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Chapter 1: The Circle in the Hollowwood
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The Hollowwood did not speak—it breathed.

Its breath curled cold around the ankles of five witches, each standing barefoot in the dew-soaked rot of old leaves and bones. Trees loomed like spines, brittle and bent, their bark peeled back in long, claw-like tears. Moonlight did not touch the clearing, as if the forest itself refused to acknowledge what was about to happen.

The witches moved in silence, except for the whisper of fabric and the wet suck of soil underfoot. They were young in body, old in soul—disciples of a path long erased from most grimoires. Each bore a mark burned into the underside of her tongue, a sigil forbidden even among their kind. This was not the work of hedge witches or coven-bred seers. This was the Hollow Flame ritual, and only those who had walked willingly into death's mouth could utter the words that would summon him.

In the center of their circle, they had carved a shallow pit into the forest floor. Bones lined the edge—some animal, some not. The soil inside was blackened from weeks of ash and dried blood. At the very heart of the pit was the Hollow Flame sigil, etched deep enough to scar the land, its curves coiling like a serpent's embrace. Each line had been carved with ritual blades made from obsidian and teeth, and sealed with blood—first their own, then those of lesser sacrifices.

Delilah, the one who had found the ritual in a tome buried beneath an abandoned monastery, raised her hand. Her voice broke the silence.

"Blood binds. Flame awakens."

The other four witches echoed her words, each voice low, throaty, and reverent.

"Blood binds. Flame awakens."

Their names had been stripped in preparation for this rite, their identities burned away in smoke and oil. They were vessels now. Flesh bound to will.

A bowl was passed between them. Inside it, a thick, red mixture glistened. Blood—collected over weeks, drawn under waxing moons, each drop laced with pain, intent, and memory. They dipped fingers into the bowl and marked their foreheads with a downward slash, leaving crimson stains that dripped like tears.

Delilah knelt at the edge of the pit and began the chant. The words were old. Not merely in language, but in intent. They existed outside of grammar and time, a syntax of desire and undoing.

The forest shuddered.

Branches cracked far off in the distance, a low moan of bark and sap that rippled outward from the clearing. The sigil at their feet glowed, dull and flickering like a coal starved of breath. A wind rose—not natural wind, not the wind that stirred leaves or howled through branches. This wind came from beneath. From below. From far deeper than the roots of the trees.

One of the witches faltered. Sera, her name had once been. She stumbled backward as the wind clawed at her chest, dragging breath from her lungs like a child pulling petals from a flower. Her eyes went wide. Not with fear—but ecstasy. She dropped to her knees, gasping.

“It’s working,” she hissed.

The others pressed closer to the pit.

The air thickened. It pressed in on them like wet velvet, wrapping around their limbs, slipping under robes, into mouths. The sigil ignited—not in flame, but in color, a sickening hue that didn’t exist under normal stars. It twisted perception. Made the ground feel like sky and the sky like teeth.

Delilah’s voice rose, and the chant grew wild. The words spilled from her mouth in a rush, pulled not from memory but from somewhere deeper, some blood-borne knowing passed down through nightmares. Her eyes rolled back, mouth stretched too wide, voice a jagged screech of holy blasphemy.

Then—

The earth split.

Not in explosion. Not in fire. But in invitation.

The pit yawned open, and from its depths came smoke—not gray, not black, but deep crimson, like steam boiling off a fresh wound. It rose slow and purposeful, coiling upward, forming the outline of something almost human. Almost.

A silhouette emerged, shaped in heat and hate.

Tall. Broad-shouldered. Horns curved back like the crescent of a broken moon. Eyes burning—literally—with fire so bright they cast shadows against the witches’ faces. No mouth at first. Just a blank mask of flame where expression might one day live.

Kael Thorne had arrived.

The Hollow Flame.

His form crackled into being, flesh forging itself from the smoke and embers, each inch of skin branding itself into existence. Veins ran like molten metal across his chest. Claws unfurled from his hands, long and elegant, like the weapons of kings. And when his mouth finally appeared, it split open in a grin too perfect, too cruel to be mortal.

“Who dares call me from the dark?” he asked.

His voice was not a sound. It was a sensation. It slithered along the spine, kissed the soft flesh behind the ear, whispered of pleasure and annihilation in the same breath.

Delilah trembled. Her lips parted. “We summoned you, Hollow Flame. By rite, by blood. By sacrifice.”

He turned his gaze on her, and she gasped as her body bowed, not from pain—but submission. Heat flooded the clearing, and with it, a scent like scorched jasmine and burned sugar. It clung to their robes. To their skin.

“You summoned me,” Kael murmured, stepping forward, one foot still half-submerged in the pit of smoke. “But you do not command me.”

The clearing dimmed, as though the moon flinched away.

“I am not spirit. I am not shadow.” He raised one hand. Flames rippled along his fingers, licking at his knuckles, his wrist, rising up his arm like a lover’s touch. “I am Flame. I am Flesh. I am what the gods buried because they feared what I would become.”

His eyes swept over them—five witches, breathing hard, mouths parted in anticipation, awe, terror.

“You are not ready,” he said.

The wind died.

The pit sealed behind him with a hiss of smoke. Kael stepped fully into the circle. No longer bound by the ritual. No longer theirs.

And the trees around them bowed.

Not from wind.

But reverence.

He inhaled deeply, fire flickering between his teeth. “Let the Hollow Flame burn again.”

And the forest, ancient and hateful, answered back in rustling groans and the creak of old wood—

Yes.
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Chapter 2: Blood in the Sigil

[image: ]


The clearing reeked of scorched air and iron. Not smoke—not entirely. The scent of blood was heavier, sticking to the lungs, tangling in the back of the throat. It was fresh, yes, but also old. Ancient. As if the ritual had stirred more than power—something primordial had awakened in the roots of the Hollowwood itself.

Kael stood motionless within the sigil's boundary, his body now fully forged from the smoky crimson that had birthed him. His flesh was sculpted muscle, threaded with molten veins, his eyes smoldering like twin coals behind a veil of curling steam. The sigil beneath him pulsed in rhythm with a heartbeat that did not belong to any of the witches. Its glow had turned from red to something deeper—black edged with gold, as if dipped in fire that knew secrets.

The witches didn’t dare move at first. Not because they feared him, though they should have. It was something deeper, more instinctive. The way prey recognizes a predator not just by its teeth, but by the stillness it carries before the strike. Kael wasn’t just a devil. He was desire, made dangerous. A hunger shaped into skin. A memory of flame that had once burned gods to bone.

One of the witches—tall, scarred at the collarbone—found her breath first. She stepped forward, robes trailing over the blood-soaked soil. Her voice was steady, but only barely.

“We seek power.”

Kael didn’t look at her. He was watching the sky, as if measuring the shape of stars unseen from his prison. His voice, when it came, crackled softly, like embers stirred in an old hearth.

“No. You seek something else.”

The silence that followed was heavy. Unforgiving.

The witch clenched her fists. “We performed the rite. Spoke the words. Spilled the blood. You are bound to us.”

That made him turn. Slowly. As if amused that she dared to remind him.

“Bound?” He took a step forward, and the sigil flared violently. Lines of light shot from the center, burning through moss and root. The witch gasped and staggered back as her feet scalded through her sandals.

“You summoned me,” Kael said, his voice low and intimate now. “But you do not understand the language of what you’ve asked. The Hollow Flame is not a servant. It is a sentence.”

Delilah stepped forward then. She had been the first to chant, the first to believe. Her voice was stronger than the others—calm, even warm, as if she had prepared for this moment all her life.

“We don’t want to command you.”

Kael tilted his head. “No?”

She knelt at the edge of the sigil, her palms placed carefully on the forest floor, just outside the reach of the pulsing lines. “We want to join you. Feed your fire. Restore what was taken.”

That paused him. Not entirely out of surprise—but curiosity. The flame dimmed slightly in his chest.

“Do you even know what was taken from me?”

Delilah’s lips parted. Then closed. She didn’t.

Kael’s smile returned, but it held no kindness. Only teeth.

“You call devils like they’re spells. Tools. A flame to hold in your pretty little palms. But I was not born of books and rituals. I was forged in war. In betrayal. I remember gods kneeling before my pyres and begging me to spare their cities. I remember burning the mouths of angels shut so they could not pray.”

His eyes settled on her. “And you think your blood—your fragile, fleeting pain—is enough to bind me?”

Delilah swallowed, but didn’t look away. “It’s not just blood. It’s belief. We gave up everything for this. Our names. Our pasts. Our bodies.”

Kael stepped closer. The heat of him pressed against her skin like the edge of a brand. His shadow fell over her, long and flickering.

“Then give more,” he said.

Before she could respond, Kael knelt. His fingers brushed the edge of the sigil, and where he touched it, the blood-glow hissed and sparked. The earth groaned. Trees bent inward. The ritual circle buckled beneath their feet as if alive, quaking under some ancient memory.

The air changed.

And something rose with it.

From the black of the sigil, red light surged. Images flickered like memories caught in fire: a crown of bone, shattered; a woman with eyes like obsidian glass, lips smeared in ash; hands, hundreds of them, clawing from a pit; four figures writhing around Kael’s burning throne.

The witches staggered, eyes wide. Not out of fear—but awe.

One of them—young, with a voice like distant bells—whispered, “The Brides...”

Kael’s smile grew wider, but it held something sad behind the sharpness. “Yes. My queens. Torn from me when I fell. Scattered across realms. Their names burned from memory. But your blood has stirred them.”

He rose again, taller now, more solid. The ritual was reshaping him, restoring him.

“I feel them,” he murmured. “Lazriel’s cruelty. Mirael’s silence. Vexxa’s hunger. Thaneis’ deathless touch...”

The sigil pulsed again. Faster. Hotter.

Kael threw back his head, fire bursting from his mouth in a soundless scream. The witches fell to their knees, overwhelmed by heat, light, and a pressure in their skulls like a thousand voices whispering at once. Each one felt it—something being branded onto them, inside them.

A bond.

Not of servitude—but connection.

Kael’s power didn’t claim. It tethered.

Delilah was the first to see the mark on her wrist—a burning circle, licked by flame, still smoking. The others bore it too, scorched into skin like a promise.

“You opened the gate,” Kael said, breathing hard now, the glow in his chest dimming to something steadier, contained. “And now it cannot be closed.”

The witches gathered around him, dizzy, sweating, eyes wide with worship and ruin.

“What happens now?” asked the youngest.

Kael looked toward the trees, where the
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