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"I saw it! With my own eyes, I did! I was hidin' by the old mill, my heart thumpin' fit to bust.”

The regulars in this inn all groaned in unison as apparently, old man Joris has told this tale to many a passing traveler over the years. I guess now it was my turn. In all fairness to the fellow, I did ask for it. My duty as a scholar.

“The whole village, it just went quiet, suddenly. Heavy and still, like the world itself was holdin' its breath for somethin' awful. The air just... froze. Not just cold, mind you, but so still you could hear the blood hum in your ears. That silence, it weren't empty, no. It pressed in, felt like something was there, just listenin' to your thoughts!

Then he came. Just a man, walkin' home, alone in all that quiet. Had his favorite hat on, an old, faded thing. And then, there she was. Just there. Steppin' out of the deep shadows, a darkness like no other. Her hair, black as sin, all draped over black lace, and her gown, like a shadow itself come alive. Beauty so terrible, it made the very world stop. The Black Bride herself!

I nursed my lukewarm ale, the ceramic mug suddenly heavy in my hand. My mind, trained in the rigors of observation and deduction, immediately began to dissect Joris's account. The tale had all the earmarks of constant public rehearsal, adding his own additional embellishment with each retelling I imagine as well.

“Her touch, it's a cold caress, and the last you'll ever feel! She just stood there, still as death, a demon right here in our village, her orange eyes burnin' with a hunger that could swallow the whole world! I saw her. I saw her!

The man, God help him, he just froze. His feet, they dragged, lad, like invisible strings pulled him right to her. He fought, he did! I saw him try to turn, try to run, but it was no use. His eyes were wide open, like he saw it all comin' but couldn't stop it. She just pulled him closer, closer into the shadows by the mill pond. And then, she reached out, a hand pale as bone, and just... pulled at his clothes, like they were dust, just fallin' off him, leavin' him bare to that chillin' night.

And then, he was gone! Poof! Vanished! Nothin' left but the cold air where he stood. The 'kiss of death' was seen, lad, I tell ya! Some say she tears 'em limb from limb, their screams echoin' forever. Others whisper she devours 'em whole, bones and all. A demon, I tell you!

"You might say it was just shadows, old man," a burly woodsman scoffed from a corner, his voice carrying over the low hum of nervous chatter that had resumed in the inn. "Peiter probably fell in the ravine. You saw shadows, old man."

But Joris's eyes flashed, his genuine fear overcoming the theatrics. "Shadows, you say?! Fine!" His gnarled fist slammed onto the table, making the ale mugs jump.

"See here, then! You tell me what shadow would leave this behind, eh?!" And with a flourish, he produced his faded, old hat, its brim stained with what might have been sweat and age. He slammed it onto the tabletop with a definitive thwack!

"This was his! Found it myself, right where he stood! I wasn't lyin', I tell you!" He leaned back, tremblin', wiping a hand across his forehead, his chest heavin'. "It was real, lad. Every damn word of it. And all they ever found of him was that hat. That's the truth, lad, the only truth!”

The woodcutter rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to his gargantuan meal, likely having seen that old hat for the fifth time today.

The old man’s tale was too perfect, too neatly structured, too much like the old wives' tales I had cataloged in every remote village en route. The 'poof!' of vanishing, the specific agonies... No, Joris hadn't witnessed any man disintegrate before Kalilari's gaze, or be torn limb from limb. But his fear, that was real enough. He truly believed the legend, and he truly believed he'd seen its embodiment, even if his mind had filled in the grisly details of tearing flesh and devouring bones. This was merely another exaggerated village myth, a local bogeyman.

“Ain’t no one truly knows her, or her ways, because no one ever returns from the black manor whole, if they return at all.” Old Joris's voice, raspy and raw, hung in the smoky air of the rustic inn, punctuated by a grunt of frustration.

The huge black manor, a long ways from town, but always visible, looming on the highest hill overlooking the entire valley, was a constant, unspoken weight on their lives. As a scholar of ancient curses and the inexplicable, I had travelled to this remote corner of the land precisely for such whispers, but experience had taught me that most all of the folklore I chased turned out to be a whole bunch of nothing—superstitious nonsense woven from fear and misinterpretations.

Around us, the low hum of nervous chatter resumed. My own spine tingled, a cold dread creeping despite my usual skepticism. I'd heard whispers of the huge black manor on my journey here, tales of "The Black Bride" and her dark domain.

A flicker of movement caught my eye in the swirling grey outside the window. For a breath, just a split second, a pair of piercing orange eyes seemed to glow faintly in the mist, framed by the hint of dark, intricate lace and the edge of an ornate, black gown. A brush of impossibly cold air, carrying a faint, unsettling perfume of decay and roses, drifted through the room.

Then, it was gone, swallowed by the fog and the deepening night. My heart hammered, a frantic drum against my ribs, but my gaze remained fixed on the spot where the apparition had been. My mind, usually so rational, reeled. The legend felt chillingly real. And suddenly, the warnings didn't deter me. They simply sharpened my resolve. I had to know more about the truth. I also knew it was time to stop drinking this awful swill.
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The next morning, a thin, persistent chill clung to the air, sharper than the ale-warmed comfort of the inn's common room. I packed my leather-bound journal, my inkpot, and a fresh quill, along with a few dried rations. My purpose here was clear: to collect every whisper, every fragment of local lore for my grand compendium of ancient curses and enduring myths. Most of what I found proved to be exaggerated fears or simple misinterpretations of natural phenomena—superstitious nonsense, as I'd come to expect. This tale of "The Black Bride" would likely be no different, merely another entry in a long list of debunked regional bogeymen. I was certain of it, a profound self-delusion I would soon discover.

As I left the village and ventured into the distant hill where the manorhouse stood, the world shifted. It was as if the very vibrancy had been actively leached from the land, leaving behind a pall of pervasive greyscale. The sky hung low, a perpetually overcast, leaden sheet, draining the light. The ancient trees lining the path were gnarled and skeletal, their leaves a muted, lifeless grey or brown. The very earth beneath my boots felt dull, sucking the spirit from my step, an unnatural weariness seeping into my bones. My strides became heavy as I continued up the steep and winding path, each movement an effort against an unseen force. The air itself felt thin, clinging to my lungs, making each breath a conscious, painful effort. When the wind died
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