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The Wingbeat Beneath the Cathedral


The cold here was alive, as alive as the streets were empty. 
It seeped into everything, through grand avenues and narrow alleyways beneath archways and wrought-iron gates. It was not the cold of a winter’s blizzard, nor the damp of a foggy night. It was deeper, more insidious: the chill of Gehennis’ heart. Even in the canals beneath the city, where the pulse of some great, unseen heart beat steadily—a distant thrum beneath the cobblestone—it crept and infected.
Not a soul in sight.
Above the city's cold stone, the sky loomed a murky blue-grey. Its thick clouds churned, heavy and swirling, as though bound by the ribs of something greater. Their movement was slow yet purposeful, as if they had always been there and always would be.
No sun marked the hours, and no moon signaled the night. Only the light cast by the veins of the city’s lifeblood ran along its many corridors.
Something shifted.
Perched atop the slate roofs and ornate finials of steel spires, birds gathered in dozens.
Crested caracaras, sleek and white-necked, huddled close to gargoyle statues, their feathers fluffed against the chill. Small black feathered coletos nestled within carved alcoves, the bare red skin on their heads stark against the cold grey stone. An eagle, its brown feathers streaked with gold, swooped down to land on the ledge of a watchtower. They did not move much. They only watched and listened to the heartbeat that pulsed through the city's veins.
Atop the spiraling tower of an observatory dome, the eyes of a great horned owl blinked slowly, staring steadily into the city. The owl then took off into flight, dipping past the windows of the grand Athenaeum.
The hollows of the recessed sections along the library hid yet more veins of soul-mana creeping up its brick walls. The cold and empty streets were lined with endless rows of tall iron lamps, left unlit, stretching until the roads could do nothing but end. 
And at the heart of it all, the Aortic Cathedral stood.
The arteries that held cleansed, refined soul-mana flowing down the cathedral walls lit the flying owl’s dark grey feathers as it flew. The cathedral's towering spires, its facade of stone and steel carved with unearthly craftsmanship, reached toward the darkened sky as if to break it.
The flying buttresses, through which the owl now dips and ascends, stretched outward like the ribs of some monumental stone beast, the arches swept high above the entrance, framing the massive wooden doors. The cold blue veins of uncleansed soul-mana led up to the apex, where a thrumming sphere of energy pulsed steadily with the slow, reverberating heartbeat of the city.
The owl angled its flight into the open, spherical window below.
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Inside, the cathedral was vast, with its towering, arched columns lining the walls, illuminated by floating magical artifacts, spheres of swirling metal, and cold, blue magic. The vaulted ceilings stretched so high that paintings of holy figures trapped in a place of sin were shrouded in darkness and dust. The broad nave’s walls bore murals and reliefs, though these told not of salvation, but of divine retribution and inevitable descent.
The owl dove past the clerestory windows, past the murals and the old stone, weaving through the sectioned piers before disappearing into the apse. Beyond it, the great meeting hall lay. A polished, rustic-brown table filled the length of the room, and the demons gathered.
A pair of sharp eyes followed the owl’s flight from the table.
The room settled into an awkward silence, cautious glances exchanged between its members. At the head of the table sat an ornate, gilded throne, and a single, lazing figure lay upon it. It was almost a mockery—built for a ruler, yet none among them ruled.
A harsh voice cut through the silence. The growl of a wolf followed.
“We all know what happened last time.” Andras, a hulking feathered demon with the head of a sharp-eared owl, narrowed his eyes as he stood from his seat. Behind him, his companion, Velkos—a massive wolf formed entirely of shadows, taking up nearly a third of the apse—let out a low, rumbling growl in agreement. Andras barked up again, “This is another Leviathan situation. We should—”
A slow, indulgent sigh interrupted him from the throne.
“How exhausting it must be,” the voice drawled, “to live inside your mind. Who amongst us would dare attempt such a blight, knowing the consequences?” 
Paimon did not sit on the throne so much as he lounged on it. Four of his six wings, the feathers a mix of dark greys and blues, sprawled to his sides along the armrests. But he, too, has noticed the strange happenings in Gehennis; they all have. Across from him, Orobas stepped before the bristling Andras and placed a taloned hand against his chest.
“Andras, we have no reason to believe this is a deliberate attack,” he said evenly. “The patterns here are far different from the fallout of Leviathan’s fruitless coup. I believe the CORE itself is… unstable.”
“Unstable?” Thin, powerful legs kicked onto the table as Seir scoffed, a distinct frown pulling at his hooked beak. “Not once has this system faltered, but you think it will now? Where’s your evidence that it even can?”
“Perhaps if you let me speak more, I could tell you why I think—” 
Seir released a sharp, exasperated sigh, flicking a taloned hand through the air dismissively, “Oh, spare us the lecture, Orobas. No one wants to hear your riddles or the cryptic nonsense you always spout.”
Andras snorted, crossing his arms. “For once, he has a point.”
Before Orobas could respond, a slow clap broke through the tension.
At the far end of the table, Satanachia leaned back, a smug smirk tugging at his beak. “As much as I love hearing you lot bicker,” he mused, “do shut up.” He let the words hang briefly before resting his elbow on the armrest of his chair, talons idly tapping against his temple. “Because my dear Aamon shared some very… interesting news with me earlier.”
A beat of silence.
Across the table, Aamon sat perfectly still, his wide, unblinking eyes staring ahead. They were unseeing, as if watching something else entirely.
The pause stretched.
Satanachia’s brow twitched.
“Well—”
“I can’t see the future anymore.”
Aamon’s voice drifted into the air, light and distant as if he were speaking to no one in particular. His expression didn’t change; his gaze remained fixed on something only he could see. Then, as if remembering the need to clarify:
“Not through the Providence Eye, anyway.”
Orobas shifted on his feet and glanced passively at a shocked Seir. “If you had let me continue, I would’ve said the same.” He ignored Seir’s pointed glare.
Nearby, a demon who had been too lazy to speak up before, finally propped his head on his hand and mumbled, “Yeah, mine too. It stopped glowing after a while.” He yawned, absentmindedly picking at his beard of black feathers. “Meant to mention it at some point, I think…”
A hush fell over the table. 
The Providence Eyes, ancient artifacts that allowed a select few among them to see and speak of the past, present, and near future, were one of the last graces left to them by the one who had cast them into this damned place. But now, for whatever reason, they were blind.
High above, perched on an arching beam, the owl ruffled its feathers. Its wide, sharp eyes narrowed, watching and judging.
Below, another pair of sharp eyes did the same.
“And why didn’t you?” The words cut through the silence. “Or you, for that matter, Orobas?”
Barbatos stiffened, his fingers stilling against his feathers. Below him, Orobas let out a humorless chuckle before strolling over to Aamon, still blank-faced and unmoving. Casually, he rested an elbow on Aamon’s head, ignoring the cold blue flames flickering from the skull on the other’s crown.
"Forgive me," he said at last, voice smooth and deliberate, "for not throwing myself into hysterics."
His head tilted slightly, feathers shifting as his talons lazily tapped against the bone of Aamon’s skull. "Since Aamon is naturally attuned to the abilities of the Providence Eyes, I saw no reason for concern."
A beat. Then, an idle shrug.
"And frankly, Stolas," he continued, "I am not in the habit of announcing every minor inconvenience in my life. If I did, you would all be subjected to the riveting tale of how my summoner spilled his cup of moonshine on my hoof this morning."
His sharp gaze flickered back to Stolas, unreadable but not unbothered. "But considering the circumstances… it does add to the strangeness of it all."
He straightened, brushing nonexistent dust from his coat as he removed his arm from Aamon’s head.“If you’d like me to make an official statement, fine.” A casual shrug, dry amusement bleeding into his voice. “Something is clearly wrong.”
He flicked his sharp gaze back to Stolas, voice still even but tinged with something almost mocking.
"And now that we’ve established that, my dear scholar, what do you propose we do about it?"
Stolas’ glare darkened, feathers puffing ever so slightly in restrained irritation. He knew full well that the other prince was right, that one set of artifacts malfunctioning was no cause for immediate concern. And yet, it wasn’t just them raising questions. 
Paimon tapped his talons against the gilded armrest of the throne, taking this opportunity to speak.
“Yes, yes, losing sight of your precious Providence Eyes is very concerning. But we seem to be overlooking something more tangible.” He paused, rising slightly in his seat, two of his wings shifting neatly against his back as he leaned further into the armrest. “One of the Lesser Demons stopped moving.”
…
What?
Seir, who had been sitting grumpily with his arms crossed, suddenly stiffened. His eyes snapped wide open, talons gripping the table's edge before pushing off of it. His wings flared back, knocking over his chair.
“You’re lying." He leaned forward, the golden trim of his coat catching the dim light as his fingers curled against the table’s obsidian surface. "Those things don’t ever stop."
Then, from the throne, a slow, deliberate sigh.
“So rude,” Paimon muttered, lazily stretching one of his wings before tucking it back in place. “I wasn’t done.”
He flicked an invisible speck of dust from his sleeve, his voice dripping with amusement. “If you’re so doubtful, go ask Zagan yourself. He was with me in the Gluttony layer when it happened.” A smirk. “Or would you like to accuse two kings of lying?”
Seir’s beak clicked shut.
Satisfied, Paimon turned a ring over on his finger, watching the gemstone catch the light. “Though, that’s not the only strange occurrence I’ve witnessed alongside a fellow king of mine.”
“Yes.” A quieter voice spoke next.
Balam leaned forward slightly, resting his arms on the table. His three heads turned in unison from Paimon to the rest, yet only the beak of the head of the bronze-crested bird opened to speak.
“I was walking down a straight path,” he said carefully, “and ended up somewhere else entirely.”
A flicker of interest crossed Stolas’ face, his sharp eyes narrowing.
“I was there,” Paimon added smoothly, still turning the ring between his fingers. “He isn’t exaggerating. We left the Athenaeum together, and when I turned back, he wasn’t where he should have been.”
"That’s impossible."
Seir’s voice cut sharply, his earlier hesitation vanishing beneath outright denial. His talons curled against the obsidian table, his narrowed eyes darting between the gathered demons.
"Then explain it."
The words slithered from the shadows of the apse, quiet and venomous. Agaliarept stepped forward, emerging from where he had lingered unseen. His cloak concealed everything but his piercing eyes, which dragged across the floor. His gaze flickered over the table, every uncertain face, and every minute movement.
"Something, or someone, is deliberately unraveling the order here."
A wave of unease swept through the room. Voices started to mingle, and Leviathan’s name surfaced again, hushed but unavoidable. Some murmured about seeking him out. Leviathan had been sealed away, but if anyone understood the CORE’s structure, it would be him. A handful of voices entertained the idea.
Others scoffed at the notion. Andras outright sneered, feathers bristling. "So we wake up a failure and ask him for advice? Brilliant."
Seir clicked his tongue, folding his arms. "If Leviathan knew how to stop this, he wouldn’t be rotting in the abyss, would he?"
Paimon, still draped across his throne, smirked at the idea, a taloned finger scratching idly at the feathers under his beak. "Oh, but the drama of it all. Dragging a dethroned king back to solve his mess? How poetic."
"Or foolish," Satanachia interjected smoothly, also equally amused. "If he’s even sane enough to be useful anymore."
It was a dead-end conversation. Some entertained it. Most dismissed it.
"If another of the Sins is behind this," a voice started cautiously, "if maybe Satan himself—"
The reaction was instant.
"Don’t be ridiculous!" Andras whirled toward the speaker, feathers bristling. His wolf, Velkos, let out a low, warning growl. "Satan has no reason to stir Gehennis into chaos."
"Of course not," Agaliarept’s voice remained even, but his sharp red eyes glinted. "But that does not mean another does not."
Seir scoffed, wings ruffling in agitation. "If one of the Seven Sovereigns were behind this, we’d already be at war. Again.”
"You think we’d know?" Marchosias, lounging lazily against his chair, finally lifted his head. His wolfish grin widened on his toothed beak, the serrated edges catching the dim light. "Power shifts hands all the time, Seir. Do you think someone would ask before taking it?" His voice had an edge to it. The frustration was getting to all of them.
Seir snapped toward him. "And who would take it? Leviathan is disgraced, and Beelzebub and Belphegor couldn’t care less for governance! The only ones left would be—"
The words barely left his mouth before the room exploded into shouting.
Andras and Seir were already at each other’s throats, their snarled arguments spilling over, dragging others into the fray. Barbatos snapped something sharp, only for Foras to draw his sword in a slow, deliberate challenge, the glint of steel catching the flickering Cathedral light.
Nearby, the hulking, hunched Glasya-Labolas muttered an offhand remark that sent Morax bristling, his bill opening in a sharp, offended snarl.
A massive armored figure, Sabnock, shifted from his seat, plated armor scraping as he stood. "Infighting will solve nothing. If this is sabotage, we should seek the culprit, not throw accusations like dogs snapping at scraps."
"You’d like that, wouldn’t you?" a silken voice hummed. Across the table, Zepar leaned back in his chair, the red of his torn cape draped over the back. "Blame an unknown enemy, wage another war? That is what you do, isn’t it?"
Sabnock turned sharply, golden eyes burning beneath his helm, but before he could respond, Balam’s voice suddenly cut through the shouting.
"If I may speak—"
No one listened.
Voices overlapped, accusations flung in every direction.
Orobas, having watched the chaos with a patience born of far too long a practice, let out a measured sigh. He trotted through the tension-thick room with unhurried steps and stopped beside Stolas. His voice dropped, just for him.
"We need to figure out what the hell is going on."
Stolas’ sharp gaze flicked to him. He held it for a beat before exhaling, quiet, slow.
"I know."
The arguments hadn’t yet died, their voices drowning out their words. Then—
"Enough."
The voice didn’t shout. It didn’t need to. Paimon did not rise from the throne; he barely even looked up, but the weight of his harrowing disdain settled over the room.
The yelling died down.
Paimon’s gaze swept languidly across the table, his talons drumming against the armrest of his throne. The amusement in his expression had not faded entirely, but beneath it now was something else. Interest, perhaps? Consideration? 
He shifted, feathers settling as he spoke. “There is wisdom in seeking a culprit,” he mused, as though this were some casual philosophical debate and not the unraveling of their very reality. “Though, of course, my word is hardly law.” A smirk. “Not yet, at least.”
A few demons scoffed. Still, none interrupted.
His blackened eyes drifted to Balam, “You agree, don’t you?”
Balam tilted his head slightly. His three sets of eyes flickered to the others in the room before settling on Paimon. “It… would be foolish not to consider it,” he admitted, voice even, cautious. “But we have no proof. Only speculation.”
“A problem, certainly,” Paimon hummed, still toying with the thought. “Perhaps we should begin by asking—”
“Where has Raum been in all of this?”
The words came from somewhere in the middle of the table. Tossed into the lion’s den without weight or consequence. At first. But with the light now pointed on it, attention turned sharply.
A pause. A few exchanged glances. Then, a short, dismissive laugh.
“That crow?” Agaliarept scoffed. “I haven’t seen him in decades.”
“He’s been secluding himself,” another muttered. “That isn’t new.”
“No, but it is convenient,” Satanachia noted as he leaned back, arms crossing over his chest. “A recluse in times of chaos is either a coward or a conspirator. And, well,” He chuckled, uncrossing his arms just enough to rest an elbow on Aamon’s shoulder. “When it comes to that one, none of us knows him too well. Not recently, anyway.”
That earned a few nods. More than a few looks turned toward Stolas.
“You know him better than any of us,” Seir said, his eyes narrowing. “What’s he been up to?”
Stolas’ feathers bristled, though only slightly. He met Seir’s gaze without faltering. “Secluded,” he answered, tone smooth, unwavering. “As he has always been. Raum is eccentric, not treacherous.”
“Eccentric is a very kind word,” Seir muttered.
Paimon, lounging as always, stretched one wing lazily. “Regardless, Stolas, it would soothe many a restless mind if you checked in on him.” It was not quite an order, but it was far from a request.
Stolas exhaled slowly and inclined his head. “I will see to it.”
Silence stretched between them, filled only by the distant hum of the Cathedral’s veins.
“What is he even doing these days?”
* * *

Candlelight flickered against towering bookshelves, labyrinthine aisles stretching into endless corridors of parchment and dust. The air of the Arterial Athenaeum was thick with the scent of ink and old paper. It was quiet and undisturbed, untouched by the tensions beyond its walls.
Nestled deep within, beneath a pile of blankets and books, Raum lay curled in his usual spot. His tail flicked lazily, the only movement as his sharp, clawed fingers traced the faded ink of a hardcover book. Half-lidded in deep concentration, his gold eyes scanned the pages, unblinking and utterly absorbed.
Whatever tensions filled the city beyond these walls, the paranoia that crept through his fellow demons' minds did not exist here.
Not in his sanctuary.
Not in his library.
Not in his stories.
And so, blissfully unaware of the chaos unfolding in the Cathedral, Raum turned the page.
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A Library of Feathers and Fiction


"Say it," Samantha whispered. "Tell me I’m yours, and I’ll go anywhere with you." 
The ballroom floor glittered as though the stars had fallen from the sky. Chandeliers cast a golden light over silks and velvets, music threading between the dancers. Bright laughter filled the air, but she only heard one voice. His.
Mason stood before her, his eyes burning with an intensity that made her breath catch. His gloved hand rested on her cheek.
"You are more than just mine," he murmured, "You are my ruin. My salvation. The very breath in my lungs." 
Her fiancé stood only feet away, blissfully unaware that his bride-to-be was being undone by another man’s words.
"Then take me," she breathed. “Away from this place.” Her fiancé did not hold her heart as Mason did.
A hand slipped into hers, fingers twining. "Tonight," Mason whispered, voice thick with barely restrained desperation. His eyes flicked around them before locking onto hers once more. “We run.”
She let him lead her through the ballroom, past jeweled masks, past eyes that, mercifully, never saw them. His grip on her hand was firm as he pulled her toward the garden doors.
Cool air kissed her skin, thick with the scent of court flowers. Beneath the moonlight, the garden lay dark and ominous, the winding paths empty save for the two of them.
"Are you afraid?" he asked, his voice quieter now.
"No." And she wasn’t.
Mason cupped her cheek, gloved fingers brushing her skin. “Say it again.”
She closed her eyes and breathed in the night. "Take me away from here."
His breath hitched, and then he moved.
His lips crashed against hers, and she met him with all the fire she had been forced to keep locked away. His arms wrapped around her, and the world fell away. Her fiancé, nobility, and the expectations that had weighed on her shoulders for so long, all gone.
Mason pulled away first, panting, his forehead resting against hers. "There is a carriage waiting at the south gate. If we go now—"
Footsteps.
She gasped as he pulled her sharply against him, turning them both into the shadow of a marble column just as a pair of nobles strolled past, their conversation oblivious.
Her heart pounded. Mason’s breath was warm against her skin.
"Come with me," he pleaded, fingers tightening at her waist.
She nodded.
The world began to move again, the spell of hesitation breaking. Mason took her hand, and together, they ran toward the carriage waiting for them, toward freedom.
* * *

For a moment, Raum ran with them.
The world outside the book did not exist. Not the cold air of the Athenaeum, not the dim flicker of candlelight, not the weight of silence pressing against his ribs.
There was only this, this feeling, this fleeting warmth, this certainty that someone was waiting for him just beyond the page.
But then, the words stopped. The warmth vanished. Like always, the silence returned.
Raum’s talons tightened against the edges of the page. His breath sat still in his throat as he gulped.
It was a stupid book.
He told himself that he had said to himself that every time, thousands of times. And yet… His tail flicked. Once. Twice. The curved purple spike at its end rested against a neatly stacked pile of his favorites.
He turned the page.
Even here, in this quiet, lonely place, he was full.
Not full from the food offered to him in summonings that he no longer accepted, nor from the warmth from the fire cast by soul-mana.
Instead, it was from immersion, from existing within something that was not his own life.
Here, he was not Raum. Not the reclusive crow demon locked away from his peers, watched only by his crows and his self-inflicted seclusion.
Here, he was someone else. Something else.
The book was heavy in his lap, its candlelit pages casting golden light along his hands. It was nothing special, not in the grand scheme of things. It was a romance, one of hundreds. Its spine was softened and creased from repeated readings, and its story was predictable and silly.
But he could not stop reading.
Because for those moments, as his sharp, half-lidded eyes traced the curve of every letter, he was not alone.
He shifted slightly in his nest of discarded pillows and blankets. His black feathers were faintly dusted with parchment flakes, and he shivered at the edges as he leaned into the story's warmth.
Above him, perched along the highest bookshelves, his dozens of crow familiars watched. They always watched.
Raum, however, paid them no mind.
He turned another page, drinking in the words like breath. Here, he was the hand clasping another in the dark, running toward something uncertain but free.
And yet… He doesn’t remember when it started.
When did it start? It started hundreds of years ago, he thinks. Maybe it was funny at first. Perhaps it was ironic. A demon hoarding human love stories.
But it wasn’t. Not anymore. Now, he can’t even remember when he didn’t do this. He used to be summoned once. He spoke to mortals and his fellow demons. But it got tiring. That was all a long time ago.
And now?
Now he has this. He has his books—scripted worlds where love is inevitable.
Where someone always comes back for you.
The book’s candlelit pages bathed him in warmth, but the warmth never lingered. The moment the words ended, the silence returned.
But that was why he read them again. And again. And again.
Above him, perched along the highest bookshelves, his crows watched. They always did, feathers rustling in quiet observation. Sometimes, they cawed, startling him out of his thoughts.
Raum, however, paid them no mind. Instead, he turned back a page. Just one more time wouldn’t hurt.
The kiss scene was good. Too good. He wanted to linger in it a little longer, feel it a little longer. He had read scenes like it before, of course, more times than he could count. But there was something about moments like that, stolen breaths between lovers, that he wanted to sink into. Just once more.
His taloned finger lifted, ready to turn the page again—
Then, a feather landed on it.
Raum sighed through his nose. Lifting his hand, he flicked it away.
A second feather followed. Then a third. A fourth one fluttered down, drifting lazily through the candlelight before landing directly on his nose.
His eye twitched. Raum snapped his book shut.
His crows were restless above him, perched precariously on the highest bookshelves. They ruffled their feathers, shifting and muttering in uneasy clicks and caws. One of them—a particularly large crow, his longest-serving companion—tilted its head and let out a sharp, deliberate caw.
Raum didn’t even look up. He knew that call. It was the "Raum, something weird is happening" call, and he really did not care right now.
Not now. Not when Samantha’s troubled life had just been freed from all her worries by a single kiss, when—
Another feather. This one landed right in his lap.
Raum glared.
"Whatever it is," he drawled, "it can wait."
It could not, apparently.
The crows knew this. Raum did not.
From their perch, they watched their master flick another feather off his lap and sink further into his book, wholly uninterested in the warnings they had been trying to send him for the last half hour. They had tried everything. The feathers had done nothing. The calls had been ignored. Even their most dramatic wing-fluffing display had only earned them a halfhearted glance.
The largest of them clicked his beak in irritation.
Fine.
They would have to take drastic measures. 
The murder of crows reached a silent, mutual agreement. A few spread their wings, already preparing to take flight.
With a burst of movement and caws, they took to the air.
A flurry of wings filled the air, feathers stirring dust long settled on the highest shelves. A gust swept through Raum’s private alcove, scattering loose parchment and shifting stacks of precariously balanced books.
Raum glanced up, tail flicking in annoyance at the mess they were making, then promptly returned to his book.
Above him, the crows spiraled upward, cutting through the domed ceiling where murals of damned scholars and unknown constellations gathered dust. Then, they split, some diving into sectioned-off halls, others gliding through wide archways toward the main chamber.
Towering bookshelves of dark-stained wood reached for vaulted ceilings, their spines worn with age and titles faded beyond recognition. Iron spiral staircases wound through the levels, connecting balconies that overlooked the Athenaeum’s many corridors. Some led to the second or third floors, lined with nothing but countless more bookshelves, while others simply ended in dead ends.
Dim chandeliers hung overhead, their candlelight a rare warmth in Gehennis. No natural light touched this place, only the glow of enchanted books pulsing faintly from forgotten shelves and the slow, rhythmic throb of soul-mana veins etched into the stone floors.
Past grand reading alcoves, where books sat tucked away in half-read stacks, their pages curling at the edges, the crows flew through narrow passageways. Some shelves stood neatly arranged; others lay in chaotic disarray, a mess of tomes and parchments. Some books bore the faint etchings of talons along their worn covers. Others were missing entire sections, their torn-out passages claimed, hoarded, or stolen long ago.
Their master, nestled in his sanctuary, refused to listen.
So they would handle it themselves.
They reached the main hall, the vast, domed center of the Athenaeum.
Beneath them, polished stone stretched outward, its surface etched with faintly glowing veins of soul-mana threading through intricate circular patterns in the tiles. At the center stood a faded iron statue of a six-winged peacock, poised elegantly, its tail feathers unfurled.
Their path led toward the rarely used side exit, which was concealed by more towering bookshelves and half-hidden archways. As they neared, the air grew colder, and the warmth of candlelight faded.
Past the great oak doors, a sealed courtyard awaited.
With a final cry, the crows burst into the cold night, cutting through the air in a sweeping mass of dark feathers. The library’s eerie glow cast fleeting highlights of silver and ink.
They descended upon the garden—if one could even call it that anymore.
The trees stood dead and lifeless, their twisted branches clawing at the void above. Cracked stone paths were tangled with the remains of long-withered vines. Statues of forgotten scholars lined the space, their inscriptions eroded by the passage of years.
And beneath the shadow of the Athenaeum, the snow that coated much of Gehennis’ ground lay undisturbed.
Almost undisturbed.
The crows slowed, their formation breaking apart as their keen eyes picked out the shapes in the snow. Two figures, unmoving, half-buried in the pale frost.
The eldest crow landed first, a massive thing with a scar along his beak. His talons pressed into the ice-crusted ground, head cocking as he studied them. His brethren followed, their dark wings rustling in unease.
A beat of silence. Then, the murder rippled with sounds: clicking beaks, shuffling clawed feet, feathers ruffling in wary agitation. The crows had seen many things in their long existence, but foreign bodies lying still in the courtyard were unusual.
The scarred crow took a step closer. He let out a sharp, clipped caw; a question. No answer.
Another crow, smaller and missing a few tail feathers, hopped beside him. She prodded the nearest figure, a human, with a careful beak. He didn’t budge.
The wind howled through the empty branches, but the human and angel, her cracked halo glowing faintly, remained silent, their slow breaths barely visible against the cold.
The crows exchanged looks.
Well, if their master wouldn’t pay attention, they would simply have to make him!
A shift passed through the flock, an unspoken, absolute understanding. The scarred crow clicked his beak once and flared his wings, a signal. The others moved in tandem.
Two latched onto the young man’s jacket, their claws digging into the thick fabric, while another three gripped at the angel’s sleeves and dress. She was heavier than she looked, wings be damned, but the crows of the Athenaeum were nothing if not determined.
It wasn’t graceful, and it sure wasn’t pretty, but with great effort, they lifted them.
Wings beat furiously, feathers whipping through the air as they hoisted their unconscious cargo. The weight dragged at them, bodies swaying slightly as they lifted.
It was a half-hover, half-drag, their combined strength barely enough to keep them aloft.
Through the garden’s latticework, they flew past the statues frozen in silent vigil, past the dead vines clinging to stone, and back toward the looming presence of the Athenaeum.
Great oak doors, left ajar by their initial flight, lay ahead. The crows surged forward, their wings straining against the weight and their bodies forming a dark current that funneled back into the library’s depths.
The warm glow of candlelight barely touched the edges of the unconscious figures as they were dragged through the maze of bookshelves.
Below the murder, the soul-mana veins pulsed, their faint glow stretching across the polished stone like a heartbeat guiding them forward. They knew exactly where to go.
Raum’s nook.
* * *

Raum turned a page, and his focus narrowed on the ink of the words before him. The candlelight flickered softly, and the scent of old parchment was thick in the air. The heroine, dearest Samantha, had just begun to realize something important when his vision caught a flash of white.
A feather.
It was not black, sleek, or dark like the ones he was used to. Its pure white was stark against the dim glow of the library, and a few more drifted down like snow.
Raum furrowed his brow, pulling his knees closer to his chest as he leaned against the bookshelf. The book he had been reading now rested atop them.
He turned the feather over in his talons, examining it closely. He tilted his head, the gears in his head turning.
And then he heard it.
Two heavy thuds.
Right in front of him.
He lowered his book just enough to see, and for the first time in centuries, genuine, full-bodied shock slammed into him like a physical blow. An audible gasp ripped out of him.
Two bodies. Sprawled across the cold marble floor, breath visible in the frigid air. One of them was a human male. He was breathing, unconscious and disheveled, yes, but definitely alive.
The other was an angel.
Raum’s chest tightened. His fingers twitched against the book’s cover. His foot shifted instinctively, lifting in surprise, and he felt something soft and unfamiliar brush against his leg.
A wing. The angel’s wing.
Pale feathers dusted in snow, their delicate forms ruffled and slightly bent. Raum’s breath stilled. His mind tripped over itself, scrambling, grasping for logic.
Feathers?
No. No, no, no. That wasn’t right.
Angels didn’t have feathers. That was a demon thing!
They were made of harder things: chitin and gold, limbs that bent in too many directions, wings that shimmered with translucent membranes. Not this.
But she wasn’t a demon. That much was obvious. None of his kind had halos, even if hers was breaking apart. Maybe she’s a new species of demon! Maybe his realm was finally getting creative enough for—
Ah! Now isn’t the time for that!
She looked like an angel out of a painting! From the history books he had stolen. From another world, another human world. One that doesn’t house the mortals of his realm. 
His pulse pounded in his ears.
Above him, his crows, those smug traitors, rustled their feathers in satisfaction. Raum snapped his wide-eyed stare upward, meeting their beady, knowing gazes.
They had the audacity to look pleased with themselves.
The silence stretched. His mouth opened. Nothing came out. Then, “What,” Raum croaked, voice hoarse and strangled, “the actual, god-damned, living Gehennis is this?”
No answer. Certainly not from the two in front of him anyway.
Only his crows responded, their soft clicks and rustles mocking him.
Raum finally caught himself.
His foot was still pressed against the angel’s wing—soft, ruffled, entirely wrong.
Shit.
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He yanked it back like he’d been burned. The sudden motion sent a few book stacks crashing down, novels tumbling in an avalanche of parchment and frayed spines. A few pages fluttered loose, drifting like mocking echoes of his mistake.
The sound was obnoxiously loud.
Raum winced. He’ll have to clean that up later.
His gaze flicked back to the two intruders.
Now that he’d finally snapped out of his stupor, Raum let his eyes actually take them in. He placed his book aside and shifted onto his hands and knees.
Then he crawled forward.
His talons clicked softly against the marble as he crept closer, cautious but intrigued. His crows, perched above, tilted their heads in unison, a few hopping down alongside him.
First, the human. He was tall. Broad-shouldered but lean. His clothes were… unfamiliar, certainly not like the humans of his mortal realm.
A dark gray and red jersey hung loosely over a dull blue turtleneck, its fabric slightly wrinkled from wear.
Raum squinted at them. Was it a uniform? For what? He hadn’t a clue.
Faint scars marked his face, one faintly cutting through his lip and two more along his chin. They were barely noticeable under the soft glow of candlelight.
But what caught Raum’s attention next were the earrings. Small yet unmistakably black feathers attached to little pieces of metal.
Raum’s head tilted. Feathered jewelry? A strange ornament for a man.
Curious. 
His gaze flicked to the other one.
The weird-looking angel.
Short and delicate in form, but not fragile. Even in unconsciousness, there was something unnerving about her.
Barefoot. Her long and flowing dress, once white but now dirtied with time, was tied loosely at the waist with a simple sash.
The back of the dress was open and revealing where her wings sprouted from her shoulder blades.
Raum couldn’t get over how odd this was.
Her hair was a deep, rust-colored mess. Untidy waves tumbled down her back and in front of her face in uneven layers. Raum tried leaning closer to look, but he couldn't get a better look without touching her. And he wasn’t sure if that was a good idea.
What if something weird happens?
Above him, his longest-serving companion, the scarred crow, cawed deep and low. Mocking him.
The little bastard.
The angel’s crackling halo still held its form, but barely. Light flickered weakly between its fractures, struggling to stay whole.
Raum exhaled sharply. What exactly was he supposed to do with this?
He could leave them here. Ignore them. Pretend they were figments of a particularly bizarre dream. Maybe they’d wake up, realize they were in the wrong place, and leave.
Or, option two: he could actually do something useful.
…He was really leaning toward option one.
His crows, still perched or flying above, clicked their beaks, their amusement evident.
Raum’s tail flicked sharply. He scowled up at them, his expression twisting into a wry, nervous grin. “Oh, you’re pleased with yourselves, aren’t you?”
A particularly smug-looking crow tilted its head, utterly unrepentant. It cawed in response.
Raum could’ve sworn his eye twitched at that. "Do you even have any idea what you’ve just done? You’re lucky I don’t strangle you where you stand.” Raum glared at the smug crow, its beady eyes gleaming with absolute impudence.
A beat of silence.
"Fine. Keep your secrets." He waved a hand dismissively, huffing. "But if they explode, I'm blaming you."
The crow clicked its beak in response, sounding far too self-satisfied for a creature that didn't actually speak.
Raum sighed, dragging a hand down his face. He just wanted to finish his book. With a weary exhale, he turned back to the unconscious intruders.
And then he heard it. A sharp inhale; Raum froze.
Her wings twitched, brushing against his leg again. Raum’s breath hitched. He yanked his foot back on instinct, nearly knocking over another stack of books.
The human moved, too, with a low, pained groan. Fingers curled slightly against the stone floor. Raum dragged in a slow breath.
Oh no.
His crows went silent around him.
Then—
The angel’s eyes snapped open.
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The Halo and the Heretic


Aura wakes up to a pounding headache and a very loud argument. 
The world is blurry and dim. He groans, shifting slightly. Damien must be gaming early today… Then reality sets in, and he immediately registers three things:
One: The ground beneath him is freezing. Two: Someone is yelling. Three: Arched ceilings?
Two out of three things are definitely wrong.
This is definitely not his dorm.
His vision clears just enough to make out a strange, black-cloaked figure pacing wildly between towering bookshelves, gesturing aggressively at an absolutely absurd number of crows.
Aura blinks.
The stranger jabs a clawed finger toward them.
“—I don’t care what you thought. You cannot just steal living people!”
The crows, incredibly, seem unimpressed. One fluffs its feathers in blatant disregard and caws at him.
The stranger—was that a tail?—lets out an agonized groan, dragging his hands down his face like a man on the verge of complete collapse.
Aura watches in mild, groggy confusion. This is one weird dream.
He decides he should probably not be here for this conversation, so he tries to sit up. The movement does not go unnoticed. The stranger freezes mid-step, mid-breath, and for a moment, the entire library holds its breath.
Then, with all the grace of someone caught mid-crime, the stranger’s eyes snap toward him.
His eyes are wide. Very wide. They’re bright red.
“…Hi?”
The stranger makes a noise.
It’s not quite a scream. It’s more of a strangled, wheezing gasp, like someone who’s just been handed a live grenade and knows he can’t throw it away.
His feathers bristle. His hands twitch.
Then, in an act of panicked denial, he yanks his pelerine up, drags his sleeve over his face, and turns his back to Aura entirely.
Like a child attempting to hide in plain sight.
Aura was stunned.
“…What?”
Then, beside him, the angel, who was previously on top of him, groans.
She moved like her limbs were new, like every motion had to be calculated before it happened. She stiffly tested each joint. Her hands pressed against the marble floor, pale fingers curling inward one at a time as she pushed herself upright with the careful precision of someone made of glass bones.
There was something deeply uncomfortable about it. Not because it looked painful—though it did—but because it looked wrong, like someone trying on a body for the first time and finding the fit too tight in the shoulders.
Then her head turned. Her eyes locked on Aura.
Not confused. Not afraid.
Suspicious. Accusing.
Aura shrank under the look. What… what did he do?
But then her eyes dropped, and she started inspecting herself with the quiet intensity of someone who hadn’t expected to exist. She lifted one arm, flexed her fingers slowly, once… then again. The white sleeves slipped back as she moved, revealing porcelain skin. If she were made of marble, Aura wouldn’t be surprised.
She touched her legs next. Her knees bent awkwardly, like the mechanics were still unfamiliar. Then she turned, her shoulders twisting at an odd angle as her wings fluttered behind her, startled just once.
The feathers puffed slightly. The dress tugged oddly at her frame as she shifted.
Then, very softly—like she was still testing how words worked—she murmured,
“…I’ve never had a body before.”
Aura blinked. “Wait, what? Like… you were a ghost? Or—?”
“Not really.” Her gaze stayed somewhere distant. “More of a concept. Now I’m all…” She pinched the skin beneath her sleeve. “...squishy.”
Aura just… stared.
“Oh. Okay. That’s… yeah. That’s fine.”
It was not fine.
He had no idea what any of that meant.
Meanwhile, Raum himself was in his own bout of panic.
Not in the loud, theatrical sense. No, this was a quiet, frenzied disaster, unfolding with the desperation of someone trying to clean up a crime scene seconds before the authorities kicked down the door.
He lunged for a stack of books, caught three, dropped two more. Romance novels—too many romance novels—spilled across the floor like petals at a wedding gone horribly wrong. He hissed through his teeth and kicked a few under a low shelf, then yanked a wrinkled blanket over a teetering pile like that would make it all disappear.
His tail lashed behind him in a blur of agitation, smacking into a half-filled mug and toppling an unstable tower of paperbacks. Raum winced and crouched to clean it up, muttering rapidly under his breath, feathers puffing out in all directions.
Above him, his crows watched. They were mildly entertained, to say the least.
One particularly round crow, feathers fluffed to the size of a melon and shimmering faintly with oily green and blue, gave a long, slow blink. Then, with the confidence of a creature who had known Aura for maybe thirty seconds and already liked him better, it fluttered down and landed squarely on the human’s shoulder.
Aura, still dazed, lit up like someone had flipped a switch.
His back straightened. His expression shifted from foggy confusion to sparkling delight. “Oh my god,” he breathed, starstruck. “Are you a corvus corone? Hi, little guy.” He reached up gently, scratching beneath the beak. “Aren’t you a cutie?”
The crow preened, letting out a pleased caw.
Raum froze mid-movement.
He turned painfully slowly, as if just now remembering that other people existed. His gaze locked on Aura, then his traitorous crow, and his entire expression twisted into something deeply, existentially offended.
Raum stared at the crow on Aura’s shoulder like it had personally betrayed him.
The smug little creature clicked its beak and burrowed deeper into the curve of Aura’s neck, perfectly at ease. Completely unbothered.
Raum’s hands hovered midair. His feathers were still puffed out in defensive chaos. His mouth opened, closed, opened again. Nothing came out, just a tiny, static-laced noise of disbelief.
Aura, still petting the crow, glanced up. “Uh… you okay?”
Raum blinked. Then snapped upright like a puppet on pulled strings.
“I—yes. Perfectly. Obviously. Why wouldn’t I be?” He threw up his hands in the universal gesture of people absolutely not okay. “Strange winged girl falls out of the void. You make lifelong friends with one of my crows. Everyone’s awake, everything’s great. I’m thrilled.”
Behind him, a paperback slid from under the blanket and thudded softly onto the floor.
Azrael, who had been silent through all this, finally stirred. She sat up straighter, eyes narrowing as she took them both in. Her gaze lingered on Raum’s mess of feathers, then drifted to Aura and the crow still perched on his shoulder.
A pause.
Then, dryly: “…You’re loud.”
Raum opened his mouth to retort, something about how he wasn’t loud, he was just expressive, but thought better of it. He closed it again. Then opened it. Then—
“I’m Raum,” he blurted, as if his name could fix the atmosphere he had just personally set on fire.
Aura blinked, his attention still half-buried in the bird on his shoulder. “Oh. I’m Aura,” he said simply, reaching up to gently cradle the crow’s feet.
Azrael didn’t answer immediately. She turned and looked Raum directly in the eyes, eyeing him over. Then, without fanfare, she offered her name to the room like it was a formality she was indulging.
“Azrael.”
Raum froze.
Then blinked, slowly. Like his brain needed a moment to reboot.
“…Uhm, no,” he said at last, voice edged with confusion. “No. Azrael is… a man. Very tall. Long arms. Kind of speaks in hymns. I don’t remember him ever having wings, and definitely no feathers.”
He gestured vaguely at her. “You are… not that.”
If looks could kill, Raum would be a historic first: the only demon to successfully die of sass. Azrael stared, glared, then huffed.
“I didn’t choose this form,” she said flatly.
Then, with no further explanation or flourish, she stood, dusting herself off before walking like she owned the library.
Raum’s feathers puffed in alarm. “Wait, what—no, no, no, you can’t just—where are you going?!”
“Away.”
“You can’t leave!” he squawked, scrambling to block her path. “You don’t even know where you are!”
She raised a brow. “Then let me keep walking. I’ll find out.”
Raum sputtered.
He didn’t know what she was, but she wasn’t supposed to look like that. Angels didn’t come small, barefoot, and feathered. They came with too many wings and too many eyes, not with chapped lips, messy hair, and a cracked halo.
Aura stepped in quickly, hands half-raised. “Okay, hold on—maybe let’s not start round one of… whatever this is, because I just woke up on a freezing floor next to a glowing angel and a guy yelling at birds in what I think is a haunted library. I’m not ruling out a very immersive escape room yet.”
That earned him twin stares.
Raum was wide-eyed and flustered, like he couldn’t decide whether to defend himself or spontaneously combust. Azrael’s… was unreadable. As if she were deciding whether any of this was even worth her time..
The silence stretched just a second too long.
Raum’s feathers ruffled. He exhaled sharply, tail giving an anxious flick behind him. “You’re in Gehennis.”
Aura blinked. “Geh… what?”
Azrael didn’t even blink.
Raum’s shoulders slumped, the last of his dramatic momentum bleeding out of him.
“…Hell,” he muttered. “You’re in Hell.”
The words hit Aura like cold water down the back of his neck.
Hell.
That was what Raum had said, right? Not metaphor, not some weird dramatic flourish—just Hell. Capital-H, theological, fire-and-brimstone Hell.
Aura blinked. It didn’t compute.
It shouldn’t compute because Hell wasn’t real. Or if it was, it wasn’t supposed to be this: dark wood floors, endless rows of bookshelves filled with ancient books, a guy with feathers having a breakdown to a murder of crows, and a girl who claimed she used to be a concept.
Whatever the hell that means!
His brain scrambled, trying to catch up. His last memory was… what? Studying? He fell asleep at his desk, yeah, that’s what happened.
Now he was here.
With a very cute crow on his shoulder.
And apparently in Hell.
His pulse kicked up. His chest felt too small for how much panic suddenly needed room.
“Wait—wait,” he said, voice going higher than he liked. “What do you mean ‘Hell’?!”
And before he could stop himself, he lurched forward, grabbing Raum by the shoulders.
Raum reacted like someone had pressed a taser to his ribs.
“I—! You—! Please don’t touch me and also never stop touching me—I mean, uhm, hello?”
Aura jerked back immediately. “Oh my god, sorry! I wasn’t—! That was, I just…!”
Raum looked like he was about to faint.
Aura, still halfway through a panic spiral, scrubbed a hand over his face and took a step back, giving the poor guy some space. The crow on his shoulder shuffled with an offended caw.
Nobody spoke.
The quiet that settled over them wasn’t peaceful. Azrael crossed her arms, her wings ruffling, as she watched them both with that same cool detachment, but something in her posture had changed. Not tension, just wariness.
Aura exhaled shakily.
The word—Hell—still echoed in his skull. It had weight now. It wasn’t the absurdity or disbelief anymore. Something heavier was creeping in behind the shock. He didn’t like that feeling.
He looked at Raum, really looked at him, and said, quieter this time:
“…Why are we here?”
Raum didn’t answer right away. He glanced between the two of them—an angel with a cracked halo and a human, a living human—and for once, all the dramatics dropped from his face.
“I don’t know,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “And I’ll admit I’m a bit scared to find out myself.” He let out a humorless chuckle.
Another awkward silence.
Azrael didn’t respond. Her gaze flicked away, unreadable again. She glanced toward the edge of the alcove, curious,  clearly itching to leave.
Aura shifted his weight, the movement subtle, uncertain. He wasn’t sure if he should say something to comfort Raum or if that would only make things worse.
Raum rubbed the back of his neck, feathers bristling with residual nerves. Then he took one small step, then another, pacing a tight, anxious line that kept getting shorter with every pass.
He paced once, twice, then stopped dead in the middle of his panic, dragging a hand down his face. He muttered something under his breath, then finally turned toward the others with a grimace that barely passed for an expression.
"Okay," he said very flatly, "I can’t deal with this here. It’s too open. There are too many doors..."
Aura opened his mouth to ask what that meant, but Raum was already halfway across the room, tugging his cloak tighter around his shoulders.
"Someone could walk in," Raum added, more to himself than to anyone else.
Aura glanced at Azrael. She did not return it, already beginning to move after Raum, silent and unreadable still.
“Who’s ‘someone’?” Aura asked as he caught up, voice trailing into the empty air.
Raum didn’t answer.
Raum led them deeper into the Athenaeum. Away from the soft pools of candlelight and open archways, down into the winding, hushed belly of the place.
The bookshelves thinned into narrow halls, their niches filled with bone-colored tomes bound in cracked leather and etched in an unrecognizable language. The stone underfoot grew cold, inscribed with tangled soul-veins that glowed a pale, muted blue. They pulsed gently, like veins under skin.
Aura shivered.
The curtains had vanished, replaced by old, tattered tapestries depicting scenes neither angel nor human could place. Aura wanted to stop and look at it all, but Raum kept walking.
And honestly? He didn’t want to find out what might happen if he got lost down here. Might as well stick with the weird feathered guy.
Veins of soul-mana branched thickly through the floors and walls, glowing faintly. Some glowed red, some blue. He could hear it now—a heart beating.
Dust drifted in the lanternlight, faintly catching at the edges of his vision. The grand architecture was growing tighter, more constricting, almost maze-like.
“Does anyone else feel like we’re being watched?” Aura whispered.
Raum didn’t pause, but he glanced back at him. “You probably are.”
Aura winced. “Great. Super comforting.”
Behind them, Azrael huffed quietly, but her eyes stayed sharp and alert. She walked with a tension that hadn’t eased since they descended.
The silence stretched.
They moved deeper, boots and bare feet scuffing softly against old stone. Dust hung heavy in the still air. Aura tried not to think about how far underground they might be now, or how quiet it had gotten.
He glanced at Azrael, who stalked ahead with folded arms and narrowed eyes. He might as well make small talk; she’s in the same situation as him, right?
He cleared his throat, then tried, awkwardly, “You don’t, um… look like what I thought angels looked like.”
Azrael didn’t even glance at him. “Neither do I.”
He blinked. “Didn’t think they were real, either.”
She didn’t respond to that. Well, that’s the end of that conversation, huh?
They turned a corner, and Aura stumbled.
His breath caught, and he reached out reflexively, fingers curling against the edge of a nearby shelf. The stone felt warmer than it should have. Or maybe his skin was just too cold.
He blinked.
The hallway swam at the edges. Light stretched strangely around the lanterns, casting shadows that didn’t quite align with where they should fall. The light blue glow shimmered for a moment, then snapped back into place.
He blinked again. The moment passed. But the chill it left behind didn’t.
Ahead, Azrael slowed. She glanced over her shoulder, eyes narrowing as she caught the slight sag in Aura’s posture. She watched him for just a breath too long before turning away again.
Raum didn’t notice, still murmuring to himself and walking ahead, his crows following.
Aura let his hand slip from the shelf. His palm left a faint smear of warmth against the cool stone, like a heartbeat fading.
He swallowed a lump in his throat and started walking again.
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The Shape of Your Wings


To say Raum was unprepared for guests would be a generous understatement. 
He fluttered around his personal wing of the Athenaeum like a bird in the throes of a nervous breakdown because, really, that’s precisely what he was.
Blankets were kicked haphazardly into vaguely pillow-shaped lumps. Chipped porcelain cups were picked up, set down, picked up again, then abandoned in entirely new spots. At one point, he vanished into another room and reappeared five minutes later with a dented kettle and absolutely no explanation.
“Tea,” he declared, offering the steaming cup to Aura with the stiff posture of someone who had read about hospitality but never actually practiced it.
Aura took the cup hesitantly. Sipped. Paused. Swallowed with visible effort.
“Why does this taste like carbonated flowers and rust?”
Raum sniffed. “Because you brewed it wrong.”
“You handed it to me?”
“... And you accepted it.”
Aura didn’t answer. He just took another sip, wearing the look of a man bracing for emotional damage.
Meanwhile, Azrael sat perched on a makeshift seat: a bundled stack of books draped with a tattered blanket, her posture hunched and staring. She said nothing, but her eyes moved constantly, cataloging every detail of the room: the flickering lanterns that floated midair, an unstable stack of novels threatening to collapse in one corner. She hadn't relaxed once since waking.
Raum returned moments later, arms full of worn cloaks. He dropped them unceremoniously onto a bench between them.
“Spare things,” he muttered. “For warmth… or modesty. If you want them.”
Azrael picked one up and inspected the stitching. Her brow arched.
Raum snatched it from her hands with inhuman speed. “Absolutely not. That one’s… out of circulation.”
“It said ‘sworn to thee, even past death.’”
“I was going through a phase,” he muttered, folding it into the bottom of the pile like it might disintegrate under enough shame.
Aura watched this entire exchange with wide, fascinated eyes. His own stress still buzzed under the surface, but the sheer absurdity of the scene was making it hard to panic properly.
The space they’d been given wasn’t really a room, not in the traditional sense. It was more of a large, slightly alcoved corner surrounded by towering bookshelves on three sides and a velvet curtain on the fourth. The stone floor was uneven, patched with carpets that didn’t match, and the air smelled faintly of old parchment and something vaguely floral. The lighting came from floating lanterns and the dim pulse of the soul-mana veins that ran beneath the stone.
“I need to move,” Aura said suddenly, setting down his cursed tea. “I—sorry, I just… if I sit still any longer, I might start vibrating through the floor.”
Raum sighed, "Fine. You may explore. But if I so much as smell you near the eastern halls, I will drag you back by the ankle."
Aura grinned. He assumed that was a joke.
It was not.
Azrael didn’t comment. She was already gone.
* * *

The lower levels of the Athenaeum stretched outward like roots beneath the earth, bookshelves lining the walls even down here. Towering shelves rose like ossuaries, their dark wood swollen with age, pressing close on either side. Lanterns floated above them, pulsing with dim, blue light, and between each breath, the faint hum of soul-mana throbbed through the floor beneath Aura’s shoes.
It should have been unsettling.
Instead, it felt like a place pulled straight from the corner of his mind, the kind of place he’d imagined as a teen, equal parts storybook wonder and dark edge. A space not meant to be real.
He moved quietly, fingers brushing the edge of a shelf as he passed, eyes darting from title to title. There were no labels. No categorization. Just lots and lots of books.
“This place is insane,” Aura whispered, awe threading into his voice. “Like something out of a dream. Or a fever dream. Or both?”
Azrael followed behind, her gaze pricking at his back now and then.
Her footsteps didn’t make any sounds, but her presence still pressed at the edges of Aura’s awareness like a taut wire. She hadn’t said anything since they’d left Raum’s makeshift sitting area—just… silence.
It wasn’t protective. It wasn’t hostile, either. But it wasn’t friendly.
Aura cleared his throat. "So... have you, uh, ever been in a place like this before?"
No response.
“I mean, I guess probably not. Unless Heaven has a library? That would make sense, right? Divine knowledge and all that? I’m not too religious, so for all I know, maybe you just get born with all the answers beamed directly into your head or something.” He gave a weak laugh, more to fill the silence than anything else.
Still nothing.
He glanced back at her.
She stared forward, expression blank.
Aura turned around again, lips pressing into a thin line. Great. His go-to charm had failed him. Add “emotionally unavailable angel” to the list of people immune to his usual social magic.
They turned a corner into a broader chamber—a vaulted reading hall, where massive arches braced the ceiling like ribs, their stone etched with glowing veins of soul-mana. At its center, a pedestal stood bathed in soft, red light from a lamp beside it.
Aura stepped closer.
An open tome rested atop the pedestal, its pages oversized and lit from beneath with beautifully rendered pen-and-ink illustrations.
The Divine Shapes: Hierarchies of Caelux and Gehennis.
He squinted at the title. “Uh… what is that?”
Before Azrael could answer—or ignore him, more likely—Raum materialized from a side corridor.
“Oh,” he said, voice pinched. “That.”
He reached for the book.
Too late. Aura was already reading.
On the left-hand page: angels.
But not the angels Aura had grown up imagining. No white robes, no halos like Azrael had; these were… alien. Their forms were insectile, but most were definitely anthropomorphic. Wings were drawn like stained glass, and their torsos were plated in shell-like armor.
Azrael stepped closer, her head tilting.
“…Why are they bugs?” she asked, deadpan.
Raum didn’t look at the book. He looked at the floor. “That’s just… what we were.” His eyebrows furrowed as he thought. “Some of us, anyway.”
Azrael stared at the illustration. There was no horror in her face. No fear. Just a stillness. Recognition, maybe. Or something close to it. But she didn’t lean closer. She didn’t touch the page. She simply stood and watched it the way one might stare at a mirror and not recognize what looks back.
“Hm,” she murmured. “That’s not right. That’s not what we look like.” 
She didn’t lean closer. Didn’t touch the page. Just looked at it, frowning faintly.
“Where I’m from, angels don’t look like… that.”
Aura watched her for a moment, then turned the page.
This time, there was only one figure. The opposite page was filled with words he couldn’t read, but the illustration was clear: a tall, elegant being, long-limbed and cloaked in layered hues of deep violet and indigo. Its wings fanned out behind it in a wide, symmetrical arc, broad and ornate, like stained glass caught mid-bloom.
Beneath it, printed in clean Latin letters: Raum.
Aura’s eyes widened. He looked up, then back at the page.
“…Wait. Is this you?”
Raum flinched. Just slightly.
His smile came a second too late and stayed a second too long. Tight. Performed.
“It used to be.”
Azrael shifted, watching him now. Studying. Her gaze slid from his too-soft features to the sickle shape of the end of his tail. The clean line of his face. The clothes were tailored and modest. Not a speck of green on him.
Raum’s voice cut softly through the silence.
“Turn to the back.”
Aura blinked. “What?”
Raum gestured vaguely toward the tome. “The demon entries. They’re near the end.”
Aura hesitated, then carefully flipped through the heavy pages. More illustrated hierarchies. More symbols he didn’t recognize. Then—
“Oh.”
He lit up.
Gone were the alien geometries of the angels. These were different. Familiar in a way that tugged at something warm in his chest. The demons depicted here were all humanoid in shape, yes, but unmistakably avian. Some had raptor beaks and talons, others were crowned with sweeping crests or feathers arranged like ceremonial fans. Wings spread behind them, some skeletal, others lush with layered plumes.
Aura leaned in, scanning each figure with visible delight. “They’re birds.”
Raum blinked. “They’re demons.”
“They’re bird demons.”
His eyes practically sparkled. “That’s a shoebill. That one’s got a cassowary crest. Oh my god, that’s a secretary bird—look at the leg length!”
Raum stared. “You… know them?”
“I study birds,” Aura said, almost without thinking. “Well—sort of. I’m in veterinary studies, but birds are my thing.”
Azrael finally looked over. “You study birds… academically?”
Aura grinned. “I’m still in school, but yeah. I’ve done a whole research project on corvid behavior.” He pointed excitedly at the page. “I would’ve been way more into occult stuff if demons I knew about looked like this.” He shook his head in disbelief. “They’re like every predator bird I’ve ever obsessed over… just, y’know, demon-fied.”
One of Raum’s crows gave a low, approving caw from the rafters above.
But the grin on Aura’s face slowly faded as he glanced between the illustrations… and Raum.
The demons in the book had beaks. Claws. Full wingspans.
Raum did not.
Aura’s brow furrowed. “…You don’t look like them.”
Raum hesitated.
“No, I don’t,” he said at last. “But identity is malleable here. Shape follows thought, and I read too many books. This is just… easier.”
Aura was quiet. He hadn’t really noticed how human Raum looked until now.
Then, with a small smile, “I think it suits you.”
Raum’s tail twitched.
Raum stared for a beat too long. His smile faltered. A strange look flickered across his face—vulnerability or panic, it was hard to tell—before he abruptly stood up.
“I need to go not be here,” he muttered, and vanished around the corner.
Aura watched him go, expression softening just a little.
“...Was it something I said?”
The silence that followed was brief.
Azrael didn’t blink. “Let him panic,” she said. “He’s good at it.”
Azrael stood, brushing off her sleeves. There was no dust, Raum’s obsessive tidying had seen to that, but the gesture remained. Aura looked up, halfway expecting a comment. A snide observation. Anything.
But Azrael had already turned.
“Where are you going?” he asked.
“Away from the noise.”
And then she was gone.
Her footsteps faded into the hush of the Athenaeum, and soon even that sound vanished beneath the weight of silence and the quiet rustle of crows overhead.
Azrael’s pace never faltered.
She didn’t know the layout of this place, but her feet moved with certainty. Down the more expansive halls, past locked doors and shuttered alcoves, deeper into the building’s ancient heart. Soul-lights flickered overhead, casting faint glows against cracked stone and spines of books long untouched. Dust clung to the air here, thicker with every turn.
She took a left when the corridor curved sharply and stepped into darkness without hesitation.
At the end of the hall, a rusted gate waited.
Its metal bars were warped, their hinges groaning with age. One side hung ajar, just barely, like it had been opened long ago and forgotten. It was a suggestion, not an invitation.
Azrael pushed it aside.
It screeched before breaking. The metal crumbled like brittle bone beneath her hand, falling in flakes to the stone.
Thanks to her smaller frame, she slipped through.
The room beyond was colder. The shelves here were different, too, lower and more tightly packed. Scrolls replaced books, and broken bindings and torn pages lay scattered across uneven tables.
This was not a space Raum had shown them, and clearly not one meant to be entered.
Well, not like she cares either way.
Azrael ran her fingers across the closest table, brushing against parchments covered in dust. The script was handwritten. Untranslated. She scanned the titles—or what remained of them. Most were unmarked. Others had been scratched out, rewritten, or reclassified. Layers of ink argued with one another on every page.
One book sat slightly apart, open to a dog-eared page.
She leaned down.
Coincidentally, the text was in Hebrew. That's good; she can actually read it. Below, an illustration: an empty throne with chains cracked at the base.
The caption read:
The Empty Hell: When all judgment ends, and mercy reigns eternal.
Azrael stared, her expression tightening and fingers stilling over the page.
She knew this phrase. Of course she did.
It was common doctrine. Mercy is the final act. No soul is lost forever. Every angel knew it.
But she had never liked it.
She’d heard it time and time again. An ending where nothing was earned. Where mercy carried no weight. It was… soft. Sentimental. Heaven loved to wrap itself in stories of forgiveness. She crinkled her nose at the thought.
And yet… here it was.
Scripture like this would usually be found in the halls of some sanctum or holy grounds, yet… here it was in a demon library. In Hell, buried beneath theological contradictions and demon-inked philosophies.
“…Why is this here?” she muttered.
She stood silently a moment longer, fingers hovering just above the page.
A rustle behind her sounds out, and she straightens up in alert. The faint shuffle of wings overhead, claws scraping gently against stone.
Her head turned slightly. Eyes narrowing.
She didn’t say a word as she closed the book and returned the way she came.
* * *

Raum sat curled in his nook of scattered paperbacks and worn blankets, knees drawn to his chest, tail looped tight like a tether. The quiet was his, it had always been his. But it no longer soothed. Not after the words that still echoed in his mind, soft and impossibly sincere:
I think it suits you.
Stupid. So stupid. Why had that gotten to him?
His hands twitched where they rested against the pages of a half-read romance, long since forgotten. The candle beside him guttered slightly, shadows dancing over the walls of the Athenaeum’s belly.
Raum sat curled in his reading nook, knees to chest, tail looped tightly around one ankle. The silence pressed close, broken only by the occasional rustle of feathers from above.
Then he heard it.
The slow, deliberate flap of massive wings shifting the air like a held breath.
His head snapped up—instinct, not thought.
Raum scrambled upright, reaching blindly for the edge of a side table. His hand closed around the plague mask, yanking it on in one sharp motion. The beak clicked softly into place, hiding his face. A moment later, the top hat followed, tugging low over his ears.
Phew. Just in time.
The air darkened.
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Stolas descended, not bothering with theatrics. He never did. His robes flowed like ink, embroidered in gold threads and patterns of constellations. Crowned with his sigil glowing purple, the Prince of Gluttony landed on the upper balcony, peering down at him.
His wide, owlish eyes blinked, calm and unreadable.
“You’ve been quiet,” Stolas said. Though he was soft-spoken, the room's echo made his voice impossible to ignore.
Raum swallowed. “I’m always quiet.”
“Mm. But quiet and absent,” Stolas replied, descending further, “that is… less typical.”
He stopped just before Raum, his presence filling the space with that same oppressive gravity that made Raum feel small, smaller than he already was.
Stolas tilted his head slightly, gaze slow to shift. When it did, it flicked toward the far wing of the Athenaeum, toward the place Raum had barricaded with silence and lies.
He said nothing about it.
He didn’t need to.
“You’ve made quite a home for yourself,” Stolas said, voice soft and unreadable. “Curated isolation. Stacks of stories and comfortable illusions. All atop a world you haven’t truly looked at in years.”
Raum’s tail flicked once. Then stilled.
“I’ve kept to myself.”
“Yes,” Stolas said. “And I allowed that.”
There it was. An undeniable truth.
Stolas had enabled this seclusion. Not out of mercy or kindness, but maybe curiosity. Maybe caution. Whatever it was, it hadn’t been for Raum’s sake.
“But even you must know, Raum,” Stolas continued, his voice nearly kind, “that borrowed time runs out. And when it does, those who’ve gone unseen are often noticed simultaneously.”
Raum finally looked up, clutching his book to his chest.
Stolas’s eyes lingered just a second longer than necessary. There was no menace in them, but there was no comfort, either—just warning. And, perhaps if Raum were of a clearer mind, he’d see a bit of… consideration.
Raum swallowed. “I’m… I’m fine. No one’s looking for me.”
Stolas tilted his head. “Yet.”
Then, with the rustle of feathers, he turned and disappeared down the corridor.
Raum didn’t move for a long time.
“… I’m fine,” he muttered, this time to no one.
He didn’t believe it.
Eventually, his feet found motion again. Back down through the library's winding corridors, past the hanging lanterns and whispering shelves. By the time he returned to the main chamber, the other two were already there.
Azrael sat among a scatter of old cushions, arms folded tight, looking almost… grumpy. Aura sat cross-legged beside her, trying to show her some pages in the book from earlier.
They looked up at him when he entered, but didn’t say anything. So he didn’t either.
Eventually, Raum sat down across from them like nothing had happened, trying not to think too hard.
“So,” he said, too casually. “Where are you two from?”
Aura looked up from where he sat, fingers absently tracing the cracked spine of the book beside him.
“I was in my dorm,” he said, quieter now. “Fell asleep after studying for midterms. Next thing I know, I’m here. Honestly thought you were my roommate at first.”
His smile came slow and a little lopsided, somewhere between tired and amused, like the memory still didn’t feel real.
Azrael shifted where she sat, wings folding in tighter behind her. She wasn’t going to contribute anything to this before, but…
“It’s…” Her brow furrowed. “It’s not like this. My world.”
Aura looked at her, waiting.
“It doesn’t have… shelves, or stone. Or time the way this place does.” She frowned deeper, like the words themselves were fragile. “Things are… layered. Concepts stacked over concepts. Movement without distance. Light that isn’t from anything. I don’t know how else to—”
She stopped, remembering the book she saw deeper in the Athenaeum earlier. Her brows furrowed.
“My world has no Hell.”
Raum, who had been half-dozing on his side, blinked. He tilted his head in turn, visibly caught off guard. "No Hell?"
Aura glanced between them. "Wait, like—not even the concept? Not even scary bedtime stories?"
Azrael gave a half-shrug, her voice as indifferent as ever. “Judgment was never needed. Forgiveness is inherent.” She paused, then added without much interest, “Maybe there are stories. I don’t know. The humans in my world do whatever they want. I don’t really pay attention.”
She sounded matter-of-fact, like she was describing gravity. A world without consequences because consequences had no purpose.
Raum didn’t answer right away. His gaze drifted to some far corner of the room, eyes a little unfocused. A world with no separation from God…
It sounded like the hope behind a dozen long-forgotten heresies—the theory of Empty Hell—a whispered maybe, a prayer dressed as doctrine.
And yet…
He couldn’t picture it.
Not in this place. Not under their God.
Here, forgiveness and love were conditional. Every soul was judged by a law too rigid to bend. It’s why, so long ago…
He blinked and swallowed whatever thought had almost surfaced.
Aura, watching him, let the silence stretch for a moment before speaking again, quieter this time. “That’s… kind of nice, actually.”
Azrael didn’t blink. "It’s practical."
They sat like that for a while, three bodies from three irreconcilable places, gathered in the quiet of a library nook.
For a beat, it wasn’t awkward. Just… still.
Aura leaned back against the stack of pillows Raum had tossed together earlier. His hands fidgeted in his lap. "I was born in New York. Moved to California when I was ten. Kind of miss the snow sometimes."
Azrael stared at him like he'd started speaking in riddles. "What is a California?"
Raum huffed a breath through his nose. "It’s a state on Earth along the Pacific coast. Surprising amount of traffic."
Aura blinked. "You know California?"
Raum gave a one-shouldered shrug, eyes flicking to the shelves surrounding them. "I read a lot."
That, somehow, made sense. The demon who shaped himself after stories. Of course he knew about highways and coastlines and the chaotic magic of a too-sunny state filled with too many people.
He wished he lived in a world like that.
“Oh. Well,” Aura smiled faintly. “Maybe you’ll see it someday.”
Raum didn’t respond. But one of his crows fluffed its feathers and settled closer.
He didn’t allow himself to hope, but… his chest felt warm.
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When Birds Speak of Heaven


"Morning" in the Athenaeum was more of a habit than a reality. The glass was fogged from cold mana vapor, and the soul-lights glimmered faintly in the upper corners. Far above, a shaft of bluish light filtered through a fractured skylight, showing the murky sky outside. 
Raum sat in his usual nest of blankets and book piles, slouched sideways in a half-defensive curl. A worn romance novel lay open in his lap, its spine cracked from years of rereading. The same page flickered before his eyes, some over-indulgent, under-edited paragraph about a fireplace kiss.
He wasn’t reading it, not really. He was sort of… spaced out. Having company is unusual.
One of his crows slept on the back of a chair, head tucked neatly beneath a wing. Another blearily blinked at him, unamused. They all knew the routine by now.
Though only half of them were around Raum.
Across the room, the other half surrounded a passed-out Aura, who lay face down in a pile of haphazard blankets. His hair stuck out in five directions, and he snored faintly. The crows had thoughtfully draped a second blanket over him at some point. He hadn’t noticed.
Azrael, on the other hand, had been awake for a while.
She sat with her back straight and her arms loosely folded, eyes open and staring into space. She wasn’t… tense, per se, just… watching. Watching Raum flip the same page three times in a row. Watching the crows reposition themselves with sleepy chirrups and watching Aura sleep like a man trying to confuse chiropractors for sport.
She had no feelings about any of it. Not yet. 
But by God, was she bored.
Heaven had been stillness. Flawless, sterile, eternal stillness.. Nothing ever changed, and it bored her to death, existing there for so long.
Gehennis was evidently not that. Gehennis breathed. The stone beneath her feet thrummed with a low, constant hum, not loud enough to disturb, just enough to remind her that it was alive.
She didn’t hate it. But she wasn’t going to sit in it forever, either.
There was movement here. Things with texture and imperfection. She was unused to it all, but that made it… exciting.
She stood. No sound followed her steps as she passed the others, weaving through books and birds without pause. No note left behind. No parting glance.
It wasn’t goodbye. It wasn’t about anyone else. She was just… curious, and something was pulling her forward.
The soul-lights dimmed to a faint, tired flicker down one of the older corridors. Dust gathered in the corners like fog settling after a storm. At the far end, a crooked door hung on rusted hinges, half-forgotten. Raum hadn’t sealed it. He probably thought neither her nor Aura would use it.
Azrael slipped through without a second thought.
The cold outside bit at her skin like it wanted to know what she was made of. She didn’t flinch, she barely felt it, in all honesty. She’s heard of the concept of pain and wonders if she can feel it too.
But the cold wasn’t what caught her attention.
It was the silence. The weight beneath her feet.
The outside world didn’t breathe.
Not the way it should’ve. Not with wind or weather or warmth. It exhaled something older, slow and rhythmic, like the heartbeat of a creature too big to see. The air carried no scent, no movement, but it pressed against her skin all the same, heavy and watchful.
It was almost suffocating, but even still, Azrael stepped into it without pause.
Stone met the soles of her feet—smooth and cold, but not dead. Along the surface, bulging, visible veins of soul-mana ran across the ground, some tangling but most disappearing into the distance.
She followed the path they made.
The buildings around her, tall, narrow silhouettes, were carved in soot-stained stone and iron. Gothic arches loomed overhead, spined rooftops bristling with wrought-iron filigree and broken spires. They weren’t crumbling. Just… still. Like they were placed there and never meant to be moved.
Even the cracks between stones glowed faintly. Soul-mana veined through the streets and walls like circuitry, breathing low and slow beneath it all.
No voices, with only the ambient sound of the soul-mana flowing and the steady heartbeat of Gehennis keeping her company.
Azrael moved quietly through the streets, though she wasn’t trying to be stealthy. She wasn’t hiding, no matter what “warnings” Raum had given. He’s a dramatic wuss. Why would she listen to him?
She didn’t know where she was going. That wasn’t the point. She was bored—deeply, achingly bored—and motion was something to do. Where she was going didn’t matter.
Her wings twitched, feeling uncomfortable. Too soft. The feathers felt… unnecessary in a place like this. Not divine. Not aesthetic. Just flesh. And she hated that. She tried rolling her shoulders. It didn’t help.
Everything about her form felt like a costume she hadn’t asked for.
She had never needed lungs in Heaven, never needed skin. Her thoughts had been clean lines; her existence, a purpose.
Now her breath fogged in the cold, and her limbs resisted movement. Her eyes blurred, not with emotion, but with the dry sting of atmosphere she didn’t know how to process.
Not painful. Just… distracting. Human.
She hated it. She walked faster, as if motion might make her forget how uncomfortable she felt in her skin.
Eventually, she stepped into an open square.
At its center loomed a statue, hunched over itself in a serpentine coil. Six wings lined the curved body, flared wide in a display that might’ve once been awe-inspiring. Water-etched grooves ran down its spine, tracing the arc of its back. The head, long-beaked and stretched as if mid-scream, was cracked through the crown. The face had eroded over time, but the shape of anguish remained.
At the base, worn nearly to illegibility, a single name was carved in Roman script: LEVIATHAN.
Azrael’s eyes narrowed.
The posture evoked reverence, or maybe pain. She couldn’t tell. She thought she knew the name but couldn’t quite place it.
She stared a moment longer.
Then turned, leaving it behind.
She passed through another corridor, beneath a half dozen arches and balconies. Ironwork bridges threaded overhead, spanning glowing canals below. One stretched out in front of her now, rising in an arc across an unmoving river of soul-mana.
Azrael crossed without hesitation.
Beyond the bridge, the corridor opened into a garden—if it could still be called that. There were no flowers blooming or trees lining the paths, only dried vines clinging to rusted trellises. The cracked, circular tile beneath her feet radiated outward from a single centerpoint.
There stood another statue.
It was smaller than the one of Leviathan, less grand, but far more intentional. A woman carved in marble, her stance lithe and commanding. Her long neck was curved like a swan’s, elegant and proud, with her winged arms folded across her chest. Her dress, not entirely unlike Azrael’s own, flared out around her webbed feet. A strange, blue ivy had begun to crawl up one side, curling along her hip and ribs like veins.
But her face was untouched. It was preserved, somehow. Stern and beautiful.
Azrael stood still for a long moment. She did not recognize the figure.
But the beauty of it pulled at her anyway.
The carved feathers trailing from her back were darkened with age, black swan plumage rendered in stone. This version of her was an object, yes, but she didn’t feel like one.
Azrael tilted her head. She didn’t know what she felt. Only that this one—whoever she was—was not like the first.
She stepped closer. Like before, there was writing at the base.
Faint beneath layers of dust and moss, carved in delicate Roman lettering: LILITH.
And above her, perched high along a balcony rail, something watched.
An eagle.
Larger than any she’d ever seen. Its feathers flared into a crown atop its head, white-fringed and streaked with dark markings. It stood motionless on a twisted archway, watching.
Its eyes, forward-facing and golden, narrowed just slightly. It didn’t blink.
But she knew it saw her.
She didn’t look away, staring back for a moment.
Eventually, she stepped toward the river of soul-mana. Standing at the railless edge, she looked down.
No reflection.
She huffed—not surprising. Nothing in this place wanted to show her what she was.
Azrael turned a corner.
The stone corridor curved outward into a half-forgotten square, the kind of open space cities built for gatherings no one ever arrived for. Pale light bled down from the sky above, too dim to be called morning, too blue to be warm. The air was colder here.
She saw him immediately.
Perched like a gargoyle atop the lip of a long-dry fountain sat a man, if the term still applied to someone with the head of a bird of prey and hands ending in talons. Broad-shouldered and shirtless beneath an open leather coat, he wore sleek, dark trousers tucked into polished boots, a studded belt slung low at his hips.
The faint gleam of a magenta sigil pulsed on his feathered brow, just above piercing golden eyes. One leg crossed easily over the other, he turned a silver ring between his claws beneath the light of a soulfire lamp, like it had a secret and he was the only one it would tell.
His eyes lifted before she could say anything.
Though his posture was almost regal, his smile was anything but.
"Well now," he said, eyeing her like a painting he didn’t expect to find in a pawnshop. "A woman like you, wandering out here alone? Gehennis must really be slipping."
Azrael didn’t respond.
She didn’t stop walking, either, but her posture shifted. Shoulders squared, chin angled lower. Watchful. She wasn’t afraid, but she was done with surprises.
Another colorful character. Of course. She really couldn’t get a break.
The man stood in a single fluid motion, slipping the ring into his coat. His eyes gleamed under the flickering soulfire. The feathers atop his head flared slightly.
He stepped off the fountain with predatory grace, the kind men practiced in mirrors. Each bootstep clicked softly against the stone as he followed—no rush. He knew his words could arrive before he did.
“No name? No pleasantries?” he drawled, far too pleased with himself. “Either you’re very brave or very rude. Personally, I’ve always had a soft spot for both.”
She stopped walking.
His smile widened as his gaze skimmed over her, assessing, like a collector inspecting an antique he hadn’t decided whether to steal or sell.
“My name,” he smirked, “is Satanachia.” He said it as if the name alone should earn her interest. “And you, I think, are not from around here.”
He stepped into her path, tilting his head as he did. The crown of feathers flared, catching the bluish light and casting jagged shadows across his face. 
“You’re a strange little thing.” His voice oozed idle fascination. “Wings of a demon, yet you don’t walk like one. Don’t carry yourself like a lost damned, either.” He looked her over slowly, not quite lecherous, though it circling it, “You know, I’ve always had a fondness for outliers.”
Azrael said nothing. Her stance, nor her gaze, didn’t shift.
Satanachia, unbothered, began to circle. His boots barely made a sound.
“You wear that silence well,” he mused. “Gives you… weight. Down here, everyone screams their purpose. You don’t. That’s interesting.”
Still nothing. Her stare was unchanging.
His smile faltered just slightly. Then he tilted his head again, trying a sharper angle.
More direct.
“You’re not a Lesser,” he said, tone low and edged now. “They’d be groveling already. And you’re not newly fallen.” A pause. A step closer. “So…”
He stopped in front of her and leaned down, looking her directly in the eyes.
“What are you?”
Azrael blinked slowly.
Then turned her head, just slightly, and said nothing.
“You’re out of place,” he leaned back, speaking mildly now. “But not afraid. That’s rare down here, especially for someone not pretending they belong.”
Azrael’s wing feathers ruffled, and she sighed.
Then, finally, she spoke.
“What do you want.”
Satanachia paused. Then he blinked once, slowly, as if savoring the moment. His smile sharpened, less pleased than entertained.
“There she is,” he murmured. “I was starting to worry you were a statue.”
He took a small step back, giving the illusion of space, though his voice still curled around her like smoke.
“Want is a tricky word. It sounds so… greedy.” His sharp beaked grin flashed again. “But if you’re asking what I’m doing here… well, let’s call it professional curiosity.”
Azrael didn’t reply. Her gaze lingered a second longer, unreadable, then she stepped past him. Satanachia shifted as she passed, turning just enough to let her circle wide. He watched her feet: the softness of them against the stone, the lack of hesitation.
His head tilted slightly, eyes narrowing. He didn’t like it when a woman didn’t look at him.
“You don’t smell like Caelux.”
A pause. She stopped again, making Satanachia smirk. Got her.
“Not ours, anyway.”
Azrael’s jaw tightened, just slightly.
Satanachia hummed under his breath, low and amused. That subtle clench of her jaw… it was small, but it was a reaction. And to him, that was worth more than gold.
“I’ve spent lifetimes around angels,” he said, voice slipping into that oiled charm again, smooth and unwelcome. “Before I fell, I sang beside them. Watched them break and burn. I’ve seen what Caleux makes, what it ruins.”
He turned to face her fully now, no longer pretending to let her go unbothered. His steps were lazy but confident. A show of control he didn't yet have, that he would have.
“But you…” He let the words draw out. “You’re not quite one of them, are you?”
Azrael didn’t answer, didn’t even look at him again.
It didn’t stop him.
“You walk like something born to command. But you wear no crown, no sigil.” His eyes traced her wings briefly, feathers catching the haze of soul-light. “And those? Are they decorative or functional?”
Still nothing.
He tilted his head, the crown of feathers atop it flaring faintly. A glint of frustration passed through his eyes, smoothed again in the next blink. She’s a tough one.
He liked that. Hated it, too.
“I’m good at reading people,” he said, his voice softening, almost conspiratorial. “Women, especially.”
He stepped closer, not all the way, just enough to invade the edges of her space. His voice dropped into something silkier, meant to seduce, not comfort.
“They want to be seen,” he murmured. “Touched. Understood.” His gaze dragged down her frame. Just enough to test her silence.
Azrael turned her head, spine stiff and posture squared.
Her glare was ice.
If looks could kill, Satanachia would’ve been dust on the floor.
He held her stare for a beat longer, grin tightening around the edges. Not a loss, but not a win either.
He had struck something.
Satanachia circled again, carefully now. Not too close. She might bite, and he can’t have that. His expression had shifted to be less smug. More curious. Like a man realizing the riddle in front of him might actually be worth solving.
“Do you remember falling?” he asked, voice low, almost casual.
Azrael said nothing.
He didn’t expect her to.
“Do you remember what you were before all this?” he continued, his tone softer now. “Before the dress, the wings, this form you were given.”
Still, silence, but this time she wasn’t defensive. Satanachia watched her closely. She looked pensive.
Then: “Do you want to?”
That made her look at him.
The—frankly, incessant—questions had begun to grate. They pressed up against something she couldn’t name. Anxiety, maybe, though she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt it before. She turned the word over in her head like a stone.
Falling.
Had she?
There was no memory of pain, no image of descent. Just absence, the feeling of something being peeled away. The lingering sense that she had once belonged to something… and now she didn’t.
Satanachia watched her. The curve of his beak stayed still, but his eyes had sharpened.
“You feel it, don’t you?” he said, softer now. “That missing piece. The shape of what used to fit.”
Her jaw twitched, just barely. Her hands curled slightly at her sides.
He stepped back, not out of deference, but to let his words breathe. “I’m not here to threaten,” he said. “And I don’t chase. But when something powerful lands in my city, veiled in mystery…” His gaze glinted. “I notice.”
He tilted his head again, feathers flaring faintly. “Clarity for honesty. A trade. One you might even walk away from richer.”
Then, lower now, more carefully, he leaned in and whispered, “There are cracks forming in the world, little lady. I can feel them, so can others. And someone like you, slipping through the seams?”
A pause, his eyes narrowing.
“I don’t believe you’re not a threat,” he said, “not yet. But I also don’t believe in accidents.”
Azrael stared at him for a long moment.
Then, flatly:
“You talk too much.”
She turned and started walking off again, a clear, tense agitation in her shoulders.
Satanachia blinked, taken aback, before laughing.
“And here I almost thought you were the shy type.”
No anger. Just amusement, curved around the edges of something colder. Bruised ego, barely masked. He didn’t chase her, just straightened his coat, smoothing the lapels with sharp talons, and watched her leave.
“Keep walking, then,” he murmured. His voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to. “Gehennis always leaves something behind in the ones who wander.”
He didn’t stop her, but he watched her walk off.
And as she stepped back into the chill hum of the city, Azrael found her fingers twitching faintly at her sides. The feeling lingered. It was like static beneath the skin.
Something had been asked of her. Something she didn’t know how to name.
And she hated that she wanted to.
* * *

The side door creaked open without ceremony.
Raum’s head whipped up so fast that his feathers puffed on instinct. His eyes locked on the figure stepping through the corridor, her dirtied dress hem trailing across the floor, wings still dusted with the cold outside.
“Wh—!” His voice cracked. He shot to his feet, nearly knocking over the stack of books beside him. “You—! You were gone?!”
Azrael didn’t answer. She kept walking, calm and soundless, as if she hadn’t just tripped every single nerve in his body.
“I didn’t even feel you leave,” he snapped, voice rising, hands twitching. “None of the wards triggered, not a single crow gave warning—do you know how sealed that wing is?!”
She walked past him without a glance.
Raum gawked after her. “You slipped through a demon-run security system—mine, might I add—and you didn’t even leave a note?!”
“I was only gone a few hours,” Azrael said coolly, not stopping.
“That’s not the point!” Raum’s tail thrashed once, sharp and agitated. “You could’ve gotten murdered! Or worse, noticed!”
From the cushions nearby, Aura looked up.
He was already awake, sitting cross-legged with a large, half-folded book in his lap, pencil tucked behind one ear. He blinked at the scene, but didn’t rush. “She’s back, though,” he said gently. “And not bleeding, so that’s a win.”
Raum wheeled on him, feathers fluffed, eyes wide. “She wasn’t supposed to leave in the first place! Do you have any idea how dangerous the CORE is?! What could’ve seen her out there?! What she could’ve seen?!”
Aura raised both hands, calm and practiced now. “Okay, okay, breathe. You’re doing the pacing thing again.”
“I am not pacing—”
“You’re pacing.”
Azrael passed them both without stopping, ignoring their bickering.
Raum froze mid-sputter as she brushed past. “She slipped past me,” he muttered, more to himself now, hand raking through his hair. “I designed those seals…”
Aura sighed and blinked over at Azrael, who was still walking, still silent, still very much not phased.
“…She’s clearly fine,” Aura said, stretching. “Look, you’re both in one piece, yeah? Let’s start from there.”
Azrael reached the center of the room.
Aura stood, nudging a book aside with his foot. “Hey,” he said, catching Azrael’s gaze. “You alright?” He wasn’t prying, just checking in.
She paused.
Just a second. Enough to make it clear she’d heard him. Her eyes flicked between the two of them: Raum still clearly rattled, Aura softer, concerned.
“I went for a walk,” she said finally.
That was all.
Aura studied her a moment longer. He didn’t press—whatever happened, she wasn’t ready to hand it over in words.
He nodded, stepping aside to give her space. “Okay.”
Raum sat back down a little too abruptly, then shoved his feathers down like they were misbehaving. “We should… do a head count next time,” he muttered, clearly flustered. He didn’t look at Aura.
One of his crows swooped down from the upper shelves, landing on the back of the couch beside him with a judgmental click.
Silence settled. Not awkward. Just… full.
Somewhere high above, another crow cawed once, low and distant.
Aura exhaled through his nose, then dropped beside Raum, nudging him gently with an elbow. “Next time,” he said, “maybe just ask if she’s gone before having a breakdown.”
Raum muttered something that definitely wasn’t a thank-you.
Azrael said nothing, but her eyes closed. And for the first time in hours, it felt like maybe—just maybe—things had returned to almost normal.
Whatever normal meant down here.
* * *

The city behind him fell still again.
Satanachia stood at the edge of the square, where Azrael had left him. The silence pressed in, broken by the soul-mana veins underfoot that pulsed steadily, like a sleeper turning in its rest.
He didn’t look after her. There was no point. She wasn’t a thread he could follow yet, and he could be patient.
A Philippine eagle descended through the dim haze, landing on the lip of the broken fountain with quiet precision. Its talons clicked once against the stone.
It let out a low screech, tilting its head toward him.
Satanachia didn’t need to speak to it, but he did.
“Hmm, found something strange today,” he murmured, slipping the ring back onto his finger. The metal was cold, the gem dull in the hazy light.
The eagle ruffled its feathers once, crown raised.
“She doesn't follow. Didn’t run. Doesn’t even seem lost.”
He lingered a moment longer, eyes on the crack where stone met soul-vein. Then turned, tail feathers flaring slightly as he stepped back into the winding dark of Gehennis.
“Let’s see who else notices.”
The eagle waited until he vanished before stretching its wings wide. Then, it followed him into the mist.
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Hollow Bones, Heavy Silence


The Athenaeum woke slowly today. Nothing echoed—even the clink of ceramic sounded muffled, like the library was trying not to disturb itself. The soul lights glowed dim in the corners, soft as candle flames, not yet bright enough to count as daylight—if there was any to begin with. 
Aura sat cross-legged at a low table, half-buried in old cushions, sipping something Raum had sworn was “tea.” It still tasted gross. The chipped blue mug, cracked and re-glued more than once, had unofficially become his.
God, what he would do for coffee...
Raum was nearby, pretending to read. He hadn’t turned the page in ten minutes. His tail flicked with a rhythm too uneven to be unconscious.
Azrael sat across the room, spine straight, wings folded. She was munching on a piece of dry bread. Raum had offered her softer options, but she refused.
Aura exhaled slowly, watching steam curl past his face. “My roommate Damien would be blasting lo-fi by now,” he said, mainly to the mug. “Same five songs, no headphones. Said it helped him focus.”
His grip on the mug tightened a little as he leaned back.
“My biochem professor wore these awful novelty ties,” he added. “Frogs doing yoga, raccoons in lab coats. She was brilliant, though—guess all geniuses have their thing.”
He wasn’t done rambling. His fingers trembled faintly, and the bags under his eyes were darker than they’d been yesterday.
“I had a group project going; it was a total disaster. One guy ghosted us, another kept citing Wikipedia, and someone changed the slide font to Comic Sans. I hated it more than I hate this tea.”
Across the table, Azrael finally spoke.
“Who’s Damien?”
Aura looked up, smiling brighter. He gets to distract himself more. “My friend and roommate. We share a dorm.”
Azrael blinked. “What’s a dorm?”
“It’s like… a tiny, overpriced box you live in. Thin walls, zero privacy. I could hear Damien chew through the drywall.”
Raum made a sound halfway between a cough, a laugh, and a groan, but didn’t look up.
Unbothered, Aura leaned back further. “My sister Pandora got me into birds. She’s a hairstylist. A little chaotic, wears pink eyeliner every day, loud... Honestly? I think she and Raum would get along.”
Raum’s claws froze mid-fidget.
“Sounds terrifying,” he said, a little too quickly. Then, quieter: “...I’d probably like her.”
“She took me to a raptor rescue center when I was seven. There was this falcon named Peaches. It was missing half a wing, and the grumpiest thing alive, but I loved him.”
Raum glanced up briefly. His tail curled inward.
He didn’t know what a rescue center was, but it sounded like a place built for healing. And he didn’t think he’d ever been in one of those.
He turned a page he still wasn’t reading.
Aura’s voice softened. “I have a pair of lovebirds too, Ceri and Ann. Ann would scream at 4 a.m. on the dot every day, and Ceri once tried to bite my sister during a video call. They’re so silly.”
He smiled, small and distant. Then it faded.
“I hope Damien’s feeding them,” he murmured. “Or my mom. She probably panicked when I didn’t call; she usually calls every Friday.”
His thumb traced the rim of the mug, fidgeting. “My sister’s probably cussing out campus security right now. God, I hope she didn’t dye her hair again out of stress.”
He laughed, a little too forced. “I know I’ve only been gone a few days, but it feels longer. Like... they’re all moving on without me.”
The quiet that followed didn’t rush to fill itself. Even the crows above went still.
Raum’s wing twitched again. He stared hard at the page in his lap, claws tensing. Aura’s life was noisy, tangled, messy... The kind that people got missed, and Raum—Raum would give anything to be missed like that.
After a few beats, Azrael finally said, “And instead, you fell into Hell.”
Aura snorted. “Yeah. A+ scheduling from the universe there.”
Raum turned another page, still not reading it.
Aura let the silence sit a moment longer. Then: “Do you think... you’re from my world’s afterlife?” His gaze slid toward Azrael. “It’d be nice to know what that’s like.”
Azrael didn’t answer right away. When she did, her tone was even. “Your world’s too fast. Too loud. I didn’t recognize the machines, glowing boxes, or anything else you’ve described.”
She raised one hand, motioning vaguely. “It wasn’t familiar.”
“So not your Heaven, then.” Aura scratched the back of his neck. “If it even exists back home.”
“If it does,” she replied, “it’s not mine. Or it forgot me.”
Another pause. Raum’s tail flicked once, quietly.
Aura adjusted the mug in his hands. “Still. You’d think Heaven would have better brochures.”
Azrael blinked. Not amused, not unamused, but she didn’t look away.
Far above the trio, a crow took off from its perch with a single wingbeat, then vanished into the maze of upper shelves. Aura tipped his mug again, finishing the last bitter mouthful. The silence around them felt… not quite heavy, but there was a weight to it, like the library was listening.
He didn’t say anything else. Didn’t need to. Whatever answers he might’ve wanted, Azrael didn’t have them. Or wouldn’t give them, hard to tell with her. And Raum... Raum was still pretending to read, tail twitching like a metronome just out of rhythm.
The quiet settled back in. But something under it had shifted.
And a few hours later, Aura noticed it again.
He didn’t think much of it at first.
The heartbeat thing? Probably just nerves. The cold in his fingers, despite the flush in his face? Stress. That had to be it. College—and the occasional minimum wage job—had done worse to him than this place ever could… probably.
And yet…
Something felt off. It wasn’t a painful feeling, just an uncomfortable one. Out of step with itself. It felt like he was trying to breathe while sitting beside a smoker.
Sometimes, the Athenaeum’s hallways felt longer than they had a moment ago. Sometimes the floor dipped slightly when he stepped, but never visibly. The air buzzed faintly, like static crawling under his skin. The soul-veins in the walls pulsed just a little brighter whenever he passed.
Once, he reached out and let his fingers skim across one.
The stone was cool and unmoving, but something beneath the surface pulsed faintly, like a second heartbeat. It pushed back.
“Okay,” Aura whispered to himself, pulling his hand away, “that’s definitely not normal.”
Totally not stalking him from behind a bookshelf, Raum froze mid-step.
Aura turned. “Uh… probably just some kind of magical wiring?”
Azrael’s voice drifted down from the mezzanine. When she’d gotten up there, neither of them knew.
“What is wiring?”
Raum coughed so violently that it almost counted as a spell.
“It’s… a soul-mana flare,” he said too fast, not answering her question. “They happen sometimes, they’re harmless. Just atmospheric feedback. It’s… common.”
Aura squinted at him, unconvinced. But let it go.
* * *

Later that afternoon, while wandering through a quiet side corridor, Aura stepped into one of the lesser reading rooms. He wasn’t expecting anyone to be there.
But there was Raum, half-buried behind a wall of crooked books.
The demon jolted upright when he saw Aura and made a noise so guilty it might’ve needed its own confession booth. In one rushed motion, he shoved a thick leather-bound tome under a nearby cushion.
Aura blinked, then sighed. “...Real subtle.”
“It’s nothing,” Raum said. “Light reading.”
“Uh-huh,” Aura muttered. He walked over, curious. Raum didn’t stop him, at least not effectively. When Aura crouched down and tugged at the edge of the cushion, Raum sort of half-reached, half-wavered with a grimace. He seemed hesitant to touch him, shy almost.
“You really don’t want to—”
Aura caught a flash of the cover, etched in a spidery, looping script he didn’t recognize. The longer he looked at it, the harder it was to focus.
Aura raised an eyebrow. “Is that Latin?”
Raum hesitated a second too long. “Probably.”
Aura narrowed his eyes. He couldn’t make the words sit still. Every time he tried to focus, the letters seemed to recoil, blurring and slipping sideways. It made his head ache.
“Okay,” he muttered, rubbing his temple. “That’s actively unpleasant.”
On the mezzanine, Azrael appeared without sound. She leaned against the railing, arms folded, watching.
She didn’t say anything, but she saw the book.
De Ligamine Animae per Vincula Resonantia.
Her brows furrowed slightly, but she said nothing.
Raum shifted where he stood, twitching feathers, giving Aura the kind of smile usually reserved for someone holding a live grenade. “It’s just theory,” he said. “Arcane folklore, nothing binding. I mean—ha. Binding, right?”
Aura gave him a long, flat look.
Then turned to Azrael. “You read that, didn’t you?”
She just stared back with that same unfathomable gaze, offering nothing.
“Cool,” Aura muttered, and sat beside a shelf, a book's spine thudding lightly against his shoulder. A lantern overhead flared once, briefly too bright, before dimming.
He stared at it.
“…Yeah,” he muttered. “Totally normal.”
Raum offered a smile. It was all teeth, and none of it was helpful.
Azrael remained silent, watching him like she was trying to see his outline shift.
And beneath Aura’s feet, the soul-veins pulsed again as if something beneath the surface had started matching its rhythm to his.
* * *

The Athenaeum no longer felt empty.
They came one by one, never announced. Demons of rank, influence, and vague purpose. Always with a reason, never with an explanation.
It started with a demon named Buer.
He arrived early, quietly, and unannounced. A tall, heronlike demon with pale gray feathers slicked back and a scholar’s slouch in his four shoulders. A lion’s tail swept behind his long stoles, feathers trailing from his collar and cuffs.
“Don’t get up,” he said casually as Raum nearly tripped over his own feet. Thank goodness he already had his mask on. “I just need to consult your surviving Conflux Volumes. Any copy will do.”
Raum stared at him for a beat too long. “The… Conflux?”
“Mm. The ones about anomalous soul-mana convergence.” Buer waved two hands dismissively. “Everyone’s panicking about the distortions, but some of us actually have a head on our shoulders.”
Raum’s eye twitched. “… Yes. Right. Those are over by the seventeenth section, to the right of the Pride corridor…”
Buer nodded, already drifting past him. Raum waited until he was out of sight to clutch the nearest shelf and mutter, “Why now…?”
Raum hadn’t even finished re-shelving the last Conflux volume before another figure appeared in the main hall, announced by the mechanical hiss of compressed mana and the clink of softened metal joints.
Raum bit back a groan. How many more were going to show up?
Naphula.
He was large and lean-bodied like a lion, but hunched in thought. His fur was streaked with soot, and his crest of grebe feathers was stiff with solder dust. His webbed forepaws clicked softly against the stone as he moved, two of the four clutching a gear-powered archive scanner that whirred and hissed with faint mana discharge.
One of his taloned paws was already halfway through disassembling a wall-mounted soul lantern. His head tilted at an inquisitive angle as one glassy grebe eye squinted into the vein housing.
“Do you mind,” Naphula asked, in a voice far too polite to be sincere, “if I run a resonance sweep on the northern corridor?”
“Yes—I—actually please don’t touch anything,” Raum said tightly, trying to assert authority while holding a feather duster, a hand on his hip.
“Mm.” Naphula was already gone, trailing muttered equations about infrastructure decay curves and soul-conductivity thresholds under his breath.
Raum didn’t waste a second.
He pivoted hard toward the central pillar, nearly skidding across the soul-veined floor, the pointed ends of his shawl flying behind him.
“In. Now,” he snapped, voice low, urgent. Feathers bristled, tail lashing once for balance.
Azrael stiffened. “Why—”
“No time,” Raum hissed, and with more shove than grace, guided her toward the alcove’s mouth. She frowned, annoyed, but let herself be maneuvered—if only because resistance wasn’t worth the energy.
Aura was next. He paused just long enough to glance back, brow furrowed, before gently steering Azrael further in. “Just go,” he murmured. “Something’s off.”
Raum pressed his hand to the glyph-carved wall as soon as they slipped past the low archway. The stone gave a low, breathy groan, then sealed shut with a ripple of soft soul light, like the blink of a living eye.
Raum exhaled.
And then, when Raum thought he might have a moment to breathe, the air changed.
Paimon walked as though he owned the place.
Feathers trailed after him like robes, shimmering with oil-sheen highlights. Four of his six wings remained folded, two curled slightly outward. He walked with his hands clasped behind his back, posture easy, and his head tilted just so.
“I do hope,” he began lightly, his voice like something practiced on a stage, “that this space has remained as untouched as its reputation.”
Raum stood stiffly beside one of the reading nooks, unsure whether to bow or bolt. “King Paimon,” he managed. “I wasn’t aware you’d be—”
“Very few are,” Paimon said, not unkindly. He drew a single taloned finger along the edge of a shelf, inspected it for dust, then flicked the nothingness away with theatrical flair. “That’s rather the point of a surprise.”
His gaze skimmed the room, and Raum felt pinned beneath it as if all of his excuses had already been seen and labeled.
“I’m merely reviewing instability records,” Paimon said airily. “It helps to have firsthand accounts from infrastructure librarians. Especially ones so... closely observed, as of late.”
His beak curved up in an elegant smile.
“You understand, of course—when something this old begins to change, people always wonder who’s meddling with the foundation.”
Raum felt the weight of those words settle like dust in his feathers.
He didn’t ask what Paimon meant. He didn’t need to.
Raum’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Of course, King Paimon. I’ll let you browse freely. I—ah—I should check the humidity wards in the eastern wing. You understand how scrolls are with temperature fluctuations… very temperamental.”
Paimon gave a slow, knowing nod. “Naturally. Do run along.”
Raum didn’t walk. He evacuated, with the silent urgency of someone whose feathers were one sharp look from molting.
He turned down a quieter hall—one of the tucked-away wings where dust lived in peace and his crows didn’t even bother to perch anymore—and immediately collided with the last person he wanted to find near his smut collection.
“I was wondering when you’d surface,” Aamon murmured.
Raum startled backward, nearly knocking over a cart of unfiled epics. “Gehennis, do you breathe?”
Aamon tilted his head slowly, the flame emitting from the back of his skull flickering sideways. “Not unless I have to.”
His body was feathered in soft grey-black like a sooty owl’s, and his limbs ended in long, taloned digits. His face was primarily humanoid, pale and smooth, with wide, dark eyes. No beak, no wings. Just a lizard’s tail curling behind him, the same blue as the flames that licked from beneath the skull he wore like a crown.
It always made Raum feel slightly better that he wasn’t the only one losing his old features.
Aamon was lounging against the bookshelf, pulling a familiar spine from the far end of the shelf. Raum watched in resigned horror as Passion in the Pages: A Courting of Claws was lovingly unearthed from its hiding place.
“Put that back,” Raum said flatly.
Aamon didn’t even glance up. “You reorganized. It was under ‘Betrayal Adjacent’ before.”
“Because that’s where it belongs!”
“And yet...” Aamon ran a finger along the edges of the pages, flipping it open gently. “It’s still the only book in here with a velvet bookmark.”
Raum crossed his arms. “I don’t care for betrayal stories anymore. I should really move that bookmark.”
A beat.
Aamon crouched, scanning the lower shelf with the practiced eye of someone who'd already memorized the layout. “Satanachia said he finished the one with the haunted stable boy,” he added.
“Of course he did,” Raum muttered. “He better not have dog-eared any of the pages.”
“He’s made progress. I convinced him to use ribbons.”
Raum scrubbed a hand down his face. “You two are the worst.”
“He likes the tension,” Aamon said dreamily. “So do you.”
Raum did not respond. Because, unfortunately, he couldn’t.
Aamon rose again, dusting off his hands like he'd just finished reading a sacred text. He gave Raum a mildly unreadable once-over—thoughtful, distant, probably cycling through five timelines’ worth of Raum-related concerns.
Then, casually: “You’re twitchier than usual.”
Raum stiffened. “I am managing a public archive with four elites lurking in the halls, you’d be twitchy too.”
Aamon considered that. “No. I think I’d take a nap.”
“You always nap when things go wrong. I’m surprised you’re not of Sloth!”
“Says the demon of Greed and his multi-shelf smut hoard.”
Raum sighed and leaned back against the shelf. “Do me a favor. If Satanachia shows up, distract him. Or sit on him. Owls sit on things.”
“He’d like that too much,” Aamon said, without missing a beat.
He didn’t disagree.
* * *

The door shut with a soft thud that echoed longer than it should’ve.
Raum’s laugh broke the silence; only Azrael was in the nook. Aura had gone off somewhere. He moved toward the kettle like it was a task that meant something. His hands were shaking.
“More tea?” he called, too lightly. “This one’s allegedly calming, no guarantees. I can get some more bread if you’d like, too!”
Azrael didn’t respond. Instead, she stepped into the light of the nearest soul-vein, gaze locked onto Raum. She crossed her arms and shifted her weight onto one foot, looking up at him.
“You’re cracking,” she said.
Raum blinked, thrown. “Pardon?”
“You’ve been unraveling since we first fell in: the visitors, the book you didn’t mean for Aura to see, and now you’re trying to act like tea makes a difference.”
He turned to look down at her, a little too sharply. “Look, if you’ve come to critique my hospitality—”
“I’ve come because you’re hoarding answers. And I’m tired of waiting for you to admit it.”
Raum stepped back, his feathers flaring. His grip on the kettle tightened enough to crack it. “I don’t owe you—”
“You owe it to the boy,” she cut in flatly. “He trusts you. I don’t; I would at least like some competence. I could leave anytime I like, you know.”
Silence stretched between them, Raum’s expression twitching as Azrael’s stayed steady.
And then—
“Wait—whoa, is that about me?” Aura’s voice came from the hall as he stepped through the doorway, brow furrowed. “I’m not, like, twelve.”
Azrael gave him a sideways glance.
Raum very nearly dropped the kettle.
Aura paused, taking in the tense silence, then held up the crumpled paper he’d gone to retrieve. “Uh. I found the bird that stole your diagram, by the way. He was nesting in the restricted section. I think he was hungry, so I fed him.”
Still, no answer.
Aura blinked. “… Should I come back later?” 
They didn’t talk about it afterward.
Azrael slipped away without a word to who knows where. Aura stayed a little longer, stirring tea that had long gone cold. And Raum? He vanished back into the stacks, a gloomy aura about him..
By the time the lamps dimmed and the crows had settled in the upper rafters, the Athenaeum had folded itself into silence again.
Aura found him hours later.
The soul lights were faint now, humming low and slow like uncharged LEDs. Shadows stretched longer at night, curling along the floorboards and gathering in the spaces between books.
Raum was slumped over a desk in one of the forgotten side rooms. Candlelight flickered at his back, outlining the mess of notes, maps, and ink-blotted pages beneath him.
He looked dazed, lost in thought.
Aura didn’t say anything right away. What could he say? He stepped inside quietly and set a folded blanket on the chair beside Raum’s. He then reached for the nearest book.
“… What’s this one about?” he asked softly.
Raum blinked—slow and unfocused—before his eyes flicked down toward the book beneath him. His voice stayed low, but a faint thread of humor was woven through it.
“It’s… tragic soulmates, with an incurable curse,” he muttered. “Real cheerful. Just what I need right now.”
Aura huffed a quiet laugh. “Figures.”
He glanced toward the nearest shelf and scanned the spines, all half-recognizable titles stacked in crooked rows. Most looked worn in how books get when someone re-reads just their favorite parts. His fingers hovered over one or two before pulling out a slimmer volume with a gold-foiled title.
“…Didn’t you go on a whole rave about this one yesterday?” he asked, holding it up.
Raum looked up and squinted at it. His tail gave a faint twitch of recognition. “That one has a happy ending.”
“Exactly. You’ve got enough heartbreak shelved over here to traumatize a saint.”
Raum stared at the book like he’d forgotten it existed. Then, after a beat, he took it and turned it over in his hands.
“…Thanks,” he said quietly.
Aura shrugged, already settling back into the chair beside him. “I figured you could use something a little less… stressful.”
They didn’t talk about anything else. Not the soul-mana, fight, or elite demons shadowing the halls like omens in waiting. For now, it was just books and quiet conversations.
Up above, Azrael leaned on the mezzanine railing, silent.
Watching, wondering, how such a small act could settle so much tension. Below, Raum shifted in his seat, voice softer now, almost lost to the candlelight.
“… I don’t want it to go back to how it was.”
Aura didn’t press. He just nodded.
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Rattling of an Empty Nest


Something was wrong with the silence. 
It had stretched too thin over the last few days, drawn tight like a thread about to snap. The quiet didn’t feel earned. It was too sharp at the edges, held taut like a string between stone pillars. The soul-lights had dimmed to a low thrum, casting long, uneven shadows across the floors. Even the dust seemed reluctant to settle, like it wasn’t sure the room wanted it there.
No one talked about the fight.
Azrael moved through the halls like a blade unsheathed—silent, precise, too honed to be stillness. She didn’t walk. She cut. Her expression never changed, but something in the way her gaze touched a room made the air cinch tight behind her.
The crows stopped following her.
One particularly brave one tried. She scared it off with a look before it made it more than two corridors behind her.
She hadn’t said anything since. No questions. No sharp-edged commentary. Just silence. Wherever she walked, the awkwardness followed like a second shadow.
Raum filled it badly.
He’d always been dramatic, but now it came with panic. Frayed around the edges. His hands moved too fast, his tail twitched nonstop, and his words were too bright. He fussed with tea tins, dusted things that didn’t need it, and re-shelved an untouched bookcase.
Three times.
“This alcove has been declared… officially stabilized,” Raum declared at one point, flicking dust from a windowsill like it had personally offended him. “In case anyone was losing sleep, I’ve installed brand new beds. Limited availability. Try to get in line early for exclusive pickings.”
He laughed at his own joke.
Neither of the others did.
Aura watched it all quietly.
He was terrible at silence. It never sat right on him, especially when things felt this tense. He filled the space without thinking, dropping little jokes, soft references to Earth, anything to break the weight pressing in on all sides.
Azrael didn’t look up from her scroll.
Raum kept scrubbing the same spot on a teacup like it owed him money.
No one answered, so he kept going anyway.
When Raum fumbled the cup—nearly dropped it, catching it by the handle with too much force—Aura muttered, “Pretty sure this place violates at least eight OSHA guidelines.”
It was a good line. One of his better ones, he thought.
Raum didn’t blink.
Azrael didn’t even flinch.
Aura leaned back slightly, one hand resting on the small crow perched beside him. It tilted its head into his touch, warm and soft beneath his fingers, feathers faintly ruffled.
His gaze drifted between the others: Raum, vibrating with the effort of keeping the three of them together, and Azrael, coiled and unreadable like a blade left half-drawn.
They weren’t okay. And he didn’t know how to help. But he didn’t want to leave them alone in it.
Not when they were all he had right now.
The silence didn’t answer. But it didn’t let go, either.
It wrapped itself around the room like fog pressed to glass.
Aura’s eyes dropped to the floor, watching the soul veins pulse faintly beneath the stone, dim, steady, but tense. It felt like the building was listening. It could feel the static humming between them, the strain of a current stretched too far across invisible wires.
Raum adjusted the angle of a candleholder. Again.
Azrael passed without a word. Again.
Aura sat with a book he couldn’t read and tried not to feel like this was his to fix.
Or worse… that it couldn’t be fixed at all.
* * *

They met near the back shelves, deep in the Athenaeum, where even the soul-light faded to a tired flicker. The dust hung heavier here, and the books hadn’t been touched in decades. It was a place built for forgetting.
Raum didn’t hear her approach. Azrael’s bare footsteps were silent.
Her presence was anything but. He could feel her eyes stabbing his back long before he turned to face her.
She didn’t bother with a preamble.
“I read the title,” she said flatly, stepping into the glow of a soul-vein. “The book you shoved under the cushion. De Ligamine Animae per Vincula Resonantia, rather, On the Binding of the Soul by Resonant Bonds. I translated what I could.”
Her gaze cut through him. “I don’t understand the theory. But I know what it suggests.”
“It’s just folklore,” he said quickly. “Most of those texts are metaphorical—”
Azrael cut him off.
“You know what’s happening to him.”
“I don’t—” Raum started, too fast, too high. “I don’t know anything for sure.”
“But you suspect. And you didn’t tell us.”
Raum’s tail lashed, the scythed tip nearly slashing a nearby shelf. “What good would that do? You want me to say ‘hey Aura, you might be accidentally binding to an unstable soul structure buried under the Hell-city you fell into a week ago’? That’ll calm him right down!”
“Better than keeping it a secret,” Azrael snapped. “Better than letting him think he’s imagining it.”
Raum turned fully now, anger rising to meet her cold. “Don’t act like you care. You’re just annoyed it’s a variable you can’t parse.”
Azrael’s expression didn’t flicker. “He trusts you. That’s the dangerous part.”
Raum pushed on, heat rising in his chest. "You’re only still here because you like the bread and are curious. If you understood him, if we became uninteresting, you’d vanish."
Azrael’s voice went flat. “No. I’d leave if I trusted you to tell him.”
That landed. Raum's breath caught.
“You think I’m doing this on purpose?” he hissed. “I’m trying to keep him safe. I’m trying to keep both of you safe.”
Azrael’s tone sharpened. “Then explain why I met Satanachia outside and wasn’t immediately struck down like you claimed I would be.”
Raum paled.
“What?”
“I left. A few days ago. Ran into him near the outer walk. He was irritating, talked a lot, and tried to flatter me.” Her gaze narrowed. “Annoying, but not dangerous.”
Raum’s whole posture snapped to attention. “You what?”
Azrael barely had time to finish her breath before he stepped forward and grabbed her shoulders. Her wings flared instinctively.
“You talked to Satanachia? Alone?!”
She raised a brow. “Briefly. Why are you panicking?”
Raum’s voice caught. His following words came out like a choke: “He… didn’t touch you, did he?”
“No?” She frowned. “He was annoying, not threatening.”
“You don’t understand. That’s—he should’ve—” Raum backed a step, visibly unraveling. “His demonic affinity lets him control women. Fully, like, full mental override.”
Azrael’s face didn’t change as she tilted her head. “Well, it didn’t work.”
“I can see that!” he nearly shouted. “Because if it worked on you, Azrael, I’d never see you again unless I broke into his bedroom!”
Azrael just blinked. She could admit to herself that it was a fate she… wouldn’t prefer. “Then I’m glad it didn’t work,” she said. “But that doesn’t change the point.”
Raum stared at her, something twisting in his expression. Fear. This is why they can’t go out, who knows what, who, out there will…
Azrael’s eyes narrowed as she caught his fear. So that’s what this is.
“You don’t get it,” Raum said, voice hoarse. “You act like nothing touches you, like being curious is enough—but if you had vanished, if he’d taken you, if someone like… Agaliarept found you, then…”
He let out a sound halfway between a sigh and a growl and stepped back, hands shaking. “Do you understand now? Do you see why I can’t let you wander around like this? You think I’m being dramatic, trying to keep something awful from happening.”
Azrael didn’t soften. “You were scared.”
“Yes! Of what could’ve happened!”
“No,” she said, voice colder now. “You weren’t afraid for me. You were afraid of losing control. That you wouldn’t get to decide what happened to us.”
Raum flinched.
“You pretend your fear is care. But really? You just can’t stand the idea of cleaning up a mess you didn’t cause.”
He didn’t answer.
“You’re not protecting us,” she said. “You’re protecting yourself from the fallout.”
She didn’t wait for him to argue.
Azrael turned, but this time, before she disappeared into the corridor’s shadows, she added—
“If you want to help Aura… start by being honest, because he won’t wait forever.”
Then she left him, surrounded by half-organized books, silence folding over itself like the closing of a cover.
Raum didn’t move.
The soul-vein beside him pulsed once beneath the stone and dimmed.
His claws stayed curled around the shelf. Somewhere above, a crow fluttered onto a ceiling beam, feathers rustling as it tilted its head toward him. It almost looked sad for him.
Raum leaned forward, resting his forehead against the brittle spine of a book, and took a deep breath. Raum had left so many pieces of himself in the stacks of these books—hidden under theology no one read, between decaying glossaries of forgotten spellcraft.
Azrael had walked straight through it like it was nothing, like he was nothing.
He let out a breath, then laughed shakily. It left a bitter taste in his mouth.
Why did it matter what she thought?
He’d told himself it didn’t, that her judgment meant nothing. He’d said the same thing about every angel, every scholar, every other elite. But the silence only let his thoughts fester and his guilt grow.
And this time... it was harder to ignore, because this wasn’t just about Azrael.
Aura’s face came to mind.
That dumb, hopeful smile. The way he kept telling jokes, even when no one laughed. The way he kissed his crows on the forehead just to hear them caw. The soul-mana veins that pulsed brighter under his touch, like they were listening.
Aura was changing.
Raum had seen something like it before, long ago, and not in the CORE, but in the outer layers of Gehennis, scrawled in field notes by Murmur of all demons. A single case: one mortal, pulled across the veil by mistake, left too long in proximity to raw soul-mana.
Murmur had written about the symptoms: agitation, fragmented memory, and the unraveling of identity at a cellular level. Eventually, the body just… stopped recognizing itself. A slow, painful death.
Aura didn’t show any of those signs.
And that was what terrified him most.
Different universe, different physiology? Or was it something to do with the CORE itself? Raum didn’t know. That was the problem. There were no comparisons, no precedents. Just static in the air and a growing feeling that the longer Aura stayed, the harder it would be to unstick him from whatever was humming underneath this place.
But Azrael had been wrong.
He wasn’t keeping secrets out of cowardice.
He was buying time.
Because once you said it, once you gave it a name, everything changed. The unraveling would begin in earnest. Aura would look at him differently. Azrael would push harder. The stillness in the Athenaeum would break, and Raum didn’t know what would come after that.
And Raum didn’t want it to end. Not yet.
Not when Aura was still here. Still smiling, drinking awful tea, petting his crows, and sitting a little too close, like it meant nothing.
Gods, he was greedy. He wanted Aura to stay. If he was being honest, he wanted Azrael to stay, too—her remarks had their charm, and more company made the long hours feel less like drowning.
But Aura was different. 
Aura looked at him like he wasn’t just a demon playing host to a sinking house.
Raum’s forehead pressed harder to the book’s spine. His fingers tightened, claws biting into his palm.
Maybe he was selfish. Perhaps he’d never be the kind of good he kept reading about in his romances. But if greed meant keeping Aura here a little longer—if it meant holding together the space between them, even with lies—
Then Raum would be greedy.
He’d always been greedy.
Eventually, he moved, starting to wipe down a shelf that didn’t need it. Maybe the slow, repetitive motions like the rhythm might shake something loose from his thoughts.
And maybe he would’ve stayed like that, could’ve kept pretending a little longer, if not for the sound of footsteps behind him.
Not Azrael’s, hers were always too light.
Raum didn’t turn. He didn’t have to. The soul-veins in the floor always glowed a little brighter when Aura was nearby.
Aura hadn’t meant to listen.
But he had heard it, all of it.
He hadn’t planned to eavesdrop; he’d only gone wandering to shake off the weight pressing against his ribs, the kind that made silence feel like suffocating. But voices carried easily in the quiet, especially when no one tried to hide them.
Azrael’s voice had cut like wire: measured, surgical. Raum’s had frayed by the end—tangled in panic, hurt, and something close to desperation.
Aura hadn’t meant to hear it. But he didn’t leave, either.
Now, he stood in the archway of one of the upper aisles, watching Raum scrub the same spotless shelf with raw intensity, as if he had polished it enough that the rest of the world might fall into order.
Raum didn’t notice him at first, or maybe he did and was pretending not to. His tail twitched with the erratic rhythm of a heartbeat too fast to steady.
Aura stepped closer. He sighed and spoke up.
“You could’ve just told me,” he said.
Raum stilled.
The cloth slowed, but he didn’t turn to look at him. 
“You heard all of it,” he said quietly.
“Yeah.”
The silence that followed was… loaded. Raum’s tense shoulders rose and fell in a shallow breath, as if giving up.
“I was going to tell you eventually,” he said. “When I knew more, when I thought it might actually help.”
Aura didn’t answer right away. He moved to lean beside the shelf, arms folded. He wasn’t angry, he doesn’t anger easily, but… he was getting there.
“You knew enough to hide it,” he said. “That something was happening. You knew that book wasn’t folklore.”
Raum flinched at that.
“And you knew it involved me,” Aura added. “You let me think it was just… stress, or the building being weird, or nerves.”
“I didn’t want to scare you.”
“Well, congratulations,” Aura said, not unkindly. “I’m scared anyway.”
That shut the air down for a second. Raum swallowed hard, eyes darting to the side, like he could find a better answer in the shadows.
“I’ve been scared. It’s like I’m stuck in a hospital, and everyone around me knows what’s wrong, but no one will say it out loud.”
Raum’s shoulders hunched. His hands, still clenched at his sides, twitched once. He didn’t meet Aura’s eyes.
Aura watched him. Raum wasn’t wearing a mask; his body language wasn’t subtle at all. His tail twitched low, and his shoulders were tense. His feathers were so puffed that some even showed out of his collar.
“And I get it,” Aura added, quieter now. “You’re overwhelmed. I don’t think you’re trying to hurt me. But I can’t help myself if I don’t even know what I’m fighting.”
Raum still didn’t look up.
“You don’t have to protect me from the truth,” Aura said. “Just… don’t lie to me. Not about this.”
Finally, Raum turned. His expression was wrecked—raw and uncertain, like someone who couldn’t figure out whether he’d just been forgiven or condemned.
And then Aura, voice lighter despite everything, murmured:
“You’re one of the most emotional people I’ve ever met.”
Raum blinked.
“And that’s not a bad thing,” Aura said. “It means you care. You’re trying, even if you’re terrible at showing it.”
Raum stared at him like he couldn’t quite believe that forgiveness came that easily. That someone would still be standing here, knowing that he’d lied and kept information from him.
Aura chuckled at his expression. Azrael was right about one thing: Raum is kind of pathetic.
“You’re one of the most emotional people I’ve ever met.”
Raum blinked.
“And that’s not a bad thing!” Aura added. “It means you care, that you try. You’re still hoping, even when everything in you says it’s not worth it.”
Raum’s throat worked like he wanted to say something, but didn’t.
He just looked away.
Aura let the silence settle between them—not the suffocating kind, but the kind that allows them both to breathe.
And for now, that was enough.
* * *

The conversation hadn’t fixed anything, but at least Aura could breathe again.
There was no closure, no revelation that tied things up in a neat little bow. Just honesty—bare, bruised, and a little uneven. And for now, he was content with that.
He climbed the spiral stairs to the mezzanine, his footsteps soft against old stone. The soul-veins beneath the floor pulsed with a steady rhythm, as if the Athenaeum itself had finally let out a breath it didn’t know it was holding.
Aura didn’t know where he was going. He just needed space. Or whatever passed for it in this place.
He didn’t expect company.
A flutter of wings overhead made him pause. A crow swept down from the rafters and landed neatly on a high shelf ahead, blinking at him with exaggerated scrutiny.
Then another dropped in behind him, waddling across the floor like it had business to attend to.
And another.
Within moments, he’d acquired a parade of dark-feathered shadows. To say he was ecstatic would be an understatement.
Aura stopped. One especially fluffy crow—round-bodied, one foot slightly crooked—hopped up beside him on the railing. It stared at him, dead serious, like it had been personally assigned to pass judgment on his soul.
Aura blinked, then smiled. “You look like a Crouton.”
The crow cawed once, indignant.
He grinned. “Okay, not Crouton. Something more dignified. Professor Crouton, maybe.”
It cawed again, louder.
“You’re not helping your case,” Aura muttered, and sat down on the edge of a stained window nook. He let one leg dangle, leaning back against a patch of stone glowing faintly with soul light. The small murder clustered around him, a few on the railing, one bold enough to hop into his lap.
It was comfortable, really comfortable, so Aura closed his eyes and let himself have a minute to just… process everything.
He had learned a long time ago that he didn’t need people to be perfect, he just needed them to be honest. Too many of his past relationships had fallen apart on that point. 
He’d been told “I’m fine” when things were clearly not, and he’d watched people smile through resentment and call it love.
Raum wasn’t like that, not exactly. He lied, yes, but he did it in a way that didn’t feel… malicious. Selfish, yeah, but Aura can’t really blame him for that, and he didn’t need the full truth all at once. Just enough to know he wasn’t being shut out.
Raum had cracked the silence open, and even if it hurt, that still mattered.
Aura scratched under Crouton’s beak, fingers gentle. The crow gave a grumbly little noise of approval and leaned into the touch like it had been trained for dramatics.
Down below, partially hidden by the curve of the central stairwell, Raum stood in the shadows. He hadn’t followed on purpose, his feet had moved before his thoughts caught up.
Now, he watched as one of his crows, the crooked-footed one, who normally bit everyone, was letting Aura touch it. No food, no bribery.
Just… kindness.
Raum didn’t say anything. He wasn’t even surprised, not really. He’d lived with Aura for a week now. Still, when he realized his tail wasn’t twitching for once, he blinked.
His claws loosened their grip on the shelf.
That night, Raum sat alone beside the wall where the soul-vein flickered. One pulse dim, the next too bright; uneven.
He pressed a claw to the stone, eyes half-shut, and let out a breath that felt like it had been stuck in his chest all day.
It’ll be fine, he told himself. It has to be.
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The Choir That Forgot Its Song


Raum was humming. 
It was barely audible as he paced slowly along one of the side shelves, tail swaying in slow arcs behind him. He was reorganizing his personal collection. Again.
Despite the humming, the air felt tense, the kind of quiet that buzzed under the skin. Raum moved with hyper-precise gestures, muttering under his breath as he adjusted the same trio of books for what had to be the fifth time. He tilted one spine a fraction inward, then pulled it back again.
“This one’s mis-shelved,” he muttered, clearly to himself. “You don’t put a doomed love triangle between a moral parable and a revenge epic—what was I thinking?”
Aura sat at one of the long tables beneath the mezzanine, fingers drumming against the wood. Raum had given him a “highly recommended work,” which basically meant it was something Aura would never pick up on his own.
His eyes skimmed the same paragraph for the fourth time. He couldn’t make the words stay still, let alone make them mean anything.
Azrael was still gone.
Raum hadn’t asked where she went.
And Aura, Aura couldn’t sit in this tense atmosphere anymore.
He sighed, and the scrape of his chair broke the silence like a thunder crack. Raum jolted, halfway through re-lighting a candlestick that had already been burning for a week.
Aura didn’t hesitate.
“I need to go out.”
Raum blinked. “Out…?”
“Outside, just… around the area. Five minutes of air that hasn’t been made stuffy by thousands of hundred-year old books.”
The pause that followed wasn’t long. But it was loud.
Raum had frozen still like his body couldn’t decide whether to collapse or burst into a million pieces. His tail twitched as his gaze flicked to the floor, to the soul-veins, to the upper rafters like he was hoping for divine intervention. None came.
“Out where?” he asked, voice thin.
Aura softened slightly. “I’m not planning an expedition to the edge of the world, just a walk. Something not… in here.” He tilted his head and gave Raum a closed-eyed grin.
Raum’s feathers bristled and he drew a breath. He has remind himself to stop being suffocating, he has to, yes… 
Then:
“Okay. Only a one-mile radius, and don’t head toward the eastern side. If you see anything moving, you go the other way. And take—three crows, minimum. They’ll, uh... they’ll keep you safe.”
He turned abruptly and headed for a forgotten corner of the underpass, where Aura watched with surprise as Raum shoved aside an entire bookshelf.
“There’s a closet there?” Aura asked, brows raised.
Raum didn’t answer, murmuring half to himself, “Wait—I had a reference text on lower-veil leyline drift… maybe something on perimeter flares.”
He scanned the shelf, then reached upward, his clawed fingers brushing over the spines in growing frustration. Another section. Then another. His tail twitched.
Nothing.
His brows furrowed. “Huh,” he muttered. “That’s strange… I thought I shelved it here.”
But after another moment, he shook his head quickly—brushing the thought off—and pivoted toward a forgotten corner of the underpass instead.
He reached into the closet’s coat rack, shoved behind a leaning stack of scroll cases, and pulled down a long, battered cloak. It was thin, threadbare, and marked with old stitching that shimmered faintly at the edges. He handed it to Aura without fanfare.
“It’s warded, sort of. Well, not recently, but don’t get in a situation where you’ll have to test it.”
Aura caught it mid-air and pulled it over his shoulders. It fit like a hand-me-down, the hem brushing the floor and the sleeves covering most of his hands. He spotted a stitched quote at the bottom but didn’t bother reading it.
Raum added, more quietly now: “If anyone speaks to you, don’t answer, just try to get away as fast as possible. Some… weird things have been happening in Gehennis as of late, so maybe they’ll think you’re a hallucination.”
“Good to know,” Aura said. “I’ll do my best to be haunting.”
He stepped toward the door, but hesitated when he noticed Raum wasn’t moving.
“You’re not coming?”
Raum blinked. He looked almost startled by the question. “No,” he said after a beat. “Someone has to stay and... make sure this place doesn’t collapse while you’re out breathing the terrifying freedom of the outdoors.”
Aura raised an eyebrow. “You sure? You seem like you could use the air more than I do.”
Raum scoffed, though it came out hollow. “I like the air in here. It’s comfy!”
Aura tilted his head, like he might say more, but let it drop.
He turned, walking toward the exit.
Raum didn’t follow.
But he didn’t move, either.
From the shadow of the stairwell, his eyes trailed Aura all the way out, fixed on the man’s back like he was trying to memorize it before it disappeared. Like if he watched hard enough, it might anchor him to this moment, might make Aura come back sooner.
And when Aura was finally gone, swallowed by the corridor’s curve, Raum let out a heavy sigh.
He just stood there, feathers half-raised, claws curled tight against the stone floor like he was trying to hold something in place.
Well, hopefully Aura comes back soon.
* * *

The city of Gehennis CORE was… liminal.
That was the first thing Aura noticed as he stepped past the Athenaeum’s threshold. Not the thin, cold air nor the crushing silence that made his heartbeat sound too loud in his own ears.
No, it was the way everything around him felt suspended. Like a photograph he’d accidentally walked into, a frame that hadn’t been built to include him.
The streets near the Athenaeum were wide and perfectly measured, stone corridors arranged like the spokes of a wheel. Each looped back on themselves too neatly, funneling him—whether he meant to or not—toward the city’s center.
The pavement was dark slate, laid in seamless tessellated patterns without visible grout or cracks. Towerlike buildings loomed on either side, windowless and too smooth, each one leaning subtly inward. Some doorways gaped open into nothing, others were sealed tight with rusted glyphs or half-drawn wards.
Aura tried one or two out of vague curiosity. None of them opened. One gave off the smell of rust and something rancid.
He stopped trying after that.
Soul-veins lined the street edges, the narrow filaments of pale light buried just beneath the stone, pulsing slow and steady like breath.
He couldn’t hear them, not really, but he felt them. In the pads of his fingers. In his jaw. In the back of his eyes. It felt really, really weird, and he didn’t like it. The feeling was stronger out here than inside the Athenaeum.
His footsteps started matching the pulse before he realized they had.
Aura tugged the cloak tighter around himself. It dragged behind him along the ground, and even though it felt like there were specks of dirt and snow on the ground that would catch on the cloth, it didn’t. 
He didn’t feel safer with it on, just… harder to spot.
He’s starting to regret deciding to dye his hair such a bright color.
Snow gathered in the corners but never settled in the roads. Aura didn’t understand how, or who, would keep it clear in a city with no one left in it.
A crow cawed overhead.
He looked up to see a line of three of them perched along the rooflines like little sentinels. Their black eyes shimmered faintly violet, catching the light in ways that reminded him of Raum’s sigils. 
One peeled away from the others, wings cutting the air in a lazy arc. It coasted downward and landed on his outstretched hand.
The crooked foot gave it away. Crouton.
Aura exhaled softly with a smile, rubbing under its chin. “You again, huh?”
It crooned, preened into his palm, and settled like it belonged there. His smile faded as the buzz beneath his skin swelled.
He flexed his fingers, but the tingling didn’t go away. It had sunk deeper, buzzing in his teeth, in his skull, in his chest. Not painful. Just... wrong.
Or, maybe not wrong, but he still didn’t know how to name it. Crouton crooned and tilted its head at him, fluffing up its feathers.
And then he stopped walking.
The street had opened up into a wide, circular plaza. At the center sat a low monument carved from slab, low enough to look over, wide enough to anchor the square around it.
Aura approached it. At first, he thought it was just decorative, but as the light caught the surface, the true pattern resolved. A shimmering, faintly luminescent inlay of marble carved into the pavement itself.
It was… a map.
He leaned closer. The shapes weren’t labeled, but they were unmistakably architectural: countless corridors, veins, chambers, spiraling gates.
The city. Gehennis CORE. A full diagram of the inner sanctum.
But as he stepped back, he realized that he recognized the shape. The spatial symmetry, the asymmetrical curvature, the distinct tapering toward the lower edge…
He frowned, heart skipping once. He knew that shape, of course he did.
It wasn’t a city, it was a heart.
A bird’s heart.
Compact, tilted, with central structures too precisely aligned to be anything but anatomical.
The twin central towers sat too squarely in the center mass, aligned like ventricles, to just represent control halls or spires. The thinner spires that ringed them flared outward like arteries, arched corridors radiating like the aortic arch and pulmonary vessels branching into the wider city.
Even the supposed “drainage channels” near the far edge of the map were angled like venae cavae. They looped back into the structure, feeding it.
Aura’s mouth went dry.
Avian hearts were different from mammalian ones: smaller relative to body size, but faster, denser, and more efficient. Four full chambers, with full separation of oxygenated and deoxygenated blood. He’d studied dozens in cross-section.
And now… he was standing in one.
Crouton clicked softly beside him, head cocked as if it, too, understood the shape laid out in stone.
This—if it was an accurate map, what did that mean?
The city wasn’t modeled after a bird’s heart. It was a bird’s heart, at least in structure and layout. And if the soul-mana veins that ran everywhere told him anything, if this place truly echoed the anatomy of something living...
Then the CORE wasn’t just built to store that soul-mana, it was built to circulate it.
Aura stepped back slowly, pulse fluttering.
What kind of city needed a heart?
And why did it recognize his?
Crouton clicked its beak, ruffling feathers.
Aura blinked hard, trying to unsee it. But now that he’d noticed, the illusion wouldn’t snap back. The CORE wasn’t just some cold, empty city with strange tubes that flowed along everything, it was anatomical.
Alive, in some awful way.
Aura turned away from the monument, throat tight. 
The shape still burned behind his eyes, its symmetry and assumed purpose too delliberate. He didn’t know what to do with that kind of knowledge, so he walked down the closest corridor he could find, hoping to get the mess of thoughts out of his head.
He followed the soul-veins without thinking, letting their glow guide him like a current. They branched into narrower paths, deeper alleys. Crouton and the other two following crows tried cawing at him, but he ignored their warnings.
One moment, he’d been tracing the soul-veins branching off a side path, fingers grazing stone as the pulsing swelled behind his eyes and making his head throb. The next, the world opened to this.
A wide courtyard.
Aura clearly wasn’t meant to find it, with how Crouton pecked at his ear.
Cracked pillars encircled the basin, curving inward around a circular depression of seamless, dark stone. The remnants of archways reached upward in splintered loops, resembling crooked ribs.
Aura stopped at the edge of the open gateway he came through. The air here was just as thin and empty as everywhere else.
But not as empty. Someone was already seated.
Aura’s spine stiffened before his gaze fully registered him.
He sat like he’d never stood, like the stone platform he sat on was a gilded throne. Six wings folded along his shoulders and back, their feathers catching the soul-vein glow in slick, oil-sheen glints.
At his feet, a small cluster of pheasants pecked quietly at iridescent, thick pools of spilled soul-mana. They were strange birds with long, lacquered tails and jeweled crests that shimmered with unnatural light.
Paimon’s eyes found Aura the instant he stepped into view.
He didn’t speak at first, his gaze drifting to Aura’s side, to the crooked-footed crow on his shoulder. Paimon’s eyes narrowed, and a smile formed on his short beak.
That, more than anything, gave Aura pause.
“So,” Paimon said at last, his voice barely more than breath. “This is what Raum’s been hiding.”
Aura froze.
His first instinct was to say nothing. Raum had warned him—don’t talk, don’t engage, let them think you’re a hallucination. That advice felt a little less funny now, echoing hollowly in his chest as the weight of the demon’s attention pinned him in place.
He wasn’t supposed to talk to anyone.
Azrael had come back alive, sure, but she was Azrael. She could probably walk through an open flame and come out without a speck of ash.
Aura… was just a guy.
He could feel Crouton’s claws tighten just slightly on his shoulder.
He considered turning and leaving, but for whatever reason:
“I, uh…” Aura’s voice caught. He cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to intrude.”
Paimon shifted, crossing one leg over the other. He leaned an elbow against the wall beside him, resting his cheek against his loosely curled fist. His eyes drifted over Aura, slow and unreadable.
“And yet, here you are.”
He stood like the world around him adjusted to make space. He stepped down from the platform in practiced, effortless strides, moving in a slow arc around Aura. Measuring him.
“You don’t belong to this world’s cycle,” Paimon said. “And still, the city lets you walk it, lets you breathe it.”
He came to a stop just behind Aura, who turned around fully. Paimon’s smile widened slightly at his wary stance.
Crouton clicked his beak sharply in warning. Paimon glanced at the bird, then back at Aura.
“That’s unusual,” he said, as if noting the weather. “But I’m sure you’ve figured that out.”
Aura stayed quiet. The hum in the stone underneath had returned, stronger now. Closer, feeling as if it were crawling up his legs.
Paimon tilted his head.
"Tell me—what plane did you fall from?"
Aura blinked. “What?”
A low hum left Paimon, almost amused. “You’re not one of ours. Not Gehennisborn, not Caelux-touched. No sigil traces, no brands, and yet here you are. Breathing the city’s air like it’s somewhere you aren’t alien.”
Aura swallowed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” And that was true. Mostly. He was suddenly very grateful Raum spoke in complete sentences and not riddles wrapped in riddles.
Paimon gave a noncommittal shrug. “You do. A little. But not enough. That’s why you’re interesting.”
Walking closer, his talons clicking against the stone, he studied Aura steadily. Then he stopped and looked straight at him, the grin on his beak sharpening slightly into a smirk before he asked:
“How long have you been staying with Raum?”
Aura tensed before he could catch himself. How the hell did he know that?
Paimon’s expression didn’t shift, but something behind his eyes flickered.
“Ah,” he said softly. “So he let you in.” He took a step closer. Just one. “Housed you.”
Aura’s fingers curled slightly around the edge of his cloak. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.” Do all demons here just know each other?
Paimon gave a low, amused exhale. “You think I’m questioning your manners?” He leaned in just enough that Aura could feel the shift in the air, could see the keratin lines of his beak,
“I’m questioning your odds.”
He leaned in slightly, his tone light, but the edges of his words were flint. 
“Raum doesn’t take in strangers,” Paimon continued. “He collects rare things, books, parchments. All things he can shelve.” He paused. “But you’re not shelved, are you? Out here instead of propped in a glass cage.”
Aura said nothing. Paimon chuckled, soft and dry.
“You’re not even labeled.”
He turned slightly, gaze drifting out to the ribbed clouds of the skyline before returning to Aura.
“Where did he find you?”
Aura hesitated. “I… fell. I don’t really know. One second I was in my room, the next I was—here.”
“Ah,” Paimon murmured. “So a space between worlds, I assume. I’ve read theory of it, but to have its existence confirmed is… something remarkable.” He nodded, as if ticking a box on a mental form.
“That would explain the pulse as well. You’re synced to nothing in this world, so everything wants to claim you.”
Aura didn’t quite understand the words, but he didn’t like them. Especially not the way Paimon said claim. Like he was making a list.
The demon folded his hands behind his back and began a slow step around him again.
“And Raum?” he said, softer now. “What does he want from you?”
Aura blinked. “What?”
Paimon gave a half-laugh, faintly incredulous. “Come now. You’re clever enough to ask questions, surely you’ve asked that one.”
Aura opened his mouth, then shut it again. Apparently… he hadn’t.
Paimon smiled—amused, smug, knowing. Despite the lack of teeth, it still felt sharp.
“You should ask him,” he said. “Before someone else does.”
The silence that followed tightened, pulled taut like a string stretched past its limit. Aura didn’t move, didn’t breathe.
Then—
Crouton flared.
One moment he was still, the next a blur of black feathers. Every plume bristled outward in a sudden burst of warning, making him look nearly double in size.
Aura barely blinked before the crow launched—straight at his face. It wasn’t attacking him, though it felt like it in the moment, more like trying to push him away from Paimon. Wings spread, Crouton collided with Aura’s cheek and forced him back a step.
The caw that followed cut through the silence like a knife.
Aura stumbled, instinctively raising one arm as the feathers blurred past his vision. Crouton landed again an instant later, talons digging into his shoulder, body bristling.
Aura stared at him. “Okay,” he whispered, voice unsteady. “That’s new.”
Across the court, Paimon remained still. But his gaze sharpened, narrowing slightly—as if something just clicked into place.
“That one,” he said. “That one is his.”
Aura blinked. “His?”
Paimon didn’t need to clarify. Raum.
His tone remained idle, the kind of bored that was never truly bored.
“He doesn’t send that one unless he’s extremely worried… or feeling territorial.”
The word sat there.
Territorial.
It landed cold in Aura’s chest.
He shifted, discomfort creeping through his limbs. The invisible boundary between him and Paimon had just become visible. Tangible. Like a line drawn into the stone.
“I… I should go,” Aura murmured.
Paimon huffed, a dry, feather-soft noise. “Shame. You’re such a curious little anomaly. I had more questions.” He waved a hand vaguely toward the archway. “But go on. I know where you’ll be.”
He didn’t stop him.
Aura didn’t wait for another invitation. He turned, walking quickly toward the exit, boots scraping lightly over the stone. His breath caught unevenly in his throat. Paimon’s gaze followed like a weight between his shoulders.
Then—
“Tell him,” Paimon said, voice almost gentle, “that I’m disappointed.”
Aura didn’t stop.
“He should know better than to hide something so volatile behind old books and wishful thinking.”
Aura didn’t turn around, but he walked faster.
* * *

Raum was already waiting when Aura pushed through the Athenaeum’s back gate. He stood just inside the archway, half-shadowed by the outer wall, feathers faintly fluffed and tail twitching in tight, irritated loops.
Aura paused, catching his breath. Crouton adjusted on his shoulder with a shiver of ruffled feathers.
Raum’s gaze flicked to the crow, then away. “You were gone forty-two minutes,” he muttered.
Aura blinked. “You timed me?”
Raum didn’t blink. “You said thirty.”
“Sorry,” Aura deadpanned. “I stopped to look at the sky.”
Raum scowled, feathers bristling. “The sky here doesn’t change. What could you possibly—” 
He cut himself off with a sharp exhale and looked away. “Whatever.”
Aura pulled off the threadbare cloak and held it out. Raum took it with a care that didn’t match his tone, like it might fall apart if he gripped it too tightly. He didn’t speak again, but he smoothed the folds as he held them, fingers pausing for a moment on the hem like they were trying to read the faded quote.
“I saw someone,” Aura said.
That stopped Raum cold.
Aura hesitated. He didn’t want this to turn into another Azrael-style confrontation.
“He didn’t hurt me or anything,” he added quickly. “Just talked. Said a lot of cryptic stuff and interviewed me like he was trying to figure something out.”
Raum turned slowly, his eyes widening in a moment of raw shock—a flash of horror mixed with something much tighter, painful. His tail whipped around his ankles as though trying to restrain itself.
“That’s what he said—he knew the crows were yours, and that you were hiding something,” Aura added softly.
Instead of the casual dismissal Aura expected, Raum’s face tightened as if a hidden fear had been pried open. His voice came out flat and brittle: “What did he look like?”
Aura shrugged, trying to be nonchalant despite the tension. “Tall… taller than you, with six wings. There were even a few Lady Amherst’s pheasants circling him—I, um, didn’t get a good look because I was too nervous—but he looked kind of like one himself.”
For a long moment, Raum’s eyes closed as if he were fighting to steady himself. When he finally opened them, his tone was barely a murmur: “Paimon, huh…?”
He turned abruptly as if to step back into the shadows—into the fire they’d tried to contain—but his movements betrayed his desperate need for distance.
“Raum?” Aura called. “Wait, should I be worried?”
Raum didn’t stop as he raised a hand in the air, a vague, flustered wave. “No, maybe—I don’t know—just... give me a second to think.”
Aura didn’t follow. He just stood there, still, watching the retreating shape of a demon trying very hard not to fall apart.
Crouton adjusted on his shoulder, talons clicking softly as he resettled like a sentry. Aura turned his gaze outward, toward the skyline, where the dark silhouette of the Aortic Cathedral loomed on the horizon.
And he wondered both what this place was… and what it was doing to him.
* * *

Later that night, Aura wandered again, trying to gather his thoughts. The halls of the Athenaeum hummed soft and low, like they were trying not to wake something sleeping in the walls.
He didn’t know where he was going, just that staying still felt worse.
Eventually, he found himself in one of the quieter alcoves, half-lit by a soul-lamp that had burned too low to matter. He sank down against the stone, sighing deeply.
He wants to go home.
Before those thoughts could fester into something deeper, Crouton landed beside him. The crow was silent for a moment, then gave a soft little chirr.
Aura scratched gently behind his neck. “You’re still following me, huh?”
Crouton tilted his head.
Aura leaned back against the wall. “Raum didn’t send you to spy, did he?”
Crouton fluffed, hopping closer.
“…Right. That’d be too subtle for him.” He smiled a little, tired but sincere. “I don’t mind, you know.”
There was a long pause. Just breathing. Just the quiet pulse of the city underfoot, like a heartbeat that didn’t belong to him.
He exhaled softly. “I miss home.” His voice was quiet, but honest, “I had a pair of lovebirds. Loud, needy little things.” He paused, smiling faintly. “Used to perch on my curtain rod and scream if I didn’t say good morning.”
Crouton tilted his head, feathers shifting.
“I never thought I’d miss being yelled at in the morning,” Aura said, chuckling under his breath. His smile faded too fast.
Then Crouton did something strange. He stepped closer and pressed his chest against Aura’s arm lightly.
Aura stilled.
His warm little presence was steady, grounding. Like someone reaching out through the silence to remind him he wasn’t invisible here.
Aura closed his eyes. “…Thanks,” he whispered.
For now, this was enough.
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Plucking the Feathered Thread


Raum stood just beyond the Athenaeum’s protective boundary. 
The soul-veins beneath the stone had thinned here, flickering like veins beneath too-pale skin, the pulse weak and uneven. The air carried a cold that pricked at the scales and skin beneath his robes.
Like the city knew he was out and didn’t appreciate the novelty.
He tried not to fidget, standing there, still and statuesque, like maybe if he stayed quiet enough the city would forget he was trespassing.
It had been a long time since he’d been outside. Too long.
The plague doctor mask veiled his face, red glass lenses reflecting the ruined skyline. His top hat cast a long shadow behind him. This time was one of the few times he didn’t wear them for dramatic flair. Out here, in the raw, open space of the CORE, they were an armor
He knew how human he looked. That used to bother him, now… he wasn’t so sure.
None of this was supposed to be happening. Not yet.
He’d had plans. Contingencies wrapped inside contingencies. Charts, scripts, wards etched into dust-thick book margins. He even had entire timelines drafted in the margins of old texts and sleepless nights.
He’d planned for collapse, he was okay with it. Accepted it.
He hadn’t planned for visitors. He hadn’t planned for them.
And Raum—damn him—Raum was beginning to want to fix it.
He didn’t want to watch this place die anymore. Not now, not with them still inside it.
Footsteps broke the silence of his thoughts.
Saleos emerged from between the nearest arch, framed by the unnatural stillness of the city like a knight stepped out of a dream. His rose-gold armor was dulled by ash and snow, dull glints running down the curve of his pauldrons. One arm, bare of armor, was instead a wing, acting as a shield.
He stopped a few steps away, tilting his head slightly. He shifted his weight to one side, positioning his wing-arm under his beak in an amused thinking pose.
“You’re in trouble.”
Raum exhaled. “What gave it away?” His voice was dry, rasped behind the mask like it had been dragged over stone. He hadn’t had water before leaving, he hadn’t wanted to wake Aura.
Saleos gave a wry, amused shrug. “You called.”
No argument there.
There were very few things that could force Raum to reach past the Athenaeum’s protections. Fewer still that would make him reach out to Saleos, of all demons, who he’d spoken to maybe four times in his entire existence. They weren’t enemies, but they weren’t close, either.
Which is why Saleos added, softly now, “You don’t usually call anyone, especially not me. What’s brought you out of this solitude of yours?”
Raum shifted slightly, claws curling once against the stone. The air was getting heavier, the lights in the soul-mana lamp posts flickering a bit brighter before dimming. The CORE was listening.
He didn’t answer the question immediately. Instead, he looked beyond Saleos, toward the district’s skyline, where the Aortic Cathedral stood tall. Its geometry was beginning to warp, just slightly, but noticeably.
“It’s accelerating,” he said finally.
Saleos’ posture changed immediately. The humor vanished from his face. “You’re certain?”
Raum didn’t respond. He didn’t need to.
Because a second later, the soul-vein beneath their feet pulsed—too fast. Off-rhythm, like something vital misfiring. The ambient heartbeat that always sounded within the CORE skipped a beat.
“You’ve never reached out like this,” Saleos murmured, the frown on his beak almost uneasy. “And you’re risking a lot by telling me anything. So again… why?”
“I’m not close with you. We’ve spoken—what? Three times?”
“Four,” Saleos corrected mildly.
Raum huffed, almost a laugh. “Four.”
He looked back at him, finally.
“I didn’t call Aamon. Or Stolas. Or any of the others who’d twist this into some political play. Who’d see it as a chance to tear each other apart again.”
Saleos said nothing, but his gaze sharpened.
Raum continued, clawed fingers twitching once at his side.
“I called you because you’re not power-hungry. You don’t chase things just to claim them, you believe in…” He hesitated, then finished with a bitterness that couldn’t quite hide the truth underneath. “Ridiculous things. Romance, honor, grace. And… well, the others like you, despite that.”
Saleos blinked slowly. “You think this can be saved.”
Raum looked down at that. “I didn’t used to,” he admitted. “Gehennis was always built to fail. A cage meant to outlive its captives. I was… fine with that.”
He looked up at him then.
“It’s just that… now, there’s a variable. Two, actually. Azrael is—fine, whatever, she’d kill me if I say the word ‘miracle’ in her presence. But Aura—” He stopped. “Aura is rewriting things just by existing here.”
He stopped himself short of saying what he really meant. That Aura had rewritten him.
Instead, he muttered out: “If Gehennis dies, I think it takes him with it. And I’m not ready to let that happen.”
He didn’t say it aloud, but it was plain in his voice.
I want it to last now. I want something to last.
Saleos tilted his head. “You care.”
Raum didn’t respond.
Saleos let that settle. Then nodded once.
“You don’t trust me.”
“I don’t not trust you.”
That earned the faintest smirk. “Fair enough.” He stepped slightly closer. “Then tell me what you know. Whatever your plan is. Though, I think we should wait.”
Raum’s brow twitched beneath his mask. “Wait for what?”
Saleos tilted his head slightly, one armored pauldron catching a flicker of dim light. But before he could say anything a low, resonant keening sounded out. It started at the edge of hearing, then swelled, like the air itself buckled to make room.
Raum didn’t flinch.
Saleos chuckled humorlessly and looked toward the origin of the sound. “For him.”
Murmur arrived without ceremony, looming and massive as he was.
The griffon-body beneath him gleamed faintly with soul-light along its armored joints, talons clicking softly as he moved. The torso that extended from his shoulders was hunched, a vulture-like form with flabby pink skin pulled tight across wiry muscle.
A ducal crown rested unevenly on his head. His beak was curved, and, like Raum’s under his cloaks, his demon sigil shone dully on his bare chest.
“The city sings strange,” Murmur murmured, voice dry as burnt wood. “Its intervals are wrong, as if the choir above has forgotten what it was worshipping.”
Raum resisted the urge to groan. “Hello to you too.”
Murmur tilted his head, long neck angling unnaturally as he drifted forward in a slow arc. He stopped beside a crooked soul-vein and extended a claw to poke it, humming softly.
“You brought disruptions,” he said. “Two of them.”
Saleos snorted. “You mean the angel and the human.”
Raum's tail flicked, crossing his arms. “Their names are Azrael and Aura.”
That earned a pause.
He didn’t speak at first. He just looked at Raum with those distant, bone-deep eyes, then reached into the leather satchel at his side.
“He’s not the first human to enter Gehennis,” Murmur said at last.
“What?” Saleos blinked—this was news to him.
It wasn’t news to Raum, who had read pretty much every book and text in the Athenaeum. He craned his neck to look up at Murmur.
Murmur held up a small sheaf of notes and pages stained with old ink. “Fifty-two years ago, a peasant girl found her way into Gehennis’ layer of Lust, past Purgatory. No records, no name. She died within a week. I took field notes of it all.”
He looked down at the pages, then back up at Raum.
“But this one… your Aura… isn’t being rejected. He’s syncing.”
Raum nodded. 
And if Aura was syncing, if the city was beginning to move again because of him, then they were well past the point of theory.
They were entering failure.
Murmur didn’t elaborate, and neither did Raum. The implications were already heavy enough. Saleos huffed, feeling distinctly left out of the loop.
Saleos folded his arms, watching Raum with the strained patience of someone trying very hard not to start yelling.
“So,” he said, tone reserved but clipped at the edge. “Gehennis is destabilizing, a mortal is syncing with it, and the higher orders will be sniffing at the scent trail unless something happens to fix it.”
He waited a beat.
“What’s the plan, then?”
Raum blinked. “Plan?”
Saleos stared at him.
“Ah, I mean,” Raum added quickly, hands gesturing vaguely in the air, “I was sort of hoping we could… you know, workshop one. Together.”
Saleos’ expression did not change.
Raum cleared his throat. “Eventually.”
Saleos exhaled through his nose. “You don’t have a plan.”
“Well—no, not yet, but that’s only because the situation is very confusing right now. I have all my books to reference, but…” He paused, looking a bit sheepish. “They don’t really help.”
Murmur didn’t say a word, but the weight of his stare was enough.
Raum shrank slightly under it.
“I’m open to suggestions,” he offered weakly.
Saleos dragged a hand down his face, muttering something unsympathetic under his breath. Then he turned away slightly, glancing toward the pulsing veins in the walls.
“That mortal needs to disappear, Raum. At least until you figure out what he is. Or what he’s done to this place.”
“Working on it!” Raum said, not confidently.
He moved to gesture wildly again, frustration bubbling out, about to go on a tangent before Murmur stepped forward at the same time. A misjudged distance.
The edge of Murmur’s broad shoulder clipped the back of Raum’s head with unexpected force, and the mask slipped.
It, along with Raum’s hat, hit the stone floor with a soft thud of leather. An awkward silence filled the air between the three.
Raum froze. The moment he realized what happened, he shot his hands up to cover his face, a very undignified sound coming out of him.
No one said anything at first.
Then Murmur blinked once—impassively—and kept his gaze steady. He looked as though nothing significant happened. Saleos, however, squinted.
“Wait.” A pause. “Is that why you were wearing that ridiculous mask?”
Raum didn’t answer. He glanced down through his fingers at the floor, at the mask, anywhere but at them. He felt mortified, just waiting for the insults to come.
Saleos’ brow furrowed. “Because you look more human now?”
Still nothing.
“Really now?” he scoffed. “You thought we’d care?”
Raum’s voice, when it came, was barely audible. “Yes… I’m still a demon though.”
Murmur let out the closest thing he ever gave to a sigh. Then, with a wordless flick of his hand, he resumed taking out an object from his satchel.
“We don’t care.”
“No one said you weren’t.” Saleos blinked. “We don’t stop being demons just because you got pretty, Raum. That, and the distinctly human hair under your hat gave it away already.”
Raum blinked, lowering his hands. He didn’t respond, deciding to pick his mask back up.
He didn’t put it back on. Perhaps out of acceptance. There was no hiding from this anymore.
Then, without a word, Murmur stepped forward.
He moved with a silence that defied his large frame. Without preamble, Murmur held something out between two clawed fingers. Small and wrapped in pale velvet, the kind that shimmered beneath the soul-light.
He unraveled it slowly. Then stopped.
Inside was a feather.
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It was solid and carved from what looked like bone, impossibly thin, almost translucent where the light caught it. A faint pulse throbbed along its length, like it remembered a heartbeat it no longer had. Bound at the base was a thin wrapping of prayer-thread, looped with practiced care and inked with psalms that had half-faded into time. Most were illegible.
A few syllables remained.
Raum hesitated before taking it. He frowned, turning it slightly in the light. “What is this?”
Murmur’s gaze didn’t shift. “For if it comes to that,” he said. “Just in case.”
Raum looked up. “I don’t—”
“You will,” Murmur replied, already stepping back.
Saleos exhaled behind them, the sound edged with dry disapproval. His arms were crossed, the bare wing folded against his side like a half-drawn shield.
“You’ve always liked risks,” he said mildly. “But this…?”
He nodded toward the distant city, toward the pulsing veins, the twisted skyline.
“You’re playing host to a faultline.”
Raum’s feathers bristled, lifting slightly along his shoulders. “It’s not like that.”
“Isn’t it?” Saleos didn’t press. Just watched. Measured.
Then, after a pause, his tone shifted—less sharp now.
“If you want my advice? Hide your… ward, in the exit under the archive. “Because if the others get here first, they’ll take the human. They’ll lock him up, tear him apart, or worse: try to make him fix this place.” He paused again, eyes narrowing just a little.
“And if he can’t?”
A beat.
“They’ll kill him for not being enough.”
Raum didn’t answer. But he didn’t have to.
He closed the velvet back around the feather, then tucked it carefully into his coat.
His hand stayed clenched long after.
Saleos’ words had echoed louder than they should have, like they’d been carved into the stone beneath his feet. For a moment, everything else—the heartbeat in the walls, the weight of the feather in his hand, even the warmth of the soul-veins—felt distant.
There was nothing left to say, and so the other two left without much ceremony.
Saleos was the first to go. He stepped back, shadows already curling at his heels. “I’ll buy you time,” he muttered. “But don’t make me regret it.” Then, with a soft ripple that folded the space he stood in, he vanished past the same arch he came from.
The air snapped closed behind him, the echo of his absence immediate.
Murmur lingered longer.
He didn’t speak again. Just looked at Raum as if committing him, and his new visage, to memory.
Then he turned. One step, and he was gone. As if the world had simply forgotten he’d ever stood there. Raum didn’t know where he went. Possibly back to the layer of Pride.
Wherever it was, and despite their declaration of a “companionship,” it felt as though he wouldn’t be seeing them for a while.
Raum remained standing there.
The carved feather was clenched tight in his hand, its velvet wrap now feeling too soft, too warm against the tips of his claws. It pulsed faintly, like something alive. Like a beating heart in the shape of a feather.
He stood there for a long moment, unsure if the silence around him was empty or watching.
Then, slowly, he turned.
He didn’t go back immediately. Instead, taking advantage of his rare self-imposed freedom, he walked.
One wide arc around the outer ring of the Athenaeum, trailing the long, curving wall like a ghost tracing the borders of its own tomb.
Then a second lap. His cloak dragged behind him like spilled ink, the hem already soaked with ash and memory. His footsteps were swallowed by the endless corridors, muffled by the heartbeat of the CORE, and his own.
Thoughts clustered. Collided. Tangled into each other like birds mid-flight.
Aura was changing. The soul-veins flickered when he passed, the air near him was starting to feel thinner, stretched, like reality was accommodating something it didn’t fully understand. Raum didn’t even need to hunch over grimoires anymore to guess.
And Azrael?
She still hadn’t come back.
It had been long enough to notice. Long enough to miss her in those quiet, uncomfortable ways: her questions that sliced like needles, her silent glares that cut through skin and bone.
Raum hadn’t let himself feel the unease growing in her absence, but it was there, curling under his ribs.
And the Athenaeum itself? The CORE beneath his feet?
It hummed louder than ever. 
The soul-mana veins that once beat in gentle rhythms now sparked with mismatched pulses. The staircases groaned with a tension they never used to hold. Enchantments, both old and subtle, had begun to fray at the edges.
The library had been Raum’s sanctuary for so long. A place of quiet solitude, where he could control the world he lived in, if even for a moment.
Now it all felt wrong.
He came to a stop just outside the front doors.
The feather in his hand felt warmer, or maybe that was just him.
Raum looked down at it. The bone-white curve. The careful wrap of prayer-thread. The faded ink of half-erased psalms in a language only partly remembered.
One line remained.
“For when silence must end.”
He didn’t know what it meant. Only that he wasn’t ready to learn it. Not yet.
But he would have to be. Eventually.
Raum drew in a breath. Held it, then let it go. Then, with no further hesitation, he turned and stepped back inside. The great doors whispered shut behind him, and the Athenaeum swallowed him whole.
* * *

Azrael watched the ribbed clouds of the horizon in silence.
They stood together in what had once been a bell tower, now reduced to a common nesting grounds for the many familiars of Gehennis’ inhabitants. Beneath them, the outer rings on the edge of the CORE pulsed with a deeper glow tonight. Uneven, like the city itself was breathing through cracked lungs.
Orobas said nothing at first.
That was why she stayed, why she tolerated him.
She’d only met two others, and both had been insufferably loud. Whether it be through threats or lectures on morality and allegiance, she didn’t want to deal with it.
All Orobas did upon first meeting her was offer tea and a space to sit, and not on a dusty library floor.
She didn’t know why he was different. Didn’t particularly care, either, aside from the fact that he was refreshing.
He stood near the edge of the platform, forelegs folded beneath him like a resting stag, the heavy muscles of his equine body relaxed despite the tension in the air. His wings twitched occasionally against his flanks. Ink-stained claws, far too delicate for his massive form, scraped rhythmically across the page of an old spellbook balanced on a slab of stone.
Orobas’ white-feathered head, sharp-beaked and unreadable, tilted slightly as he wrote. He hummed a thoughtful noise.
"You know he won’t stay quiet about it. Satanachia."
"Let him," she said flatly.
"He's already gathering others, and Agaliarept listens to him more than I’d like."
A pause.
"More than anyone should, really."
Orobas glanced up briefly, tapping his claw once against the page. "And knowing him… Agaliarept probably already knows about the human, even if Satanachia doesn't. He’s always been good at seeing things before others speak them.”
Azrael leaned against the stone, arms crossed, her broken halo catching a sliver of soullight through the shattered rafters above. Her face was blank, but the tension in her shoulders betrayed her storming thoughts.
Azrael looked down. “What do you think he’ll do with that information?” She frowned. “It’s not like I told him anything.”
Another pause.
“Twist it, most likely.” Orobas said eventually. “Shape it into something ugly and useful.”
Azrael let out a quiet, humorless breath. “That seems to be the pattern here.”
There was silence again. The natural kind, unstrained and  unspoken, shared between two people who didn’t need noise to fill the space between them.
Finally, Orobas looked up.
"You don't believe in coincidence, do you?"
Azrael’s lips curled faintly. “No.”
"Neither do I," he said. "And yet, here we are—with a city humming out of tune, a strangely feathered angel wandering the border layers, and a human alive inside the CORE."
Azrael narrowed her eyes. "You think it’s connected?"
“I think it’s… inconvenient, suspicious even. But not damning.” Orobas turned the page with the tip of one claw. “And I think Gehennis needs fewer hot-heads and more time to think.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You believe this can be fixed.”
“I believe,” he said carefully, “that threatening something you don’t understand is the fastest way to break it beyond repair.”
Azrael was quiet.
Then: “Aura doesn’t deserve what’s coming.”
“Perhaps not,” Orobas agreed. “But he’ll get it anyway.”
A wind passed through the tower. Somewhere distant, the soul-veins gave a long, discordant hum.
Azrael reached into her dress and pulled out a small, tightly bound book, its edges frayed, the Hebrew title half-worn. “I found this tucked between two blood rituals on Raum’s shelf,” she said quietly. “Didn’t seem like something he meant to lend.”
Orobas didn’t look surprised. He angled his head, one eye glinting as he took it. “So you’ve been studying,” he murmured, flipping through the dense pages. “Good, because this confirms what I feared.”
Azrael tilted her head. “That Aura’s presence isn’t random?”
“No. That the system is reacting to him. Not resisting, reacting. The Heart’s feedback is trying to compensate, and failing.”
Orobas shut the book gently, his claws resting on the cover like it might bite.
Azrael’s gaze drifted past him, out to the flickering pulse of the outer ring. The soul-veins glowed too fast, too bright.
“Then it’s already too late,” she said. She hasn’t spent much time with him, but… Aura’s death would not be preffered.
The wind picked up again, whispering through the rafters with a voice that didn’t belong to the air.
Orobas didn’t argue. He only glanced toward the far horizon, where the Heart loomed, just barely visible through the pillars of the Aortic Cathedral’s apex.
It pulsed once, off-beat.
Cracked light spilled through the clouds like a wound that had just begun to bleed.
And far below, the city shivered.






  
  10
[image: image-placeholder]
A Parliament of Thorns


It began with a summons. 
A message, spoken aloud once by the right mouth in the right place. Within a day, many of the elite of Gehennis began to drift toward the Aortic Cathedral.
None were told why yet, but they came anyway.
Because when a general like Satanachia whispered something into the right corridor, to the right demon, it traveled fast. When he asked a question, especially without asking it directly, it tended to be answered.
The Cathedral loomed tall enough to break the ribbed clouds, its black spires distorting faintly, as though trying to inhale something it could not name. Soul-veins spread from its base like arteries or roots, pulsing erratically. Faster than they had in millennia.
In the shadow of its towering arches stood the elite of Gehennis.
Some clustered in tension-tight circles: tacticians, scholars, the relatively amicable ones.
Buer stood among them, tall and still, his heronlike frame swathed in trailing stoles that shifted like ghost-script when he moved. Botis lingered nearby, as silent as ever. Phenex, mid-hum, leaned one arm lazily on a soul-veined pillar, half-listening with a dreamy expression.
Not far off, the aggressors, fraying at the edges for action, paced like leashed beasts.
Marchosias, reclined in the crook of a half-crumbled bench, didn’t rise, his grin widening, beak gleaming. Andras, too impatient for diplomacy, stood like he was waiting to pounce. His shadow-wolf, Velkos, laid restlessly beside him, eyes gleaming.
Seir lounged with disdainful ease nearby, sharp-beaked and sharper-tongued, talons tapping against the stone impatiently.
And they all waited for the one who called them here to say his piece.
Satanachia stepped up onto the bench Seir had claimed, forcing the younger demon to lean away with a sharp frown, his talons flexing against the stone.
One leg hooked over the other as Satanachia perched like a gargoyle above the crowd, his open leather coat fluttering faintly in the rising heat from the soul-veins. The magenta gleam of his sigil pulsed once across his brow, just above his eyes.
He turned a silver ring between his claws as he spoke.
“The other day,” he said, smirking. “While I was on a little stroll, I found something very interesting. An angel.”
His words fell into the space like stones into water. But before the ripples could settle, he added,
“A feathered one, interestingly enough. A little girl, one my affinity had no sway over.”
The crowd snapped.
Marchosias’ seat creaked as he sat up sharply, lupine grin widening. “Did you touch her?” The question came with a hum of something close to excitement. Andras whipped his head toward him, eyes wide and incredulous.
“Is that all you care about?!”
He turned back to Satanachia, his voice booming through the chamber as Velkos growled low beside him., as if demanding blood. “Why wasn’t this reported to the Sovereigns immediately?”
Seir, still leaning away from the bench, flicked a talon in Satanachia’s direction.
“You’re trying to rile us up again. Angels don’t have feathers, she’s probably just a newformed demon.”
But even he wasn’t convinced. His feathers twitched with tension he didn’t voice.
Buer didn’t speak. He merely tilted his head, the feathered wings around his face parting slightly as he muttered something to Botis, who nodded once and vanished without a sound.
Arguments amongst others broke out, voices rising over one another, desperate not to be the last to speak.
“She should be brought in, questioned—”
“Perhaps she’s causing the destabilization—”
“We don’t know anything yet, don’t be hasty—”
Agaliarept’s cold, chilling voice broke through the chaos, demanding quiet.
“A living human,” he said, voice even but edged, “has been confirmed within the CORE. Housed inside the Athenaeum, under the protection of Archivist Raum.”
Silence fell.
Agaliarept scanned the gathered elite. His eyes dragged slowly across the cluster of tacticians, war lords and scholars.
“The observed resonance to Gehennis’ soul-mana is unstable, but his presence is… hazardous. Containment is required, and if containment fails…”
He smiled, though it couldn’t be seen.
“Corrective action is already being prepared.”
High above, nestled in the shadows of a niche, a crow blinked once.
Raum jolted upright from where he laid in the Athenaeum, under a pile of blankets and shawls. He wasn’t in the Cathedral square, but one of his crows was.
Perched high on one of the spires, its vision funneled into his mind like a thread of smoke. Raum saw the gathered elites, felt the weight of the moment as the crowd began to turn, physically, toward the northwest.
Toward the Athenaeum.
“The Athenaeum is that way, if it’s hiding them—”
That was all he needed.
Back in his study, the soul-veins underfoot spasmed. Their pulse shuddered up through the walls, the floors, the bones of the building like a heartbeat gone out of rhythm.
Raum stood and staggered towards his desk, dropping the book he hadn’t been reading. The familiar link snapped and his view of the Cathedral went dark.
But he couldn’t focus on that right now. He turned, fast.
Aura stepped into the room, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “Hey, I heard some—”
Raum grabbed his shoulder, dragging the sleepy young man with him. “Come with me,” he said.
Aura blinked. “What? Why? What’s—”
“We’re leaving. Now.”
He didn’t explain. The edge in his voice was enough. His muted panic made Aura fall into step without argument.
The wall groaned as it parted, layers of charmwork grinding against ancient mortar. Dust floated in the air beyond, older than breath and unsure if it should allow lungs again.
The stairwell revealed was narrow and sharp-angled. The stone glimmered with soul-light trapped between its seams, flowing like streams of water beneath their feet and along the walls.
Raum took a breath, steadying himself, then stepped forward.
His palm hovered briefly over the arch before the threshold, fingers splayed. A faded purple sigil, his own, sparked to life along the doorframe: loops and layers of warding, a personal encryption he’d placed years ago.
“Through here,” he muttered, glancing back at Aura.
The seal faded behind them with a sigh, the wall closing with no seam to betray its passage. The sound of the Athenaeum above was immediately muted, like a candle cupped by unseen hands.
They descended quickly.
The staircase curved in uneven spirals, walls close enough to brush their shoulders. No torches, no sconces. Just the glow of the soul-veins running like capillaries beneath the stone. Some flickered erratically.
“Where are we going?” Aura finally asked after several turns.
Raum didn’t answer. Not right away.
They passed through another door, one with no handle, just a shimmer of yet another sigil that Raum pressed both hands to. The glyphs resisted, then folded open with a hiss like air escaping a sealed tomb.
“Somewhere the rest of Gehennis would rather forget,” Raum finally said. “The underpass archives, sealed before the last reordering… who knows how long ago.”
Aura swallowed and stepped through after him.
The corridor beyond widened and chilled. Raum pulled one of his shawls loose and handed it off. Aura accepted it gratefully, draping it over his shoulders without question.
The passage felt older than everything above it.
Shelves long abandoned leaned into the passage like broken ribs. Scrolls and codices too warped by age were embedded in the walls like fossils. The architecture here wasn’t as symmetrical as the upper levels of the Athenaeum.
Saleos had warned him.
"Hide your ward under the archive."
So, Raum was doing exactly that.
Still, the underpasses of the Athenaeum were not meant to be traveled lightly.
They breathed like lungs long buried. The walls shimmered with ancient carvings, their meanings half-lost to erosion, and the soul-veins here ran deeper, quieter, as if conserving strength for something yet to come.
Raum led with urgency, but not panic. Not yet.
Aura followed closely, shawl clutched around his shoulders, the hem of his cloak floating behind him. His heartbeat echoed louder than their footsteps. Somewhere above them, the city stirred, he could feel it now.
Just… feel. A shift in pressure. A wrongness in the bones of the place.
Then—footsteps.
Not theirs.
Aura slowed. Raum turned at the same moment, already tense, already coiling.
And Aura—like an idiot, apparently—opened his mouth. “Hello?”
A bright light shone from the corridor corner ahead. A soft yellow and white, it was a familiar glow.
Azrael.
She stood at the end of the passage, eyes sharp, posture braced, clearly expecting a fight. But the moment her gaze landed on Aura, the tension drained from her shoulders like a held breath let go.
Behind her, another figure emerged from the gloom.
Orobas.
He trotted with careful, deliberate grace. But his head shifted in sharp, avian angles, the white feathers ruffled around his collar like frost-bitten plumage. His centaur body moved silently beneath him, and a closed spellbook hovered beside him, pages fluttering in an unseen wind. The ink on its cover shimmered and reformed.
Raum stopped cold.
His voice dropped, low and bitter. “Why is he here?”
Orobas tilted his head, talons poised delicately against the hovering book.
“Because unlike the others,” he said smoothly, “I’m trying to think.”
Raum’s eyes flicked to Azrael, looking almost betrayed.
“Is this where you’ve been? With him?”
Azrael’s expression didn’t change. Not immediately. But her eyes narrowed.
The air in the corridor tightened. Even the soul-veins above them dimmed, just slightly, as if wary of the tension blooming between the two demons.
Azrael glanced between them and stepped forward, “We were tracking the deeper pulses beneath the Cathedral,” she said. “Something is moving, something old. Orobas was the only one who noticed it when I did.”
Raum didn’t answer immediately. His feathers flared in small, twitching arcs down his arms, his tail curling behind him like a banner caught in the wind.
“So you were spying,” he snapped.
Orobas exhaled, more tired than annoyed. His spellbook opened and turned a page on its own, revealing a rune that shimmered faintly red, pulsing like a held breath.
“No. I was observing,” he corrected, voice even. “There’s a difference.”
He glanced pointedly at the very alive human standing behind Raum.
“You don’t have the monopoly on caution. And frankly, right now, you can’t afford to turn away anyone who isn’t trying to kill him.”
Raum’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t step forward.
Orobas folded his arms across his chest, wings fluffing up once against his sides.
“Look, I’m not here to claim allegiance. I don’t want to babysit your archive, and I’m not planning a coup. But I saw the Cathedral, I heard what was said. And unlike the others… I’m not interested in blaming the fire before I know what sparked it.”
Raum stayed his ground, glaring up at the taller demon despite his quivering tail. He opened his mouth to say something, but before he could—
Aura stepped between them.
“Hey!”
Both demons turned to face him.
Aura held up his hands, eyes wide, breath coming faster than he wanted to admit. His voice shook with more frustration than fear.
“I don’t know what’s going on, but someone needs to explain. Now.”
His word echoed through the vaulted stone.
Azrael looked at Orobas. Raum looked down and away, his claws curled slightly, then relaxed.
It was Orobas who broke the silence.
“You’ve felt it, haven’t you?” Orobas asked, tone almost gentle now. “The flickers in the veins, the walls shifting when they shouldn’t. Gehennis doesn’t move without intent.”
Aura frowned. “So… they’re reactions?”
Azrael’s voice was quiet, but certain, when she responded.
“We think… they’re responses.”
Raum didn’t argue. He didn’t even look up. Just stood there, jaw tight, shadows pooling slightly beneath his cloak.
He had wanted to figure this out with Aura. Together. Instead, he was hearing it here, delivered by others who had already started pulling the threads he thought were still in his hands.
Orobas stepped closer, careful not to breach the fragile space Aura had created between them.
“You resonate with Gehennis. That’s the term we’ve used; but it’s not just one-way. You’re not just absorbing the soul-mana, because it seems to be listening back.”
Aura’s throat felt tight. The veins in the ceiling pulsed, and he felt it deep in his chest. His heartbeat skipped once.
“Why me?”
No one answered, because none of them knew.
The air felt thick. Dense with pressure and something older than the four of them combined. Around them, the walls hummed with the low, constant vibration of buried veins.
The four of them sat in the shadows, surrounded by warped shelves and fossilized scrolls. The past pressed in from every side. Soul-light flickered above, slow as breath.
Raum sat near one of the thicker soul-veins, hunched, hands braced against a cracked slab of stone that had once been part of an archive pillar. His top hat rested beside him, forgotten. The line of his spine was too still.
He looked like a dam about to break.
Finally, his voice cut through the stillness.
“The Cathedral is humming because the CORE’s heart is cracking.”
Orobas tilted his head slightly.
Aura blinked, unsure if he’d heard correctly.
Raum went on.
“The soul-mana veins… they’re overcompensating. At first I thought it was an automatic stabilizing response, as usual, but it’s not.”
He paused, choosing his next words carefully. “It’s pressure. The system’s trying to vent something before the whole structure collapses from the inside.”
His voice was too calm. The kind of calm that builds when there’s no room left for panic.
Orobas gave a small nod. He opened his spellbook to a page that showed notes on the soul-mana veins that ran through and over every surface in the CORE.
“It’s not just structural,” he added, tapping a glowing diagram. “It’s ontological.”
Aura frowned. “Ontological?”
Orobas still didn’t look at him.
“Gehennis isn’t just a prison for us and the damned. It’s a body.”
He gestured upward, as if pointing to the distant surface. “And something has infected its blood. That is the working theory.”
He let the words hang before continuing, quieter now.
“A system like Gehennis, by my guess, wouldn’t fail gently. It would spiral violently, because everything is too interconnected to isolate the infection.”
Raum’s jaw twitched. Azrael cut in before he could speak.
“Aura’s presence is changing how that body reacts.”
Her voice wasn’t accusatory, but Raum still tensed at the implication. He rose to his feet.
“You say that like he’s a pathogen,” he muttered, glaring at the floor. “Like he doesn’t belong here.”
Orobas raised both hands slightly, placating but firm.
“I’m saying Gehennis doesn’t know what he is. And things lash out when they don’t understand.”
The pressure around them felt ear popping, like he was on an airplane. Aura’s throat felt tight.
He pressed a hand to his chest.
“The map,” he said, the memory surfacing like a ripple.
Three heads turned.
“When Raum let me outside,” Aura began, voice low. “There was a monument. A round stone inlay in one of the plaza tiles. I thought it was just an old schematic of the city… but it wasn’t.”
He swallowed, eyes unfocused, more memory than speech now.
“It was shaped like a heart. Not a human one, a bird’s. They’re, ah, they’re different. The twin towers at the center, those were the ventricles. Arched passageways like arteries, and even the outer drainage channels curved like venae cavae.”
Raum went still.
“It wasn’t a model of Gehennis,” Aura whispered. “It was Gehennis.”
Raum spoke quietly, sighing. “A circulatory diagram.”
Orobas nodded once. “Yes, it’s a closed-loop system. For centralized pressure.”
Azrael remained quiet.
The words—ontological, closed-loop system, centralized pressure—meant nothing to her. They were completely foreign, a completely different language. But she could read tension like scripture.
The stillness in Raum. The way his shoulders hunched, not from fatigue but from the weight of too much unsaid. The way Orobas, so often precise and pedantic, didn’t correct a single word Aura had spoken.
It was all true, then. Or close enough to it, and that unsettled her far more than any technical explanation ever could.
Aura looked down at his hands, then at the pulse-lines beneath the floor.
“If Gehennis is a body… then the CORE isn’t just storage. It’s where everything flows.”
His voice cracked, barely above a whisper.
“And if something’s wrong with the heart... am I the reason it’s happening?”
His voice cracked slightly on the last word. Because if it were true, then the reason he was being hidden away from the other demons…
The other three were silent.
Raum’s claws clenched. His eyes snapped to Aura, and for a second, he looked like he might shatter.
“No!” he said, too loud, too fast.
Aura flinched. His mouth parted, but no words came.
Raum stepped forward, placing himself between Aura and the others. “You’re not,” he said again. Softer, almost pleading.
But his hands stayed clenched and his tail lashed once behind him, slow and tight with tension. 
And around them, responding like a mirror, the soul-veins dimmed. One by one, their light pulled inward until even seeing became difficult.
Azrael shifted first, her eyes flicking back toward the far corridor. “We can’t stay here,” she said. “Someone was following us. I’m not easy to hide.” She huffed, one of her faintly glowing wings fluffing in agitation.
Raum cursed softly under his breath.
Orobas was already standing, his spellbook closing with a faint puff of air. “The underpasses aren’t going to hold much longer,” he murmured. “If the Cathedral is where the rupture’s centered, we’ll need to see it for ourselves.”
Raum hesitated, then nodded begrudgingly. “There’s a path through the deeper catacombs that curves beneath the arterial ring. We’ll come up just south of the Cathedral’s spine.”
Without waiting for consensus, Orobas turned toward the deeper tunnel, his hooves nearly soundless against the old stone.
Azrael followed, glancing at Aura over her shoulder.
It was a quiet look, brief and unreadable to most, but the crease in her brow betrayed what she didn’t say. Her pace slowed just enough to be near him.
Raum lingered behind. He had just turned to check on Aura when he froze.
Aura was still leaning against the wall, one hand pressed to a thick soul-vein. The moment his fingers touched it, the humming corridor softened. The uneven flicker of soul-mana steadied, falling back into rhythm.
But Aura didn’t.
His body buckled slightly, the strength slipping out of him like water through a cracked jar. His hand dropped away from the vein and his breath came too fast.
“Aura—” Raum crossed the space in two strides.
“I’m fine,” Aura mumbled, but his knees were shaking.
Azrael paused at the curve ahead. She didn’t speak, but her eyes narrowed as they flicked down Aura’s frame. Then she kept walking, slower now, so he could keep up.
Orobas looked back, head cocked at a sharp, birdlike angle. “He smoothed the resonance,” he murmured. “The veins… they adjusted to him. But…”
Raum didn’t let him finish. “We’re leaving. Now.”
Orobas nodded once, turned without argument, and took the lead again.
The tunnels pressed in closer. They twisted like arteries, low and winding and alive with the hush of old breath. The air smelled of mineral dust and memory. Forgotten sigils winked between the cracks like eyes that dared not open all the way.
The four of them moved through the deep pulse of the city. Footsteps muffled and words unsaid. Many words unsaid.
The walls grew warmer and ahead, the tunnel sloped upward.
Toward the Cathedral’s breaking heart.
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Blood in the Birdbath


The tunnels held a colder kind of silence now. 
Not the humming quiet from earlier. Not the tense pause of a breath held too long.
This was the silence that followed.
After movement, after certainty. After the moment you realized it was already too late to turn back.
Even the walls seemed to know it. The soul-veins throbbed low and out of sync, like something deeper had knocked them loose.
They moved slowly from sheer depletion, like the tension in the air had soaked into their bones. The soul-veins dimmed, their rhythm staggered, as if a deeper engine had lost its pattern.
Orobas led the small group as he always did, unshaken and quiet. His hoof-falls were muffled by the thick dust beneath them, but he walked like he remembered how it used to sound. Like he was listening for the absence.
He kept glancing over his shoulder. Not toward his brother of thousands of years, nor the feathered angel.
Toward Aura.
Aura moved slow and detached. He wasn’t stumbling, exactly, but he was certainly unmoored. His body swayed as if caught between gravity and dream. His eyes were unfocused and hazy. He just moved, like his body hadn’t gotten the memo that his mind had gone elsewhere.
There was some lingering fear in his posture, unease and unrest, but mostly… exhaustion.
Raum lingered close behind him.
He was practically hovering over Aura; he hadn’t spoken since the underpass. His coat flowed behind him like a waving flag and occasionally his tail twitched, jerky and full of nerves He adjusted the layers of his shawl wordlessly, then—after a moment’s hesitation—reached forward and pulled a fold higher over Aura’s shoulders.
He didn’t make eye contact. He didn’t say anything.
Aura noticed everything he did, but didn’t say anything either.
Azrael walked on Aura’s other side, her bare feet silent against the stone. She didn’t ask if he was alright. She didn’t offer concern, didn’t speak at all.
But when he stumbled on a jagged edge of the floor, her arm moved before he could fall. Her fingers caught his forearm, just firm enough to steady him.
He gave her a weak, grateful smile.
She glanced at him briefly then looked away with a quiet huff, wings twitching slightly behind her.
“If you pass out, I’m not carrying you,” she muttered.
He didn’t thank her, but she didn’t expect him to.
… Still, she didn’t let go right away, either.
A narrow arch loomed overhead. A soul-mana lit lantern swung from a rusted iron hook casting a soft blue glow like a nightlight. It bathed their faces in intermittent shadow, exaggerating fatigue, carving it into the curve of their bones.
They reached a fork in the corridor: two narrow tunnels split in a Y shape, one descending slightly, the other rising just a few inches. Orobas reached out and ran two talons along the cold surface of the right wall.
Orobas frowned, gaze flicking along the wall glyphs.
“This layout is… unfamiliar,” he murmured to himself.
Raum’s voice came dry and sharp behind him. “A Prince who doesn’t memorize the Cathedral’s new foundation shifts? By Gehennis, what a scandal.”
Orobas turned slightly, his tone light despite everything. “Would you prefer I lie convincingly?”
With a flick of his tail, Raum pouted. “I’d prefer you stop talking entirely.”
Aura and Azrael exchanged a glance. Neither intervened.
The tension held for a beat longer until Raum exhaled, slow and shallow, like the air had grown heavier in his lungs.
“We’re close,” he said at last, voice brittle. “The arterial chamber’s just ahead.”
Azrael tilted her head slightly. “What happens when we get there?”
Raum stayed silent.
Orobas answered for him. “Then we find out if it’s already ruptured.”
Aura’s fingers twitched at his side. The shawl Raum had adjusted earlier was slipping again, but he didn’t bother fixing it. His pace had no rhythm now, just movement for movement’s sake.
Above, a crow glided along a fractured stone ledge, silent as shadow. It watched them in stillness, talons barely scratching against the stone. A calmer white eagle nudged it along with its beak before spreading its wings to follow the group, gliding after without a sound.
The tunnel dipped, the curve deepening as the walls bowed outward. Space opened around themas the floor sloped downward, guiding them toward the heart of the city.
Azrael’s brow furrowed. She slowed, pressing one ear to the wall as if trying to catch a murmur behind stone.
The heartbeat thrummed louder than she’s ever heard it.
“The city’s louder here,” she muttered.
Raum nodded once. “It gets louder the closer we are to the heart.”
Aura slowed. Just a second. Just long enough for the others to notice.
His gaze lifted to a soul-vein overhead. It pulsed too fast, off-tempo and overclocked. His brow furrowed. The soul-mana wasn’t just flowing, it was responding. Responding to…
Raum started to speak, but Aura was already moving again, shoulders squared, eyes forward. His heart was beating too fast.
A dry huff broke the silence: 
“Hm. Should’ve brought snacks,” Orobas murmured.
Azrael blinked at him. Raum looked over with the offended air of someone personally attacked by the concept of casual conversation.
Aura blinked too. Then a small, worn smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“M’pretty sure I’d throw up.”
“Perfect,” Orobas replied smoothly. “More for me.”
Raum muttered, “And you wonder why no one visits.”
“For you to say that is nothing short of spectacular irony.”
To everyone’s surprise, Azrael snorted. Then she kept walking.
The humor didn’t last long.
But in the brief space it created, it eased a bit of the tension in Aura’s spine. His steps felt less uneven and his fingers relaxed.
Then silence returned, though this time, it didn’t feel as awkward and strained.
The air pressed in as the corridor narrowed. The light thinned.
What remained was haze: a dusky blue that barely clung to the edges of their shadows, drawn out by veins that no longer pulsed in sync.
The stone around them was ancient. So old, it felt less built and more uncovered, like something that had always been there beneath the surface. 
Glyphs lined the walls in long, looping patterns. Not painted or etched, but pressed deep into the rock, as if clawed into the stone by something bigger than any of them.
They weren’t decorative, and they certainly weren’t dead.
Some still flickered faintly, some red and some blue, the lights caught in arrhythmic surges, as though they couldn’t remember how to breathe. Others were completely black, either devoid of soul-mana or waiting to be filled with it.
Orobas slowed his pace. His hooves struck the floor with an intentionally lagging stride. He held one hand out slightly, trailing talons against the corridor wall, feeling against the glyphs.
Orobas shifted slightly. His tome, previously tucked beneath one wing and quiet for most of the descent, had begun to stir. As it slipped free from where it had been held, it landed open on a sigil-marked stone.
The page it fell to was one detailing Leviathan.
The sound came just after it hit the floor.
A pulse.
It was too faint to be heard but too deep to be ignored. It settled, the way gravity did, the way pressure built behind the eyes before a storm. Like something just beneath them had taken a breath.
Raum stopped cold.
His cloak swayed around his legs as he backed away, his shoulder brushing against one of the rune-carved arches. His gaze snapped upward.
A rune blinked to life just above his head.
Red.
It blinked once, then again, then lit up steadily.
Raum stared at it, frozen.
“These haven’t lit since the rebellion,” he said. His voice wasn’t loud, but it was strained, rough from memory more than fear.
Aura blinked at him, caught between confusion and dread. “Rebellion?”
Orobas stepped beside Raum, the arch bathing his pale feathers in cold blue light. As the tallest there, he reached up to brush two fingers along the edge of the glyph. It shimmered under his touch.
His spellbook, hovering just behind him from where it landed, stilled midair. The pages stopped turning entirely.
“These aren’t warning glyphs,” Orobas said, voice quieter now, more focused. “They’re pressure seals, containment locks meant to keep raw soul-mana stabilized before it hits the CORE's purification system.”
Raum’s jaw tightened. “If they're lighting up like this, it means the flow’s destabilizing. The reserve tanks must be overflowing.”
Aura swallowed a lump in his throat. The equivalent of blood in the heart, overflowing? That… does not sound good.
Azrael spoke from the rear of the group, her voice low. “Then we’re not just near the heart. We’re near what feeds it.”
And then the corridor sighed.
Dust rained in small puffs and spirals from the cracked arches above, dancing through the low soul-light. One of the soul-lanterns above them buzzed faintly then sputtered. Another followed. Then another.
The veins in the walls didn’t pulse.
They spasmed.
Jolts with no rhythm, flickering like a system overwhelmed, trying and failing to correct itself. As if too much energy was being routed through too narrow a space.
Raum followed the nearest one with his eyes, his expression flattening into something taut and unreadable. His breath shortened. He lifted a hand halfway, fingers twitching like he could somehow steady the flow by will alone.
“No,” he whispered. “No, it’s too early. The reservoirs aren’t supposed to be active yet.”
Then more glyphs lit up in a cascade.
One. Two. Four. Eight.
A chain reaction, racing along the stone like fire licking through dry tinder. Symbols ignited in red light one after another, arcing down the corridor like blood vessels under stress.
Orobas swore under his breath. He pulled something from the folds of his coat: a calibration stone, wound in thin silver thread.
It lit in his palm, flickering with soft white light. For a moment, it glowed steady.
Then it cracked.
Fracture lines webbed outward from the core, warping the light. It pulsed once then scattered, throwing bent shadows across the walls.
Orobas’ beak pulled tight. He turned toward Raum.
The expression on the archivist’s face was already too still. “What does it mean?” Raum snapped, sharper than intended.
Orobas didn’t answer right away. He watched the fading glow, watched it sputter like a signal too late to be useful. Then:
“It means containment’s failing. One of the purification reservoirs under the arterial chamber, it's breached.”
Aura tensed. “A door, then?”
Raum shook his head, slow and grim. “No, not a door. A pressure valve, and one that just gave out.”
“If those tanks breach completely,” Orobas added, “it won’t just be mana overflow. It’ll be destructive. The system’s trying to vent, but there’s nowhere left to send it.”
Azrael was already stepping forward. She reached for one of the glyphs near the wall, a still-dormant one. She touched it gently with the edge of a fingertip.
It lit instantly.
The glyph flared too hot. It hissed, burned a raw red into the skin of her hand before retreating into darkness again.
She didn’t flinch.
Her voice came clipped as she turned her head back. “We should probably get moving.”
Behind her, something shifted.
The walls hummed with the uneven beat of mana flow destabilizing. A low groan rippled through the corridor. The stone was under strain with pressure in search of release.
Orobas’ wings bristled, tucking the shattered pieces of his calibration stone away.
“The city's redirecting energy,” he muttered. “Trying to vent through unused paths.”
Raum didn’t wait for agreement. “There’s a redirect stairwell past the next curve. We follow it to the second artery line and go under.”
Aura looked back once as they moved.
He stumbled slightly as Azrael tugged him forward, half-guiding, half-dragging. He still felt like he might throw up, but he couldn’t help himself.
“Are you okay?” he asked, voice low and a little hoarse.
Azrael glanced back at him.
“Your hand,” he clarified, managing a faint smile. “You touched that glyph and got burned, right?”
For a moment, she just looked at him, her expression unreadable.
Then she raised her opposite hand. Her fingertip was clean, no sign of a burn.
“I don’t damage that easily,” she said. Her tone was cool, matter-of-fact. But after a beat, she added: “Save your worry for that one.”
Raum, walking just ahead, stiffened. His eyebrow twitched.
“She’s talking about me,” he muttered under his breath. “Of course she is.”
Aura laughed tiredly.
“Alright, alright,” he said, pulling gently away from her grip. He managed to walk on his own now, though his steps were still a bit unsteady.
He looked over at her again. “Still. I’m glad you’re alright.”
Azrael didn’t respond.
But she let her hand linger on his back.
The stairwell narrowed sharply, the walls pressing in close on either side. Dust coated the steps in a fine, even layer. Every footfall landed too soft, too slow, like sound itself was reluctant to travel here.
Soul-light shimmered faintly along the seams of the stone, veins of pale energy running like threads beneath brittle skin.
They flickered now and then, like a network struggling to reroute around damage it couldn’t fully trace.
Raum led the descent with his shoulders hunched. One taloned hand slid along the wall, retracing steps he’d taken before through a place that no longer felt familiar. 
Aura slowed partway down.
He reached toward one of the glowing seams. Just close enough to feel the static bite at his fingertips, but he didn’t touch.
Behind him, Azrael kept a watchful eye on the group’s rear. Orobas walked quietly, eyes narrowed toward his floating tome, which drifted closer to the wall with each downward step, its pages still now.
At the base of the stairwell, the tunnel gave way.
The passage opened into a circular vault, vast and hushed.
The observatory.
Its ceiling arched high overhead in a seamless dome, inlaid with faintly glowing glyphwork that pulsed at slow intervals. Lines of blue and red glowing magic threaded through the stone in deliberate patterns, precise and intact.
The air felt still, but not stagnant. It held the kind of silence reserved for important places.
The curved walls were lined with arcane glass panels, most dim, some flickering softly as the group entered. Symbols shimmered faintly across one before fading.
Every surface felt carefully maintained by systems older than memory. Automated, perhaps, or preserved by deeper enchantments.
In the center of the room stood a circular crystalline altar, elevated slightly from the surrounding floor. A crystalline altar pulsed in the center, its red veins fanning outward in deliberate, organic precision—the CORE’s circulatory system, alive beneath glass.
Raum stepped just past the threshold, his tail brushing the polished floor. His gaze swept the chamber, not with awe, but with reverence.
“This is where circulatory flow is tracked,” he explained quietly. “Arterial core-mapping, soul-pressure regulation patterns. Every pulse this system made used to be recorded here.”
Orobas drifted past him, surveying the wreckage with furrowed brows.
“Before they sealed the mainline,” he muttered, “this room would’ve processed data from all major soul-mana pathways.”
Azrael stepped forward, her eyes narrowing at one of the panels embedded in the wall. Her posture shifted to a more alert stance. The air had changed weight around her, heavier with attention.
As she approached, its dormant runes stirred faintly, lines of code blinking in and out. She raised a hand, holding it just above the glass.
The panel flickered sharply—once—then dimmed again.
She pulled back without a word.
Aura entered last.
The pulse behind his ribs hadn't quieted. If anything, it pressed closer now, pounding in his head.
He drifted toward the center structure, drawn forward by the quiet rhythm beneath his skin. He stopped a few feet from the structure, scanning the branching patterns embedded on its surface.
It was the same design he’d seen etched into the plaza stone. 
“This was in the plaza,” he murmured. “This one’s smaller though… way easier to read. And it feels… weird.”
“Alive,” Raum supplied, stepping up beside him.
Aura gave a small nod.
“Because this one is,” Raum added, almost resigned. “It’s still active.”
Orobas stepped in beside them, his floating tome folding neatly into his hand. “This is a regulation console,” he said. “It monitored deepflow pressure: raw soul-mana before it cycles through the Heart. It was never meant to shut down, only sleep.”
Azrael’s gaze flicked across the glowing stone, her tone dry. “And now it’s waking up.”
Aura took a careful step closer. The pulse answered, faint but distinct. The light beneath the altar brightened just slightly, responding to his nearness.
Raum stepped beside him and gestured toward a small tower-shaped icon near the center. “That’s the Aortic Cathedral, it’s where the purification happens. All of Gehennis feeds into that.”
Aura’s eyes didn’t leave it. “It’s overwhelmed, isn’t it?”
Orobas gave a short nod. “Yes, and now it’s syncing.”
“…To me,” Aura murmured. He didn’t sound afraid—just tired.
“You didn’t trigger it,” Orobas said. “Not consciously, at least. I’d guess Gehennis has been waiting to tether to a mortal soul for centuries.”
That caught the others.
Azrael turned sharply, eyes narrowing. “Why would it need to?”
Raum’s voice came next, edged with disbelief. “The entire city’s system is built on soul-mana. It’s self-regulating and adaptive. It doesn’t need anything living in the circuit.”
“Exactly,” Orobas replied. “Which means something’s changed.”
Azrael crossed her arms, wings shifting behind her. “Or something was broken, and this is how it fixes itself.”
Aura took another breath. The pulse beat in time with his own. “You think it’s using me?”
Orobas turned a page in his tome. “There were old theories,” he said slowly. “That the Core Heart could adapt to a single resonance—a stabilizer, or a surrogate conduit. But the risks were considered unacceptable.”
“Yeah, like corruption,” Raum said. “And loss of identity.”
Azrael didn’t look away from Aura. “And now?”
Orobas met her eyes, then looked back at Aura.
“Now,” he said, “we may be watching it attempt one anyway.”
The last of the observatory’s light flickered like breath about to vanish.
Orobas stepped forward, one hand pressing against the far wall. For a beat, nothing happened—then the glyphs beneath his palm lit one by one, faint violet lines blooming outward in a controlled spiral. The stone trembled, groaning as a hidden seam split open and slid back with the slow weight of something ancient being remembered.
Beyond it: another narrow corridor, steep and dark, carved deeper into Gehennis’ roots.
Cold air spilled out once it opened, making Aura shiver.
Orobas didn’t raise his voice. “This leads under the Cathedral. The systems are still responding.”
Azrael stepped through first without hesitation, not bothering to glance back. She moved like someone who’d been here before, even if she hadn’t.
Raum paused at the threshold. His claws tapped once against the stone underfoot before he looked back at Aura.
“If we cross the atrium gate,” he said, voice low, “there’s no loop. No passage that returns here, not unless we want to unseal the doors again.”
Aura remained at the center of the observatory.
He looked back one last time at the crystalline table that had gone dark. The glyphs overhead were dead now, and yet, the chamber didn’t feel broken.
It felt… poised.
The heartbeat inside him hadn’t quieted.
He stepped up to the threshold, his fingers brushing the edge of the stone.
And he whispered, more to himself than anyone else:
“What if this place wasn’t breaking?”
Another step forward. Into the dark.
“What if it’s becoming something else?”
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The Lark That Sang to the Heart


The altar was behind them, but the pulse stayed under their feet. 
It had followed Aura down into the dark, lodged into his ribs, behind his eyes. A second heartbeat, slower and steadier than his own uneven one.
It was settling in.
They moved mostly in silence. The corridor narrowed again, swallowing the last traces of the observatory’s soul-light. Faint arteries of energy pulsed along the stone, dim and arrhythmic, struggling to catch up with the beat behind Aura’s eyes.
Aura’s steps weren’t clumsy, but they weren’t right either. His breath hitched every few paces. His jacket hung tied around his waist now, sweat darkening the back of his sweater.
Azrael walked beside him.
She hadn’t spoken since they left the chamber. Now she shifted closer, scanning him with that same calm, unreadable focus.
“You’re warm.”
Aura blinked down at her. “What?”
“Flushed.” Her voice was flat, not unkind. “It’s not fever.”
He touched the side of his neck. His skin was damp. The heat wasn’t rising, but it was indeed warm. Like a damp, hot cloth just freshly peeled away.
From ahead, Raum’s voice cracked like a whip: “We need to move, now.”
The corridor groaned beneath them, strained and metallic. A high-pressure hiss split the air behind them. One of the observatory’s upper glass panels fractured, arcane light bleeding through a gasp of steam.
“The regulation field’s collapsing,” Orobas snapped. “If the compression rings rupture, the soul-pressure buildup will tear through the whole structure.”
His tome zipped to his side, pages snapping shut as if even it were in a panic.
Raum spun, cloak lashing behind him. “If those seals rupture, this entire wing caves in. Come on!”
Azrael was already turning to follow, but Aura didn’t move.
The rhythm had sunk deeper. It was in his jaw, his hands, coiled around his spine like it had always been there.
It was holding him in place. His muscles had locked without him realizing, shoulders tight, breath shallow, every nerve drawn taut like the moment before a scream. 
It didn’t hurt, which made it easier to ignore. He felt like he was dreaming.
He stood too long, so Azrael stopped beside him. She didn’t say anything, at first. Just the quiet weight of her hand curling around his sleeve.
A tether. Just enough to snap the haze. When he looked at her, she almost looked worried.
“… Don’t trip,” she said.
He nodded, moving to finally follow.
Their footsteps echoed into the descent. Behind them, the altar pulsed once, then darkened. The veins dimmed when the glyphs ultimately died.
The system had let him go, but it had remembered him.
Their descent deepened.
The corridor sloped downward with slow, deliberate weight, the walls tightening and air thinning. Every step took them further from the observatory’s dead glow and deeper into the pulse beneath the stone. 
By the time the corridor opened again, it felt like they were stepping not into a place, but into something that had been waiting.
The tunnel ended in silence.
They stepped through one by one, talons, shoes and bare feet brushing across soot-lined stone. The corridor opened into nothing granduer. The vaulted ceiling above had split along its center, sagging like the ribs of a body left too long without breathing.
There was light, soft and ambient. Not from torches, lanterns or even soul-mana veins.
It came from nowhere, or perhaps maybe everywhere. Soul-light clung to the walls in narrow veins, threading between stones like a system too old to forget its purpose. If it weren’t impossibly lit, they would be shrouded in complete darkness.
Raum broke the quiet first.
“Welcome to the sub-cathedral,” he muttered. “The part everyone tried to forget.”
The chamber unfurled like a forgotten organ, once sacred, now suffocating.
The architecture sagged inward, arches warped as though the building had lost its will to stand. Moss clung to the fractures and glyphs crawled up the support pillars like scars—decorative now, their enchantments long faded.
“Gods,” Orobas whispered. “This place should’ve stayed sealed.”
His spellbook hovered at his side, pages shivering like something alive. He muttered under his breath, claws flipping through scans as pale light hit the mist, fracturing it into ribbons of grey and white.
Aura stood beside him, quiet but alert. His eyes lifted to what remained of the ceiling.
There had once been stained-glass windows. Grand, circular panels etched with angels and sinners, gates and thrones. Now? Scattered feathers and jagged panes that let in a light distorted and bent into uncanny colors through the shards left.
“The echo-mist’s too dense,” Orobas murmured, scanning the shifting air. “Residual mana this concentrated should’ve faded decades ago.”
“So it’s not supposed to be here,” Aura said.
“Exactly,” Orobas said grimly. “It means the containment seals failed ages ago, and whatever was locked beneath? It’s been leaking upward ever since.”
Raum crouched by one of the old shrines embedded in the wall. He wiped away decades of dust with his gloved hand, revealing a faded glyph etched beneath an offering plate.
“These were contract altars,” Raum said. “Where oaths were sealed. Names carved in willingly, some given, some… bartered.”
Aura stepped closer, squinting at the scratched-over inscriptions. “Why are the names all destroyed?”
Raum’s voice went flatter, more dismissive than tight. “Because sometimes the others would get second thoughts, or want deniability. You don’t scratch out a name unless you’re trying to forget who you owed.”
The room went still.
Then Azrael shifted, her stance adjusting and wings drawing in slightly, shoulders squaring. Her body went rigid.
“Something’s here,” she said.
Raum snapped his gaze to her. “What? Where?”
She pointed toward a patch of mist near the furthest shrine, which was low and unmoving only moments ago. Now, it was rising. Swelling. Breathing.
At first, nothing. Then a shape began to pull itself from the mist, slow and almost languid. Like it was being remembered piece by piece, reconstructed from something that had never quite been whole.
A vaguely humanoid figure. Mist tangled around it like peeling skin. Its limbs bent wrong and its head slouched forward.
It looked like a person if an alien had guessed what a person looked like and gotten most of it wrong.
Then it leaned forward.
And Aura’s body moved.
His mind screamed: What are you doing. What are you doing. Stop. Stop. Ugly mist zombie. You’re going to die. What are you doing—
But his legs didn’t listen.
Raum surged forward. “Aura, don’t—!”
Too late.
Aura had already met its gaze. If it had eyes.
The figure tilted its head, slow and broken, like a hinge coming unfastened. From within its chest—if that’s what it was—a whisper shivered out. Barely a sound.
But Aura heard it.
His voice cracked. “Did it just say something…?”
Something severed and rotting, still trying to speak. A shard of thought ripped from whatever had once been whole. 
Aura didn’t recognize the words—he wasn’t even sure they were words anymore—but he felt them tear through his chest anyway, raw and pleading. 
A cry, a curse; demands to be remembered, even if there was nothing left worth saving. It clung to him like frostbite under the skin, hollow and furious.
Orobas’s face snapped toward the figure, eyes narrowing. “That wasn’t residual.”
Another form rose beside the first, then another. And another.
Some were long-limbed, smeared like brushstrokes in smoke. Others crouched or dragged themselves upright, half-formed, mismatched. Faces blurred. Eyes melted into cheeks. Jaws where no mouth should be. They looked wrong.
They looked unfinished.
“They’re failed impressions,” Orobas said sharply. “Not people, nor fully souls. They’re impressions of the damned in soul-mana. Parasites of their memories and emotion.”
Raum grabbed Aura and dragged him back. “We need to go.”
Azrael was already there, hand closing around his arm. “They’re moving in.”
But the nearest figure didn’t reach for Aura.
It tilted again. Its form, barely holding itself together, seemed to pulse in time with the rhythm in his spine. And for a second, he wasn’t sure it had noticed him. He was afraid it had recognized something through him.
“I didn’t call them,” he whispered.
Orobas didn’t turn. “You didn’t need to. You’re synchronized to the CORE, they’re simply… reacting.”
Raum’s voice tightened. “They’re not reacting, they’re attuning.” He paused. “That’s worse.”
The ground trembled. Dust cracked loose while stone joints groaned overhead.
Orobas hissed. “The compression rings are failing—!”
Aura blinked, panicked. “What are those?!”
“Stabilizers,” Orobas snapped. “Pressure seals that keep the mana flow from bursting. If they fail, everything implodes.”
The vault above them suddenly shrieked. A slab dropped like judgment, crushing one of the old plinths to powder.
Raum didn’t wait for the vault to finish its collapse.
“Run!”
The mist didn’t thicken so much as it gathered. A slow coalescence, pulling inward like breath caught between ribs.
At first it was subtle. A shimmer at the edge of vision, a glint like light on glass, even though there was nothing to reflect. Then came the shapes, jittering, half-there, refusing to stay still.
They didn’t form all at once, and they didn’t form cleanly. They flickered into being; one moment, the mist was just that, formless, curling along the floor like lazy fog. The next, there was a shoulder, a bent spine. As if it were formed from the memory of a face you never saw straight-on.
Azrael moved first.
One quiet, measured step forward. But her wings lifted, spine coiling with tension. Ready to either guard or fly out of any reaching… things. Her nose wrinkled.
One of the disgusting figures turned toward her. It moved like it remembered being human, but had long since forgotten how.
Then came the sound.
A crackle—like glass scraped against bone. And beneath all that noise… was a voice. She couldn’t tell what it was saying, and didn’t want to know.
Azrael flinched, hands to her ears. Every feather along her wings snapped stiff. Ow.
The shape collapsed the moment she staggered back. Its body folded inward, gone in a blink, as if remembering it had been a mistake.
Aura, dazed, tugged weakly against Raum’s grip.
Another form was waiting for him. This one was taller, more stable than the others, but only just. Its silhouette held like wet paper, the fog sticking to it in layers.
Its face was a smear of indentations. A sunken void where someone had tried to carve eyes and missed.
It leaned close.
And whispered: 
“You’re not supposed to be real.”
Aura’s breath hitched.
His heart thudded. The words hit something deep, something he’d never said aloud, but had thought. When the wonder turned sour.
When he questioned if he even belonged in a world that had never asked for him.
He stumbled back.
Raum pulled him closer instantly, yanking him out of reach—away from the mist, away from the thing trying too hard to look human.
“Don’t look at them,” Raum snapped. His voice was raw, something close to fear as he kept Aura snug against his side. “Don’t listen, they’re not real.”
Aura stared at him, dazed. “What?”
He didn’t understand well what happened next.
Maybe it was the words, maybe it was the way the mist bent toward him like it was claiming something. But the moment he blinked—
Everything broke.
The deteriorated souls of the damned screamed. The walls shuddered and the light cracked. The corridor pulsed once, wrong and deep, and the mist moved.
When Raum pulled him by his arm, Aura ran with him.
The damned souls shrieked behind him, a sound too fractured to belong to anything living. Soul-light along the walls flickered, then sputtered out, plunging the corridor into a twitching, half-lit dark.
The mist was gathering.
A tremor rolled beneath their boots, and then it pulled itself together.
The mist coiled inward like lungs trying to breathe, folding layer over layer of the gooey, ghostly forms of the damned until a single mass lurched from it.
It stood on too many legs—or maybe none—its body bulging and collapsing, held together by leaking soul-mana that steamed where it touched the ground.
Raum’s eyes were wide as he stared at the thing, stumbling back.
Orobas barked, “Formation, now!”
Aura tried to stop, but momentum and fear tangled his limbs. Azrael caught him with one hand at his collar, pulling him back behind her just as the mist-beast snapped a malformed arm toward them. The appendage bent the wrong way and splintered into smoke when it hit the stone.
Orobas' tome flared open in a violent bloom of violet and gold. He swept his claws across the air like striking flint, and the spellbook dove toward a shattered offering plate embedded in the floor. It hit with a chime that sounded almost like a scream.
A ripple exploded outward, and from the broken metal a spectral construct surged into form: a war-horse, its body stitched from chains and dying stars. Beneath the translucent armor of its chest, the shimmer of Orobas’s spellbook pulsed where a heart should have been.
Silent but furious, the ghostly steed reared, then plunged toward the beast with a charge that cracked the stone beneath it.
Azrael didn't waste the moment either.
She lunged forward, her wings slamming outward. The soul-mana splashed around her like water, fragments of unformed limbs torn away by the force.
Raum flicked his tail instinctively, wild and sharp. A portal ripped open just in time to sever an outstretched mist-arm aiming for Aura’s shoulder.
Another swipe followed, messier, but it carved a path all the same.
The damned-beast shuddered, stumbling toward them.
It didn’t bleed or falter. It just kept dragging itself closer, more and more soul-mana leaking from its body, eating holes in the stone floor.
Aura staggered, one hand pressing against the wall. His chest burned.
The spectral war-horse crashed into the mist-beast’s torso, driving it sideways, but the thing didn’t fall. It split.
The beast tore along a seam that wasn’t really there, one half clawing toward Raum and Orobas, the other dragging itself after Azrael and Aura.
The floor cracked under their feet, spiderwebbing in frantic bursts.
Raum didn't hesitate. He slammed his tail’s sharp end against the stone, forcing a jagged ripple of portal energy through the nearest fracture. A thin rift opened—an unstable tear that warped the air—but it was enough. The mist recoiled, shrieking from the raw distortion.
“Move—move, dammit!” Raum gasped, already stumbling back, tail quivering.
Orobas shouted another command, his summoned horse responding without hesitation, hurling itself like a battering ram into the larger half of the beast once again. The entire corridor trembled under the impact, dust and shards raining from the ceiling.
Dust rained down in thick curtains.
“Just run!” Raum shouted, voice cracking.
Azrael didn’t need telling twice. She shoved Aura ahead of her, wings half-opened for balance, her free hand striking out to knock aside a stray limb of soul-mana that scraped too close.
Aura tried to run.
The pulse in his spine dragged at him, slowing his limbs, making his legs stutter and lock. Every few steps he had to force himself forward. It felt like he was pushing against a tide no one else could see.
The mist-beast shrieked again, louder now. The sound rattled inside their skulls, raw and furious. Blue and red soul-mana pooled around its body like blood, burning the stone wherever it touched.
More cracks webbed across the ceiling. The sub-cathedral was coming apart.
Orobas swung toward Raum. “The west split!” he shouted. “There’s a maintenance tunnel there!”
Raum yanked his head around and spotted it. A low, narrow arch just barely visible through the smoke and mist.
"Azrael, cover Aura! Orobas, ah, make a gap—!" Raum shouted, tripping over the words.
Raum charged blindly, swiping his tail in wide, frantic arcs. Portals tore the air open—short-range rips in space—slicing through the mist-beast’s limbs and buying precious seconds of clearance.
Azrael’s wings snapped outward hard enough to blow dust across the floor. She dropped into a low, defensive crouch, one arm shielding Aura while the other struck out at anything that moved wrong.
Orobas's tome circled faster. Symbols bled from its pages into the air, weaving a sigil that sparked and buckled the stone itself.
Then—
Boom.
A controlled explosion of kinetic force rocked the corridor, smashing a hole wide enough for them to escape.
“Go!” Orobas roared.
Azrael grabbed Aura and pushed him forward, almost bodily throwing him through the gap. Raum followed a half-breath later, tail slashing before another appendage that reached for them.
Behind them, the beast screamed.
The tunnel they fled into was tighter, with lower ceilings. The walls trembled from the pressure building behind them.
Aura stumbled once, but Azrael caught him. Her hand was firm, unflinching.
“We’re not stopping,” she said, her voice low, focused. “Keep going.”
The corridor angled sharply downward—one final descent—and behind them, the mist roared, furious and betrayed, as the broken cathedral began to collapse under its own failing magic.
Dust swallowed the world.
* * *

The tremors had lessened. The sound ebbed, retreating behind them like a tide too tired to finish the drowning.
The tunnel narrowed again, walls pressed so close that Orobas had to press his wings up and close to fit through. They staggered forward in the murk, feet slipping on rubble-strewn stone.
Orobas coughed into his sleeve, his tome listing awkwardly at his side like a wounded animal.
“No going back that way,” he rasped.
Raum coughed once, waving dust away. He turned toward Aura fast, almost stumbling, eyes wild, desperate for any sign of blood, broken bones, anything wrong.
Aura was pale. Shaking, but moving. Raum let out a breath.
That was enough.
For now.
Azrael stayed close.
Her posture wasn’t as rigid as before, but every breath she took was a calculation—listening for further collapse. The dust didn’t seem to bother her as much.
The maintenance tunnel veered left, slanting deeper underground, but it was stable.
The soul-light veins here were weaker, threadbare, flickering every few steps. Aura could feel how thin the pressure had become, like even the magic bleeding through the walls was exhausted.
A strange hush fell over them.
No monsters, no screams.
Just breathing and scuffed shoes on stone, the clacking of talons. The soft whirr of Orobas’s tome re-aligning its wards.
Aura wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, realizing too late he was smearing soot and blood together.
He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but hacked up a mix of phlegm and blood.
Raum's voice broke through, rough and low.
"Don’t waste your energy." he said softly, not looking back.
Aura closed his mouth and nodded weakly.
Their footsteps slowed, breath rasping against the stone-slick air.
The corridor veered again. Left, then down, then sharply outward. The walls opened without warning, and for a moment they stood blinking at the open mouth of the hall, cracked and half-collapsed, its far end shattered into a gaping overlook.
Soul-light flickered weakly from fractured veins overhead, barely enough to paint the world in uneasy color.
Ahead, past the broken ribs of the Cathedral’s rear support flying buttresses, something pulsed.
Aura staggered to the edge before the others could stop him. He leaned on a fractured pillar, one hand gripping the stone, the other clutched against his ribs. His heart thundered in his throat.
He looked up behind him, and there it was.
The Heart of Gehennis.
It hovered far above them, nested high at the apex of the cathedral’s spire. It was shining and cracked, suspended in the air like a bleeding sun. A living crucible of soul-mana, a golden ring floating around it etched with glyphs. Dozens of fractured conduits spiraled from it like arteries, tangling with each other as they fell from the open walls.
It should’ve looked sacred.
It didn’t.
The light it emitted stuttered, the pulse jittered. The veins leading to it twitched like dying nerves.
Raum caught up a second later, grabbing Aura’s arm harder than he probably meant to.
“Easy,” he muttered, breathless.
He didn’t let go.
Azrael had already moved past them. Her wings were drawn tight and her fists clenched. She scanned the far edges of the overlook, gaze flitting between the trembling supports and the horizon’s haze.
Orobas arrived last, his hooves loud against the stone, muttering to himself as his spellbook snapped open. Glyphs skittered across the pages—diagnostic scans, warning runes, ancient failsafe codes. None of them seemed to help.
“This isn’t just a pressure collapse,” he said. “The containment glyphs are decaying faster than predicted, much faster.”
Below them, across the fractured rear span of the Cathedral’s foundation, soul-mana had begun to pool.
Rivers of it.
The mist wasn’t fading.
It was rising again, drawn to the Heart they now stood near.
Aura’s spine hummed and it felt hard to breathe. The rhythm wasn’t fading either.
A tremor rumbled beneath their feet.
Azrael’s feet padded quickly toward the edge of the back of the apex, looking down. She turned around to the others.
“Something’s moving,” she said.
The back facade of the Cathedral—an enormous slab of black stone—shivered. A ripple ran through the reinforced soul-veins, warping the glyphs in its wake. Dust fell like ash, and from deep within the bones of the city, came a sound.
A breath drawn in too deep. Gehennis was in pain.
Raum’s ears flattened. His grip on Aura’s arm tightened again.
“Shit. Shit—it’s waking up. It can wake up?!” He looked up at Orobas, who, for once, looked just as lost.
Orobas’s tome rotated rapidly around him, its light reflecting off his panicked expression. He whispered strings of numbers like prayers, and none of them sounded hopeful.
“We need to get higher,” he said. “The outer platforms, or the support lattice along the west scaffolding. If the rest of this structure collapses—”
Another pulse, stronger this time.
At the base of the Heart, far above them, a fracture webbed outward through the central support. Thin, almost invisible. But Aura felt it, a splitting inside him that didn’t belong to his body.
His knees nearly gave.
Raum steadied him fast, hands on his shoulders now, grounding him.
“Stay with me,” Raum whispered, keeping an arm around him now. Poorly veiled fear laced every word.
Azrael’s voice cracked across the platform.
“Go up!”
They obeyed.
The hallway twisted upward toward a narrow stairwell half-buried in broken scaffolding, leading to the outer inspection girders.
Their footsteps echoed, fast and unsteady.
Behind them, the Cathedral groaned. The Heart pulsed off-rhythm again.
A sound split the air. A crack that could be heard throughout the city, just before the wound fully opened.
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A Shard of Sky Between Wings


Something split. 
Not stone or air, something deeper, as if the world flinched inward on itself.
The pulse stuttered—then surged. From far above, deep in the trembling crown of the Aortic Cathedral, a sound rippled down through the scaffolding. It wasn’t quite a shatter. More a breath forced through too much pressure, followed by the snap of something built never to yield.
Then—
The Heart broke.
Not with an explosion, but a fracture.
A jagged split veined down its crystalline body, light cracking outward in pulses, flaring like a wound torn wide to the sky. Containment glyphs ruptured in synchronized rings, shattering with the brittle finality of glass beneath ice. The protective matrix shimmered, flickered, then failed. One by one, the failsafes fell silent.
Soul-mana bled upward—blue and red arcs streaming from the Cathedral’s spine in geysers of radiant pressure. The scaffolding groaned, strained by the effort of holding together what should have broken.
Aura's knees gave.
He folded like the air had forgotten how to hold him.
His spine lit up—sharp as a struck nerve—his body seizing in rhythm with the rupture. Breath snagged in his throat, muscles spasmed in waves. It threaded through him like molten wire, flooding his veins with something far too alive to be blood.
He wasn’t syncing to the system, he was syncing to the failure.
Raum dropped beside him, fast and desperate.
"Aura—hey—Aura!"
He dropped to the metal with him, tail lashing wild and his claws gripping Aura's arms like he could ground him through sheer will alone. The energy buzzing off Aura’s body was strong enough to rattle Raum’s bones.
“Stay with me—Aura, stay—damn it—”
The Cathedral shuddered again. Soul-veins across the city lit in a single convulsion, flaring like lightning across a dead sky. The stone beneath their feet hissed and the glyphs scattered.
Then the light hit, but Azrael didn’t flinch.
Her halo, now dulled to a cracked crescent, flared, raw and unfiltered. Gold-white light scorched the tips of her wings, snapping outward in arcs like whipcords, like lashes.
Light curved around her in a half-circle, like the world had learned not to touch.
No one moved. Even Orobas hesitated, his tome circling in slow, stuttering arcs, like it too was caught in the static choking the sky.
Aura tried to speak, but the taste of metal filled his mouth. Something whispered up through the stone—soft, slithering—words he couldn’t hear but felt down to the marrow.
His eyes burned.
The air rippled, and with it, reality bent.
Then came the second pulse. Harder, louder. A convulsion, like a heart jolting after too long still.
And somewhere inside that pressure… the city screamed.
The scream didn’t end.
It tunneled through the stone, through every rib of the Cathedral, until the walls themselves began to echo the strain. A tremor shuddered beneath their feet, too deep to brace against.
They didn’t hear the ceiling collapse. They felt it.
A ripple jolted through the stone, sharp as a skipped heartbeat, and the Cathedral spasmed. The arch above them groaned, long and low, then split clean down the center. Glyphwork spiraled outward, fracturing like glass under pressure and cascading across the support lattice.
Orobas didn’t shout. He moved quickly and hauled Aura by the shoulder with both hands.
The wall gave way behind them by rot. Like a bone softened from the inside out. Soul-pressure surged through the rupture in ribbons of black-gold miasma. The air hissed, then screamed.
Raum’s tail snapped out to steady them as the corridor lurched sideways. “Structural collapse!” he shouted, voice raw. “The west glyphline just failed—”
“Forget the glyphs,” Azrael snapped, eyes narrowing as the miasma writhed toward them. “Look.”
Raum turned and froze.
From the twisted halls now gaping to the open air, malformed figures emerged. Not mist-beasts, not failed souls.
Birds.
Except not really. Birds only in the way a child might describe a god: too tall, too fluid, too sharp to name. Their bodies shimmered with mismatched plumage—scarlet, umber, pearl-grey—feathers draped across humanoid forms like misfitted armor. Some had claws. Others, hooked beaks. But none had eyes.
And none belonged here.
Raum stepped back without thinking, jaw slack. “No, no—those things aren’t even built for the Core. They shouldn’t be able to survive the pressure—”
“Well,” Orobas muttered, his tome spinning faster by the second, “apparently the rules don’t apply anymore.”
The first lesser demon tilted its head and shrieked, a sound like metal tearing at speed. It lunged, but before it reached Aura, Azrael moved.
Her wings flared, whacking it away. The scream cut short as its form vanished, snuffed like a spark in wind. Gone. Nothing left but ash.
Aura’s knees buckled.
Raum caught him again, gripping tighter this time, talons digging into his coat. “No more collapsing,” he gritted, shaking him once. “You stay upright, I mean it.”
“I’m trying,” Aura whispered, voice barely audible.
Deeper inside, another sound rolled out. A guttural bellow, fraying at the edges like torn metal. One of the Cathedral’s ancient white-cell guardians—automatons once used to regulate mana pressure—lurched through the shattered gate. Its body stuttered between steel and mist, glyphs arcing across its limbs in violent pulses.
It wasn’t meant to be unstable.
But the logic holding it together had started to rot anyway. Whatever may make sense has already been thrown out the window.
Its head spun once, tilting on a loose axis, then it screamed and charged.
There was no impact. It never landed.
Azrael didn’t move. She stood still, unshaken, wings half-folded in front of her like a lazily formed shielf. The guardian hit her like a flood slamming into stone.
And broke.
Its limbs sheared mid-swing, collapsing around her like broken scaffolding. The glyphs inside its ribs sparked one final time, then failed.
Raum made a noise, half-laugh, half-swallow. “That wasn’t supposed to happen.”
Azrael turned her head slightly. “I didn’t do anything.”
Behind them, Orobas barked a command as another white-cell lurched into view, its joints twitching, static bleeding from its back. “Don’t let them touch Aura!” he shouted. “They’re syncing—they think he’s part of the regulation circuit!”
Too late.
A lesser demon landed beside them, a massive ong-legged heron-thing with glass wings and too many jointed legs. It turned toward Aura, head tilting, beak parting with a soft, crooning click.
It didn’t attack, instead, it bowed.
Aura’s breath hitched.
Raum swore under his breath and shoved Aura behind him. “They’re not supposed to respond like that,” Raum muttered. “They don’t recognize anything. They’re barely sentient, barely aware, they don’t—” His voice broke off.
Orobas had gone pale. “The rupture’s pulling every part of the system toward the stabilizer node.” He looked at Aura. “He’s the node.”
Azrael stepped forward. “Then we isolate him.”
But behind them, more were coming.
More shrieking, more cracks in the walls. More of those birdlike demons—lesser constructs meant to maintain the flow of the city's soul-pressure—now bleeding through into the inner sanctum like a system hemorrhaging its own waste.
One of them, a stork-faced guardian fused with half-melted steel, lunged at Azrael.
It screamed as it struck. Despite it’s gooey form, it shattered on impact, like ice breaking against a cliff.
Azrael didn’t flinch. She didn’t need to, knowing she could not be broken.
It should have ended there.
But the system didn’t pause, it recalibrated, badly.
A fresh pulse twisted through the air like recoil, as if the CORE itself rejected the stabilizer’s influence. The walls groaned. The pressure dipped again. And then—
The second shockwave split the stone like snapping bone.
The world convulsed, groaning, shrieking. The mist flailed upward, and something like thunder split the air, not from the sky, but beneath it. Vaulted ribs of the Cathedral’s inner sanctum collapsed in slow ruin.
Pillars gave out like rotted trees. Soul-veins ruptured along the floor, spraying arcs of red and blue soul-mana like liquefied grief. Compression rings howled as they collapsed, one after another.
And then—
They arrived.
Figures stormed in, summoned by the pulse, by power, or sheer opportunism.
Satanachia was first, naturally.
He stood atop a jagged scaffold, coat snapping around his knees like wings that he didn’t otherwise have. His smirk slanted, beak catching the flicker of dying glyphlight. But even he, the preening, posturing bastard that he was, looked shaken.
"Well," he drawled, eyes gleaming. "That escalated."
Below, hell broke open.
Andras and Velkos crashed through a fallen slab of ceiling, hitting the fray like a battering ram. Andras’s eyes blazed red, one glaive already carving through a tangle of writhing corrupted Lesser white-cell demons. Velkos, all shadow and gnashing jaws, ripped through a malformed construct in a blur of fang and smoke.
"Back, invaders!" Andras roared, eyes wild. “You don't belong in this sanctum!”
No one heard him over the chaos.
Seir landed near the center with less grace, talons skidding across stone, "Form ranks! Hold the perimeter!"
No one obeyed.
The birdlike, screeching Lesser demons, flooded in through spatial fractures they had no business accessing. The distortions let them slip through like blood cells hemorrhaging from a ruptured organ.
Raum’s eyes went wide.
“They shouldn’t be here,” he rasped, tail anxiously lashing. “They can’t survive this layer, they’re not allowed this deep.”
“They’re not surviving,” Orobas muttered, jaw clenched. “They’re being used.”
The miasma curdled at the edges now, black-gold and humming with mimicry. The soul-mana wasn’t leaking anymore, it was feeding.
Then Agaliarept arrived, silent as ever.
He walked like he was late to a funeral he’d arranged personally. Tall and draped in his char-black cloak, his blood red eyes just barely visible. Minimalist cruelty rendered in motion.
When he spoke, his voice cut through the chaos like a scalpel.
“This is containment failure,” he said flatly, gaze locked on Aura. “Correction is required.”
Raum stepped in front of Aura, arms spread. “No.”
Azrael moved beside him, faint light in her eyes, jaw set.
Agaliarept didn’t flinch, eyes narrowing. “Then it’s treason.”
“Oh, come off it,” came a voice from the left.
Stolas landed lightly despite his bulk, robes pooling like oil. His eyes swept over the wreckage, pausing briefly on Raum.
“You removed your mask,” he said, voice low.
Raum blinked, flushing. “Not the time!”
“Makes you look taller,” Stolas added nonchalantly, ignoring him as he stepped beside the shorter demon. His owlish gaze sharpened. “This is worse than we could’ve imagined.”
“Gee,” Raum muttered, “you think?”
Aamon entered without a sound, drifting behind the others without joining them. His fire spewing skull-crown glinted faintly in the corrupted light, eyes locked, unblinking, on Aura.
He didn’t speak, watching.
Something in the quiet intensity of his gaze, calculating, almost soft, made Raum’s stomach twist. Aamon wasn’t judging. He was seeing something, something Raum hadn’t yet named.
Agaliarept stepped forward again, one claw half-raised, already shaping his spell sigil that looked more noose than seal.
Satanachia’s grin sharpened. “Shall we vote?” he purred. “Or do it the old-fashioned way?”
The factions splintered instantly.
Buer raised both sets of arms, voice calm beneath the strain. “Stop. This isn’t the time—”
Botis vanished before anyone replied, warping out in a flash of scentless wind. Raum’s crows shrieked once as the pressure snapped in his wake..
Phenex lifted both hands in an attempt to assist, voice rising in a sharp, harmonic wall. It shimmered, then shattered like sugar glass.
Raum flinched. “That was a grade-A containment construct—!”
“Not anymore,” Orobas said, grim. “Not against this.”
The tide broke. The Lesser demons shrieked louder. One lunged at Azrael, beak gaping, limbs bent like broken scissors.
Azrael’s cracked halo flared.
A lightless snap tore through the air. The creature unraveled before it touched her.
No fire, only absolute silence.
Satanachia tilted his head, amused. “So that’s what you’ve been hiding.”
Raum stepped forward, feathers puffing up enough to show under his collar. “Anyone else feel like being clever? Because I’m officially—”
“—barely recognizable,” Seir cut in with a snort. “Did you become mortal when no one was watching?”
Raum almost growled at that, his face growing redder. “What?! You—shut up!”
Voices overlapped in a rising din as the soul-mana surged.
Aura dropped again.
The light bent inward, and the cracks spread wider.
Something gave.
Something deeper. Like a nerve snapping behind the skin of the world.
For a split second, everything stilled. Even the shouting faded. Suddenly, the air cracked, causing a pressure drop so sharp it ached in the bones of everyone there.
Something rose from the seeping pools of soul-mana.
It wasn’t fast, it didn’t need to be. The horrors arrived in layers, like muscle forming over something too broken to move alone.
The first of them stood half-formed, veiled in black mist and goops of purified and unpurified soul-mana. Legs bent backward, arms far too long. It wore faces—yes, faces—that spun like moons, orbiting above its collarbone like a gallery of dead portraits. Eyes open. Mouths half-shut.
Raum held his breath.
It lurched forward.
Another dragged itself from the floor, not upright, rather sideways, like a corpse trying to remember it had once been human. Spires jutted from its ribs, glyphs etched in place of bone. Beneath its skin were pulse lines, jagged fragments of memories, of people, forcing themselves into shape.
They came in threes, then sixes, then dozens.
Some had wings, inverted, broken things that twitched like crushed insects. Others shed even the idea of structure, made of just mouths, limbs, unfinished wants molded by soul-mana desperate for coherence.
Raum’s claws trembled. “Aura—stay down,” he snapped. “Stay behind me. Don’t move, don’t breathe, just—”
One of the creatures turned to them. All its faces aligned, each one angling toward Aura.
It screamed.
But the scream was more than just the sound. Memories broadcast like static across the back of Aura’s brain, flooding his mind with someone else’s childhood, someone else’s death, someone else’s shame.
He collapsed again, completely overwhelmed.
Raum didn’t think.
He lunged forward, tail whipping to open a half-formed portal, but the edge flickered, unstable from too much interference. He shuddered and pulled Aura under him in instinctive cover.
A crooked limb smashed into the stone nearby, gouging a smoking crater.
Azrael struck through it a second later.
She hit it like a hurled blade.
She grabbed its face, if it could be called that, with her delicate hands and squeezed, it melting under her touch immediately. Her wings snapped open once, catching balance, and when the limb rose again she slammed it back down with a grunt.
She moved without a scream, without a word, methodical and vicious. There was something almost liberated in the way she tore through them.
“Don’t let them cluster!” Orobas shouted from across the platform, claws carving a containment ring into his tome as it spun out of control, sputtering corrupted glyphwork in broken arcs. “They’re aggregating! Not just reacting anymore, they’re converging!”
Another amalgamation surged forward—a Lesser demon turned inside out by the soul-mana mix. Bones lined its skin and wings curled grotesquely from where its jaw should have been.
It inched forward, screaming in no language with no rhythm or sense. Just raw, flayed emotion.
Raum cursed and pulled Aura further back.
Behind them, Orobas’s spellbook gasped—a soft, sharp sound—as one page curled outward, its edges blackening.
“Hold together,” Orobas muttered through clenched teeth, not to them, but to his tome. “Don’t collapse, I need this.”
The tome flashed, struggling to seal a new ward—
and failed.
Pages tore loose, flurrying into the air like panicked birds.
One struck Raum’s shoulder, igniting the moment it touched corrupted soul-mana. He flinched, pulling his cloak tighter around Aura.
Azrael rammed another creature off-balance with a wing, her body gracefully moving along the rubble. Her halo, usually only glimmering faintly, flickered to full opacity. Like something refusing to be erased.
She didn’t flinch when the creature tried to claw her face. It hit her and simply didn’t connect. The blow didn’t land, not because she blocked it.
She couldn’t be broken.
The creature dissolved around her.
Raum stared, slack-jawed. “That’s not possible.”
“It is,” Orobas muttered, coaxing the tome back into a stable hover. “That’s the point.”
A shriek cut through the fog—higher this time. One of the creatures, wearing a face Raum barely recognized, stepped forward like a parody of someone from long ago. The face of the last human he ever answered the summons of.
Raum’s breath caught.
It spoke.
“Raum.”
A hollow, mocking voice, twisting his name into something both sacred and cruel.
Raum didn’t wait to hear the rest.
He tore a jagged rift with his tail and hurled a stone through, just enough to warp the creature’s form as it crossed the flare.
It staggered, splitting at the hit. They multiplied into splinters of memory feeding on panic, drawn to the strongest source.
Aura.
Raum bent lower, shielding him again. “You have to stop syncing,” he hissed. “You have to stop—”
“I’m not doing anything,” Aura rasped, barely conscious.
Another abomination screamed.
Then the world lurched.
The Heart of Gehennis pulsed again, but this time, it didn’t dim. It surged.
And the elites felt it too.
Seir cursed from a half-collapsed arch as a malformed amalgam lurched toward him. He tried to command it—like a soldier—but the thing didn’t understand.
It lunged. He barely dodged.
Across the platform, Satanachia had stopped smiling. He stared in open disgust as the creature’s face warped into something grotesquely close to his own—distorted like a funhouse mirror of guilt. “Oh, that’s—charming.”
Stolas appeared beside Orobas, robes in tatters, one taloned hand still burning with failed ward-sigils. He barely glanced at Raum before muttering, “thing’s wearing your old guilt.”
Raum groaned. “Don’t even start.”
Aamon stood motionless. An abomination staggered past, but didn’t strike. It veered instead, like recognizing something it couldn’t process. Aamon’s expression darkened. He saw something the others didn’t.
Something shifted.
Not on the battlefield, nor in the sky.
Something under the surface, beneath Aura’s skin, beneath Gehennis itself. Aura dropped to one knee, then fully collapsed.
It wasn’t graceful or cinematic, and certainly didn’t feel good. It was like watching a puppet’s strings rot through and snap. His fingers twitched once against the stone, then stilled.
Raum caught him before he could pitch forward, but even the contact made his arms tremble.
“Aura—hey. Hey, stay with me.”
Aura’s eyes barely fluttered open.
They were glowing.
There was a dim, inner-blue light threaded with red flickers, like soul-mana, threaded through his eyes. The ground beneath him pulsed once, and then again. But not from the Heart.
From him.
“Oh no,” Orobas whispered. He wasn’t near them, still across the wreckage, surrounded by the drifting shreds of failed spellwork. But he felt it.
They all did.
“He’s not reacting anymore,” Orobas said, voice tight. “He’s harmonizing.”
Stolas turned. For the first time, his focus left the abominations—drawn to Aura with the stillness of a scholar watching a theory unfold. He stepped forward, debris parting with a tilt of one wing.
“…He’s becoming part of the system,” he said.
Raum’s blood turned to ice.
The fog around Aura bent, curling not toward, but around him. Like the pulse of soul-mana no longer recognized him as an anomaly. Like it had started to see him as an extension of itself.
Some of the soul-mana veered toward him. It circled in slow arcs, testing the pull of a new center of gravity.
Azrael’s breath hitched. “We need to pull him out,” she said sharply. “Now.”
“No,” Satanachia said from his perch, arms crossed, voice too even for the wreckage. “You don’t pull out what’s merging. You neutralize it before the Core completes the claim.”
Raum rose fast, dragging Aura with him, even as his legs buckled. “He’s not a system error. He’s—he’s—”
“He’s a vector,” Agaliarept said coldly. “And the longer he spreads, the wider the rupture grows.”
“And killing him solves that?” Raum snapped, voice cracking.
Agaliarept didn’t answer, raising his hand to draw his sigil once more.
Azrael stepped between them, wings half-unfurled, not in threat, but in refusal. “He’s still in there,” she said, steady and low. “He can come back.”
Satanachia gave a soft, amused laugh. “Darling,” he said, gaze flicking to her with something too fond to be condescending, “I know you don’t die, but most people don’t walk away from turning into infrastructure.”
Aamon moved out from beside Satanachia, his approach slow but deliberate. He didn’t look at anyone but Aura as he knelt.
“You don’t kill a clock,” he said quietly, one hand brushing Aura’s forehead, “to fix its ticking.”
Satanachia’s smile twitched, almost disapproving. Raum blinked. That was the most metaphorical thing he’d ever heard from Aamon. And somehow… it helped.
Phenex lifted both hands again, voice rising into a harmonic shield that shimmered in midair, just long enough to show how strong it should have been. Then it shattered like glass.
Instant rejection.
The Heart pulsed again in response.
The cracked dome of the cathedral above them, what remained of the sanctum’s highest vault, shivered.
Then it split.
The sky started to bleed.
Cracks tore through the upper dome, veins of red lightning, not fire or blood, but raw soul-mana, crawling outward like rot through sanctified stone. The sky buckled, peeled back in shards.
And what spilled in—
Was a raw, unfiltered red. Like every mistake the world had made had condensed into hue and forgotten how to fade.
Every demon present recoiled, even Satanachia’s smirk slipped. The air twisted, tight and strained, like cloth wrung past breaking.
Velkos let out a growl so deep the stone beneath his paws cracked.
Seir spread his wings wide in alarm, muttering, “Okay—now it’s bad.”
Buer edged closer to Azrael and Raum, trying not to show how pale he’d gone. “If we retreat, we might contain this. If we stay—”
“If we stay,” Stolas cut in, his voice sharper than usual, “we find out whether the system sees us as part of the rot… or the solution.”
Botis reappeared beside Buer without warning, the two sharing a nod. His face unreadable. His gaze flicked to Aura, then beyond him, to the red veins crawling toward the cathedral’s final supports.
“Containment,” he muttered, then vanished again.
The sky split again, the wound widening.
Aura stirred beneath it, barely aware.
The stone underfoot cracked wider, and the Heart answered.
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Nest of Bone, Nest of Flames


The ceiling had cracked sometime in the night. 
Not shattered—just enough to let in a little light and a lot of cold. It seeped down through the ruined spire, pooling across stone and soot, mingling with fractured soul-veins that pulsed faintly along the floor like broken capillaries. Thin blue filaments wound through the rubble, pale as veins beneath translucent skin.
Aura stirred.
He didn’t wake with a gasp. There was no sudden breath, no cry of pain, just a slow, reluctant twitch. The kind of movement a body makes when it isn’t sure it should still be moving at all.
Something was wrapped around his ribs.
For a second, he thought it was Raum’s arm. It felt too warm, too tight. But then he shifted slightly and saw the truth.
A soul-vein had grown through the rubble sometime during the night.
It had curled around his chest like ivy, its translucent filament pulsing faintly. Not intrusive, nor invasive, but connected nonetheless. Where it touched his skin, the flesh had healed. The cuts were gone, the bruises, the burning ache along his shoulder, vanished.
It had fixed him.
Well, mostly. It didn’t do anything for his pounding headache.
Aura sat up slowly, and the vein uncoiled of its own accord, retreating like a vine folding back to sleep. His shirt clung to his back, damp with sweat, or maybe something else. His skin felt clammy and pale. His fingers trembled as he lifted them into the light.
His nails had changed.
They were sharper, darker. He turned his hand and caught a glimpse of something at the edge his sleeve. He tugged it up and—
Feathers.
Small, black pinfeathers along the curve of his upper arm. Just a few, soft as breath, but real and rooted. He brushed them with his fingers in disbelief, and they twitched under his touch.
His stomach turned.
He pulled his arms tighter around his ribs, trying not to breathe too deeply. The air was too still. The soul-mana in the chamber had flattened. There were no pressure spikes and it was smooth, calm, utterly silent. Like a body after death. Or before something worse.
The ground beneath him didn’t throb anymore.
A close shuffling sound broke the silence. The pattering of bare feet, then claws clicking against the stone.
Azrael appeared at his side.
She didn’t say anything at first, kneeling beside him, her sleeves pushed back and one hand hovering near his wrist. Her eyes scanned his face, then drifted lower to the soul-vein marks across his ribs, and lower still, to where black feathers peeked through his sweater.
She frowned, brows furrowing as her fingers moved to touch his forearm.
It wasn’t pain.
But it was contact, and that contact jolted her like a static shock.
Her wings snapped wide to catch her—just a little spread, enough to rebalance her stance as she crouched again. She landed in a crouch, brows drawn faintly, eyes still locked on his.
“You’re freezing,” she said.
Aura shook his head. “I don’t feel cold.”
Azrael didn’t answer. Her mouth pressed into a thin line.
The silence between them stretched, quiet and uncomfortable.
From the shadowed doorway, someone let out a sharp, theatrical  cough.
Raum, disheveled and clutching what was definitely a half-destroyed blanket he’d just scavenged five minutes ago, stepped into the chamber like he hadn’t been hovering outside the whole time. He took one look at Azrael, then at Aura, then immediately looked away again.
“I brought you this,” he said, holding the blanket like it had personally offended him. “In case you—uh, still wanted to sleep. Or were cold, or want to look less like a fallen deathbird.”
He tossed the blanket with all the ceremony of a man throwing his pride off a cliff.
Aura blinked. “Deathbird?”
Raum flushed. “It’s a term of endearment I read in a book!” He looked away, “I gave it to you to read…”
Oh, right. Aura put that one down after three chapters.
But in the back corner, half-lit by the glyph-glow, Saleos, leaning lightly against the fractured archway, made a sound that might’ve been a laugh.
Azrael didn’t even blink, but she did reach for Aura again.
This time slower, more deliberate, but still sure, the way she always moved. Her fingers curled gently under his elbow, just enough to help lift him fully upright.
It should have worked.
Instead—
A spark suddenly cracked through her palm like a snapped wire.
Her body rocked backward with the force of it, her feet somehow scraping on the stone to steady herself. Gold blood streaked across the floor from where her skin broke.
She caught herself, one knee bending in reflex, balance flawless even mid-recoil. Her wings tightened across her back like a drawn breath she couldn’t quite finish. She blinked, staring down at her hand like it had betrayed her.
Aura froze.
He hadn’t done anything. Hadn’t flinched, hadn’t moved. But the wrongness still sank down his spine like oil. A fresh sweat slicked across his brow.
“I didn’t—” His voice cracked. “I didn’t mean—”
“I know.” Her voice was too quiet.
She stood again, steadying herself by brushing off her dress. Something in her posture had subtly shifted. Barely-there tension rippling through the stiffness of her spine.
Her eyes met his—and for the first time since he’d met her, they didn’t look unreadable.
They looked disturbed.
Something unspoken stretched between them—thin, brittle. Aura felt it. Like glass cooling too fast under pressure, like a tether pulled too far without snapping.
He pulled his knees closer, trying to make himself smaller. His hands—sharp-nailed now, unfamiliar—dug into his sleeves. “Sorry…”
He wanted to apologize again, the events of everything that’s happened catching up to him. He felt completely overwhelmed by it all.
Azrael didn’t move any closer. Didn’t speak again, either. She just watched him, breathing in a rhythm far steadier than what she clearly felt.
Across the floor, Raum watched the both of them silently, afraid to interrupt, even though he desperately wanted to.
The soul-vein still pulsed faintly against the stone, casting dim waves across the chamber walls. Steady, like a second heartbeat trying to overwrite the first.
Then came the sound of heavier footsteps, these ones hooved and deliberate.
Orobas stepped through the crumbled archway, brushing dust from his cloak with a distracted flick. His spellbook hovered low behind him, one of its outer glyph plates cracked and flickering. Sigil-dust streaked his claws, and a lattice of fresh wards shimmered faintly behind him, webbed across the outer edges of the chamber.
He looked tired.
Orobas didn’t allow something as ragged as dishevelment to mar his features, but his feathers folded thinner around the edges. Another few hours in this place and even he might begin to fray.
“The glyphs are holding,” he muttered, offering no greeting. “For now. If we take another pulse, the north wall will fail first.”
He didn’t stop moving as he spoke. His voice was flat but not cold, his focus narrowing like a scalpel as he crossed the room toward Aura.
Then he saw him.
The soul-vein, the black-feather growths, the sharp gleam of Aura’s nails catching soulfire through the dust.
Orobas slowed into a stop and for once, he was speechless.
“Oh.”
He dropped into a crouch instantly, claws gently holding Aura’s arm as he scanned it. He mapped the growths with his claws, feeling the pin feathers and the keratin of the new claws. The glow from his tome flared behind him, giving his observations light.
“He’s syncing with Gehennis’ metabolic current.” Orobas said, quiet and clinical.
“What the hell does that mean?” Raum snapped, his voice too loud in the stillness. “Say real words.”
“It means,” Orobas said without looking up, “he’s acting as a buffer node, a stabilizer. The kind that’s supposed to be carved into the system, not born outside of it.” His jaw clicked faintly as he inhaled. “The last naturally forming node predates the current cathedral. If I’m to be honest… I have no clue why he’s suddenly changing like this.”
Aura stared. “But I’m not—”
“No,” Orobas said sharply. “You’re not, and that’s the problem. Gehennis is correcting itself. You entered as foreign code. It’s converting you.”
“C-converting,” Aura echoed, stammering faintly.
“You’re being folded into the regulation network.” Orobas didn’t hesitate. “You’re becoming a demon. The System saw a gap, that a mortal is here in a place with none, and filled it with what it knew.”
Raum made a choked sound.
Azrael was very still.
Orobas straightened, brushing his palms clean. “If it completes the conversion, there won’t be a ‘you’ anymore. The soul-veins would go through you instead, and you’d become a second heart.”
Aura’s throat tightened. He tried to swallow, but he couldn’t.
The soul-vein at his back pulsed again. Deeper. Like it had heard all of this, and agreed.
No one responded right away.
Not because they didn’t have anything to say—but because too many truths had been spoken at once. The quiet stretched, the tension heavy in the air.
Raum hadn’t moved much since Orobas started talking. Not that anyone noticed at first—he was good at going still, good at making himself invisible when it meant keeping Aura in view.
But now?
He was too still.
His tail, usually twitching with irritation or rhythm or some vaguely dramatic sense of timing, lay flat along the floor. His hands, normally expressive, nearly theatrical with how much they moved when he was anxious, were just…
Clenched, the talons tight against his knees.
There was dust in his hair, he hadn’t noticed, nor cared. A smear of glyph-chalk smudged one cheek, the faint glow of it long faded.
Saleos stood a few paces behind, arms folded loosely. He tilted his head at Raum, quiet for a moment, before murmuring just loud enough for Buer to hear:
“Ah. He’s in love.”
Buer lifted an eyebrow. “You’re only now noticing?”
Saleos shrugged, soft. “I was being polite.”
Orobas, a few strides away, was muttering diagnostics under his breath again, flicking through damaged glyphsets as his tome spun jittery circles beside him. “Function, repetition, correction… damn it—it’s recursive.”
Raum barely heard him.
He moved slowly, knees creaking in reluctant crouch beside Aura. His joints had barely been told what to do with whatever this was inside him before he made the movement, making him entirely ungraceful.
Aura hadn’t stirred much. His breath fogged faintly in the cold. The soul-vein coiled behind him like a lover—or a leash—and Raum’s gaze followed it with something close to fury.
“You look like shit,” Raum said softly.
No answer.
Of course not.
He reached out anyway, almost against his better judgment, and rested his hand on Aura’s arm.
The soul-vein didn’t lash at him, much like it hadn’t reacted when Orobas touched Aura. But Aura’s skin was cold. Not chilled—cold, as if he’d been buried in snow for hours.
Raum’s fingers tightened slightly.
A single black feather slipped loose from his cloak. It drifted between them, caught in the low glow of the soul-veins before landing soundlessly on the floor.
He didn’t notice.
“Aura,” he said again, softer.
This time, he got a reaction, sort of.
Aura stirred faintly, lashes flickering. His mouth moved, breath hitching around barely-formed words:
“I don’t… wanna die…”
Raum inhaled sharply.
It was too quiet.
He should say something. Something stupid, maybe, something dry and dismissive like ‘Well, tough. I just started liking you, so that’d be wildly inconvenient’. Make it humorous like some of the darker moments in his books.
But he didn’t.
“Then you’ll have to fight harder than this place wants you to.”
Aura didn’t respond.
Raum’s claws trembled slightly against the fabric of Aura’s sleeve, and he hated that it showed.
“Not like you’re good at doing what you’re told anyway,” he added, voice catching halfway between sarcasm and pleading. “You’ve pissed off half my brothers without even doing anything. I think that counts for something.”
Behind him, Saleos made a small, sympathetic sound.
“Pathetic,” he said. Not unkind.
Raum glanced up, glare automatic. “I will eat your spine.”
“You’ll cry into his sweater before you get the chance.”
Raum flushed—visibly, damn it—and yanked his attention back to Aura, as if sheer will might erase the part of him that wanted to scream, or run, or drag Aura back into his arms and shake the city until it returned him properly.
He didn’t say anything else.
But his body stayed curled low and tight, posture coiled like something feral guarding a half-hatched egg. Like if he just kept holding on—one more second, one more breath—it might be enough to keep Aura from slipping further.
Orobas slowed beside them, gaze sharp with thought.
“He’s nearing convergence.”
“Shut up,” Raum said flatly, without looking.
Silence fell again.
And even though the soul-veins pulsed steady and there were no amalgamations shrieking nearby, no towers collapsing, no spells fracturing—
The dread didn’t lift, only sinking deeper.
No one filled the silence that followed, not for what felt like hours.
The soul-light in the chamber flickered once then steadied. It was a false calm, a breath drawn in before being held too long.
Buer broke the silence first. He stood with his arms folded, the ends of his layered stoles twitching faintly, like antennae.
“We’re not out of danger,” he said, calm in that crisp, bureaucratic way that made Raum want to throw a brick at his head. “If Seir or Andras are still alive—and I assume they are—they’ll be rampaging like it’s the final days of Caelux.”
Azrael blinked. “The final what?”
Raum let out a dry, humorous chuckle. “That’s a loaded question.”
“It was a war,” Buer replied, ignoring him entirely. “A long one. No one speaks of it in detail anymore because it ended... poorly.”
Saleos, now perched near a warded pillar, looked up and tilted his head. “Poorly is generous. We didn’t just lose. We were banished.”
“To this place?” Azrael’s wings twitched slightly. She glanced at the crumbling cathedral, at the sluggish red pulse of soul-veins webbing the floor. “This entire world is a prison?”
Raum’s gaze met hers, hollow and exhausted. “Caelux tossed every rebel and Sovereign they couldn’t kill straight into Gehennis and locked the door behind them. Called it a  ‘new purpose.’”
“It wasn’t,” Buer said. “It was systemic euthanasia. The soul-mana extracted from the damned feeds the environment here. Gehennis doesn’t die, it recycles.”
Azrael’s eyes narrowed. “You’re saying the more humans that die and get sent here, the more power Gehennis gains?”
Raum nodded, voice flat. “Soul-mana’s just exhaust. This place feeds on the fuel that is their failure.”
Azrael didn’t speak immediately. She turned toward the nearest soul-vein where Aura lay half-slumped. Her gaze sharpened.
“Then... if the damned are pouring in faster than the system can process...”
She trailed off.
Orobas’s head lifted sharply. “What?”
Azrael tilted her head. “You said Gehennis is a body, yes? That it’s trying to correct something it sees as an infection.”
“Yes,” Orobas said, more slowly now, watching her closely.
“Well,” she said, “what if the infection isn’t foreign? What if it’s volume? Maybe it’s not infected, just overloaded.”
The room fell still.
Even Buer looked up, brow furrowing in thought. He nodded once. “That would explain the node reaction. Gehennis is hemorrhaging, and it’s trying to fix it the only way it knows how.”
“By converting something new,” Saleos said, his gaze sliding toward Aura.
Raum’s fists clenched. “No…”
“You think this place has ethics?” Buer asked. “It was built for function, not feelings.”
“But why Aura?” Azrael asked, genuinely puzzled. “Why not choose a demon? Someone already half-attuned?”
Silence.
Then, Orobas, always too calm, said, “Because Aura is new.”
Azrael turned her head slowly. “New?”
“Unprogrammed,” Orobas clarified. “He arrived without context. Gehennis doesn’t recognize him as threat or solution. Just... blank.”
Raum’s breath caught.
“It saw him as malleable,” Buer added.
“Fixable,” Saleos murmured.
Azrael frowned. “And that’s why the system latched on.”
Raum swore under his breath, stepping back toward Aura. He looked smaller now, slumped against the rubble. The soul-vein around his legs had dimmed, but not disappeared.
Azrael’s eyes tracked him. “What happens if the process finishes?”
“He won’t be Aura anymore,” Orobas said. “He’ll be a node. A regulator. Not conscious. Not himself.”
“And if we pull him out mid-process?”
Buer exhaled through his beak. “We’ll destabilize the network worse than it already is. He’s compensating for multiple fractures. The moment we unplug him—”
“Everything cracks,” Orobas finished.
A long pause.
Then, quietly, Saleos asked, “Why not her?” He nodded toward Azrael. “If Gehennis needed a regulator, why not the other anomaly?”
Raum blinked.
Azrael said nothing.
Orobas hesitated, unsure of the answer himself, “She’s not compatible.”
“She’s an angel,” Buer added. “Even if not from this world, her signature resists the system. Gehennis can’t process sanctified structure, it just short-circuits.”
“That’s why it lashes out,” Saleos murmured. “Why the soul-veins recoil. She doesn’t convert, she corrupts them.”
Azrael looked down at her hands. At her wrists, faint light trembled—halo residue, or something stranger. Something wrong.
Raum’s voice was low. “And Aura doesn’t corrupt anything.”
“He adapts,” Orobas said. “Which is exactly what Gehennis needed.”
Azrael’s mouth pressed into a thin line. She glanced down at the soul-veins humming faintly beneath the stone.
“This world damns too many people,” she said, quiet.
Raum turned to look at her.
She met his eyes.
“I come from a place that forgives too easily,” she murmured. “But this...”
She swept her gaze across the blackened veins, the fractured glyphwork, the dim light bleeding from the walls.
“This isn’t justice. It’s system failure. And it’s eating him to fix itself.”
Raum’s mouth opened, but no words came out.
No one challenged her, they knew she was right.
The discussion spiraled outward, then curled back in. The silence it left wasn’t peaceful, just hesitation wearing the mask of quiet.
Buer finally broke it. “If the Core’s reacting this violently, we need to initiate escalation protocol.”
Raum squinted at him. “Protocol for what? The Sovereigns haven’t answered a summons in decades. Leviathan tried to stage a coup and they didn’t even blink.”
“Exactly,” Buer said, unfazed. “If even he couldn’t draw them out—what will?”
Azrael tilted her head. “Sovereigns?”
“The governing sins,” Orobas muttered. “The oldest demons still breathing. We’ve all seen what happens when one of them moves. Gehennis doesn’t bend easily, unless they will it.”
She considered this. “And they haven’t… noticed what’s happening?”
“Oh, I’m sure they’ve noticed,” Saleos said, his voice dry as he scoffed. “They’re just waiting to see if it kills any of us.”
Orobas grimaced. “Or which part of the System fails permanently. That would make them act.”
Azrael folded her arms. “So… Sitting gods with no thrones.”
Raum grunted. “They’re not gods.”
“They sound like ones.”
The silence deepened. Raum didn’t answer, instead looking at Aura, curled and half-asleep again, but still impossibly warm to the touch. Like a beacon.
“The fact they haven’t come is a warning,” Buer said softly. “We’re being observed.”
Saleos shrugged. “Fine. But if we’re going to them—how? Do we just walk up to Lust’s door and knock? Ask Lilith to lend a hand?”
Raum hesitated, shifted, his claws brushing the inside of his cloak. “I… might have something.”
Buer blinked. “You might what?”
Raum slowly drew out the velvet-wrapped thing he’d kept pressed to his side since Murmur handed it over. The feather.
It glowed faintly in the dim light.
Orobas’s eyes widened. “Is that—”
“Murmur gave it to me,” Raum muttered. “Said… ‘if it comes to that.’ Whatever that means.”
Orobas lunged, grabbing it and ignoring Raum’s indignated squawk. His fingers hovered along the inked prayer-thread. “You had this the whole time and didn’t say anything?”
Raum shrank slightly, red-tipped ears lowering. “I didn’t know what it did—”
“It’s an affinity marker,” Orobas snapped. “Murmur’s.”
“I gathered that—”
“You didn’t gather anything, Raum,” Orobas muttered, rubbing his forehead. “Murmur never explains himself, thinks it makes him mysterious, but his affinity is unique. He doesn’t wield raw power, he redirects it. That feather’s a conduit.”
Raum blinked. “A what-now.”
Saleos caught on first. “It means you can borrow a piece of Murmur’s affinity. So that’s why he gave it to you… clever bastard, I completely forgot.”
Azrael’s gaze sharpened. “Then if Raum can borrow Murmur’s ability…”
“...he can bypass his usual portal limits,” Orobas finished grimly. “He might be able to breach the Sovereigns’ domains directly.”
Raum paled. “No—I mean, yes, but—no? I’ve never gone through my own gates before. What if I collapse halfway? What if I vomit sideways? What if I—”
“We all just die slower,” Saleos muttered.
Raum glared. “You’re not helping”
“It wasn’t meant to.”
But the air had shifted again—lighter now, edged with something akin to hope.
Azrael looked toward the broken archway. “Then we should move.”
“Wait—now?” Raum yelped. “Like, right now?”
A new voice answered from the archway.
“Yes,” said Paimon.
Every head turned.
He stepped through the cracked stone corridor like he’d been summoned by drama itself. His robes trailed, feathers gleaming with oil-shine, four wings folded neatly behind him. He didn’t smile.
“I see you’ve finally reached the only obvious conclusion.”
Raum flinched. “How did you—”
“I told you I’d know where to find you,” Paimon said coolly. “You’re not hard to track when you panic.”
Azrael watched him carefully. Her brow lifted. This was the first she’d seen of him. She couldn’t read him yet, and that made her wary. The way he held still when no one else could. It was too composed to be careless.
“You’re coming?” she asked, voice more a test than an invitation.
“If you’ll have me,” Paimon replied smoothly. “I’ve already survived one Sovereign tantrum. I’d rather avoid a second.”
Buer nodded, slow. “Then we form the party.”
Raum groaned. “We’re not calling it that.”
“You’re outvoted,” Saleos said.
Orobas lifted the feather, eyes narrowing. “Then let’s see if Murmur meant it.”
He placed it gently in Raum’s hand.
The pulse it gave off this time wasn’t faint, it was directional. Ahead of them, somewhere in the dark tangle of Gehennis’s outer sealed layers—
The Sovereigns waited.
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Molting Through the Storm


The air split wrong the moment they stepped through. 
Raum yelped  a sharp, panicked sound, like someone catching their sleeve on fire. The portal shimmered, buckled, then tore itself apart with a wet, collapsing crunch.
Light stuttered like a heartbeat seizing mid-beat before the spell folded in on itself entirely. A dull thwump echoed through the rock-veined corridor.
“Damn it—oh, come on!”
They were not where they were supposed to be.
Soul-mana sludged around their ankles, the ground cracked and glowing like the blistered bed of a cursed river. Raum turned a slow circle, both arms flung out like a broken weather vane. His feathers were already puffed in panic.
“No, no, no—this was a straight-line cast! I had the angle—I swear I had the angle—”
Paimon, unbothered and regal, even with his talons crusted in bioluminescent sludge, gently readjusted the deadweight of Aura in his arms. He did it like one might cradle an expensive gift. He cast a dry glance at Raum, letting the silence linger like a twisting dagger.
“Hm, the Wrath Layer’s gone through a few redecorations since I last visited,” he said, voice dry. “All of them for the worse, I’d say.”
He tilted his head slightly, beak curling into something between amusement and pity. “But it’s alright. Just the fate of the realm and your love life hanging in the balance. No pressure.”
Raum nearly tripped over a split soul-glass vein trying to spin around and glare at him. “Shut the hell up, peacock!”
Azrael crouched a few paces ahead, running her fingers through the sand. It glinted—glass-fine, nearly beautiful—until blood welled between her knuckles. A thousand crystal slivers sliced clean through her palm. It didn’t hurt her, the softly glowing wounds closing instantly. She stood again.
“This sand cuts,” Azrael said simply.
“Well, lucky us,” Raum muttered. “Shredded feet and a side of ego death.”
She glanced at him, tone flat. “Your navigation is awful.”
“I know!” Raum threw his hands up, voice cracking. “Sorry! I didn’t mean for us to detour through bloodbath country! The coordinates must’ve shifted. Wrath’s like that, it’s a temperamental little—”
Paimon shifted Aura’s weight again and sniffed faintly. “You forgot the angle to an entire sin-plane.”
“I didn’t forget it,” Raum snapped, feathers flaring wider. “I just didn’t remember it fast enough, alright? I haven’t portal-jumped through Wrath in centuries—I thought we’d go straight up through Pride.”
Azrael didn’t wait for him to finish. She brushed glass-dust off her dress and stepped ahead. “We’re here now.”
The Wrath Layer stretched before them, flat and boiling with tension. The sky was fractured a rustish red, like someone had cracked the dome of the world with a hammer and forgotten to clean up. No sun, no clouds. Just hot, hungry pressure.
The sand underfoot shimmered with glass shards and embedded memories. Pillars of soul-veins curled out of the ground at broken angles, pulsing dimly, as if trying to rise into trees and failing halfway. Some bled mana from open wounds. Nearby riverbeds had overflowed; black-red sludge gurgled through cracked ravines, thick and clotted.
The wind choked in sharp gasps, the world holding in its rage so hard it was forgetting how to exhale.
Paimon peered into the heat haze, eyes narrowed. “If I’m right—and I always am—we’re not far from Devilbone Valley.”
Raum paled. “That’s where the forest is. Crap, do we have to go through there?”
Azrael turned. “Forest?”
“Not forest forest,” Raum mumbled. “More like... angry corpse arboretum. The trees are people, were people. It’s—” he stopped, gesturing vaguely before giving up. “ The eternal punishments here are weird.”
Azrael blinked. “And we’re walking into that?”
Raum gave a defeated shrug. “Unless you’ve recently developed the ability to levitate—yeah.”
Azrael’s bare feet were already bleeding again. She could fly over effortlessly if she wanted. She decided against it. Begrudgingly, she couldn’t leave the human in the care of a floundering Raum and a demon she barely knew.
Paimon watched the thickening sludge creep toward their feet. “This is more than just structural collapse,” he murmured. “That flow’s wrong, far too dense. It’s feeding backward.”
Raum crossed his arms. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t sync myself to the CORE and become an accidental mana filter.”
Aura didn’t stir, but the soul-light at his throat shimmered again, brief and bright. Azrael’s gaze flicked toward it.
“We should move.”
Raum took one look at the horizon—the rust-colored sky, the thickening wind—and sighed.
“Cool,” he muttered. “Great. I’ve always wanted to get dismembered in a sandstorm full of screaming damned.” He sighed. “I should’ve stayed in the library…”
He stepped forward anyway.
The sand began to slowly shift ahead, like a beast turning over in its sleep. The soul-mana veins that had once webbed neatly along the edges of dunes now pulsed with erratic violence, bursting through the ground in convulsive spasms. Geysers of corrupted light spat upward across the horizon.
“We’re going to soften our talons if we keep dragging them through that sludge,” Paimon said mildly.
He was the only one still untouched by sweat or blood. His robe shimmered faintly with protective wards, each glyph etched in swooping calligraphy that somehow made even the sand stuck on his feathers look elegant.
Without a word, he reached into the fold of his sleeve and summoned something.
A low rush of soul-mana threaded air, and then the creature blinked into being: tall, humped, and snorting.
“A camel?” Raum said flatly.
“Technically a composite construct,” Paimon replied, patting the creature’s glassy neck. “ It’s base architecture was modeled after the desert transport familiar though. I simply upgraded circulation and imparted soul-mana resistance layered into the hide. Also? Very soft.”
The camel sneezed, unimpressed.
Azrael tilted her head up, gave it one long look, and then climbed on without a word.
Raum gawked. “Seriously? You just—?”
“She has the right idea,” Paimon said as he passed Aura upward, cradling him like a fainting prince. “High ground means fewer chances of contamination. Or those abominations clawing at your feet. Or spontaneous quicksand. Pick your flavor.”
Azrael didn’t protest. She held Aura steady with one arm and adjusted her posture lazily with the other. “Better view,” she said flatly.
Raum huffed about freeloading angels and trailed close beside the camel, claws tense, tail twitching.
The further they moved into the Wrath Layer, the more the landscape buckled.
The ground breathed, or maybe it just shifted. Unnaturally.
The desert was no longer specks of sand and glass, it was just glass now, ground into a sheen so smooth it caught and reflected the red-gold sky in slivers. It hurt to look at. It hurt more to touch.
Azrael’s feet, visible now as she crossed her legs atop the camel’s back, were already sliced in a dozen places. But each wound closed almost as quickly as it appeared, leaving faint glowing scars that disappeared slowly on her legs.
Raum kept glancing up at her with exasperated confusion. Like the act of being so serene in the layer of Wrath was a personal insult.
The heat twisted, then the wind hit.
A shrieking ribbon of pressure laced with soul-mana whipped down across the valley, scattering glass sand in glittering plumes.
“Lesser demon surge incoming,” Paimon said calmly.
Raum snapped his head up. “Where?!”
But the wind carried the answer with a cacophony of sounds.
A hundred wings flapping out of sync, talons against glass sand, and screams too warped to come from anything that had lungs.
From the ridges to the west, the Lesser demons flooded forward.
Somehow they looked even more misshapen, no longer the birdlike familiars they had once resembled, but bloated and fanged. Feathers slicked with congealed mana stuck up, eyeless faces gaunt and wide. Some ran on all fours while others flew lopsided, wings half-shorn by the corruption in the air.
“Get under something!” Raum gasped, darting in front of the transport.
“I am under something,” Azrael said blandly, clinging to and glancing at the camel’s curved neck. She pulled Aura close.
Raum didn’t dignify it with a response, his eyebrow twitching. He lashed his tail once, a portal cracking but stuttering in the heat, collapsing at the edges.
Azrael, seeing the incoming surge, lifted her wings and arched them over the camel’s saddle. Soul-mana struck the feathered curve and dissolved on contact, scattering harmlessly in thin streams of light.
Paimon clicked his tongue. “All that flare and no subtlety.”
“You say that while riding a glass camel,” Raum looked back at him, startled enough for his portals to lose their form. He quickly slashes more into existence.
“I’m well aware.”
Paimon raised one hand, gently, almost lazily, and made a circling motion. His sigil formed in the air.
The sand rose in spears. Wind carved the sand into jagged, glinting threads of glass, which spiraled upward and then launched themselves outward. They sliced into the oncoming Lesser demons with surgical precision and the weight of a landslide.
They didn’t die quietly.
Some exploded mid-flight, others collapsed twitching in the dust. A few pushed through, half-burning and still shrieking.
Raum lunged, talons bared, slamming one creature back with a raw, panicked swipe. His tail whipped out, opening a flickering portal mid-air, just long enough to scatter another into mist.
Azrael reached down and steadied Aura again. His head lolled against her shoulder, the soul-mana markings glowing faintly at the back of his throat.
“You really picked a time to start turning into an organ,” she murmured.
“He didn’t pick anything,” Raum snapped, fending off another wave. “It picked him!”
Paimon murmured, “The Wrath Layer’s always been an amplifier. It takes what’s loudest and turns it up—rage, violence, vengeance…”
He strolled through the blood-glass sand like it was velvet.
“That’s why I like it.”
Raum turned on him, panting. “You like everything that lets you feel superior.”
“That’s because I usually am.”
The camel snorted in agreement.
The next wave hit harder.
But the group was ready now. Raum fought scrappily, shielding Aura when he could, snapping off portals when the terrain allowed. Paimon turned wind into more slashing weapons.
Azrael didn’t strike, preferring to simply guard herself, Aura and their transport with her wide white wings.
Aura stirred once, faintly.
Azrael tightened her wings around them.
“Move,” she said. “They’re regrouping.”
The dunes sloped downward into a waiting valley. Black veins pulsed along the ridgeline like cracks in bone. They were getting close. The heat rose as the laughter on the wind sharpened.
Ahead, the forest of souls waited. 
* * *

They reached the forest after three hours of relative silence, though silence in Wrath was not the same as quiet.
Here, the trees bled.
Distorted columns of calcified souls of the damned stretched thin as bones, veined with flickering threads of red and blue. They spiraled skyward like inverted tombstones, shaped into tree-shapes by the pressure of centuries.
Some looked like they were screaming, and Raum noted one that looked as though it hunched over another.
Azrael dismounted first, feet hitting the crystalline ground. She moved silent as ever, her gaze sweeping through the trunks like she was counting the dead.
Raum’s tail twitched.
“Forest of the Damned,” he said with a hint of dramatic flair. “Or ‘Grove of Glorious Misery,’ if you want to sound poetic.” He sniffed, looking up, “I don’t.”
Paimon raised one eyebrow, still seated on the camel with Aura slumped lightly against his side. “Grove of Glorious Misery? That’s new.”
“I made it up…” Raum muttered. “Just… let me have my fun.”
Azrael crouched beside one of the trees. Her fingers ghosted over a warped glyph etched into the soul-bark. It pulsed beneath her touch like a diseased heartbeat. She stood again without comment.
They moved slowly.
The deeper they walked, the thicker the mist. The hotter and sharper it became. Soul-mana clung to the roots of the trees like fungus, leaking out of dead limbs in slow, viscous trails. The air was thick enough to chew.
And then—
Something laughed.
Raum flinched. His tail snapped behind him. “What was that?”
Paimon didn’t answer. His hand tightened around the camel’s reins, and the beast let out a low, uneasy groan. Aura stirred slightly. A faint grimace passed over his face like a shadow.
Azrael took three steps ahead.
Stopped.
“I see something,” she said.
Raum blinked. “See what—” Then he saw it too.
A shape staggered into view between two pulsing trees. Its gait was wrong. One leg dragged and one arm twitched like it was trying to unsnap itself from its own elbow.
Where its spine should’ve been, something bulged.
Dozens of somethings.
Souls of the damned.
Fragments of them at least, mouths where there were no heads, eyes stretched across ribs, fingers clawing from the stomach, and a tail coiled in snake-like motion behind it, still tipped with the same blade Botis had always used.
Raum froze. “No.”
The shape lifted its head, or tried. What remained of Botis’s birdlike face was sunken now, half-melted and devoured, one eye gleaming dim through a web of soul-mana. His toothed beak cracked open to speak.
“…Raum? Paimon?”
The tired voice was clearer than expected for the state the body was in.
Raum stepped forward, then hesitated. “Botis…?”
“I failed,” Botis said, or tried to. “Buer told me to warn the others. I got as far as the upper Sloth layer before… this, found me. It… rewrote my shape. I am still inside it, mostly.”
Paimon dismounted, steadying Aura gently against the largest hump of the camel construct. He approached Botis slowly.
Azrael’s wings hovered out to her sides, shielding Aura from view.
“You’re still conscious,” Paimon said, studying Botis with something that almost looked like pity. “That’s impressive.”
“Is it?” Botis’s chest cracked when he grinned, a humorless expression. “I think it’s cruel.”
A pulse ran through his body. He winced as half of it convulsed, as if fighting the weight of what clung to it.
“I tried everything,” Botis rasped. “Even used, hah, my blades. It just absorbed them.”
Raum felt his stomach twist. “Then—how are you still… you?”
Botis’s beak curved faintly. 
“I hate it a lot,” he said. “That helps.”
Paimon inclined his head. “Not enough, clearly. It’s using your body even now.”
Botis nodded. “Then finish it.”
Even Azrael looked uncertain. The air around them had gone full of static, like the soul-veins themselves were holding their breath.
“I can’t do it,” Botis gritted out. “But you can. You serve no one, you never have. You’re Lucifer’s favorite after all, he wouldn’t punish you for this.”
Raum stepped forward. “Botis, wait—what are you saying—”
“If this continues,” Botis hissed, the amalgamation twitching violently now, “they’ll use the human. The CORE, the system, the Sovereigns, whatever. It doesn’t matter. If it sees him as a fix, it will devour him. You know I’m right.”
Raum looked back at Aura’s sleeping form, the faint shimmer of soul-mana he’d coughed up minutes earlier.
Botis snarled. “If it comes to it, kill him.”
Raum’s hands clenched.
“No,” Paimon denied simply. “It won’t come to that.”
Botis didn’t argue, he lunged. Or the thing controlling him did. The soul-mass surged from his back, teeth and bone slashing outward.
Paimon didn’t move at first. He watched, head tilting slightly, as if measuring how far Botis had already fallen. He knew Azrael would shield the human. Knew Raum would strike without needing to think.
As he’d expected, Azrael moved instantly, her wings snapping outward to shield Aura. Raum’s tail lashed, slicing through a half-formed jaw before it could close. Paimon, elegant even in chaos, decided to flick one hand outward. A localized storm of sand detonated across the clearing, forming into jagged scythes mid-air.
Botis’s form spasmed, but through the pain he kept speaking. Even as the soul-amalgamation screamed, even as it tried to crush him from the inside out.
“Get to Lucifer,” he choked. “Make them answer, make them end it.”
Raum opened a portal.
Paimon nodded. “Let’s make it clean.”
Sand rained down, and when the mist cleared, Botis, and the amalgamation that had eaten him, was gone. All that remained was a single, blood-black feather, and still warm.
Raum stared at it for a long time. He picked it up, tucked it into his cloak, and didn’t say a word.
Without a word they continued on, no one looking back. They didn’t speak for a while.
Raum wasn’t sure if it was grief. He didn’t know Botis too well, and Azrael certainly has no semblance of a clue. Even Paimon, whose voice usually filled every gap, let it lie empty.
Still… it was only right.
Aura’s breath had stabilized. His skin, though still pale, had stopped twitching. He hadn’t fully woken yet, but his hands occasionally flexed and his breath would hitch every now and then.
Raum kept glancing back at him guiltily. It felt as though he was watching the process of something monumental, but he knew this was changing Aura’s life. And not for the better
The terrain turned brittle. Glass-sand cracked beneath their feet with every step, threading fractures through the earth that pulsed faintly.
And then they saw it.
A jagged crescent of carved stone jutted from the shattered ground like the bones of some long-buried giant. One half had collapsed inward, and glyphs spiderwebbed across the keystone, seven-fold, worn but still legible.
Azrael slid off the camel.
Her bare feet shifted across the soul-dust without a sound. She crouched near the base of the ruined structure, fingers brushing along the glyph’s outermost ring.
She didn’t recoil. But her eyes narrowed
“…Containment,” she murmured.
Raum blinked, tail twitching. “You sure?”
Azrael stood, dusting crystalline powder from her fingertips. “I saw marks like these deeper in Gehennis when Orobas was showing me around. They were near what he called the vault systems.”
Her gaze lingered on the stone.
“They weren’t designed to keep things out.”
Paimon approached next, his six wings folded in careful symmetry, trailing the ends of silken robes dusted with ash and red shimmer. He tilted his head in an avian manner, feathers shifting iridescent in the half-light as he studied the keystone.
“Lucifer never did like surprises,” he said softly, smoothing a sleeve over one gleaming talon. “Least of all those from below.”
Raum felt his throat tighten. “So this was his?”
“It warns like it’s his,” Paimon replied. “But it hums like something older.”
The pressure in the air shifted. Behind them, Aura stirred.
He hadn’t moved in over an hour, but now his head turned slightly, lips parting. He barely opened his eyes, the words rasping from his dry lips.
“I think…” he whispered, “… He’s already watching.”
The glyphs answered.
They shuddered with a low vibration, like something vast and buried had turned its eye inward. The weight of pride—of attention—curled through the cracked stone and into the marrow of the ground beneath them.
Raum went still, staggering on his feet. For a moment, he wanted to turn around. Maybe undo the last thirty seconds of time.
But Paimon exhaled softly, like steam slipping from a porcelain kettle, and began to walk.
“Into the lion’s mouth, then,” he said, brushing his fingers over Aura’s shoulder as he passed.
Azrael followed, her steps silent and expression unreadable.
Raum hesitated only a moment longer, one claw brushing the feather hidden in his coat. The last thing Botis had left behind. The only thing, maybe.
They stepped beneath the broken arch together.
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Roosting Beneath the Throne


The path to the Pride Layer has no markings. 
No signs nor glyphs etched into the stone, no trail to follow. Just a narrowing of air and a tilt in the bones of the world. As if something had folded the realm’s edges inward, pressed them flat until the road had no choice but to go up.
They ascended in silence.
The cliffside path carved through the wall of a broken escarpment, flanked by sheer drops and rust-red stone that looked too brittle to hold weight. Soul-mana veins ran in thin, precise arcs across the rockface. Occasionally, something shimmered beneath them..
Aura walked now, though unevenly, his balance returning in fits, like his body was still deciding how much of it belonged to him. His hand occasionally grazed the rock beside him to make sure he hadn’t vanished.
Raum said nothing. He trailed behind them, tail wrapped once around his ankle like a tether. Paimon walked ahead, six wings folded gracefully, his robe catching the wind like silken parchment. Even he had gone quiet, the kind of quiet that didn’t leave room for questions.
Azrael led.
She didn’t speak. She didn’t glance back. But her posture had changed to be more upright than usual. She looked around at every detail and landmark in the layer, with something close to interest.
When they reached the plateau, the world changed.
The landscape… stopped.
The wind no longer carried dust or sound. It passed over them and left nothing.
The sky was colorless, neither dark nor bright, but blank, lacking clouds or even specks of natural light. The ground beneath their feet was pale stone, cracked into even tessellations. The veins of soul-mana here ran a brighter red than those in the Wrath layer, barely pulsing.
And in the center of it all stood the Palace of Pride. It didn’t look anything like a palace.
Not in the way Aura would define one. It was wide and low, with vaulted buttresses that curved inward instead of outward. Its many spires had crumbled to uneven lengths, and skybridges hung between them, resembling snapped tendons.
There were no guards that any of them could spot. No way to go but forward. The looming stillness behind them beckoned them to go onward.
Eight massive statues lined the outer path.
Their shadows stretched too long across the stone despite the absence of light.
Aura stopped walking.
His gaze rose slowly, tracing the outer curve of one statue’s wingspan, then the crack that split down the length of its pedestal. They were all birds, of course. This one, he could tell, was a cormorant.
His chest tightened. He missed his little Ceri and Ann…
Raum slowed beside him. He didn’t look at the statues, keeping his eyes down. His gaze fell to the tips of his talons, to the nearest soul-mana veins that pulsed just a little brighter where Aura stepped.
No one asked if they should continue, so they moved forward anyway.
The entrance into the palace yawned open, no threshold to mark it. From even out here the vastness of the interior could be seen, felt.
Paimon stepped through first.
His wings folded in, the shimmering ends of his robe dragging slightly behind him. As he passed beneath the hollow archway, he paused—just briefly—and tilted his head, as if listening for something no one else could hear.
Then he murmured, without turning,
“This is where pride goes to die.”
No one responded.
Azrael followed. Her hand brushed the entry wall carefully, confirming the stone would still hold weight by pressing against the cracks.
Aura trailed after her. His footsteps were slow and weak, each one echoing faintly, though the floor was too wide for sound to carry. He felt the pressure as soon as he crossed the threshold, the rush of cool air making him shudder.
Raum stepped in last.
He’d gotten lost in thought, now catching up just behind Aura. He could feel the stifling pressure too, in the way his breath didn’t rise all the way to his chest, in the way his tail didn’t quite sway like it usually did.
The inner hall didn’t lead straight to a throne or chamber. It opened outward again, unexpected and vast. As they moved deeper, the architecture bent, looping back into open air. The palace sprawled like a royal court.
They didn’t head straight for the doors.
The plateau was wider than it first seemed, an optical illusion of scale. From the cliffside, the palace had seemed close. But now, walking across the tiled expanse toward it, the ground stretched on and on. Long tessellations broken by low ridges of white dust. Gilded cracks pulsed faintly underfoot, slow as heartbeat echoes trapped in stone.
Halfway across, they passed through what might’ve once been a courtyard.
Or something close to one, at least.
Six shattered arches stood in a loose ring, their bases tangled in brittle lattice vines. Some held glyphs while others had been scrubbed bare. A pedestal lay on its side, a broken sculpture of a winged hand clinging to it. The fingers were long gone, with only the shape of judgment remaining.
Azrael paused.
She crouched beside a toppled pillar, brushing her hand across the stone. Like she was measuring how long it had taken to fall. Dust bloomed beneath her touch.
Paimon passed slowly between two of the arches, his wings fluffing away dust that caught in his feathers. He looked around once, curiously. Then again, listening for anything out of place.
Raum caught up. “This was the Lesser Ring, right?”
Paimon didn’t answer right away. His gaze drifted over the pedestal.
“They called it that,” he said. “But it was always his.”
Raum raised a brow. “Lucifer’s?”
“The others sat here.” Paimon’s voice was quiet. “But he never knelt to cast judgment. He only watched, and they watched him.”
Aura lingered near the edge of the ring, hand resting against a leaning slab to steady himself. As he moved past it, the glyphs flared briefly. A dim light that flashed a waking memory of another life into his head.
He blinked, stumbling.
“Did you see that?” he asked.
Raum turned. “See what?”
“... Never mind.”
Azrael rose from her inspection, her voice flat: “This place is made to remember.”
No one replied.
They kept walking.
The closer they got, the quieter the air became. A silence so deep it felt like something had screamed, and the space still hadn’t recovered. A hollowness baked into the space between steps.
Raum muttered something about the acoustics, but even his complaints rang flat.
Paimon stopped beside a long-drained fountain just before the steps. A faint glyph spiral still circled its rim, nearly worn smooth. A feather motif curled around the basin, half-buried in dust.
He stared at it, didn't move for a beat.
Azrael approached and touched the basin’s edge. “Even this remembers him.”
Aura looked into the dry basin. “Then why does it feel like he forgot us?”
The words stayed longer than they should have.
There was no wind, nothing to carry the moment away.
Aura stumbled a half-step, his balance slipping. He pressed a hand to his temple.
Raum was at his side instantly. “Aura?”
Aura nodded, though his breathing hitched. “It’s fine. It’s just… louder now.”
“Louder?”
“I don’t mean, like, sound,” he said. “It’s… like there’s a string pulling me forward, but it’s underneath… everything. I don’t know how to explain it…”
Paimon glanced at him but said nothing.
He walked on, beckoning for them to follow.
They reached the final steps.
The entrance was vast, but unadorned. No banners, nor gates, just a gaping threshold carved between two towers. Shadows warped near the entrance, like even light didn’t want to follow.
Aura stopped at the edge.
Beside the entrance, half-covered in dust, a cracked plate of glass clung to the wall. Reflective, but warped. Still, it caught his shape.
He leaned closer.
The reflection blinked slower than he did.
And for a second he saw something else entirely. Himself, but taller, the silhouette of wings behind him, his pupils far too bright to be human. It disappeared the next time he blinked.
Aura stepped back, his shaking hand dropped to his side.
He didn’t tell the others, but Azrael’s eyes lingered on the soul-glass as she passed. Just for a second, like she’d seen something too and chose not to ask.
The doorway took them in.
The hall seemed silent at first, a stillness heavy as a burial shroud. But if you listened closely, something lingered underneath. A hum, just beyond hearing. Not quite sound, not quite speech. The sense that once, long ago, something had roared here, and the echo never left.
The gallery was massive, stretching longer than the corridors in the Athenaeum, taller than the vaulted ceilings of the Cathedral. Banners and heraldry lined the high walls, pillars veined with dormant soul-mana veins, rising between alcoves like watchtowers.
Inside each alcove stood a statue.
The Sovereigns—what was left of them.
Aura stopped.
The nearest statue towered above him, five stories tall with legs mid-pounce, claws extended, beak locked open in stone fury. A southern cassowary, layered with armor-like growths and sinewed stone. It’s head crest was far too sharp, splitting into curved horns. The pedestal was scorched and crumbling. One talon still held a smear of blackened residue.
Satan. Sovereign of Wrath.
Raum stepped up beside him, mouth drawn tight. “He’s worse in person.”
Aura blinked. “You met him?”
Raum snorted. “No. but I’ve heard enough. I plan to keep it that way.”
Azrael lingered nearby, gaze distant but focused. Her eyes moved from Satan’s statue to the scars carved across the alcove arch.
The next statue lay broken.
Only fragments of an avian neck and serpent-like torso curled around the alcove. The base had collapsed, rubble scattered halfhazardly. A single wing stump jutted from the debris, sheared clean through.
Leviathan. Sovereign of Envy.
Azrael crouched near the rubble, studying the way the stone had fallen. Her hand hovered above the stone.
“This one fell,” she said in plain observation.
Paimon, several paces behind, made a quiet sound in his throat. “Yes,” he said. “That’s what happens when you rebel, you fall.”
He didn’t elaborate.
The third statue stood too tall.
An elegant black swan, her wings flared just slightly behind her like a cloak. Her posture was poised, her gaze angled downward as if appraising all who approached. The stone was smooth and untouched. Either time had spared her, or she had defied it.
Lilith. Sovereign of Lust.
Azrael stared longer than usual.
“She doesn’t look like a Sovereign,” she murmured.
Aura squinted up at the statue. He wasn’t sure what he expected, something monstrous maybe, something broken. Not someone who looked like she could end a war just by refusing to acknowledge it.
Raum’s voice was quiet. “Probably for the best. Asmodeus made a game of it.”
Then, softer: “She made him regret it.”
Paimon stayed silent.
Aura, standing beneath the statue’s gaze, felt the hairs on his neck rise. He wouldn’t say he was scared, rather intimidated. Her presence, even just in stone, felt as though it had more conviction than the others. Somehow.
The next alcove pulsed.
Beelzebub. Sovereign of Gluttony.
The statue was grotesque, an enormous greater sage grouse, chest sacs overinflated and glistening with dull gold veins. The glyphwork etched into the base churned faintly, like a stomach digesting light instead of radiating it.
Paimon’s beak curled, not quite a smile. “He turned beauty into a sin,” he said. “Then blamed the world for loving it.”
Raum coughed. “Sounds familiar.”
No one laughed.
Fifth: Mammon. Sovereign of Greed.
A cormorant, broad-chested and angular, with ridged plumage and a gaping beak full of hooked stone teeth. One eye socket had been gouged out; the other still gleamed. His pedestal bore no inscription—just hundreds of haphazard lines, like a tally that never ended.
Azrael stared at the markings.
Aura leaned in. “Are those... numbers?”
Raum’s tail flicked. “Debt tallies,” he muttered. “Or souls. Depends what kind of day he was having.”
The sixth statue slouched forward.
Belphegor. Sovereign of Sloth.
A fat-bodied koel, head tilted like he’d dozed off mid-thought. A thousand tiny glyphs spiraling across his wings and chest, some blinking in and out. The mana in the air around him felt thick, heavy. Aura blinked, as if trying to clear a fog from his vision.
“Why is it so quiet here?” he asked.
Raum didn’t answer. Paimon did.
“He feeds on thought,” he said. “That was his gift. And his curse.”
Aura took a step back, shivering
The seventh alcove felt… wrong.
Azrael said nothing, but her eyes moved between the others, then up. Her face was still, unreadable, but even she frowned when she realized who it was.
Lucifer. Sovereign of Pride.
The last statue stood at the far end of the hall, centered in the curvature of the domed ceiling. A towering white peafowl, wings spiraled around a rising pillar of soul-stone. Where the others loomed, he simply stood. Where the others bore damage, he was untouched. Not a single crack marred his form.
His eyes were not hollowed, rather watching their every step.
Aura’s steps slowed. He hadn’t realized he’d walked ahead until he stood at the base of the pedestal.
The statue didn’t look cruel. It didn’t look kind.
It looked… resigned.
“Is this what power does to someone?” he asked, barely a whisper.
Raum said nothing.
Azrael stayed where she was.
Paimon stepped forward.
All six of his wings stayed folded, low and controlled. But his talons clicked against the stone with a subtle tension. Reverence, perhaps fear, or perhaps a respect that had learned to grit its teeth in the face of its leader.
Aura kept staring, glancing sideways at the tall pheasant demon. “He, uh, looks like you.”
Paimon stopped. He didn’t turn, but his answer came slow. “No,” he said. “I look like him.”
Azrael stepped up beside Aura, eyes on the statue’s face. “He sees,” she said. “Because he believes he should. That’s what the prideful do.”
Raum didn’t lift his gaze, not even once.
He stood near the edge of the group, jaw tight, tail coiled like a trap he wouldn’t spring. His voice, when he finally spoke, was a low mutter.
“This was a mistake.”
And ahead, beneath the dome where all the Sovereigns waited in stone—
Lucifer didn’t move, but the weight of his gaze was unmistakable.
They lingered only a moment longer beneath the stone gazes, just long enough for the silence to settle into their bones. Then, without needing to speak, they moved on. Past the watching Sovereigns, into the corridor that led deeper still.
The hall narrowed.
Not physically—there were no walls closing in, no collapsing stone or looming threat—but something about the air changed as they approached the heart of the palace. Sound thinned, color dimmed. Even breathing slowed, like each inhale had to be earned.
The hall opened into a vast circular chamber.
The Throne Room.
Seven seats formed a perfect ring, carved from pale stone and raised on uneven platforms. Dust coated everything—settled in tile seams, curled around worn glyphs, thick across the thrones like time had forgotten them.
Six were empty.
The seventh was not.
Lucifer.
He neither moved nor spoke. He simply existed.
An enormous white peafowl seated with mechanical grace, six wings folded in uneven arcs across his back. His plumage shimmered faintly—faded ivory, dull gold, like a memory of color. His hands rested on the arms of the throne, fingers just curled. One wingtip hung low, brushing dust in quiet circles.
His gaze landed nowhere.
But his presence filled the room.
Aura slowed. His fingers brushed Azrael’s elbow before he realized he’d reached.
Paimon stopped, struck with something too slow to hurt and too heavy to ignore. He folded all six wings in one motion, whisper-quiet, betraying his instinct to bow. His own pride warred with loyalty.
“Is he…” Aura started.
Raum, lingering at the back, crossed his arms.
“Well,” he remarked, a little too loud. “At least someone remembered to leave the throne warm.”
Lucifer blinked, slow and languid. Avian, almost delicate. It couldn’t be missed.
Every head turned upward toward him.
Even Paimon stilled.
Lucifer’s gaze shifted toward Raum, slow as falling snow.
His voice, when it came, lilted with an inhuman beauty that Aura’s never heard before.
“Sarcasm. The final shield of the disillusioned.”
Raum’s mouth opened. Then shut, rigid like his body now.
Lucifer looked past him—past all of them—toward the door they’d just entered.
He didn’t speak again just yet, not before Paimon stepped forward.
There was an uncharacteristic hitch in his posture now, a ripple through his otherwise smooth composure. He bowed his head, shallow, but with intent.
“Lucifer,” he said, his voice thinner than usual. “We’ve come to request—”
“Request?” Lucifer repeated, not unkind. “You’ve come to request of me something?” There was a deep weariness in his voice.
The kind that seeped into stone. The kind that didn’t need to raise its voice because it had outlived the need to care.
Paimon said nothing.
Lucifer lifted a hand and brushed a feather away from his brow. “Your loyalty is always admirable, Paimon,” he said. “Even when it’s misplaced.”
That made Aura flinch.
Raum stepped closer to him.
Azrael didn’t move much, but her fingers found the ribbon at her throat. She held it steadily, grounding herself. Tethering herself in the presence of what these demons see as a god.
Aura’s voice came next, too sincere for the space it entered.
“You’re… real,” he said. “You can stop all of this, can’t you?”
Lucifer looked at him for the first time, smiling. A neutral, almost condescending grin on his beak.
“And you,” he said, “are very far from home.”
Aura swallowed.
Lucifer looked over each of them again with a hum of hopeless attention. He straightened just slightly in his seat, his long tail feathers sweeping over the floor, sending a soft wave of air towards the group.
Paimon’s wings twitched once. Raum’s tail flicked against the stone. Azrael’s fingers brushed the ribbon at her throat, stepping closer to Aura.
No one spoke, the tension in the room suffocating.
Then—Lucifer blinked, the moment cracked, the world tilted—
And he looked through them.






  
  17
[image: image-placeholder]
Carrion Sky


The sky had changed. 
No longer the soft, bruised blue shaped by ribbed clouds, it was red now. A crimson, arterial red, the color of something still pumping, still fighting to stay alive even as its walls split open.
Aura opened his eyes.
It took a moment to realize he was breathing. Another to notice the air was wrong. Too warm, too quiet, as if it had passed through someone else’s lungs first.
Soft stone lay beneath him, fatigued by the constant flow of flooding soul-mana. The platform trembled with weightless strain. If any more tension pushed down on it, it would surely collapse.
He sat up slowly, and saw the Aortic Cathedral coming apart around them.
Chunks of the upper towers now floated off-axis in the distance, still tethered by pale soul-arteries twitching faintly, the nerves refusing to die. The floor was torn through in places, some gaps filled with pale mist, others dropping into open void.
Aura’s mouth was dry, his voice coming out rough. “This isn’t where we were.”
“No,” Raum said from behind him. “We’re back in the CORE layer.”
Aura turned.
Raum stood near one of the support columns, arms folded around himself, tail flicking slowly across fractured tiles. His face, for once, gave nothing away, but his stillness was telling. He was holding something in beneath the surface.
Azrael stood a little ways off, facing the empty air.
She hadn’t moved since they arrived. She stared out at the collapse of the city, the amalgamations below, the crumbling architectures. Her hand hovered near her ribbon, but didn’t touch.
Paimon knelt beside a floating floor fragment, his wings folded tight. The edges of them shimmered faintly in the red light, opal dust on blood canvas. One trembled before resettling. He said nothing, though the frown on his beak betrayed his rare unease.
Aura pulled himself to his feet. The movement scraped something loose in his chest, a tension he couldn’t name. The hum beneath the floor deepened. His feet hummed in his shoes from the vibrations.
The cathedral was breathing again.
He took a step toward the edge and looked down.
What had once been the Arterial Athenaeum now lay in ruins.
Its dome had caved. Countless books spilled into the void like dropped feathers, some still flickering with glyphs as they unraveled mid-air. The place where Raum had been housing him and Azrael for what had to be at least a month now...
“This is where it started,” he said quietly.
Raum didn’t respond.
Aura turned. Raum looked regretful, sad, grieving… that’s right, the library was his safe haven, wasn’t it? Aura looked away.
Orobas was nearby, half-limping through the mist that bled across the top tier. His coat was torn, and one hand pressed to his ribs, but his expression stayed composed. He made his way to Raum, gave a slow nod, and gestured behind him with a flick of his hand.
“I brought Buer,” he said.
Aura turned.
Buer stood just past the rim of the platform—tall, gray-feathered, and half-obscured by the rising mist. His four arms were folded neatly across his scholar’s robes, the ends of his stoles catching faint embers of light as they drifted.
Buer tilted his head slightly, surveying the ruin. “Mm. Worse than I expected. Though decay rarely disappoints.”
Raum chuckled humorlessly. “You sound like you’ve been waiting for it to fall apart.”
Buer didn’t answer. He glanced at the sky, then at the fractured glyph lined arches behind them.
“Where’s Botis?” he asked, tone almost casual.
No one spoke.
Raum looked down. His silence was all the answer Buer needed. He sighed, adjusting his cuffs with all four hands and murmured, “I see… unfortunate. A recalibration, then. The system won’t like losing one of its caretakers. It wasn’t designed to account for our deaths.”
His posture straightened just a little.
“I assume we’ll be needing a new configuration,” he added. “Unless you’d like the entire system to seize mid-collapse.”
Orobas gave him a look. “Now, Buer?”
“I didn’t say now,” Buer replied, already turning. “Just eventually.”
The ground shuddered as the cathedral exhaled.
Above them, the sky began to fracture.
A distant chime rang through the open space from one of the intact bell towers. Paimon stood slowly, smoothing his robe with one hand. His eyes looked darker than usual.
“Lucifer took us here,” he said. “As an invitation.
Azrael finally moved, stepping beside him and turning her head to look up at him.
“An invitation to what?”
The wind held its silence.
The sky split, something enormous shifting behind the veil of the air like wings, folded too long, unfolding through the cracks in the world.
And down below, the cathedral pulsed. Once, twice.
From the far end of the platform, where the light did not touch, someone was already standing.
Lucifer stood at the edge of a crumbling spire, framed against the red sky, his white plumage almost glowing amidst the stark red color. His wings folded behind him, his hands clasped, his gaze fixed outward. He was looking at something only he could see, behind them, behind even the Cathedral.
The broken crown of the Aortic Cathedral spread out below him, its ribbed spires jutting through miasma, glass straining toward collapse. The soul-arteries pulsed faintly, their rhythm stuttering.
A heart deciding whether to keep trying.
No one spoke. Raum boldly moving first. He stepped forward, too fast.
“You—” he began.
A shape forming cut him off.
A pulse spread from one of the shattered archways, gold threaded with sludge, rippling like oil on water. Glyphs bubbled upward, then burst. Something wet thudded onto the platform.
Beelzebub, who was swollen with overripe mana. His chest sacs were engorged, glistening with oily light. His head was half-hidden behind the ffelsh and feathers, a single glassy eye barely visible beneath. His wings hung limp, feathers bloated and wet.
He hummed in satisfaction and curiosity, regarding them all like someone who’d been proven right without needing to say it.
Raum grimaced, muttering to himself. “Of course you’d show up first.” He never tolerated Beelzebub as much as he did the other Sovereigns. 
The hum deepened.
Leviathan spiraled overhead, his feathered serpent-wings spiraling through the air, his shape glitching before restabilizing. Wherever his six eyes landed, it wasn’t on them, rather, the pattern of his spiral. On Lucifer.
He circled, distantly, almost distracting them from the golden gleam that followed.
Mammon dropped into view like a snapped chain, his cormorant body streaked with tarnished gold, feathers flaking at the edges like peeling metal. His head twisted wrong, his eyeless sockets dark and sunken in. His beak creaked open and shut, the teeth clacking threateningly.
Paimon stepped forward.
He folded his wings in a practiced arc and bowed, pushing down his own pride as a King. The end of the gesture shook, barely.
“Lucifer,” he said, voice low. “My Sovereign.”
He wasn’t dignified with a response.
Paimon straightened. His face stayed composed, but one wingtip flicked, betraying the nerves he almost never felt.
A shadow passed behind them.
Lilith.
She had no great entrance. Arriving with a soft distortion in the air. A crescent moon circled under her head, the points falling upward.
She was a tall, graceful black swan in modest robes the color of ink. Her eyes were half-lowered, her posture reserved. She drifted down near one of the broken pylons, resting a hand lightly against its cracked surface as if it needed her permission to stay upright.
She said nothing.
Azrael looked at her, then away.
Belphegor arrived in a puff of displaced dust, appearing at the edge of the floating atrium like someone who had been napping there the whole time. A puffy, horned Asian koel, feathers dulled and matted with sleep, his long tail coiled like a thread left unwound.
His eyes were closed, his breathing slow. A row of blinking, glowing eyes opened across the folds of his wings, one by one, until a full dozen were watching without him ever opening his true ones.
A shudder in the ground announced the presence of Satan, who burned into view.
A draconic cassowary materialized in a rush of fire, his head crest split into curved horns and his feathers longer than normal. He landed roughly on the stone, which cracked under his feet.
It was enough.
The platform trembled, and suddenly the CORE felt much smaller.
Raum stepped forward again, more cautious this time. “Why now?” he asked, to the air. “You’ve been watching this unfold for… for who knows how long. Why now?”
Beelzebub’s answer came first, gurgling out between throat sacs. “Now is when the story ends, and when we all get our lines again.”
Raum opened his mouth to ask what in Gehennis he meant by that, but Mammon cut him off.
“Don’t pretend you weren’t hoping for this,” the cormorant crooned, voice slick with glee. He leaned down, his teeth-filled beak reaching just before Raum’s face. “You, Raum, coward of the Athenaeum, crow Count of falling thresholds—you knew what was coming. You knew before the rest of your brothers, and you said nothing.”
Raum gulped, staggering a step back.
Mammon’s feathers rippled, flakes of tarnished gold drifted from his chest like spent coin. “You were perfectly content to let Gehennis rot until you got a reason not to. And now you want to play martyr?”
He leaned forward, neck twisting. “Don’t insult us. You didn’t change your mind, you just got attached.”
Raum didn’t deny it, looking away from his piercing gaze with a conflicted expression.
Paimon moved slightly in front of him, drawing a quiet line between them.
Azrael moved forward then, slow and steady. She glanced once around the circle. At the Sovereigns, the rot, the bulging sludge of amalgamated souls left to suffer.
At the broken cathedral beneath their feet and the burning sky above.
“This isn’t power.” Her voice was calm, but extremely judgmental.
“It’s not leadership either. You’re just… doing nothing.”
Lucifer did not react, the red sky behind him pulsing in a ring around him.
The platform vibrated beneath them from the violence below.
The CORE trembled with every strike. Abominations screamed in the crags beneath the Aortic Cathedral, their wails warped and reverberating through the ribbed halls like sonar ricochets.
A flash of orange flared near the eastern arch—Andras, slicing hrough a writhing tangle of bone and feathers, cleaving it apart alongside his summon, Velkos. Seir zoomed around the clearing, dodging each slamming wave of soul-mana, attacking where he could.
Below, the battlefield churned like living muscle under flensed skin.
Up here, the Sovereigns did nothing, didn’t even flinch.
Leviathan spoke, his voice rising just enough to drown out the chaos..
“You think we could fix this?”
He spiraled above the platform, his winged serpent-form folding over itself like a broken orbit. Light flickered off the edges of his feathers in fractured reflections, twitching with the rhythm of envy.
“We weren’t built to change it,” she said. “Only hold it still. To endure, not improve.”
Raum’s hands curled at his sides. His talons scraped the platform, a dry, bone-on-bone rasp.
Near the edge, Buer adjusted one of his sleeves with four hands, expression unreadable beneath the shimmer of feather-collars. His lion tail lashed—both in agitation and in anxiety..
Then a wet, phlegmy laugh, dragged from the belly of something that hadn’t laughed in sincerity in centuries, sounded out from the guzzle of Beelzebub.
It burbled through the folds of his grotesque throat-sacs, muffled and thick like a corpse gurgling in its own decay.
“Fix it?” he echoed, his smirk slid sideways. “It wasn’t made to work, it was made to last. Not the same thing.”
He sloshed forward, each step sticky, slow. One bloated foot squelched against the stone. His wings cracked open, pockmarked, steaming, humming low with hunger.
“And you—”
One of his eyes shifted toward Aura.
“You’re not even the cure, are you? Poor little thing, you think you matter because you can feel Gehennis’ heartbeat in your veins.”
He leaned in closer, breath steaming like spoiled honey over warm stone.
“But you’re not a savior, you’re just the vessel we needed.”
Aura didn’t speak.
His breathing had slowed to hollow, shallow breaths. As if his lungs were forgetting how to breathe. His hands trembled, twitching once before going still at his sides.
Raum stepped between him and Beelzebub, shielding Aura behind him with an angry lash of his tail. Just to remind them both that he was still here.
“Enough,” Raum growled. “You’ve made your point.”
Beelzebub blinked, slow and almost disappointed.
“Hm. I barely even started.”
Still, Lucifer remained silent.
He hadn’t moved from the edge of the broken platform. His six wings stayed folded, his white plumage untouched by the mist rising from the cracks below. Above him, the sky churned its crimson red, the pressure of a dying world bellowing around them.
Finally, he turned.
“The God you fear is not merciful,” Lucifer said.
His voice sounded… kind. At the very least, he said it without malice.
“We do this not for revenge, nor for glory. We do this so He will feel what He made rot.”
Raum’s voice snapped desperately in return.
“So this is what you are now?” he demanded. “Ghosts with crowns? You call this defiance? You’re not breaking the system, you’re letting it bleed out because you’re too tired to lift a hand.”
He stepped forward.
“I wanted change, yes. I wanted better.”
He swept an arm toward the splintering cathedral, the screaming below, the Sovereigns gathered like vultures over their own mausoleum.
“This isn’t exactly better.”
Lucifer blinked, eyes narrowing.
“You wanted change,” he said. “Now endure it.”
Paimon shifted behind them, stepping forward beside Raum. His wings had drawn in tight, all color drained to a muted pearl. His hands folded now, posture and voice measured.
“Lucifer,” he said. “I followed you because you taught us structure.” He hesitated. Looked past the others, into his Sovereign’s eyes.
“Because you said control didn’t have to mean cruelty.”
Lucifer didn’t answer at first, letting his words seep into the air.
Then his head tilted.
“Oaths are cages. I remember mine, that’s why I never left.”
A crack split the ground below.
A burst of light flared in the north wing—someone screamed. Another impossible death. The cathedral bled noise upward, the body of a god in cardiac arrest.
Orobas didn’t look down. He just pressed one clawed hand to his chest, the other clutching his panicking tome.
Azrael watched the Sovereigns like a clockmaker watching a spring unravel. Her eyes moved from Beelzebub to Leviathan, finally landing on Lilith.
Lilith met her gaze once then looked away, something akin to guilt in her eyes.
Aura spoke up, his voice cracking.
“I didn’t ask to be in this.”
No one moved.
“I didn’t want to be here, I didn’t want to be important or some replacement heart for some world I don’t even know…!” His breathing quickened as he looked down at his sharpened nails, the little black pinfeathers that peeked through his sleeves.
“I just want to go home.”
And still—no one deemed him with a response.
He clenched his shaking fists and his voice rose.
“Do you understand what you’re asking me to become? Do you even know what happens if I stop trying to hold it back?! Because I sure as hell don’t. and I’m terrified!”
His foot staggered on the uneven stone.
The platform shuddered. A vein of purified soul-mana cracked through the floor beneath him.
“You don’t get to smile while the world dies and tell me it’s some sort of messed up strategy.” Another step. “You don’t get to use me like a warning to a God who you say never cared.”
The pinfeathers that peeked out from his collar now were starting to glow.
Pale threads of soul-mana lit beneath his arms, climbing up his neck in clean, symmetrical lines. His hands pulsed with a warmth that didn’t cause sweat to gather.
Belphegor’s glyph-eyes blinked open one by one as Leviathan spiraled tighter. His shape uncoiled just enough to show attention.
Lucifer didn’t move.
“We are not using you,” he said at last “We are allowing the system to end on its own terms.”
Aura’s breath hitched, then quickened.
Raum moved toward him, but Aura shook his head.
“Don’t—”
“No,” Aura said, voice low but firm. “Don’t talk me down.”
He looked around at the platform, at the Sovereigns. At the sky curling overhead.
“They want this,” he said. “All of it. The collapse, the suffering. They’re letting it happen just to hurt something bigger than them.”
Then his gaze found Lucifer again, an uncharacteristic anger in his exhausted eyes.
“You’re not a Sovereign, you’re… you’re just a coward with a fancy title!”
Lucifer’s wings shifted.
Paimon’s gaze snapped, surprised this mild mannered human would speak out so boldly against a Sovereign.
But still—no answer, no retaliation.
Aura looked back at his hands, shoulders shaking as he held back tears.
Something broke.
Not just the stone, not just the bones of the cathedral or the soul-veins that webbed through its ribs.
The system cracked, inhaling wide.
And the Aortic Cathedral—what remained of it—shuddered as if remembering it had once been a heart.
Aura’s glow pulsed outward in a tight ring, barely wider than a step, knocking the air out of his lungs. The air around him, however, reacted like it had been struck by a hammer.
The platform buckled under their feet.
Cracks leapt through the stone like lightning trying to outrun itself. Blue light surged through the fissures. Red light rose from beneath, viscous and slow, unpurified soul-mana drawn directly from the CORE, thick as blood in collapse. The two currents met—
—and detonated.
A blast of raw, mixed energies flooded outward in a slow, syrup-thick wave. It poured through the cathedral like molasses boiling out of the world’s center, swallowing stairs, spires, and platforms in a wash of blue-red memory.
Raum grabbed Aura without thinking, but the floor was already gone.
Azrael shouted. “Aura—!”
Then she was gone too, separated by rising mist and burning light. Her silhouette vanished behind a falling pillar, the stone around her scattering like insects fleeing flame.
Paimon shouted Raum’s name.
He reached forward—but too late. Raum and Aura dropped through the air in a spiral of shattering glass and vaporizing stone. The soul-mana torrent chased them down, pouring after like divine runoff from a bleeding god.
At the apex—where the spire once reached toward heaven—something else spoke.
It didn’t have a voice, but it resonated anyways. To the two who could hear it.
The very center of the Core, pulsing like an open eye, hovered now where the spire used to be. Red in the middle surrounded by a glowing blue. It spiraled slowly, lazily, its golden ring cracking once.
Its words pressed directly into marrow.
“One wing turned to fire.”
The pulse deepened.
“One eye to light.”
And the entire cathedral fractured.
Every floating segment split into its own gravity, tethered only by threads of soul-mana. Chunks of the ceiling drifted upward, debris fell sidewise. Glyphs sparked and died in the air. A chunk of ceiling cracked sideways in time.
Below, the battlefield reeled—elites like Andras, Seir, and Saleos flinched as the air turned hostile. The sigils on their bodies flickered. The amalgamations howled and either fused or froze, caught in the gravitational distortion radiating from the apex.
Aura fell, unconscious once again.
His eyes were wide and glassy, his pupils glowing a soft blue.
Raum held him tight as they plummeted down. Soul-mana light curled around them in spirals, burning through their shadows like the system had finally noticed them, and decided they no longer fit.
Far above Lucifer watched.
His wings unfolded, like opening a book to the last page, just to make sure the ending hadn’t changed.
Paimon knelt, one hand against the cracked edge of the platform. His mouth was tight. His throat moved—but he said nothing.
Azrael’s voice rang once more from the smoke below:
“I can still feel him—”
Then: static, silence.
The wind stopped, as did the burning lights.
Even the falling stopped, just long enough for the CORE to hold its breath.
And so—
it let go.
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The Feather Left Behind


The first thing Aura felt was weight, not on his chest or limbs, but everywhere. A pressure that sank into his lungs and threaded down into his bones.
He blinked.
Light moved sluggishly across the wall beside him—red, thick and dull. It was soul-mana, unpurified, leaking from a ruptured vein where the wall had cracked inward. It dripped in slow, gluttonous lines, pooling against the floor before vanishing into a crack in the ground.
Aura stirred. The stone beneath him felt too warm. His back was braced against a dilapidated pillar, slumped on its base. His limbs were limp but intact, the dull throbbing of pain echoing under his skin.
On the other side of the wall stood a dark, elegant statue of Lilith. It was an easily recognizable sight now.
The sanctum had collapsed around her, ribs of stone folded inward like clasped hands, but she hadn’t broken. Cracks webbed her pedestal, and one wing was splintered at the joint. Her face, however, remained unmarred and beautiful.
He looked down.
His hands were steady now. No more glow or crackling light in his veins. Just sweat, dirt, and the faint smudge of a burn at the wrist.
He heard a shuffle to his side and a muttering voice.
“—no fever, pulse’s there, light’s fading—good sign—where is Azrael, damn it—”
Aura turned his head.
Raum was pacing in a slow arc near the wall, hands half-curled, tail flicking behind him. His cloak was dusty and his feathers were out of place. One cheek was bruised—badly—but he didn’t seem to notice. Or care.
“—okay, okay, his heartbeat was stable, probably, and the mana stopped spiking—”
Aura made a small sound, wincing as he sat up.
Raum turned instantly.
“Aura?”
His talons scraped across the cracked tile as he crossed the clearing in two long strides. He dropped to a crouch in front of him, hands hovering, unsure of where to touch. His voice pitched up. “Hey—hey, don’t move too fast. You made, like, fifty veins burst.”
Aura blinked again. “I didn’t mean to.”
Raum let out a short breath. Maybe it was a laugh, or probably panic pretending not to be.
He rocked back slightly, giving Aura some space. “You’re awake. That’s good. Really good. You weren’t breathing right for a while. Not not breathing, just… wrong. Like there was something stuck in your throat”
He was rambling, Aura didn’t mind. He didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts anyway.
He sat up a little straighter, one hand braced against the pillar. “Where are we?”
Raum glanced around. “I believe we’re by the side sanctum, in the lower cathedral shell. After the fracture, we dropped pretty far. I caught most of it. You caught a little of me.”
“Where’s Azrael?”
Raum shook his head. “Didn’t land near us. Might’ve been caught in another structure, or not fallen at all. The energy wave… it split us. That’s all I know.”
Aura’s eyes went back to the leaking soul-vein.
Its color reminded him of something sick trying to pretend it was holy.
A long silence stretched between them. Raum fidgeted once. Then again.
He stood.
Then crouched back down again. “You’re sure you’re okay?”
Aura didn’t answer immediately. He looked at his reflection in the puddle beneath the soul-vein.
His face was wrong.
Not, like, mutated. Just… off. Like he’d aged six years sideways.
“Define ‘okay,’” he smirked weakly.
Raum opened his mouth. Closed it.
“Fair.”
They sat there, the hum of the leaking vein filling the space between them. Distant rumbling rolled once from deeper in the structure, maybe far below. The world hadn’t stopped breaking.
But for now, the pieces weren’t moving. Well, not theirs anyway.
“I should go,” Aura said quietly. More like a mental note spoken aloud. But Raum, who had made a career out of reading subtext, knew exactly what it meant. He knew the tone of a door being politely closed.
“They might need—”
Raum stepped into his path, making Aura stop. He blinked, not expecting to have been intercepted.
Raum didn’t move. “Please,” he said, voice thin. “Just… stay. For a minute.”
The space between them held like stretched glass. Dust curled in spirals, catching the dull red glow from the bleeding soul-vein behind them. The heat in the air was the kind that came before something important was said, when both people waited to see who would crack first.
Aura looked at Raum, expression steady but tired.
Raum’s hands hovered near his sides, half-flexed claws twitching like he didn’t know what they were supposed to do. He exhaled slowly and tried to start.
“You were exactly what I hoped for,” he said. “Not the prophecy part, definitely not the whole system-undoing, world-fracturing mess.”
He paused, trying to find the right shape for the thought.
“I mean you. Just… a human. Dropped into my life by accident, a reminder of the stories I used to hide in. A maybe. Someone I could talk to. Laugh with. Maybe, maybe even be the one someone like you would choose.”
Aura’s brows lifted, but he didn’t speak.
Raum gave a thin, shaky laugh. “I know how that sounds. Ridiculous, selfish, but you were everything I made up in my head and never thought I’d get to meet. And when you showed up, I thought—maybe I could be someone else. Not a demon, not a caretaker, not a failure.”
He looked down.
“Maybe I could just be… the love interest.”
It hung for a second.
Raum cleared his throat. “But instead I just… failed. Over and over, and now you’re bleeding soul-mana and breaking cathedrals and I’m still standing here like I can do something.”
His voice went softer. “I just… I still don’t know how to let you go.”
It was the kind of confession Raum thought would feel cathartic. It didn’t. It felt like vomiting up a page and realizing it wasn’t the end of the story, just a very long paragraph of mistakes.
Aura watched him.
Then said, simply, “I like you.”
Raum’s breath caught, hope bloomed in his chest.
“But this isn’t the time,” Aura continued. “Or the place, and I’m not in the right head for this. I don’t even know what I am anymore.”
He looked to the side. “And I’m not sure you do either.”
Raum’s tail twitched. His posture sagged slightly, like something in him had been pushing forward and just hit a wall.
“R-right,” he said, too brightly. “Bad timing, wrong world. Too much world-ending trauma. I get it”
He forced a lopsided smile. “It’s not a no, right? Just a ‘probably not,’ and if everything turns out okay, then we could give it a shot.”
Aura blinked. “Raum—”
“Okay, okay,” Raum cut in, flapping one hand. “Maybe you don’t like men. That’s not a problem.”
Aura opened his mouth, confused.
Raum barreled forward, voice picking up speed. “I mean—I’ve been women, shapeshifting isn’t hard. It’s not a dealbreaker. I could reconfigure my face, my body, even my voice if you want!”
He gestured vaguely at himself. “I could be a tragic librarian girl with glasses and braids, or just a normal girl if you want. You wouldn’t even need to work that hard to make it romantic.”
Aura just stared at him.
Raum faltered. “Or… I could do the mysterious type, if you’re into that…”
Aura’s expression didn’t change.
Raum trailed off at the look, then coughed and looked away.
“Or… I could just shut up.”
A beat passed.
Aura exhaled. He wasn’t angry, just… tired. “Maybe just breathe for a second.”
Raum nodded quickly. “Right. Breathing, I’ll try.”
Aura eased himself to the ground again, slowly getting reacquainted with gravity. He leaned against the cracked pillar where he’d woken, closing his eyes for a moment and waiting for the world to stop spinning.
Raum stayed standing, then after a moment crouched in front of him, just close enough to feel the warmth of shared proximity.
“I used to think I didn’t need to be in the story,” Raum confessed quietly. “It was enough to have it. Archive it, read it over and over.”
His claws traced a line in the dust. “I’ve read thousands. Sorted them by trope, annotated and cross-referenced them. You name a tragic pairing and I’ve probably got at least a dozen recommendations.”
Aura cracked an eye open. “You annotated them?”
“Of course,” Raum muttered. “Especially the ones with happy endings, or the super fluffy ones.”
He hesitated.
“None of them warned me what it’s like to almost matter to someone. To get close enough to see the shape of what you’ll never have.”
Aura rubbed the side of his neck. “You don’t know that.”
Raum looked at him, tail laid limp on the ground.
“When I realized I liked you,” he said, softer now, “I didn’t panic, I was relieved. Like something clicked, like I’d been waiting.”
He swallowed. “But then I remembered that you didn’t know what that meant to me.”
Aura was quiet. His hands sat loosely, tiredly, on his knees.
“I’m not built for honesty,” Raum went on. “I’m built for hiding behind old books and dramatics and poor jokes. I didn’t plan this, I—I didn’t even dare want it.”
He remembered curling up behind the shelving units in the Sloth corridor, at times when even the glyphs dulled themselves to whispers. That was where he did most of his reading. He’d hide behind stacks of abandoned reference texts, curled around a coat he used as a pillow.
The book had been one of the bad ones. Romance with soft-pressed prose and a plot that felt like it had been committee-assembled. The protagonist was a clean-souled celestial wanderer, golden-eyed and doomed to be adored. He got the confession in the rain, the kiss after the collapse.
Raum had read it six times.
But it wasn’t the hero he remembered.
It was the antagonist. The one who waited too long, the one who had all the clever lines but none of the timing. The one who disappeared before the ending and got a three-line mention in the epilogue. He never got chosen. Barely even got remembered.
Raum had closed the book. Pressed his head into the pillow and told himself he wouldn’t end up like that
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Aura looked at him directly now. His eyes were red-rimmed, but clear. He pursed his lips before speaking.
“I miss my bed,” Aura said softly. “My mom. My sister. My birds. My life.”
Raum went still.
“I know it sounds stupid. I know everything’s ending, and I know it’s not just me. But it’s the truth. I just want to go home.”
Raum stood abruptly, then turned like the motion could hide his reaction. His voice, when it came, was quieter. “Wait.”
He snapped his fingers once.
Feathers shimmered into view on Aura’s shoulder.
A small, crooked-footed crow.
Crouton.
The bird tilted its head, fluffed, and nestled into the crook of Aura’s neck like it had never left.
Aura froze. “Is that—?”
Raum didn’t look at him. “Yeah.”
“You kept him?”
“Well… I kind of was him.”
Aura stared.
Raum turned a little, shrugging with one shoulder. “He’s the closest thing to being another form, in a sense. Soft enough to be near you without messing things up.”
Crouton nuzzled into Aura’s jaw.
“I was choosing you,” Raum said. “I just didn’t know how to say it out loud.”
Aura stroked the crow’s wing. “You still don’t.”
Raum let out a sound. Not quite a laugh, not quite a sob. Strikingly close to one though.
“I wanted to be the protagonist,” he admitted. “Or the love interest, or both. I wanted to be picked.”
He glanced down.
“But stories lie. They always end before the part where everything’s hard.”
He turned back, finally meeting Aura’s gaze again.
“Well,” he said. “You didn’t die. That’s already better than half the romances I annotated.”
Aura rolled his eyes. “That’s a really low bar.”
Raum chuckled without humor. “Hopefully not one that’ll be crossed.”
They sat in silence again.
Then Raum said, almost under his breath, “I still want you to stay.”
“I know,” Aura replied.
“I’ll stop asking.”
Aura didn’t answer right away. Then reached up and gently petted Crouton’s back.
“Good,” he said. “Because if you ask again, I might say yes just because I feel bad.”
Raum didn’t smile, but he nodded.
And for once, for now, he didn’t try to make it into anything more.
They sat together in the half-ruined sanctum, quiet except for the slow, irregular drip of the soul-vein behind them. It slid down the wall in long, syrupy threads, the unpurified red mana catching the light like molten resin. It didn’t move fast enough to be threatening.
Raum didn’t say anything, Aura didn’t either.
Crouton had settled comfortably into Aura’s lap, claws tucked beneath him and eyes half-lidded. The warmth of him grounded something, one tiny heartbeat against the noise they’d just gone through.
Aura leaned his head back against the pillar. The stone was still too warm. His whole body buzzed faintly, like something inside him had been humming at the wrong frequency for too long.
Across from him, the statue of Lilith stood sentinel over the fractured sanctum. Her gaze was fixed beyond them—above them—elegant and unreadable. A beautiful black swan… seeing so many statues of birds here has made Aura a bit happy.
Aura stared up at her.
“She doesn’t look broken,” he said.
Raum’s eyes flicked up to the statue. His voice came a few seconds later. “Hm… She never was.”
Aura turned to look at him.
Raum was sitting cross-legged now, hands clasped loosely in front of him. He didn’t elaborate. They sat like that for another minute. Long enough for the mana vein to drip again. And again. The silence didn’t press, instead lingering.
Eventually, “Do you think this ends with us walking out alive?”
Aura didn’t expect an answer right away. He didn’t even really want one.
“I’ve been thinking about what happens if I make it back,” he said, not looking at Raum. “Back to Earth. Back to my mom. My sister. Ceri and Ann...”
His fingers fidgeted against the seam of his sleeve.
“But I don’t think I’d be able to tell them anything. I wouldn’t even know how. I’ve seen things here that don’t make sense in normal words. I’ve felt things I didn’t think a human could feel.”
He hesitated.
“I don’t know if I’d fit anymore. In my old life, in my room. I think I’d stand there in the kitchen and forget how to hold a spoon.”
He chuckled at his dry joke, though Raum just blinked at him.
“I used to be able to sleep through anything,” Aura added, quieter now. “But if I go home… I think I’d stay awake at night remembering the heartbeat beneath the ground. Or try to pick at my skin looking for feathers.”
His voice dipped.
“I don’t know where home is now. Just where I’m not dying yet.”
Raum didn’t answer immediately. He looked at the floor, at his claws. At Crouton, now sleep-cooing.
Then:
“Honestly,” he sighed. “I don’t think this will end well.”
Aura nodded grimly.
Raum added, “But I think we’ll still walk.”
Aura snorted lightly through his nose. “That makes no sense.”
Raum shrugged. “Most things don’t anymore.”
Another beat.
The floor shuddered enough to lift dust into the air, for pieces of rubble to fall off the wall.
Raum went still.
Aura tensed, eyes lifting toward the cracked ceiling.
A sound rolled through the sanctum. The distant sound of stone breaking, something large moving. Then—
Light.
It pierced the cracks in the roof of the Aortic Cathedral’s apex, not gold or red but something cooler. A silver-white, edged in faint indigo. It cut through the red sky.
Raum stood first. “That’s not the CORE.”
Aura stood too, slower, bracing a hand against the pillar. They both looked up, barely able to see the top of the cathedral.
A shadow in the light, just barely a glimpse, was caught in their view.
Azrael.
Half-lit and moving fast. She was ascending upward by something they couldn’t see, or maybe couldn’t understand.
Raum exhaled like he’d been hit. “That’s her.”
Aura’s voice dropped, brow furrowing. “She’s doing something.”
Another rumble shook the ground, higher this time. Crouton startled and fluttered off Aura’s lap, then landed on Raum’s shoulder.
Raum didn’t move. His eyes stayed skyward.
“She’s… flying,” Aura said, quiet. “Whatever it is, it’s starting.” She used her wings so rarely he forgot they were functional for flight.
They stood there a moment longer, the broken sanctum around them slowly dimming again, the light fading from the cracks as Azrael vanished upward.
Raum swallowed.
Aura looked down at his hands again. He still wasn’t glowing, just his flesh and the weirdly sharp nails.
“I guess we should follow,” Aura said.
Raum glanced sideways at him. “You’re not ready, you need to rest.”
Aura smiled weakly. “I do, but we’re going anyway.”
Raum offered a hand that Aura took, wincing as he stood. He leaned against the taller demon for support. Together, they stepped out of the sanctum. Crouton ruffled his feathers, then took off ahead.
The vein on the wall continued to drip behind them, like the last beat of something trying to survive.
Raum pulled his pelerine tighter around himself as they stepped out of the sanctum. The hallway beyond was crooked and half-tilted, like the world hadn’t decided whether to rise or fall.
Crouton circled once overhead, then perched on the lip of a fractured archway, waiting.
Aura didn’t say anything, but he tied his jacket tighter around his waist and fell into step beside Raum. They didn’t talk about what came next, nor did they look back at the statue.
Just before the corridor curved upward toward the broken causeway, Aura asked, without looking over:
“You think we’ll make it?”
Raum replied with a melancholy smile. “We can still walk.”
Aura returned his smile, and they moved forward. The corridor around them held enough for them to pass.
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Remembrance of the Dead


Azrael climbed. 
The spire beneath her cracked with every step, ribbed stone straining under the pull of the heart’s resonance. The Aortic Cathedral no longer obeyed gravity in the conventional sense. It bent around the pressure of the CORE now, a slow collapse suspended by sheer force.
Her feet made no sound, but her wings dragged, her feathers catching the thick air like curtains pulled through oil. The atmosphere felt too close, like the cathedral was breathing in reverse, and she was inside its lungs.
The mana-veins that ran through the structure had changed.
They pulsed with a mixture of purified blue and corrupted red now, twisting around each other in long, viscous threads that glowed beneath the surface like arteries lit from within.
Some no longer stayed contained.
Thin streams of soul-mana leaked through the broken stone, curling upward into archways of light that shivered as she passed.
Below her, far below, the lower tiers still boiled with motion. None of it reached her.
Orobas stood at the eastern edge of a broken walkway, above what used to be the Breathward Aisle, where they had last emerged after the observatory caved. The floor beneath him tilted slightly, but he didn’t seem concerned.
He watched Azrael climb, one hand braced lightly against a jagged arch, the other resting flat against his chest.
“She’s not hesitating,” he said aloud, more to the ruin than to anyone nearby. “Good.”
He had seen Sovereigns rise. He had seen angels fall, he had fallen along with them. He knew the difference.
And this was neither.
This was Azrael, her presence too strong to disappear.
Paimon followed at a distance on foot, along a fractured spiral stair that shadowed Azrael’s ascent like a coiled reflection. His robes were torn at the hem, streaked with ash and soul-mana. The dust on his wings refused to shake off. Still, he moved with practiced grace, his confidence returned.
He watched her climb without calling out.
It’s not like he needed to, she knew he was there.
He walked with his head lifted, eyes calm, even as the cathedral’s spine cracked open somewhere behind him. The ground beneath him flickered with haphazard glyphs, then went dark again.
He didn’t stop in his own ascent.
“Do you think she’s going to die?” a voice asked from the air.
Paimon didn’t blink. “No.”
Stolas landed nearby with a soft gust of wind, perching on a half-shattered buttress that sloped like a broken wing.
“She’s not going to stop,” Stolas said.
“Of course not.”
“She’s not a Sovereign.”
“Good,” Paimon replied. “We’ve seen what Sovereigns do. Hm,” His beak twisted up in a grin, “Or rather, what they don’t do.”
Stolas leaned forward, balance perfect even as a tremor shook the chamber. “They’re watching.”
Paimon’s gaze stayed on Azrael, who was just passing the final tier before the Heart chamber.
“The Sovereigns?”
Stolas nodded once. “They said they won’t be interfering.”
“Why not?”
“They want to see if she becomes something useful,” Stolas said, eyes narrowing. “Or something dangerous.”
He let the implication hang in the air.
“They don’t particularly mind, either.”
Azrael’s final step onto the upper platform rang louder than the others. She had reached the chamber beneath the CORE’s heart.
The walls no longer held symmetry. They had peeled outward in uneven directions, blooming like ruptured glass petals. The pulse of the sphere above bathed every surface in flickering red and sickened blue. Shadows moved slowly across her face as she lifted her chin.
The CORE’s heart looked nothing like an organic structure.
It looked otherwordling and wrong. She felt drawn to it, fascinated, even.
A massive orb, the color of deep sea blood, floated a few feet above a pool of dribbling soul-mana. The heart beat slowly, and each thrum cast ripples through the air, waves of pressure ringing out.
Azrael stared at it.
A fracture had begun at the sphere’s center. Thin at first, hairline, like a crack in an egg.
It spread a little more with each beat, and the light inside it was starting to leak.
At the base of the spire, the soul-mana had congealed into semi-solid shape. Red and blue spirals slithered together without merging, the way oil avoids water even when stirred.
Azrael stepped closer without hesitation.
She didn’t need instructions, didn’t know what she was doing anyway, but she didn’t care.
Far below, Orobas tilted his head.
“It’s not stable,” he called in mild warning.
Azrael turned her head to look back down.
“Neither am I,” she said.
The air thickened around her, tasting her intent, her conviction. The CORE recognized her now, recognized that she was an unknown factor in its system.
The soul-mana curled upward around her legs, climbed over her shoulders, brushed the tips of her wings like it was studying her shape.
Above her, the CORE’s heart shuddered. Her halo—already cracked and broken—flickered.
Once.
Then again.
A crack split across its longest circumference. The first sign that something in her had changed long before now.
She didn’t flinch.
She knelt slowly, one knee pressed into the lit stone. One hand reached to the sphere, resting lightly atop its surface. The mana hissed faintly under her palm.
Above her, the CORE pulsed again.
The fracture in its center widened and a wave of light passed down through the chamber. It hit her like the toll of a bell with no sound—too big to hear, too deep to name.
Azrael’s fingers curled into the soft exterior of the protective sphere around the Heart.
She exhaled.
Paimon came to a stop on the walkway entrance to the apex. “She’s kneeling,” he said quietly. “Why is she kneeling?” 
Stolas didn’t answer. His wings folded tighter under his cloak.
Orobas answered instead, voice low and sure as he looked up, straight into the CORE’s light.
“She’s offering herself to it.” A bead of sweat dropped down his feathered temple, “To the Heart, to Gehennis.”
The mana rose like steam from a dying world.
Azrael didn’t flinch, though the steam was burning hot against her skin.
One foot slipped when the floor shuddered, a segment of cracked glyph-marked stone coming loose beneath her weight. She let it fall. She shifted her balance, steadying on one knee. The position wasn’t graceful, but it kept her upright.
The chamber breathed with her now.
Around her, the purified and corrupted soul-mana flowed in slow, semi-sentient spirals, as if the system itself was trying to decide what she was to be. Red light coiled around her shoulders like mist, curling into her ribs. Blue seeped into her hands.
The pressure was immense and gravitational, the kind of weight that existed only for things that had tried to become gods and failed.
Her wings fanned out behind her, pressed to the floor by the force rising from the Heart. Feather by feather, they lit with tiny flickers of gold and black, then deep arterial red as the soul-mana bled upward into their structure. The architecture groaned around her. Arches bent, tiles glowed, cracked, healed, cracked again.
The cathedral couldn’t decide whether it was dying or being rewritten.
Above her, the shield around the Heart cracked wider.
The slit across its surface widened, and from within, a shape burned into view. Something fibrous and pulsing, that she remembered the visage of from one of those anatomy books Aura got a hold of.
A heart.
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A human, biological heart, made real through millennia of systemic reinforcement. It pulsed again in sync with her breath.
Azrael closed her eyes, her brow furrowing.
The mana rose higher, entering her body. Her holy, unmarred body.
First through her back, where the wings met shoulder. Then through her fingertips, then down her spine. The sensation wasn’t painful, that was a foreign concept for her, but it was still familiar in a way that made her stomach turn.
She’d felt something like this before, long ago.
Back in the Heaven that raised her.
In Heaven, every angel was forgiven before they sinned. Every punishment was soft, every lesson framed as a reminder of how deeply they were loved. No one ever failed, not even the vilest of humans. They just looped back through grace, back through forgiveness, back through the hymns of a God that held too tightly and looked too gently.
It had been peace. But for many, an undeserved one.
Now she stood in a world rotted by the opposite—a realm discarded by a God who didn’t bother to hate it. A world left to hemorrhage in silence while its own monarchs gnawed on its foundation.
The Sovereigns banished to watch over it did nothing but watch its decay.
Azrael opened her eyes again.
The mana had reached her chest now, and she could feel the tremor in her halo. The crack had split wide across the curve. No doubt it was shattered into more pieces than it was before.
She could hear it.
The shatter of gilded pretense peeling away from its purpose. A hairline of golden fire ran down its curve, another split branched toward the center.
“I’m not built to save anything,” she said. “I know that.”
The heart pulsed again. She felt it deep in her sternum.
“But I can be the thing that respects it enough to bury it.”
Her halo snapped with a single click, like a lens sliding into place.
The ring above her head collapsed inward, its edge jagged, gleaming with refracted red. The pieces circled in place and began to slowly rotate. Then faster. A dozen sharp spires where a gentle loop used to be. No longer a crown of grace.
A crown of thorns, if thorns were forged from holy light and energy.
Her gown burned clean.
The cloth evaporated, unthreaded by the rising soul-mana as it ate away at the material. She remained kneeling, unashamed. Her chest was bare, ivory feathers growing from her back to her shoulders and the sides of her chest.
She had never been meant to carry legacy, but she never cared for rules, so she would.
Outside, across the broken dome, several of the Sovereigns turned to attention.
They hovered on planes formed of their sigils. Beelzebub oozed into view, sacs pulsing uneasily. Leviathan spiraled inward, his wings circling as he loops his body in a circle. Lilith sat on the edge of her sigil with a regal grace, her eyes fixed on Azrael with something unreadable.
Something close to mourning.
Paimon looked up at them.
“You’re late,” he said.
Stolas let out a quiet laugh beside him.
“They weren’t watching the Cathedral,” Stolas said. “They were watching her.”
Back within the chamber, Azrael stood.
Her wings unfolded behind her, the shapes sharper now. The tips had gone red from the absorption of unpurified soul-mana.
Blood-colored light etched itself into her feathers
The system tried desperately to replace its heart with her. It failed.
When she opened her eyes, her pupils split down the center, shaped in a simple cross. Her gaze cut through the mana like a scalpel through fog. When she looked up again, her eyes glowed softly.
Orobas, watching from below, dropped to one front leg.
“She’s not cleansing the soul-mana,” he said, voice distant. “She’s igniting it.” 
Azrael lifted one hand.
A light burned into her palm—half-forgiveness, half-judgment. She didn’t know what it meant. She didn’t have to.
A sudden density weighed in her grip, something pulled from the mana now mixing with the divine power in her form.
It shaped itself piece by piece.
Metal and glyph-etched alloy, drawn from the red soul-mana within her. The handle formed first: long, and weighted. Then the frame, which held six chambers, carved with tiny intersecting sigils that clicked as they turned.
An autorevolver. Old-world in design, impossibly divine in presence.
She recognized it to be similar to one Raum showed her in one of his picture-books. He’d told her she looked like she would be good with guns.
Azrael lowered the weapon to her side.
“You left this world to rot,” she said. She looked forward at the Heart and its shield. At the soul-light that continued to try and crawl up her spine, as if desperate for a host.
“I’m not healing it.”
The mana flared once behind her when she spread her wings wide. Several of the Sovereigns narrowed their eyes.
Azrael didn’t blink, meeting their gazes.
“I’m giving it a grave.”
The Cathedral began to scream.
The uppermost spires fractured into jagged teeth, biting into nothing. The vaulted ceiling cracked like a dry shell, veins of stress splintering outward through stone, reaching for foundations no longer there. Glyphs that hadn’t activated in centuries blazed all at once—blistering red, erratic blue—then dimmed just as fast, unable to withstand what now stood at the center.
The mana, all of it, suddenly began to flee from her.
The corrupted soul-matter that had poured down the veins of Gehennis for eons recoiled from her like it had touched something sterile. Something wrong. Something that didn’t belong, and couldn’t be assimilated.
Azrael stood still.
Her crown spun slowly above her skull—its jagged spines orbiting like a broken wheel of light, pulsing faint red through the gaps where grace used to live. Her body was blood-lit and bare, but not vulnerable. There was no shame in her stance. No invitation of weakness.
In one hand, she held her weapon. The revolver, forged of unpurified, uncleansed, souls, hung at her side, heavy with intent, its six chambers catching faint spirals of red-blue light. It wasn’t raised. It didn’t yet need to be.
Beneath the weight of her crushing gaze alone, the amalgamations began to die.
Dozens of malformed clusters of the damned that had swarmed the lower tiers, battering their twisted forms against broken stone and screaming into the marrow of the world, now stopped moving. They hung in the air too long, as if they were trying to comprehend what was happening.
Then they came undone. Knots soaking in time, loosening into dust.
They fell apart beneath her gaze, and the system had no room for things so clearly acknowledged by a being of death above it.
Above her, the Sovereign observed with nothing short of offended silence.
Lilith’s expression didn’t shift, but her stillness deepened. The weight of her regard thickened like a veil.
Beelzebub’s throat sacs bloated with heat. “She’s accelerating the rot,” he hissed, voice low with affronted gluttony. “There’s no reverence in it!”
Leviathan spiraled inward, his wings twitching like nerves cut too close to the core. “She’s intervening,” he spat. “The system was meant to die slowly. With dignity. This—” his coils tightened—“this is interference.”
And at last, Lucifer moved.
Until then, he’d remained still, a sculpture of symmetry, wings folded in deliberate repose, eyes locked on the chaos below. But as the Cathedral trembled under Azrael’s presence and the amalgamations unraveled, he leaned forward slightly.
A single white feather slipped from his wing.
It dissolved when it fell against the viscous torrent of soul-mana below.
“This is not judgment,” Lucifer said, voice low and cold, as if addressing a student who’d disobeyed without understanding why. “It’s premature burial.”
He tilted his head slightly, gaze pinned to the unraveling amalgamations below.
“Not every broken thing needs to be buried. Some only needed more time. To learn. To become.”
He didn’t raise his voice, nor did he look at anyone but her.
“But she would rather end the pain than see what might have come from it.”
Paimon, lower on the spiral, looked up,“They weren’t transforming,” he said. “They were screaming.”
Lucifer didn’t blink. “Even that was a form of continuation.”
Another resonant tremor whispered through the Cathedral. The soul-mana threaded through the walls groaned in response. Stone cracked beneath Azrael’s bare feet, then sealed again, as if still unsure whether it was breaking… or being reborn.
Azrael exhaled.
Her pupils shifted, cross-split and razor-steady. Her red-tipped, light-etched wings spread wider, feathers lifting slightly as if testing the weight of the air. Then, without flair, she took flight.
The center tier of the Cathedral cleared in an instant. Amalgamations collapsed without sound. Not even ash remained, just particles of vapor suspended in a drifting draft.
Orobas rose to his hooves once again, trotting a few steps closer to the edge of where he stood.
He looked up at her like a scribe who had just read the last word of the last page of the last book. Who understood, too late, that none of it had mattered.
“I always thought sanctity was held in stillness,” he murmured, mostly to himself. His gaze didn’t drop. “But maybe it was choice all along.”
Paimon stepped closer. His voice cut through the silence like a blade pressed gently to skin.
“Azrael.”
She turned her head just enough to acknowledge him.
“Are you still… you?”
A pause.
She turned fully to him, hovering in the air. Even there, she didn’t need to use her wings. “I am.”
Paimon breathed out. “Then what are you doing?”
She didn’t have to answer, but she did.
“Finishing it.”
And then the soul-mana vein on the apex beneath her erupted upward, directly into her. Like it had been waiting for her to become empty enough to hold it. Her wings spread to cup and take it in.
Burnt memories, prayers abandoned halfway through. Blood-magic theories and forgotten hymns and the wasted hopes of a system that failed to love their subjects. It surged through her body like an ascending brand, etching itself into her spine, her ribs, her skull, rising into the vault of her mind.
And into the weapon she held.
The autorevolver at her hip sparked once then cracked. Mana slammed through its core like a second heartbeat. Its shape stuttered and folded open, the barrel elongating. The grip curved as metal hissed apart like skin sloughing from a divine chrysalis.
In her hand now: a scythe.
Red and edged with silver, glowing with the pulse of rewritten judgment.
It wasn’t holy, but she thought… it was sure as hell cool.
And when it finally formed in full, it looked like nothing Caelux had ever permitted to be holy. Too bad she wasn’t from there, their rules didn’t apply to her.
Stolas, perched nearby, spoke with a clarity in his voice that reached through even the thrumming of the disorder around them.
“She’s changed the role,” he said. “Death used to be forgiveness.”
He didn’t smile.
“Now it remembers the sins of our God.”
Lucifer turned sharply.
“And who decides what sin is?”
Stolas didn’t look away from her hovering form.
“She does. For the ones He abandoned.”
Lucifer’s gaze narrowed. “You would let her dismantle the system just to spare a few mangled souls the pain of becoming something better?”
“She’s not dismantling it,” Stolas replied. “She’s putting the rot where it belongs.”
Down below, on the crumbling third tier, one amalgamation still stood.
Larger than the others. A bloated monument of failure stitched from lost wars—feathered armor, shattered horns, a chorus of bleeding mouths that wheezed across its stomach. It scraped forward, one arm dragging, head craned upward in an attempt to scream.
Azrael turned, her scythe still laid at her side. All she did was look at the mangled beast.
It disintegrated.
The Cathedral went still.
In the pause that followed, an inevitable silence returned.
Azrael stepped back down onto the stone, and where her foot touched, the floor sanctified itself. White, softly glowing glyphs bloomed in her wake. Witness for all present.
In her right hand, the scythe hung low, its silver and crimson curve catching what little remained of the ambient light.
Azrael moved forward, each glyph that formed sinking a little deeper than the last.
Behind her, the spiral remained open. Above her, the heart still throbbed, barely holding together. But around her… the architecture stopped collapsing. The mana stopped fleeing.
And the malformed souls, now mainly consisted of Lesser demons, on the lower tiers began to change.
Some dissolved where they stood, either too warped or too far gone to stand in the presence of something that demanded so much. Their forms softened, split, broke into particles of dust that scattered quietly into the air like powdered bone.
Others began to congeal.
Fragments of voices, limbs, thoughts. They pulled together, not perfectly, but intentionally. They crawled into themselves and stood where they could.
Orobas stood at the edge of the broken platform and watched the divide happen. Watched Azrael continue forward with no ceremony, no chorus. Just the sound of her soft footsteps in a world that banished all that was holy.
“She’s becoming the system’s mercy,” he said, voice low, almost reverent. A pause. “By force.”
There was movement from below.
A gust of displaced air and the he low groan of stone giving way sounded out. Then—
A collapsed wall near the south tier split open with a crack, followed by a sliding thud as two figures clawed their way out through smoke and dust.
Raum hit the floor first, shoulder-first, coughing hard, one hand scraped raw from climbing. Aura followed a second later, stumbling and collapsing to his knees with one hand braced against a slab of still-warm rubble.
They stared upward.
The chamber burned a blue-white now, lit by something they didn’t recognize.
Raum’s mouth gaped opened. Then closed.
Aura swallowed. His voice rasped.
“Is that—?”
Azrael turned.
Just slightly.
Not all the way. Not toward them. Just… enough.
Her eyes still glowed, her cross-split pupils gleaming from a face that held no fear, no pride. Just the aftermath of choosing something no one had asked her to become.
She gave them a small, brief smile.
Raum knelt, one hand flat against the floor.
Aura stared at the scythe in her hand, voice low with awe. “She’s not done.”
Raum nodded, gaze steady on her. “No,” he said. “But we’re standing in her dominion now.”
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Scythe of the Starling Choir


The CORE chamber was holding, barely. 
The air was too thick—dense with soul-mana swirling like sediment in blood. The glow from the sanctified glyphs left in Azrael’s wake kept the highest arches from folding in entirely, but the whole structure felt suspended on breathless tension.
She walked ahead, resolute, every step carving her intention into the foundation itself. Red and white lit her skin and her bare feet met stone like she was born for it.
Raum hadn’t spoken in several minutes. Not since Aura stopped shaking.
They sat near the base of the apex platform, Aura slumped slightly against him, still breathing fast. His hands twitched now and then, as if they no longer understood their shape. The veins along his throat glowed an unsteady blue.
“Better?” Raum asked under his breath.
Aura didn’t answer.
His gaze hadn’t moved. He was staring too hard at Azrael, at the shift in her, the absence of hesitation.
Raum didn’t push. He just shifted his weight so his back could brace them both against the slanting wall and whispered, “She’ll come back to us. Let her finish it.”
The silence that followed was heavy and dense. It broke when the first voice hit the chamber.
“Well. Isn’t this cozy.”
A ripple of spatial pressure followed it, then came the steps. Thudding steps of boots on stone, and then the projection broke.
A figure stepped in from a newly stabilized platform—Azrael recognized him immediately, her mouth curling down. He was grinning like a man about to light a cigarette on someone else’s funeral pyre.
Satanachia.
He was bruised and soot-slick, half his coat missing and a spiked crest of molten feather-bone jutting from one shoulder. His expression didn’t match the wrecked state of his body.
“Naked now?” he called to Azrael, voice lilting with faux-courtesy. “For someone so withdrawn, I didn’t think it would suit you.”
Azrael did not turn, crossing her arms.
Satanachia clicked his tongue. “What, no wrath? No modesty?” He looked to Raum, then to Aura, his grin widening. “I fear it’s starting to look like a congregation of three here now. A pretty little lady, a trembling boy and his half-dressed pet librarian.”
Raum stood before he thought about it. His claws flexed. “Try again,” he said lowly.
“Oh, I’d love to.”
Agaliarept slipped out of the shadows near Aura and Raum, making them jump back. He glided through a mana seam in the ground like a scalpel sliding beneath skin. His voice was a strip of silk, frayed at the edges.
“You misunderstand the system,” he said as if giving a lecture. “Collapse is not failure. It’s realignment. Your little death-angel is interfering with what was already healing itself through natural pressure release.”
“By ‘pressure’ you mean agony,” Stolas muttered, descending to perch along the upper tier of Azrael’s path. “You mean letting this place bleed out until nothing, not even the other realms, survive.”
“It was meant to be forgotten,” Agaliarept replied smoothly.
“And now,” Satanachia added, sweeping an arm in a wide, mock-theatrical arc, “your little miracles are clogging the pipes. You should be proud.”
He sneered.
“Wasting the time for our Sovereigns, for us. What better death than one to get back at Him?”
Raum stepped forward, standing between Aura and the gathering generals now.
Behind him, Aura twitched. Raum didn’t notice at first, his focus locked on Satanachia and his infuriating smirk, his tail flicking with restrained rage.
“Say that again,” Raum hissed.
But Aura’s breath hitched. One hand gripped the stone beside him.
Azrael’s glow had begun to recede, contained now, dimmed just slightly, like the system was finally finding a way to log her weight instead of reject it..
But Aura—Aura was just starting.
A low hum crawled up his throat.
Lucifer hadn’t moved.
He stood at the far edge of his floating sigil-plane, posture loose, posture deceptively loose, gaze unreadable. Wings folded like mourning veils. His appearance was immaculate, too untouched for a world unraveling at the bone.
His eyes drifted first to the sanctified floor where Azrael stood.
Then to the amalgamations pulsing violently beneath the platforms. They were made worse, not better, by the stabilizing tremors of Aura’s proximity.
Finally, his gaze found Aura.
"You know," Lucifer said—soft, but impossible to miss—"there was a time I would have killed you before the fracture widened."
He didn’t raise his voice.
“You shouldn’t be here, you were never meant to be in this world.”
He glanced back toward Azrael.
“At least she has the dignity to witness what’s dying,” he said, nodding once toward Azrael. “To call it by name before it's buried.”
Then, calmly, to Aura.
“You, though… you’re not rot. You’re something worse—hope introduced too late. A stabilizer in a body that was designed to fail.”
Raum bristled. “You’re blaming him for surviving?”
Lucifer didn’t look away. “I’m saying he changes the ending.”
He took a slow step forward, voice still level. He looked at Aura with something colder than contempt. Something closer to weary recognition.
“Gehennis was built to consume itself. That was always the conclusion it was made for. A mercy drawn over centuries.”
He glanced at the trembling platforms beneath them.
“If it absorbs him—if it finishes converting—this place will stop dying. The cycle will rupture and the suffering will stretch on.”
Aura’s fists had curled without him realizing.
Lucifer’s voice dropped, low and even.
“I don’t hate you,” Lucifer stopped a few steps in front of Aura. “But you are a flaw in a system that only knows how to end. You make it remember it could keep going. And it shouldn’t.”
A pause. His tone didn’t change, but his expression softened.
“You were meant to have a life, but our God abandoned even you. For that, I feel pity.”
Aura took a step.
Then another, staggered now.
And Lucifer—still calm, still perfectly still—watched him come closer.
“This isn’t vengeance,” he murmured. “It’s gravity. You fell into a place that needed a heart, and now it wants to claim you as one.”
Aura’s breath hitched. A flicker of soul-mana lit faint beneath his collarbone.
Raum moved. “Aura—don’t—”
But something in the air stopped him. An inevitable feeling of convergence.
Aura stepped forward once more. And then, without His hand closed over Lucifer’s arm—just above the elbow.
Lucifer tensed. Finally, his eyes sharpened.
The contact lasted a second, but the world tilted.
Something snapped inside Aura, the pools of putified soul-mana surged upward like it had been waiting for this moment.
And everything broke.
It happened all at once, and far, far too slowly.
Aura's hand dropped from Lucifer’s arm like it had been burned, though the Sovereign hadn’t flinched. He staggered backward two steps before crumpling to his knees with a sharp crack of bone against stone.
Raum surged forward.
“Aura—!”
But before he reached him, a feverish blue light began to pour from beneath Aura’s skin. Like the soul-mana had found his veins too narrow and was expanding them from the inside out.
Aura gasped once, clutching his chest. The breath locked in place. A thin line of blue opened from beneath his collarbone, glowing brighter by the second.
Raum skidded to a stop.
Azrael turned, looking down with a rare expression of open worry.
Lucifer did nothing but step back.
Aura screamed.
It ripped out of him like something else had climbed into his chest and was trying to wear him from the inside out. His spine arched and his eyes blew wide, the pupils going a burning blue.
Raum’s hand hovered near him, claws trembling, but he didn’t touch.
He couldn’t.
Because Aura’s body was coming apart.
His back tore open first.
The skin between his shoulder blades split wetly, blood staining his sweater. A shriek left his throat as bone cracked again—twice—then wings, not yet fully formed, erupted from the space there. They tore through the fabric of his sweater, leaving it in tatters.
Feathers ripped free, sopping wet and dark as oil.
The first one fell to the stone.
Raum stared at it. Then at the man unraveling in front of him.
The boy had dropped forward, bracing himself on hands that were no longer just hands. Talons curved from his fingers. The skin on his arms was sloughing away, peeling in bloodied strips to reveal blackened, raven-scale texture beneath. His legs followed, curling at the knee as talons split his boots from the inside out.
And still he tried to breathe, tears falling.
He choked.
Feathers spilled along his shoulders, down his back, pushing up through the base of his neck. His hair—he’d come to realize and be grateful later that his red dyed hair stayed intact—was quickly pushed out. Only a blur of layered, dark plumage remained, sweeping down under his jawline.
His face stayed the same.
But very little about him was human anymore.
His chest heaved, the tears still falling. The light at his collarbone still pulsed, growing. The soul-mana rivers branched down his torso like veins that no longer understood containment. Threading toward his wrists, his throat, his mouth.
Trying to stitch something together from the inside out.
Lucifer finally blinked.
“Unexpected,” he said.
Raum lunged again, this time dropping beside him. One knee to stone, one hand reaching, shaking.
“Aura—oh my God, hey—look at me, look at me—”
Aura’s head jerked toward him.
His gaze met Raum’s, petrified, but he didn’t speak.
Because the amalgamations had begun to scream.
All across the lower tiers of the CORE, the malformed masses of Lesser demons and the souls of the damned began to thrash. They convulsed in place, limbs bending the wrong way, jaws cracking open on hinges that never fully closed. Corrupted mana poured from their mouths like blood, thick and viscous. Their bodies buckled inward from pressure.
The distortions were stopping.
The spatial warping that had once shielded them from the weight of the CORE’s resonance was no longer there. Aura’s presence—his synchronization—was forcing stability back into the system. And the system, when stable, did not tolerate broken code.
Aura stood, staggering upright like his bones had learned a new shape too quickly and hadn’t been warned. Which, well, they had. His chest heaved, breath dragging against the inside of his ribs.
Blood clung to his sides—deep in the seams where feather met skin—and streaks of blue light still pulsed from his clavicle, growing fainter by the second.
He looked down at himself.
At his feet. His legs. His talons. Panic rose into his throat, but he pushed it down when he saw the nearest abomination crawling up the broken incline of the tier.
His body moved on instinct, just one step.
The thing collapsed from the gravity around it.
The soul-mass folded inward like wet paper under a boot. No scream. No resistance. Just vapor. Just surrender.
The others followed like glass beneath heat.
They shrieked—not in rage, but in panic. Because now they felt everything. The pain. The weight. The grief of a world trying to hold shape when it had already come apart.
And the pressure of the CORE.
A pressure they had never been built to endure.
They began tearing at each other wildly, curling up into shapes that didn’t hold. Their bodies twitched as if trying to remember what being alive used to mean. Aura couldn’t help but feel bad, horrible even, when he saw the twisted face of a child in the masses.
They couldn’t touch him.
They couldn’t withstand him.
Azrael, still half-lit by the glow of her rotating halo, watched in stillness, halo rotating, scythe grounded. Her voice cut across the chamber with clinical clarity.
Her voice carried easily. “They can’t exist in a stabilized system.”
“No,” Orobas said. He hadn’t moved from the upper ledge. One hand rested on the side of a shattered arch, the other pressed against his chest like he needed to hold himself steady. His antlers were catching the flickering glyph-light. His eyes didn’t blink.
“He’s halting the distortions. Gehennis is snapping into place again.” His beak pressed together tightly, “They’re being crushed by the reality he’s making possible.”
Raum didn’t hear him at first.
His focus was locked on Aura, who had stopped moving again. Aura faltered again. The wings on his back twitched, splayed open without any real control.
Raum caught his arm. His claws left smudges on the black scales there. His grip didn’t shake.
“Aura—Aura, I’ve got you, it’s okay—”
“It’s not okay,” Aura rasped. His voice was breaking.
“None of this is okay. I—”
Raum tightened his grip. “Listen to me. You’re still—”
“I can’t go home like this.”
Raum froze.
Aura didn’t look at him.
He couldn’t stop staring through his own hands, through the talons now curling under their own weight. The soul-mana veins in his arms had faded to a pale shimmer, but they were still there.
Etched in. Permanent.
The wings moved again, more slowly this time. Aura’s breath hitched at the alien feeling of them, the pain that still lingered in the muscles.
“I-I can’t go home like this,” Aura repeated, quieter now. “My birds won’t even recognize me. I wouldn’t be allowed near a grocery store. I’d scare my own mom. I—”
His voice cracked.
“I was just studying.”
Raum didn’t breathe.
“Why did this happen to me…?” Aura whispered, a question that would go unanswered.
Behind him—unseen—Gehennis stilled. The veins in the walls began to pulse again, uneven and tentative. A heart testing its rhythm after too long flatlined.
Raum stepped in front of him fully now, claws stained with residual ash from the abominations that had burned out on impact. His tail curled low, a reflex he didn’t have the words for.
But he wasn’t afraid.
“You didn’t ask for this,” Raum said softly.
Aura looked at him. His expression was distant, wide-eyed.
“And you didn’t want it,” Raum continued. “You wanted to survive. To get back to your little birds and your weird Earth and your family who probably thinks you’re dead or kidnapped.”
A sound left Aura’s throat.
Raum’s expression didn’t change.
“You wanted your bed,” he said with a small, sad smile now. “You wanted to wake up with a headache and a bizarre story to rant about.”
Aura blinked. Hard.
Raum took a step closer. “But you’re still here, and you’re breathing. And Gehennis just stopped trying to die.”
Around them, the world shifted again. Reorienting itself.
The mana in the cracks had started to thread upward, responding to gravity in reverse. Glyphs that had shorted out earlier were flickering back on—one at a time, but steadily so.
Azrael lowered down just a fraction, the new light of her halo casting gentle beams down her spine. Her gaze held a quiet certainty, acknowledgment.
But the breath Gehennis had taken was shallow and brief, because what had once poured from its wounds like blood… began to crawl.
The amalgamations came in waves.
They leaked from the broken veins and collapsed arches like bile from a punctured lung, like breath held too long finally exhaling rot. And these weren’t the same malformed souls from the lower tiers. No.
These were worse.
Their shapes defied logic. Anatomy tried and failed, spines that circled in loops, arms fused into ribcages, faces grown sideways into shoulders. Some had wings that beat out of sync with their limbs, or teeth layered vertically up their throats. Two glimmered faintly—former elite demons consumed much like Botis had been, now draped in twitching mana-skin and filled with blank, boiling hate.
Some were massive, built from dozens, maybe hundreds of interwoven souls. Hulking, slow, so dense with grief and entropy that they carried their own gravity. One dragged itself forward with a sound like wet rope tearing over stone.
Smaller, needle-thin horrors moved faster, serrated and sleek like dragonflies built of rusted wire and muscle sinew.
Aura took a step back.
His talons scraped stone and his wings jittered behind him, anxiously furled. His whole body was breathing wrong, pulsing mana in weak, bright bursts, and he knew it, he knew he was making this worse.
He could feel it.
The amalgamations twitched in his direction like moths toward flame. They weren’t just agitated by him.
They were starving.
Because Gehennis had stopped distorting, and without the chaos that had hidden them from pressure like this, the CORE’s gravity pressed down on their malformed shapes like it meant to grind them into ash.
Raum moved instinctively—body angled in front of Aura, tail low, claws flexed—but didn’t attack.
Something had shifted. The air changed temperature.
And then—
Azrael stepped down.
Her bare feet met the cracked glyphstone like even the moment paused to register her. Her crown spun slowly above her head, casting a white, red light around her.
Her wings extended in a slow, simple sweep and passed through the largest of the soul-abominations barreling toward them.
A wet hissing sounded out as it melted from her touch, unmade.
The rest of the amalgamations staggered, some twitched in place, as if uncertain.
A few reared back, snapping their heads in erratic circles. Others reared, convulsed, snapped their heads in erratic spirals. A few turned to flee, but had no idea where to run. They weren’t sentient after all, only remnants of fear and pain.
Azrael stepped forward again, turning to look at Aura with a slight frown. 
The pressure around him eased. The air stopped vibrating like a system about to rupture, but the beasts weren’t done.
Some were dissolving. Others imploding beneath the weight of stabilized soul-mana, but not all.
Several remained. The ones that had converged too long. Hardened too much, evolved past collapse.
Azrael turned, scythe in hand. It bent and shifted, red light curling around the handle. Glyphs snapped back into motion as the metal hissed and folded in. When the shape reformed, it was the gun again.
The autorevolver glowed a faint red in the low light. Six chambers. One purpose.
A high-speed amalgamation broke from the edge, thin as wire with teeth for joints.
Azrael aimed and fired.
The shot cracked through the chamber; only one bullet was needed. The creature ruptured mid-air, spiraled apart into powder, gone before it landed.
Satanachia laughed, sharp and awful.
“Still playing protector, are we?” he called down, beak glinting gold. His silhouette rose from a floating shard of architecture, tattered cloak dragging behind him in the wind.
“You can kill them all,” he said. “You can sanctify the air itself, smite the filth into corners and carve a thousand pretty symbols into every inch of the stone.”
He pointed a taloned finger at Azrael.
“It won’t change the ending.”
He began to walk forward, casual and surefooted, his boots balancing on a spiral of condemned soul-mana veins that flickered faintly underfoot.
“Let Gehennis fall, it was always the ultimate punishment. That was the point.”
Azrael turned her head just slightly, barely giving him the time of day.
“Then why,” she asked, voice low and eyes narrowing, “has it kept bleeding?”
Satanachia faltered half a step. The twitch of his grin said enough. Before he could recover, another figure slipped beside him, steadying the stone which they stood on.
Agaliarept barely disturbed the red-blue mist trailing from ruptured mana lines, his cloak pooling over them like a shroud.
His red, beady eyes from the shadow of his hood looked at Aura.
“You don’t understand what you are,” he said
Aura didn’t flinch.
Agaliarept tilted his head, more curious than concerned. “I suppose that’s not your fault. The system didn’t assign you a function, you weren’t meant to be classified. You weren’t meant to touch anything.”
He stepped closer, two of his six hands folded behind his back like a scholar giving the final lines of a thesis.
“But now you’re in contact. You’ve moved from anomaly to constant. And when unregulated force stabilizes a failing organ—”
He gestured to the amalgamations, still writhing at the fringes of the chamber, some unraveling, others twitching under their own tangled density.
“This happens. Pressure backs up, entropy panics. You’re not a solution.”
Another step. Close enough Raum that moved closer again, subtly.
“You’re scar tissue,” Agaliarept finished, calm as ever. “You seal the wound. But the system keeps bleeding underneath.”
The silence that followed trembled in the pulse of the recalibrating CORE.
Aura spoke, his nerves lining ever word.
“I… I don’t really have a choice, but I’d rather be a wound that heals,” he said, “than a mouth that eats.”
He exhaled, sharp and ragged.
“Even if it scars.”
A tremble in the CORE’s heartplate peaked, deeper. It wasn’t over. From the edge of the glyph-ring, something moved. The last of the amalgamations.
An impossibly dense monster, shaped from hundreds of broken souls that had folded inward instead of fleeing. It dragged itself forward in silence.
And the silence was almost worse than the shrieking.
A mass of fused wings and mouths, dozens of eyes blinked across its torso, out of sync and unseeing. It slithered more than walked, a shape bloated with grief, sustained by the city’s oldest wounds.
Lucifer’s brow creased.
Azrael’s narrowed it, the weapon at her side shifting.
The mateba’s form buckled inward with a hiss of pressure, rotating chamber splitting down the middle, barrel unfurling with a sound like breath drawn through teeth. The metal folded back into itself, blade sweeping forward in a crescent of red-lined silver.
The scythe formed fully in her hand, neither divine nor demonic.
She rose back up into the air, the weight of her presence making the glyphs in the floor respond, flaring like heartbeat spikes. The amalgamation heaved, its jaws splitting down what could’ve been its sternum.
Azrael lifted the scythe in a single, perfect arc.
The blade passed through the amalgamation like it had always been meant to, as if the world had been holding its breath for this gesture.
There was such little resistance that it made Azrael huff, disappointed.  
The mass unraveled mid-spasm, dissolving into a pale, falling ash that sank silently into the stone.
Lucifer didn’t speak.
Azrael turned her head slightly, just enough to cast a shadow from her crown over his face.
And only then did the sky change. The trembling in the CORE slowed further, heartplate pulsing once. Then again. Then still.
Azrael lifted her eyes to the broken skylight above, the ribbed clouds coming back in slowly. Her gaze softened.
All around them, the chamber stilled. 
The lesser amalgamations that had once pressed toward the ring now fled, collapsing mid-crawl, like the system had finally overridden them. None crossed the glyph-line again.
Aura hadn’t moved since he’d spoken.
The last words still hung faintly in the air.
I’d rather be a wound that heals than a mouth that eats. Even if it scars.
And now?
He collapsed, his knees buckling.
The moment the tension bled out of his spine, his legs folded. Wings crumpled under him, claws scraping stone as he collapsed with a ragged exhale.
Raum barely caught him before he hit the floor, causing them to go down together.
Raum’s knees hit hard and he hissed at the impact, but held tight, bracing Aura’s weight as it sagged into him. He burned from the aftershocks of a system still trying to integrate what it couldn’t parse.
Aura’s body was stabilizing Gehennis.
Raum tightened his hold.
The feathers brushing his shoulder were still wet with blood.
“You’re okay,” he whispered, not sure if Aura could hear him. “You’re okay.”
He wasn’t sure which one of them he was trying to convince.
Orobas watched from the outer arch, one hand gripping the edge of a splintered pillar. His hooves caught the blue-red shimmer in the floor, his expression tired.
High above, Stolas descended with his wings drawn in tight. When he landed on the altar tier, it was with something almost resembling reverence.
“The rhythm’s changed,” he murmured aloud. “It’s still wrong. But it’s wrong in a way that still… lives.”
Azrael stepped back down onto the platform.
Her presence folded outward like a boundary drawn in silence. The remaining amalgamations recoiled at the edge of her light.
Aura stirred weakly against Raum’s side.
“Can’t… feel my legs,” he muttered, voice hoarse.
“Probably because they’re made of bird now,” Raum said, breathless, smiling softly.
Aura groaned.
“Am I… dying?”
“No,” Raum whispered, more firm than he felt. “You’re just, I don’t know, alive weirdly.”
Aura blinked once, exhausted, up at Raum.
“That’s worse.”
Raum chuckled. His claws traced the edge of Aura’s shoulder, careful not to press. “It’ll get better.”
“Will it?”
Raum didn’t answer that.
They sat for another long breath.
Above them, the veins running through the cathedral walls pulsed once more, hesitant but steady.
Azrael turned and walked toward them, finally kneeling by the two.
Raum didn’t look up. He was too focused on the man collapsing into him like gravity had finally noticed how heavy this all was.
Raum said nothing at first, just held him.
Then—
In a voice so soft he wasn’t sure Aura could even hear it.
“You didn’t just survive this place.”
A beat. His voice cracked.
“You made it breathe again.”






  
  21
[image: image-placeholder]
Silhouettes in the Fledgling Light


The air no longer buckled with collapsing pressure, the walls no longer groaned with soul-mana backlash. But it wasn’t still, either. 
It was trying to breathe.
The CORE’s uppermost chamber had stopped bleeding light, but not entirely. Here and there, veins still shimmered with overcharged mana. Threads of blue and red caught mid-transition, refusing to settle. The ceiling creaked as fractured glyphs slowly reconstructed themselves, the sound thick and syrupy, like healing through molasses.
A low hum threaded through the stone beneath their feet. It felt… hesitant, the body of Gehennis just beginning to respond to treatment.
Raum sat with his back against a broken buttress, one hand resting lightly on Aura’s shoulder. The other claw absentmindedly traced a line into the dust at their side, looking for something to do.
Aura was completely overwhelmed. His wings were slack against the floor, one twisted slightly under his side. He didn’t stir even when Crouton, newly resummoned, hopped up and nestled against his ribs with a soft, distressed coo.
Raum didn’t move him.
Didn’t dare.
Across the chamber, Azrael stood near a half-collapsed column, watching the soul-veins as they pulsed with uneven light.
She hadn’t spoken since they’d come down from the platform. Her bare shoulders were dusted in fine ash from the collapsing amalgamations, but her posture remained poised, unmoved by debris or blood.
One reddened wingtip grazed the floor.
The floor responded, glyphs blooming faintly beneath her, glowing just long enough to acknowledge the shape of her. They vanished moments later.
Paimon stepped into view a moment later, robes trailing behind him. His wings were furled tight, his stride crisp, but something in the set of his shoulders whispered caution.
“Still stabilizing,” he murmured, glancing toward the far wall, where the soul-veins pulsed sluggishly. “It’s stopped rejecting the mana. But it’s not accepting all of it, either.”
He gestured upward, toward the upper spire.
“We’re in the rewiring phase.”
Stolas—perched on the edge of a split beam high above—snorted. “Cute way of saying the heart’s limping.”
Raum didn’t look at them. His eyes never left Aura.
A thread of shared silence wove between them all.
Then Orobas emerged from the archway behind, ducking beneath the edge of the fractured vault. He looked tired in a way he hadn’t before, winded. He came to a stop beside Azrael and inclined his head down to her.
“You’re staying close to him.”
Azrael didn’t blink. “The system likes him,” she said, voice flat. “It doesn’t like me.”
Orobas took a step closer. “Then why hasn’t it rejected you?”
She tilted her head, shrugging. “I’m still useful, I guess.”
Crouton let out a small croon and tucked deeper against Aura’s side.
Raum sighed, almost a laugh. “You and me both.”
Stolas glanced toward the ceiling. “I think she absorbed the corrupted soul-mana.”
Orobas nodded slowly. “Then Aura must’ve taken the purified streams.”
Raum shifted his weight, tail twitching. “Great. So now he’s made of light, and she’s made of rot.”
Azrael’s gaze didn’t flicker. “Balance.”
Raum huffed. “How perfect. You fit right into the popular tropes…” His comment made Azrael tilt her head in confusion.
And then—
From Aura, a groggy mumble: “Isn’t… isn’t soul-mana made of, like… people?”
Everyone froze.
Raum stared at him.
Aura cracked one eye, blinking slowly. “Just making sure we’re all aware I’ve probably inhaled, like, seven hundred people.”
Raum slapped a hand over his mouth to muffle the giggles.
Paimon looked skyward like he was asking for strength.
Azrael blinked.
Orobas cleared his throat. “Technically… yes. More like seven thousand, or more, but yes.”
“Cool,” Aura said with a deep sigh. “Just needed that confirmation. Carry on.”
Raum leaned down, muttering near Aura’s ear. “You’ve dealt with worse, like me.”
“That does not make me feel better.”
Aura was upright now, mostly leaning against Raum, feathers still half-folded and awkward, claws flexing like he was trying to remember how to have fingers. His shoulders rose with each breath like the air was made of syrup, but he stayed conscious.
For the first time since it all broke open, he looked at Azrael. Like, really looked.
She stood a short distance away, arms folded, back straight, the long shadow of her halo crown circling her. How he only noticed now that he clothes were burned away by… whatever, he doesn’t know.
At least she didn’t seem to care. Still…
Aura looked down at his waist.
Wordlessly, he tugged the tattered school jersey free. It had survived only because he’d tied it there beneath his old sweatshirt, the one that shredded during his… transformation.
He didn’t want to think about it.
He crossed to her slowly, stumbling, wings dragging open behind him. He didn’t know how to really… use the muscles there.
“Here,” he said, voice low.
She blinked.
Aura held it out.
“It’s not anything crazy, just… uh. I figured it’d be rude not to offer.”
Azrael looked at the cloth like it might vanish.
He cleared his throat. “I know you don’t care, but I do. Kind of. So…”
Then she took it and slipped it on backwards so that her wings had room to breathe. The hem hung short and the sleeves were too long on her frame, but it covered what needed covering.
And it was warm.
“Thank you,” she said, her tone softening.
Aura rubbed the back of his neck, claws twitching awkwardly. “It just felt weird keeping it after watching you blast apart those monsters without clothes for the last twenty minutes.”
Raum made a sound like a dying radiator.
Because now that Aura was upright—feathers flared, blood-washed black wings catching light, blue pupils in his yellow eyes burning like filtered soul-mana—he looked…
Ridiculously good. Like a protagonist pulled straight out of one of the soft BL mangas Raum used to hide behind all his other novels and pretend he didn’t reread four times.
He dragged a hand down his face with a long, exhausted sigh.
Aura raised an eyebrow.
“You okay?”
Raum coughed into his claws. “Fine. Just… really regretting not saving my copies of Heaven’s Heartthrob.”
Aura grinned weakly. He didn’t want to know.
He turned back to Azrael, stretching his newly-formed back with a grimace.
“Do you do lessons?”
Azrael blinked. “Lessons?”
“Wings,” Aura said, pointing awkwardly over his shoulder. “I don’t really know how to use these yet, you seem like a pro.”
Azrael tilted her head slightly.
“I don’t use mine much either,” she said. “But I can try.”
Aura snorted. “Alright, so the fail until it works method. I learned how to ride a bike doing that, this probably isn’t that different.”
Raum was still wheezing behind him.
Azrael adjusted the jersey across her collarbones, and nodded once.
“I’ll catch you,” she said.
Aura smiled at that.
* * *

The repairs were slow, but they had started.
Soul-veins that once trembled with corrosive intent had begun to pulse in rhythm again. Cracked glyphs re-stitched themselves across fractured pillars, glowing faintly with new terms. As if the city, too, was renegotiating its purpose.
Azrael stood silent at the edge of the Aortic Cathedral, her wing half-curved behind Aura to keep his purifying energy from scattering too wide. Her halo crown rotated slower now. Raum sat cross-legged nearby, talons stained with ash he didn’t try to clean off.
A little ways off, Crouton perched calmly on Aura’s knee, watching the others like a small, judgmental creature.
The first voice to rise was Paimon’s, aimed at the Sovereign he’d been so loyal to.
“You let it happen,” he said.
Lucifer, leaned idly against a scorched obelisk, raised an eyebrow. “Define ‘it.’”
Paimon’s jaw twitched. “All of it. The collapse, the amalgamations, the decay. You stood still, and you watched.”
Lucifer sighed.
“Oaths weren’t chains,” Lucifer said evenly. “They were structure. I stayed where I was because the system didn’t need another factor to consider.”
Paimon shook his head. “No. You stayed because moving meant taking responsibility. That’s not structure. That’s fear dressed as discipline.”
Lucifer didn’t respond, but his wings shifted slightly, the first crack in his ever so poised posture.
A pause followed, then Raum, up where he sat with Aura and Azrael, laughed.
“Tell him, Paimon!” he cheered, voice too bright to be harmless. “Tell him how dignified it is to call surrender ‘balance’ while the world hemorrhages around you.”
Agaliarept drifted closer, eyes never quite landing on them. “It was always meant to collapse.”
“Ah,” Stolas said softly, voice like iron cooling in water. “The gospel of entropy. How poetic.”
Agaliarept didn’t rise to it. “You mistake inevitability for cruelty.”
“No,” Stolas replied. “I think you mistake apathy for righteousness.”
Raum’s head swiveled toward him. “Oh, save it,” he snapped, “That precious inevitability of yours? It gutted my home. Burned the one place I could breathe. My library’s gone, my world is gone. So don’t talk to me about how valuable the blade is—”
His eyes flared, teeth bared.
“—when you’re the ones letting it fall.”
Silence followed, the kind that came with too much truth. Across the broken tier, Aura looked up from where he sat beside Azrael.
“Do they always argue like this?” he asked, exasperated. Exhausted.
Azrael didn’t smile. But something in her expression eased. “I don’t know. They’ve been dealing with each other for thousands of years, so there’s bound to be tensions running.”
Aura stared down at his taloned hands, at the sharp, black keratin of his talons. “What am I, then?”
“Still asking questions, still being annoying,” Azrael said. “That’s the most human thing you could be.”
He blinked. “Even if I’m not anymore?”
Azrael glanced at his wings, half-folded, reluctant, beautiful in their wrongness.
“You’ve… changed,” she said. “But does that matter?”
Aura reached down, gently nudging Crouton with his knuckle. “I’m a walking defibrillator, and Crouton still likes me. That has to count for something”
“Raum’s birds always liked you,” Azrael said. “Probably more than he does.”
They looked up as the glyphs across the skyline flickered again. Gehennis exhaled, like a lung remembering how to fill.
Further back, Lilith finally spoke, her voice rising to a lilting song. “You all talk like this was some sacred algorithm,” she said, eyes gleaming. “But it was always going to break. The system was built to fear disruption, especially the kind it couldn’t own.”
Her gaze flicked toward Aura. “Desire, grief, hope... it punished what it couldn’t control. And it lost.”
“It didn’t crack,” Raum nodded. “It bloomed.”
Agaliarept stared at him like he was an idiot.
Raum didn’t mind.
“Don’t you get it?” he said. “The dead deserve more than a silent system. This place… it shouldn’t be meant to punish forever.”
Lucifer tilted his head. “And who decides when enough punishment has passed?”
Stolas answered, “The ones who survived it.”
No one replied; for the first time in what felt like hours, the group didn’t feel like a system at war. They felt like survivors learning how to breathe again.
And somewhere behind them, the city’s veins pulsed, just enough to keep going.
They sat in the lull between arguments—Stolas nursing a torn wing, Raum trying not to stare at Aura’s bare back to little success, Paimon quiet at the edge of the broken altar. Most of the generals had dispered.
Azrael remained still, the oversized jersey hanging awkwardly over her silhouette, watching the horizon as though daring it to fracture again.
And Aura spoke.
“You all keep talking about collapse,” he said, tone even. “About systems breaking, justice falling apart, everything dying. But no one’s talking about the people already stuck inside it.”
Lucifer’s head turned slowly.
Aura met his gaze. “You said judgment needs structure. That punishment means something.”
Lucifer gave a slight nod.
“But Gehennis wasn’t built to be fair,” Aura continued. “It was built to make people obey. And once you’re here, it’s almost impossible to get out.”
He motioned toward the soul-veins along the wall—still flickering faintly with broken light. “A lot of those people probably didn’t even do anything evil. They just... didn’t finish healing before they died.”
Orobas exhaled.
“They were scared,” Aura added. “Lost. I wouldn’t be surprised if half of them didn’t even know what they’re being punished for.”
Stolas nodded quietly.
“And they got turned into… what? Fuel for the system?”
He looked directly at Lucifer.
“They deserve better than that.”
Lucifer’s voice came low. “Deserving is a mortal term.”
Aura didn’t blink. “Yeah, well, I’m mortal. I get to use it.”
A beat.
“They deserve better,” he said again. “Not because they were good people. Just... because no one should be thrown into something this big and cold and left there like they don’t matter.”
Lucifer’s gaze sharpened. “If mercy is granted to all, judgment loses meaning. I’m sure you know that well, angel.”
Azrael pursed her lips, nodding reluctantly.
Paimon spoke from the shadows, “Then maybe the meaning was wrong.”
Raum leaned forward, voice low. “You always said Gehennis was built to refine. To help people become more. Not to crush them.”
“It became cruelty,” Stolas said. “Because no one ever asked what the dead needed. Just what they owed.”
Aura pulled his knees to his chest. “If you can’t fix what put them here… then you should at least make sure they’re treated like they mattered.”
He looked up at Lucifer with a tired smile, the peafowls own meeting his.
“If your God won’t do it, then maybe that’s your job now.”
The air stilled.
Lucifer’s wings folded closer. His gaze flicked briefly to the glowing veins now coiling through the rebuilt cathedral.
He didn’t offer a rebuttal, and he didn’t agree. But for now, he considered it, as the heart had stopped thrashing.
The central veins of Gehennis—once heaving with too much energy, too much pressure from too much soul-mana—had calmed, steadied. Finally remembering it could sleep, if only for now.
The air still shimmered where Aura had stood, hours ago, covered in blood and purified mana. Glyphs on the cathedral walls had re-aligned, no longer pulsing erratically but ticking in new, steady rhythms.
“It’s breathing,” Stolas breathed.
He stood near the rim of a broken arch, eyes narrowed toward the red light curling through the cracks of the coming ribbed clouds in the sky. “Slowly, but it’s real.”
Raum, seated half-slumped on a slab of scorched soul-stone, looked up. “The heart’s recovered?”
“Enough,” Stolas replied. “The rest of the body will follow, if we give it time.”
A warm, tired silence followed, lead by Azrael muttering near the window.
“Time, huh.”
She sounded like a curse.
Paimon raised an eyebrow. “You’re staying?”
Azrael exhaled, her halo flickering in its slow, dangerous orbit. “He’s not stable without me near. If I move too far, something tears. That, and I don’t know how to leave.”
“That wasn’t a yes,” Raum pointed out.
Azrael adjusted the jersey Aura had given her. “It wasn’t a no either.”
Across the chamber, Aura lay on his back with one arm thrown across his eyes. His wings, awkward and too large for his frame, were folded and pressed behind him against the floor.
“I can hear you all, you know,” he muttered.
Raum leaned forward. “You’re staying too.”
Aura cracked one eye open. “Am I?”
Raum nodded. “The glyph structure near the Wrath breach is still cracked and the Sloth sectors are flooded. The damned are panicking because they aren’t sure whether they’re still being punished or not.”
Aura groaned. “This feels manipulative.”
Raum tilted his head. “I’m very cute when I beg.”
Aura squinted at him. “Are you gonna cry?”
“No,” Raum said. Then, quieter, “Yes. Maybe.”
A flutter interrupted them. Crouton landed beside Aura with a self-important squawk, glossy feathers still soot-smeared. He fluffed up once before settling against Aura’s ribs.
Aura smiled softly, his hand curled near the feathers.
“I’ll help,” he said, after a moment. “But you owe me.”
Raum straightened slightly. “What do you want?”
Aura’s voice was quiet and exhausted, “When this is over, when Gehennis stops bleeding and it won’t die if I’m gone, I want you to help me find a way home.”
Raum blinked, then lowered his head. He nodded, like it hurt a little to promise. “I will.”
Azrael raised an eyebrow. “You don’t know how to do that.”
“I’ll figure it out,” Raum said. “I’ll drag the Sovereigns into it if I have to. Somehow.”
Lucifer, still silent at the edge of the tier, didn’t respond. He didn’t need to. One of his six wings twitched in acknowledgment.
No one said it aloud, but the Sovereigns had yielded.
They would allow the healing. Not because they believed in it. But because there was nothing left to break.
And for the first time in what felt like months, the survivors amongst the elite of Gehennis, and its two foreign guests, gathered.
A moment of stillness was shared between them. Gehennis’ heart beat steadily.
Azrael stood beside Aura again, arms folded. She nudged Aura with a wing, looking down at his lying form.
“You still want to go back?” she asked after a while.
Aura nodded, slow. “Yeah.”
He looked up at her. “But not today.”
What’s when everything changed.
Aura. Azrael.
One blink, and where there had been feathers, limbs, was left with only dust, and Raum’s hand still half-raised in a gesture he didn’t get to finish.
The entire room went still.
“...Did they just—” Stolas began, faltering.
Crouton cawed once—sharply—and flapped into Raum’s chest, feathers frantically puffed. He clawed at Raum’s robes like he could grab onto something no longer there.
Raum blinked.
Paimon stood up straighter. “Wait—”
There was silence.
And then, slowly:
“What the fuck?” Raum said.
He stood fully, staring at the patch of air where Aura had been.
“They were right here,” he said, voice rising. “They were right here!”
He whipped around. “Did anyone else see that?! I—I’m not going crazy, right?!”
A gust passed through the room, through the empty space where the two once were.
Paimon turned slowly, his wings beginning to fold in. “I think... something claimed them.”
“Claimed—claimed them?” Raum snapped. “What does that mean? Who?! WHY?!”
“I… don’t know,” Stolas said, unnervingly calm. “But it didn’t feel like death.”
Raum stared at the empty floor. At the shape they’d left behind in the ash. At the slight indent where Aura’s talons had pressed against the stone.
“Please not yet,” he said, voice cracking. His breath caught in his throat, his chest heavy.
He kneeled, taloned hands gripping the stone floor. It felt like the only thing he could do, the only ritual left to offer.
“Not yet.”
The system didn’t answer.
But somewhere deep in the CORE, the breath held between beats finally exhaled, and Gehennis moved forward.
Without them.






  
  22
[image: image-placeholder]
He Who Still Builds Nests


Raum had searched for a long time. 
He didn’t remember how long, exactly. That part had gone by in a blur of fatigue and sleepless pacing. Days bled into each other, and the timeline collapsed with the system that used to hold it.
All he knew was that he had checked everything.
He'd stood in the remains of Greed’s towers, their gold-veined windows shattered, halls echoing with old threats. Mammon wasn’t there to mock him.
He’d walked the crushed rings of Envy, where the walls of mirrors had finally cracked and refused to reflect anything but the sky. Leviathan had left nothing behind, just trails of molted feathers and glyphs scratched into the ice that permeated the layer.
Sloth had gone quiet too. He crossed that layer on foot, avoiding the swollen fungus now growing where judgment had used to congeal. The only thing that moved was the soul-mana and the writhing damned.
In Gluttony, he walked alone into what had once been a wasteland of filth. Now? A sinkhole, voices whispering from beneath the ground. None of them were Aura’s or Azrael’s.
He asked every one of his brethren, the ones patient enough to give him the time of day at least. All gave him the same answer:
No one had seen them.
Stolas, who found him once in the remains of the old Judiciate spire in Greed, had only offered a quiet shrug and a look that wasn’t quite pity.
“They’re not on any plane I can reach,” he’d said, eyes scanning invisible strands of interdimensional planes. “You’re not going to like what that means.”
Raum had nodded, then walked again.
He didn’t give up, not yet. But he slowed in his search.
Now, weeks later—maybe more—he walked through the open corridor of what was left of the Athenaeum. What had reformed itself.
The ceiling had partially collapsed, but the supports held enough to preserve the inner corridor. One long row of broken shelving stretched into shadow, books half-buried under rubble. Some were unreadable, some had grown new titles, rewritten or replaced by the distortions from before.
Crouton sat on his shoulder, feathers puffed with static. He hadn’t left Raum’s side since the morning the Heart stilled.
Saleos and Buer argued nearby. It was some low, academic squabble about new indexing protocols for sanctified soul-mana zones. Orobas snapped at them both to do their jobs instead of theorizing.
Raum didn’t stop to listen.
Though they saw him, none called out. They knew the state he was in.
The soul-veins overhead pulsed faintly, like arteries slowly remembering how to push breath through limbs. Above them, the sky had changed again, now a thin film of blue layered itself over the deep gray clouds. Ribbed once again.
It was starting to look like Gehennis again. Healing, for now.
The corridor led upward, curving toward the upper reading chamber—his favorite place, once. He hadn’t visited it since the collapse. Something about it felt... sacred. There were too many memories inside the wood there.
He reached the last arch, where the air changed. It always did, crossing into this space. Even before.
Soul-mana didn’t drip violently anymore, gathering in dew-like beads at the edges of window frames, shimmering faintly. Droplets trickled down broken arches like blood that no longer needed to run.
Plants—actual plants, the first he’d seen himself since Caelux—had begun to grow through the cracks. Pale white moss with pulsing veins. Aura’s presence had done more than just resuscitate Gehennis, clearly.
Raum stopped beside the doorframe, one hand brushing across the scorched symbol carved there. A half-burned sentence:
“The dead are not gone, they live for as long as we carry them.”
He breathed in.
Then stepped through.
The reading chamber had collapsed during the convergence, he remembered the sound. The crack, the moment he thought this whole place would split in two. But now, it was... still.
The dome overhead had shattered, yes, but not fully. Enough remained to filter light down in long bars across the floor. The dust moved in lazy spirals, disturbed only by the occasional drop of mana from the ceiling above.
His favorite chair was still there. It was scorched and crooked-legged, and could use with some repairs, but still standing.
Raum approached it and sat without ceremony.
Crouton jumped off his shoulder and onto the table, pecking once at a torn page stuck to the wood.
Raum said nothing, leaning back. The chair creaked dangerously.
This was the part where he would’ve started crying, if the well hadn’t run dry weeks ago.
He glanced at the sky. The clouds shifted slightly, as though noticing him.
Something like a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. The world was different now and, somehow, he was still here.
For the first time in weeks, Raum didn’t feel the urge to stand, or flee, or pace. He just… let the moment sit.
The world was dripping back into itself. Slowly, drop by drop.
And for now… maybe that was enough.
Crouton circled the edge of the table once before hopping up beside him, claws tapping softly against charred stone.
Raum sat back and stared at the table. Two books sat in front of him.
One was old, its spine burnt and soft with age, but still legible. He cracked it open gently, not to read, but to feel the motion of pages breathing. The way they lifted and fell with the air currents—like lungs.
The other was new.
Bound in stitched parchment, blank title. He’d cobbled it together from scraps of the older works, repurposed from destroyed shelves, bound by his own claw. There was something comforting about the roughness of it.
This one, he opened carefully. Slowly.
Blank pages, waiting.
His claws hovered above it, the pen pinched loose in one hand. For a moment, he thought about writing. About retreating back into fiction—his old habit, his oldest escape. He thought about building a story where no one left, where everyone who died got to come back for a soft epilogue kiss in a clean kitchen.
… No.
He set the pen down.
Raum let the silence settle again. Not oppressive. Just... aware.
Above him, the mosaic dome caught fractured rays of light, streaming in thin lines. It caught in his sleeves and hands, illuminating how they shook. Crouton croaked quietly and leaned closer, feathers ruffling against Raum’s arm
He stared at the page a moment longer.
He looked up. No one else was there.
Not Azrael’s cutting remarks, soft in all the wrong moments. Not Aura, newly-winged and exhausted and always trying even when it made no sense to.
Just dust, and Crouton.
“When you come back,” he rasped to the empty space across from him, “I’ll tell you how the story ended.”
He didn’t mean it to sound rehearsed. It wasn’t. He hadn’t planned to say anything at all. It just... came out.
A moment passed.
A page in the old book fluttered.
Crouton let out a low croak, feathers ruffling, then leaned his beak against Raum’s wrist.
Raum smiled, petting the familiar as he leaned his head down onto the desk
Exhausted.
* * *

He’d screamed, once.
In the wreckage near the lowest tier, when he’d realized the system didn’t have an answer. When he’d gone to search for whatever artifacts that still worked that could help him.
He remembered falling into the blackened dust, talons curling around a ruined judgment stone, yelling at it like it owed him a prophecy.
Like it owed him anything.
“You’re supposed to know,” he’d hissed at it. “You’re supposed to tell me where they went.”
The stone had crumbled in his hand.
He remembered that, too.
He remembered how quiet it had been after. How his own heartbeat felt too loud in his ears. How his claws had ached from gripping ash too tightly.
He cried worse than he ever did from any unhappy ending or unrequited love story. He’d never liked the tragedies.
Preferred the romances. The ones with silly metaphors and good endings. The ones where people got to stay.
He knew he’d never get that, but he’d wanted to at least say goodbye.
* * *

Now, weeks later, he sat under that same sky.
It had changed. A little.
The red was fading more and more each day, replaced by bruised purples, dull blues. Ribbed clouds swirled overhead again, slow and cautious. The world had chosen not to die.
Raum leaned back in the chair, the wood groaning. Crouton shifted on the table with a low, annoyed mutter.
The pages didn’t turn again.
The silence felt different now. More like... a chapter break. And Raum—curator, coward, survivor—closed the stitched book gently.
He had more to write, he knew that… but not today.
Today, it was enough to sit in the space they had filled. To wait without demanding. To remember without letting the remembering become grief.
They weren’t dead, even though no one would blame him for thinking as such.
That’s when he noticed the folded scrap tucked into the back cover.
Raum hadn’t seen it before. Not when he made the binding, and certainly not when he packed it beneath his cloak for the tenth time in a week while chasing a phantom trail across what was left of Lust’s old spine corridors.
It must have been… Aura.
Who else could it have been? Azrael couldn’t write, he knew that much.
The paper was nothing special. Smudged, creased, probably torn from the corner of an old parchment sheet. The ink had bled in one place, warped where a drop of condensation must’ve fallen.
Raum opened it anyway.
“Log 7: If I end up keeping these, remind me that I was trying to be practical. Mom always said journaling was a good outlet for emotions. I’m not so sure about that.
So.
Things I miss:
1. Real showers.
2. My sister’s bad singing and her half-assed apologies for dying my hair too bright.
3. The smell of mom’s living room. I still need to ask her what brand of candle she buys.
… I also miss Ceri and Ann. If Damian hasn’t been giving them pellets every day, I’m kicking him to the couch for a week.
… Even you, probably, if you’re reading this. Don’t get weird about it.
– Aura”
Raum blinked.
A long, slow breath left him. His chest didn’t quite expand all the way.
He folded the note and pressed the crease down. He tucked it back between the final blank page and the back cover of the book.
For a moment, the quiet stretched.
That last memory still pressed at the back of his mind, unwelcome but not unbearable.
Azrael had turned her head, just slightly. Aura had just finished a sentence. Raum couldn’t even remember what he was saying. And then the space where they’d been—
Just gone. Plucked from the world.
Now, seated again beneath the fractured dome, he didn’t cry.
He just picked up the pen.
He opened the book to a fresh page, and wrote one singular question. The only one that mattered to him now.
“What does a story do when the main characters leave?”
He stared at the words for a long time, then underlined main characters twice.
He could hear Aura’s voice in his head, mocking without any malice the idea of him or Azrael being a “main anything.”
Still, it made Raum smile.
From where he was, in the highest alcove of the Athenaeum, Raum could see most of what remained.
Gehennis groaned a rhythmic, exhausted sound as it worked toward function once more.
Below, down the stone incline where once the archives had once flooded, temporary tiers had begun to rise. Makeshift scaffolding built thanks to the combined efforts of some of the elites. While not yet refined, it was useable.
Gremory swept beneath the reading chamber in a swirl of black-and-white tail feathers, voice clipped as she barked instructions at Leraje—who only half-listened while checking the chamber of his rifle—and Forneus, who blinked slowly and adjusted a cracked soul-mana artery with the care of someone handling an eggshell.
Behind them, a larger group of elites progressed.
Saleos was  at the front, his rose-gold armor dulled by ash, guiding a slow trail of newly-sorted souls of the damned through the uneven corridors.
Beside him, Valac flitted from one edge of the line to the other, his pale-plumed head barely visible beside the three-colored dragon pacing at his side. Andras and Seir brought up the rear, keeping the souls in line as volatile fragments of memory shimmered around the more unstable dead.
From just outside the upper dome’s edge, Raum could hear Saleos and Valac bickering mid-stride.
“So what happens to the ones that were only guilty of being inconvenient?” Saleos asked, voice tight.
Valac kicked at a shard of fractured tile. “We start asking them now, I guess?”
“Great. And what exactly do we do with the answers?”
“I don’t know.”
A pause.
“But we have to ask.”
“…yeah.”
Raum didn’t move.
He watched them pass. Watched the way some of the souls looked back over their shoulders. Like they still expected someone to tell them it was a mistake.
That they weren’t supposed to be here, that they’d wake up soon.
Stolas’s voice rose from somewhere lower in the structure, muffled, but clear enough.
“They’re building new tiers.”
Raum didn’t raise his voice. “With what?”
“With what’s left,” Stolas answered.
A pause.
Then, quieter: “What else is there?”
That was the truth of it, wasn’t it?
There would be no divine reset nor any grand restoration. No God reaching down to pull the system upright. Gehennis slowly, bitterly reforming. Like something cracked open too far to close, but still unwilling to die.
The rot couldn’t be put back in quietly.
The old order hadn’t been repaired. It had simply stopped pretending to function.
Raum let out a breath through his nose and turned back to the half-filled page before him, Aura’s note open at the corner.
His gaze drifted to the window—cracked, its frame blackened by heat, stained faintly gold with ash and filtered light.
Behind him, the chamber door creaked open.
Raum didn’t turn.
The footsteps were measured and familiar.
Stolas stepped into view, silhouetted by the fractured archway. The ends of his long robes were streaked with ash, his posture as precise as ever despite the ink stains along his cuffs. He stood with his hands behind his back, watching Raum with unreadable eyes.
“No panic today?” he asked dryly.
Raum didn’t glance up. “Just spacing it out.”
Stolas nodded once, crossing the room with careful steps that made no effort to interrupt the stillness.
He didn’t speak again until he stood beside the desk.
Raum glanced at him, then back to the window.
“I don’t think it ends,” Raum said.
“Nothing ever does.”
“Even when they vanish?”
“They didn’t die.”
“... I know.”
Stolas paused. Then he reached into the folds of his cloak and pulled something out.
A blanket.
It was an old, threadbare thing, patched with scraps of ceremonial brocade from robes no longer in use. Raum didn’t recognize it, maybe Stolas had taken it from one of the deep-core chambers. Maybe from one of the countless piles of rubble.
Stolas draped it over Raum’s shoulders with the clumsy care of someone performing a rite they’d only seen, never done.
Raum blinked. “You’re not… the comforting type.”
“No,” Stolas agreed. “But you’ve stopped running off on wild goose chases. That earns you a concession.”
The blanket was warm. Raum settled into it without protest.
Stolas patted his back once, awkwardly, with the stiff touch of a scholar, and stepped back.
“Do you still think they’ll come back?” he asked.
Raum’s eyes fluttered half-shut. “No.”
A beat.
“But I think I’m supposed to make it worth it if they do.”
Stolas gave a final, almost respectful nod, then turned and walked out.
He didn’t close the door.
Outside, someone shouted about a broken stabilizer rune. Another argued over whether they should keep using the tar pits or not.
Raum smiled faintly.
The chamber had gone still again.
The wind through the broken arches carried only the murmur of voices, the shuffle of footsteps, and the slow, steady tick of soul-mana veins realigning through the stone.
Raum leaned over the desk, his elbow resting on the stitched edge of his unfinished journal. The pen lay uncapped and untouched beside it. The pages rustled once in a soft draft, then stilled.
Crouton hopped down from the windowsill.
His crooked foot landed on the edge of the journal. Then another. He tipped his head to one side, glossy eyes catching the light. Then, deliberately, he nudged the pen.
It rolled a fraction toward Raum’s hand.
Raum stared at it.
Then down at Crouton. “You think you’re subtle,” he murmured, too fond to pretend to be annoyed.
Crouton cawed softly—a chuff more than a cry—and leaned in again, feathers puffed.
Raum’s smile was small and crooked, but real. He wasn’t alone.
He picked up the pen.
“No more fiction,” he said.
His voice still held a deep exhaustion, but a new conviction as well.
“Only what I make from here.”
He turned slightly, gaze caught by the high window and the sky beyond it. The red haze still hung there in the dull blue, thick and rust-dark. But behind it, a thread of something else shimmered.
Light.
He watched it.
Then lowered his eyes.
He began to write.
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Epilogue


Light pierced through the canopy, hitting Aura’s face. 
Warm, yellow sunlight that shimmered through layers of translucent leaves, shifting in color as the wind passed through them. The forest rose around him in impossible directions, every trunk wide as a building and twisted as if it had grown in water, not from earth.
Aura sat up slowly, a shiver working through his spine as he rubbed his head. The ground was soft beneath him—moss, or something like it, wetting the back of his sweater.
The air was thick with the scent of resin and rain, and something else he couldn’t place.
It was quiet. Too quiet.
The lack of birdcalls made it feel empty, no rustle of leaves from things scurrying above to accompany the silence.
There were only distant clicks and hums. Insects—or creatures like them—crawled along the bark of the trees: long-limbed, iridescent things with too many eyes and no names Aura could give them. None of them bothered him, none of them fled.
He stared at them for a long time. As someone who loved wildlife as much as he did, he’d cataloged plenty of strange biology. Nothing like this.
Beyond the edge of the cliff where he’d woken, the land fell away into a vast basin of green and moss-slicked stone. Thick vines webbed through shattered terraces below, and the trees grew even taller in the distance.
Spitting up from the water was what could only be describe as a monument.
A plateau, maybe, carved into the shape of something ancient and reverent. Its walls spiraled upward in stacked ridges, each one etched in faint, overgrown symbols that shimmered faintly beneath the moss. Along the lowest tier, a massive mural had been etched into the stone.
From here, Aura could make out pieces of it.
A figure stood at the mural’s center. It was hulking, humanoid only in silhouette, with limbs like gnarled roots and one massive jewel-shaped eye. Tall, rigid horns rose from either side of its angular head. It was surrounded by smaller forms, kneeling. Each was depicted with a mask, and by the wings displayed on their backs, they weren’t human.
He didn’t recognize the creature, or the people, but the mural stared back at him just the same.
Aura swallowed hard. The last thing he remembered was falling asleep at his desk while studying for a test. Did he get kidnapped? Was Damian playing some weird prank on him?
He heard a sound behind him, and he turned just as someone stepped from the trees.
She was short and barefoot, her skin pale and smudged with earth at the hands. A white dress hung loose around her frame, dirt-streaked at the hem and torn at the sleeves. Her rust-red hair fell past her shoulders, and behind her, two pale wings rose in stark contrast to the foliage. A cracked halo hovered just above her head.
She studied him in silence, eyes narrowing when she spotted him.
Aura held up his hands instinctively. A cosplayer…? “Uh, hey.”
She said nothing.
Her gaze flicked across the ridge. Then back to him.
She slowly moved closer, crouching beside him. Her head tilted, the strange circle of metal floating just above her brow like a broken crown.
“Do you know this place?” he asked.
A beat.
“No,” she said, quiet and wary.
Something in her tone made his skin prickle.
He looked back out across the impossible landscape. The forest, the monument. The sky that he only just now noticed had two suns.
“Where am I…?”
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