
Hamza Laaouamri

Crown of Ash and Starlight 





  

  Copyright © 2025 by Hamza Laaouamri


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        Chapter 1
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 2
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 3
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 4
        
      

    
      	
        Chapter 5
        
      

    
    


  





  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




A Feather of Forbidden Light




The air in Oakhaven always tasted of ash and resignation, a metallic tang that clung to the tongue and settled deep within the lungs. Elara knew no other world, only the perpetual twilight cast by the Ashfall, a ceaseless drizzle of fine, grey powder that veiled the sky and muted the colors of their existence. It was a suffocating shroud, a constant reminder of the Cataclysm that had stolen the stars and scarred the very face of their land centuries ago, leaving behind a kingdom perpetually grieving its lost light. The whispers of an ancient, vibrant world, where skies blazed with constellations and magic flowed free, were mere bedtime stories now, dismissed as dangerous fables by the zealous Sunstone Guard who patrolled the grimy streets. Her fingers, calloused despite her youth, traced the worn patterns on a chipped ceramic bowl, the faint etchings of a seven-pointed star almost invisible beneath layers of grime. This was her inheritance, a relic from her grandmother, who had spoken of a time when such symbols were not forbidden, when they represented a connection to the celestial and unseen forces. Elara kept it hidden beneath loose floorboards, a small act of defiance against the oppressive regime, a fragile link to a past they sought to erase. She yearned for the stories her grandmother had woven, tales of “Star Weavers” and the ancient power residing in every soul, now outlawed as heresy. The market square, a cacophony of hushed bartering and weary faces, offered little comfort, its muted tones reflecting the omnipresent ash. Merchants hawked stale bread and thin gruel, their voices hoarse from the dust. Elara, a wisp of a girl barely come into her womanhood, navigated the throng with an practiced ease, her dark cloak pulled tight against the chilling breeze that carried the smell of damp earth and distant, burnt forests. Her true purpose was not sustenance, though hunger was a constant companion, but a subtle search for fragments of the old world, a glint of forbidden knowledge. Today, her quest led her to Old Man Silas’s stall, a cluttered haven of forgotten trinkets and illicit whispers. He was a relic himself, a stoic figure with eyes that held the weight of untold centuries, eyes that had seen the sky before the Great Ashfall. Silas often sold dried herbs and salvaged metal scraps, but beneath his counter, carefully concealed, lay remnants of a time when the world sang with a different magic, pieces of history that the Sunstone Guard aggressively sought to destroy. His gruff demeanor was a shield, masking a quiet rebellion. “Anything interesting today, Silas?” Elara asked, her voice barely audible above the dull murmur of the market, her gaze sweeping over the dusty shelves, a silent plea for something meaningful. She felt a familiar prickle along her skin, a sensation like distant thunder, whenever she was near ancient objects, a subtle thrumming that few others seemed to notice. It was a peculiar sensitivity, a silent companion to her solitude, growing stronger with each passing season. Silas grunted, his gaze fixed on a distant spire where the Sunstone Guard’s banner, a sun choked by ash, fluttered ominously. “Only what the ash permits, child,” he rasped, his words laden with a weary wisdom. He pushed a small, intricately carved wooden box across the counter, its surface darkened with age and countless touches. “But perhaps… this might pique your youthful curiosity. Found it among the ruins of the Sunken City.” Elara’s fingers brushed the box, and the familiar prickle intensified, blossoming into a vibrant warmth that spread through her veins like liquid starlight. The wood, though ancient and weathered, pulsed faintly beneath her touch. It felt alive, humming with a suppressed energy, a resonance that whispered of forgotten chants and rituals performed beneath a canopy of vibrant, luminous stars. This was no ordinary find, but a piece of a history far older than the Ashfall itself, a tangible link to the world her grandmother described. Inside, nestled on faded velvet, lay a single, iridescent feather, shimmering with colors no bird in Oakhaven possessed. It was the hue of a fractured rainbow, of starlight caught in a spider’s silk, glowing with an inner luminescence that defied the dim light of the stall. The feather radiated a deep, calming energy, whispering promises of beauty and power. This object was undeniably magical, a fragment of something truly extraordinary, stirring a longing she barely understood. “What is it?” Elara whispered, captivated, her breath catching in her throat as she carefully lifted the feather. The air around it felt strangely alive, crackling with an unseen force, a sensation both exhilarating and terrifying. She felt a surge of connection, an ancient echo within her own blood, recognizing a kinship with this impossible beauty. It was an artifact of immense power, carefully hidden from the prying eyes of the regime. Silas peered closer, a rare glint of wonder in his aged eyes. “A feather from a *Simurgh*, they say. Mythical birds from the old stories, born of starlight and song, guardians of a realm beyond the veil of ash.” His voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, a hushed reverence that carried the weight of generations of forbidden knowledge. “They were believed to carry messages from the celestial realms, bridging the divide between worlds.” The name *Simurgh* resonated within her, a beautiful, alien sound that tasted of ancient deserts and soaring mountains, of legends whispered in hushed tones around campfires long extinguished. She knew the creature from her grandmother’s tales, a phoenix-like bird of Persian and Amazigh lore, a bringer of wisdom and healing, feared and revered in equal measure. This feather was a tangible piece of that forbidden heritage, a symbol of hope. As Elara held the feather, a faint, almost imperceptible image flickered in her mind: a shadowed, hooded figure, tall and imposing, watching her from the periphery of her vision. A shiver, unrelated to the cold, traced its way down her spine. The image was fleeting, a ghost in her thoughts, yet it left an unsettling impression, a feeling of being observed, of a danger lurking just beyond her sight. It stirred a primal fear, a warning she couldn’t ignore. The Sunstone Guard, instruments of the Iron King, abhorred all magic, twisting ancient myths into tales of evil and chaos. They hunted down those who clung to the old ways, branding them as heretics and rebels. The feather, a beacon of raw, untamed power, was a death sentence if discovered. Elara quickly tucked it inside her cloak, its warmth a stark contrast to the chill of the ash-laden air, a secret burning against her skin. “Be careful, child,” Silas warned, his eyes narrowing, reflecting a concern deeper than mere merchant’s caution. “Some secrets are best left buried. The Iron King’s reach is long, and his fear of the old magic absolute.” His words were a heavy shroud, reminding her of the ever-present danger that lurked beneath the surface of their quiet lives. The regime’s brutal suppression was not just a threat, but a daily reality. Elara nodded, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The feather felt impossibly light, yet its presence was a tremendous weight, a responsibility she hadn’t sought. She paid Silas with the few coins she possessed, her mind racing, already planning her return to her solitary dwelling, eager to examine the feather under the privacy of her flickering oil lamp. The secret burned within her, a tiny ember in the encroaching darkness. As she stepped out of the market’s dim embrace, the world seemed sharper, colors more vibrant despite the ash. The mundane sounds of Oakhaven faded into the background, replaced by the faint, melodic hum of the feather. It was a song only she could hear, a siren call to a world she had only dreamed of, a tantalizing whisper of forgotten power that promised both salvation and ruin. The weight of discovery settled upon her. A sudden gust of wind, harsher than any before, whipped through the square, scattering ash and swirling it into dizzying eddies. For a fleeting moment, the oppressive grey canopy above seemed to thin, revealing a tiny, pinprick of shimmering silver light. A single, solitary star, a defiant jewel against the pervasive gloom, pulsed with a gentle, ethereal glow, visible only for a breath before the ash consumed it once more. It was a fleeting, impossible vision. Elara gasped, her eyes wide, a sense of profound wonder and dizzying terror gripping her. She had never seen a true star, only heard of them in hushed tones. The sight, brief as it was, ignited something deep within her, a spark of recognition, a primal memory of light and vastness. It was a revelation, a crack in the carefully constructed lies of their world, hinting at a truth far grander and more dangerous than she could have imagined. The world was not as it seemed. Then, just as quickly as it appeared, the starlight vanished, swallowed by the relentless ash. A guttural growl, low and menacing, ripped through the air, shaking the very stones beneath her feet. It was a sound that belonged to ancient nightmares, a primal roar that spoke of hunger and untamed power, a sound that made the birds in the rafters take flight in a sudden, frantic exodus. Fear, cold and sharp, pierced through her. From the swirling ash at the edge of the square, a colossal shadow unfurled, its form indistinct yet undeniably monstrous. Its eyes, two burning coals, fixed upon her, searing through the encroaching gloom. The air grew heavy, thick with an acrid stench like burnt metal and old blood. This was no ordinary beast, but something born of the deepest shadows, something the Iron King’s forces kept hidden. The hooded figure from her vision materialized, stepping out of the ash, its movements unnervingly silent. It was impossibly tall, cloaked in robes the color of midnight, its face obscured by shadow. A silver symbol, intricate and unsettling, glinted on its breast, reflecting the faint, dying light. The creature’s silent arrival was more terrifying than the monstrous roar, a predator observing its prey, a chill seeping into her very bones. “The old magic awakens,” a voice, deep and resonant like shifting earth, echoed in Elara’s mind, not spoken aloud but seeping into her thoughts, a chilling whisper that promised inevitable change. It was the voice of the hooded figure, a sound that vibrated through her, asserting a power that defied comprehension. The words were a prophecy, a declaration, and a threat all at once. The shadow-beast lunged, its massive claws tearing at the cobblestones, sending shards of stone flying. Its eyes glowed with malevolent intent, fixed on the shimmering feather clutched in Elara’s trembling hand. This creature was not after her, but the magic she held, the spark of starlight that defied the ash. A desperate, primal scream caught in her throat, refusing to be released, as she realized the true danger she was in. Elara stumbled backward, the feather burning against her palm, a searing heat that was both painful and invigorating. The hooded figure remained still, a silent, ominous sentinel, its attention unwavering, calculating. The monster roared again, closer this time, its foul breath washing over her, heavy with the scent of decay. She could feel its immense power, a crushing weight that threatened to steal her breath, forcing her to confront her fear. The ground vibrated with the creature’s immense strides, the rhythmic thudding echoing in her chest. There was no escape in the crowded square, only a desperate scramble as market-goers screamed and scattered, their fear a palpable wave that washed over her. Elara felt a surge of defiant adrenaline, a fierce determination to protect the feather, to protect the fragile hope it represented, even if it meant her own demise. Suddenly, a blur of motion, swift and silent, launched from the shadows of a nearby alleyway. A figure, cloaked in dark leather, moved with impossible grace, a whisper in the wind, interposing themselves between Elara and the monstrous shadow. A blade, forged of obsidian and etched with ancient symbols, flared with a cold, blue light as it met the creature’s claw, sending sparks showering into the ash-laden air. The clash of steel against bone resonated sharply. The newcomer was male, tall and lean, his movements fluid and deadly. A half-mask of polished black wood obscured his face, but his eyes, a startling shade of amber, burned with an intensity that held the shadow-beast at bay. He was an enigma, a sudden, unexpected protector, his presence as mysterious as the feather itself. The brief, intense clash of wills sent shivers through her, a dance of danger and unexpected rescue. “Run!” the masked figure commanded, his voice a low growl, strained with effort as he parried another devastating blow from the creature. His amber eyes, briefly meeting hers, held a flicker of urgency, a silent demand for obedience. The sheer power radiating from him, even as he fought, was palpable, raw and untamed. He was fighting for her, a stranger in a world of enemies, and the unexpected act of chivalry startled her. Elara didn’t hesitate. Clutching the feather, its light now pulsing in sync with her frantic heartbeat, she turned and ran, the masked figure’s desperate fight echoing behind her, the growls of the monster and the sharp clang of steel her only guides in the deepening twilight. She didn’t know who he was, or why he was helping her, but his intervention had given her a chance. The choice was clear: run or be devoured by the encroaching darkness. She dared a glance back. The masked figure, a lone silhouette against the swirling ash and the monstrous shadow, fought with a savage grace, a warrior of forgotten legends. As she turned a corner, plunging into the labyrinthine alleys of Oakhaven, the single, momentary glimpse of his amber eyes, resolute and fierce, burned itself into her memory. It was a silent promise, a connection forged in the crucible of danger, a beacon in the oppressive gloom. The last thing Elara heard, before the sounds of the struggle faded behind her, was the hooded figure’s voice, colder and more menacing than before, a chilling pronouncement that seemed to reverberate in the very stones of the city. “The hunt has only just begun, little star-bearer. The Crown of Ash will not yield its starlight so easily.” The words were a prophecy, a curse, and a terrifying promise of future confrontations, a chilling echo in the silent, ash-filled night. The feather, now glowing with a soft, inner warmth, felt impossibly heavy in her hand, a burden and a blessing, marking her as something more than a mere girl in a world of ash. The memory of the star, the monster, and the masked stranger, swirled in her mind, a dizzying maelstrom of fear and awakening wonder. Her life, once a predictable cycle of grey monotony, had irrevocably shifted, irrevocably changed, in the span of a single, fateful market day. This was merely the beginning.













