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Chapter One: The Hollow Echo of the Veins



[image: ]



[image: ]he morning mist clung to the jagged outskirts of Oakhaven like a shroud made of damp wool. Kaelen stood at the edge of the dry well, his fingers tracing


the cold, grey stones. There was no vibration anymore, no hum of the earth’s heartbeat that used to signal a healthy flow of essence. His hands shook slightly, not from the cold, but from the creeping hollowness in his chest.

The air felt thin and brittle, stripped of the vibrant warmth that mana used to provide to every living soul. Without it, the world seemed to be fading into a monochrome sketch of its former self. Kaelen inhaled deeply, but the breath felt empty, lacking the nourishment his spirit craved. He looked at his blackened fingertips, the mark of a mage who had drained his own reserves to survive.

A sharp cough from behind made him jump, his nerves frayed like a rotting rope. It was Elara, her face pale and her eyes sunken into deep shadows of exhaustion. She leaned against the wooden post of their dilapidated hut, her strength clearly failing. They hadn’t seen a glimmer of blue light in the ley-lines for nearly three weeks, and the silence was becoming deafening.


“The elders are talking about the Migration again,” she
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whispered, her voice cracking like dry parchment. Kaelen looked away, unable to meet her desperate gaze because he knew the truth of their situation. The Migration was a death sentence for those already weakened by the drought. Moving across the Salt Wastes without a single warding spell was nothing short of a slow, agonizing form of collective suicide.

Fear curled in his stomach like a cold snake, biting into his resolve. He remembered when the sky used to shimmer with auroras of pure energy every single dusk. Now, the sky was just a vast, indifferent void that offered no hope to the starving. He reached for the small crystal around his neck, but it remained dim and lifeless against his frantic, searching heartbeat.

“We can’t leave yet, Elara,” he replied, his voice tight with an anxiety he couldn’t quite suppress. He felt the weight of his hidden journal in his coat, filled with forbidden theories on essence extraction. If the others found out what he was considering, they might exile him before the hunger did. The ethics of the Old World were a luxury they could no longer afford to maintain.

He watched a withered leaf drift to the ground, shattering into dust the moment it touched the soil. The cycle of rebirth had stopped, leaving only the slow decay of everything they had ever loved. Kaelen felt a sudden, sharp longing for the simple sound of a fountain’s splash. Memory was a cruel companion when the present was a desert of grey ash and silent, weeping ghosts.

Elara moved closer, her footsteps heavy and uneven on the parched, cracked earth. She reached out to touch Kaelen’s arm, but her fingers felt unnervingly cold. The warmth of a living soul was supposed to be a constant, a small spark of the eternal fire. Instead, she felt like a statue carved from the very frost that
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killed the crops.

“The elders don’t understand that there is no ‘elsewhere’ left for us,” she murmured. Her eyes were fixed on the horizon, where the mountains sat like jagged teeth against a bruised sky. Kaelen saw the flicker of despair in her pupils, a dark reflection of his own growing terror. They were survivors of a world that was systematically forgetting how to breathe.

Kaelen squeezed her hand, trying to offer a comfort he did not truly possess. The hollowness in his own chest was widening, a physical ache that felt like a bruise. Every time he tried to reach for the familiar hum of the weave, he found only a vacuum. It was as if the universe had turned its back on them.

“I found something in the archives before the Great Collapse,” he said, lowering his voice. The wind picked up, whistling through the skeletal remains of the nearby orchard trees. He felt a surge of guilt for holding onto a secret that could destroy them both. Knowledge was a heavy burden when it required the sacrifice of one’s remaining humanity.

Elara pulled back, her brow furrowed with a mixture of confusion and sudden hope. That hope was more dangerous than the hunger, for it blinded people to the edge. She looked at his coat, where the journal lay hidden against his ribs like a heartbeat. She knew his obsession with the ancient, forbidden ways of the First Sages.

“You’re talking about Siphoning, aren’t you?” she whispered, her voice trembling with a sudden, sharp fear. The very word was a curse, a reminder of the wars that had drained the world. To siphon was to take by force what nature no longer gave freely to the living. It was the ultimate sin against the balance of the Great Cycle.


Kaelen looked at the blackened skin of his fingers and felt a
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cold resolve. “The balance is already broken, Elara, and we are the ones falling through the cracks.” He hated the sound of his own bitterness, but the truth was a jagged pill. If they didn’t find a source soon, they would be dust by the next moon.

He turned back to the dry well, imagining the deep, dark veins of the earth. Somewhere, deep below the crust, there had to be a pocket of essence left untouched. It was a fool’s errand, a desperate gamble against the laws of the gods themselves. Yet, the alternative was to sit and wait for the light to finally go out. The silence of the village was broken by a low, mournful bell tolling from the square. It was the signal for the daily ration of water, a liquid that tasted of copper. Even the water was losing its life, becoming a stagnant reminder of their slow, inevitable decline.  Kaelen felt a wave of nausea wash over his weary,

malnourished frame.

“Go to the square,” he told her, his voice regaining a sem- blance of its former strength. “I need to check the perimeter one last time before the sun sets completely.” He watched her walk away, her silhouette a fragile line against the vast, grey expanse of the world. He knew he was lying, and the lie tasted like ash.

Once she was out of sight, Kaelen knelt by the well and pressed his forehead against the stone. He could feel the residual heat of the sun, but none of the spiritual warmth he sought. His breath hitched as he reached into his tunic, pulling out a small, jagged piece of obsidian. It was a Siphoning Stone, a relic of a darker age.

The stone felt unnaturally heavy in his palm, pulsing with a faint, predatory hunger of its own. It was a vacuum in physical form, designed to draw essence from the very air around it. Kaelen felt a cold sweat break out across his brow, his heart
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hammering against his ribs. Using this meant stepping off the path of the righteous.

He closed his eyes, trying to recall the ancient incantations that his master had once whispered in hushed tones. The words felt oily on his tongue, a stark contrast to the melodic chants of traditional weaving. He was terrified of what he might find if he actually succeeded in opening a vein. The darkness within the stone seemed to call to his own.

A sudden, sharp pain lanced through his hand as the obsidian bit into his skin, drawing a single drop of blood. The stone shimmered for a fraction of a second, a dull, sickly violet light illuminating the well’s interior. Kaelen gasped, his vision blurring as a surge of raw, untamed energy spiraled up his arm. It was intoxicating.

The sensation was like drinking liquid fire after an eternity of freezing in a winter wasteland. For a moment, the grey world regained its vibrant colors, the grass appearing greener and the sky a deeper blue. But the feeling was fleeting, a cruel mockery of the abundance that had once been their birthright. He pulled his hand back, gasping.

He looked at his palm, where the small cut had already begun to turn a bruised purple. The cost of siphoning was always paid in the flesh, a slow erosion of the physical vessel. He knew that every time he used the stone, he was trading a piece of his future for a moment of power. It was a bargain with a demon.

The bell in the square stopped tolling, leaving a silence that felt heavier than before. Kaelen stood up, his legs feeling strangely light and disconnected from the earth beneath him. He tucked the stone away, but he could still feel its cold presence against his chest. He was no longer just a starving mage; he was a thief of life.
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He began to walk toward the village square, his mind racing with the implications of his discovery. If there was still essence to be found, even in such a corrupted state, there was hope. But hope was a jagged blade that cut both ways, especially when fueled by forbidden magic. He saw the villagers huddling together.

They looked like ghosts haunting the ruins of their own lives, their eyes hollow and vacant. Kaelen felt a surge of pity, followed quickly by a wave of intense, burning resentment. Why was he the only one willing to do what was necessary to survive this drought? The morality of the elders felt like a heavy, suffocating weight.

He saw the High Elder, a man named Valerius, standing on a raised wooden platform. Valerius was the embodiment of the old ways, his long white beard stained with the dust of the road. He was speaking of sacrifice and the need for spiritual purity in these trying times. Kaelen wanted to scream at the sheer futility. Valerius raised a withered hand, his voice a thin rasp that barely carried over the restless crowd. He spoke of the ancient pacts with the spirits and how their current suffering was a test of their collective devotion. Kaelen felt a cold, sharp anger flare

in his gut as he listened to the empty platitudes.

The villagers bowed their heads, some weeping silently while others stared blankly at the dusty ground. They
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