
        
            [image: cover]
        



    
        
          We Swore in Fire

        

        
        
          Otis D. Groves

        

        
          Published by Otis D. Groves, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WE SWORE IN FIRE

    

    
      First edition. July 16, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Otis D. Groves.

    

    
    
      Written by Otis D. Groves.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Chapter 1

Beneath a sky the color of tarnished pewter, the edge of the Whispering Weald loomed like a jagged wall of obsidian. Dry ash, carried on a biting northern wind, swirled across the barren borderlands, coating the toes of Susan’s worn leather boots in a pale, dusty shroud. She stood motionless, a silent sentinel against the desolate horizon, her gaze fixed on the dense tangle of black-barked pines that marked the threshold of the forbidden forest. Inside her heavy woolen coat, the stiff parchment of the bounty contract pressed against her ribs, a constant, heavy reminder of the work that lay ahead. To her, the paper was not a promise of justice, but a ledger of debt, paid in blood and silver. Her fingers, scarred and stiffened by years of handling cold metal, slid down to the twin hilts of her shortswords, testing the familiar, ribbed leather wraps.

Releasing a slow, measured breath, she watched her exhalation bloom into a fleeting white cloud before the wind ripped it away. The guild had taught her early that breath was a luxury, a resource to be husbanded during a long hunt, much like water or throwing knives. In the brutal training yards of her youth, the instructors had beaten the softness out of her, replacing tears with the cold calculation of a predator. They had forged her into a tool of absolute utility, a weapon designed to excise the kingdom’s nightmares for a price. Looking down at the scarred knuckles of her left hand, she felt the phantom sting of those old lashings, a reminder of the price she had paid to survive. She was no savior; she was merely the hand that held the iron.

With a sharp, mechanical click, she drew the left blade three inches from its scabbard, letting the pale afternoon light catch the runic silver inlay. The metal gleamed with a cold, blue tint, hungry for the dark blood of whatever corrupted things nested within the thicket. Ten thousand crowns was the price on the shadow-beast’s head, a sum large enough to buy a small estate or, more practically, to secure her survival for another three winters. Yet, Susan felt no thrill at the prospect of wealth, only the dull, familiar weight of necessity. Money was nothing more than the grease that kept her gears turning, allowing her to buy more silver, more salt-cure, and more bandages. Sliding the blade back into place, she adjusted the straps of her twin scabbards, ensuring they sat balanced across her lower back.

A sudden, freezing gust swept through the skeletal branches of the outer trees, carrying the faint, metallic scent of ozone and rotting wood. It was the breath of the Weald, a heavy, suffocating odor that seemed to warn away any living thing foolish enough to approach its borders. To Susan, the stench of decay was a familiar companion, far more honest than the perfumed halls of the capital she had left behind. Taking her first step across the invisible line dividing the dying grasslands from the enchanted forest, she felt a subtle shift in the air pressure, a heavy thrum that vibrated deep within her chest. The ground beneath her feet softened, transforming from hard-packed clay to a spongy carpet of black moss and decaying needles that swallowed the sound of her footsteps. Silence fell over her like a heavy cloak, extinguishing the distant calls of scavengers and the whistling of the wind.

High above, the canopy knitted together like the skeletal fingers of a giant, blotting out the sky and plunging the forest floor into a perpetual twilight. Shadows stretched and twisted between the trunks of the massive, ash-pale oaks, appearing to move of their own accord. Susan kept her hands resting lightly on her pommels, her fingers twitching in sync with the rhythmic beat of her heart. Every sense was strained, cataloging the drip of moisture from hanging moss, the scurrying of pale insects under rotting bark, and the faint, persistent vibration of the earth. The forest felt alive, not as a collection of flora and fauna, but as a singular, slumbering entity that resented her intrusion. Solitude was her sanctuary, a silent space where she did not have to pretend to be anything other than what she was.

Pulling a small brass compass from her belt pocket, she watched the polished needle spin uselessly, whirring in erratic circles before pointing toward a thick patch of brambles. With a quiet grunt of irritation, she clicked the lid shut and shoved the useless instrument back into her leather pouch. The magic here was dense, thick enough to clog her lungs and distort the physical laws of the mortal world. Her ancestors, so the old family legends claimed, had once ruled these lands, weaving the very spells that now choked the forest with ash and shadow. Susan dismissed the thought with a cold sneer; if her bloodline had indeed created this nightmare, it was only fitting that she, the last and most broken of them, had returned to die in its teeth. Tightening the straps of her leather gauntlets, she forced herself to focus on the immediate terrain, ignoring the phantom whispers that seemed to echo from the hollow trunks.

Enormous brambles, thick as a man’s thigh and studded with jagged black thorns, blocked the path ahead like a barrier of rusted iron. They were coated in a fine layer of gray ash, which drifted down in silent flurries whenever a branch stirred. Grasping her left blade, Susan hacked through a low-hanging vine, her shoulder burning with the effort as the tough, woody fiber resisted the silver edge. A thick, dark sap seeped from the severed vine, smelling faintly of sulfur and old blood. She stepped over the dripping barrier, careful not to let the thorns snag her heavy woolen coat, which had been treated with oil to repel moisture. Any tear in her clothing was an invitation for the forest’s rot to seep into her skin, and she had no desire to die of a festering wound in this forgotten corner of the world.

As she pushed deeper, the silence grew heavier, pressing against her ears until her own heartbeat sounded like a war drum. According to the scribbled notes on the bounty contract, the beast was a creature of shadow and claw, a mindless terror that had slaughtered three royal patrol parties near the forest’s eastern rim. The survivors had spoken of a massive, shifting silhouette that moved with terrifying speed, leaving nothing but shredded flesh and frozen ash in its wake. Susan had hunted similar beasts before, beasts born of ancient curses or wild magic gone sour. They were always the same in the end: desperate, pain-maddened creatures that wanted nothing more than to tear the world apart before they were put down. She understood that rage; she carried a version of it inside her own breast, locked behind a wall of cold professional detachment.

Near the roots of a giant, hollow willow, the spongy moss gave way to a patch of dark, wet earth. Crouching low, Susan brushed away a thin layer of ash to reveal a deep, jagged impression in the soil. It was a footprint, massive and unmistakably canine, yet the stride was long and rhythmic, suggesting a creature that walked upright on two legs. She ran her gloved fingers along the edge of the print, feeling the residual cold that clung to the dirt. The earth here was frozen solid, though the temperature in the forest, while chilly, was not deep enough to freeze mud. It was the mark of a curse, a localized winter that followed the beast wherever it roamed. Rising to her feet, she wiped the dark soil onto her trousers, her eyes scanning the dark, shifting corridors of the trees ahead.

A sudden, sharp crack echoed through the gloom, sounding like a breaking bone. Instantly, Susan dropped into a low crouch, her hands moving to her hilts with practiced ease as she drew both blades in a single, fluid motion. She pressed her back against the rough trunk of an ash tree, her chest rising and falling in shallow, silent breaths. For several agonizing seconds, she remained frozen, her eyes darting through the thick fog that had begun to drift between the trunks. Nothing moved. The sound had likely been nothing more than a falling branch, burdened by the heavy ash, yet she knew that complacency in the Weald was a swift path to a shallow grave.

Leaning against the damp bark, she let her eyes slip closed for a brief moment, her mind drifting back to a time before she had become a creature of blades and contracts. Ten years had passed since she had stood in the gilded halls of the summer palace, a young girl bound by a solemn blood-oath to protect the crown prince. She had sworn that vow with a fierce, naive pride, believing she could be a shield for the innocent. Her family had demanded it, her father had carved the sigil into her mind, and she had believed in the nobility of their cause. But the court had fallen, the prince had vanished into the shadows of exile, and she had been sold to the hunter’s guild to pay for her family’s ruin. The guild had broken her body and remade her spirit, turning her from a protector into a slaughterer.

A drop of cold water fell from a branch above, striking her eyelid and shattering the memory. Susan blinked, her focus snapping back to the dark forest, her fingers tightening on her silver swords. The past was a useless ghost, a shadow she had no time to chase. The prince she had sworn to protect was undoubtedly dead, lost to the same political schemes that had destroyed her family, and she was no longer the girl who believed in oaths. She was a hunter now, and the only thing that mattered was the beast ahead and the silver she would collect for its death.

Stepping away from the tree, she followed the trail of frozen footprints deeper into the heart of the Weald. The fog grew thicker, a gray, clinging shroud that tasted of iron and ancient dust. It hung low to the ground, swirling around her knees like a living thing, dampening the leather of her boots. To her left, a cluster of pale, bioluminescent mushrooms clung to a decaying log, casting a sickly, greenish glow over the surrounding brambles. She steered clear of them, knowing that their spores could cause hallucinations or a slow, paralyzing sleep. In the Weald, even the smallest flower could be a lethal trap, a lesson she had learned the hard way during her first hunts.

Beneath the suffocating canopy, the air grew increasingly heavy, as if the forest were physically pressing down on her shoulders. Susan stopped in a small clearing where the pale light managed to filter through the dense branches, revealing a carpet of ash that lay undisturbed by the wind. She knelt on one knee, her leather trousers brushing against the cold ground, and pulled the bounty parchment from her vest. The paper was worn, its edges frayed and stained with old grease and water marks. Written in a sharp, elegant hand, the contract detailed the terror that had gripped the border towns: livestock torn to pieces, hunters vanished without a trace, and a towering, shadow-cloaked monster seen stalking the ruins of the old provincial estates. At the bottom of the page, the seal of the royal magistrate was stamped in dark red wax, looking remarkably like a smear of dried blood. Susan traced her finger over the emblem, her lips curling into a dry, mirthless smile. The nobility always paid well to keep their nightmares at bay, yet they never stopped to consider that the weapons they hired to do their dirty work were just as monstrous as the beasts they hunted.

Folding the paper carefully, she tucked it back into the safety of her inner pocket, her fingers brushing against the cold silver medallion she wore beneath her shirt. The medallion was her only link to her former life, a crest she should have discarded years ago when the guild had stripped her of her name and given her a number. She had kept it not out of sentimentality, but as a reminder of her own failure. It was a weight that kept her anchored to the ground, preventing her from floating away into the mindless oblivion of a professional killer. Standing up slowly, she adjusted her leather belt, her knees popping in the quiet air. Every movement was a chore in this heavy atmosphere, but she forced herself to maintain a steady, unyielding pace, knowing that hesitation in a place like this was a death sentence.

Moving forward, she used her left hand to sweep aside a hanging curtain of gray lichen that looked like rotting hair. Her thoughts drifted back to the cold stone halls of the guildhall in the northern peaks, where she had spent her formative years. The masters there had taught her that the human body was nothing more than a system of levers, pulleys, and pressure points, all designed to be manipulated or broken. They had forced her to study anatomy on the cold slabs of the mortuary, teaching her exactly where to strike to bypass armor and find the soft, vulnerable meat beneath. She had learned those lessons well, her hands becoming instruments of absolute precision, capable of ending a life with a single, silent stroke. In the eyes of the guild, there was no room for mercy or regret; a hunter who hesitated was a liability, a broken tool to be discarded and replaced.

A sharp thorn caught on her sleeve, pulling her back to the present with a sudden jerk. Susan didn’t flinch; instead, she calmly sliced the thorn away with her right blade, her movement precise and devoid of frustration. The fabric of her coat was tough, but the thorn had left a thin, silver scratch on the leather, a minor blemish on an otherwise well-maintained piece of gear. She inspected the scratch, her mind noting the angle of the thorn and the strength of the vine. Even the plants in this forest possessed an aggressive, predatory nature, seeking to snag and tear at anything that dared to pass. It was a hostile world, but she was built for hostility.

With a low sigh, she continued her slow march through the gray twilight, her boots sinking into the thick carpet of ash. She had long since accepted her role as a monster in her own right, a creature of dark utility who existed only to kill other, more terrifying monsters. The people in the towns she saved never looked her in the eye; they handed over her coin with trembling hands, their gazes fixed on the bloodstains on her armor or the cold, dead look in her eyes. They feared her almost as much as they feared the beasts, and she could not blame them. She was a reminder of the darkness that lurked just beyond their safe, well-lit borders, a living weapon that had no place in their peaceful lives.

Above her, the skeletal branches of the ancient oaks seemed to reach for one another, creating a vaulted ceiling that resembled the nave of a ruined cathedral. Flakes of gray ash drifted down through the branches like cold, dead snow, landing on her shoulders and the hilts of her swords. Susan caught one of the flakes on the back of her gloved hand, watching as it remained solid, refusing to melt like real snow. It was not frozen water, but the literal residue of some ancient, magical conflagration that had consumed the heart of the forest centuries ago. The air was dry and tasted of copper, leaving a bitter residue on her tongue that no amount of water from her canteen could wash away. She swallowed hard, forcing the dryness down, and kept her eyes trained on the path ahead.

A low, rumbling hum began to vibrate through the soles of her boots, so faint she might have missed it had she not been trained to notice the slightest shift in her environment. She stopped, sinking into a defensive stance, her weight balanced on the balls of her feet as she listened. The sound was not a growl or a breath, but a deep, resonant chord that seemed to emanate from the very earth itself, vibrating through the roots of the trees and the stones beneath the ash. It felt old, incredibly old, carrying a weight of sorrow that tugged at something deep within her chest. For a fleeting second, her grip on her swords loosened, her mind filled with a strange, inexplicable longing that she could not define. She shook her head sharply, her teeth grinding together as she forced herself to banish the sensation. It was magic, she reminded herself, nothing more than a trick of the Weald designed to lower her guard and lead her to her doom.

Ahead of her, the dense thicket of brambles began to thin slightly, revealing a narrow, winding path that seemed to lead deeper into the gloom. The ground here was littered with ancient stones, half-buried in the moss and ash, their surfaces carved with eroded symbols that she could not read. She stepped carefully between them, her boots making no sound on the soft earth. Some of the stones had been split in two, their clean breaks suggesting a force of incredible power had shattered them. Susan knelt beside one of the broken pillars, her hand tracing the smooth, clean cut of the stone. It was not the work of time or weather; the rock had been sheared through as if it were nothing more than soft clay. A cold dread settled in her stomach as she realized the sheer physical strength of the creature she was tracking.

According to the stories her father had told her before the fall, the Adams family had once been the keepers of the Weald’s deepest secrets. They had possessed a unique connection to the forest, a magical bond that allowed them to walk through the brambles without fear of being torn to pieces. Susan had always dismissed those tales as the desperate fabrications of a family trying to cling to its lost glory. Her father had died in a damp prison cell, his mind broken by torture and his body wasted away to nothing, leaving her with nothing but a name she could not use and a legacy of ash. If there had ever been magic in her blood, it had long since been burned out by the realities of her survival.

Rising from her crouch, she patted the dust from her knees and adjusted the leather straps of her gauntlets. She was a hunter, a creature of iron and silver, and she had no need for ancient bloodlines or forgotten gods.

Darkness fell over the forest with agonizing slowness, the gray twilight deepening into a thick, impenetrable blackness. Susan reached into her pack and pulled out a small, glass vial filled with a glowing, pale blue liquid—a draught of night-sight she had purchased from a hedge-witch on the border. She uncorked the vial, the bitter, chemical smell of the potion stinging her nostrils, and swallowed it in a single, sharp gulp. The liquid burned its way down her throat, leaving a hot, metallic taste in her mouth that made her wince. For a moment, her vision blurred, her eyes watering as her pupils dilated to their absolute limit. Then, the darkness receded, replaced by a monochrome landscape of grays and silvers, every detail of the forest rendered in sharp, ghostly clarity.

With her vision enhanced, she could see the subtle movements of the forest that had previously been hidden in the shadows. Tiny, blind insects crawled over the pale bark of the trees, their translucent bodies glowing faintly in her monochrome sight. The fog appeared as a dense, swirling river of silver energy, flowing between the trunks and pooling in the hollows of the earth. She could see the faint trail of the beast’s footsteps clearly now, a dark path of frozen earth that stood out against the lighter moss and ash. The creature had moved with a strange, deliberate purpose, its tracks leading straight toward the deeper parts of the forest. Susan followed the trail with a grim determination, her boots stepping precisely in the spaces between the frozen prints to avoid making any sound.

Cold air seeped through the seams of her leather coat, nipping at her skin and forcing a quiet shiver from her shoulders. She ignored the discomfort, her body long since accustomed to the harsh conditions of the northern wilderness. In the guildhall, they had forced her to sleep on stone floors in the dead of winter, with nothing but a thin wool blanket to protect her from the frost. They had taught her that physical discomfort was merely a distraction, a weakness of the mind that could be overcome with discipline and focus. Susan drew her coat tighter around her frame, her gloved fingers checking the buckle of her sword-belt once more. A cold, mechanical focus settled over her, transforming her into a singular instrument of death designed to fulfill a contract.

A soft rustling sound to her right caught her attention, causing her to freeze instantly. Through her monochrome vision, she saw a small, pale creature darting between the roots of an ancient oak. It resembled a rabbit, but its eyes were completely black and vacant, and its skin was translucent, revealing the dark, pulsing veins beneath. It stopped for a moment, its long ears twitching as it sniffed the air, before vanishing into a hollow trunk. Susan released a quiet, tense breath, her fingers relaxing slightly on her pommels. The creature was harmless, a mere scavenger of the Weald, but its corrupted appearance was a reminder of the forest’s unnatural nature. Everything here was twisted, bent out of its natural shape by the ancient magic that lay dormant in the soil.

Curses were a common plague in the outer provinces, born of jealousy, greed, or ancient blood-feuds that had never been settled. Susan had seen men transformed into weeping, hairless monsters, and women turned into shrieking, avian terrors that fed on their own children. She had put them all down with the same cold, mechanical efficiency, never stopping to wonder if they had deserved their fate. In her eyes, a beast was a beast, regardless of what it had been before the curse took hold. The creature she was tracking now was no different; it had slaughtered innocent people, and it had to be destroyed. Yet, as she stared down at the massive, frozen footprints, she could not help but feel a strange, creeping sense of familiarity. The size of the tracks, the sheer power of the stride, the icy chill that lingered in the dirt—it all reminded her of the old legends her father had whispered in her ear when she was a child, legends of the shadow-sentinels that had once protected her family’s ancestral home.

A deep, yawning ravine suddenly cut across the path, its steep walls dropping into a pitch-black abyss that even her night-sight could not fully penetrate. A single, massive fallen oak lay across the chasm, its bark stripped away and its wood pale and petrified, forming a narrow, precarious bridge. Susan paused at the edge, her gaze measuring the distance to the other side. The drop was easily fifty feet, and a fall onto the jagged stones below would mean certain death. She adjusted her center of gravity, her boots finding a secure purchase on the petrified wood. Step by slow, deliberate step, she began her crossing, her arms slightly outstretched to maintain her balance. The wind howled through the ravine, tugging at her heavy coat and threatening to throw her off balance, but she kept her eyes fixed on the opposite bank, refusing to look down into the empty darkness.

Halfway across, the petrified wood beneath her feet gave a sharp, terrifying groan. Instantly, Susan dropped into a low crouch, her hands gripping the rough sides of the trunk as a fracture split the wood just inches from her toes. She remained perfectly still, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird, though her expression remained as cold and expressionless as carved stone. She did not panic; panic was a useless emotion that only hastened a hunter’s demise. Waiting for the trunk to settle, she slowly shifted her weight forward, slide-stepping over the fracture with a delicate, feather-light grace. Reaching the opposite bank, she threw herself forward onto the solid ground, her fingers digging into the cold, damp moss as she dragged her body clear of the edge. Behind her, a large chunk of the petrified wood broke away, tumbling into the abyss with a distant, hollow crash.

Lying flat on her stomach, she let her forehead rest against the cool moss for a moment, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps. The brush with death had left her blood singing with adrenaline, a sharp, clean feeling that swept away the lingering cobwebs of her exhaustion. She rolled onto her side, her eyes scanning the dark canopy above to ensure no predators had been drawn by the sound of the collapsing wood. The forest remained silent, though the shadows seemed to have crept closer, crowding the edges of the path as if curious to see if she would fall. Rising to her feet, she brushed the damp moss and gray ash from her front, her movements deliberate and controlled. She was still alive, and as long as her heart beat, the hunt would continue.

Further along the path, the vegetation began to show signs of a violent struggle. Several young ash trees had been snapped in half, their white wood splintered and twisted like dry straw. Deep, gouged claw marks scarred the trunks of the larger oaks, some of them still dripping with a dark, sticky sap that smelled faintly of sulfur. Susan knelt to examine one of the gouges, her gloved fingers tracing the deep, jagged grooves. The claws that had made these marks were massive, easily twice the size of any wolf she had ever hunted, and the sheer power required to tear through the solid oak was staggering. This was not the work of a mindless beast acting on instinct; it was the manifestation of a deep, agonizing rage, a physical expression of pain that had been carved into the very wood of the forest.

She understood that rage, having felt its bitter warmth in her own chest during the darkest days of her training. The guild had taught her to weaponize her anger, to channel it into her blades and her strikes, but they had never taught her how to extinguish it. It was a fire that consumed everything it touched, leaving nothing but ash and bone in its wake. In her years with the guild, she had witnessed many who had let their rage consume them, turning them into reckless, bloodthirsty killers who eventually fell to the very beasts they pursued. She had resolved never to let herself slide into that abyss, choosing instead to wrap her anger in a shroud of ice, to make it cold, sharp, and silent. Yet, as she stared at the shattered wood, she wondered if the beast she was tracking had ever had a choice, or if the curse had simply hollowed it out and filled the empty space with fire.

Beneath the twisted roots of a massive, dead oak, she spotted a fragment of worked stone, its surface carved with a familiar, high-born crest. It was a wolf’s head, its eyes represented by two small, empty sockets that had once held precious gems. Susan froze, her heart skipping a beat as she recognized the crest of the royal house of her youth. This had been their province, their sacred hunting ground before the curse had swept through the land and devoured their line. Her mind flashed back to the young prince she had sworn to protect, his pale, sightless eyes looking up at her with a trust she had done nothing to earn. He had been a gentle boy, soft-spoken and patient, a stark contrast to the brutal, militaristic court that surrounded him. She had promised him she would always be his shield, but when the shadows came, she had been dragged away, powerless to stop the ruin of his house.

Brushing a layer of gray ash off the stone crest, Susan felt a cold shiver run down her spine that had nothing to do with the wind. The past was a heavy burden, a collection of broken promises and unfulfilled oaths that she had tried to bury beneath a mountain of contracts and blood. But the Weald had a way of digging up the things that were meant to stay buried, of forcing her to confront the ghosts she had spent a decade running from. She pulled her hand back, her fingers clenching into a tight fist as she forced herself to stand. The prince was gone, his memory nothing more than a specter of her failures, and the beast she was tracking was a real, physical threat that required her full attention.

Sitting on a flat stone, she unbuckled her left boot to adjust a thick wool sock that had slipped, threatening to cause a blister. Every detail of her physical preparation was critical; on a long hunt, a simple blister could slow her down enough to let a beast get the upper hand. The guild had taught her that a hunter’s body was her most valuable tool, and like any tool, it required meticulous maintenance. She pulled the leather tight, buckled it securely, and stamped her foot against the earth to test the fit. Satisfied, she turned her attention to her blades, pulling her right shortsword from its sheath to inspect the edge in her monochrome night-sight. The silver-gilded blade was flawless, its edge sharp enough to split a hair, but she still pulled a small whetstone from her pack and began to run it along the metal with slow, rhythmic strokes.

The soft, rasping hiss of the stone against the metal was the only sound in the clearing, a soothing, familiar rhythm that calmed her racing thoughts. With every stroke, she let her worries fade, focusing entirely on the physical sensation of the steel and the stone. This was the only place where she felt any sense of control—not in the complex, treacherous games of the court, nor in the desperate struggle for survival, but in the simple, mechanical preparation for violence. She was a weapon, and when she was sharpening her blades, she knew exactly what she was and what she had to do. The world became simple, reduced to the angle of the edge, the pressure of her hand, and the inevitable clash that lay ahead. Sliding the sword back into its scabbard with a soft click, she felt her mind settle into a state of cold, analytical readiness.

A thick, sweet scent of rotting berries and burnt wood drifted through the trees, a cloying odor that made her throat tighten with a sudden wave of nausea. It was the scent of the deeper forest, where the magic was thickest, a warning that she was approaching the inner boundary of the perimeter. She stood up, checking her pack one last time to ensure everything was secure, her gaze fixed on the narrow path that disappeared into the dark valley below. The shadows there seemed to be waiting for her, their long, skeletal fingers reaching out to welcome her into their embrace. She felt a cold, familiar thrill in her chest, a mixture of anticipation and dread that she only ever felt when she was close to her prey. Taking a deep breath of the bitter air, she stepped off the rock and began her descent into the deeper valleys of the Whispering Weald.

In the grand chapel of the summer palace, the air had been thick with the scent of lilies and beeswax, a sweet, heavy perfume that had made her dizzy as a child. She had knelt on the cold marble floor, her small hands clasped between those of her father, while the high priest had chanted the ancient blessings of the crown. Behind the altar, the young prince had stood, his pale, sightless eyes staring out into the empty space, looking so fragile that a sudden gust of wind might have knocked him down. She had thought him beautiful, like an alabaster statue of some ancient god, and she had vowed in her heart that she would give her life to protect his. She had believed, with the foolish innocence of youth, that her family’s ancient blood would give her the strength to keep that promise. But the blood of her ancestors had done nothing to save them when the darkness came, and her oath had been shattered like glass.

A sharp branch snapped beneath her boot, the sound echoing like a gunshot through the silent forest and instantly shattering the memory. Susan stopped, her hand flying to her hilt as she scanned the surrounding gloom, her eyes wide and alert. No creatures emerged from the shadows, but she could feel the forest watching her, its heavy, oppressive atmosphere pressing against her skin like a physical weight. She released her grip on the hilt, her palm sweaty against the leather wrap, and cursed herself for letting her mind wander. A hunter who spent her time chasing ghosts was a hunter who would soon join them, and she had no intention of dying in this ash-choked wilderness. She forced her focus back to the physical reality of the trail, her eyes tracking the faint, frozen impressions in the moss.

The air grew colder with every step she took, her breath blooming into a thick, white mist that clung to her face like a spiderweb. Frost began to form on the collar of her coat and the edges of her leather gauntlets, glittering like tiny diamonds in her monochrome vision. The ash-brambles here were completely encased in ice, their sharp black thorns looking like glass needles designed to pierce her skin and freeze her blood. She navigated the treacherous terrain with a slow, deliberate grace, her boots finding the small patches of bare earth between the frozen roots. Every movement was a calculated risk, but she moved with the confidence of a predator that knew exactly where to place its weight.

The complete lack of sound in the forest was more unsettling than any growl or roar could ever be. There were no birds calling in the canopy, no small mammals scurrying through the undergrowth, not even the sound of the wind rustling the branches. It was a dead silence, a heavy, suffocating weight that seemed to press against her eardrums and distort her sense of space. Susan had hunted in many dark and dangerous places, but she had never encountered a forest that felt so utterly devoid of life. It was as if the Weald had swallowed everything that had ever lived within its borders, digesting them and leaving nothing but ash and stone. She felt a sudden, sharp prick of irritation at her own thoughts, a cold anger at the forest for daring to make her feel uneasy. As the premier monster hunter of the kingdom, she refused to be intimidated by a collection of dead trees and old magic.

Fatigue began to settle into her muscles, a heavy, dull ache that started in her calves and spread upward into her thighs and back. She ignored the pain, treating it as she would any other minor inconvenience on a long hunt. Her training in the guild had taught her how to push past the physical limits of her body, to find a reserve of energy that lay hidden beneath her exhaustion. She reached into her belt pouch and pulled out a small strip of dried beef, chewing on the tough, salty meat as she walked. The salt helped to clear her throat of the bitter copper taste of the air, and the simple act of chewing gave her something physical to focus on, keeping her mind from drifting back to the past. She washed the dry meat down with a single swallow of cold water from her canteen, her throat burning slightly as the freezing liquid slid down.

Ahead, the frozen tracks became more defined, the impressions in the mud deeper and sharper, indicating that the beast had passed through this area not long ago. The cold that radiated from the prints was more intense now, a biting chill that she could feel even through the thick soles of her leather boots. She stopped to examine a patch of frozen moss, her fingers brushing against the delicate, ice-encased stems. The moss was frozen solid, but it had not been shattered, suggesting that the beast’s magical chill was so swift and intense that it had frozen the vegetation instantly, without the need for physical contact. Susan rose to her feet, her hands resting on the pommels of her swords as she scanned the path ahead. The prey was close, closer than she had anticipated, and she needed to be ready for the inevitable confrontation.

Hardening her resolve, she pushed all thoughts of her family, her oath, and her former life into the deepest recesses of her mind, locking them away behind a wall of cold, professional detachment. She could not afford to be soft, not now when the beast was so close. The guild had taught her that a hunter’s greatest weakness was her own humanity, her capacity for mercy, regret, or hope. She had spent ten years systematically destroying those weaknesses within herself, turning her heart into a stone that could not be broken. A cold, mechanical focus settled over her, transforming her into a singular instrument of death designed to fulfill a contract. Taking a slow, deep breath, she stepped forward into the deeper dark of the Whispering Weald, her silver blades ready to carve her destiny out of the ash.

Through the thick, swirling fog, the ruined spires of some ancient estate began to emerge like skeletal fingers clutching at the gray sky. The stone walls were blackened and cracked, half-swallowed by the creeping ash-brambles that clung to them like rusted chains. This had once been a place of beauty, a grand manor house where the nobility of the old world had gathered to feast and play. Now, it was nothing more than a monument to decay, a silent grave for a forgotten era. Susan walked past a shattered stone archway, her eyes catching the faint remains of a carved crest that had been eroded by time and weather. It was a wolf, its jaws open in a silent howl, the same crest she had seen on the stone marker earlier. She felt a cold, phantom ache in her collarbone where her father had carved their family’s sigil, a sharp reminder of the ties that bound her to this dying forest.

Before starting her final descent into the deep valley, she stopped and looked back toward the edge of the forest, where the faint, pale light of the outer world was still visible as a thin, gray line on the horizon. It felt incredibly distant, a different world that had no connection to the dark, silent reality she now inhabited. Part of her knew that she might never return from this hunt, that the Weald might claim her as it had claimed so many others before her. She felt no fear at the prospect of her own death, only a dull, comfortable acceptance. If she were to die here, in the cold ash of her ancestors’ land, it would be a fitting end for a life built on blood and ruin. Turning her back on the light, she stepped firmly into the deep shadow of the valley, her dual silver blades clicking softly against her leather armor as she moved.




Chapter 2

Deep within the belly of the valley, the remaining light of the afternoon dissolved into a choking, slate-gray gloom. A biting wind, heavy with the scent of frozen peat and charred timber, whistled through the skeletal branches above. Pulling the fur-lined collar of her cloak tighter around her throat, Susan adjusted the twin straps of her sword harnesses, her gloved fingers stiff against the cold leather. The forest did not merely exist around her; it felt like a physical weight pressing against her chest, a living entity that resented her intrusion. Every step forward took her deeper into a realm where the laws of the outside world seemed to warp and fray under the strain of an ancient, festering curse.

Underfoot, the frost-hardened earth gave way to a carpet of decayed leaves that crackled like dry bone beneath her weight. The air here was thicker than it had been on the ridge, saturated with a moisture that clung to her eyelashes and froze into tiny, stinging beads. To her left, a massive oak, split down the center by some long-forgotten lightning strike, loomed out of the fog like a charred sentinel. Its blackened heartwood was hollowed out, filled with a dense tangle of pale, thread-like roots that seemed to twitch in the periphery of her vision. Stopping for a heartbeat, Susan rested her palm on the pommel of her right blade, waiting for the phantom movement to repeat itself. Nothing stirred, yet the sensation of being watched by a thousand unseen eyes persisted, crawling along the nape of her neck like a spider.

The quietude of the deep woods was absolute, a heavy, suffocating soundlessness that seemed to swallow even the rustle of her own clothes. No birds called from the canopy, and no small beasts scurried through the undergrowth. This absence of life was not the peaceful rest of nature, but the terrified muteness of a prey animal hiding from a predator. To Susan, this dead air felt like a personal accusation, a reflection of the cold void she carried inside her own ribs. The forest knew what she was—a dealer of endings, a creature who brought nothing but iron and ash wherever her shadow fell. Her family’s blood ran thick in her veins, a cursed legacy that connected her to this very soil, yet she felt like an exile, a parasite crawling through the veins of a dying god.

Dragging her eyes away from the hollow tree, she focused on the path ahead, where the undergrowth grew progressively denser and more hostile. Massive briars, thick as a man’s wrist and armed with curved, obsidian-black thorns, snaked across the path in intricate, defensive webs. These were the ash-brambles, the physical manifestation of the Weald’s corruption. They did not grow toward the light, but rather seemed to writhe downward, burrowing into the frozen earth and wrapping around the trunks of dying trees like strangler figs. The thorns were notched and jagged, capable of tearing through heavy leather with the slightest brush.

A sharp, metallic odor began to drift through the mist, cutting through the damp smell of earth and decay. It was the scent of the brambles—a strange, unsettling mixture of wet iron, crushed hemlock, and a cloying, sugary sweetness that reminded her of fruit rotting on the vine. This fragrance was a warning, a toxic perfume designed to lure the unwary into the thorns’ lethal embrace. Taking a shallow breath through her nose, Susan felt the scent coat the back of her throat like a layer of grease. It was a smell she knew intimately from her years in the guild, the fragrance of a trap waiting to snap shut.

Drawing her left blade, the slender silver rapier she called Vesper, she raised the weapon with practiced ease. The silver blade caught the dim, filtered light, gleaming with a cold, pale luster that seemed to push back the encroaching shadows. With a swift, diagonal stroke, she sheared through a low-hanging briar that blocked her path. The severed vine did not fall limp; instead, it shuddered, and a thick, milky-white sap began to ooze from the cut, bubbling like acid against the cold earth. The sweet, rotten scent doubled in intensity, making her stomach turn.

Working her way through the barrier, she kept her movements slow and deliberate, conserving her energy for the hunt ahead. The masters of the third circle of her guild had always taught her that impatience was the first step toward the grave. They had spent years beating that lesson into her flesh, locking her in dark, frigid cellars for days on end to teach her the value of absolute stillness. In those dark chambers, she had learned to measure her life in the steady rise and fall of her chest, stripping away all fear, all hope, and all desire until only the raw instinct for survival remained. She was a weapon, and weapons did not feel the cold, nor did they weep for the things they destroyed.

Across a narrow clearing, the ground sloped downward into a shallow ravine where a sluggish stream of black water wound its way through the rocks. The water was dark as ink, its surface covered in a thin, fragile layer of ice that rippled slightly as the current moved beneath it. Above the stream, a dense canopy of ash-brambles formed a natural tunnel, the thorns hanging down like the teeth of a giant beast. To cross, she would have to wade through the freezing water or find a way over the slick, frost-coated boulders that littered the banks.

A sudden, sharp crack echoed from the far side of the ravine, the sound cutting through the quietude like a whip. Instantly, Susan dropped into a low crouch, her boots sinking slightly into the mud as she pressed her back against a moss-covered boulder. Her heart did not race; her pulse remained slow and steady, a rhythm honed by a hundred near-death encounters. She listened, her ears straining to catch the slightest vibration in the damp air. The sound did not repeat, but a faint, rhythmic splashing suggested that something heavy was moving through the water further down the ravine.

Peering around the edge of the boulder, she scanned the opposite bank with a hunter’s cold precision. The mist was thicker near the water, swirling in lazy, ghost-like patterns that distorted the shapes of the trees. Through the gray veil, she could see a series of fresh, deep gouges in the frozen mud on the far side of the stream. They were massive, far larger than any wolf or bear tracks she had ever seen. The edges of the prints were clean, the mud around them frozen solid, indicating that the creature had passed through only minutes before her arrival.

A bitter chill seeped through her leather gloves as she touched the wet stone to steady herself. The magic of the Weald was stronger here, a palpable hum that vibrated in her teeth and made her skin itch beneath her armor. This was the place where her family had once ruled, where her ancestors had woven the spells that bound the forest to their will. Now, that same magic was a wild, feral beast, turning on its creators with a savage, unyielding hatred. She could feel that hatred pressing against her mind, a low whisper that urged her to turn back, to flee before the forest swallowed her whole.

Instead of retreating, Susan tightened her grip on her sword, her jaw setting into a hard, unforgiving line. She had never been one to run from a fight, especially not when her own blood was the key to ending the horror that plagued this land. If the forest hated her, then she would give it a reason to do so. She would hunt its beast, spill its black blood, and claim the bounty that would buy her freedom from the guild once and for all. It was a simple transaction, an exchange of violence for peace, and she was more than willing to pay the price.

Stepping out from behind the boulder, she slid down the muddy bank toward the edge of the dark stream. The ice along the shore crackled beneath her boots, a sharp, warning sound that made her freeze. Balancing her weight carefully, she chose a path across the largest of the boulders, her boots finding traction on the rough, lichen-covered stone. The black water swirled inches below her feet, emitting a faint, sulfuric vapor that stung her eyes. It was a dead river, a vein of poisoned blood flowing through the rotting corpse of the valley.

Reaching the far bank, she knelt to examine the fresh prints in the mud. The claw marks were deep, sinking nearly three inches into the frozen earth, and the distance between each stride was immense. This was no ordinary animal; it was a creature of immense strength and speed, built for hunting in the dense, treacherous
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