only bone. He did not know whether the seat would measure soul or flesh. He did not know what part of him it would find.

“Shall I call the court?” Nyx asked, lips curved as if around a secret.

“Call them,” Caelum said. “Call everyone.”

He lowered himself into the throne.

Fire slid up around him like a cat around a shin. It licked his hands where they gripped the arms. It found the seams of his armor and tasted his skin. He kept his face still though it wanted to twist, still though heat bit. This body did not protest. Malphas had been born to this fire. Caelum had not. He hid how it hurt under the habits of an enemy.

The heat abated, settling into a steady pulse. The throne accepted him because the flesh did. The hall exhaled a breath it had not known it held.

“You see?” Azrakel said to the watching ranks, his voice rough with pride and relief. “Our lord is iron.”

A rasping laugh broke from the back of the hall. A handful of lower demons dragged a creature forward—something half shadow, half man—its wrists bound in chain of twisted silver. A mask of beaten copper covered its face, stamped with a dozen expressions at once: grief, hunger, joy, malice.

Grub, Caelum realized, the goblin informant—except not the one from storybooks with clever fingers and pockets full of secrets. This one wore a priest’s rags. He stank of incense and old blood.

“Found this rat in the vaults,” one of the soldiers said. “Smelling where it shouldn’t.”

Grub bowed—or collapsed—at the foot of the steps. “Majesty,” he wheezed, voice like gravel swallowed wrong. “I bring—” He coughed, spat something that steamed on the stone. “Whispers.”

Nyx made a face as if at an off-note in a song. “Everyone brings whispers.”

“These hiss.” Grub’s head jerked, the mask clinking. “A name wakes,” he croaked. “An old name in the deep. Elyon.”

The heat in the throne pressed a fraction tighter. Caelum kept breathing like a man who had learned to breathe at the bottom of a sea of flame. Elyon’s laugh again, the shape of a void smiling.

“Later,” Caelum said. “We will gut the hiss and salt it.”

Grub shivered, in either fear or pleasure; with goblins it was hard to say. “As you will, Majesty.”

Azrakel kicked him aside with soldierly impatience. “The court first. We secure the keep, the city, the borders, then we hunt old names.”

It was correct strategy. It was cruel triage. It was a rhythm Caelum would have danced with ease—if he wore his own skin, if the world had not tilted. He stared at the throng and saw them see him: their war, their crime, their solace, their excuse. He made his breath a measure and his gaze a torch.

“Send ravens,” he said. “Tell the Dukes their lord waits with a hot throne and a cold patience. Tell the borders their soldiers will eat hot bread by nightfall. Tell the city if anyone lifts a knife against a child, I will grind them into marrow.”

Azrakel’s head snapped at that last. “My lord?”

“Disobedience tastes best when it resists,” Caelum said blandly, as if speaking of wine. “I am thirsty.”

Nyx laughed softly. “You are going to be terrible fun.”

The orders flowed outward. Messengers scattered like embers blown from a coal. Musicians appeared from shadow and tuned, soft as sharpening razors. Servants—some with fangs, some with burnt hands—brought water that smoked in its goblets and bread as black as the citadel. The hall adjusted around its axis, and the axis was him.

He sat and let Hell revolve.

Only then—at the still point of his performance—did he allow himself one glance at the space where a mirror might have been. He did not see it. He felt it, a quiver along the thread between his chest and a chest far away. A flicker of hymn. A taste of wind in a place that had none. Malphas, in Heaven, learning to smile with Caelum’s teeth.

Hold, Caelum thought, and the thought ran across the dark like a wire. Hold your fire. I will hold mine.

The hall knelt again, a wave of flesh cleaving to stone, horns lowering like a field of scythes.

“All hail,” they shouted, voices rattling the lamp chains and the lava gutters and the bones of the citadel itself. “All hail the lord he never meant to be.”
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Chapter 3: Ivory Heaven, Iron Chains
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The first thing Malphas noticed was the silence.

No roar of battle, no stink of ash and blood, no chorus of demons chanting his name. Only silence—thick, humming with hymns unspoken, the kind that seeped into the marrow like incense.

His eyes opened to a ceiling blindingly white, carved with arching ribs of ivory and veins of gold. Light dripped from the stone as though the walls themselves bled radiance. The air burned clean, painfully so, every breath like swallowing fire dressed as purity.

And then he felt it: chains.

They were not of iron or flame, but of light. Thin bands, woven from song and prayer, coiled around his wrists and ankles. Their touch scalded him, yet they did not leave a mark. Instead, they sank inward, threading into the very shape of his new body, binding spirit as much as flesh.

He tried to move. His limbs resisted, moving only as far as the hymn allowed. The chains did not rattle—they sang. Each strained motion sent up a faint chorus, holy notes that mocked him with every breath.

Footsteps echoed.

Malphas turned his head, strands of pale hair—Caelum’s hair—falling across his vision. He caught sight of himself reflected in the polished marble of the floor. A face like dawn, eyes the blue of a clear sky after storm, skin untouched by war’s cruelty. The face of his enemy.

Revulsion spiked through him. He almost spat. Instead, he smiled. Because the only thing sharper than hatred was irony—and he had just been given a blade of it.

The chamber doors swung wide. A procession entered, robes trailing, voices lifted in harmony. The choir moved like waves of silk, golden censers spilling coils of smoke that smelt of lilies and burnt sugar. At their center strode Seraphiel, High Seraph, robes heavy with jewels. His eyes glowed faintly, like coals banked beneath a layer of ash.

“Prince Caelum,” Seraphiel intoned, his voice smooth as carved marble. “You return to us in triumph.”

Malphas tilted his head, the smile still curling his lips. Triumph. That was what they called this? Dragged in chains into a hall of knives disguised as hymns? Oh, he would play along. For now.

“Indeed,” he said, and the voice was not his, but the angel’s—smooth, lyrical, warm. It unsettled him more than the chains. “The war is ended. The Lord of Hell lies broken.”

Murmurs of approval rippled through the choir. They bowed, some touching foreheads to the floor, others raising hands in prayer. But their eyes—oh, their eyes. Not devotion. Not joy. Cold calculation glittered there, veiled behind piety. Malphas knew the look well. He had worn it himself.

Seraphiel approached, hands lifted. He murmured in a language older than fire, and the chains tightened, sinking deeper into Malphas’s borrowed flesh. Pain flared, bright and sharp. He did not flinch. He only widened his smile.

“What is this?” he asked mildly, though his every nerve screamed.

“A safeguard,” Seraphiel said. “The ritual of Sanctification. You have borne Heaven’s banner into victory, but war leaves... stains. We must purify you, lest corruption linger unseen.”

Malphas laughed softly, the sound like silk tearing. “Of course. Purity.”

The chains pulsed, and he recognized it for what it was. Not cleansing. Not sanctity. A leash. A way to measure every breath he took, every thought he dared to shape. The choir sang softly, weaving the hymn tighter. He felt them probing, searching for cracks, for any shadow they might call sin.

They didn’t trust Caelum. Or perhaps—they never had.

Delicious.

He let his eyes sweep the chamber. White pillars rose like teeth. The ceiling soared so high the light blurred into haze. At the edges of the chamber, lesser angels stood watch, spears gleaming. Their gazes slid over him with the same hungry suspicion as the choir’s. They bowed their heads when he looked, but he caught the twitch of their lips, the faint tightening of grips on spear shafts.

They wanted him broken. They wanted their prince obedient.

He almost thanked Elyon’s cursed lightning. To wake in enemy flesh, chained and mistrusted, in a hall of vipers wrapped in white silk—it was like coming home.

Seraphiel gestured, and two acolytes stepped forward with bowls of silver water. They dipped cloths, wrung them out until holy droplets spattered the floor, then pressed them to Malphas’s forehead, his chest, his wrists where chains bound him. The water burned, but not as fire burned. It was subtler, seeping inward, unraveling edges, trying to make him transparent.

Malphas held their gaze and smiled through it all.

“Tell me, High Seraph,” he murmured, “how many knives have you counted in this hymn?”

Seraphiel’s lips thinned. “Your ordeal has wearied you. Rest. The King will summon you when the hour is right.”

Ah, the King. Malphas wondered what sort of man sat Heaven’s throne. Weak enough to be ruled by a council? Strong enough to let them plot and still remain sovereign? He would learn soon enough.

The hymn swelled again. The chains tightened once more, sinking like roots. For an instant, Malphas felt something brush against the tether in his chest—the thread that bound him to Caelum. Across the distance, across fire and ash, he sensed a flicker of thought. Strain. Resistance. The taste of brimstone.

Good. The angel still lived. And suffered.

The choir’s song scraped along the inside of his skull. They thought they were binding him tighter. They thought they were digging out impurity. But all Malphas heard were rhythms, weaknesses, patterns. Every chain has a flaw. Every lock has a seam. He memorized their cadence the way a thief memorizes footsteps.

When the hymn ended, Seraphiel gestured, and the acolytes withdrew. The chains remained. They would remain until the council chose to release him—or until he chose to break them.

The choir bowed again, murmuring blessings that tasted of poison.

Malphas smiled, radiant as dawn. He inclined his head, voice honeyed. “Your devotion honors me.”

And in his mind, he added: One day, I will slit your throats with the very prayers you sing.

He leaned back against the marble dais, chains biting, song humming, and let his smile linger like the promise of a storm.

He smiled at the choir—and counted their knives.
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Chapter 4: Masks of Mercy
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The citadel of Hell never truly slept. Its corridors hummed with distant furnaces, its walls pulsed faintly with heat like veins beneath skin. But Caelum, wearing the body of his enemy, had learned that stillness could be more dangerous than fire.

He sat on the Ember Throne, wings folded tight, the Ashblade propped against his knee. Every movement, every flick of his gaze had to be calculated. If he faltered, even once, the horde that knelt before him would smell the weakness and tear him apart.

He could feel it already—the way Azrakel’s eyes lingered, sharp as a spearhead, weighing every command. The way Nyx drifted at the edges of the hall, smiling as if she had already guessed the truth. Even the young goblin Grim, whom Caelum had spared, watched him with wide, hungry eyes, too clever by half.

So he became Malphas.

He sharpened his words to jagged edges, forced his mouth to curl into smirks that tasted of ash. He issued threats with the same tone he once used for blessings. When demons sought permission to pillage, he granted it with a smile that hid his nausea. When soldiers demanded judgment over deserters, he passed sentences in a voice that pretended cruelty was second nature.

And yet, behind the mask, he wove threads of mercy into every order. Pillage, but from the treasuries of corrupt nobles rather than villages of the weak. Execute deserters, but make the punishment symbolic, sparing the young and fearful. To the Dukes who demanded blood, he gave blood—just not the blood they expected.

It was mercy, hidden beneath the trappings of tyranny. A mask he prayed would not crack.

Far above, Malphas played a similar game.

The halls of Heaven glowed like alabaster, its stained-glass windows spilling light that painted him in colors too bright for the man he truly was. The chains of Sanctification still wrapped him, humming softly, reminding him that every word would be judged, every thought measured.

But if there was one art he knew better than killing, it was lying.

He learned to lower his lashes just so, to tilt his borrowed face into expressions of weary benevolence. He spoke with warmth that curdled in his throat, his words threaded with honey. He offered forgiveness where he would have once offered fire, and the angels drank it like wine.

But beneath it, his mind never stopped counting.

Every bow from the choir was a calculation. Every blessing whispered was a blade hidden in cloth. He gave them mercy in their language while cataloguing their weaknesses, smiling while he plotted how to use their suspicion against them.

And oh, how quickly he discovered the rot behind Heaven’s gilded walls.

When a mortal child was dragged trembling into the Garden of Eternity as a living offering, Malphas—in Caelum’s body—intervened. He spoke of compassion, of the sanctity of innocence. He let the chains burn his skin raw while he shielded the child with
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