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Chapter 1: The Drowning Moon 

Bramblehollow was a quiet village, wrapped in the dense arms of an ancient wood, the sort of place forgotten by maps and remembered only in the stories told at the hearth. The village was a place of shadows and whispers, where time seemed to slow its course and the world outside felt distant, almost foreign. The stone cottages, small and weatherworn, leaned against one another like gossiping old men, their chimneys curling smoke into the sky as if the very earth had decided to grow old with them. Ivy clung to the walls like secrets, creeping up the sides of homes and through the cracks in the stone, its tendrils weaving themselves into the very heart of the village. The trees—the great, ancient sentinels that surrounded the village on all sides—towered like giants, their gnarled branches reaching toward the sky, whispering things that only the wind and the earth could understand. They watched everything, their leaves trembling in the breeze as though they were in on a secret the villagers had yet to learn. 

The village was quiet, too quiet. No laughter echoed in the streets, no cries of children or the hustle of market day. It was the kind of quiet that stretched long and thin, the kind that settled deep into your bones. It was a silence that came from the heart of the forest itself, where the trees held their breath and the world seemed to pause, as if waiting for something to happen. 

And on that night, the night Elric was born, the earth itself seemed to hold its breath. 

The moon rose heavy and red over the treetops, its swollen face casting an eerie light across the fields, staining everything it touched in a wash of blood-colored light. The village, bathed in that strange glow, felt as though it were holding onto something, a secret too ancient to speak. It was a night like no other, when the air itself was thick with an unsettling stillness. The elders called it The Drowning Moon—a rare celestial omen that had not graced their skies in over a hundred years. It was said that the moon’s light was a harbinger, a signal that something ancient and forgotten was stirring in the shadows. The air that night was thick with the smell of wet earth, damp and cloying, mingling with something fouler—something that could only be described as ash, a scent that clung to the lungs and left a bitter taste on the tongue. 

Wolves did not howl that night, their mournful cries silenced by the weight of the air. Birds did not sing, their usual chorus of song replaced by an oppressive silence that pressed down on the land like a thick, suffocating blanket. Even the wind, which usually carried the sweet scent of the forest and the freshness of spring, turned sharp and sour, as if it carried a warning. The trees—those ancient giants—stood still, their branches hanging like heavy shadows, as if they, too, were waiting for something. And the hare goddess, who had been the protector of the village for as long as the villagers could remember, did not answer her shrine. 

The shrine had stood at the edge of the forest for centuries, a stone altar covered in the green fuzz of moss and the tangled vines of creeping ivy. It was carved with intricate patterns of running hares and curling vines, a testament to the goddess’s presence in the village. The altar was a sacred place, where offerings were left with reverence and hope: garlands of primrose woven together by the village girls, bits of honeycomb gathered by the beekeepers, painted eggs crafted with care by the children. The villagers believed that these offerings would keep the goddess’s favor, ensuring their crops would grow strong, their families would prosper, and the seasons would turn with balance. They spoke of the goddess walking the woods in the form of a silver hare when the moon was right, a creature of grace and power, embodying both the untamed wilds of the forest and the deep fertility of the earth. 

But that night, something was wrong. The shrine stood bare, the offering dish shattered at its base, its pieces scattered like forgotten fragments of some long-lost ritual. The wind, which should have been warm and fragrant with the scent of the earth’s awakening, was sharp and bitter, biting at the skin with an unnatural chill. The altar, usually a place of peace and reverence, now felt like a barren wasteland, its stones cold and unwelcoming. There was no sign of the goddess, no hint of the hare’s silvery form darting between the trees. The wind seemed to whisper of something lost, something forgotten, and it carried a sharp edge that made the hairs on the back of the villagers' necks stand on end. 

The villagers felt it first—the sense that something was amiss, that the very fabric of the world had shifted. The elders, wise in their years but not immune to fear, gathered in hushed circles, muttering about omens and curses. They spoke of the Drowning Moon in hushed tones, of its dark red hue that stained the heavens and the earth, of the ancient rituals that had been lost to time. Some believed that the moon’s rise marked the return of a power older than the village itself, a force that had slumbered for centuries beneath the earth’s surface, waiting for the right moment to awaken. 

And then, in the midst of that thick silence, Elric was born. 

His first cry split the night, shattering the stillness that had hung so heavily over the village. The midwives, their hands trembling, whispered his name in reverence. They had known he would come, for there had been signs—whispers in the trees, shadows that moved without cause, strange omens in the sky. They knew that this child was not like the others. His birth had been marked long before his time, foretold in stories older than the village itself. 

But no one, not even the wise elders, could have foreseen the darkness that would follow—the curse that would be unleashed on Bramblehollow. The villagers would come to know that the blood-red moon had not only marked Elric’s birth, but had also set into motion a chain of events that would unravel the very fabric of their existence. 

In the midwife’s cottage at the village's edge, the child came screaming into the world. His mother—barely more than a girl herself—died minutes later, her eyes wide open and fixed on the ceiling. They said it was blood loss, but the midwife whispered otherwise. 

“He took her breath,” she muttered. “The boy took it all.” 

The child was named Elric, though few would speak it aloud in those first years. His name, like the mark upon his chest, felt heavy, as if it carried with it the weight of fate itself—a fate none were eager to understand. His name was a whisper, a murmur that passed between clenched teeth, too fraught with meaning to be spoken easily. And etched on the soft, pale skin over his heart was a mark that no one could explain—a perfect leaping hare, its form curling around itself in an elegant spiral, ink-black against the pale expanse of his flesh. It pulsed faintly in the moonlight, a rhythmic beat that seemed to echo the very heartbeat of the earth. The mark shimmered in the dark, like some forgotten sigil, carved not by human hands, but by some ancient, unseen force. And, as though this were not enough to stir the already uneasy villagers, the mark changed color when he cried. Red when he wept with sorrow, blue when he called out in hunger, and once—just once—gold when he laughed. It was as though the child was not entirely his own, as if he were an echo of something greater, something lost to time and legend. 

Whispers began to bloom like mushrooms in dark corners. They took root in the cold, stone walls of the village inn, in the dim corners of the marketplace, in the quiet rooms where people gathered to speak in hushed voices. Some said he was a changeling, a child not born of the village but of something far darker—a creature sent to steal away the true child and replace it with a hollow, soulless thing. Others, those with more fire in their hearts, believed that Elric was the vessel of the lost goddess herself. The one who had disappeared on the night of the blood moon, her power vanishing like smoke in the wind. They whispered that the child carried within him the divine essence of the goddess, twisted now by the curse of the Hollow, and that the mark on his chest was proof of her connection to the child. But most of the villagers, those who clung to old superstitions more tightly than to their faith, simply believed that Elric was cursed. A child born the same night the moon turned red and the goddess vanished? There were no coincidences in Bramblehollow. The villagers were not a people prone to blind faith in the gods, but neither were they willing to ignore what their instincts told them: Elric was an omen, and the world that had been broken could never truly be fixed. 

One evening, as the fog rolled in thick and heavy, the villagers gathered in the dim light of the cottage, drawn together by a force they did not fully understand. The fire crackled weakly in the hearth, its flames struggling against the weight of the damp air that pressed against the walls. The priest stood at the head of the room, a nervous man with too many rings on his fingers and too little faith in his heart. He was a man who had clung to his position in the village not because of wisdom, but because of fear—fear of the unknown, fear of what lay beyond the veil of their understanding. His hands shook as he held the heavy cross at his neck, the cold metal trembling in his grasp. His voice came out in a strained whisper, thick with the taste of fear and the sting of guilt. 

"Bury him in the woods," he hissed, the words slipping from his lips like poison. His eyes darted nervously toward the infant in the midwife's arms, and his fingers twitched toward the cross as though it might offer him some protection. "Before the rot spreads, before the curse takes hold of us all." His words hung in the air, an unholy prayer twisted by dread, as if his very words might conjure the darkness he feared. His voice cracked under the pressure of what he was asking, and the village seemed to hold its breath. The flames in the hearth sputtered, casting flickering shadows against the walls. It was a fragile thing, this faith of his—a flame that could not stand against the storm of fear that was beginning to swell in the room. 

The villagers behind Elric murmured, a low hum of voices weaving through the thick silence, like an unseen current pulling at the edges of their thoughts. Their faces, weathered and tired, were etched with suspicion, eyes flicking back and forth between him and the darkened sky. The moon, a heavy orb of blood-red hue, cast an ominous glow over the village, painting everything in a hue of unease. It hung like an ancient omen, a curse from a time long forgotten, but still alive in their veins. The villagers’ gazes wavered between belief and superstition, uncertain whether they should fear or embrace what stood before them. It was not just Elric they feared—it was the mark branded upon his skin, the mark of the hare, the symbol that had haunted their dreams, their nightmares, for generations. 

His presence, though familiar to them in its eerie, spectral way, was an unwelcome disruption. Their old fears clung to them like cobwebs, tangled in their thoughts, threatening to smother them if they let their minds wander too far. The silence between them was thick with the weight of unspoken words, heavy with the weight of history. Their hearts gnawed at them, torn between the possibility of salvation and the certainty of doom. Elric had come, not as a stranger, but as a living reminder of the curse that had plagued their village, that had corrupted everything it touched. And yet, in his eyes, there was something else—something that did not belong in their world of shadow and superstition. A truth, perhaps, but one they were not yet ready to face. 

They did not know what to do with him, but they knew they could not keep him. The old laws, the ancient rituals, had never prepared them for something like this. The mark of the hare branded so deeply upon Elric’s chest was a truth they could not deny, but one they wished to ignore. It was as though the curse had seeped into the very air of the village, a malevolent force that they could not escape, no matter how tightly they shut their doors or held their breath. It curled around their hearts like smoke, suffocating and insidious. It was the past, pressing in on them, refusing to be forgotten. And yet, it was no longer just the curse they feared—it was what Elric might bring, what he might unlock, that terrified them more. What if the child was the key? What if he had the power to undo everything they had built, everything they had clung to for so long? What if he was the beginning of something far worse? 

The room grew heavier, the tension palpable, a storm building on the horizon. And yet, in the midst of the growing fear, a figure stepped forward—a presence so serene, so unshakable, that it seemed to part the gloom like the first breath of spring, delicate yet undeniable. It was the apothecary, the village’s keeper of secrets, old and silent as the trees themselves. She moved toward the center of the room with the grace of something ancient, something that had witnessed centuries pass in the blink of an eye. Her feet made no sound against the floorboards, as though her very presence was a breath held between one heartbeat and the next. Her movements were fluid, deliberate, as though she had seen and heard more than any of them ever could. She was the embodiment of something timeless, untouched by the fear and superstition that clouded the villagers' judgment. 

Her gnarled hands reached out, slow and steady, to cradle the infant. The tender gesture was so at odds with the tension that gripped the room, so entirely out of place in the midst of the fear and suspicion, that it almost felt like a dream. Her hands were rough, worn by years of toil and knowledge, but they were gentle as they took the child from the midwife’s arms. It was as though she could feel the weight of the world in that small, fragile form, and yet she held him with a tenderness that made it clear she was no stranger to loss, to pain. She did not look at the priest, did not seem to acknowledge his trembling form or the poison of his words. She did not meet the eyes of the villagers, who watched her with a mixture of awe and uncertainty. Instead, her gaze was fixed on the child, as though she saw something in him no one else could. 

The air seemed to shift with her presence, the atmosphere thickening as the moonlight filtered through the cracks in the cottage walls, bending toward her, as though it, too, recognized her power. The light bathed her face, casting it in an ethereal glow, a face lined with the wisdom of years, yet untouched by the fear that had gripped the others. Her eyes, dark as the earth, gleamed with something ancient, something that could not be understood by those who were bound by the mortal world. She did not flinch from the mark on the child’s chest, did not recoil from the weight of his curse. She saw it, acknowledged it, and yet it did not faze her. It was not a thing to be feared, not something to be cleansed or hidden away. 

With a final, soft sigh, she gently took the child from the midwife’s arms and cradled him close to her chest, her eyes soft, as if she were holding something precious—something that belonged to her alone. The villagers, stunned by the unexpectedness of her actions, watched in silence, the murmurs dying down. It was as though the world outside had ceased to exist, and the only thing that mattered now was the child in her arms. 

Without a glance at the priest, whose face had gone pale, or the villagers, whose eyes followed her every move, the apothecary turned away from them. She did not hesitate. Her figure moved with quiet confidence, slipping through the tension-filled room as though it had never existed. The fog outside seemed to curl around her like an old friend, the night air parting to make way for her passage. She walked as though she was not just moving through the village, but through time itself, as though the very ground beneath her feet bent to her will. The door closed silently behind her, and in an instant, she was gone, swallowed by the night. 

Her departure was so sudden, so fluid, that it left the room in stunned silence. The villagers stared after her, some in shock, others in confusion, but none dared to stop her. They had seen the apothecary move like this before—calm, resolute, unshaken by the fears that ruled their lives. She was not like them. She had seen the world’s truths, long before they had, and in her hands, the child would find a fate far different from the one the priest had offered. The curse would not consume him, not as it had consumed so many others. The apothecary would take him to a place where the past could not reach, where the mark of the hare would no longer be a symbol of doom, but a key to understanding, to breaking the chains that bound them all. 

The villagers could not stop her. They had never been able to. And perhaps, in the deepest corners of their hearts, they knew they never would. 

The room remained still, the fire in the hearth dimming as the last of the embers burned out. Outside, the fog thickened, and the moon shone down, casting a pallid glow over the village, but in that moment, it seemed as though the world held its breath. 

“Take him into the woods, and he will be lost,” the priest’s voice cracked, but his words faded as the apothecary woman vanished into the mist. The villagers lingered, their gazes lingering on the fog, but they made no move to follow. They knew better than to cross her. 

The apothecary did not look back. She walked with the child through the twisting paths that led away from the village, toward the crooked house beyond the bramble wall. The house, its timbers twisted with age and time, stood at the boundary of the village, in a place no one else dared tread. It was said that the forest around it had once been a sacred grove, but now it had become something darker, a place of thorns and shadows. The villagers had long stopped venturing that far—either because they feared what lay beyond or because the stories of the place made them uneasy. But the apothecary, with her silent wisdom and steady hands, was unfazed. She knew the land better than anyone, and the land knew her. 

She raised the boy, Elric, in that crooked house, where the walls seemed to lean toward one another, and the air smelled of herbs and old wood. There were no windows to the outside world, no open paths to the village; the house was isolated, tucked away behind the bramble wall that no one dared cross. The villagers called it a “house without doors,” as if it had been forgotten by the world, a relic from a time when people did not need to escape. 

As Elric grew, he spoke little, though his eyes spoke volumes. They were dark, almost black, watchful and unblinking, like the hares that darted through the fields before a storm. He had the look of one who understood things that others did not—who saw through the veil of ordinary life into something deeper, darker, and older. He would sit for hours at the edge of the woods, staring into the twisting shadows of the trees as if waiting for something, his gaze distant and unfathomable. The villagers whispered about him—about the way he looked at the world, as though he could see things that no one else could. They said he spoke to shadows, that he could hear the things hidden in the dark corners of the world. They said he knew when someone was about to die, that he could hear the quiet rattle of their bones before their heart ever stopped beating. Some said he dreamed of bells—endless ringing that never seemed to stop. 

“Don’t go near the boy,” the mothers warned their children, their voices trembling. “He was born under a drowning moon. A cursed child, marked by something ancient. Stay away, or the curse will find you.” 

And so Elric grew—marked, alone, and watched. The village seemed to grow colder with each passing year. The hare goddess, who had once blessed the village with her presence, was nowhere to be found. Her shrine stood empty, its stones crumbling into the earth, its offerings forgotten. The fields, once rich with the promise of bounty, began to yield less each year. The animals grew thin, their coats patchy, their eyes dull. The soil no longer seemed to hold the magic it once had, and the wind—oh, the wind—began to whisper through the trees in a tongue no one understood. It was as though the forest itself had forgotten its song and was instead speaking of something darker, something hungry. 

The people of Bramblehollow began to change, too. Faces that once held the warmth of community grew colder, eyes more hollow, as though the village itself was losing its soul. They could not name it, but something was wrong. They had no words for it, and so they buried their fears in the daily rhythms of life, pretending that nothing had changed, that the land still belonged to them, even as the land seemed to slip through their fingers like sand. 

Through all this, Elric watched the sky as though waiting for something. Something he couldn’t name, couldn’t understand, but knew would come. He would lie in the meadow at night, his gaze fixed on the stars above, feeling the quiet pull of the heavens in his chest. And deep inside, where the mark of the leaping hare pulsed beneath his skin, he could feel it—the stir of something ancient, something old and hungry. It was the curse that had followed him since his birth, the weight of something ancient and forgotten, pulling at him like a tide that could not be stopped. 

He did not know what it was, but he knew it would come. The pull of the curse, the stirring of something that had been sleeping for too long, was growing stronger. The village, the woods, the stars—they were all waiting for the moment when it would awaken. 

And when it did, everything would change. 

 




Chapter 2: A Forest That Watches 

The forest beyond Bramblehollow was not simply old—it was ancient in the way that stone is ancient, in the way that nightmares feel like they’ve existed since the beginning of time. 

It was known by many names: the Wyrmwood, the Silent Grove, the Breathless Green. But most villagers referred to it only as The Edge, as though even naming it too boldly might rouse its attention. Children were warned from birth never to cross the bramble wall. "The trees remember," the old ones said. "And they do not forget a trespass." 

But Elric had never feared the forest. 

 He belonged to it. 

Even as a toddler, he would wander past the wards stitched into the gateposts, slipping beneath thorns without a scratch. The brambles never snagged him. The thorns seemed to part for him. It was as if the wild places themselves recognized something in him—something kin. 

By the time Elric was ten, the Wyrmwood had become a second home to him—more than the crooked house beyond the bramble wall, more than the hearth where the apothecary would brew her quiet remedies. It was a world unto itself, a place where the trees towered so high that their tops vanished into the mist, and the air was thick with the earthy scent of ancient soil and the low hum of life that pulsed in the undergrowth. The village children, with their tattered aprons and hands calloused from hard work, spent their days tilling soil, mending nets, or skinning rabbits beneath the watchful eyes of their mothers. But Elric, strange child that he was, did not belong to them. His life was not of work and sweat, but of silence and secrets—of the deep and unbroken quiet between the trees. 

Where others learned to set traps for foxes or coax seed into the ground, Elric learned the language of the forest. He understood the way the sun filtered through the leaves, the way the shadows bent in the afternoon light, and how the breeze could whisper on one side of a glade but not the other. He spoke to moss-covered stones, running his fingers across their ridged surfaces, listening to the murmurs they seemed to offer in return. He listened to the hush between birdcalls, the subtle vibrations in the air that told him when something was watching. The forest did not speak to him in words, not as humans did. It spoke in the language of impressions—subtle, fleeting, but unmistakable once understood. 

The wind’s direction, the tremble of a twig breaking underfoot, the strange rhythm of an animal's heartbeat just out of reach—these were the things Elric learned to interpret, these the messages the forest sent him. There were times when it felt like the forest was an old friend—welcoming him, wrapping him in the smells of pine, damp earth, and fresh rain, urging him to wander deeper, to explore places where the trees grew even older, their trunks knotted like ancient hands. On days like those, Elric would wander without direction, letting the forest lead him, following the flow of the earth itself. The sunlight filtering through the leaves would warm his skin, and the sounds of the forest would fill his ears in a gentle chorus—a symphony of creaks, rustles, and distant calls, punctuated only by his own breath. 

But there were other days, darker days, when the forest felt less welcoming. On those days, the air would grow sharp, as though the very trees themselves had grown restless. The wind would carry the scent of something foreign—something wrong—on it, and the usual peaceful murmur of the underbrush would fall silent. It was the quiet before the storm, a stillness that set Elric’s teeth on edge. The trees, once friendly and solid, would seem to lean closer, their branches twisting into unnatural shapes, as though they were reaching out to grasp him. The silence between the birdcalls would stretch longer, heavier, as if the forest was holding its breath, waiting for something that never came. On those days, Elric would feel an overwhelming presence, like the forest itself was watching him, studying him with an intensity that chilled him to the bone. 

And then, there were the eyes. 

At first, Elric thought they were nothing more than figments of his imagination—flickers of motion between the trees, shadows that stretched and shifted in the periphery of his vision, always just out of reach. His mind, worn thin by the isolation of the forest, tricked him into seeing things that weren’t there. He would convince himself that the fleeting glimpses were just tricks of the light or the result of the wind moving the branches in strange, unnatural ways. The shadows, when he looked too long, took on forms of their own—becoming elongated, stretching and twisting like something alive—but they never stayed long enough for him to focus on them. They came and went in the blink of an eye, elusive, like half-remembered dreams that danced just beyond his grasp. 

He would turn his head quickly, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever it was, his heart thumping in his chest as he strained to make sense of the movement. But each time he did, it would always vanish into the stillness of the forest, leaving him with nothing but the silence, the rustling leaves, and the faint, haunting sensation of being watched. It was maddening in its inconsistency, as if the forest itself had a secret it wasn’t willing to share. The eyes, if they existed at all, were always just out of reach, slipping away whenever he tried to focus on them. 

At night, as he lay in his small, dimly lit cabin, the wind would carry the scent of moss and wet earth, and he would swear that he felt them again—those eyes—cold, watchful, their presence settling over him like an invisible weight. The sensation was unmistakable, like a hand gently resting on his chest, pushing the air out of his lungs. The darkness of his room seemed to stretch and warp with their presence, as though the very walls of the cabin were holding their breath. He would lie still, holding his own, waiting for the moment when he would open his eyes and find nothing. And yet, every time, the eyes would remain—just out of sight, just out of reach. They were always there, lurking in the corners of his mind, even when he couldn’t see them. 
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