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Chapter 1 — The Moon That Should Not Burn
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The first person to notice the moon was bleeding was Riven.

He stood at the edge of the ruined courtyard, boots sinking into ash-soft earth, hands braced on the stone railing. Night stretched over the valley like a velvet shroud, studded with the usual cold stars—beautiful in a way that felt uncaring.

But the moon...
The moon was wrong.
It pulsed.

A slow, deep throb of red shimmered beneath its pale surface, like embers trapped under porcelain skin. Each pulse sent a faint heat sliding across Riven’s magic, stirring his shadows like restless animals.

He exhaled through his teeth.

“That’s new.”

Behind him, he felt Kael before he heard him—the warmth of him, the soft tread he always tried (and failed) to silence, the familiar thread of magic that tugged against Riven’s own. Kael stopped beside him, arms folded, eyes narrowing at the sky.

“...Riven,” Kael murmured, voice steady in the way people get when they’re trying not to panic. “Is that—”

“Not normal?” Riven supplied. “Yeah. Even I know the moon’s not supposed to look like it’s waking up hungry.”

Kael didn’t answer. His hand drifted to the edge of his shirt, fingertips brushing the mark burned into his skin—a glowing sigil that had once been a curse and now was simply a truth: he was bound to divine judgment, to Riven, to Astrael, to something larger than any of them.

As if summoned by thought, Astrael stepped out from the shadows of the crumbling archway. Moonlight always found him, even when it shouldn’t. His hair caught the soft glow, silver-gold like starlight spilled through water, and his eyes—too bright, too knowing—lifted immediately to the sky.

He froze.

Not a physical freeze. A celestial one.
The kind that meant some memory, buried deep in the thousand-layered labyrinth of his past, had just screamed awake.
“Astrael?” Kael stepped toward him. “What is it? What do you see?”

Astrael’s jaw clenched. His wings, usually folded in illusion, flickered in and out of visibility—feathers, light, shadow, flame, all fighting for expression. His voice came low.

“That light,” Astrael whispered. “That color. That rhythm. I know it.”

Riven turned sharply. “From where?”

Astrael swallowed. He dragged his gaze down from the moon, as if it physically pained him to look.

“It isn’t light,” he said.
“It’s a heart.”
Silence pressed around them.

Riven blinked. “The moon has a heart?”

“Every celestial body has a core,” Astrael said, stepping closer to them. “But only the oldest ones burn. This... this is moonfire.”

Kael stiffened. “What does that mean?”

Astrael’s expression fractured—fear, awe, longing, terror, all colliding.

“It means,” he breathed, “that something inside the moon is waking. Something that hasn’t stirred since before the gods existed.”

Riven’s stomach dropped.

“And it’s calling us.”

Astrael nodded once—sharp, resigned, and unbearably calm.

“It’s calling me.”

The moon pulsed again.

And this time, Riven felt it hit him too—deep, molten, hungry, dragging at the shadows inside him like a tide pulling at roots.

Kael gasped softly beside him, clutching at the sigil on his skin as it flared with sudden white-hot heat.

The three of them turned their eyes toward the burning moon.

And for the first time, it blinked.

A slit of brilliant red opened across its surface—an eyelid of flame peeling back from a pupil older than the gods.

Watching them.

Waiting.

Awake.
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Chapter 2 — When the Moon Looked Back
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The moment the moon blinked, Kael felt something inside him split.

Not break—splinter.
Like a hairline crack racing across a mirror, delicate but unstoppable.
Heat roared across his chest from the sigil the gods carved into him. It wasn’t physical heat—Kael had endured fire, magic, even celestial light. This was worse.

This heat came from inside the bone.

He staggered, one hand bracing on the nearest pillar.

Riven was beside him instantly, shadows coiling protectively around Kael’s waist, steadying him.

“Kael.” Riven’s voice was sharp, soft, scared. “Breathe.”

“I—am,” Kael rasped through clenched teeth. “Trying.”

Astrael stood a few steps away, but Kael could feel the pull of him too—the celestial gravity that existed around Astrael when something ancient stirred. His wings flickered into full visibility, feathers burning the edges of reality. His eyes glowed with the same red as the moon.

He wasn’t just reacting.
He was remembering.
“Astrael,” Riven growled, “tell us what this thing is before Kael’s mark eats him alive.”

Astrael tore his gaze from the sky. “The moonfire core shouldn’t be awake. Not now. Not for millennia.”

“That’s not comforting,” Kael muttered.

Astrael stepped toward him, hands hovering over Kael’s burning sigil but not touching—it would hurt both of them if he did.

“That heat you feel,” Astrael said softly, “isn’t the mark. Not entirely. It’s the thing inside the moon recognizing you.”

Kael stared at him. “Recognizing me? Why me?”

Riven crossed his arms, though Kael could see tension in his movements, shadows twitching restlessly around him.

“Yeah, answer that, Astrael. Why Kael? Why not the one dripping with celestial blood?” Riven jabbed a thumb at himself. “Or you, the actual divine disaster?”

Astrael did not smile.

“It recognizes the bond.”

Kael’s breath caught.

Riven blinked. “The—what bond?”

“The one forged when you resurrected me,” Astrael whispered. “The one that rewrote divine law. The one that should not exist.”

Kael’s stomach dropped.

Riven’s expression went blank in the dangerous way.

“Oh,” Riven said quietly. “Wonderful. So the moon’s alive, pissed, and nostalgic.”

Astrael shook his head. “Not nostalgic. Curious.”

“That’s worse,” Riven snapped. “Cosmic things aren’t curious. Curious things poke. They prod. They reach.”

Kael swallowed. “And it’s reaching for us?”

“For you,” Astrael corrected.
Then, slowly:
“For us.”
The moon pulsed again.

This time, the red glow spilled downward—like molten light dripping from the sky. Thin streams descended toward the valley, disappearing behind the mountains.

Riven’s shadows recoiled with a shudder.

“What the hell is that?”

Astrael’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“A summons.”

Kael’s burning mark flared violently, and something invisible yanked at him—hard enough that his feet slid half a step across the ground.

Riven seized Kael’s arm. “No. Absolutely not. You’re not walking into whatever’s calling you like some magically-marked puppet.”

Kael clenched Riven’s wrist with his free hand, grounding himself. “Riven, it isn’t a choice. It’s—”

“It’s a command,” Astrael said. “And we can’t ignore it.”

Riven rounded on him. “Why not?”

Astrael’s wings spread, burning white now, crackling with energy Kael had only seen when Astrael was terrified or furious.

“Because if we ignore it,” Astrael said, “the moonfire will keep reaching. And reaching. And reaching.”

He pointed at the mountains where the red light had fallen.

“And eventually... it will tear this realm open.”

Silence wrapped around the three of them.

Kael’s heartbeat synced with the moon’s pulse—slow, heavy, ancient, wrong.

Riven exhaled, long and low. “Fine. We follow the glowing cosmic breadcrumbs.” His shadows tightened protectively around Kael’s waist. “But if anything tries to light him on fire—”

“It won’t,” Astrael said quietly.

“How do you know?”

Astrael met Riven’s eyes.

“Because it wants him alive.”

Kael’s breath hitched.

Astrael stepped closer, voice low.

“It doesn’t want to kill us,” he murmured. “It wants to speak.”

“To who?” Kael whispered.

Astrael swallowed.

“To the ones who committed the sin.”

Riven froze. “...Our sin?”

Astrael didn’t look away.

“Yes. The resurrection sin. The sin that bound us.”

The wind shifted. The moon pulsed.

A soft rumble echoed across the valley.

Something had awakened beneath the moon’s surface.
Something ancient.
Something aware.
Something calling them by the bond they shared.
Astrael turned toward the mountains.

“It’s waiting,” he said.

Kael steadied himself, breath still unsteady but resolve hardening.

“Then let’s go.”

And together, the three of them stepped into the night, toward the bleeding light spilling down from the moon.

Toward whatever had finally awakened.

Toward whatever had been waiting for them all along.
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Chapter 3 — The God Who Watches
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The climb toward the mountains should have been familiar.

Kael had walked these paths before, fought on them, bled on them. But tonight the air felt wrong—as though something was inhaling with them, exhaling with them.

Watching.

Every few minutes, the sigil branded across Kael’s chest pulsed, a molten throb that threatened to buckle his knees. Not pain. Not exactly. More like being recognized from the inside out.

Riven walked at Kael’s left, shadows coiling low around them both like restless smoke. He kept glancing at Kael in quick, sharp flicks of concern he pretended not to have.

Astrael walked ahead, the red glow of the moon catching on his shoulders like spilled fire. Sometimes his wings flickered into half-existence—sometimes fully materializing, like instinct demanded they shield Kael from something invisible.

And sometimes Astrael looked at the sky with a fear Kael didn’t know angels could feel.

They reached the first ridge. The valley dropped away behind them. The moon hung impossibly huge above the peaks, glaring down like an eye swollen with light.

Kael stopped walking.

He couldn’t help it.

The moon was looking back.

Astrael turned. “Kael?”

Kael lifted a hand toward the sky. Not reaching—never reaching—but simply acknowledging something he couldn’t name.

The sigil on his chest pulsed.

The moon pulsed in answer.

And then—
between one heartbeat and the next—
the red surface of the moon rippled.
Not like fire.
Not like shadow.
Like skin.
Riven swore
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