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Chapter 1


Fern Suttles’ wrists ached where the rope dug into her skin, the rough hemp biting through her trembling resolve. She wore only a thin linen shift, the fabric nearly translucent in the cold night air, clinging to her body and offering little warmth. Her long red hair spilled in wild, tangled waves over her shoulders and down her back, catching the faint moonlight. 
They’d left her here.
Her own kin, friends, the townsfolk she’d grown up among; all of them had watched as the preacher’s voice rang out, thin and desperate, calling for rain and mercy and the end of the terrible drought.
All of them had turned away as she was tied to the old pine, her hair a bright, untamed banner against the pale trunk, while her heart pounded louder than the cicadas, longing and fear braiding together, as her hunger for life burned just beneath her skin.
Her want to live.
Now she was alone, tied to a tree in the middle of Hartmont Forest.
The woods were different at night; they seemed older. Fern could taste the age of them in the loam, in the cold air that seeped into her bones. The moon filtered through the canopy, painting her in ghostly streaks.
Fern’s breath came in shallow bursts. Strands of red hair clung to her tear-damp cheeks as she’d screamed herself hoarse hours ago, but no one had come.
No one had returned to save her.
The sun had gone down, and with it a deep hush had settled over the forest. The silence was profound, absolute, the kind of absence of noise that made a person believe in miracles or monsters.
This was the kind of night the old women in the village had whispered about, when the wild was at its strongest, and the line between human and legend ran thin as mist.
Somewhere in the silence of the forest, Fern’s curiosity flickered, a small flame in the darkness, wondering what might come for her.
Wondering if whatever found her would understand that she was not here willingly.
If it would show her mercy.
Fern was not a superstitious girl by nature. Well, not until tonight, when she found herself listening for the heavy footsteps that might never come and longing for the unknown in spite of her fear.
She’d grown up in the village outside of Hartmont Forest, listening to the stories of the Antlered Watchers—spirits of the wood, antlers like old stags, eyes that burned with the memory of the first fires and stars. They said the Watcher saw into your soul and could make you into a legend or leave you lost forever among the roots and shadows.
Grandmothers told tales over their spinning, warning the young to heed the forest’s edge, of villages leaving offerings in the lean years to be rewarded with a plentiful harvest the next season. Even the preacher, when pressed, would murmur blessings for any soul left at the forest’s mercy.
But Fern had never believed, not until her own people offered her up like a lamb to the slaughter and left her in the woods as a bargain to something they barely understood.
A branch cracked somewhere in the darkness, causing Fern’s heart to seize.
She twisted, trying to catch a glimpse of movement, but the ropes held tight, keeping her stomach pressed to the old pine.
The little she could see from her head turning to the side showed only tangled undergrowth and the pale, empty clearing.
Then, the air shifted.
The scent of moss and something musky drifted toward her, awakening a strange curiosity even as her fear spiked.
Something was watching her from the trees.
After a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity, another step sounded, slow and deliberate, then another. The silence of the forest hadn’t returned, but deepened, as if the earth hushed itself in respect as he passed.
Step after step rang out in the darkness before a shadow taller than any man she had ever seen stopped at the edge of the forest.
Moonlight caught the edges of him first. The arch of massive antlers, sweeping and ancient, branching so wide they nearly brushed the lower boughs overhead. The slope of a shoulder broader than any plough horse’s.
His face was half-shadowed by the tangled thicket, but his eyes gathered the light: two pools of molten amber, deep and old as the forest itself.
As he stepped closer, Fern saw that the Watcher's broad chest was rising and falling with a deep, animal power. The skin of his shoulders and neck was covered in scars in various stages of healing, mementoes, she thought, from the many battles he had fought as the forest’s protective spirit.
His face was a wild contradiction: cheekbones high, sharp jaw, lips expressive as any man's, yet his brow broad and heavy, crowned by those impossible antlers.
In the moonlight, his hair, dark, long, and tangled with bits of twig and leaf, hung around his face, casting him both as king and creature of the wild.
Eyes glimmered, gold and ancient, fixed on her now.
He watched her with an intensity that felt like a slow, warm tide, stripping her bare and then wrapping her in something soft, something that yearned to understand. There was a reverence in his gaze, the same sacred weight Fern had heard about in stories. The Watcher who did not just take, but chose, and in the choosing, remade the chosen.
Every part of Fern was trembling: her lips, her fingers, her heart. She tried to speak, but her mouth was dry from lack of water and the hours she had spent crying out at her miserable fate.
The Watcher moved closer, every step impossibly silent.
He was beautiful and terrible, his limbs too long, his face caught between beast and man.
Fern squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for pain, for death, for whatever bargain the forest demanded.
A horrible fate that never came.
Instead, cool fingers brushed her cheek, in a touch so gentle Fern thought she might actually weep.
The ropes that were tied around her wrists fell away, cut in a single motion. Fern sank to her knees, half from relief at being free, half from terror for what came next, and something else, something new.
The earth felt different beneath her skin now—a living, breathing thing. The air itself seemed to hum with wild promise. Folklore told of women transformed by the Watcher, becoming something more than flesh: a whisper, a warning, a wish come true for those who dared to want too much.
Fern’s body shivered, not just from cold or fear, but from the sense that she stood on the edge of becoming.
The Antlered Watcher crouched before her, those impossibly bright eyes studying her face.
Up close, Fern could see the delicate whorls of bark-colored skin that stretched over his body where it was not covered by the leather wrap at his waist.
The way his scars shimmered silver in the moonlight.
How his antlers, now mere inches above her, bore the weight of the forest’s stories: moss, lichen, a single feather caught on a tine.
His breath was the air of deep woods, cool and old, edged with the sweetness of wild berries.
He pressed a warm, steady hand to her chest, right above the neckline of the shift her fellow townsfolk had forced her into for the sacrificial ritual. The touch was gentle, but it thrummed with power, as if the wild itself was reaching through him to mark her.
She flinched away from his touch, expecting pain, but he only tilted his head, as if listening not just to the frantic thrum of her heart, but to some silent language meant for him alone.
For a heartbeat, Fern wondered if she was the first human he had ever touched, ever seen in these woods. His hand was so gentle upon her chest, Fern knew the forest itself remained paused to see what happened next.
Then, unexpectedly, he spoke.
His voice sounded like wind over stone, rough and halting, as if the words themselves were ancient and seldom used. “Fear… not.”
Fern stared, wide-eyed. The Watcher’s mouth moved awkwardly, as though testing the shape of each word.
“You… are not food. Not a gift. Not… gone.” His words were halting, but his gaze was gentle, curious, almost reverent, as if she were a secret the forest had waited centuries to unravel.
He paused and coughed, a dry, rusty sound, and tried again. “You stay. I help.”
Fern’s fear warred with confusion, but beneath them both, something new was blooming, a wondering, a wild hope.
She would stay with this creature of the woods, stay and let him help her.
Stay and see what happened next.






  
  two
Chapter 2


The Watcher saw the answer in her eyes, the old magic in the air tightening between them. He rose and offered his hand, fingers splayed, palm upward; a gesture as ancient as the forest, the kind that lived in village tales and warnings whispered at dusk. 
Fern hesitated, the thin linen shift whispering against her skin as she moved. Then she grasped his hand, curiosity singing in her blood. His hand was cool and rough, like bark warmed by the sun, a sensation that sent a shiver through her.
He led her through the undergrowth, moving with uncanny grace.
Fern stumbled after him, her legs numb from standing for hours, every sound amplified in the dark by her worthless human vision. Her shift caught on brambles, and her red hair tangled with each step, as if the forest itself wished to claim some part of her.
The Watcher paused when she faltered, steadying her with a gentle touch. “Hurt?” he asked, voice quieter, a little smoother with use.
She shook her head, though tears stung her eyes. Physically, she was unharmed, but the weight of what had been done to her hurt her heart.
He grunted once in understanding and continued, guiding her deeper into the forest, past trees older than memory, through ferns and brambles that parted at his passing. The wild woods grew thicker, the air heavy with old secrets and the scent of damp earth and moss.
A small, mossy hollow opened before them, tucked









