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Chapter 1: The Hollow Veins and the Crimson Mist [image: ]
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[image: ]ireya Dhal knew the precise geometry of fear, how it settled into the bones like the unending damp of Eldravale, cold and unavoidable. It was

the perpetual chill clinging to the stone walls of her small apothecary shop, a quiet terror that lived just beneath the surface of her skin, waiting for the flicker of a candle flame to illuminate the truth she spent every hour hiding. Her hands, resting lightly upon the rough cedar counter, felt impossibly heavy, weighted down by the unseen network of darkness they carried, a testament to a curse centuries old.




The scent of crushed mugwort and dried lavender usually offered a mild sanctuary, a comforting veil against the world’s harshness, but even these herbal ghosts seemed muted today. Mireya had spent the morning grinding roots into fine, earthy powders, the repetitive motion a necessary anchor against the
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storm of her racing thoughts, yet the silence of the shop felt too large, too much like the silence of a tomb. She often wondered if the villagers, those simple, mistrustful souls she served, could smell the difference between simple fear and the true, terrible magic that stained her.

A slow, deliberate rain had been falling since dusk, washing the grimy cobbles of Eldravale’s main street and blurring the world into shades of grey and pewter. The fog, a constant resident of the valley, had thickened into a heavy shroud, pressing against the leaded glass of her windowpanes, promising isolation and perhaps, inevitably, discovery. Eldravale was a place that did not welcome light or joy, a valley cursed not only by history but by its own perpetual, claustrophobic atmosphere, trapping its residents in shared, generations-old paranoia.

She lifted her hands slightly, turning the palms upward in the dim light filtering through the fog, confirming the presence of her ancient, terrible mark. Beneath the smooth, pale surface of her forearms, a web of pitch-black veins branched and coiled, starkly visible against the tender skin, like dark roots beneath snow. They were the Hollow Veins, the infamous blight of her lineage, and legend claimed they pulsed with the poisonous remnant of the Bloodwell Plague, a magic so vile it had devoured the light from the world.

This affliction was the sole inheritance from her mother, who had burned for less than the truth of her blood, leaving Mireya a quiet orphan, raised under the harsh, watchful eye of a fearful aunt. She had mastered the art of layers—long sleeves, gloves when necessary, and the most crucial deception of all: a
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perpetually meek and unthreatening demeanor. The price of her survival was the complete erasure of self, a silent promise to the town that she was nothing more than a humble, timid herbalist who wished only to be left alone.




The valley’s fear was a palpable thing, a deep and bitter current running beneath every clipped word and nervous glance exchanged in the village square. Centuries ago, the Bloodwell Plague had turned flesh to crimson mist and faith to ash, and the Sanctum of Light had since enforced its cruel dogma: magic, in any form, was the sin that brought decay. They hunted witches with a terrifying efficiency, their patrols, clad in bleached robes and steel, casting long, menacing shadows even on the clearest days, their presence a constant reminder of the pyres that dotted the valley’s history.




Mireya turned from the window, pulling the heavy wool of her sleeve further down her wrist, feeling the dull ache of the constant constraint. She busied herself organizing jars of dried berries, a task that required meticulous concentration, forcing the world into manageable smallness. The sheer exhaustion of perpetual vigilance was a weight heavier than any stone she might lift, a spiritual fatigue that seeped into her sleep and colored her scarce dreams with hues of fire and flight, dreams she quickly smothered upon waking.




The only true comfort she possessed was the profound, silent connection she maintained with the plants, the earth, and the forgotten language of roots and leaves. When her fingers touched the dew-damp moss or the rough bark of an old oak, she felt a brief, perfect surge of clarity, a silent conversation
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older than any Sanctum law. This was the smallest, most terrifying secret she kept: a tiny, cold ember of awareness that she was different, that her hands knew things her mind dared not acknowledge, truths that would condemn her instantly.

It was precisely at the moment she reached for a jar of dried wolfsbane, an herb of protection and poison, that the unnatural stillness of the air fractured. Not with a noise, but with a color. Through the thick, grey gauze of the external fog, an impossible stain began to seep, a deep, vibrant crimson that glowed with an internal, sickening luminescence. It was not a reflection of fire; it was the color of fresh, spilled life, and it was coming from the direction of the Hollow Woods.

The Hollow Woods, the ancient, haunted boundary of the valley, was where the Bloodwell Plague was said to have first erupted, a place shunned and feared even by the most callous brigands. The trees there stood impossibly tall and skeletal, choked by perpetual twilight, and its ground was supposedly saturated with the ichor of failed rituals and forgotten sacrifice. To see a mist of that color, that particular shade of deep, terrible red, emerging from that place was not a meteorological event—it was a premonition, a terrible sign.

Mireya felt the cold, hard certainty of dread crystallize in her chest, sharp and immediate. It was the same color described in the old, forbidden texts her grandmother had hidden, tales of the Bloodwell Plague’s initial onset—a crimson vapor that preceded the agonizing illness, a mist that carried the very essence of decay and magical virulence. Every breath she took felt tainted, laced with the metallic tang of blood that wasn’t
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there, and the air around her seemed to suddenly press in, heavy and viscous.




She stumbled back from the counter, sending a small cascade of dried nettles scattering across the wooden floor, the brittle leaves making a sound like tiny, panicked footsteps. Fear, cold and rational, commanded her to lock the doors, draw the shutters, and pretend she had seen nothing, that Eldravale was still just a cold valley plagued by common fog. But a deeper, darker compulsion—the pulse of the Hollow Veins beneath her skin—demanded witness, demanding she recognize the stirring of her own kind of storm.




As if drawn by an invisible thread, she moved to the front door, pushing it open just a crack to allow the chilling air to seep in. The crimson mist was closer now, not a fast-moving cloud, but a slow, creeping effusion, hugging the ground and painting the wet stone with a terrifying, sickly sheen. It felt alive, moving with a ponderous, serpentine purpose toward the heart of the village, carrying with it a faint, almost musical sound, a low- frequency hum that vibrated in her teeth.




A sudden, sharp pain flared in Mireya’s arm, a searing, electric spasm that ran from her wrist up to her elbow, tracing the dark map of her Hollow Veins. She involuntarily gasped, clutching her arm, and her eyes, wide with shock, fixed on the visible skin. For a horrifying instant, the black lines beneath her skin were not merely black—they were pulsing, absorbing the alien crimson light outside, and then, impossibly, they began to glow with a faint, inner violet hue, a color never before witnessed by Mireya.
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The violet light, fleeting as a dying star, was gone almost instantly, subsumed by the familiar, cold blackness of the veins, yet the message it left behind was terrifyingly clear and resonating within her soul. The plague mist was not an external enemy attacking the valley; it was a distant relative, a vibration of the same forgotten power that resided in her blood, and her very being was acting as a receiver, a conductor for the dark, ancient signal. Her veins were not merely a curse; they were reacting to the plague’s rebirth, suggesting they were intrinsically linked to its very source, a key waiting to be turned.

The implication was a crushing weight of guilt and profound, terrifying clarity: she was not just at risk of the Bloodwell Plague; she was a part of its story, an inheritor of the magic that supposedly birthed it. The fear was no longer just the fear of being burned by the Sanctum; it was the fear of being the thing they should rightfully burn, a walking, breathing carrier of the decay they so fiercely fought, a living reservoir of forbidden power.

She quickly shut the door, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs, the sound loud enough to drown out the faint, terrifying hum from the street. She leaned her back against the cool wood, closing her eyes, attempting to control the ragged gasps of her breath, fighting the sudden, dizzying sense of internal expansion. The simple truth was that for centuries, the Sanctum had preached that witches were the cause of the plague, and now, her own blood seemed to confirm their cruel, absolute dogma, making her entire existence a lie.

The panic began to recede, replaced by a cold, unsettling
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fascination, the temptation of the unknown pulling at her soul like a siren’s song. If her blood was the key, if her veins were the last link to that ancient, dying covenant between witches and forgotten gods, then they were also the only thing capable of understanding the resurgence of the crimson mist. To survive, she would have to know what she was, to touch the power that was currently trying to devour the world, to shed the meek persona she had worn for so long.




She looked down at her hands, no longer seeing a curse, but a weapon, a terrible, beautiful tool forged in the deep, dark history of Eldravale. The war the Sanctum was preparing for was not merely against a resurgent sickness; it was against a magical resurrection, a primal reawakening that had found its quiet, hidden instrument in the heart of the valley. Mireya realized that the time for hiding had ended, and the time for choosing had begun, a decision that carried the weight of both salvation and absolute, world-shattering destruction.




Mireya walked past the scattering of fallen nettles and to- ward
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