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Chapter 1: Outcast

The wind off the salt flats scoured Duro’s face raw, carrying sand that stung like wasp venom. All morning, he had walked with the rising sun at his back and the ruined huts of the tribe shrinking behind him. Each step was a sentence: exile, spoken in the crunch of his bare feet on cracked earth, echoed in the hush of voices that had driven him away.

They had blamed him for the sickness that withered their herds, for the long thirst that dried the wells, and for the sun turning red and sickly in the sky. Old Naro, the shaman, had spat at his feet and pointed the bone—“Duro, you are the shadow that falls between us and the light.”

So Duro walked, clutching a battered water skin and the only weapon he’d been allowed to keep: a flint-tipped spear, patched with cord and memory. The desert was a vast, seething emptiness. Once, his mother had told him there were spirits that watched the boundary between sand and sky. Today, he walked alone, the only spirit in sight.

The land began to change as the sun rose higher. What had been dry grass and brittle shrubs gave way to endless salt pans, blinding and white. Heat rippled above the ground, turning distant boulders into wavering ghosts. Duro paused in the thin shadow of a rock, his lips split and throat thick. He would not die on the first day. He would not prove them right.

As the afternoon dragged, a tremor shuddered through the earth—so slight, he first thought it his own hunger. But then a second tremor, stronger, made his spear rattle. Duro turned, squinting toward the horizon.

In the distance, the sky darkened, not with rain but with a rolling, unnatural gloom. At the heart of the storm, the sun blotted out—no clouds, just a black, perfect circle devouring its light. The world fell into a strange twilight. The wind died. For a heartbeat, even the flies went silent.

The ground cracked beneath Duro’s feet. Thin, jagged fissures spread like spiderwebs, some wide enough to swallow a man. He leapt back, heart pounding. It was as if the desert itself was splitting open, bleeding dust and darkness.

From somewhere deep in the fissure, a faint glow shimmered—red and gold, like the last embers of a dying fire. Duro edged closer, ignoring the voice in his mind that called him fool and cursed.

The crack widened as he knelt. At its edge, half-buried in stone and sand, was the tip of something not bone, not rock, but metal—blackened, carved with lines that seemed to writhe in the half-light.

A spearhead.

He reached out, trembling. As his hand touched the ancient metal, the darkness overhead pulsed, and the ground shook again.

A voice, not of words but of memory and fire, filled his thoughts: The spear is the sun fallen. Only the lost may lift it.

Duro yanked the relic free, feeling heat flare through his veins.

Behind him, far away but clear, the shouts of the tribe rose in panic—cries of fear, wails for the dead. The world had changed. Duro, outcast and accused, now held the one weapon that might save them all.

He stared at the black sun, at the cracked, empty land, and knew his exile was only the beginning.

Chapter 2: The Black Sun

Duro stumbled from the fissure, clutching the ancient spearhead. The weight of it was all wrong—heavier than stone, yet balanced as if it had been made for his hand alone. Its strange carvings shimmered in the false twilight, lines that caught what little sunlight the black orb allowed.

The world around him had changed. Where there had been searing heat, now a strange chill pressed in from every side. Shadows stretched long and unnatural across the cracked earth. The black sun hung low, a perfect circle ringed in fire, painting everything in a sickly, red-tinged gloom.

He turned, scanning the horizon. Far off, pillars of smoke twisted up from his tribe’s camp. He heard the cries, faint and frantic, echoing on the wind—fear and chaos in every voice.

Duro’s heart twisted with guilt. He had wanted nothing but a chance to prove himself, to belong. Now the world was coming undone, and somehow the blame—and perhaps the hope—rested with him.

He slipped the ancient spearhead into his belt, keeping his own battered spear ready in his grip. He followed the fissure north, tracing the glowing cracks through the barren land. With every step, he felt the heat of the spearhead against his side, pulsing with a slow, living rhythm.

As he walked, the land grew stranger. The air felt thick, heavy with the scent of dust and iron. Shapes moved at the edge of vision—small animals fleeing the darkness, larger shadows lurking behind distant dunes.

He came upon a scatter of bones, bleached and ancient. Among them, a cluster of stones stacked carefully in a ring—a sign of travelers, or perhaps a warning. Duro paused, kneeling by the stones. The heat from the spearhead seemed to intensify, and the carvings glimmered with red light.

A whisper, softer than wind, seemed to rise from the ring: Only the worthy bear the sun’s wound.

Duro swallowed hard and pressed on. Hunger gnawed at his belly, but fear and determination pushed him forward. By midday, he found a patch of stunted brush and dug for water, collecting what little moisture he could in his cracked hands. He ate a handful of bitter roots and wiped sweat from his brow.

Just as he prepared to move, a shape darted from behind a boulder—a girl, thin and wild-eyed, a stone knife clutched in her fist. She moved like a jackal, circling, desperate but not afraid.

“Stay back,” Duro warned, raising his spear.

She paused, eyeing the relic at his belt. “You are one of them. The cursed. My mother said to watch for you.”

“I’m not your enemy,” Duro replied, voice shaking with exhaustion.

She snorted. “No one is friend in the desert.”

A distant tremor rumbled, and the sky darkened further. The girl glanced at the black sun, then back at Duro. “Come,” she said at last, lowering her knife. “If you want to live, follow me.”

He hesitated only a moment, then fell in behind her. The desert was vast, the world broken. But perhaps, together, they could find a way through the darkness—and to whatever destiny the fallen sun had in store.

Chapter 3: The Girl Called Ash

Duro followed the girl through a maze of broken rocks and sun-bleached thornbushes, each step taking him farther from the world he knew. The black sun crept behind drifting clouds, casting the desert in a strange, restless twilight.

They moved quickly, weaving through gullies and dry streambeds. The girl—no older than Duro himself—never looked back, but her steps were sure and her eyes sharp, always scanning the land ahead and behind.

Finally, they ducked beneath a low outcrop where a shallow cave opened. Inside, the air was cool and dry, and a small pile of scavenged roots and dried lizard meat lay neatly stacked beside a battered water gourd.

The girl dropped her knife with a grunt and sat, motioning Duro to do the same. “Name?” she asked.

He hesitated, remembering how his own people had shouted his name with scorn. “Duro,” he said at last.

She snorted, a crooked half-smile tugging at her lips. “Ash. Not my true name, but the only one that fits.” She poured him a trickle of water, watching as he drank with shaking hands.

“Why help me?” Duro asked, voice raw.

Ash shrugged. “The world has no room for lone wolves, not now. My people are gone. Some fled, most taken by fever or swallowed by the earth.” She eyed the strange spearhead at his belt. “You carry a curse. Or a blessing. The old signs speak of the black sun and the spear that can wake or end the world.”

Duro tensed. “I did not want this. The ground split, the sun went dark. I only found the spear.”

Ash gave him a searching look. “Sometimes we don’t choose. The desert does. Or the sky.”

A rumble passed beneath them, shaking dust from the cave’s ceiling. Outside, the wind picked up, howling like a wounded animal. Ash rose and moved to the mouth of the cave, peering out.

“We cannot stay here,” she said, “The cracks are spreading. There are others—bandits, worse things—drawn by fear, by hunger. The old oasis is still east, near the cliffs. There’s shelter, water. But the ground is changing, and the path is dangerous.”

Duro touched the ancient spearhead, feeling its strange warmth steady his hand. “Then we go together,” he said.

Ash nodded. “But understand this: if you bring more death, I will leave you to the jackals.”

Duro managed a grim smile. “Fair.”

They gathered their things, stepping out into the gathering storm. The black sun hung over the horizon, watching. Together, Duro and Ash began the long walk east, toward the oasis—and whatever waited in the heart of the shattered desert.

Behind them, the earth cracked wider, and far off, voices rose in fear and rage. But for the first time, Duro did not feel truly alone.

Chapter 4: The Shattered Oasis

Ash led the way across a barren plain, her steps careful as the cracks widened beneath their feet. The horizon shimmered with false promises of water and shade, but Duro trusted her instinct. She paused at every dune and outcrop, sniffing the wind, testing the sand with a stick before crossing.

As midday pressed close, the black sun dimmed the sky, sapping color from the world. Duro’s mouth was dry as old bones, and his legs ached with every stride. Ash pressed on, but Duro noticed she limped, favoring her left foot.

Finally, they crested a rise and saw the oasis—once a green haven, now a tangle of dead palms around a muddy, shrinking pool. Broken stones and splintered wood marked where shelters had stood. Duro felt his hope shrivel. “Is this it?” he asked.

Ash nodded, jaw tight. “It was better before the sky changed.”

They descended, moving cautiously around the cracked pool. A handful of figures crouched in the shade—two women, a child, an old man with a broken spear. Their faces were hollow, their eyes wary. Ash lifted her empty hands. “I am Ash,” she called. “And this is Duro. We seek shelter, not trouble.”

The old man stood, wavering, and pointed a shaking finger at Duro. “That spear,” he rasped. “The sun-broken mark.”

Duro tensed, ready for accusation, but Ash
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