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​CHAPTER ONE
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“Sonya, the fire's low,” her grandmother called out from the small, dimly lit room that served as their kitchen.

Sonya nodded without looking up from the intricate metalwork in her hands. “I’ll stoke it soon, Gran,” she replied, her voice muffled by the thick scarf she wore to protect against the heat of the forge. The flames danced and crackled, casting flickering shadows on the walls of their modest workshop, a space that smelled of coal, sweat, and the sharp tang of hot metal. It was a smell that had been a part of her life since she could remember, a scent as comforting as her grandmother’s stew and as inescapable as the chains of her fate.

The metal grew hot, almost too hot to hold, but Sonya's grip remained firm. She had worked with it all her life, and she had learned to ignore the pain. The hammer's rhythm was steady, a comforting beat that filled the quiet night. The piece she was working on was delicate, not the usual weapons or horseshoes that brought them their meager income. It was for a local lord’s daughter, a necklace adorned with a peculiar symbol that Sonya had never seen before. The instructions had been explicit: no questions asked, no alterations made. The symbol was an ouroboros, a serpent eating its own tail, but twisted, its scales jagged and sharp, its eyes glinting with a malice that seemed to watch her from the metal itself. She’d felt a deep, unsettling wrongness about it from the moment it had been commissioned.

Her grandmother shuffled in, a wooden bowl of stew in her hands, the rich aroma of stewed vegetables and meat wafting through the air. She set it down on the anvil, the metal ringing faintly. "You're working too hard," she said, her eyes filled with a mix of concern and pride. "Your destiny isn't in these chains."

Sonya sighed, her gaze lingering on the necklace before she set it aside. "We all have our chains, Gran," she said, taking a break to wipe the sweat from her brow with her scarf. “Some are just heavier than others.”

Her grandmother’s expression grew solemn. “Your mother never talked about it, did she?”

The question hung in the air, thick with unspoken truths. Sonya's mother had died when she was young, leaving her with the burden of their family's curse and the responsibility to maintain the ancient pact. It was the bargain made generations ago, a price paid in blood and iron to keep a darkness at bay. It was the reason their family, their Romani line of blacksmiths, had been both sought after and feared.

"No, she didn't," Sonya said finally, her eyes meeting her grandmother's. "But I know what I have to do." The necklace, she knew, was a link in that pact. It was a piece of the cage, and with every hammer strike, she felt the lock turning, a new chain being forged.

The old woman's hand trembled as she reached toward the necklace. "It's a fine piece," she said, her voice barely a whisper. "But be careful, child. Some chains are meant to be broken."

The words echoed in Sonya’s mind as she returned to her work, the hammer striking the metal with renewed vigor. But she knew better than to hope for such a thing. The curse was a part of her, woven into her very soul, as inescapable as the dark locks that framed her face. It was a legacy she bore, a burden that had been passed down through generations of blacksmiths in their Romani line. And she had a feeling that this necklace was more than just a simple commission; it was a key, a link in the chain that bound her to the malevolent force that had haunted her dreams since she could remember. A force that had taken her mother and would one day take her, too.

The night grew later, the chill seeping into the workshop despite the forge's fiery embrace. Sonya's muscles ached, but she didn't dare to rest. The necklace was almost complete, the final touches requiring a delicate hand and a clear mind. With each strike of the hammer, she felt the curse's presence growing stronger, a shadowy figure that loomed over her, eager to claim its prize. The very air around her seemed to grow heavier, colder. It was an invisible weight she had grown accustomed to, but tonight, it felt different. It felt... expectant.

The metal cooled under her breath, and she began to weave the intricate design into the necklace, her hands moving with a precision that seemed almost supernatural. Her thoughts drifted to the demon hunter she had heard whispers of in the nearby village. A man of legend, feared and revered in equal measure, said to have the power to break ancient curses. Could he be her salvation? The thought was a dangerous one. Their people had learned long ago not to trust outsiders, especially those who hunted demons, for they often saw their own magic as a form of it. Yet, desperation was a potent kind of hope.

The door to the workshop suddenly creaked open, and a figure stepped in, casting a long shadow across the floor. Sonya's heart skipped a beat, the hammer hovering in midair. The newcomer was tall, broad-shouldered, with eyes that gleamed like polished obsidian in the firelight. His face was scarred and severe, an indication of battles fought and won. He was the very essence of danger, yet something about his presence was undeniably magnetic. He was like the forge itself—a source of immense heat and power, dangerous to touch, but impossible to ignore.

"Calm yourself, girl. I am Alek," he said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to resonate in the very air. "I've come for the necklace."

Sonya's hand trembled, and she quickly wrapped the half-finished piece in a cloth, hiding it from view. “Who are you?” she asked, her voice steady despite the fear that coiled in her stomach.

Alek's gaze swept over her, taking in the tools of her trade and the determination etched into her features. "Someone who knows what you are," he replied. "Someone who knows of the curse that has you in its grip." He took a step closer, and the air between them thickened, no longer cold with the curse, but hot with a different kind of energy. A primal, dangerous current that made every hair on her body stand on end.

The room grew tense as their eyes locked, the air crackling with unspoken understanding. Sonya knew she had two choices: hand over the necklace and risk angering the entity that controlled her, or trust this stranger and risk everything she knew. She felt the weight of the curse heavy on her shoulders, the invisible chains that had dictated her every move for as long as she could remember. But the man before her, with his scarred face and knowing eyes, felt less like a threat and more like a door. A door she had been too afraid to open.

Taking a deep breath, she made her decision. "I'll give you the necklace," she said, her voice firm. "But only if you help me break the curse."

A smirk tugged at Alek's lips, a hint of amusement in his dark eyes. "I don't make deals, girl," he said. "But I do offer partnerships." The word was a blade’s edge, a promise that cut both ways. It was less about a transaction and more about a shared fight, a shared fate.

Their agreement was sealed not with a handshake or a vow, but with a silent nod of mutual respect. Sonya knew that the path ahead would be fraught with danger and uncertainty, but for the first time in her life, she felt a flicker of hope. With Alek by her side, she might just find the strength to break the chains that had bound her for so long.

The very air in the workshop seemed to grow heavy, a chilling silence that spoke of a presence listening, a consciousness now aware of their defiance. A cold dread settled in Sonya's stomach, a feeling she had not known since her mother's death. Without a word, Alek grabbed his heavy-bladed sword and gestured to the open door. It was a wordless command, a silent agreement to act now, to outrun the rising malice. Sonya quickly gathered a few essentials—a waterskin, some stale bread—shoving them into a rough-spun bag before following him into the oppressive night. The air outside was thick and still, the moon’s light muted by an unseen haze.

He moved like a shadow through the dark, his footsteps silent on the damp earth. Sonya, less practiced in stealth, focused on mirroring his pace, her breath coming in short, uneven gasps. With every step away from the village, the oppressive weight of the curse intensified. It was no longer a vague feeling; it was a physical force pressing against her, a cold wind that carried whispers of her mother's final moments. She felt a phantom tightening in her chest, the first of the chains she had felt so long ago now manifesting in a suffocating grip. She stumbled, and a strong hand gripped her arm, steadying her. Alek didn't speak, but the warmth of his touch was a stark contrast to the encroaching chill, an anchor against the rising tide of darkness.

The journey ended abruptly at a clearing. The center was dominated by a grotesque, gnarled tree, its branches twisted like skeletal claws against the bruised sky. At its base, roots the thickness of a man's torso writhed across the ground. The necklace, which she had carefully placed in her bag, began to hum, a low, ominous vibration that Sonya could feel against her hip. She pulled it out, and the twisted ouroboros pulsed with a faint, angry red light, like a trapped and furious heart.

Alek saw the light and his jaw tightened. “The ritual must be completed here,” he said, his voice a low growl of pure purpose. He knelt beside a massive root, drawing a small, serrated dagger from his belt. The blade was simple, unadorned, but it hummed with an inner light that seemed to repel the encroaching shadows. With swift, precise motions, he began to carve the final, necessary runes into the metal, the blade cutting effortlessly. As the final line was scored, the ouroboros necklace flared with an incandescent white light, and a high-pitched scream, full of inhuman rage, echoed through the clearing.

From the base of the gnarled tree, a darkness coalesced, a towering figure of wrath and shadow. The entity, now fully manifested, bore down on them, its eyes like pools of inky blackness. Sonya felt the familiar chains tighten around her heart, the fear she had lived with her entire life threatening to buckle her knees. But she held firm. She took a step forward, the light from the glowing necklace bathing her in its powerful, silver glow. The entity hissed, its spectral form recoiling from the light as if burned.

Alek, sword raised, looked back at her, his dark eyes filled with a new kind of light, not just danger, but a deep, protective certainty. "We are going to break this curse," he said, his voice cutting through the creature's hiss. "And then I’m going to see that smile of yours in the light of day."
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