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PROLOGUE: THE NIGHT THE SKY SPLIT

The sky did not scream when it broke. That was the cruelest part, Luna Sterling would think later—that the end of the world arrived in silence, as if the heavens themselves were too ashamed to make a sound.

She was eleven years old, standing on the observation tower of Aldenreach with her grandmother’s brass astrolabe cold in her palms, when the star above the Vessarin Mountains simply stopped being a star. One moment it burned white and steady, the way it had burned every night of her short life. The next, it flickered like a candle caught in a draft, guttered to orange, and folded in on itself into a wound of black light that swallowed the constellation around it.

Her grandmother’s hand found her shoulder. Not gently. Hard enough to hurt.

“Don’t look away,” the old woman said. “Whatever happens, don’t look away. The sky is not something to fear. It is something to read.”

Luna had not understood then. She understood better now, at twenty-three, standing on a different tower in a city that had lost half its rooftops to twelve years of falling debris, watching the same slow unraveling continue overhead. She understood that the stars were not dying. They were being unmade, one by one, like sentences erased from a book before anyone had finished reading them.

The astromancers had names for it. The Falling. The Long Dusk. The Unweaving. Scholars in the surviving academies wrote treatises arguing about causes—celestial rot, divine punishment, a war among gods too distant to notice the world caught beneath their feet. None of the theories agreed. All of them were, Luna suspected, guesses dressed up as certainty, the way frightened people dressed their fear in the clothes of expertise so it would stop looking like fear. She did not have a theory. She had only the charts.

Eighteen years of charts, in fact, inherited from her grandmother, who had inherited them from a woman three generations back, who had inherited them, so the story went, from one of the First Astromancers themselves—the near-mythical order who had built their observatories in the age before the Falling, when the stars still told the future instead of erasing it. Luna had spent her whole life bent over those charts by candlelight, tracing the positions of stars that no longer existed, trying to find the pattern in their deaths the way her grandmother had taught her to find the pattern in their lives.

Lately, she thought she had found something.

Not a comfort. Something worse than that—a shape. A structure to the dying, too precise to be an accident. The stars were not going out randomly. They were being extinguished in sequence, like a fuse burning toward a single point of ignition. And when Luna traced that sequence forward, plotting it against the ancient star-charts of the First Astromancers, she arrived, again and again, at the same conclusion.

There was one star left that had not yet been touched.

The oldest star in the sky. The one the First Astromancers had called, in a language so old that only three scholars in Aldenreach could still read it, the Heart of Heaven.

If her calculations were correct, and she prayed nightly that they were not, the sequence would reach it within the year.

She had not told anyone this. Not the Academy, who would confiscate her charts and credit some tenured fool with the discovery. Not her few remaining friends, who had enough grief to carry without adding the end of the world to the pile. She had barely admitted it to herself, writing the conclusion in the margin of her final chart in handwriting so small and cramped it looked like an apology.

If the Heart goes dark, nothing survives it.

She did not yet know how right she was. She did not yet know that this had happened once before—that an entire world had already ended this way, its oceans swallowed, its continents folded into ash, its every living thing unmade in a single catastrophic hour—and that only a handful of survivors had crawled out of the wreckage to build the world she now stood in, with no memory of what had come before them.

She did not know that the man who had caused that ending was still alive.

That he had been alive for longer than her civilization had existed. That he walked the shattered roads below her tower even now, in a borrowed coat with a hood pulled low over silver eyes, carrying a grief so old it had calcified into something almost like patience. That he had sworn, over the ashes of everything he had ever loved, never to let himself care for anyone again—and that the vow, like all vows made in grief, was already cracking, waiting only for the wrong woman to look up at the wrong star at the wrong moment.

She did not know that when he found her, he would call her by a name that was not hers.

Seraphine.

She did not know that the crescent-shaped mark on her collarbone, the one she had always assumed was an ordinary birthmark, was in fact a scar left by a soul trying to remember itself across the gap of a dead world.

She knew none of this. She only knew, watching the black wound where a star had been, that the sky was dying, that no one else seemed to understand how quickly, and that somewhere in the space between the falling stars and the silence that followed them, an old story was gathering itself to happen again.

She closed her grandmother’s astrolabe. Above her, the last untouched star burned on, patient and unknowing, the way a candle burns on in a house that is already, quietly, beginning to catch fire.

“I see you,” she whispered to it, the way her grandmother had taught her to greet every star before reading it. “Whatever’s coming. I see you.”

The star did not answer. Stars never did. But far below, in a street thick with rubble and old smoke, a man with silver eyes stopped walking, tilted his head back, and looked up at the tower where a girl he had not yet met stood haloed by the last uncorrupted light in the sky—and felt, for the first time in three thousand years, something in his chest move that he had promised himself would never move again.

The end of the world, it turned out, was not an ending at all.

It was a beginning that had already happened once, waiting patiently to happen again.

She did not yet understand that the story beginning that night would carry her far beyond the walls of Aldenreach— across shattered coastlines and floating islands, through ancient crystalline sanctuaries and the frozen uncertainty of forgotten boundaries, into love, into loss, and finally into a legacy that would outlive her by centuries. She knew only the astrolabe’s cool weight in her hands, and the stubborn, inherited conviction that even a dying sky deserved to be read honestly, all the way to its final, uncertain page.

Somewhere below her tower, in streets thick with rubble and old smoke, a stranger with silver eyes continued walking toward a destiny neither of them could yet imagine.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE LAST HONEST STAR
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Aldenreach had once been called the City of a Thousand Windows, back when glass was cheap and the sky was something people looked up at for pleasure instead of dread. Now it was called, by the few cartographers still bothering to update their maps, the Half City—because exactly that much of it remained standing, and no one had found a kinder word for the rest.

Luna Sterling had grown up in the half that remained, in a narrow stone house wedged between a collapsed bell tower and an apothecary that sold, depending on the week, either medicine or lies. She had inherited the house from her grandmother three years ago, along with the astrolabe, the star-charts, and a debt of unfinished work so large that Luna sometimes felt she was less a woman than a caretaker for someone else’s unanswered questions.

Tonight she sat at her grandmother’s desk—her desk now, though she still thought of it that way—with seven charts spread before her like a hand of cards she was afraid to play. Candlelight pooled yellow across the vellum. Outside, the wind carried a certain smell that had become Aldenreach’s signature since the Falling began: char and salt and something colder underneath, like the smell of a room after someone has died in it.

She traced her finger along the seventh chart, the one she had drawn herself, matching it against the older, more fragile parchment beneath it—a real record from the First Astromancers, three hundred years pre-dating the Falling, so brittle she had to weight its corners with polished stones instead of touching them directly.

The pattern held. It had held for six months now, every time she checked it, which meant it was either true or she had made the same mistake six months running. She was hoping, with the desperation of someone who has run out of better options, for the mistake.

“You’re still awake.” Luna did not startle, because she had trained herself out of startling years ago, in a city where sudden loud noises usually meant something worse than a knock at the door. She turned instead, with the calm, unhurried motion of someone pretending they had expected the interruption.

Bren stood in the doorway, wiping his hands on an apron that had not been white in a decade. Bren ran the apothecary next door and had appointed himself, without consultation, Luna’s unofficial guardian since her grandmother’s death—bringing over bread she hadn’t asked for, checking the state of her locks, occasionally standing in her doorway at midnight looking disapproving.

“I’m working,” Luna said.

“You’re always working. There’s a difference between working and disappearing into a desk.” Bren nodded at the charts. “Your grandmother used to say the same thing you’re about to say, which was ‘just five more minutes,’ and then the sun would come up and she’d still be sitting there looking like she’d seen a ghost.”

“Maybe I have.”

“That supposed to be a joke?”

Luna looked back down at the charts. In the candlelight, the sequence she had traced looked almost beautiful—a long, deliberate spiral of extinguished stars curling inward from the outer arms of the visible sky toward a single point near what the old astronomers called the Hearthwell Cluster. Beautiful the way a wound can be beautiful, in the moment before you understand how deep it goes.

“There’s a pattern to the Falling,” she said, because she was tired, and because saying it out loud to someone who wasn’t a star-chart felt like setting down a weight she’d been carrying alone for too long. “The stars aren’t dying randomly. They’re being extinguished in order. Following a path.” Bren’s disapproving expression didn’t change, but something behind his eyes sharpened. “A path to where?”

She hesitated. Once she said it, it would be a true thing that existed outside her own head, and she wasn’t sure the world could survive that kind of truth twice in one century.

“To the last star that hasn’t gone out yet,” she said finally. “The one the First Astromancers called the Heart of Heaven.”

The apothecary said nothing for a long moment. Outside, somewhere in the ruined streets, a dog barked twice and fell quiet, as if it, too, had decided the conversation inside was not one to interrupt.

“And if that star goes dark?”

“I don’t know,” Luna admitted. “The old texts aren’t clear. But every reference I can find calls it the source. Not a star like the others. The thing the others depend on.”

“So if it burns out—”

“I think everything does.”

Bren crossed the small room and sat, uninvited, in the chair across from her desk, which creaked beneath his weight the way it had creaked beneath her grandmother’s visitors for forty years. He looked at the charts the way a man looks at a diagnosis he suspects but hasn’t asked for yet.

“You’ve told the Academy?”

“The Academy would take my charts, publish the discovery under Magister Aldous’s name within the month, and forget I exist within the year. I’ve seen it happen to better scholars than me.” She rubbed her eyes, which had begun to ache that unmistakable ache of a person who had read too much by too little light. “Besides. What would they do with it? There’s no magic strong enough to stop a star from dying. Not anymore. Not since the old orders were broken.”

“Then why does it matter, telling anyone?”

It was a fair question, and Luna did not have a fair answer. She only had the feeling that had kept her at this desk every night for six months—the conviction, irrational and stubborn as a heartbeat, that understanding a thing was the first and only weapon anyone had ever had against it. Her grandmother had believed that. Had died believing it, in fact, in this very chair, with a chart half-finished beneath her still hand.

“Because someone should know,” Luna said. “Before it happens. Someone besides me.”

Bren studied her for a moment longer, then reached across the desk and closed the oldest chart, gently, the way you’d close the eyes of someone who had just died. “Get some sleep, Luna. The stars will still be dying in the morning. They’ll wait for you.”

It was, she thought as he left, closing the door softly behind him, possibly the least comforting thing anyone had ever said to her. And also, possibly, the truest.

She did not sleep. She sat instead by her narrow window, watching the sky the way her grandmother had taught her—not with fear, but with attention, the fierce attention of someone determined to witness a thing honestly even when the thing itself was unbearable. The Hearthwell Cluster hung low over the broken skyline, seven faint points of light arranged in the shape the old texts called the Watching Eye. Six of the seven had already gone dark in the past year. The seventh burned on, small and stubborn, the last honest star in a sky that had otherwise stopped telling the truth. She did not know, watching it, that in eleven months it would be the only star left in the sky at all. She did not know that when it went dark, she would be standing in a ruined temple with her hand pressed against a warrior’s chest, feeling a heart beat that had beaten for three millennia, and that she would have to decide, in the space of a single breath, whether the whole world was worth more than the person she had somehow, impossibly, come to love.

She only knew that the star was still burning, and that for tonight, at least, that would have to be enough.

✲ ✲ ✲

The crash came two nights later, and later Luna would remember it not as a sound but as a physical event that happened to her body before her mind had time to process it as a sound at all—a pressure against her ribs, a taste of copper in her mouth, the candle on her desk guttering sideways as if the room itself had tilted.

She was in the observation tower when it happened, three floors above the street, close enough to the source that afterward her ears rang for the better part of an hour. She staggered to the narrow window in time to see the fragment finish falling—not toward the outer districts where the debris usually landed, safely far from anything that mattered, but directly into the Vessarin quarter, close enough that she could see the flash of impact reflected off the low clouds like heat lightning turned the wrong color.

By the time she reached the street, half of Aldenreach was already there ahead of her, drawn by the noise and a certain gravity that disaster exerts on the curious and the frightened alike. Guards in mismatched armor tried, with limited success, to keep a perimeter around the impact site. Smoke rose in a column so straight and so tall it looked, absurdly, deliberate, as if someone had built it on purpose. Luna pushed through the crowd with the ease of someone who had spent a lifetime being underestimated and had learned to use it. She reached the front of the gathered onlookers just as the smoke began to thin, and caught herself looking down into a crater perhaps thirty feet across, its edges still glowing faintly orange, its center occupied by wreckage that did not look like any ordinary fallen star fragment she had ever studied.

It looked like a man.

He was on his knees at the crater’s center, head bowed, dark hair plastered to his skull with something that might have been sweat or might have been condensed starlight—Luna truly could not tell, and some detached, scholarly part of her mind noted this fact with interest even as the rest of her mind screamed at her to run. He wore no armor, no obvious weapon, only a long dark coat scorched at the hem, and when he finally raised his head, the crowd around Luna made a sound she had never heard a crowd make before—not a scream, not quite, but something adjacent to it, a collective indrawn breath of people confronting a fact their minds refused to file under anything they already understood.

His eyes were silver. Not grey, not pale blue mistaken for silver in poor light—really, metallically silver, catching the ambient glow of the crater and throwing it back like two small mirrors angled toward the dying sky. And within them, faint but unmistakable, Luna could see stars. Not a reflection of the visible sky above. Something else. Something that moved independently of where he looked, as if an entire separate night existed behind his gaze, older and stranger than the one everyone else was standing under.

“Get back,” one of the guards was shouting, though he made no move to approach the crater himself. “Everyone get back, this is Academy business now—”

The man in the crater rose to his feet in a single motion that had no visible effort in it at all, as if gravity were a courtesy he was extending rather than a law he was obeying. Steam rose from his coat where it met the cooling crater floor. He looked around at the gathered crowd with an expression Luna could not immediately name—not confusion, not fear, something closer to weary recognition, the look of a man arriving somewhere he had been many times before and finding it, disappointingly, unchanged.

Then his gaze found Luna’s, across thirty feet of smoking crater and a hundred frightened onlookers, and stopped.

She felt it as a physical thing—a weight settling behind her sternum, a pressure that had no obvious source and no obvious remedy. He looked at her the way her grandmother used to look at a star-chart when she thought she’d finally found the pattern she’d been chasing for years: disbelieving, hopeful, afraid to blink in case the thing in front of her turned out to be an illusion after all.

“Seraphine,” he said.

His voice was quiet, but it carried across the crater and the crowd and the ringing in Luna’s ears with a clarity that suggested it was not, entirely, a voice operating by ordinary rules.

Luna opened her mouth to correct him—to say, reasonably, that her name was Luna Sterling, that she had never in her life been called anything else, that whoever Seraphine was, Luna was quite certain she was not her— and found that no sound came out at all. Because in the moment his eyes met hers, something in her chest had moved, unbidden and entirely without her permission, the way a key turns in a lock it was cut for centuries before either the lock or the key knew what the other one was for.

“I don’t—” she managed finally, taking an involuntary step backward. “I don’t know you.”

Something crossed his face then—not disappointment, not quite, but a kind of grief so old and so practiced it had worn itself smooth, the way water wears a stone smooth over centuries rather than days. He nodded once, slowly, as if this were an answer he had expected and had hoped, against all his own experience, would prove wrong this time.

“No,” he agreed quietly. “I don’t imagine you would.”

Then the guards finally found their courage, or their orders, and surged forward with weapons drawn, and the strange silver-eyed man who had fallen from the sky like a piece of a dying star turned to face them with the calm, unhurried patience of someone who had been fighting the same battle, in one form or another, for thirty centuries.

Luna, against every instinct her grandmother had ever taught her about self-preservation, did not run.

She stayed, and watched, and found that she could not look away—not from fear, not entirely, but from the same fierce, helpless attention she gave to a star she suspected was about to go out.

✲ ✲ ✲

They took him to the Academy’s holding cells beneath the Grey Tower, and Luna went home alone through streets that had gone quiet in the particular unnatural way a city goes quiet after it has witnessed something it does not have language for yet. She did not sleep. She sat again at her grandmother’s desk, the star-charts forgotten beneath her elbow, and stared at the candle flame until it guttered and died on its own, leaving her in a darkness that felt, for the first time in years, less like solitude and more like waiting.

Seraphine. The name sat in her chest like a stone dropped into still water, sending out ripples she could not stop. She had never heard it before— had no grandmother’s story, no old family record, no half-remembered lullaby that might account for the way it had struck her, the way her own name had felt, in that single suspended moment, like the wrong coat pulled over the right shoulders.

She told herself it meant nothing. Men who fell from the sky in explosions of impossible light were not, she reasoned, reliable narrators of anyone’s identity, least of all her own. And yet she, near dawn, was unlacing the collar of her nightdress and studying the crescent-shaped mark on her collarbone in the small mirror above her washbasin—a mark she had carried since birth, according to her grandmother, though her grandmother had never once explained where it came from, only touched it sometimes with an expression Luna had been too young, at the time, to read as grief.

She did not go to the Academy the next morning to ask about the prisoner. She told herself this was because she had work to do, charts to finish, a life that did not bend around the gravity of strange men and stranger names. She told herself this for three days, during which she accomplished almost none of her actual work, and on the fourth day, when Bren mentioned over a shared loaf of bread that the Academy intended to execute the prisoner within the week for reasons no one had bothered to make public, Luna caught herself standing outside the Grey Tower before she had consciously decided to go there at all.

The guards at the entrance knew her by sight, if not by name—the granddaughter of the old astromancer, harmless enough, occasionally useful when the Academy needed a chart read quickly and didn’t want to pay a Magister’s fee for it. It was this reputation, more than any cleverness on her part, that got her past the outer gate and into the records room, where she claimed, with a confidence she did not feel, that Magister Aldous had requested a stellar consultation regarding the recent impact.

No one checked. No one, in a city drowning in slow catastrophe, had the energy left to verify small lies that made their own work easier. The holding cells were three floors beneath the tower, cut into stone that predated the tower itself, in a section of the Academy that had clearly once served some more dignified purpose before necessity repurposed it. The guard on duty, a heavyset man with the permanently exhausted expression of someone doing a job he had not chosen, barely glanced up from his ledger as she approached.

“Consultation,” she said again, and this time added the detail that made it work. “Regarding the celestial anomaly. Magister Aldous is occupied and asked that I take preliminary notes.”

The guard grunted and waved her through without standing, which told Luna more about the true state of the Academy’s resources than any of Aldous’s public reports ever had. She walked the narrow corridor alone, past three empty cells, until she reached the fourth, where the silver-eyed man sat on a stone bench with his back against the wall, apparently unbothered by his chains, which Luna noted with some clinical interest appeared to be standard Academy iron and nothing more exotic—an odd choice, if his captors believed him capable of the things she had watched him do in the crater.

He looked up when she approached, and something in his expression shifted immediately from weary patience to a focus so complete it made her want to step backward.

“You came,” he said.

“I have questions.”

“You always did.” A ghost of something that might, in a kinder century, have been a smile crossed his face and vanished just as quickly. “Though I suppose that’s not fair to say to you. You don’t remember asking them.” “My name is Luna Sterling,” she said, more firmly than she felt. “I am not whoever you think I am.”

“I know.” He said it without argument, without the wounded insistence she had half-expected from a man clinging to a delusion. “I know your name is Luna. I know you are not her—not entirely, not yet, perhaps not ever, if the world is kind, which it rarely is. But I also know that the mark on your collarbone was not put there by chance, and that when I said her name, something in you answered before your mind had the chance to refuse it. I saw it. You cannot lie to me about that, even if you can lie to yourself.”

Luna’s hand rose, unbidden, to her collar, and she forced it back down. “Who are you?”

“Kaiden.” He said it simply, an offering rather than a boast. “Kaiden Knight, if titles matter to you, though I’ve worn a hundred names across a hundred fallen kingdoms and none of them ever fit quite right. The Academy will tell you I am some manner of demon, or an agent of the Order, or a piece of dangerous debris to be studied and discarded. None of that is true, though I understand why it’s easier to believe.”

“Then what is true?”

He was quiet for a long moment, and in that silence Luna became aware of how still he held himself—not the stillness of restraint, but something closer to the stillness of a very old building that has stopped expecting anything to change around it.

“I am the last of something the world used to have and no longer remembers needing,” he said at last. “A guardian. Made, not born, by the same power that put the stars in the sky in the first place, to protect the world for as long as the sky itself endures. I have watched entire civilizations rise from nothing and return to nothing. I have watched the sky fall once before, in full, from a beginning very much like the one you are living through now to an ending that left almost no one alive to remember it. I caused that ending, Luna Sterling. Not the Order. Not fate. I did it, with my own hands, because I was given a choice between saving one woman and saving a world, and I chose wrong—or chose rightly, depending on which of us you ask, and there are no others left to ask besides me.”

Luna stood very still, aware of her own pulse in a way she rarely was, a fast unsteady rhythm that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the exact vertigo of hearing an impossible thing said in a voice too calm and too certain to be lying.

“And you think I’m her,” she said. “This woman you failed to save.”

“I think,” Kaiden said slowly, choosing each word the way a man chooses footing on ice, “that souls do not simply vanish when a body ends. I think some of them find their way back, when the shape of the world calls for them again. I do not know if you are Seraphine reborn whole, or merely a woman who carries some fragment of what she was, the way a scar carries the memory of a wound long after the wound itself has closed. I would not presume to tell you which. I only know that the mark on your skin, the name that startled you despite yourself, and the fact that the Falling has begun just as it began before—all of that is more coincidence than I am willing to believe in, after three thousand years of learning, very much against my will, what is and is not possible.”

Luna wanted, badly, to dismiss this as the ravings of a man too long isolated by whatever strange power had made him, too long alone with grief to trust his own judgment. She wanted it with a distinct desperation of someone whose entire life had been built on the reliability of cautious observation, on the conviction that the universe, however cruel, at least obeyed rules that could be read and trusted.

But she had watched the stars die in sequence for six months, tracing a pattern too precise to be accident. She had felt her own chest answer a stranger’s voice before her mind had given permission. And some cold, honest part of her—the part her grandmother had trained since childhood to notice patterns before comfort allowed her to deny them—understood, standing in that cell, that the two facts were connected in a way she was not yet ready to name.

“If I’m right,” Kaiden said, watching her face with an attention that felt like being read rather than looked at, “then the Academy intends to execute the wrong prisoner for the wrong reason, while the actual danger continues, unchecked, toward the same ending it reached once before. I would rather not let that happen twice.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Then I die in a cell beneath a city I once helped build, having failed to save anyone at all, which would at least have the virtue of being consistent with the rest of my history.” He said it without self-pity, in the tone of a man reciting a fact rather than mourning it, which somehow made it land harder than if he had wept. “Either way, Luna Sterling, I would ask you one thing before your Academy decides my fate for me.”

“What?”

“Look at the sky tonight. Not with fear. The way your grandmother taught you—I know she taught you that, because I watched her teach a version of that same lesson to a woman a very long time ago, and some lessons outlive the people who first spoke them. Look at the Hearthwell Cluster. Count what’s left. And then ask yourself honestly whether you believe you have the luxury of dismissing me as a madman.”

Luna left the cell without answering him, because she did not trust her own voice to hold steady, and because some part of her—the same part that had stood in a crowd of frightened onlookers and refused to run—already knew, with the sick certainty of someone watching a chart confirm its own worst prediction, that she was not going to be able to walk away from this as easily as she wanted to.

That night, she climbed to the observation tower alone, and looked at the Hearthwell Cluster, and counted.

Only the one star remained. The same star it had been three nights before, when the crater opened in the Vessarin quarter and a man with silver eyes had looked at her across thirty feet of smoke and called her by a dead woman’s name.

But something in its light had changed—a faint tremor at its edges, barely perceptible, the kind of thing she might have dismissed as a trick of the smoke-thick air on any other night. She had spent eighteen years learning to notice that kind of tremor, however. Her grandmother had not raised a woman who dismissed small signs simply because larger ones were easier to bear.

The last star was beginning, faintly, to fail.

And somewhere three floors beneath the Grey Tower, a man who remembered the end of a different world was waiting to see whether she would believe him in time to matter.
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CHAPTER TWO: WHAT THE ACADEMY WOULD NOT SAY
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Magister Aldous kept his office on the highest intact floor of the Grey Tower, in a room that had once been a library and now served, in the practical logic of a shrinking city, as archive, study, and command post all at once. Luna had been summoned there twice before in her life—once as a child, to be assessed for admission to the Academy’s junior program, and once as an adult, to be politely and thoroughly refused a research grant. Neither visit had left her fond of the room.

She was summoned a third time the morning after her conversation with Kaiden, which told her, more clearly than any spy could have, that someone had seen her enter the holding cells and had wasted no time reporting it.

Aldous was a tall man made taller by the severe cut of his Academy robes, with a face that had settled, sometime in the last decade, into a permanent expression of weary disapproval he applied equally to promising students, incompetent colleagues, and the dying sky itself. He did not look up from his desk when Luna entered, which she had long ago learned was not rudeness but a deliberate tactic, meant to establish, before a single word was spoken, whose time was more valuable.

“You visited the prisoner,” he said, still writing.

“I did.”

“Without authorization.”

“I told the guard I had your authorization.” Luna decided, standing there, that there was no version of this conversation in which lying about the lie would improve her position. “I lied. I apologize for the lie. I don’t apologize for the visit.” That got him to look up, at least, with an expression that suggested he found her honesty more irritating than the offense itself would have been. “Do you have any idea what that thing is?”

“He told me what he is.”

“And you believed him.” Aldous set down his pen with the exaggerated care of a man controlling his temper by controlling small physical movements first. “Miss Sterling. I have spent thirty years studying celestial phenomena, and I can tell you with confidence that what fell into the Vessarin quarter three nights ago was not a man. It was a hostile intelligence wearing a man’s shape, almost certainly connected to the Order of the Eclipse, and its execution has been authorized by the full Academy council for tomorrow at dawn.”

Luna felt something cold settle in her stomach. “Tomorrow.”

“Does that trouble you?”

“It should trouble you,” she said, before she could stop herself, “that you’re planning to kill something you don’t understand instead of studying it. You call yourself scholars.”

Aldous’s expression did not change, but something in the set of his shoulders did, a tightening that told Luna she had struck closer to an old wound than she’d intended. “We studied it for three days, Miss Sterling. It answered no questions honestly. It demonstrated capabilities that align with nothing in our recorded texts. And in that time, four more stars in the outer arm have gone dark—more than the usual monthly rate, which the astronomers on staff attribute, with some confidence, to whatever energy the creature released upon impact. It is not a mystery to be solved at our leisure. It is a danger to be removed before it costs us more than it already has.”

“He told me the Falling has a pattern,” Luna said. “A sequence. Ending at the Heart of Heaven.” Something flickered behind Aldous’s eyes—not surprise, Luna realized with a jolt, but recognition. He knew the term. He had heard it before.

“Where did you hear that name?”

“From him. But I’d already found the pattern myself, six months ago, in my own charts. He confirmed what I already suspected.” She stepped closer to the desk, emboldened by the crack she’d finally found in his composure. “You know something. About the Heart of Heaven. Don’t insult me by pretending otherwise.”

Aldous went quiet for a moment, and when he finally spoke, his voice had lost some of its administrative crispness, replaced by something older and more tired. “There are texts in the deep archive—true archive, not the public reading room—that reference an event called the First Unweaving. A catastrophe, roughly analogous in scope to what your charts describe, that supposedly ended a prior age of the world entirely. The texts are fragmentary, translated poorly from a language none of our current scholars can fully read, and the Academy has treated them for two centuries as allegory rather than history. Cautionary myth, not record.”

“And now?”

“And now a creature has fallen out of the sky claiming to be three millennia old, and the Falling appears to be accelerating in a pattern that matches those same fragmentary texts, and I find myself, at the age of fifty-eight, questioning two centuries of my own institution’s scholarly consensus.” He said it with a bitterness of a man who had built his entire identity around certainty and was watching it erode in real time. “Which is precisely why the creature needs to be destroyed, Miss Sterling, and not studied. If it is what it claims to be, it caused the ending those texts describe. I will not risk this city’s survival on the hope that whatever caused an apocalypse once has grown wiser in the intervening millennia.” “What if destroying him accelerates the very thing you’re afraid of?”

Aldous looked at her for a long moment, and Luna understood, watching him, that he had already considered this possibility and had no answer for it beyond institutional momentum and the comfort of a decision already made.

“The execution proceeds at dawn,” he said quietly. “I would advise you to stay away from the Grey Tower until it’s finished, Miss Sterling, for your own reputation if nothing else. Whatever fascination that creature has cultivated in you, I strongly suggest you resist it.”

She left his office without agreeing to anything, which she supposed, in its own small way, was an answer.

✲ ✲ ✲

She spent the rest of the day in the deep archive, a privilege her grandmother’s old Academy credentials still barely afforded her, working through fragments of text so old and so poorly preserved that entire paragraphs existed only as guesswork stitched between legible words. The language, as Aldous had said, was only partially translatable—an ancestor tongue that predated even the First Astromancers’ more commonly studied writings, rendered by scholars two centuries dead who had clearly been guessing at half of what they wrote.

But certain phrases repeated with enough consistency that Luna began, by late afternoon, to trust them as more than accident.

The Heart does not take. The Heart is given.

What was broken by choice may only be mended by choice.

The Guardian bears the memory so that mortals need not carry the grief of what came before. She copied each fragment into her own notebook with the careful, cramped handwriting her grandmother had taught her to use for anything she wasn’t yet ready to share, and found, as the afternoon light slanted lower through the archive’s narrow windows, that a shape was beginning to assemble itself from the fragments—not a complete picture, but the outline of one, the way a constellation becomes visible before every star in it has been named.

If the Heart of Heaven required a willing sacrifice rather than a forced one, then whatever the Order of the Eclipse intended—whatever ancient catastrophe Kaiden had described—required something more than simple destruction. It required consent. A soul offered rather than taken.

And if Kaiden was telling the truth about what he was, if he had honestly watched this happen once before and had caused an entire world’s ending by refusing to let that consent be given—

Luna closed the notebook, aware that her hands had begun, faintly, to shake.

She did not go home that night. She went instead to the Grey Tower’s lower entrance, where the same exhausted guard from three days before was on duty again, evidently unrotated in the Academy’s thin remaining staff, and told him, with a confidence she had to manufacture from nothing at all, that Magister Aldous had authorized one final consultation with the prisoner before the morning’s proceedings.

It, she understood clearly as she said it, was the largest lie she had told in her adult life. The guard, exhausted and incurious, let her through anyway.

Kaiden was exactly where she had left him, chained to the same stone bench, and something in his posture—not quite relief, but its more guarded cousin—suggested he had honestly not expected her to return.

“They execute you at dawn,” Luna said, without preamble. “I know.”

“You don’t seem concerned.”

“I have died before, Luna Sterling. Or something adjacent enough to death that the distinction stopped mattering to me centuries ago.” He studied her face with the same unnerving attention as before. “You look troubled. More than the hour would explain.”

“I found references. In the deep archive. To something called the First Unweaving.” She watched his expression cautiously as she said it, and saw something in his silver eyes flinch, minutely, like a man touching an old wound to confirm it still hurts. “The texts say the Heart of Heaven can’t be destroyed. It has to be given. Willingly.”

“Yes,” Kaiden said quietly. “That is the part your Academy’s fragments got right, at least.”

“Then what happened, the first time? What did you do?”

He was silent for long enough that Luna began to think he would not answer at all, and when at last he spoke, his voice had dropped to something low and rough, the voice of a man recounting a memory he had told himself, for thirty centuries, he would never have to speak aloud again.

“Her name was Seraphine,” he said. “Not your name. Not your soul, perhaps—I still do not understand the mechanics of what returns and what does not. But her face, when I close my eyes, is close enough to yours that some nights I cannot tell which memory I am standing inside. She was chosen, the way the sky chooses these things, to be the vessel of a willing offering—to give herself to the Heart of Heaven so that the world entire might continue. It is not death, precisely, the way your Academy’s fragments suggest, though it ends in death all the same. It is a joining. A soul woven into the source that sustains everything, so that the world’s light continues through the sacrifice of one.” “And you refused to let her.”

“I refused,” Kaiden agreed, and something in his face, for the first time since Luna had met him, looked really young—not in years, but in a certain rawness of a grief that had not, despite three millennia of practice, worn itself into anything survivable. “I told myself I was protecting her. I told myself the world could find another way, that no cosmic law was worth more than the woman standing in front of me. I was wrong on both counts. There was no other way. And in refusing to let her go, I did not save her—I only delayed the ending by hours, and made it worse. Because when the Heart went unfed, it did not fail quietly. It tore itself apart, and took the world with it, and Seraphine along with everyone else. My refusal saved no one. It killed everyone, including the one person I was trying to save.”

Luna stood very still, absorbing this, aware of a certain horror of a story that offered no comforting moral, no lesson that made the grief worthwhile. “And now you think it’s happening again. With me.”

“I think,” Kaiden said meticulously, “that the sky does not forget what it needs, even when three thousand years and an entire civilization stand between one asking and the next. I think you carry more of her than either of us yet understands. And I think that if I am given the choice again—between letting you go and losing everything a second time—I do not yet know, honestly, which choice I would make. That frightens me far more than your Academy’s dawn sentence, if I am being truthful with you, which I find I want to be, for reasons I have not examined.”

Luna’s throat had gone tight, and she was grateful for the dim light of the cell, which she hoped hid whatever her face was doing in response to a stranger’s confession of a grief so large it had reshaped the entire remainder of his existence.

“Then don’t let it come to that,” she said finally. “Don’t let them execute you tomorrow believing you’re something you’re not. Let me help you.” “How?”

“I don’t know yet.” It, she realized as she said it, was the most honest thing she had told anyone in months. “But I’ve spent my whole life reading patterns in things everyone else dismisses as coincidence. I’m not going to stop now, just because the pattern happens to be standing in front of me in chains.”

Something shifted in Kaiden’s expression—not hope, exactly, which he seemed too practiced in disappointment to allow himself easily, but the faint, wary beginning of it, the way a man long accustomed to cold might notice, cautiously, the first change in the temperature of a room.

“Be careful, Luna Sterling,” he said quietly. “Hope is the one weapon I have never learned how to survive losing twice.”

She left the cell with no plan beyond the certainty that she was not willing to let dawn arrive as scheduled, and spent the remaining hours of the night pacing her narrow bedroom, turning over every fragment of translated text, every half-formed theory, every version of the coming morning that did not end with a man who remembered the end of the world being executed for a crime he had not committed twice.

By the time the sky began, reluctantly, to lighten toward dawn, she had a plan. It was not a good plan. It, in fact, was barely a plan at all—more a collection of desperate assumptions strung together by the thin thread of her own stubbornness. But it was the only one she had, and the star above the Vessarin quarter, the last uncorrupted light in a dying sky, was beginning to tremble more visibly with each passing hour, and Luna Sterling had never in her life been the kind of woman who could watch a pattern complete itself without at least trying to interrupt it.

*** Dawn in Aldenreach arrived the way it always did now—reluctantly, filtered through a haze of ash and old smoke that turned the sky the color of a healing bruise rather than anything that could honestly be called light. Luna stood at the edge of the Grey Tower’s execution yard, wrapped in a borrowed cloak with the hood drawn low, and watched the Academy’s small procession assemble around a raised stone platform that had clearly been repurposed from some more mundane use—a drying yard, perhaps, or a place where the Academy had once hung laundry between less catastrophic centuries.

She had not slept. She had spent the last hours before dawn doing the only thing she knew how to do under pressure, which was research, frantic and half-desperate, cross-referencing every fragment of translated text against her own charts until she found the single detail she needed: a passage, badly translated but unmistakable in its structure, describing the specific conditions under which a Guardian’s binding could be temporarily suspended.

It required a phrase. Not magic, not in the sense the Academy taught it—simply words, spoken in the old tongue, by someone carrying what the fragmentary text called “the mark of the returning.” Luna had assumed, reading it at three in the morning by guttering candlelight, that this meant nothing practical for her at all.

She understood now, standing at the edge of the execution yard with her hand pressed unconsciously against the crescent shape beneath her collar, that it likely meant everything.

Magister Aldous stood at the platform’s edge, flanked by two junior Magisters and a contingent of city guard larger than Luna had ever seen assembled for a single event. Kaiden was brought out in chains heavier than the ones from his cell, silver eyes fixed on some point past the assembled crowd, his expression unreadable in a way that Luna understood, now, was not calm but its close cousin: the practiced stillness of someone who has learned that panic changes nothing and dignity, at least, remains a choice.

She pushed forward through the gathered onlookers, murmuring apologies she did not mean, until she stood close enough to the platform’s edge that the nearest guard turned to block her path.

“Wait,” Luna said, and found, to her own surprise, that her voice carried further than she expected. “Wait, please. There’s something the Academy hasn’t considered.”

Aldous turned toward her with an expression of weary, almost sympathetic exasperation. “Miss Sterling. I asked you to stay away.”

“You’re about to make a mistake you can’t undo,” Luna said, stepping closer, ignoring the guard’s restraining hand on her arm. “If he’s telling the truth about what he is—and I have translated texts that suggest he is—then executing him doesn’t remove the danger. It removes the only thing standing between this city and whatever the Order of the Eclipse actually intends.”

“The Order is a rumor, Miss Sterling, invoked by frightened people to explain a catastrophe with no human author.”

“Then explain the pattern in the Falling,” Luna shot back. “Explain why the stars are dying in sequence, ending at a point your own deep archive calls the Heart of Heaven. Explain why a creature who claims to remember watching that same sequence complete itself once before fell directly into this city at the exact moment my own charts confirmed the pattern was real.”

Something in Aldous’s face flickered—not agreement, but hesitation, the visible crack of a man whose certainty had been quietly eroding for days and had just been struck, publicly, in its weakest point.

It was not enough. Luna could see that immediately, in the tightening of his jaw, in the guards who had not lowered their weapons, in the assembled crowd whose fear had calcified, over twelve years of catastrophe, into a hunger for something—anything—they could point to and call solved. Aldous nodded, once, to the guard beside Kaiden, and the man raised his blade.

Luna did not have time to think. She only had time to act on the half-formed plan she had built from three hours of frantic research and a stranger’s grief-worn confession, and so she did the only thing left to her: she tore open the collar of her own dress, exposing the crescent mark beneath, and spoke the phrase she had copied so carefully from the deep archive’s oldest fragment, in a language she did not fully understand, praying with everything she had that her pronunciation, however clumsy, would be close enough to matter.

The words left her mouth sounding wrong to her own ears—foreign, ancient, heavier than language had any right to be. For one terrible moment, nothing happened at all, and Luna felt the full, humiliating weight of having gambled everything on a translation two centuries old and possibly incorrect.

Then the chains around Kaiden’s wrists began to glow, faintly, with the same silver light that lived behind his eyes.

The guard’s blade never landed. Kaiden’s chains fell away in a shower of light too bright to look at directly, and when the light cleared, he stood free at the platform’s center, silver eyes fixed not on his captors but on Luna, across the same distance that had separated them in the crater three nights before, with an expression that held no triumph at all—only a kind of stunned, devastated wonder, as if she had just confirmed the one thing he had spent three millennia both hoping for and dreading in equal measure.

The crowd’s scream, this time, was unmistakable.

“Run,” Kaiden said, not to the guards scrambling backward in disarray, but to Luna, already moving toward her through the chaos. “Whatever you’ve just done, whatever it means, we do not have the luxury of explaining it to them right now. Run.” Luna did not need to be told twice. She turned, and ran, and felt a hand—warm, human, entirely unlike the cold gravity of destiny she had half expected—close around her own, pulling her through the scattering crowd and out into the ruined streets of a city that had just watched its Academy’s certainty shatter in public, in real time, at the hands of a woman who had spent her entire life believing herself unremarkable.

Behind them, Aldous’s voice rose above the chaos, ordering pursuit, ordering the gates sealed, ordering a dozen contradictory things in the panic of a man watching his authority dissolve. Luna did not look back. She kept running, hand in Kaiden’s, toward a future she had, three days ago, no reason to believe existed at all, and understood, somewhere beneath the terror, that whatever came next, she was no longer reading the pattern of the world’s ending.

She had just become part of it.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE SHATTERED COAST
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They did not stop running until the ruined outskirts of Aldenreach gave way to open country, where the broken cobblestones of the old trade road dissolved into cracked earth that had once, Luna’s grandmother had told her, been fertile farmland before the Falling changed the rains, the soil, and eventually the crops themselves into something that no longer resembled the world described in her grandmother’s oldest memories.

Kaiden slowed only when the city’s watchtowers had shrunk to grey smudges behind them, releasing Luna’s hand with a suddenness that made her realize, with some embarrassment, how long she had been holding it without either of them commenting on the fact.

“You’re hurt,” he said, nodding at her wrist, which she had scraped against a stone wall somewhere in the chaos of their escape without noticing.

“It’s nothing.” She examined it anyway, mostly to avoid the intensity of his gaze, which had not softened since the execution platform. “What did I do back there? The chains—I don’t even know what language I spoke.”

“An older tongue than the one your Academy teaches. Older than the First Astromancers, even, though they preserved fragments of it without understanding what they preserved.” Kaiden studied her with an expression that mixed wonder and something more troubled beneath it. “You spoke a binding-release. A phrase meant to be spoken only by someone carrying the mark of the returning—which confirms, more thoroughly than I would have liked, what I suspected in that crater three nights ago.”

“That I’m her. Seraphine.”

“That you carry enough of her to matter,” Kaiden corrected gently. “I do not know if that makes you the same soul in a new body, or something else entirely—a continuation rather than a repetition. I have had thirty centuries to develop theories on the subject and none of them have ever satisfied me completely.” He looked away, toward the horizon where the last stubborn point of starlight still burned faintly against the daytime sky, visible now even in daylight in the peculiar way the dying stars had begun, in recent months, to bleed their light across hours that should have hidden them. “What matters more immediately is that we cannot return to Aldenreach. Not soon, and perhaps not ever. Your Academy will have every gate watched, every guard alerted, and I suspect Magister Aldous is not a man inclined to forgive a public humiliation quietly.”

“Then where do we go?”

“The Shattered Coast,” Kaiden said, after a moment’s consideration. “Three days’ travel southwest, if the roads remain passable, though I understand ‘passable’ has become an increasingly generous term for roads in this age. There is an old observatory there, built into cliffs the sea has since abandoned, that predates even the First Astromancers’ academies. If your Academy’s fragments contain even partial truth about the Heart of Heaven, the observatory’s deeper archives may hold more.”

Luna considered this, aware of how quickly her life had reorganized itself around a stranger’s certainty, and found, somewhat to her own surprise, that she did not resent it. “You’ve been there before.”

“I built parts of it,” Kaiden said simply. “A very long time ago, when the coast still had a sea worth watching, and I still believed knowledge alone might be enough to prevent what eventually happened anyway.” He began walking again, and Luna fell into step beside him, matching his measured pace across the cracked earth. “I am sorry, incidentally, for what my presence has cost you already. Your home. Your standing with the Academy. Whatever ordinary life you might have continued living, had I never fallen into your city at all.” “I wasn’t living much of an ordinary life to begin with,” Luna admitted. “Charts and candlelight and an apothecary who worries about me more than I let him say out loud. If anything, you’ve made my life more dangerous and a good deal more interesting in the same three days, which I suppose is either the worst or the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I haven’t decided which.”

Something in Kaiden’s expression shifted—not quite a smile, but its deliberate precursor, the expression of a man testing whether an old muscle still remembered how to move. “Seraphine used to say something similar. About danger and interest being closer cousins than most people admitted.”

“You keep comparing me to her.”

“I’m aware.” He said it without defensiveness, which somehow made the admission land harder. “It is difficult not to, when the resemblance runs deeper than her face. But I am trying, Luna Sterling, to see you as yourself and not just as an echo of what I lost. I do not know if I am succeeding. I ask that you tell me plainly if I am not.”

Luna looked at him for a long moment—at the tired set of his shoulders beneath the scorched coat, at the silver eyes that held, she was beginning to understand, not coldness but a grief so vast it had learned to disguise itself as calm—and found that whatever fear she had carried into this escape had begun, quietly and without her full consent, to soften into something closer to curiosity.

“Tell me about her,” Luna said. “Not to compare myself to her. I want to understand what you lost. I think I owe you that much attention, if I’m going to keep walking beside you toward whatever’s coming.”

Kaiden was quiet for a long stretch of road, long enough that Luna began to think he would refuse, and when he spoke at last, his voice had dropped into an unmistakable register of a man handling something fragile. “She was an astromancer, like you. Not by training in the way your Academy teaches it, but by instinct—she read the sky the way some people read faces, effortlessly, as though the constellations spoke a language she had simply always known. She had a temper worse than yours, I suspect, and a stubbornness that made her impossible to argue with once she had decided a thing was true. She laughed at things that weren’t funny, on purpose, because she said the world took itself too seriously and someone needed to correct the balance.” He paused, and Luna watched something move behind his eyes, a memory surfacing against three thousand years of cautious burial. “She used to climb to the highest point of whatever city we were in, regardless of the danger, to see the stars from a better angle. I told her, more than once, that it would get her killed one day. She told me, every time, that dying with a good view was preferable to living with a poor one. I did not understand, then, how much I would come to agree with her.”

“What happened? When the Heart of Heaven called for her?”

“She was ready,” Kaiden said quietly. “That is the detail I have never managed to make peace with, in three millennia of trying. She was not afraid. She understood, better than I did at the time, what her sacrifice would mean—that it was not an ending in the way I insisted on believing, but a continuation, a woven thread that would let the world keep breathing long after her individual life had stopped. She asked me, the night before the ritual, to trust her judgment over my own grief. I told her I would. I lied, though I did not know it was a lie until the moment itself arrived and I found I could not do what I had promised.”

“So you stopped it.”

“I destroyed the altar the moment the priests began the rite. I told myself I was saving her. I, in the narrowest possible sense—she did not die that night, was not immediately. But the Heart, unfed and now unstable from my interference, began to unravel within hours, and by the following dawn, the world she had been prepared to save for was gone entirely, and she along with it, in an ending far crueler than the one she had chosen willingly for herself.” His voice had gone very flat, the flatness of a man reciting a wound too large to feel in the moment of speaking it. “I did not save her from death. I only stole from her the death she had chosen, and replaced it with one she had not, and took an entire world with it in the process. That is the full truth of what I am, Luna Sterling, beneath whatever heroism my presence might suggest to you. I am the reason the last age ended. Not the Order that hunted us. Not the gods who demanded the sacrifice. Me.”

Luna walked beside him in silence for a long moment, absorbing the full heaviness of what he had confessed, and found that her instinct was not to recoil from it, as she suspected he expected, but to reach for something steadier to say.

“You were trying to save someone you loved,” she said slowly. “That’s not a monstrous impulse. It’s a human one—the most human one there is, maybe. The tragedy isn’t that you loved her enough to try. It’s that the world you were born into gave you an impossible choice and then blamed you, for thirty centuries, for choosing the wrong impossible thing.”

“You’re kinder to me than I’ve been to myself.”

“I’ve had meaningfully less time to develop the habit of self-blame,” Luna said. “Give me a few centuries. I’ll probably catch up.”

That, finally, drew something closer to a true smile from him—small, and clearly out of practice, but in a way that made something in Luna’s chest go tight with an emotion she did not yet have a name for.

✲ ✲ ✲

They reached the edge of the Shattered Coast on the evening of the second day, sooner than Kaiden had predicted, in part because he set a pace that Luna suspected accounted, without ever saying so directly, for the possibility of pursuit. The landscape changed gradually and then all at once— cracked farmland giving way to salt flats, salt flats giving way to a vast expanse of exposed seabed stretching toward a horizon where the actual ocean had retreated, over the past decade, to a thin grey line barely visible in the fading light.

“The sea used to reach the old harbor road,” Kaiden said, gesturing at the exposed expanse before them, littered with the rusted hulks of ships that had been left stranded when the water withdrew faster than anyone could relocate them. “Now it retreats a little further every year, as though it, too, is trying to distance itself from whatever is happening to the sky.”

“Where’s the observatory?”

“There.” He pointed toward a line of pale cliffs rising from the exposed seabed, honeycombed with dark openings that Luna realized, as they drew closer, were not natural caves but carved structures—windows and archways cut directly into the stone by hands that had clearly not been human, or had not been human, in whatever sense that phrase applied to a being like Kaiden.

They reached the cliffs as full dark settled over the exposed coast, and Luna, despite exhaustion, was drawn immediately to the largest of the carved openings—an archway easily thirty feet high, its stone lintel etched with constellations she recognized, with a small shock, from her grandmother’s oldest charts, rendered in positions that matched no sky she had ever personally observed.

“These are pre-Falling constellations,” she said, tracing the carved lines with her fingers. “Before even the earliest charts I’ve studied.”

“They’re the constellations as they existed the last time the sky was whole,” Kaiden said quietly, coming to stand beside her. “I carved them myself, in the age before this one, when I still believed a permanent record might survive better than memory alone. I was wrong about that too, in the end. The observatory survived. The sky it depicts did not.”

Inside, the observatory opened into a vast chamber lit by phosphorescent fungus that had colonized the ceiling in patterns almost too deliberate to be natural, casting a soft blue-green glow across shelves upon shelves of preserved texts, star-charts rendered on materials Luna did not recognize, and instruments whose purpose she could only guess at.

“There is more history in this room,” Kaiden said, watching her take it in, “than your entire Academy possesses, and none of it has been touched by human hands in longer than your civilization has existed. If the Heart of Heaven’s true nature is recorded anywhere accessible to us, it will be here.”

Luna moved deeper into the chamber, already reaching for the nearest shelf with that familiar hunger of a scholar who has just discovered an entire unexplored continent of knowledge, and found, resting on a low stone table at the chamber’s center, a single chart, more recent than everything surrounding it, its edges still sharp and unweathered.

It depicted the current sky. The Hearthwell Cluster, the sequence of dying stars, the Heart of Heaven marked at its center with a symbol Luna had seen only once before, in the deep archive beneath the Grey Tower, in a fragment too damaged to translate.

“Someone’s been here recently,” she said, a cold certainty settling in
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