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    For those who carry the weight of forgotten lives,who endure the breaking and still choose to rise—this story is yours.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We are not reborn to be saved.We are reborn because the wound still bleeds."— Ashérandir Proverb
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1 The Blood Eclipse
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The air itself was a scream. It didn’t carry the sharp tang of a storm or the crisp bite of autumn; it was thick, cloying, like a shroud woven from pulverized bone and raw terror. Above Oakhaven, the moon had bled. It hung in the bruised velvet of the sky not as a pearlescent disc, but as a colossal, weeping eye, swollen and engorged with a sickening crimson. Its light, if it could be called light, coated everything in a lurid, arterial sheen: the skeletal branches of the ancient oaks, the timeworn thatch of the cottages, the desperate, sweat-slicked faces of those trapped within. Oakhaven, a village that for centuries had merely existed, a quiet heartbeat in the valley, was now being violently, irrevocably unmade.

Inside the small, trembling hovel, Elara’s cries mingled with the symphony of its undoing. Each gasp, each guttural groan wrenched from her throat, was a desperate counterpoint to the growing crescendo of screams from beyond the thin, wooden walls. Her knuckles were white, bloodless knots as she gripped the rough-hewn support beam above her, splinters digging into her palms, forgotten in the maelstrom of pain. Sweat, cold and clammy, plastered dark, matted strands to her forehead, stinging her eyes.

Mara, the midwife, a woman whose face was usually a roadmap of kind wrinkles and quiet wisdom, was now a portrait of grim, unyielding determination. Her hands, gnarled and surprisingly gentle despite their strength, moved with a practiced rhythm, pressing cloths, offering sips of water. But even her seasoned calm was a fragile thing, splintering with every crash, every shriek that tore through the night from outside. Beneath her breath, she chanted, a low, guttural litany of ancient blessings and forgotten pleas. They felt less like prayers to merciful gods and more like desperate incantations against an encroaching, malevolent void.

“One more push, child! He’s almost here!” Mara urged, her voice a reedy rasp, barely audible above the rising tide of pure, unadulterated fear. The air in the hovel was growing thicker, heavy with the stench of smoke – not the clean, woodsmoke smell of a hearth, but the acrid, choking scent of burning timber and something far worse. It was the smell of something alive, something that bled and burned, and was dying. And beneath it all, the coppery tang of iron, fresh and sickening, clung to the air like a second skin.

Elara’s breath hitched, a broken, tearing sound that was part monumental effort, part pure, unadulterated terror. Her body was a battlefield, each contraction a wave of agony that threatened to consume her. But even that was nothing compared to the war raging just beyond the frail sanctuary of her hovel. A thunderous impact shook the very foundations, sending dust motes dancing in the crimson light that filtered through the cracks. Then, a dragging, tearing sound, impossibly heavy, like a mountain being clawed apart, followed by a wet, sickening rip. It was the sound of flesh, of bone, of life being annihilated. She felt it, an instinctive, primal understanding of what was happening. The Demonimanus. They had come. And they were not just killing; they were feasting.

Images, fleeting and nightmarish, flashed behind Elara’s eyes: the whispers from her grandmother of the old world, the true darkness. Tales she’d dismissed as fireside fables for children. Beast-men. Creatures born of shadow and hunger, older than memory, driven by an insatiable craving for the warmth of mortal souls. Now, those fables had taken corporeal form, lumbering behemoths of malice, their roars echoing the end of all things.

She pushed again, a guttural sound that tore from her throat, a primal protest against the destruction. It was swallowed almost immediately by a guttural, inhuman roar from outside, so close it vibrated through her very bones. Then, silence. A profound, terrifying, heavy silence, broken only by the ragged gasps of Elara and the faint, gurgling cry of a newborn.

Mara moved quickly, her hands surprisingly gentle despite their haste as she lifted the tiny, slick body. A boy. Wet with life, covered in a thin film of blood and vernix, he seemed impossibly fragile against the backdrop of such brutal finality. “A boy, Elara! A strong boy!” she whispered, her voice choked with a mixture of awe and stark fear. Her eyes, wide and glassy, were fixed not on the infant, but on the small, high window. The crimson moonlight streamed in, painting the baby’s pale skin with an unearthly, ominous glow, like a premonition.

Elara reached out, her fingers trembling as they brushed against the soft, warm skin of her son. His cries were weak, reedy, a faint piping sound in the cavernous silence, a stark contrast to the thunder that had heralded his arrival. He was small, so terribly, painfully small. And the world he had just entered was a nightmare, a landscape of fire and blood and absolute despair. A broken world.

The hovel groaned. Not the creak of old wood settling, but the sound of something large pressing against it, something immensely heavy and alive. A sudden, violent splintering sound tore through the strained quiet. The wooden door, already groaning under unseen pressure, finally gave way with a sickening, explosive crack that echoed like a gunshot. Mara gasped, stumbling back, clutching the child closer to her own shaking frame. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, as if by not seeing, the horror might dissipate.

But it didn't.

Framed in the ruined doorway stood a silhouette, monstrous and hulking, etched against the backdrop of Oakhaven’s burning heart. It wasn't human. Not even close. Its shape was a nightmare made tangible: impossibly broad shoulders, a low-slung, forward-canted head, and limbs that seemed too long, too thick, ending in claws that looked like petrified tree roots tipped with black obsidian. Its eyes, if they could be called eyes, were pinpricks of malevolent, hungry light, glowing faintly within a face that was more maw than flesh, a cavernous, lipless opening that promised only tearing and consumption. Long, sinewy limbs, covered in coarse, dark fur, scraped against the shattered wood of the doorframe, each movement a dry, rasping sound that set Elara’s teeth on edge. The stench of it filled the small space, pushing out all other smells – a putrid mix of stale, cold blood, ancient decay, and something else, something ancient and foul, like earth long dead. A Demonimanus. Not one of the hulking brutes, but a scout, a hunter. Just as terrifying.

Terror, cold and absolute, seized Elara. It was a physical thing, wrapping around her throat, stealing her breath. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic bird trapped in a cage. But beneath it, a fierce, burning spark of maternal instinct ignited, sharp and incandescent. Her son. He was so vulnerable.

"No," she rasped, her voice barely a whisper, a thread of sound so thin it threatened to break. Yet, it was laced with an iron will, a desperate defiance that surprised even herself. She looked at Mara, her eyes wide, pleading, conveying a silent, desperate message that bypassed words, reaching into the ancient, maternal knowledge that transcended fear.

Mara, understanding dawning in her fear-filled eyes, nodded almost imperceptibly, a grim acceptance of the impossible choice laid before them. She gently laid the squirming infant beside Elara, her hands already reaching for the crude, sharp shard of obsidian she kept hidden beneath a loose floorboard. It was a tool for preparing game, not for fighting monsters. But it was all she had.

The creature took another slow, deliberate step, its immense form blotting out the last vestiges of the moonlight, casting a chilling, abyssal shadow over the two women and the newborn. A low growl rumbled in its vast chest, a sound that vibrated through the very floorboards, through the marrow of Elara’s bones. It was a sound of immense power, of hunger, of absolute indifference.

Elara grabbed her son, pulling him close to her chest, pressing his tiny, warm body against her own. His tiny face was scrunched up, his cries still weak, but a fierce protectiveness flooded her veins, stronger than any pain, any fear, any thought of her own survival. Her eyes met Mara’s one last time, a silent promise, a shared understanding of the sacrifice about to be made.

Mara, her hand gripping the obsidian, moved with a surprising burst of speed, propelled by a final, desperate surge of courage. With a guttural cry of defiance, a sound born of terror and despair, she lunged. Not at the monstrous figure’s head, not at its chest, but at its leg, a desperate, futile attempt to distract it, to buy a precious second. To divert its attention from the new life. The Demonimanus, its movements surprisingly swift for its bulk, turned, its massive clawed hand swiping out with casual, almost bored brutality. Mara didn't even have time to scream as she was flung across the room, her body crumpling against the far wall with a sickening thud, a sound of crushed bone and ruptured flesh. The obsidian clattered uselessly to the floor, forgotten, swallowed by the growing silence.

Elara watched, her heart clenching, a silent sob trapped in her throat. But she couldn't move. Not yet. Her focus was solely, fiercely on the child in her arms. With her last reserves of strength, she pulled him even closer, whispering a prayer, a plea to whatever ancient gods might still listen, to the very earth itself.

Her eyes darted to the shattered door, then back to the creature, which was now lumbering towards them, its shadow consuming them entirely. There was no escape. No hope. Just the overwhelming presence of its hunger.

Then, her gaze fell upon the small, ornate carving knife that lay forgotten beside her on the bed, a gift from her husband before he went off to fight in the fruitless, doomed war against the encroaching darkness. It wasn't much, just a small, decorative blade, its handle intricately carved with the patterns of the Oakhaven forest. But a desperate idea, born of pure instinct and a mother's dying, fierce love, sparked in her mind. A forgotten teaching, a whispered secret from the oldest women of the village, a last, impossible hope.

With trembling fingers that miraculously found strength, she picked up the knife. Her son, nestled against her, was still crying, a soft, innocent sound that was a stark contrast to the horror filling the hovel. She looked at his tiny, perfect chest, then at the knife. There was no time for hesitation, no time for doubt, no time for the agony of the choice. Her hand, guided by an unseen, ancient force, moved swiftly, surely, imbued with a purpose beyond her own fear.

A sharp, shallow cut. A gasp of pain, not from the baby, but from Elara herself, a silent sob of sacrifice, a tearing in her own soul that transcended the physical. Crimson bloomed on the pale skin, a vibrant, terrifying red, mirroring the blood-moon outside. Then, with the very tip of the blade, she began to carve. A symbol. An ancient mark, passed down through whispers and fading memories, almost lost to time, a last resort against insurmountable evil. The Mark of the Ninth. A desperate, almost forgotten sigil, said to offer protection, a connection to something beyond the reach of the encroaching shadows, a hidden strength. A last, desperate prayer etched in blood and flesh.

The Demonimanus was upon them now, its foul breath washing over her, hot and putrid. She could feel the radiating heat from its monstrous form, the cloying stench filling her lungs, overwhelming her senses. Its clawed hand, ending in talons like obsidian knives, honed for tearing, hovered over them, casting a final, absolute shadow. Its glowing eyes, devoid of emotion, fixed on the fragile bundle.

Her fingers worked feverishly, a blur of motion, tracing the last line of the mark as the shadow of the creature consumed her. The carving was rough, imperfect, born of haste and agony, but it was there, etched onto her son’s innocent flesh, a final, sacred act of love and defiance. A silent scream against the ending of her world.

As the Demonimanus's claw descended, a dark, terrible blade of bone and rage, Elara shielded her son with her own body, pressing him tightly against her, her head bowed in a final act of pure, selfless love. Her last breath was a whispered name, a silent plea for his life to be different, to be more than this. Her last thought was of him, of the tiny, beating heart beneath her hand, of the life she desperately hoped he would have, a life unmarred by the horror that had claimed her own, by the brokenness of this world.

The world went black.



The silence that followed was heavy, suffocating. It settled over Oakhaven like a burial shroud, pressing down on the scorched earth, muffling the distant crackle of lingering fires. The air still reeked, a vile concoction of ash, the sweet-sick smell of spilled blood, and the metallic tang of something otherworldly that spoke of the Demonimanus’s passing. The screams had faded, replaced by the profound, terrifying stillness of utter desolation. The red moon still hung in the bruised sky, a baleful, indifferent eye overseeing the devastation it had witnessed, its crimson glow now reflecting in pools of gore on the cobblestones.

Inside the ruined hovel, amidst the overturned furniture, the scattered straw, and the lingering stench of malevolence, lay the bodies. Mara, twisted and broken against the far wall, her face frozen in a rictus of terror, her hand still reaching, perhaps for the flint, perhaps for something more. Elara, lifeless, her body a shield, her arms still wrapped protectively around something small and precious.

And beneath her, nestled close, was the baby. His cries had ceased. He lay unnaturally still, almost eerily so, his tiny chest rising and falling imperceptibly, a fragile spark in the vast, cold darkness. The silence of the hovel was profound, broken only by the faint, rapid thrum of his own tiny heart. On his pale skin, just beneath his collarbone, a freshly carved mark, still weeping a thin line of fresh blood, pulsed faintly with a strange, almost imperceptible warmth under the lingering crimson moonlight. The Mark of the Ninth. A rough, imperfect symbol, yet undeniably there, a testament to a love that defied the end of the world.

He was alive. Alone. A sole survivor in a world utterly broken, a world that had devoured his family, his village, his very innocence, on the night he was born. He had entered this existence not with a clean cry into a waiting embrace, but with the roar of monsters and the scent of death as his first sensory inputs. Born under a blood eclipse, marked by sacrifice, a living testament to a horror he would never fully comprehend but would forever carry. As the first, timid rays of the true sun, a pale, hesitant gold, dared to peek over the horizon, chasing away the remnants of the red moon’s baleful glow, a new journey, steeped in loss and an unknown, terrible destiny, had just begun for him. He was broken, yes, as broken as the world that had birthed him on that horrific night. But perhaps, within that very brokenness, within the indelible mark carved into his flesh, lay a strength yet to be forged, a purpose yet to be revealed, waiting to bloom in a wasteland. His path, defined by the crimson moon and the Demonimanus, stretched out before him, a long and solitary road.
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Eighteen years later, and the world was still broken. Perhaps more so. For Arya, it wasn’t the searing reds of a blood-soaked moon that defined his existence, but the perpetual, cloying gloom of the Sanguine Mills. Here, the sun was a forgotten deity, replaced by the ceaseless, rhythmic thump-hiss of massive gears and the mournful groan of overstressed hydraulics. Dawn wasn't a gentle awakening, but a violent resurgence of the Mills’ monstrous appetite, a jarring clang that ripped sleep from his weary bones long before any trace of true light might touch the distant horizon. If a horizon even existed beyond the perpetual haze that clung to this place.

He stirred on his thin, scratchy cot, the damp cold of the stone floor seeping into his back even through the meager straw. The air, thick and viscous, tasted of pulverized bone, stale blood, and something metallic, acidic – the very essence of the Mills. It clung to his tongue, to his clothes, to his hair, a grim perfume that permeated every moment of his life. He was nameless, to most. Just another body, another unit of labor, identifiable only by the smudges of grime and the silent, hollow echo in his eyes. But sometimes, when he was alone, he heard a whisper, a faint resonance of a sound he knew was his, a name he barely remembered: Arya.

Every morning was the same. The metallic shriek of the Warden's whistle, sharp as a surgeon's blade, tore through the barracks. A chorus of groans and grumbles rose from the rows of cots, bodies stiff from the brutal, unending labor. They moved like automatons, their faces etched with the same profound weariness that settled deep in Arya’s own bones. No one spoke much. There was nothing to say. Words were luxury, and in the Mills, only grim necessity thrived.

He pulled on his coarse, stained tunic and trousers, the fabric stiff with dried grime and something else, something vaguely sticky. His fingers, calloused and rough, brushed over the small, faint scar just beneath his collarbone – the Mark of the Ninth. It was a secret he guarded fiercely, a raised, uneven patch of skin that sometimes, especially in the cold pre-dawn hours, prickled with an odd, phantom heat. He knew it was a mark, a symbol, though he had no memory of its origin. He’d never asked. In the Mills, questions were dangerous. They invited scrutiny, and scrutiny invited pain.

The walk to the processing floor was a descent into a mechanical maw. The corridor vibrated, the stone walls sweating with condensation. The clang of metal on metal grew louder, punctuated by the high-pitched whine of cutting blades and the sickening, wet slurp of pumps. Light was provided by flickering, caged lamps, casting long, dancing shadows that made the cramped, hunched figures of his fellow laborers seem even more spectral. The air grew heavier, the coppery scent of the Mills’ namesake overwhelming. This was the Sanguine Mills, where flesh met machine, where the broken world manifested in its most grotesque, utilitarian form.

Arya’s station was by one of the “digesters,” massive, cylindrical vats where raw, pulped flesh was reduced to a thick, nutrient-rich paste. His job was simple, repetitive, and soul-crushing: monitor the flow, clear clogs with a long, heavy pole, and occasionally, when the mechanisms stalled, descend into the vast, steaming maw to chip away at the stubborn, congealed layers of protein and fat. The heat was oppressive, the steam scalding, and the smell... the smell never left you. It burrowed into your sinuses, infused your clothing, became part of your very being. He often wondered where the flesh came from. No one spoke of it, but the whispers, faint and chilling, suggested sources no one wanted to acknowledge.

He worked in a trance, movements precise, born of years of grim repetition. His body, though perpetually tired, was strong, honed by the relentless physical demands. He was nineteen, a man in all but spirit, his youth bleached out by the Mills' perpetual twilight. His mind, however, was a constant battleground.

It was the dreams. They came most nights, unbidden, unwelcome, yet undeniably real. Not simple nightmares, but visions, stark and terrifyingly vivid. He called them the "eight deaths." Fragmented flashes of a world he’d never consciously known, yet felt intimately in his very core. The screams. Always the screams, high-pitched and raw, followed by a wet, tearing sound. The stench of burning wood and something else, something foul and predatory. And faces. He never saw them clearly, just fleeting impressions: a terrified woman, eyes wide with a desperate plea; an old man, defiant even in his fall; a child, small and helpless. Eight distinct moments of sudden, violent cessation, like candles snuffed out in a gale. He would wake up gasping, the taste of ash in his mouth, his heart hammering against his ribs, and the Mark of the Ninth on his chest would prickle, a phantom burn that lasted for hours.

Sometimes, in the long, monotonous hours of tending the digesters, a flash of a dream would cross his vision – a flicker of red moonlight, a monstrous shadow. He'd shake his head, trying to dislodge the phantom image, but it clung, a burr in his mind. He knew, deep down, that these were not just dreams. They were memories, seeping into him from a place beyond his own infancy, perhaps whispered to him by the mark itself. They were the echoes of a broken world, and they proved that he, too, was broken, scarred by a past he couldn't remember but could never escape. He wondered, sometimes, if the mark was a curse, tying him to this endless torment.

Most days, the numbness protected him. It was a thick, comforting shroud that dulled the pain, the hunger, the despair. But then he saw Kael.

Kael was an elder, one of the few who had survived past their fortieth cycle in the Mills. He worked a station across from Arya, tending the grinding stones that rendered bone into fine powder. Kael was a wisp of a man now, his skin like parchment stretched over sharp angles, his hair a thin white wispy halo. His eyes, though, still held a spark – not of hope, but of a quiet, enduring dignity. Arya had watched him for weeks, observed the way his hands trembled more each day, the way he struggled to lift even the lighter sacks of bone meal. Kael had a rasping cough that seemed to tear at his lungs, and his gaunt face grew paler with each passing shift. He was fading, slowly, inevitably, like a lamp running out of oil.

Their only interaction was a nod, a shared grimace over a particularly stubborn clog, a brief, silent acknowledgement of shared suffering. Yet, Arya felt a pull towards the old man. Kael reminded him, vaguely, of a presence from his dreams – a gentle hand, a soft voice. A kindness that felt alien in the cold, brutal machinery of their lives.

Two cycles ago, Kael had collapsed. Not completely, but his legs had given out, sending him sprawling amidst the piles of bone dust. The Warden, a hulking brute named Grunt, had merely kicked him, barking orders to get back up. Kael had struggled, his old bones protesting, but he had risen. Since then, his rations had been cut. It was the standard practice for those deemed unproductive. A slow, agonizing death by starvation, a cost-effective way to remove the weak.

Arya had watched Kael’s portion at the midday meal. A thin gruel, barely more than water, and a sliver of dried, unidentifiable meat. It was already less than the pathetic amount they all received, and Kael had pushed half of it away, unable to eat. The sight had gnawed at Arya, a persistent ache in his chest, a feeling he hadn’t fully recognized until now: empathy. A dangerous emotion in the Mills.

Last night, Kael’s cough had worsened. It echoed through the barracks, a wet, rattling sound that kept Arya from finding even his restless sleep. He’d seen the old man shiver uncontrollably despite the heavy blankets. Kael was dying. And Arya, for the first time in his life, felt a burning compulsion to do something.

The thought of stealing extra rations was a bolt of pure, white-hot terror. The rules of the Mills were absolute, unforgiving. Theft meant public flogging, or worse, the re-education chambers, from which no one ever returned whole. Arya had seen enough broken men, enough mangled bodies, to understand the consequences. His own survival instinct, honed over years of brutal self-preservation, screamed at him to stay hidden, to keep his head down.

But the image of Kael’s trembling hands, his sunken eyes, eclipsed the fear. The eight deaths in his dreams flashed behind his eyelids – the helplessness, the loss. This was different. This was something he could change, even if just for a day. It was a flicker
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