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The First Fallen Star

Promises were wounds before they were words. Even when people forgot, the sky still remembered. The world was young enough to believe it was eternal on the night the first star fell. Rivers had no names. Mountains had not yet learned how to crumble. Love was something people stumbled over like fire—dangerous, radiant, and immeasurable.

A woman stood at the center of the universe, her hands pressing against a living crystal. She was the pioneer star-bearer. No one remembered her name now. History rarely preserves the names of those who failed. Yet the crystal remembered her touch. The stars remembered her murmuring.

Behind her, the city gathered in absolute silence. They had chosen her because she was strong, because she didn't cry easily. After all, she didn't break down when she was sad, and because she had already buried everyone she had loved. They believed this made her complete.

Warm as a heartbeat, the crystal pulsed beneath her palms. Above, the sky trembled, and the stars gathered like taut threads. The stars were listening.

"Bind us," she whispered, not in words but with longing. "Bind us to the world. Bind the world to itself."

The woman swallowed. The ritual was explained carefully, reverently, and falsely.

She was told it would hurt.

They didn't tell her she would choose. Voices behind her urged her to "speak the covenant." She opened her mouth—and stopped.

Because a man stood at the edge of the crowd, a man she had sworn she would never love.

He didn't see her as a savior. He didn't see her as a victim. He saw her as a homeland about to be lost.

The truth hit her then, sharp and cruel: the stars weren't asking for power.

She refused to give them what they were asking for. Her hands were trembling. The crystal's brilliance dimmed. Someone whispered, "Speak." So she spoke.

But they didn't say a word. The covenant broke as she spoke it, crumbling like ice beneath her feet. The crystal cried out, and the earth trembled to its core. A single star fell from the sky, ablaze with a brilliant white light. The earth shook. The people scattered. The man called out her name.

It was too late.

The covenant had been made, but not kept.

The stars, wounded, faded into distant silence. The woman fell to the ground, her hands dripping with light, her eyes fixed on the starless void. From that night on, the world knew fear.

Every stone in the city was inscribed with runes. Before they learned their own letters, children were taught the rules: Stars are bound.

Covenants must be renewed.

Love is fraught with danger. When the time came again—when the stars had dimmed, and the sky had grown thicker—the council swore never to fail again.

They would choose more carefully.

They would choose those who loved deeply.

And they would make sure she had something worth losing.

She watched the stars, far from memory. She waited.

Blood on the River

As the stars set, Ilara wiped the blood from her hands. Even at the end of summer, the river was bitingly cold. She knelt on its bank, her skirt soaked, her sleeves reaching past her elbows, and rubbed her palms together as if the water could wash away more than just the red blood that still clung to her skin. The current swept the blood away quickly, turning it another color that was swallowed by the darkness. It wasn't her blood.

It had never been there. The forest behind her breathed. The night buzzed with insects. An owl hooted once, then fell silent. It was deep in the trees. Ilara dipped her hands again.

Then the sky shook.

At first, she thought it was thunder, even though the air was clear and still. Then the surface of the river rippled, not from the wind, but from something enormous passing overhead. Ilara turned to look up just in time to see a star fall from the sky. It fell silently, a glowing white, a terrible, clean line etched in the darkness.

Her chest clenched with sharp pain with every breath. "No," she whispered.

Stars don't fall in Asterville. They are bound, held fast by vows older than the city itself. Every child knew this. Every prayer, every inscription, every law in the land was built upon this one truth.

If a star falls, it means the vows have been broken.

Illara rose, water dripping from her fingertips. Her heart pounded with a familiar force, like an old wound suddenly reopening without warning. For seven years, she had thought this pain was merely a memory, not a warning. She had been wrong.
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