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Chapter I – The Night the Moon Stopped Looking Down

	The heavens were uneasy long before anyone dared to speak it aloud. It began as a tremble in the quiet places of the night—those fragile stretches of sky where light had always gathered like breath against a windowpane. The stars felt it first. Their songs, usually threaded with silver-bright certainty, faltered into hesitant hums, as if a great listener had turned away.

	Lyriel noticed it while crossing the Ridge of Quiet Embers, her lantern floating beside her like a tame piece of dawn. She paused, lifting her chin toward the moon. It hung in its usual place, gentle, luminous, whole. But something about it felt wrong, as if the light belonged to no one. As if the moon were glowing only out of habit.

	“It isn’t watching,” she whispered. The words surprised even her. She had never before imagined that the moon could watch, and yet the thought felt true the moment it left her lips. For ages, its gaze had touched oceans and mountaintops, steadied travelers, softened shadows. Tonight, its light was unfocused. Ungrounded. A lantern with no hand to hold it.

	A faint shiver passed through the constellations above her. Lyriel closed her eyes and listened. She was a Wandering Astral Keeper—one of the few born with the ability to hear the shifts in stellar song. The sky murmured to her like an unsettled child. Melodies curved inward, searching for something they could not name.

	When she opened her eyes again, the moon seemed farther away than it had the night before. Not in distance—its shape was as large and near as ever—but in presence. As if the thread between earth and moon had loosened.
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