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  Content Warning


Dear Reader, 

Wings of Defiance contains explicit contents, dark elements and references to abuse, captivity, and sexual violence. While these themes are not depicted graphically, they are an integral part of the story and the characters’ journeys.

I believe in writing honestly about pain and resilience to honour the truth of the Lunarian spirit. However, I also recognize that these topics can be difficult and may bring up painful memories for some readers.

Please take care of your own well-being as you read. If you find these topics triggering, it is okay to step away from this story or seek support.

Your mental health matters.

With care,
Virginie Joly






  
  











To you.


May your courage inspire every soul who dares to believe that even the smallest spark can shatter the darkest cage.
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  Prologue
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Lunaria—Year 13,698 P.B.
Post Bealach: when the last portal closed, and the realms were severed permanently.
The sky over Lunaria burned gold, the kind of gold that seeped into bone and memory, staining the air itself. 
Despite her mother’s promise to go together, Sestra couldn’t resist the temptation. The excitement was too much. She had to go and watch them now. Sneaking out was bad, but it simply took too long for her father and brother to return from the big city. 
The damp scent of red and brown leaves fused with wood smoke. As she passed a bush, the faint sweetness of wild roses flooded her nose, their fragrance lingering in the crisp night air. The evening carried the last whispers of warmth from harvest month, mingling with the cool breath of upcoming snow. The familiar breeze sent a shiver through her, but it only made her heart race faster.
Each step brought her closer to freedom, to wonder. She broke through the trees, stepping into the open fields. The world stilled, holding its breath for the miracle unfolding above.
Golden light shimmered across the night sky, blotting out the familiar constellations. In the distance, Caelum—the floating city of angels—gleamed against the darkness. A radiant beam shot upward before cascading over the earth like a celestial blessing. Sestra gasped, laughter spilling from her lips as she clapped her hands in delight.
Mamma had promised that one day, they would visit Caelum. They’d take the crystal cube up and drink rose tea with sweets at the angels’ market. She had no idea what rose tea tasted like, but she looked forward to seeing an angel up close. 
Sestra’s imagination ran wild with possibilities. Would angels look like regular people? How many colours did their wings have? Would their feathers be as soft as Mamma’s skin?
Her brother had told her angels glowed, but she couldn’t picture a glowing person. Maybe they looked like the lights dancing above.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
The deep voice behind her made her freeze. Her breath hitched as she spun around. 
An angel stood before her. Tall. Real. Magnificent.
Her wide eyes traced every detail of him. His vast wings glistened, each white feather tinged with the golden light of the Ascension. If she reached out, she might touch them.
The faint scent of pine and sage clung to him, sharp yet warm, wrapping her in an invisible embrace.
Her lips parted, but no words came.
The angel’s gaze settled on her, piercing yet calm, as if measuring her very essence.
“What’s the matter, little one?” His smile was charming, almost teasing. “Never seen an angel before?”
She shook her head, awe stealing her voice. This moment was like a wish plucked from a star’s edge.
“What’s your name?”
Her tongue felt heavy, but she forced herself to whisper. “Sestra.”
“A beautiful name.” The angel’s expression flickered, something unreadable flashing across his face. “Draconian, isn’t it?”
She nodded.
“Can you shapeshift?”
She shook her head. As a half-blood, she would remain mortal—unless the Change claimed her.
“Only full-blooded Draconians can change,” she replied, kicking at the grass. “But Pappa says I might when I’m older.”
Maybe she would have wings like her father. The thought made her chest swell with longing. Sestra wanted to soar through the skies like Pappa, but her mother wasn’t Draconian, leaving the outcome uncertain.
The angel studied her. “Where are your parents?”
“Mamma’s home.” She hesitated before adding, “Pappa went to the big city.”
His brow lifted. “Your mother lets you wander alone at this hour?”
Sestra’s face burned. “I snuck out,” she whispered. “I wanted to see the lights.”
“Ah.” The angel smiled knowingly. “A special sight, indeed. An ascending angel is rare. The moment the Universe gifts an archangel with the power to wield aether.”
Her head tilted. “What’s aether?”
“Energy,” he explained. “Everyone has it. It’s what we’re made from, but few can wield it. The Universe chooses who does—and how.”
Sestra thought of her father’s friend, the magician—the one who made wyverns appear from the hearth’s fire with a flick of his hand. Was that the same thing?
The angel gestured to a nearby boulder. “Come. Let’s sit.”
Sestra hesitated. She knew Mamma wouldn’t like her talking to a stranger.
But curiosity won. And maybe, just maybe, she could touch his wings. Unlike the smooth wings of her father’s dragon form, they appeared fluffy.
As she climbed onto the boulder, his hand brushed hers. A strange flicker of energy danced up her arm, a tingling vibration that lingered. She swallowed hard, determined not to show any fear.
Instead, she stared at him wide-eyed, watching his every move.
“Staring is rude,” he warned. “Didn’t your mother teach you manners?”
She flushed. “Sorry.” Then, frowning, “You don’t glow.”
The angel blinked. “I don’t what?”
“Glow.” She huffed. “Zephyr said angels glow.”
He shook his head. “Only archangels do, and only when they use their power.”
Right. She had forgotten that part.
“I wish I could see one,” she breathed, the night’s chill fading in the wake of her growing excitement.
The angel’s lips curved—not quite a smile, more like he was having some private joke at her expense. 
“I am an archangel, you know.” His green eyes gleamed with something unreadable. “Take my hand, and I’ll show you.”
“You are?” Sestra’s heart leaped into her throat.
He extended his hand, his long fingers beckoning. Then—
“Sestra!” 
Her mother’s voice ripped through the night like a blade, sharp and frantic. 
Sestra flinched, her head whipping toward the sound.
Mamma. Close. Worried. 
She was going to be in so much trouble.
The angel didn’t move, but his voice lowered to a silken murmur, soothing and coaxing. “Don’t you want to see?”
Sestra hesitated, torn between the angel’s promise and the guilt clawing at her chest. She knew she’d forfeited her mother’s promise to see the angels the moment she stepped outside alone. If she didn’t seize this moment, she’d never get it back. Fear and hope tangled in her, driving her to reach for his hand. 
Her small fingers barely brushed his palm—
A golden shockwave exploded outward, swallowing them whole.
Light curled around her, forming a dome that hummed softly, encasing her in a bubble of aureate night. The air inside felt thicker, charged with invisible energy that made her skin prickle. But that was not the best part.
Sestra gasped. The Archangel glowed.
Light poured out of him—golden and too bright to be real, like the sun had slipped under his skin. His veins shimmered like glowwyrms caught in a glass jar. Her brother had tried to explain it once, but this—this was magic.
Her heart soared—
But then she caught sight of her mother.
Mamma burst through the trees, breathless, wild-eyed, her skirt tangled in brambles. “Sestra!”
“Mamma, I’m here!” Sestra waved frantically, relief rushing in so fast it made her dizzy, sweeping away the strange unease that had lingered since the angel’s appearance. But even now the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end—a warning she quickly dismissed.
Until her mother’s gaze swept past her, unseeing.
Panic slammed into Sestra’s chest like a blow.
Why wasn’t she looking at her? Why wasn’t she answering?
“Mamma?” The word stuck in her throat, sharp and useless.
Sestra lunged toward her, tiny feet kicking up the dirt—
And crashed into something solid.
A violent shock tore through her body, white-hot and blinding, leaving her breathless. She crumpled to the ground, gasping. Her limbs were as if made of stone, sluggish and tingling from the lingering electric pulse, and her mouth tasted like metal.
Above her, the dome shimmered, translucent but unyielding. The Archangel’s once harmless figure now appeared as a towering shadow, blocking out the Ascension’s light and casting a dark veil over her. Threatening. Engulfing.
Mamma was still calling her name—but she was turning away.
She was leaving. No. No, no, no.
“She can’t see us.” 
The Archangel’s voice was soft but final, his green gaze void of any warmth. Sestra’s blood turned to ice as realization hit; he was the one who had tricked her.
“No!” she wailed, scrambling to her feet to slam her tiny fists against the barrier.
The invisible wall shimmered upon impact, sending warning jolts through her hands.
But she didn’t care.
She had to reach her mother.
“Mamma! I’m here! I’m right here!”
Her fists throbbed from the assault, her cries turning ragged.
Her mother was a silhouette now, cresting the hill, her desperate calls fading into the night. She wasn’t stopping. She wasn’t coming back.
The force of the realization crashed into Sestra with terrifying finality. Her throat tightened, choked by something far worse than fear. Betrayal. 
She collapsed onto the soft grass, its gentle touch a cruel contrast to the searing pain tearing through her chest. Above, the last of the golden lights vanished. Her raw, bloodied fists throbbed from striking the barrier. The faint bite of its electric currents still lingered, a painful reminder of just how powerless she was.
The Archangel crouched beside her, his once-kind expression now unreadable, his golden beauty suddenly too terrible for words. A cold hand landed on her shoulder. She flinched, every muscle in her body screaming to pull away.
“She’s not coming back, little one.” 
His words were slow and heavy, weighing down the air around her. 
“No use crying over someone who left you behind.”
Sestra shook her head hard, sobs catching in her throat. 
“She didn’t leave me—she loves me—she—”
“Then why isn’t she here?”
The words hit like falling through ice—sharp and merciless—snapping the last bit of hope she’d held onto. Sestra’s lungs burned. Her eyes stung.
Her mother’s voice was gone.
Her father’s warmth out of reach.
Her home, her family, her world—shattered.
And the Archangel’s grip was the only thing keeping her from vanishing along with it. His smile returned, slow and satisfied. But she knew now, the kindness was a mask, a fragile veneer hiding the chill beneath.
“Come,” he said. “I’ll take you to your new home.”
Sestra’s breath hitched. The wind whispered through the trees, thinning her mother’s voice until it was gone—leaving only the ache of what he would take from her next.
And the night closed in.
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Caelum—Year 13,800 P.B.
Uriel should have ended Michael’s tirade—really, he should have. But so long as his fellow archangels kept their daemons in check, he would let them say what they liked. 
And, in this case, Uriel found a certain pleasure in watching his second-in-command lash out at the Concigliere.
His role as Praeses meant he should remain impartial, but he let Michael’s sharp words hang in the air as the council members across the room sank further into their seats under Michael’s fury.
Another council meeting. The third in ten days’ time. At this pace, they’d be sitting in session twice a week. Five days in a week. Five weeks in a month. Five months in a year—Uriel had done the math. Far too many meetings for a war that would not wait on protocol.
The council hall, the heart of the Elysium, stood as a masterpiece of Caelum’s celestial architecture. Towering white marble columns rose into the crystalline domed ceiling, where sunlight cascaded through, casting fractured rainbows across the floor. The silver inlays glowed faintly with traces of aether, the very energy that kept Caelum afloat above Lunaria’s vast expanse. Despite its grandeur, tension seeped into every corner, a silent force pressing upon the room.
“Do you truly believe your title as Concigliere grants you the wisdom to question the decisions of those chosen by the Universe itself?” Michael’s voice, edged in steel, rang through the chamber. “We were gifted our strength, our power—to protect Caelum with every fibre of our being. And yet, you sit there, questioning our strategies while refusing to lift a finger to arm your people.”
Frustration burned bright in Michael’s dark eyes as he paced. Each step sent sharp echoes through the pristine halls, his midnight wings held rigid against his back. 
The Concigliere—the ruling class of Caelum’s elite, all of them Pari-born—sat tense and unmoving.
Uriel’s gaze swept over the ten council members opposite the Archangels, seated in two neat, equal rows. The Pari were the privileged, born into wealth and lineage. Most used their influence to maintain control over policy, commerce, and governance. Their power was not earned, but rather inherited—something that had never sat well with them. 
He knew this dance—when to stay silent, when to look severe. It wasn’t confidence. It was habit. Aloysius had taught him that oftentimes leadership was simply standing still when others flinched. 
But inside, his certainty was brittle in the two weeks since Aloysius’s sudden death. He knew what the others whispered—that he was too young, too inexperienced. Uriel was painfully aware of both. 
At just two thousand six hundred and four years old, he had spent mere centuries as an observer, a reluctant apprentice content in the shadows. The youngest ever to be elevated to Praeses in recorded history; an accomplishment he took neither joy nor pride in. Now, he bore the weight of command meant for someone twice his age.
But the war had changed everything. 
Lunaria, once a planet of peace, now lay in the ruins of that promise. The Djinni had shattered the illusion—ruthless, relentless, and unyielding.
The Karkadann—the one-horned shapeshifters—had vanished into hiding despite their strength, and only the stars above could guess where. The Draconians had taken up arms—and claws—no doubt delighting in the carnage.
And the Hortians, those fragile mortals, now paralyzed by fear, clung to the archangels for protection. Just like every Caelian citizen.
After the battle that had taken Alyosius’s life, only seven Archangels remained. Seven warriors against an enemy that thrived on destruction.
Michael’s fury crackled in the air, dangerous and electric, and barely contained. Uriel’s second-in-command was losing the battle against his daemon, showcasing a scowl even most archangels would think twice about challenging. The Universe had granted each of them power—immense, divine—but with it came a curse. 
Their daemons, dark reflections of their worst traits, lurked within. The darkest part of themselves, flinching from the truth, snarling at the light. 
Uriel’s own daemon didn’t speak—it recoiled. Fought. Hid. Knowing too well what would come when Uriel used his divine gift. Every time he glimpsed the future, his daemon bled, and so did he.
Uriel sighed and pushed against Michael’s mind, sending a wave of calm through their connection. If you plan on making his head explode, can you do so after the vote?
Michael’s tension eased slightly with a rueful look in Uriel’s direction. No promises.
Amusement ran through the archangels’ bond, slowly dissipating the excess of aether in the room. Kaelin, Uriel’s half-brother, chimed in, green eyes sparkling with wit. If you plan on making a mess, be quick. I have somewhere to be in fifteen minutes.
Michael finally exhaled, sinking into his white, silver-rimmed seat. His dark wings settled into the chair’s slits, like a brewing storm quieting—for now. Michael was tired; they all were.
Uriel’s hand itched to capture the light-and-dark contrast of the scene. Before the first attack, he’d never imagined a future where he didn’t have a spare moment to create art. Time seemed to slip away too quickly for someone who had eternity on his side.
Uriel rose. His wings remained tightly folded, purple feathers hiding the silver filaments, a subconscious shield. He hated speaking before a crowd, but there was no choice. He was Praeses now.
“Floating among the clouds has always protected Caelum from earthquakes and floods,” Uriel began, his words carrying through the room. “But in times of war, it becomes a deadly risk. One well-placed blow to our levitation device would cease to maintain the city’s magnetic field and wipe out our entire population.”
The scent of worry, urgency, and fear permeated the room, but there would be no escape. Their city could at any moment suddenly plummet to the ground, resulting not only in the annihilation of every Caelian but also causing significant harm to the Hortians living below.
“We all want what’s best for our city,” he continued, his voice even. “And yet, we refuse to accept the reality before us. The Djinni will not simply disappear. We must prepare our people.”
Uriel turned to Abraxos, the eldest of the Concigliere, where he sat calm, unmoved. He met Uriel’s eyes without fear, but not without secrets. The relationship between them had frayed long before this day. 
“During my time on this council,” Abraxos said, his voice steady with the weight of millennia, “none of your predecessors ever considered the need to arm our people. Yet you propose forcing civilians into armed training? Even females and young?”
His tone held the faintest trace of amusement, as if to remind Uriel he had seen three leaders rise and fall before him—and expected this one to be no different. 
Uriel had anticipated opposition, but his shoulders still tensed at the accusation. “Not forcing. Offering.”
It came down to his choice of words, delicately balanced to sway them, and Uriel found himself torn between his principles and political manoeuvring.
Movement on Michael’s right. 
Sama'el’s ochre wings expanded as he rose, and Uriel held his breath. One careless word would ruin their proposal, and recklessness ran like a river through the archangel’s veins. The rhythm of Uriel’s pounding heart matched the mantra repeating in his head. 
Don’t mess it up—don’t mess it up—don’t—
“When the males fly out to defend our city, who remains behind?” Sama'el inquired calmly. “The females. The young. And yet you would leave them defenceless? I propose they be given the means to protect themselves.” 
A well-formulated answer. Uriel gave him the mental equivalent of a pat on the shoulder. 
The corner of Sama'el’s mouth twitched—pride blooming along their connection. Overcoming the demands of his daemon—that reckless hunger to test boundaries—was no small feat, especially for a young archangel.
Silence stretched, interrupted only by the soft rustling of shifting wings, and Uriel’s muscles tightened. Outside, it was a cloudless day, and he felt a slight twitch in his wings, a desperate yearning for the freedom of rising air currents and the wind through his feathers.
Abraxos nodded too quickly, the faintest twitch of calculation behind his eyes. The old man never agreed to anything without angling for a profit. This wasn’t agreement—it was strategy. 
Uriel filed it away, unease curling behind his ribs. But something in the way Abraxos watched him . . . he was waiting for a misstep, biding time. But for what?
“A compromise, then.” Abraxos leaned back with deliberate ease, lacing his fingers together as if settling in for a game he’d already won. “Training should be mandatory for males of age, and optional for females and young. The law shall fall under Law XXV, the law of warfare.”
Uriel masked his relief. This was more than he had hoped for. The law’s passage, if supported by a majority, would greatly improve their people’s safety. Their chance at survival.
“If there are no more questions,” Abraxos continued, “we will vote.”
Tension thickened as the scribe’s emerald wings moved through the room to collect the votes. 
Uriel’s stomach coiled as he waited for the verdict. 
Despite his gift, or rather his curse, Uriel couldn’t foresee the vote’s outcome. Even now, his own daemon shrunk from the truth like a creature wounded too many times. The raw pulse of everything he’d buried. Every glimpse into the future carved away a sliver of quiet from within him, leaving the edges raw. 
So, his daemon shielded him the only way it knew how—choosing the path of least pain: silence. Darkness. Forgetting.
“The motion is approved,” Valter, the council’s scribe, finally announced. “Ten to seven.”
Uriel’s mouth tilted in restrained satisfaction, hardly believing the outcome. They had won—this time.
The gathering dispersed, each of the males’ distinct wing marks melting into a kaleidoscope of vibrant colours as they all made way to the parting doors. 
Michael leaned toward him. That went better than expected.
Uriel exhaled slowly. It won’t last.
Because soon—sooner than any of them wanted to consider—they would have to discuss the evacuation of Caelum.
And that battle, he knew, they would lose. Leaving all they had built, even to save lives—abandoning their riches was something the Concigliere would never allow.
Although the archangels’ protection currently held back the Concigliere’s political ambitions, Uriel sensed this fragile alliance would not last forever. A conflict brewed within the council, and he questioned these males’ true loyalties.
Uriel watched the last of them leave before turning eyes to Kaelin, who lingered at the exit. 
His half-brother’s concern pressed against their mental bond, unspoken yet tangible. A vast difference in age stood between them, yet Uriel found a sense of pride in having witnessed Kaelin evolve from a mischievous child to a formidable archangel.
What’s on your mind, Uri? Kaelin’s voice brushed against his thoughts, his concern laced with quiet insistence.
Uriel mustered what he hoped passed for reassurance, but he knew Kaelin saw through it. Their bond as brothers and as archangels ran too deep for deception. Privacy among archangels was an illusion.
We’ll need more weapons and armours, Uriel replied instead. Time for you to get to work.
Kaelin’s gift of creation made him the perfect candidate for this task. Blessed with sharp intelligence and deft hands, he was a master craftsman. But his daemon—his daemon was always hungry for confrontation and destruction. Much like their father’s had been.
Don’t you have sentry duty? Kaelin countered, his rebellious nature cutting through the bond—sharp, impatient. A tell that Kaelin had stretched himself too thin and needed to indulge his daemon. But then, with effort, he tempered it. Are you taking care of yourself?
Uriel nearly scoffed. Kaelin’s own excesses weren’t exactly the pinnacle of self-care. But instead of pointing that out, he accepted the sentiment for what it was. His brother’s fierce loyalty was unwavering, even when misplaced.
Always. Uriel lied, finally rising. I need a change of clothes. I’ll talk to you later.
With measured steps, he left the council hall, making his way through the Elysium’s marble corridors. His home had never seemed so unwelcoming. Every step was a race against time, a futile attempt to outrun the weight of inevitability pressing down on him. 
War loomed on the horizon, and his mind spun with an endless web of plans, strategies, and calculations. But it was never enough. Never safe. Not fast enough. Not clever enough.
His inner daemon clawed at his senses, resisting the visions he was meant to master. He had tried—rituals, readings, long nights of study. He could recite the old prophecies backward and name every seer who’d lived since the Sunderfall. But none of it showed him how to make the visions obey. 
None of it stopped the bleeding.
Uriel was the only archangel whose power didn’t answer to command. They came when the Universe deemed them necessary—and when they did, they consumed everything.
It was a constant battle between oblivion and reality, a war within himself that mirrored the one beyond. In the end, the fate of all he loved—of everything he’d sworn to protect—hung in the fragile balance.

      [image: ]Uriel gracefully landed on the solid and cool sentry cloud at the northern edge of Caelum, feeling the sun’s warmth sink into his skin. Requesting sentry duty wasn’t something a Praeses typically did, but Michael had understood. Uriel needed this—the semblance of solitude, the clean separation between sky and earth, duty and self. 
Out here, clarity came easier, even if it was fleeting. From this vantage point, the full splendour of Caelum unfolded below. 
The city hovered in layered beauty, each level suspended by unseen levitation arrays, the energy current that held their world aloft. The highest platform housed the Elysium—the archangels’ home—and the council hall, where his authority was both forged and questioned. 
Lower down, the districts spilled into cascading terraces, bathed in shifting light. Beneath it all, at the city’s belly, the hanging library swayed ever so slightly, its crystal chambers dangling like a hive. Markets, gardens, and homes burrowed into curved nests of shimmering crystal—each layer connected by spiralling stairways and bridges that held the sunlight like silver vines.
Caelum had always been a place of elegance, warmth, and beauty wrapped together. A reflection of what Uriel once valued most. 
As a child, he’d spent hours in the Sephora Garden sketching frostpetal roses, tracing the perfect geometry of their petals. The Artists’ Quarter with its glass-domed studios had once been his sanctuary. But leadership had stolen that from him. War had stolen that from him. 
Now, only safety and protection mattered. And Caelum was ill-equipped in that department.
His gaze drifted north, past the edges of the city, toward the horizon. The White Plains stretched endlessly, pale as frostbitten skin, lost beneath the vibrant sky. Somewhere out there, the Djinni lurked, invisible and without roots, like rot beneath pristine snow. No one knew where they’d built their stronghold, only that they were too close.
The faint pressure of his chest plate shifted beneath his clothes—a hidden weight. Calyxite Ore, spun thin as silk, but strong enough to deflect a Djinni blade. Kaelin had woven it after Aloysius fell, when they had seen reason enough to armour themselves. 
Although the Concigliere protested that archangels were all-powerful, Uriel hadn’t taken any risks. Aloysius’s death had proven everyone wrong. They were nearly immortal. 
Nearly. 
Uriel carried that truth in his very marrow, as tangible as the armour against his skin. 
Dear stars above, how they missed him.
Aloysius had understood leadership in a way Uriel never could. He had been more than a mentor—more than a friend. He was the centre that held them all together. 
When Michael raged, it was Aloysius who steadied him. When Sama'el resisted, it was Aloysius who reasoned. And when Uriel faltered under the weight of his visions, it was Aloysius who listened. Now, the absence of his voice was a silence that lived inside Uriel’s bones.
Uriel’s fingers flexed, craving a paintbrush the way a soldier craved a sword. 
The unfinished canvas leaning against the wall of his quarters beckoned him—the portrait of her. The golden-haired female with eyes like ice and sky, the soulmate he’d only seen once in a vision. 
No matter how many times he tried, capturing her proved impossible. Something in the eyes was always wrong—maybe because she was never really there. Maybe because he had seen her only once.
He shook his head, forcing the wandering thoughts of his daemon aside. The Universe had given him purpose, not freedom. Daydreams were unaffordable.
The hum of the transport cube pulled him back to the present. It slid into place on a lower platform, its doors opening with a soft sigh. Crates were unloaded—grain, salt, rolls of fabric from Hortus, the Garden City below. Another way Caelum masked its fragility with elegance. War was draining their resources faster than they replenished them.
Uriel’s wings shifted restlessly. Below, a Concigliere stood supervising the shipment, hands clasped behind his back, his posture carved from arrogance. 
Once, that male had been a friend. Now, like the rest of them, he was simply a reminder of everything Uriel despised about politics.
A sharp gust stirred the air, and with it, memory. Sorkan. His father’s name flickered through Uriel’s mind like a dying ember. He, too, had been Pari-born. 
It had been over a millennium since the accident—the one that had stolen both Sorkan and Ambrose, Praeses and Michael’s father, in a single, unspeakable moment. 
No bodies. 
No farewell. 
Just a sudden void in the archangelic bond, as if their very existence had been wiped from history.
But Uriel’s loss had come even earlier. His father had slowly vanished long before—ever since Uriel’s mother died. His father had withered in his soulmate’s absence, every archangel’s fate. 
The Universe gave archangels immortality and power—but anchored them to mortal soulmates. Balance in all things.
Sorkan had lost the sight of colour and emotion before even the archangelic bond refused him. Where there should have been connection, there was silence. Where there should have been purpose, there was only emptiness. And into that void, hatred crept, and daemons thrived.
Uriel inhaled sharply, grounding himself in the present. His father had chosen his fate, but Uriel would choose his own.
He cast a quick check through the archangelic bond—a habit Michael called obsessive. And maybe he was right, as Uriel couldn’t stop himself. 
A brush of minds, never violating the trust that came with their limitless connection: Michael, simmering in frustration; Rafael, calm hands working in the infirmary; Gabriel, soothing a street dispute; Lysander, laughing softly with his father over some shared joke; Sama'el, flying too far ahead of his scouting squadron. Kaelin—
Uriel cut the connection before Kaelin’s latest escapade imprinted too vividly, but not before Kaelin noticed.
You really need to work on your timing. Kaelin’s mind playfully nudged his, all sharp intellect and reckless charm; the very qualities that tempted mortals and angels, males and females, into his bed.
Some of us have responsibilities, Uriel countered, but he smiled despite himself.
And some of us know how to survive them. Kaelin replied.
The warmth of their bond lingered, even after his brother withdrew, leaving only the earthy scent of sweet currant—Kaelin’s signature.
Uriel exhaled. 
They were all present. All breathing. For now.
A flicker of pink caught his attention. 
A female landed on the sentry cloud, her dress matching the blush shade of her wings. Her smile was a carefully practiced curve, her gait too graceful to be natural. Pari-born, of course.
Uriel kept his face impassive, but his pulse kicked up in irritation. Since ascending to Praeses, they had circled him like driftfeathers, all hoping to be the one he’d choose as vita. As if a soul-bond were a political agenda. As if fate let itself be commanded.
She approached, smile brightening. 
“Praeses,” she purred.
Uriel nodded, his disinterest a shield she either didn’t see or chose to ignore. Before he dismissed her, the wind caught her off balance. Without thinking, he reached out, catching her by the arm. 
Silk, not skin—a small mercy. 
Visions came easiest through touch, most vivid with skin-to-skin, though they didn’t always obey the rules. He’d learned to be careful, even if caution was no guarantee. He didn’t need a vision of her future intruding now.
“You shouldn’t be here,” he said evenly.
Her smile widened. “I thought you might escort me to the Blossom Festival.”
A headache came out of nowhere. 
The war had stolen time itself, and yet the Pari clung to their habits, their illusions. As if flower garlands would protect them from Djinni blades.
“There won’t be a festival,” he said, voice gentler than he felt. “We’re at war.”
Disappointment flickered across her face, but Uriel had already turned back to the horizon. War allowed no time for distractions. And neither did leadership.
The wind filled Uriel’s ears, tearing away whatever excuse the Pari-born female might have offered next. 
Michael’s voice pressed into his mind, sharp and urgent.
A pod breached our atmosphere. Sama'el’s squadron is already on its way.
Uriel barely spared the female another glance before launching himself into the sky, purple wings slicing through the air, silver lines reflecting the light. Another sentry would escort her back down to the residential levels soon enough.
Ahead, the White Plains unfurled like a frostbitten tapestry, shimmering faintly beneath the weak spill of sunlight—frozen, barren lands trapped beyond Ignis and the Celestial Highlands, cursed with silence and darkness. 
Beneath him lay the Hortian Cradle, the patchwork farms carved into the earth like ancient sigils. Hortian farmers lived modestly but steadily, sheltered from the consuming tides by their fortunate elevation. Their fields had fed Caelum for eons. 
To the west, the lava lakes of Ignis pulsed, ribbons of molten gold splitting black earth apart like fractured glass. Their heat sometimes reached even on Caelum when the winds shifted. 
Michael’s dark wings appeared beside him, each powerful beat cutting through the air like a blade. In just weeks, Michael had transformed a quindecim ceremonial guards into Caeligati—the start of their fighting force. It wasn’t enough, Uriel knew. But it was something.
As they flew, Uriel stole a glance at his second-in-command. They had been friends first—long before they bore the weight of archangelic titles—and despite everything, that bond still held.
Unable to resist, Uriel spoke up. “Thanks.”
Instead of offering Uriel an escape route, he could have invited another person to join him.
Michael’s low laugh filled the space between them, warm despite the chill of the high winds.
“She’s really determined to become the Praeses’ vita, isn’t she?”
Uriel groaned. “She’s persistent, I’ll give her that.”
“Persistent? She’s been tracking you like a bloodhawk since Aloysius’s funeral.”
“She’s not my type.”
“Right, I forgot.” Michael’s grin split through the grimness like sunlight between storm clouds. “Your type is painted on canvas.”
“Exactly,” Uriel retorted with a hint of amusement. “Watch out, she’ll be coming after you next.”
Michael laughed again, and for a brief moment, they were just two friends soaring above the world—untouched by war, untouched by grief.
But reality never stayed away for long.
Caelum is shielded. Lysander’s voice slipped into the bond, calm and certain.
Uriel glanced back just in time to see Lysander’s illusion settle over their city. The glass domes, the marble spires, the cascading bridges—everything blurred into the sky, invisible to the eye. Only angels would find their way home now, navigating by instinct and memory.
Gabriel’s voice followed, brisk and clear. Citizens are ordered indoors. Caeligati are mobilized.
I have eyes on the pod, Sama'el reported, his mind already humming with adrenaline. They’re headed for the White Plains, about an hour northwest of Caelum.
Uriel’s wings stiffened. The White Plains—what did the Djinni possibly want there?
Keep your distance, Uriel warned, already knowing Sama'el wouldn’t listen. Do not engage.
They’re hunting something, Sama'el’s mind flared. Or someone.
Uriel’s stomach twisted, the thin veneer of control fracturing as his skin took on a faint glow of the aether. Before Uriel could send a warning, the vision struck. It hit like ice cracking underfoot—sharp, unstoppable, forcing him either to suffocate or to surrender.

Uriel’s vision snapped into focus, brutal and immediate. 
He saw the wreckage clearly—a twisted husk embedded in snow, smoke curling like dark veins against the bright light. Metal buckled and gave way under his feet. Sama'el stood amidst shattered Djinni corpses, his sword slicked with dark blood. 
As the last enemy lunged, Uriel sensed Sama'el’s heartbeats as if they were his own, each pulse counting down to tragedy. The Djinni moved quicker, blade gleaming, and Uriel knew with aching certainty: Sama'el would be too slow. 
He tried to hold the moment still—willing the vision to pause—but the future was a storm, not a sculpture. Slippery. Feral.

Uriel’s breath tore free in a ragged gasp, wings faltering. Michael’s hand caught his arm, steadying him mid-air. His skin tingled violently, as if every nerve had been peeled raw—his daemon retreating into shadow, wounded and snarling. 
The aether backlash left him blinking spots from his vision, heart hammering as the weight of what he’d seen lodged itself behind his sternum.
“What did you see?” Michael’s voice was low, but there was no hiding the fear beneath it.
“Sama'el.” Uriel’s voice shook. “He’s going to die.”
Michael didn’t argue, only reached into the bond to see the vision for himself. Uriel struggled to judge the right amount of information to disclose, but in moments like this, there was no room for doubt.
Keep your distance, Uriel sent again, desperate now. Do not engage.
Michael signalled Uriel to remain silent. If anything triggered Sama'el’s impulsive behaviour, it was authority; especially his.
She’s barely getting away, Sama'el’s voice came back, sharp with injustice. An angel. Alone.
Stay with your squadron, Michael muttered. Everyone’s accounted for.
Gabriel’s mind swept through Caelum, fast and sure. Confirmed. No one’s missing.
Then who is she? Sama'el demanded.
Without waiting for an answer, Sama'el severed the connection entirely, but not before burrowing into Michael’s aether. Left unchecked, Sama'el was likely to try crashing the pod, risking his own safety. 
“He’s going to get himself killed,” Michael cursed under his breath.
“You need to reach him first.” Uriel’s voice was raw—visions rarely changed. But he couldn’t bear another loss. None of them could.
Michael’s skin flared with golden light as he poured his aether into his flight, wings beating hard enough to crack air. He dove into the darkening sky, two shadows racing fate itself. 
Uriel followed at his own speed, too slow, heart pounding.
They were near-immortal, but near wasn’t good enough.






  
  Chapter 2
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The crash shook the ground. 
Sestra’s head snapped up from where she knelt beside the still-water basin, her fingers dripping into the cool surface. The water trembled in response, concentric rings breaking the glassy calm.
She froze. 
Sound almost never came from beyond the dome, tucked between the seams of time and space. The barrier swallowed every sound from beyond, but there was rarely anything to hear, anyway. The White Plains waited just beyond—dead lands of colourless dust stretching to hills so pale they vanished into the horizon. 
Nothing lived out there. Not that she’d ever seen.
So, what had fallen from the sky?
Her pulse quickened, curiosity battling the caution hard-earned over decades of hiding. No one ever came here. 
No one but him.
She rose to her feet in one fluid motion and darted through the trees, her steps practiced and soundless, bare feet merely disturbing the silver grass. Grey leaves skimmed her arms, a whispering hush urging her to remain unseen. Her white tunic snagged on a low branch, but she tore free, barely noticing. 
The dome blurred around her, black and white and endlessly still—except for her. The only colour in this world was her memory of it. Beneath the dome’s shimmering expansion, everything was curated and controlled, from the air she breathed to the white illusions painted into the false horizon.
The dome’s edge shimmered ahead, its curved wall barely visible unless you knew where to look. Sestra pressed her hand against the barrier, the faint hum of aether vibrating against her skin. 
Through the veil, she saw the plains—unchanged, lifeless, barren. But an intermittent scar now marred the ice. Smoke curled upward in slow grey ribbons from where the engine had struck.
Something—someone—had come down.
Her fingers curled into a fist against the barrier. She should turn back. Return to the housings before Ananta and Marhya worried. Before the Archangel sensed her straying too close to the edges of his world.
But she didn’t move. Every day inside the dome was the same, a slow suffocation. Whatever had landed was something new—something that cut through the numbness and made her feel alive for a moment, even if it was just curiosity.
A scream tore the silence apart, raw and desperate. It was the sound of a creature discovering it had fallen into a trap. 
Sestra’s breath hitched as she followed the sound, every step pulling her closer to the crash. Dread pooled in her belly, caution warring with the urge to see. Whatever poor creature the Archangel had ensnared for wandering too close to the dome. And Sestra knew as well as anyone here—they would never get out.
She melted into the shadow of a twisted tree, heart slamming against her ribs. Through the thin branches, she saw the figure—a female angel, blue wings slashing through the air, wild and desperate.
No one here had wings like that. No one here wore colours at all. Her cloak was stained with dust and travel, her boots caked with dirt. She didn’t belong. Not here, not in this world, where even flowers bloomed in shades of ash.
She charged the barrier again, only to be thrown back by an unseen force. 
Sestra winced. She knew that pain too well—the static burn on skin, the disorienting twist of being forcibly denied freedom. Sestra wanted to warn her—wanted to tell her that the dome didn’t bend, no matter how much you bled.
But she should leave. The Archangel would sense the disturbance soon, and if he found her lurking here, there would be consequences. Still, her legs wouldn’t move. Curiosity rooted her in place and after all, knowledge meant survival in the dome.
Sestra crept closer, fingers brushing against warm, uneven bark. From this distance, she saw the golden flecks dusted across the blue feathers—like honey spilled across the sky. 
She clenched her teeth against the spark of jealousy that rose unbidden. Sestra’s wings were white, flat, and lifeless, matching the colourless world she had been forced to blend into. Like everything he made, the scatter of feathers belonged to the dome.
A ripple ran through the air, sharp and metallic; a warning of aether. The temperature dropped, the world itself recoiling from the one who created it. Sestra knew that cold. 
He was coming.
Her back pressed hard against the tree, her wings folding tight against her spine. Her skin became part of the bark, her breath shallow enough not to stir a leaf. She knew better than to run. To move was to be seen. To be seen was to be taken. To the tower.
The artificial forest held its breath with her. The girl didn’t sense him until his shadow fell over her.
“And who might you be?”
His voice was soft, almost pleasant—his cruellest mask. Sestra’s nails bit into the white bark. She knew that voice in every shape it took—from whispered commands to sharp, cutting rage.
The female turned, her wings shifting in a defensive posture. 
“Temperance,” she answered, eyes darting between him and the sky beyond. “I—there was something chasing me. I didn’t mean to—”
Sestra risked a glance. 
The Archangel stood just in front of her—tall, gleaming, his skin a molten gold barely held in check. The dome itself seemed to lean toward him, hungry for his power. Sestra knew that hunger. It lived inside her too, a byproduct of his experiments. His blood was in her veins. His power. His cruelty. She knew that last one intimately.
“Intentions mean nothing,” the Archangel said, his smile smooth and empty. “Only outcomes.”
Temperance’s eyes flicked to the trees—and froze on Sestra. 
Her muscles locked, bracing for the shout, for the betrayal. The weak always sold the weaker to save themselves. That was the first rule inside the dome. But the blue-winged woman said nothing. 
Loyalty from a stranger. Unfamiliar and fragile, but real.
The Archangel’s gaze swept the clearing, too focused on his new prize to sense Sestra’s presence. She wasn’t worth his attention. Not with a new specimen in his sights. 
“Come.” His voice dropped into a silken thread of command. “You’ll want to see the tower.”
Temperance hesitated. Just for a moment. Then she followed, her boots crunching the brittle grass.
Sestra stayed fused to the tree, her heart pounding so loudly she barely heard their footsteps recede. Her whole body shook, her wings trembling like frostbitten leaves. 
The tower stood at the heart of this place, its surface gleaming white against the unnaturally blank sky. Sestra knew its halls too well—the echo of her own screams still lived there, folded between the walls, woven into the floor. She’d left pieces of herself behind in that place, pieces she would never reclaim.
She had held Ananta’s hand once, both trembling, listening as a young male’s sobs cut off too soon. 
He hadn’t survived. 
They had. 
The tower consumed males for strength. Females fed the Archangel’s obsession. But no one returned from the tower intact. Survival was no kindness.
Her wings twitched, feathers whispering together. These wings—one of his rare mistakes—were the only reason she was still alive. They had made her into his favourite subject. A symbol of his own prowess. 
Flesh split, bones warped, her body rewritten by aether and pain into something impossible. Not angel-born, but rather, made. 
Others had grown leathery wings—dragon-like, but fused to their human bodies, though few draikana survived. And in remaking them, the Archangel forever destroyed their natural ability to embody their inner dragon.
Sestra inhaled slowly, grounding herself in the present. She wasn’t in the tower now. But Temperance was about to be, and whether this blue-winged angel knew it or not, her life was already forfeit.
Ananta had taught her that loyalty wasn’t bound by blood, but by choice—and by action. Temperance had protected her. That made Temperance hers to protect now.
Sestra would watch, listen, gather every scrap of knowledge the dome offered. Every day inside this prison had taught her how to stay quiet, how to endure, how to disappear when it mattered. She had buried her pain—and her power—beneath silence, biding her time. 
She didn’t know how long it would take. All she knew was that knowledge was her only weapon, and one day, it might be sharp enough to open a way out.

      [image: ]The crash site carved a scorched gouge into the pristine White Plains, as though the sky itself had clawed at the earth and left it bleeding. 
Uriel landed hard, knees bending to absorb the impact, his wings trembling from the brutal flight. Snow swallowed his boots up to the ankle, the cold seeping through leather and skin, but he barely registered the discomfort. His gaze locked on the wreckage ahead—a twisted carcass sprawled across the frozen ground.
A deep trail ran through the snow, littered with broken supplies and lifeless bodies. Its final tumble had left the pod partially inverted, torn fuselage yawning like the mouth of some downed beast, spewing destruction across the ground. 
Six Djinni corpses lay nearby, green limbs frozen in death. An ill-armed cargo crew—supply runners, not soldiers.
The air reeked of burned metal and the bitter tang of Djinni poison clinging on some of their weapons, sharp as acid against the back of his throat. Beneath that, the coppery scent of blood. 
Uriel turned to Sama'el’s squadron leader as they landed in formation around the wreck. 
“Secure the area. Search for survivors.” His voice cut through the wind like a blade. “And find the female they were chasing. No one leaves without my order.”
The Caeligati fanned out in pairs, silent and efficient, their wings shimmering against the snow, silent save for the occasional crackle of ice beneath their boots. 
Ahead, Michael emerged from the wreckage, dragging Sama'el’s limp form across the snow, his face unreadable, locked in the discipline of a soldier who dared not break. 
For one breathless moment, Uriel’s vision blurred—Aloysius’s broken form superimposed over Sama'el’s pale face. But he forced the memory down, the familiar cold weight of duty settling into his chest. Not today. Not again.
Uriel broke into a run, cursing the fresh snow slowing his pace. Each step churned up the fear pressing against his ribs—fear sharpened by the premonition he’d seen before they left Caelum. 
Up ahead, Sama'el’s chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, fogging the air in pale plumes. He was alive—barely. This time it had been too close. Far too close.
A flash of movement from the wreck’s edge made Uriel’s hand fall to his sword, the hilt cold against his palm. 
A figure stepped into the weak sunlight—an angel, white-haired, crimson-winged, skin stretched too tight over sharp bones. His clothes were shredded and hanging in filthy strips with blood crusting the edges of the fabric. His wings dragged behind him, one bent at an unnatural angle.
Don’t. Michael’s voice cut through Uriel’s mind. He fought the Djinni. Saved Sama'el.
Uriel’s grip loosened, but his hand didn’t leave the hilt. It was unsettling, how easily violence had become reflex. Even more unsettling was how natural it appeared. 
The stranger’s every movement screamed tension—a feral creature caught between fight and flight. His fingers fumbled at a pouch hanging from his belt, pulling free a battered flask. 
Uriel recognized it immediately. Djinni antidote. The same sickly oil Kaelin had failed to recreate, the compound stubbornly refusing to reveal its secrets.
Djinni poison left its mark instantly. Only one in ten blades was coated, but when it was, the slick sheen ate through flesh, dissolving it into something soft and festering if left untreated. Sama'el had hours, at best.
Uriel stepped aside to give the stranger space, though every muscle in his body tensed with the urge to intervene. A glimpse of Sama'el’s pale face—barely conscious, slipping further away, made his hands clench at his sides, in an effort to stand down, to let the stranger work. If this was a mistake, he’d pay the price himself—he’d pay it a hundred times if it meant giving Sama'el a chance.  
Sama'el stirred, lips cracking around a weak groan. The stranger knelt beside him, fingers trembling as he uncorked the flask and counted each drop aloud in a language Uriel didn’t understand. 
The oil’s scent filled the air, a sickly sweetness like overripe fruit masking rot. It made Uriel’s stomach churn, memories surging too fast—Aloysius dying this exact way, blood streaming from every orifice while Rafael’s aether failed to save him.
Sama'el flinched under the touch, his skin going pale beneath the gold of his blood, but he remained silent. Uriel dropped to one knee beside them, snow biting into his skin through his trousers.
“Damn you,” Uriel muttered. The words came out half-curse, half-prayer. “Why can’t you ever just follow orders?” 
The tremor in his voice betrayed him, and he hated that a stranger heard it. 
A brief glance, wine-red eyes flickering to Uriel and back to Sama'el without recognition. The stranger’s face never softened, not even as he administered the last few drops. He moved like a male who had given medicine too many times to those who never lived long enough to thank him.
Michael didn’t meet Uriel’s gaze, too busy holding Sama'el’s wrist, counting heartbeats with grim focus. But the shared memory flowed through Uriel, threading between them—Aloysius dying at their feet, powerless to stop it.
Michael’s hand found Uriel’s shoulder, grounding him. “He’s going to be okay.” Uriel wanted to believe him. “Out of commission for a while, but not dying.”
With an exhale, gratitude curled in his chest like wind through embers. A minute slower, a single hesitation, and they would have lost him.
Uriel’s gaze shifted back to the stranger. 
He was repacking the flask with the same methodical care, hands moving in what seemed to be a practiced motion despite the tremor in his fingers. Again, ruby eyes flicked toward Uriel and Michael, watching for sudden movements, every muscle poised to bolt. He was measuring them—people, weapons, distance, threat. 
“Who is he?” Uriel asked quietly.
“Don’t know.” Michael’s mouth was set in a hard line. “But we owe him.”
Every inch of the stranger was a map of survival—old scars, fresh bruises, the careful way he distributed his weight to favour his injured leg. But gratitude didn’t erase suspicion. 
Uriel’s skin prickled with unease—the way the stranger’s gaze moved, not afraid, but calculating.
Sama'el groaned weakly. 
“I’m sorry,” he said, voice rasping with pain and exhaustion.
Uriel’s jaw clenched. The gold smudge on Sama'el’s cheek—the colour of archangel blood—stood out starkly against the snow. He forced his gaze away, refusing to linger on how close it had been.
“Save it,” Uriel said, his voice low. “We’ll talk when you can stand without falling over.”
He didn’t mean it to sound harsh, but the weight of the vision—the sickening certainty of Sama'el’s death—hadn’t left him yet. 
Uriel lifted his eyes back to the stranger.
“What’s your name?” Uriel asked.
The stranger didn’t answer. Either he didn’t understand, or he chose not to speak. His hand hovered protectively near his pouch, fingers curled like claws.
Before Uriel tried again, a sound from inside the pod snapped his attention back to the wreck. Metal scraped against metal, a muffled cry—or maybe just the wind. Uriel’s sword was in his hand before he had time to think, Michael already mirroring him.
The stranger moved faster than either of them. He stepped between them and the pod’s broken entrance, palms raised. Words spilled from his mouth in rapid, unfamiliar syllables—urgent but not panicked. Pleading. Explaining.
Uriel didn’t lower his blade. Not yet. Trust was a currency too costly in wartime.
From the pod’s dark interior, its scorched edges still smoking, a small figure stepped into the dusky light. Uriel’s breath caught at the sight of those wings—soft, downy blue, streaked with silver like frost caught in the dawn. Far too familiar. Far too fragile.
Michael lowered his sword first. “Merciful Universe—”
Uriel barely heard him. 
The little girl’s wings had been grifted in his memory once before—a fleeting image in the aftermath of Aloysius’s death. The only angel missing during that fatal raid at Aurethiel, they’d assumed her lost, swallowed by the Djinni’s greed. Yet here she stood, rising like a ghost from the wreckage. 
Tibia.
He forced his fingers to release his own sword, sliding it back into its sheath. No need to frighten her further. Fear clung to her already, stitched into her torn clothes, trailing her like smoke on skin. Her bare feet hesitated at the edge of the pod, toes curling against the snow.
Then she saw them.
Her face—smudged, too thin, too pale—broke into a smile so bright it struck a strange chord in this place of ruin. So impossibly hopeful, it shattered something inside Uriel’s chest. 
She stumbled forward, and the crimson-winged stranger caught her hand, steadying her before they stepped onto the snow together. 
Uriel noted the way his grip shifted—protective, careful, as though she was something made of spun glass. His grip tightened subtly around the girl’s hand—a silent message: stay close. 
A flicker of caution lingered in his eyes—the subtle wariness of someone betrayed once too often.
Uriel knelt, careful not to frighten her further. 
“You cannot imagine the depth of our relief to find you among the living,” he said softly. “You’re safe now.”
The words felt hollow. Safety had no place in war. The reassurance tasted like ash. And yet, for this child, he would pretend.
His gaze swept over her tiny frame, cataloguing every mark the Djinni had left on her skin—scrapes, bruises, a too-sharp ribcage peeking through her tattered clothes. And those wings. 
Wings that should have carried her to festivals and skies filled with lanterns. Instead, they bore signs of rough handling, some primary feathers bent at an awkward angle.
The stranger’s condition was even worse. Blood crusted his brow, dried in the creases of his neck, and seeped through a poorly tied bandage at his thigh. Torn feathers, some missing entirely, left gaps in his wings like missing teeth. Yet despite it all, he held himself with a kind of unyielding strength, every muscle tensed as if bracing for the next threat.
“Who’s your friend?” Michael asked, his voice unexpectedly gentle. 
Uriel sensed the tension threading through Michael’s calm—the kind only apprehension could stir. There was more to this for Michael than Uriel understood. Not yet.
“Malak,” Tibia said, smiling up at him as though he’d hung both moons in the sky. “He saved me.”
Uriel committed the name to memory. It fit oddly in his mouth, a foreign shape from a foreign story.
“Malak,” Uriel repeated, extending his arm in the traditional Caelian greeting. 
Malak’s eyes flicked from the Uriel’s outstretched arm to the child, weighing the risk—then clasped Uriel’s forearm in return. 
His grip was stronger than it should have been for someone so thin. Strength born from endurance, not ease. This was no common refugee. This was a fighter, one who knew exactly how to survive monsters. 
No vision came—a mercy.
“Thank you,” Uriel said quietly. “For her life. For Sama'el’s.”
Malak nodded once, muttering in his own tongue before switching, haltingly, to their language. 
“You welcome,” Malak said, the words thick with an accent not of Lunaria. Rough-edged, but more or less fluent. A tongue remembered, not spoken.
“You speak our language?” Michael’s brow arched.
Malak’s mouth twisted into something like a smile, his hand lifting in a vague motion, like brushing dust from old memory. “Long ago.”
His eyes flickered—not with sentiment, but with the shadow of something long buried.
Uriel’s mind spun. Malak wasn’t much older than Sama'el, but if he’d known their language ‘long ago,’ it meant he’d been taken young. Raised aboard a Djinni ship, raised by slavers. 
Rage rose at the injustice, at the waste of a childhood stolen. What had this man endured? How long had he been away from his own kind?
Malak staggered slightly, the effort of standing finally catching up to him. The bandage on his leg was soaked through, bright red against the filthy cloth. 
Uriel noticed the fine tremble in his wings, the exhaustion woven into his bones.
“All three need immediate medical care,” Michael said, his calm voice laced with unspoken urgency.
Uriel sensed it again—not just concern, but something personal Michael wasn’t ready to share. 
Later. 
For now, they had survivors to protect.
Shadowed wings cut through the sky as a second squadron descended. Reinforcements. Good. They would need every pair of hands.
“I’ll remain until the site is cleared,” Uriel said, sensing Michael’s desire to escort the wounded back. “You get them to Rafael. He’s already expecting you.”
Michael nodded, gratitude pressing through their bond. 
Uriel caught a flicker of something deeper beneath it, but Michael shielded too well to read. Whatever it was, it carried a sense of importance.
The first squadron leader landed nearby, his green-specked wings folding neatly against his back. “The area’s clear. No sign of survivors or hostiles.”
“And the female?” Uriel asked.
“No trace.”
Uriel’s stomach clenched, unease gnawing at him. She must have escaped, whoever she was, but it left a sour taste in Uriel’s mouth to know someone was out there on their own.
“Prepare two slings,” Uriel ordered. “One for Sama'el, one for our guest. The girl can fly with Michael.”
The Caeligati moved with practiced efficiency, rigging the slings while Uriel scanned the wreck once more. Supplies—medical packs, weapon caches, survival gear—all of it was valuable. And they would let nothing go to waste, especially now.
“Strip the pod,” he addressed the squadron leader. “Weapons, tech, antidotes, records—Kaelin will want every scrap.”
Each recovered weapon, each fragment of technology, was precious—not just for knowledge, but because Lunaria wasted nothing. Every fragment would be repurposed, studied, turned into something that might keep them breathing a little longer.
“Yes, Praeses.”
Michael helped Sama'el to his feet, half-supporting his weight. Sama'el grinned weakly, but the smile dissolved at the sight of the sling.
“I can fly—”
“You’re lucky you can still breathe,” Michael snapped, pushing him into the sling. “You do know that, don’t you?”
Sama'el closed his eyes, silent for once.
Uriel briefly bent over him, fingers brushing over the torn flesh on Sama'el’s cheek. The golden blood had slowed, but the wound gaped too wide. It would turn into a blood scar. A permanent reminder. Sama'el would wear his foolishness across his face until the end of his days.
Michael launched into the sky with his precious load, the first squadron rising with him. Uriel tracked them until their silhouettes were swallowed by clouds, before turning back to the wreckage. 
The scavengers worked fast—wings folding and unfolding as they stripped the pod to its frame. Precise. Relentless.
Uriel stood watch, scanning the plains beyond. The cold air bit at him, and he hugged his wings closer for warmth. Snow drifted across the endless white, but an uneasy intuition prickled beneath his skin. 
They were being watched. His daemon stirred restlessly. Northward, shrouded in eternal darkness, something lay in wait, unseen.
A Caeligati dropped down beside him, arms full of salvaged gear. “Nine vials, sir. One for each body.”
Uriel pocketed the life-saving antidote; it would be dispersed among their forces to minimize casualties.
“Take everything to the Garden City,” Uriel said. “They’ll make good use of it.”
It would be a show of good faith towards the Hortian king, their most reliable ally, who had always supplied Caelum with essential resources such as food.
“And the pod?”
Uriel’s jaw tightened. They had to abandon it, but he couldn’t take the chance of the Djinni retrieving what was left. It went against everything Lunaria stood for, but he issued the order. “Burn it.”
The sky darkened further, smoke billowing toward the heavens as fire erased what the Djinni had left behind. Uriel stood at the edge of it all, wings folding tight against his back, the weight of command heavier than ever.






  
  Chapter 3

[image: ]

Sestra pushed aside the curtain of white leaves, finally emerging from her hiding spot.She ran her hand over the rough bark, fingers tracing the deep grooves like old friends, silently thanking the tree for its cover. The air tasted faintly metallic from the crash beyond the dome. 
She crept forward, gaze darting across every shadow, every patch of silver grass, acutely aware of her surroundings. She was alone, but solitude had taught her to be vigilant, not careless.
As she neared the barrier, the world shifted. The air shimmered like heat over stone, though no warmth existed here. The aether veil was nearly invisible, but Sestra knew every ripple, every pulse of that wall. Felt it, like a part of her.
Beyond it, fierce-looking angels swarmed around the wreckage, their movements sharp with purpose. Pieces of the crashed engine lay scattered like broken bones. The snow outside the dome had been ripped open where it had plummeted from the sky.
Sestra’s toes curled into the cool, lifeless grass, her feet bare as always. On the outside, against the endless white, stood a male unlike any she had ever seen.
Tall and broad, silver threading through wings of violet fire that stood out against the snow, shifting between dusk and lavender with every movement. Not a single feather out of place, despite the howling wind clawing at him. 
His face—pale, sharp, severe—looked like it had been carved from marble, if not for the flicker of life in his amethyst eyes, storm-silver lines threading through them like distant lightning. Sestra’s breath caught.
She had no way of capturing that colour in her sketchbook. No purple. Only the dark smear of blazebark, stolen from the tower’s hearth in the rare moments the Archangel wasn’t watching. 
Her sketchbook—precious beyond words—had been taken from the tower’s library in the same way. She’d opened it, hunting for knowledge, for secrets, for salvation. Instead, she’d found only empty pages. Now, it held her drawings, her quiet rebellion written in lines and shadows.
Her fingers itched to draw him.
His clothing was unlike what the Archangel wore—layers of dark leather, stained at the knees from the snow. A thin white shirt clung to his chest, the wind tugging it aside to reveal gleaming silver beneath. Armour. A warrior. A protector. 
At his hip, a smooth, metallic tube seemed out of place between knife and sword—too delicate to be a weapon, with a kind of quiet purpose. Sestra didn’t know what it was, but Ananta would.
Ananta was wise beyond her years. She always knew. Pregnant, she no longer left the housings. 
Draconians didn’t wear time like humans did—her pregnancy stretched across four Lunarian years instead of two, sometimes longer if stress delayed the birth, but Ananta was now nearing the end of her term. Sestra knew she’d be eager for any scrap of news—anything to make the walls feel
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