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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Mother, what's the commotion outside?" Marianne called out from the loom room, her voice a soft, steady hum against the rhythmic clack of her shuttle. The late afternoon sun streamed through the open window, a shaft of golden light that illuminated motes of dust dancing in the air and cast a warm glow on the half-finished tapestry. It was a masterpiece in progress, a vibrant narrative woven in threads of saffron and viridian, indigo and rose. It depicted the village of Shatt in its former glory, harvests so bountiful the fields seemed to weep with grain, and orchards so heavy with fruit that the branches bowed low to the earth in humble gratitude.

​Her mother, Margaret, sighed heavily from the kitchen, the sound of her exhale a weary counterpoint to the rustle of herbs she was bundling. "It's the council. They're discussing the Blight again."

​Marianne’s hand stilled, her fingers tracing the intricate pattern of a sun-drenched cornfield, now a cruel memory. The shuttle hung motionless in the air, the silence a stark contrast to the clacking that had filled the room only moments before. "Has it spread?"

​"Worse," Margaret replied, her tone grim. "They say it's reached the outskirts of the orchard. They found the blackened rot creeping up the roots of the first trees this morning."

​The Blight had been a whispered terror for months, a malevolent force that withered crops and brought a pallor to the villagers' faces, not only from hunger but from a gnawing, existential fear. It wasn't a natural decay; there was a malevolent intelligence behind it, a hunger that seemed to seep from the earth itself. The council had tried every remedy, every folk charm, every plea to the gentle spirits of the land. They had scattered salt and burned sage, buried iron and poured wine into the soil. But the Blight remained, a creeping specter that promised not just famine, but the slow, agonizing death of their entire way of life.

​Marianne set aside her loom, the threads of the tapestry suddenly feeling like a mockery of their reality. She approached the open window, the sweet, cloying scent of rotting leaves drifting in on the breeze—a scent that had replaced the fresh-turned earth and blossoms of spring. Her gaze fell upon the villagers gathered in the square, their faces a tapestry of fear and desperation. The elders, their backs bowed with the weight of responsibility, spoke in hushed, solemn tones. Her heart ached for the children who chased each other listlessly through the gathering, their laughter a fading echo of happier times. They were already thinner, their cheeks lacking the rosy fullness of summer.

​Suddenly, the chatter ceased, and a hush fell over the crowd so profound it seemed to suck the very air from her lungs. The village priestess, an ancient woman with eyes like polished agates that seemed to hold the secrets of a hundred past seasons, emerged from the shadows of the town hall. Her skin was a roadmap of worry and age, and in her trembling hands she held a wicker crown. It was a grim parody of the wreaths woven for the bountiful Harvest Festivals of old, this one adorned with shriveled vines and decayed berries.

​"We must make an offering to the Harvest God," she announced, her voice, though thin with years, carrying the weight of countless harvests past. "The Blight is not an ailment; it is a judgment. A hunger that can only be appeased with a heart willing to be bound to the earth."

​Marianne felt a cold shiver run down her spine, raising gooseflesh on her arms. An offering to the Harvest God was an ancient rite, one she had only heard of in her grandmother's stories—tales whispered by the firelight, meant to frighten children and enforce reverence for the land. It was a desperate measure, a last resort when the very future of the village hung in the balance. It was said the God demanded a willing soul, not a forced one, a life offered freely for the life of the land.

​"Who will volunteer?" the priestess called out, her voice a plea that resonated with profound desperation as her eyes searched the sea of anxious faces. "Who will give themselves to ensure our survival?"

​The silence that followed was deafening, thick with the unsaid thoughts of a hundred frightened people. Marianne looked at her mother, whose eyes met hers with a mix of fear and apprehension—a silent, terrible conversation of what-ifs. Margaret’s grip on the windowsill tightened, her knuckles white.

​"Who will it be?" a man murmured from the crowd, his voice barely a whisper but a hint to the collective unease.

​The priestess raised her hand, and in that instant, a stone was thrown into the center of the square. It landed with a dull thud, and the villagers took a collective step back, their fear a palpable force that radiated outwards. A tremor of terror rippled through the air as a young man, his eyes wide with uncomprehending fear, was shoved forward as sacrifice by his grandfather, but he broke free, tears streaming down his face as he fled.

​"No," the priestess declared, her voice firm, cutting through the rising panic. "This is not a choice for man to make. We draw lots. May the Harvest God's will be done."

​Wooden chips, each inscribed with a villager's name, were placed into a woven basket. The air grew thick with a suspense that was almost unbearable, the sound of the chips rattling against each other like the dry bones of the dead. With trembling fingers, Marianne's mother, a woman who had never once trembled in her life, reached in and drew one out. The sun, which had been fighting a losing battle with the gathering storm clouds, dipped behind a cloud, casting a brief shadow over the square as she read the name aloud, her voice a strained whisper.

​"Marianne."

​The crowd gasped as a single whisper grew into a murmur. Marianne felt her legs go numb, the world around her blurring into a cacophony of shock and horror. The very ground beneath her feet seemed to shift, her familiar home now feeling alien and terrifying. She had been chosen, not by her own hand, but by the cruel and fickle whim of fate.

​Her mother's face was a mask of despair, her eyes brimming with tears she refused to let fall. She mouthed a silent "I'm sorry," but the words were lost in the roar of blood in Marianne's ears.

​Marianne took a deep breath, fighting the sudden urge to flee, to hide, to simply disappear. But that was not her nature. She squared her shoulders, her spine a rod of defiant steel. She knew the fate that awaited her. The Harvest God demanded a life for the life of the village, and she had always been the one to stand when others cowered, to protect those she loved.

​The priestess approached her, the wicker crown heavy in her grip. She looked Marianne in the eye, her gaze unyielding. "You must be pure of heart and strong of will," she whispered, her voice a low thrum of ancient power. "The God requires a worthy sacrifice, a soul that will not fight its purpose."

​Marianne felt the cold thorns of the crown press against her skin as it was placed upon her head. The whispers of the crowd grew louder in her mind, a chorus of their hopes and fears, their love and dread, all directed at her. They were asking for salvation, and she was the price.

​The procession to the sacred grove began, the villagers following behind her in a somber line. The sun had fully set, and the torches cast flickering lights that danced upon the trees, their shadows stretching out like skeletal fingers reaching for her. The path she had walked a thousand times, on her way to collect berries or to meet friends by the river, now felt like a final passage into a world of unknown terror. The air grew colder, the scent of decay stronger with every step.

​The grove itself was a place of both beauty and terror. The ancient oaks loomed like sentinels, their branches adorned with the remnants of past offerings—withered flowers, shreds of fabric, and the occasional gleam of bone that spoke of deals made and lives surrendered. At the center stood the Harvest God's altar, a simple, unadorned stone slab stained with the dark memories of countless sacrifices. The stone seemed to hum with a latent, powerful energy, a dark pulse that beat in time with her own frightened heart.

​The priestess, her face a mask of solemn reverence, bound her wrists with the dried stems of last year's harvest, the thorns biting into her flesh like a silent promise of pain to come. They were a bitter reminder of the world she was leaving behind.

​"Marianne," her mother sobbed, her voice cracking with grief. "Please come back to us."

​But Marianne had no time for goodbyes. The whispers of the trees grew deafening, a chorus of rustling leaves and groaning branches, the earth beneath her trembling as the Harvest God stirred, hungry for the bargain to be made. She closed her eyes, whispering her own silent vow: she would endure whatever nightmare awaited her, if only to save her village.

​The whispers grew into a roar as the ground split open, not with a violent tear, but with a slow, deliberate groan. The chasm revealed not a gaping maw, but a living, writhing nest of roots and decay, a tapestry of the earth’s darkest secrets. A figure emerged, tall and terrifying, yet possessed of a strange, terrible beauty. He was cloaked in a mantle of dead leaves and vines, his form built of twisted bark and gnarled branches. He was not a creature of flesh and blood, but a personification of the forest in its brutal, primordial form. His face was a twisted tapestry of bone and thorns, and his eyes, two gleaming amber orbs, burned with an otherworldly hunger that was both primal and impossibly old.

​He reached for her, his touch not violent, but like a caress of ice and shadow that sent shivers of both fear and a strange, forbidden heat through her body. With a final, desperate prayer to whatever mercy might still exist in this world, Marianne took her place upon the altar, the cold
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