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    THE PLAYERS


    
      Almeric: An experienced guide.


      Cassian: A confident swordsman.


      Daegra: A hillman warrior.


      Lista: A bard.


      Marella: A skilled archer.


      The Hollow: An ancient entity that dwells beneath the forest.


      The Witch-King: A powerful undead entity that haunts the cursed Wilderwood forest.
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    “These woods hold more than beasts,” Almeric warned, his voice barely louder than a whisper. “They say a dark curse lingers here. The goblins call it the Hollow, and they do not cross it lightly.”


    Some around the fire clutched their cloaks tighter as they cast their gaze over the surrounding darkness. Others put their hands on weapon hilts. Almeric sat with his staff across his knees. Only Cassian, the youngest, laughed.


    “Curses and goblins? Is that all, old man? No ghosts? Pfft. We’ve faced worse.”


    With Almeric as their guide, the small group had ventured deep into Wilderwood, seeking adventure and treasure. Cassian, the swordsman; Marella, the archer; Lista, the bard; and Daegra, the hillman. They’d hired Almeric as their guide, so while he wasn’t one of them, tonight, in these dark woods, they were all of a single mind to get what they came for and to get out.


    Cassian had picked this job because of a story. Three nights running, he sat in the Stabbing Sword buying the old storyteller’s drinks and working the tale for the parts a man could use, and on the fourth he found Almeric and named a price. That was how it went. Cassian found the work, the work usually paid, and the rest of them fell in behind him because it did.


    In the safety of the Stabbing Sword tavern, they had heard tales of witches and shades roaming the woods. But such stories had seemed fanciful and easily dismissed. Now, however, with twisted trees looming over them and fog slithering across the ground like creeping fingers, they found those tavern tales much harder to laugh off. The ancient oaks grew in unnatural shapes here, their trunks bent and gnarled as if frozen mid-writhe in some long-ago agony. Bark peeled away in strips like rotting flesh, revealing wood beneath that pulsed with a sickly phosphorescence. Overhead, the canopy closed without a gap. No star showed through it and no moon, though they had crossed the boundary under a clear sky. Whatever gray light hung between the trunks did not come from above, and it had not changed since they entered. Shadows stretched between the trees, deep and dark as spilled ink, and nothing moved in them. No bird called. No mouse ran in the leaf litter. Two days back, the hedgerows along the road had been loud with the last of the autumn birds. Here, silence reigned. Even the air tasted wrong—thick and cloying, with an underlying sweetness like overripe fruit left to decay.


    Daegra had said little since they made camp. He sat at the edge of the firelight with his warhammer across his thighs, turning a frayed red cord round and round his left wrist, his braids stiff with three days of road. When the fire wanted feeding, he chose the wood himself. He broke each stick and held the broken end to the light before he let it burn, and twice he threw one away into the dark.


    Still full of bravado, Cassian glanced at Almeric and asked in too loud a voice, “You’re certain there’s treasure here?”


    Marella hushed him. “Keep your voice down!”


    “There better be treasure here,” Daegra grumbled. “We didn’t come all this way to go home empty-handed.”


    Almeric’s weathered face hardened in the firelight, each crease and line deepening with grim knowledge. He leaned forward, and the flames cast dancing shadows across his features, making him appear ancient and terrible.


    “Aye, I’m certain. Three hundred years ago, folk knew Wilderwood by another name—the Verdant Crown. Back then, these trees bore golden leaves year-round, and the forest floor bloomed with flowers that never wilted. The witches who dwelled here were guardians, protectors of the natural order. They kept a vault deep in the forest’s heart called the Holdfast. It held not just gold and jewels, but artifacts of immense power—relics from the Age of Wonders, before the Fall of the Old Gods, when magic flowed through the world like water through a stream.”


    He paused, his knuckles white as he gripped his staff. “But one of their own, a witch named Morwenna the Ambitious, grew jealous of the Holdfast’s contents. She wanted the power for herself, to reshape the world according to her vision. When the coven refused her, she struck a bargain with something old and hungry that dwelled beneath the roots—something that had been sleeping since before the first men walked these lands.”


    Lista leaned closer, her musician’s fingers tapping a nervous rhythm on her knee. “What did she unleash?”


    “No one knows its true name,” Almeric continued, his voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “The old texts call it the Devourer, the Root-Dweller, the Thing That Waits Below. Morwenna thought she could control it, use it to overcome her sisters. Instead, it consumed her first—body, soul, and magic—then turned on the rest. The witches fought desperately, but their spells only fed the creature’s hunger. In their last moments, they wove one last enchantment, binding the creature to the forest itself, trapping it in a prison of living wood. But the cost...”


    He gestured to the twisted landscape around them. “The forest absorbed the curse. Every tree, every root, every blade of grass became tainted. The golden leaves turned black and fell away. The flowers withered to ash. And the spirits of the slain witches—along with every living thing caught in the curse’s spread—were bound here, unable to rest, unable to leave. The Holdfast remains untouched and waiting, but the forest itself has become its reluctant guardian. As for the Devourer, the creature remains, hating the living all the more with every passing season.”


    A log in the fire cracked, sending up a shower of sparks.


    Marella shivered. “Why does this suddenly feel like the worst idea we’ve ever had?”


    Almeric grinned, the flicker of fear in his eyes betraying his unease. “Because it likely is.”


    Whispers filled the air, faint but unmistakable, voices carried on a wind that didn’t exist. At first, it sounded like nothing more than the rustle of leaves, but as the adventurers strained to listen, words emerged from the susurration—fractured pleas, half-formed warnings, names called out in desperate longing.


    Turn back... leave us... so cold... help me... please...


    The slithering fog thickened with unnatural speed, rising from the ground in writhing coils that moved with purposeful intent. It rolled toward the campfire like a living tide, and within its depths, strange shapes coalesced. Faces formed from the mist itself—dozens of them, perhaps hundreds—each one more terrible than the last. Hollow eyes stared out from sunken sockets, mouths frozen mid-scream or hanging slack in expressions of abject despair. Some faces were young, frozen in the bloom of youth. Others were ancient and withered. All bore the unmistakable mark of violent death—gashes across throats, crushed skulls, features twisted in final agony.


    The essences faded in and out of sight like images reflected in disturbed water, never quite solid, never quite gone. They drifted closer to the fire’s warmth, drawn to the living heat. Their movements were wrong—too smooth, too gliding—and they floated a hand’s width above the forest floor. They encircled the group with slow, silent movement, watching with those terrible, empty eyes, unblinking and eternal. Their expressions held a mournful quality. Some old sorrow had hollowed them out long ago, leaving nothing but the husk of what they once were.


    One shade drifted closer than the rest—a woman, beautiful once perhaps, now stretched and distorted. Her mouth moved but emitted no sound, miming the same words over and over: Run... while you still can... run...


    Cassian’s hand tightened around his sword hilt until his knuckles cracked, the leather grip gone slick with sweat despite the chill. Beside him, Daegra hefted his warhammer, the weapon trembling in his white-knuckled grip. The hillman’s breathing had gone shallow and quick.


    “What are those?” Cassian asked, his earlier bravado stripped away, leaving his voice thin and young.


    “Shades,” Almeric whispered, his eyes darting from one spectral face to another, counting them, cataloging them. His hand moved to the charms on his staff, fingers finding each one by memory, as if their touch could ward off the supernatural cold seeping into their bones. “The souls of those who came before us—adventurers who failed to find the Holdfast, or worse.” He paused as a ghastly shade drifted past, its jaw hanging at an impossible angle, tongue lolling. “Those who found it and paid the price for their greed.”


    Marella had risen to her feet without realizing it, an arrow nocked but not yet drawn. “There are so many,” she breathed. “Dozens. Maybe more.”


    “Centuries’ worth,” Almeric confirmed. “Every treasure hunter, every greedy fool, every desperate soul who thought they could outwit the Hollow. All of them still here, trapped. The curse doesn’t just kill—it claims. It adds you to its collection, to its eternal audience of the damned.”


    Lista’s lute had slipped from her nerveless fingers and lay forgotten in the dirt. She watched, transfixed with horror, as a shade that might have been a child reached toward her with translucent fingers. “Can they hurt us?”


    “They’re just watching for now,” Almeric said, though his tone suggested this was small comfort. “Witnessing. Recording. But if we show weakness, if we give in to fear...” His voice remained steady despite the oppressive presence surrounding them. “Wilderwood warps everything that enters it. The living, the dead. There’s no sun in here to tell you the hour, and the light doesn’t change, so you’ll lose count of the days if you let yourself. And we’ll share their fate if we’re not careful—condemned to drift through these cursed woods for eternity, watching others make the same doomed journey.”


    The adventurers huddled together, drawing closer to the fire’s meager protection. Yet even as they sought comfort in proximity, they felt the weight of a hundred haunted eyes pressing down upon them. The shades had multiplied, their numbers swelling from the fog like a silent congregation gathering for some unholy rite. They formed a complete circle now, layered three and four deep, an amphitheater of the damned bearing witness to another tragedy added to their ranks.


    The temperature dropped further, each breath
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