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Prologue: The Oath Beneath Ashen Skies
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The stars burned pale that night, ash-gray embers scattered across the heavens as if the gods themselves had snuffed their flames. Beneath their cold watch, a prophecy was spoken, whispered into the wind and written in blood upon stone:

A wolf bound to a dying star shall love, and in that love, ruin or salvation shall fall.

In the forests of Korraven, where moonlight tangled with mist and wolves prowled like shadows with teeth, a man knelt before fate. His body was that of a hunter, but his heart belonged to the beast within. He swore an oath beneath those ashen stars — an oath of devotion so fierce it could unmake kingdoms.

Far away, in a city gilded by deceit, a young woman raised her eyes to the same sky. She, too, heard the whisper in the night, though she did not yet understand its weight.

Their paths would cross in blood and fire, their bond forged against prophecy itself.

And when the wolf met the star, the world would either burn to ash — or be remade.
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Chapter One: The Girl Who Defied Silence
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Duskvale was a city built on silence.

The priests had decreed it so, centuries ago, when they burned the last of the astronomers alive on the Cathedral steps. Words about the heavens were forbidden; questions about the stars were treason. The priests claimed to speak for the light, yet every street of Duskvale was steeped in shadow.

Lyra knew silence well. It had stolen her father.

She stood now in the ruins of the Old Observatory, where her father had once taken her as a child to point at constellations no priest dared name. The great glass lens had shattered long ago, its pieces scattered like a field of broken eyes. The air smelled of moss and rust, the silence here heavier than in the streets.

Clutching a worn book against her chest — her father’s star-charts, smuggled from their home the night he was dragged away — Lyra whispered into the ruins:

“They silenced him, but they won’t silence me.”

Her voice echoed faintly, almost daring the city to hear.

A wind stirred, carrying with it the faint cry of wolves from the forest beyond the walls. Lyra shivered. She had never seen one, but she had heard the stories: beasts that walked like men, cursed by the moon, hunted by priests with silver blades.

The wolves howled again, closer this time, and she drew her cloak tight. Her father had once told her that wolves were not beasts but omens. That when the stars dimmed, the wolves would rise.

She turned to leave, but froze.

A figure stood at the edge of the ruin, cloaked in shadow.

Her breath caught. “Who’s there?”

No answer — only silence, broken by the slow crunch of boots on stone. The figure stepped forward, and for an instant the moonlight caught his face.

Gray eyes. Gold flecks. Wild.

Lyra’s heart thudded painfully. Something in her recognized him, though she could not have explained why. She had dreamed of those eyes, staring at her across burning skies.

But before she could speak, a sound split the night: the toll of bells. Not the hour bells of Duskvale — these were sharp, frantic, a call to arms.

Torches flared beyond the ruin. The priests were coming.

The figure’s gaze snapped toward the light. He growled low, animal, and vanished into the trees.

Lyra stood frozen, clutching her father’s book, heart pounding. She should flee. She should hide. But her feet rooted her to the ground as the priests’ torches swarmed nearer.

“By decree of the Astralis,” one barked, “this place is forbidden. Seize anyone found within!”

Panic surged. Lyra bolted, her cloak streaming behind her. She darted through the crumbled archways, leapt over mossy stones, and fled into the alleys of Duskvale.

But as she ran, the memory of gray eyes lingered. Eyes like a storm. Eyes that promised devotion — or ruin.
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Chapter Two: The Wolf in Chains
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The dungeon of Astralis was carved from stone older than memory, a place where light itself seemed afraid to linger. The walls dripped with cold water that smelled of rust and earth. Iron doors groaned against the weight of centuries, each etched with sigils of warding. The air was heavy with incense and blood, a mingling meant to remind prisoners of their sins.

Kaelen knew both scents too well.

He sat chained to the wall, wrists bound by silver cuffs that bit deep into his flesh. Every twitch sent searing pain through his nerves, the kind of pain designed to break both beast and man. The priests believed silver to be holy fire. To Kaelen, it was simply another form of cruelty.

He closed his eyes, breathing slow, steady, the way he had learned as a boy when the Change first tore through him. If he surrendered to rage, the beast would rise, and here, in chains, that would mean nothing but agony.

The scrape of sandals echoed down the corridor. The scent of oil and candle smoke reached him before the voices.

“Is he the one?” a priest whispered.

“The wolf who shall love,” answered another.

“And in that love, destroy,” a third intoned.

Kaelen opened his eyes. Three priests approached, their faces shadowed by hoods stitched with stars. They moved like carrion birds, circling.

One lifted his hand, revealing a knife. Its blade gleamed pale, curved like the crescent moon. “Do you know the prophecy, beast?”

Kaelen did not answer. His silence was deliberate, his eyes steady.

“Speak!” the priest snarled, pressing the blade against his cheek. The metal hissed where it touched his skin, leaving a welt.

Kaelen met the man’s gaze. “I know your prophecy,” he said softly, his voice rough with disuse. “But I am not its slave.”

The priest sneered. “You are bound. The stars themselves declare your ruin. You cannot defy fate.”

Kaelen’s lips curved in something that might have been a smile, though it was jagged and humorless. “I already have.”

The blade pressed harder. “You will love, wolf. And when you do, she will burn. Your devotion will devour the world.”

Kaelen closed his eyes, ignoring the pain, and saw her again — not the priests, not the chains, but the girl. Moonlight on her hair. Fire in her eyes. The ruins of an observatory behind her, a book clutched to her chest.

He whispered her name though he had never been told it. “Lyra.”

The priests recoiled. “He knows!”

The knife slashed across his chest, drawing blood. “We will cut your tongue, beast, before you spread her name!”

But their mistake was touching the word that was all he lived for.

The beast surged.

Kaelen roared, and the silver cuffs screamed as his muscles strained against them. Pain lanced through him, but rage was stronger. He slammed his wrists against the stone, again and again, until cracks spiderwebbed through the wall. Blood poured down his arms, silver burning into flesh, but he did not stop.

The priests cried out, chanting wards, raising blades. One struck him across the face; another drove the crescent knife into his side. The beast did not falter.

With a final roar, the chains shattered.

Kaelen lunged. His hands became claws, his teeth lengthened, his body twisting into the half-form that was neither man nor wolf but something monstrous in between. He tore the knife from his side and drove it into the throat of the nearest priest. Blood sprayed across the stones, hissing against the warded floor.

The second priest tried to run. Kaelen caught him by the robes, slammed him into the wall, and felt bones shatter beneath his grip.

The third priest raised his voice in desperate prayer — but Kaelen’s jaws closed around it.

When it was over, silence reigned. The dungeon smelled of iron and death.

Kaelen staggered, clutching his side. Blood seeped hot and steady, dripping onto the stone. His body trembled, torn between beast and man. But his eyes still burned with devotion.

He pressed a hand against the wound, teeth clenched. “I will find her,” he rasped. “I will keep her. No chain, no prophecy, no priest will take her from me.”

Above him, muffled through the stone, he heard bells tolling. Not the hour bells, but the frantic call-to-arms.

They had discovered his escape.

Kaelen bared his teeth, blood staining them crimson. He rose, staggering but unbroken, and moved toward the iron door.

Beyond it lay the forest. Beyond the forest lay the city.

And in that city, beneath the same ashen stars, waited the girl who would ruin or save him.

(Cliffhanger: Kaelen bursts from the dungeon into the night, hunted, his path already turning toward Duskvale... and toward Lyra.)
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Chapter Three: Ash in the Market Square
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Duskvale had always smelled of incense and smoke. Tonight, it smelled of fire.

The bells rang out across the city, frantic and sharp, their iron throats echoing against stone streets. From every alley, priests poured forth in their star-stitched robes, wielding blades sanctified in ash and fire. Soldiers followed, shields gleaming, torches burning.

“The purge begins!” someone shouted.

Lyra darted through the streets, her heart pounding, clutching her father’s book to her chest. She could still feel the ruin’s cold stone beneath her feet, the memory of gray-gold eyes burned into her thoughts. She had lingered too long; now the priests were swarming the district like hounds unleashed.

Smoke rolled across the market square. Stalls overturned, barrels spilled grain into the cobbles. Chickens flapped wildly, feathers catching flame. Merchants screamed as their wares were trampled. The square that once thrummed with bargaining now shook with chaos.

Lyra shoved through the crowd, desperate to escape, but the priests were everywhere. One spotted her — a tall man with sunken cheeks, his voice a rasp as he cried out:

“There! The girl with the book! The Star of Ruin!”

Heads turned. Panic thickened.

Lyra’s blood turned to ice. They knew. Somehow, they knew.

She ran. Her boots slipped on spilled wine, the glass beneath her feet crunching like bone. A soldier lunged at her with a spear. She ducked, the tip grazing her hair, and bolted toward the western gate.

But the crowd pressed too tightly, her lungs burning, her arms aching as she clutched the book. She stumbled — and the spear rose again.

Then a hand seized her wrist.

She was yanked sideways, pulled into shadow. Her body collided with something solid, warm, and wild. She looked up — and met storm-gray eyes flecked with gold.

Him.

The man from the ruins.

The wolf.

His grip was strong, calloused, blood still drying against his skin. His chest rose and fell with barely-contained fury. He did not speak at first, only scanned the square with the eyes of a predator.

“Why—” Lyra began, breathless.

“Run,” he growled.

She froze, caught between fear and recognition. His voice was gravel, edged with something not entirely human. Yet beneath it, she heard something else — something almost reverent.

“Why are you helping me?” she demanded.

His gaze snapped to hers. For an instant, time stilled. His jaw clenched, as though the words pained him. “Because the stars chose you. And I swore an oath to them.”

Before she could reply, the priests spotted them.

“Wolf!” one shrieked, pointing. “The beast of the prophecy!”

The crowd gasped, parting in fear. Silver chains gleamed in the priests’ hands. They advanced like hunters, voices rising in chant.

Kaelen bared his teeth, a low snarl ripping through him. His grip tightened on Lyra’s wrist. “Stay behind me.”

Lyra’s instincts screamed to run, but her body refused. She could feel his strength radiating like heat, his devotion burning as fiercely as the torches that closed around them.

The
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