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Chapter 1 – Shadows over the city


The fog lay like a heavy blanket over the narrow alleys, softening the world into blurred contours and muted colors. The cobblestone streets glistened with moisture, catching the lantern light in trembling gold. Midnight had come and gone. The city slept, wrapped in a silence that felt almost deliberate.


Melinda stepped out from the café where she had worked the evening shift and pulled her coat tighter around herself. The door closed behind her with a muffled thud.


“Mel, wait!” Lina came running after her, juggling her bag and a bundle of receipts. Her dark hair was hastily pinned up, a few strands already escaping in the damp air. “You forgot your scarf again.”


Melinda gave a faint smile as Lina wrapped it around her neck. “Thanks. I didn’t even notice.”


“You never notice anything,” Lina said, though her voice was warm. “Are you okay? You’ve been… distant lately.”


Melinda shrugged. “Just tired.”


Lina studied her for a moment, a flicker of worry in her eyes. “Text me when you get home, okay?”


“I will.”


Lina gave her arm a gentle squeeze before heading back inside. The door shut, and Melinda was left alone with the fog and the city’s muted hum.


She started walking. She had taken the same route home for months — the same streets, the same lights, the same quiet. But tonight something felt different. Subtle, like the air just before a storm. A tension settled beneath her ribs, steady and insistent.


The shadows along the walls didn’t move, yet they felt attentive — like gazes following her from the corners where the lantern light didn’t reach.


She tried to shake off the feeling. It was just a long shift. Just exhaustion. Just—


A shiver crawled down her spine.


She stopped by an archway almost entirely swallowed by ivy. She had passed it a hundred times without noticing it. Tonight it was impossible to ignore.


Beneath the arch, a staircase led down into darkness.


She hesitated. This wasn’t her path. She should keep walking. Go home. Text Lina. Sleep.


But her feet carried her forward.


The first step creaked beneath her, and the fog thickened, curling around her ankles like living mist. The shadows seemed to shift, adjusting to her presence.


At the bottom of the stairs, a small courtyard opened up, enclosed by high stone walls. A single lantern burned there, its flame trembling in the still air. In its glow, something moved — a disturbance in the darkness, too intentional to be wind.


Her heartbeat quickened.


She approached the lantern. Beneath it, halfburied in damp leaves, lay a small locket. She crouched and picked it up.


The moment her fingers touched the metal, a faint click sounded — like a lock giving way. The locket was cold, yet a soft pulse throbbed beneath the surface, steady and alive. She opened it.


Inside was a symbol: a seven-pointed star surrounded by an intricate pattern. The lines seemed to shift subtly, as if responding to her gaze.


A shiver ran through her.


Behind her came a faint scraping — footsteps on stone. She spun around.


Nothing.


“Who’s there?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper.


Silence closed in, dense and expectant.


She slipped the locket into her pocket and crossed the courtyard. Each step echoed sharply, quickly swallowed by the fog. Every shadow felt like an eye. Every breath borrowed.


Along one wall stood a low wooden door with rusty iron fittings. She placed her hand against it. The wood was cold — unnaturally cold.


She pushed gently. The door yielded with a long, reluctant creak.


A narrow passage stretched beyond it, carved from damp stone. The air inside was colder, carrying the scent of earth and something older.


She hesitated only a moment before stepping in.


The passage wound downward, like a tunnel carved by time itself. Somewhere deeper inside, water dripped, echoing like distant footsteps. Her breath turned to mist in the frigid air.


Then the passage opened into a circular chamber with a vaulted ceiling disappearing into darkness. In the center stood a stone table, and atop it lay a book.


Melinda approached slowly, drawn by an invisible pull.


The book was ancient, bound in cracked leather. A metal clasp held it shut, engraved with the same pattern as the locket. When she touched it, a faint light pulsed from the center, warm against her fingertips.


The clasp clicked open.


She lifted the cover. The pages were filled with symbols she couldn’t read, yet they stirred something deep within her. Recognition. Memory. A language she had never learned but somehow understood.


She turned the pages. One showed a map of the city — but not the city she knew. This one was marked with places that didn’t exist. Gates. Tunnels. Names heavy with meaning.


A mix of fear and curiosity washed through her.


Behind her, footsteps again — clearer, closer.


She spun around.


The chamber was empty.


She snapped the book shut and held it tightly against her chest. The locket in her pocket glowed faintly, warming her skin.


Suddenly, a burning sensation flared at her wrist. She pulled up her sleeve.


A mark shimmered on her skin — a star like the one in the locket, surrounded by lines that seemed to move, subtly alive.


She stared, breath caught in her throat. The mark pulsed softly, in rhythm with her heartbeat.


The chamber darkened. The air thickened.


And then — a vision crashed over her like a wave.


A vast hall, dark as midnight. Pillars rising like ancient trees. A throne hidden in shadow. A whisper curling through the air, calling her name.


She blinked — and the vision vanished.


But the mark remained, burning faintly against her skin.


She stumbled back through the passage, up the stairs, out into the fog-filled courtyard. The night felt sharper now, every sound too clear, every shadow too deep.


She walked home quickly, hand pressed to her wrist, the locket heavy in her pocket.


She didn’t text Lina. She didn’t turn on the lights. She didn’t sleep.


The mark pulsed beneath her skin, waiting.


And the night followed her home.









Chapter 2 – The Moonmark


Melinda barely slept.


She drifted in and out of shallow dreams, each image dissolving the moment she tried to hold on to it. The mark on her wrist pulsed beneath the blanket, sometimes warm, sometimes icy cold, as if responding to something she couldn’t see. When she finally got up, the sky was still dark, the moon hanging pale and low above the rooftops.


She went into the bathroom, turned on the light, and pulled up her sleeve.


The mark glowed faintly in the mirror — a seven-pointed star surrounded by winding lines that shifted whenever she wasn’t looking directly at them. It wasn’t a bruise. Not a burn. It was too precise, too alive.


She touched it with trembling fingers.


Cold. Despite the glow. Despite the warmth she had felt in the chamber.


She tried to scrub it off, desperate for a reasonable explanation. But the mark lay beneath the skin, untouched by water and soap. A truth she didn’t want to face.


She turned off the bathroom light.


Moonlight spilled through the window, pale and sharp. The moment it touched her skin, the mark brightened — not suddenly, but with a steady, deliberate pulse. As if it were responding to something. As if it recognized the light.


Melinda stepped back, breath caught in her throat.


It wasn’t just light. It was attention.


She yanked the curtain shut, but the image stayed behind her eyelids. The mark faded in the darkness, yet she knew it wasn’t gone. It was waiting.


For what, she didn’t know.


Later that evening, when the moon hung like a pale eye over the city, she found herself walking without thinking. Her feet carried her through fog-soaked streets, past closed shops and dark windows, until she stood in the courtyard where she had found the locket.


The lantern still burned, its flame steady despite the still air.


Melinda sat beneath it, the cold stone seeping through her coat. She took out the locket and pressed it against the mark. A faint light threaded between them, like a shared breath.


Her heartbeat quickened.


A sound came from above — soft, like fabric brushing stone. She looked up.


Nothing. Only shadows.


But she felt it. A presence. Not threatening. Not safe. Something in between.


Someone was there. Someone watching her.


She rose quickly, the locket clenched in her hand, and walked home with hurried steps. The fog pressed close around her, and every sound felt too sharp, too intentional.


She wasn’t alone. She wasn’t imagining it. Something was waking inside her — and it had to do with the moon. With the mark. With the dream she could no longer fully remember.


She fell asleep with the locket in her hand.


The dream came as a whisper.


She stood again in the throne hall — vast, silent, endless. The pillars rose like ancient guardians, and the black stone floor shimmered like a star-filled sky. But the air was heavier tonight, charged with something she felt in her chest.


Someone was watching her.


She took a step forward. Her footsteps echoed, quickly swallowed by the darkness. The shadows around the throne shifted, drawing back like a curtain.


A figure stood there.


Tall. Slender. Skin like silver. Eyes dark, glittering like distant stars.


He wore a cloak woven from night, and when he spoke, his voice was like wind over water.


“You have awakened.”


Melinda froze. She wanted to answer, but the words stuck.


“You bear the mark,” he continued. “You have seen the gate. You have heard the whispers. You are the heir.”


She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”


The figure stepped closer. Nyxen.


“You are Selenea’s daughter,” he said softly. “Heir to the moon throne. Born in light, hidden in shadow. You have forgotten, but the moon remembers.”


The ground seemed to sway beneath her. She wanted to wake up. Wanted to run. But something held her there — something inside her that responded to his presence.


“Who are you?” she whispered.


“I am the guardian,” he said. “I swore an oath to watch over you until you returned. I have waited a long time.”


She stepped back. “This is a dream.”


“Dreams are gates,” he said. “You have opened the first.”


He raised his hand. Moonlight flared through the hall. The mark on her wrist burned with light, and a voice — faint, familiar — whispered her name.


Then darkness fell.


She woke with a jolt, drenched in cold sweat. Her skin was damp, covered in a thin layer of mist, as if the dream had left traces behind. Her fingers trembled as she pulled the blanket around herself.


The room was silent. But she felt it. The presence.


It hadn’t left her.


A knock made her flinch.


“Melinda?” Lina’s voice through the door, soft but tense. “Are you awake?”


Melinda pulled the blanket tighter, hiding the faint glow beneath her sleeve. “Yeah. I’m okay.”


“You don’t sound okay,” Lina said. “You didn’t answer yesterday. I thought something happened.”


Melinda closed her eyes. “I just… needed to be alone.”


A pause. Then, quieter:


“If something’s wrong, you can tell me.”


Melinda swallowed. “I know.”


But she didn’t open the door. And Lina didn’t knock again.


She went to the window and looked out over the street. Everything looked normal. But the air felt still, as if the city were holding its breath.


The moonlight shifted — pale, sharp, deliberate.


Melinda’s skin prickled.


She blinked.


On the rooftop across the street, a figure crouched in the shadows. Silver-skinned. Eyes fixed on her.


Nyxen.


Her breath caught — first in fear, sharp and instinctive.


Then calm. A strange, impossible calm.


And beneath it, something else. Recognition.


She blinked again. He was gone.


Melinda stepped back from the window, breath unsteady. She gripped the locket tightly. The mark on her wrist glowed again, responding to something she couldn’t name.


She began to write.


Symbols. Fragments. Dreams. The throne. The hall. Nyxen.


Words she didn’t know she could write flowed from her. As if something inside her had awakened — something that had been waiting.


Days passed.


She saw him sometimes — in reflections, in shadows, always at a distance. He followed her, silent and still. She began to doubt her reality. Were they hallucinations? Dreams? Or something more?


She avoided people. Stopped going to work. Wandered the city at night, following the moonlight, searching for signs.


And she found them.


Symbols carved in stone. Patterns in windows. Whispers in the wind.


Everything had changed.


One night, when the fog lay thick and the moon was full, she returned to the courtyard. She sat beneath the lantern, the locket in her hand.


She knew he would come.


And he did.


Nyxen stepped out of the shadows, silent and still. He looked at her, and she looked back. She should have been afraid.


But she wasn’t.


She knew him. She didn’t know how. But she knew him.


“You must remember,” he said.


“I’m trying,” she whispered.


He reached out his hand, and she took it. The mark on her wrist glowed brighter, and something opened inside her — a flood of images:


A woman with silver hair. A hall of light. A child crying in darkness.


Nyxen let go.


“Capricorn knows you have awakened,” he said. “He will seek you. You must be ready.”


“Who is Capricorn?”


“The false one. The usurper. The one who fears you.”


Melinda stared at him. “What do you want me to do?”


“Follow the moon. Follow the mark. I watch over you. But you must choose.”
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