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Chapter One: The Fall and The Found

The eternal sunlight of Aethelgard was finally choking on its own hubris.

For ten years, Oria had watched the sky-city from behind the bars of a magnificent, gilded cage. She had known nothing but the flawless, blinding radiance of the upper atmosphere, a manufactured utopia suspended above the toxic clouds by the ceaseless, thrumming hum of great alchemical engines. Aethelgard was a city of immaculate white marble, hovering gardens, and aristocratic cruelty. It was a place where the elite danced in palaces of glass, entirely unbothered by the rot of the world that festered in the shadows far below.

But tonight, the marble was cracking. Tonight, the glass palaces were raining down in jagged, lethal shards.

Oria stood in the center of the Archduke’s grand aviary, her bare feet pressing into the plush, crimson velvet of the floor. Smoke—thick, acrid, and reeking of burnt copper—curled through the ornate golden bars of her prison. Outside, the sky was tearing itself apart. The rebellion, a violent uprising of the lower-tier alchemists and indentured servants, had finally breached the inner sanctum. The deafening roar of explosions vibrated through the soles of Oria’s feet, rattling her bones. Alchemical fire, burning a violent, unnatural violet, climbed the spires of the Archduke’s citadel, swallowing the pristine banners of the ruling class.

For the first time in a decade, Oria’s empathic magic—the ancient, Celestine birthright that she had desperately tried to bury deep within her own soul—flared to life, unbidden and overwhelming.

She did not just hear the rebellion; she felt it. A tidal wave of raw, unfiltered human emotion crashed into her mind. She felt the desperate, blood-soaked fury of the rebels. She felt the sudden, shattering terror of the aristocrats who were realizing that their wealth could not buy them salvation. It was a suffocating deluge of panic, rage, and agony. Oria fell to her knees, her hands flying to her ears, though the sound was not coming from the outside. Her chest heaved, pulling in the ash-laden air, her throat tight with a scream she had forgotten how to voice.

She was mute. The silence was not born of biology, but of survival. Archduke Tiberius had taught her, with methodical, terrifying patience, that a bird in his cage was only allowed to sing when commanded. When she refused, he found other ways to break her.

Oria squeezed her eyes shut, but the darkness behind her eyelids offered no reprieve. The phantom pain on her back began to throb, pulsing in time with the racing of her heart.

The shears.

Even now, amidst the apocalypse of her prison, the memory of the cold, iron shears made her violently nauseous. She was the last of the Celestine, a race of winged, empathic beings who were once revered as the sky’s sacred children. To Archduke Tiberius, she was merely a prize. An 'Oracle' to be paraded before his sycophants, a conduit to read the emotions of his political rivals. But a Celestine with wings was a creature of flight, a creature that could escape.

So, he had taken the sky from her.

He had not just clipped her feathers. Every time they grew back—every time the iridescent, pearl-white plumage threatened to unfurl and offer her a whisper of freedom—Tiberius would have his guards hold her down. He would take the heavy, serrated shears and sever the appendages at the joint. He carved the defiance out of her flesh, year after year, leaving behind ragged, horrific masses of scar tissue that stretched across her shoulder blades.

The phantom wings ached terribly now, phantom muscles twitching in a desperate, instinctual bid for the open air. Oria reached back, her trembling fingers grazing the jagged ridges of raised skin through the tear in her sheer, gossamer nightgown. The silk was meant to mock her. Tiberius dressed her in fabrics that floated on the breeze, a cruel simulation of the flight she would never again achieve.

Crash.

The heavy mahogany doors at the base of the aviary tower splintered inward.

Oria’s breath hitched, her eyes snapping open. Through the swirling smoke, she heard the heavy, rhythmic thud of armored boots storming up the spiral marble staircase. It was not the rebels. The empathic signature preceding them was too disciplined, too cold. It was the Sky-Hunters—Tiberius’s elite personal guard. The Archduke was losing his city, but he would never abandon his most prized possession. They were coming to collar her, to drag her down into the fortified bunkers, to lock her in the dark until the fires burned out and he could rebuild his golden cage.

Panic, sharper and more blinding than the alchemical flames outside, pierced Oria’s chest.

She looked at the golden bars of the aviary. The explosion that had rocked the citadel a moment ago had warped the metal structure. The heavy, reinforced lock on the balcony door had buckled under the sheer force of the pressure wave, springing the latch. The door to the open balcony stood slightly ajar, rattling on its hinges against the howling wind.

Beyond that balcony lay the edge of Aethelgard. And beyond the edge lay the Abyss.

The Undercity was a myth to the elite of the sky-city, a nightmare used to frighten children. It was a sunless, toxic wasteland that clung to the gargantuan stalactites beneath the floating island, swallowed entirely by impenetrable, poisonous smog. To fall from Aethelgard was considered an instant, agonizing death. The pressure, the toxins, the sheer, unimaginable drop—nothing survived the descent into the dark.

The footsteps grew louder. The harsh bark of the Sky-Hunter captain echoed up the stairwell. "Secure the Celestine! If she resists, break her legs, but keep her alive. The Archduke wants his Oracle!"

Oria scrambled to her feet. Her limbs felt heavy, leaden with a decade of conditioned obedience, but the terror of the shears—the absolute certainty that if they took her now, she would never see the sky again, even in flames—pushed her forward. She did not run; she bolted. Her bare feet slapped against the marble as she threw her weight against the buckled golden door.

It shrieked in protest, the metal scraping against the stone, but it gave way.

Oria stumbled out onto the balcony. The heat of the burning city instantly blistered her skin. The wind was a roaring beast, tearing at her hair and whipping the sheer silk of her gown around her fragile frame in a chaotic frenzy. Below her, the clouds boiled—a swirling, churning mass of deep purple, bruised black, and sickly green alchemical runoff. It was a vortex of nothingness.

"There! On the balcony!"

Oria snapped her head back. Three Sky-Hunters burst into the aviary, their heavy visors reflecting the violet flames, their crossbows raised.

"Step away from the ledge, Oracle," the captain commanded, his voice modulated and devoid of humanity through his brass helmet. "You have nowhere to go. Submit, and the Archduke will be merciful."

Merciful. The word echoed in Oria’s mind, tasting like ash and iron. Tiberius’s mercy was a warm room after he had severed her limbs. His mercy was a silver tray of delicacies placed before her while she bled onto the floor.

She looked at the guards, then down at the churning abyss beneath her. She could feel the captain’s intent through her empathic tether—he was fully prepared to shoot a bolt through her thigh to anchor her to the stone.

Oria did not speak. She had no words left for this world. Instead, she turned her back on them, facing the roiling dark. She stepped up onto the carved marble balustrade.

"Fire!" the captain roared, panic finally breaking through his disciplined facade.

But Oria was already gone.

She pushed off the marble, throwing herself forward into the empty air just as a heavy iron bolt shattered against the stone where she had been standing a fraction of a second before.

The transition from the solid world to the void was instantaneous. Gravity, a cruel and absolute master, clamped its jaws around her and pulled.

The wind, which had been a chaotic crossbreeze on the balcony, transformed into a deafening, solid wall of force. It roared in her ears, a concussive boom that stripped the breath from her lungs. Oria tumbled through the air, completely untethered, her arms flailing as the world blurred into a smear of smoke and fire.

She was falling.

For the first few seconds, there was only the sheer, unadulterated terror of the drop. Her stomach plummeted, her internal organs feeling as though they were rushing up into her throat. But as the burning spires of Aethelgard rapidly receded above her, shrinking into violent pinpricks of violet light, a strange, profound silence settled over her mind.

The empathic noise of the city—the screaming, the dying, the panic—was suddenly severed. The tether snapped. For the first time in her life, Oria was entirely alone in her own head.

She closed her eyes, surrendering to the descent.

Her phantom wings flared. The agony in her shoulder blades was excruciating, the severed nerves screaming as instinct demanded she extend her plumage and catch the thermals. Her body arched backward, the sheer silk of her gown rippling violently, attempting to mimic the wings she had lost. She could almost feel them—wide, powerful arcs of iridescent white, catching the wind, stabilizing her fall, turning the lethal plummet into a majestic dive.

But there were no feathers. There was only scarred flesh and the unforgiving pull of the earth.

The air grew colder, biting into her exposed skin like a thousand tiny needles. The eternal sunlight above was entirely eclipsed as she smashed into the cloud layer.

The atmosphere of the Abyss swallowed her whole. It was thick, damp, and tasted heavily of ozone, sulfur, and rusted iron. The fog was absolute, a heavy, oppressive grey that coated her skin in a fine layer of alchemical grime. She was falling through the graveyard of the sky-city’s waste, hurtling toward the jagged stalactites of the Undercity.

Oria opened her eyes, but she could see nothing. The sensory deprivation was maddening. She had no concept of up or down, only the violent rush of wind and the crushing velocity of her own body.

This is it, she thought, the words a silent prayer in the void of her mind. I am free. I am finally free.

She braced herself for the shattering impact, for the final, merciful darkness that would claim her broken body. The wind screamed its final crescendo, the thick fog parted in a sudden, violent tear, and the sickly, neon glow of the Abyss rushed up to meet her.

The earth did not crush Oria, but it came dangerously close.

Instead of slamming into solid iron or unrelenting stone, her falling body tore through a thick, heavy sheet of reinforced canvas—the upper awning of a floating alchemic refinery suspended in the mid-tiers of the Abyss. The fabric groaned, fighting the violent kinetic force of her descent, before ripping open with a sound like a crack of thunder.

She plummeted through the tear, crashing straight onto a lower, secondary canopy of woven copper mesh. The metallic grid flexed violently, absorbing the remainder of her momentum before giving way completely.

Oria hit the rusted iron grating of an elevated catwalk, tumbling across the cold, slick surface. Her body skidded several yards before slamming hard against a heavy steam pipe.

Pain, sharp and blinding, exploded across her ribs and left shoulder. The air was knocked from her lungs in a harsh, wet gasp, leaving her wheezing on the wet metal grating. Her vision swam with bright, dancing spots of white and crimson. Every nerve in her bruised, battered frame screamed in agony.

Yet, as the deafening echo of her chaotic landing slowly faded, replaced by the deep, rhythmic throbbing of her own heart, a single, impossible realization pierced through the pain: She was alive.

Oria lay still for a long moment, shivering uncontrollably. Her fingers curled into the cold, rusted iron of the catwalk beneath her. The air here was heavy and thick—nothing like the crisp, perfumed breezes of Aethelgard. It smelled of ozone, burnt oil, wet stone, and raw sulfur, coating her tongue with a bitter, metallic tang.

Above her, the thick, toxic fog churned where she had torn through. Around her, the Undercity hummed.

The Abyss was not a dead wasteland; it was a sprawling, suffocating metropolis of steam, copper, and vice. Towering, gothic structures clung like monstrous barnacles to the undersides of colossal stone stalactites. Sickly neon-green and amber streetlamps glowed through the perpetual mist, casting long, grotesque shadows across the winding catwalks and suspended alleyways. Far below, the muffled roar of heavy machinery echoed like the groans of a sleeping beast.

Oria rasped for air, her chest burning. She pushed herself up onto her hands and knees, her limbs trembling violently under her weight. The sheer silk gown she wore was ruined, shredded into wet ribbons that clung to her pale, bruised skin. Blood, warm and slick, dripped from a cut on her forehead, trickling down her cheek to stain the rusted iron beneath her.

"Well, well," a voice purred through the fog, smooth as dark velvet and dripping with dangerous intrigue. "It seems the sky is weeping treasures tonight."

Oria’s breath caught in her throat. Every survival instinct drilled into her over a decade of abuse flared to life. She scrambled backward, her bare hands and knees scraping against the jagged grating as she backed herself up against the massive steam pipe.

Out of the swirling mist stepped a man.

He walked with an effortless, predatory grace, entirely unbothered by the toxic vapor hanging in the air. He was impeccably dressed in a tailored crimson waistcoat overlaid with intricate dark embroidery, a cane topped with a polished silver skull resting lightly in his gloved hand. His silver hair was swept back, catching the sickly neon light, and his eyes—a striking, unnatural violet—locked onto her with sharp, calculated intensity.

Valerius. The King of Silk. The undisputed master of trade, secrets, and pleasure in the Abyss.

Before Oria’s terrified mind could fully process his presence, three massive shadows detached themselves from the darkness behind him, stepping into the dim light of the alchemic streetlamp.

To Valerius’s left stepped a mountain of a man. He dwarfed everyone around him, his bare, broad chest crisscrossed with jagged, pale gladiator scars. His left arm was not made of flesh and bone, but forged from dark, alchemical metal—a brutal piece of heavy engineering that hummed with faint blue energy. He carried a massive war-hammer slung over his shoulder as effortlessly as if it were a wooden toy.

Zevron. The King of Iron. The ruthless ruler of the industrial foundries and the under-arenas.

Above them, resting lightly on a rusted overhead pipe, crouched the third figure. He was lithe, muscular, and looked like a beast mid-pounce. His wild, dark hair fell over an intense, glowing amber gaze that tracked Oria’s every micro-movement. He wore dark leather armor, and the faint, woodsy scent of rain and untamed earth clung to him, cutting through the chemical smog.

Gideon. The King of Hounds. Lord of the under-wilds and beast-tamers.

And then came the fourth. Oria did not even see him move. One second the space next to Valerius was empty, and the next, a tall, wraith-like figure seemed to bleed directly out of the shadows. He was shrouded in a dark, trailing cloak, his face obscured by a seamless obsidian half-mask that covered his right side.

Malakor. The King of Shadows. The legendary spymaster whose name was whispered in fear even in the highest courts of Aethelgard.

The Four Kings of the Abyss. The monsters the Archduke's guards used to threaten servants with.

Oria pressed her back hard against the hot iron pipe, her breath coming in short, terrified gasps. She curled her knees to her chest, trying desperately to cover her exposed, bruised flesh with the scraps of her ruined gown. Her empathic magic, already frayed from her fall, flickered dangerously. She felt the air around these four men crackle with staggering, lethal power. They were men who ruled through violence, intellect, and fear.

They will kill me, she thought, her mind spiraling into blind panic. Or worse, they will sell me back to Tiberius.

Valerius tilted his head, his violet eyes scanning her from head to toe. "A girl falling from the sky... dressed in silk fit for an Archduke's court," he murmured, his cane tapping lightly against the metal floor. "An unexpected variable in an already chaotic evening."

"She's bleeding," Zevron rumbled. His voice was deep, like grinding tectonic plates, vibrating through the metal grating beneath Oria's body.

Zevron stepped forward, his heavy, iron-shod boots clanging loudly. Oria flinched violently, burying her face in her hands, her whole body shaking as she prepared for the heavy blow, the iron chains, the cold cruelty she knew was coming.

Zevron stopped dead in his tracks. His dark eyes flicked past her bruised face, landing on her bare, exposed back. The shreds of her dress had fallen away, revealing the jagged, raised masses of scar tissue stretching across her shoulder blades—the horrific, mutilated joints where her magnificent wings had been repeatedly cut away.

Silence fell over the catwalk.

The easy, dangerous amusement vanished instantly from Valerius's face, replaced by a sudden, terrifying coldness. His jaw tightened, his violet eyes darkening to the color of bruised iron.

"Those aren't battle wounds," Valerius whispered, stepping closer, his voice dropping an octave into something dangerously sharp. "Those are blade marks. Precise. Repeated."

Above them, Gideon let out a low, primal growl, his amber eyes flashing with pure, unadulterated fury. He dropped from the overhead pipe, landing silently on all fours like a panther before straightening up. His nostrils flared as he caught the scent of her fresh blood and old, infected scars.

"She is Celestine," Malakor whispered from the shadows, his voice a dry, rasping echo. "The Archduke's captive Oracle. The prize of Aethelgard."

Oria squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for them to claim her, to discuss her value, to treat her like the prized cattle she had been for ten long years.

Instead, she felt a sudden shift in the air.

The heavy, suffocating oppressive aura of four syndicate warlords didn't disappear—it pivoted. The lethal threat in the air was no longer directed at her. It expanded outward, shielding her, aimed squarely at the sky above.

Before Oria could open her eyes, something large, soft, and radiating intense warmth was gently draped over her shivering shoulders. It was a heavy leather coat, lined with thick shearling, carrying the scent of ozone, polished steel, and fire.

She opened her eyes, startled.

Zevron was kneeling right in front of her. Up close, the giant gladiator was utterly terrifying—his massive frame blocking out the cold wind, his dark eyes filled with a lifetime of brutal violence. But as he looked at her, his expression softened into something agonizingly careful. His massive, alchemical metal hand hovered just inches from her face, deliberately stopping short, pulling back so he wouldn't scare her or touch her without her leave.

"No one will strike you here, little bird," Zevron said softly, his deep, gravelly voice carrying an unexpected, profound gentleness that sent a strange shockwave through Oria’s chest.

Oria stared at him, her lips parted, unable to make a sound.

Gideon stepped up beside Zevron, baring his sharp teeth at the toxic clouds churning above them. "The Sky-City broke her," the wild hound-lord snarled, his muscles coiled tight with protective rage. "They cut her wings and threw her into the trash."

Valerius stepped forward, his silver cane clicking against the floor as he looked up at the burning sky-city in the distance. A dark, lethal smile touched his lips—a promise of absolute devastation.

"The Sky-City made a mistake," Valerius murmured, looking down at Oria with a gaze that held no ownership, only a fierce, possessive intent to protect. "They threw away something divine. And she fell right into our hands."

Gideon looked at Oria, his amber eyes burning with a fierce, primal oath. "She's ours now," he growled low in his chest. "The sky doesn't get her back."

The journey through the heart of the Abyss was a terrifying, disorienting haze.

Oria was wrapped tightly in Zevron’s massive shearling coat. The heavy leather shielded her bruised, shivering body from the stinging alchemical fog, while its deep lining retained the gladiator’s radiating body heat. Zevron had carried her, lifting her off the rusted grating with an agonizing, reverent caution—as if she were made of spun glass that might shatter under the slightest pressure.

He had held her against his massive chest, his dark metal arm forming a rigid, unyielding cradle beneath her knees while his arm of flesh supported her back, taking meticulous care not to press against the raw, ruined flesh where her wings had been cut away.

Oria had kept her eyes squeezed shut for most of the trek, her face buried in the collar of his coat. She had expected to be dragged in chains. She had expected the cold, iron collar Archduke Tiberius used whenever she was transported through Aethelgard. Instead, she was held with a protective, fierce intensity that made her empathic magic pulse with strange, confusing vibrations.

Through the thin veil of her closed eyelids, she felt the shifting aura of the four men surrounding her. There was no deception in them, no hidden cruelty masked by polite aristocratic smiles. Their minds were dark, violent, and complex, but toward her, their intent was a solid wall of absolute, lethal sanctuary.

When Zevron finally stepped inside, the harsh, whistling gale of the Undercity was instantly cut off. The heavy thud of a massive door closing echoed through a vast, cavernous space, sealing out the sulfurous smog.

"We are inside the Spire, little bird," Zevron rumbled softly, his voice vibrating through his chest directly into her cheek. "You are safe."

Slowly, hesitantly, Oria opened her eyes.

She found herself in the grand foyer of a towering fortress forged from obsidian glass, dark iron, and heavy velvet. The Spire sat at the very center of the Abyss, a monolith rising through the stalactites. Unlike the blinding, artificial white marble of Aethelgard, the interior of the Spire was bathed in soft, warm illumination. Gaslamp sconces glowing with amber-hued fire cast long, gentle shadows across pristine obsidian floors. Massive, dark velvet drapes swept down from towering ceilings, deadening the harsh echoes of the world outside.

It was opulent, but it was a sanctuary of shadows.

"Bring her to the high chambers," Valerius directed, stepping past them. He had shed his crimson waistcoat, revealing a loose silk shirt unbuttoned at the collar, though his movements remained impeccably smooth and controlled. "The air is filtered there. The smog won't reach her lungs."

"I've already set the perimeter guards," Malakor whispered, his wraith-like form emerging from the darkness near a grand winding staircase. His obsidian half-mask caught the amber light of the sconces. "The Sky-Hunters will not breach the lower tiers. If Tiberius sends more men into the Abyss, they will drown in their own blood before they reach the Spire."

"Good," Gideon growled. The hound-lord walked close to Zevron’s side, his amber eyes fixed entirely on Oria. His hand rested on the hilt of a curved hunting blade at his waist, his body humming with coiled, restless energy. "He took enough from her."

Zevron carried Oria up the grand staircase, his heavy boots making surprisingly little sound against the plush carpet lining the steps. They ascended into the upper reaches of the fortress, stopping before a pair of double doors forged from heavy, dark
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