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			Chapter 1

			The Shadow of the Mountain

			The mountain pass narrowed to a throat of stone and ice just before dusk. Silas guided his mare through the final switchback, feeling the altitude press against his chest with each breath. The air tasted thin and metallic, carrying the promise of snow that would arrive before morning. He had been climbing since noon, following a trail that grew increasingly treacherous as the elevation stole the last warmth from the winter sun.

			Below him, nestled in a valley that the peaks guarded like cupped hands, Oakhaven sprawled in shades of gray and brown. The village looked smaller than he had expected, perhaps forty structures clustered around a central square. Smoke rose from chimneys in thin, wavering columns that the wind tore apart before they could climb above the roofline. The mountains cut off the sunlight early here, he realized. The western peaks already cast their shadows across half the settlement, turning the late afternoon into premature twilight.

			Silas reined in his horse and studied the approach. Something about the village felt wrong, though he could not name it immediately. Then he saw the details. Windows boarded over with fresh planks, the wood still pale and unweathered. Gates reinforced with iron bars that gleamed dully in the fading light. Talismans hung from doorframes and fence posts, crude things woven from twigs and wool, their purpose unmistakable even at this distance. Protection. Desperation.

			The mare shifted beneath him, uneasy. Silas stroked her neck and murmured reassurance he did not entirely feel. His Guild training had prepared him for hostile environments and dangerous quarry, but the textbooks had said nothing about a village’s fear made visible in every architectural choice.

			He touched the silver insignia at his collar, the stylized spear and crown that marked him as a certified hunter of the Guild. The metal felt cold even through his glove. This was his first solo commission, the trial that would determine whether he advanced from apprentice to full journeyman status. Master Kael had clasped his shoulder before departure and told him to trust his training. Corin had been less encouraging, warning that first hunts had a tendency to humble even the most promising students. Silas pushed down the flutter of nerves and focused on the task ahead.

			He had spent the three-day journey rehearsing scenarios in his mind. A rogue bear, perhaps, grown large and aggressive through unusual circumstances. A wolf pack displaced by harsh winter, driven to attack livestock. The dossier had been frustratingly vague, offering only witness accounts that contradicted each other wildly. Massive beast. Moves like a shadow. Eyes that burn. Kills without mercy.

			He urged the mare forward, down the final slope toward the village proper. The road here was rutted and frozen, hard enough to ring beneath the horse’s hooves. The sound carried in the still air, and Silas watched as figures in the village below stopped their work to look up toward the pass.

			The main street, when he reached it, fell silent.

			Silas rode slowly between the buildings, acutely aware of the eyes tracking his progress. A woman carrying a water bucket set it down with a heavy thud and simply stared. Two men repairing a fence straightened and watched him pass, their hammers hanging loose in their hands. A group of children who had been playing some game in the mud froze mid-motion, their faces pale and wary.

			The villagers offered no greeting, no gesture of welcome. They watched in silence, their expressions mixing fear with something darker. Resentment, perhaps, or the particular hostility reserved for those who arrive too late to matter.

			Silas kept his posture straight, his hands light on the reins. The Guild insignia on his armor caught what little light remained, marking him clearly. He was meant to be their salvation, the professional sent to end their nightmare. Instead, he felt like an invader, something foreign and potentially more dangerous than whatever already stalked their homes.

			The Broken Antler Inn announced itself with a weathered sign that swung on rusted chains. The painted stag had faded to a ghost of its former self, one antler cracked down the middle in a way that seemed grimly appropriate. Silas dismounted and tied the mare to the post outside, taking a moment to loosen the travel packs and check that nothing had shifted during the descent.

			The inn’s door stuck in its frame, swollen with moisture. He had to put his shoulder to it before it yielded with a groan of protesting wood. The interior struck him immediately with its warmth and its smell. Woodsmoke, yes, but something acrid beneath it, as though the fuel had been damp or mixed with something less pleasant. Unwashed wool and old sweat, the scent of too many bodies crowded together in a space without proper ventilation. Stale ale souring in unwashed mugs. Beneath it all, the faint metallic tang that Silas now recognized as the approach of heavy snow.

			The common room held perhaps a dozen people scattered among the tables. Conversation died the moment he entered. Heads turned. A man near the fire made a warding gesture with his fingers.

			Silas crossed to the bar, his boots loud on the worn floorboards. The innkeeper was a heavy man with a face like cracked leather, deep lines carved around his mouth and eyes. He did not look up from the glass he was wiping, though the rag moved in slow, deliberate circles that suggested the work was more habit than necessity.

			“I need a room,” Silas said, keeping his voice level and polite. “I can pay.”

			The innkeeper finally met his eyes. The look he gave Silas was assessing and cold, the kind of evaluation that stripped away pretense and found every weakness. “Can you, now.”

			It was not really a question. Silas reached into his belt pouch and produced three silver coins, setting them on the scarred bartop with deliberate care. The Guild paid well, and he had been advised to show he was not a beggar dependent on village charity.

			The innkeeper glanced at the coins, then back at Silas’s face. “They sent a boy to kill a demon?”

			Heat crept up Silas’s neck, but he kept his expression neutral. He was twenty-four, young by Guild standards but hardly a child. Still, he understood how he must look. Fresh armor that had never seen a real fight. A face unmarked by scars. Hands that, while calloused from training, had never actually driven a blade into living flesh with the intent to kill.

			“The Guild sent a hunter,” Silas replied. “That should be enough.”

			The innkeeper snorted, a sound devoid of humor. He swept the coins off the bar and into his apron pocket. “Room’s at the top of the stairs, last door on the left. Don’t expect anyone to bring you breakfast. We’re not running a boarding house for heroes.”

			Silas nodded his thanks, though none was offered. He turned to leave, already planning to stable the mare and retrieve his gear before the last light failed entirely.

			“Boy.”

			The voice came from the corner, rasping and old. Silas stopped and looked toward the speaker. An ancient man sat hunched over a table near the dying fire, his hands wrapped around a mug that steamed in the cold air. His eyes were milky with cataracts, but they fixed on Silas with uncomfortable precision.

			“You carry Guild steel,” the old man continued. His voice sounded like stones grinding together. “Good metal, I’m sure. Sharp. Blessed, maybe, by whatever priests your masters keep.”

			Silas said nothing, uncertain whether a response was expected or even wanted.

			The old man’s lips pulled back in something that might have been a smile on a kinder face. “Won’t matter. Mountain hate don’t care about your ceremonies or your sharpened edges. You’re walking into the dark with a candle, thinking it makes you safe.”

			Someone at another table hissed a warning, a sibilant sound meant to silence the speaker. The old man ignored it. He lifted his mug in a mocking salute toward Silas, the liquid inside sloshing dangerously close to the rim.

			“Good luck, boy. You’ll need more than that fancy armor provides.”

			The common room had gone completely still. Even the fire seemed to hold its breath. Silas felt every pair of eyes on him, measuring, judging, finding him wanting before he had even begun.

			He inclined his head in acknowledgment of the warning, though whether he was showing respect or simply marking the words for later consideration, he could not have said. Then he turned and walked back out into the gathering dusk, letting the door fall shut behind him with a solid thud that felt like a barrier being erected.

			Outside, the wind had picked up. It howled down from the higher peaks with a voice that sounded almost human in its anguish. Silas stood beside his horse, one hand on her warm flank, and looked up at the mountains that ringed the village in their stone embrace.

			Somewhere up there, in the dark between the trees and the snow, something waited. Something that killed sheep and terrified an entire settlement. Something that, according to an old man with clouded eyes and a bitter tongue, would not fall to Guild steel or Guild pride.

			Silas gathered the mare’s reins and led her toward the stable he had spotted at the edge of the square. The shadows had grown long, stretching across the muddy street in the dying light. Tomorrow he would begin the hunt properly, with daylight and clear purpose.

			Tonight, he would sleep in a hostile village, under a roof that creaked with age and suspicion, and dream of proving everyone wrong.

			+ + + + + +

			Dawn came late to the valley, the sun struggling to clear the eastern peaks. Silas woke to frost on the inside of his window and the sound of the village stirring below. He dressed quickly in the cold room, layering wool and leather against the morning chill. His breath plumed in the air as he checked his weapons with methodical care. The hunting knife, its edge still sharp from yesterday’s honing. The short sword at his hip, balanced and familiar. The bow and quiver, the strings checked for any overnight slackening from the cold.

			The innkeeper’s wife had left a plate of hard bread and cheese outside his door, though she had not knocked to announce it. Silas ate standing by the window, watching the village wake. Smoke rose from chimneys as fires were stoked back to life. A few figures moved through the streets, hunched against the wind, going about their morning tasks with the grim determination of people who had no choice but to continue.

			He descended the narrow stairs to find the common room empty except for the innkeeper himself, who sat near the fire with a mug of something that steamed. The man looked up as Silas approached but said nothing.

			“I need to see where the last attack happened,” Silas said. “Who can show me?”

			The innkeeper took a long drink before answering. “Torvan’s place. Eastern edge, where the forest starts. He lost six sheep just last night.” He paused, studying Silas with those same assessing eyes. “He’s expecting you. Everyone knows you’re here.”

			Silas nodded his thanks and turned to leave.

			“Mind the ice on the road,” the innkeeper added, though his tone suggested he did not particularly care whether Silas minded it or not.

			The cold outside hit like a physical force. Silas pulled his cloak tighter and set off through the village, following the innkeeper’s terse directions. The streets were slick with frozen mud, treacherous underfoot. His boots crunched through the thin layer of frost that covered every surface, leaving dark prints in his wake.

			The eastern edge of Oakhaven marked the boundary between human habitation and wilderness. The houses here were smaller, more worn, built by people who could not afford to live closer to the village center. Fences leaned at odd angles. Roof thatch needed replacing. The forest pressed close, its dark trees looming over the last row of buildings like disapproving elders.

			Torvan’s property announced itself through the smell. Even in the cold, the scent of fear and death lingered. Old blood, frozen now but still present. The sharp, acrid stink of panicked animals. Beneath it all, pine resin from the forest and the clean coldness of approaching snow.

			A man stood by the remains of a fence, his shoulders hunched inside a coat that had seen better days. He turned as Silas approached, and the morning light showed a face carved hollow by sleepless nights. Torvan was perhaps forty, though he looked older. His hands, rough and reddened from work, gripped a wooden staff as though it were the only thing keeping him upright.

			“You’re the Guild hunter.” Not a question, but Silas nodded anyway. Torvan gestured toward the destruction with one trembling hand. “This is what’s left.”

			The fence had been obliterated. Not merely broken, but destroyed with a violence that suggested rage rather than hunger. Wooden posts as thick as Silas’s thigh had been snapped like kindling, the splintered ends showing pale and raw against the frozen ground. Iron nails had been torn free, some still embedded in fragments of wood scattered across the snow. The gate, reinforced with metal bands that should have held against anything short of a battering ram, hung twisted from a single hinge.

			Silas moved closer, slipping into the familiar calm of professional analysis. This was what he had been trained for. The social awkwardness of the village fell away, replaced by the clear focus of investigation. He knelt by the broken fence, ignoring the cold that immediately began seeping through his trousers where his knee pressed into the frozen ground.

			The tracks were massive. Each paw print, if that was the right word, measured nearly eight inches across. Four distinct marks where claws had dug into the earth, deep enough that frost had formed in the bottom of each gouge. Silas traced the pattern with his eyes, following the trail from the edge of the forest to the pen and back again.

			Something was wrong.

			A mindless beast, driven by hunger or territorial instinct, would charge directly at its prey. The tracks should show a straight line, perhaps some circling once inside the pen as it selected victims. Instead, these tracks showed hesitation. The creature had approached, then stopped. Paced back and forth along the fence line, as though considering, debating, arguing with itself. The snow here was churned up by repeated passes, the prints overlapping in a confused tangle.

			“It stood there for near an hour,” Torvan said quietly. He had moved to stand behind Silas, his voice hollow. “I heard it. The pacing, back and forth, back and forth. Then the fence came down all at once. Didn’t sound like an animal breaking through. Sounded like someone in a rage, destroying something they hated.”

			Silas stood and moved into what remained of the pen. The sheep that survived huddled together in the far corner, their eyes rolling white with fear. They reeked of terror, that particular scent of sweat and urine that animals produced when they believed death was imminent. Several had rubbed themselves raw against the remaining fence, trying to escape.

			Six dark shapes lay scattered across the enclosure. Silas approached the nearest carcass and crouched beside it, his trained eye cataloging details. The sheep’s neck was broken, the head twisted at an angle that spoke of tremendous force applied with clinical precision. The killing blow had been efficient, almost surgical in its execution.

			But there was very little blood.

			Silas examined the wound more closely. The flesh was torn, yes, but not savaged. Not eaten. He checked the other bodies and found the same pattern repeated. Necks snapped. Minimal feeding. The kills looked like they had been made to silence the animals quickly, not to satisfy hunger.

			“It didn’t eat them,” he said, more to himself than to Torvan.

			“No.” The herdsman’s voice cracked. “Just killed them. Like it had to, like it couldn’t help itself, but didn’t want to. Doesn’t make sense, does it? What kind of beast kills but doesn’t feed?”

			Silas had no answer. His Guild training covered predator behavior extensively. Wolves killed to eat. Bears killed to defend territory or cubs. Even the great cats of the southern plains killed with purpose, driven by the clean logic of survival. This felt different. The violence of the attack contrasted strangely with the precision of the killing. Rage and control in equal measure, warring with each other.

			He moved back to the fence line, studying the tracks again. The morning sun had climbed high enough now to illuminate the details he had missed in the dimmer light. There, pressed into the frozen mud beside the largest paw print, was something else. A partial impression, overlapping the claw marks. Long and narrow, with distinct marks where fingers had splayed.

			A handprint. Too large to be human, but unmistakably hand-shaped.

			Silas’s breath caught. He pulled off his glove and placed his own hand beside the print for comparison. The frozen impression was half again as large, the fingers disproportionately long. But the basic structure was there. Thumb. Four fingers. The opposition and articulation that belonged to something capable of manipulation, of tool use, of thought.

			“What is it?” Torvan had noticed his sudden stillness.

			Silas stood without answering, his mind racing through possibilities and discarding each one. The dossier had mentioned a beast, but this was no ordinary animal. The Guild trained its hunters to identify and classify threats based on observable characteristics. Nothing in his training accounted for claw marks and handprints appearing together, or for a creature that destroyed with animal fury but killed with disturbing precision.

			Movement near the cottage caught his eye. A small figure stood half-hidden behind the doorframe, watching. A child, perhaps six or seven years old, wrapped in a shawl too large for her thin shoulders. Her eyes were wide and dark, fixed on Silas with the particular intensity of someone who had seen too much and understood too little.

			Torvan followed his gaze and made a sharp gesture. “Meara, get inside. This isn’t for children.”

			The girl did not move. Instead, she edged closer, her small feet soundless on the frozen ground. She looked up at Silas, then at her father, then back to Silas as though making a calculation about who might actually listen.

			“You saw it?” Silas kept his voice gentle, crouching down to her level. “The night the sheep died?”

			Torvan made a noise of protest, but Silas held up one hand. Children often saw more than adults credited them with, their observations uncomplicated by preconception or fear.

			Meara nodded slowly. Her voice, when she spoke, was barely above a whisper. “From the window. Papa told me to stay inside, to hide under the bed. But I looked.”

			“What did you see?”

			She hesitated, glancing at her father. Torvan’s face had gone rigid, whether from fear of what she might say or shame that she had disobeyed, Silas could not tell. The girl turned back to Silas and took a trembling breath.

			“It was big. So big. With fur and claws and eyes that glowed, just like everyone says.” She paused, her small hands twisting in the shawl. “But before it broke the fence, when it was just standing there pacing, I saw its face in the moonlight.” Her voice dropped even lower. “It was crying.”

			Torvan made a strangled sound and reached for his daughter, pulling her away from Silas. “Enough. She had nightmares, that’s all. Children imagine things when they’re scared. You can’t trust...”

			“I saw it,” Meara insisted, tears suddenly bright in her eyes. “It was crying, Papa. It didn’t want to hurt them, but it did anyway. It was sad.”

			Torvan gathered her up and carried her toward the cottage, murmuring reassurances that sounded hollow even from a distance. Silas watched them go, the child’s words echoing in his mind. A beast that cried. A monster that killed with reluctance. An animal that left handprints beside its claw marks.

			He turned back to the destroyed pen, studying the evidence with new eyes. The Guild had sent him to eliminate a threat, to put down a dangerous predator terrorizing an isolated village. Simple work, really. Track, corner, kill.

			But nothing about this felt simple.

			Silas pulled his glove back on against the bitter cold and looked toward the dark tree line where the forest began. The tracks led that way, deep into the wilderness where the mountains rose steep and unforgiving. Somewhere in that tangle of pine and shadow, something waited. Something that was not quite beast and not quite human, caught between two natures and suffering from both.

			The snow began to fall as he stood there, soft flakes drifting down from a sky gone white and heavy with winter. They settled on the bloodstained ground, on the splintered wood, on the massive tracks that told a story his training had not prepared him to read.

			Silas tightened his cloak and started back toward the village. He had much to prepare before he could venture into those woods. Supplies to gather, routes to plan, contingencies to consider. But as he walked, he could not shake the image of a child’s frightened face, her small voice insistent despite her father’s shame.

			It was crying.

			What kind of beast cried?

			+ + + + + +

			Silas returned to the inn and climbed the narrow stairs to his room. The village had already written him off, he realized. No one had approached him after his investigation at Torvan’s pen. No one had offered information or wished him luck. They had given up hope long before he arrived, and his presence changed nothing in their eyes.

			He prepared with the methodical care that his Guild training had drilled into muscle memory. Each piece of equipment received his full attention. The bowstring, checked for fraying and tested for tension. The arrows in his quiver, examined one by one for straightness and secure fletching. His hunting knife, already sharp, honed again on the whetstone until the edge could split a hair. The short sword at his hip, drawn and inspected for any weakness in the blade or looseness in the grip.

			The ritual calmed him. In the precision of preparation, he found certainty. Whatever waited in those mountains, he would face it with tools that would not fail him. Only his skill and nerve remained as variables, and those he could control through discipline and focus.

			He shouldered his pack and descended to the common room. The innkeeper stood behind his bar, wiping glasses with the same deliberate monotony as the day before. Silas paused at the doorway.

			“I’m heading into the forest,” he said. “The hunt begins now.”

			The innkeeper looked up briefly, his expression unreadable. He grunted something that might have been either acknowledgment or dismissal, then returned to his work without further comment. No wishes of good fortune. No questions about when he might return. The man had already decided how this would end.

			By mid-morning, Silas stood at the eastern edge of the village where Torvan’s ruined fence marked the boundary between human habitation and wilderness. The forest began here with startling abruptness, the tree line rising like a dark wall against the pale winter sky. A stone cairn stood at the threshold, ancient and weathered, its purpose long forgotten but its meaning clear. Beyond this point lay territory that belonged to older things than man.

			Silas adjusted the pack on his shoulders, settling its weight evenly across his back. He carried enough supplies for three days, though he hoped to complete the hunt faster. Water, dried meat, hardtack, a bedroll, flint and steel. A small medical kit with bandages and the basic herbs for treating wounds. A coil of rope. The necessities of a hunter working alone in hostile country.

			He took one last look back at Oakhaven. Smoke still rose from the chimneys in those same thin columns, quickly dissipated by the wind. A few figures moved through the streets, anonymous at this distance. The village looked small and fragile, pressed between the mountains like something waiting to be crushed.

			Then Silas turned and stepped past the cairn.

			The light changed within three paces, transforming from the clear brightness of winter morning to something dimmer and more diffuse. The canopy overhead filtered the sunlight through layers of pine needles and bare branches, breaking it into thin beams that fell through the gloom like pillars in some vast cathedral. The temperature dropped noticeably. Here in the shadow of the trees, the frost from last night still clung to the undergrowth, transforming every leaf and blade of grass into delicate crystal.

			Silas paused to let his eyes adjust. The forest floor spread before him in a tangle of roots and fallen logs, carpeted with pine needles that muffled sound. The massive trees rose all around him, their trunks thick enough that three men could not have encircled them with linked arms. They were ancient things, these pines, survivors from an age before the village existed. Their branches creaked overhead with a sound like old bones settling.

			The scent hit him next, overwhelming in its intensity. Pine resin, sharp and clean, mixing with the rich smell of damp earth and decomposing wood. Beneath it all, the crisp thinness of high altitude air that carried a faint metallic edge. Silas breathed deeply, letting the wilderness fill his lungs. This was different from the stale, fearful atmosphere of the village. Here, the air tasted honest. Dangerous, perhaps, but honest.

			He found the tracks quickly. The massive prints from Torvan’s pen continued into the forest, still visible in patches of snow and soft earth. Silas followed them with the easy confidence of someone trained in fieldcraft. His earlier awkwardness, the social discomfort that plagued him in the village, vanished entirely. Here, among the trees and the silence, he moved with fluid grace.

			The Guild had recruited him partly for this skill. While other boys his age had been learning trades or courting sweethearts, Silas had spent his days in the woods outside his hometown. His father, a woodsman himself, had taught him to read the forest like a book. How to identify tracks not just by shape but by depth and spacing, reading the animal’s speed and intent. How to move quietly, placing each foot with care to avoid snapping twigs or disturbing the natural patterns of the undergrowth. How to become part of the landscape rather than an intruder within it.

			He had loved those lessons. Still did, if he was honest with himself. The forest had always felt more welcoming than crowded rooms full of people and their complicated expectations. Trees did not judge. Animals did not require witty conversation or proper social graces. The wilderness simply was, and Silas could be himself within it without apology or explanation.

			The tracks led him deeper, climbing gradually toward the higher peaks. Silas followed with patient attention, noting details as he went. The creature had moved through here recently, perhaps yesterday. Some of the disturbed snow showed signs of fresh settling. Branches hung broken at a height that suggested something tall, something powerful enough to simply push through obstacles rather than go around them.

			But again, he noticed that strange pattern of hesitation. Places where the tracks circled back on themselves, where the creature had apparently stopped and stood still for some time. The snow here showed the marks of pacing, that same nervous back and forth motion he had seen at Torvan’s fence.

			What beast paced like a caged animal in its own territory?

			Silas paused beside a massive oak that had somehow survived among the pines. He placed his hand against the rough bark, feeling the solid reality of it. Beams of sunlight cut through the canopy here, illuminating the spaces between the trees with almost painful brightness. Motes of dust and pollen danced in those shafts of light, turning them visible and strange. The forest around him stretched in all directions, vast and tangled, full of shadows that could hide almost anything.

			He should have felt alone. Instead, he felt watched.

			Silas went very still, a prickling awareness suddenly sharp at the back of his neck, all his senses focused. The birdsong that had provided a distant backdrop since he entered the forest cut off abruptly. Not gradually, as birds might naturally quiet when a predator approached, but all at once. As though something had frightened them into silence simultaneously.

			Silas’s hand moved to his bow, fingers closing around the familiar grip. He did not draw it yet. Quick movements attracted attention. Instead, he turned his head slowly, scanning the forest with careful deliberation.

			Nothing moved. The trees stood silent and motionless. The undergrowth showed no sign of disturbance. Yet the feeling persisted, growing stronger. He was being observed, studied, evaluated by something that remained just beyond his ability to detect it.

			His heart beat faster, though he kept his breathing steady through force of will. This was the moment every hunter both craved and feared. The instant when the roles reversed, when the predator realized it had become prey. Silas had experienced it only once before, during a training exercise in the southern forests when a mountain cat had stalked him for nearly an hour before his instructors intervened. He recognized the sensation. That particular flavor of dread mixed with exhilaration, the knowledge that something deadly focused all its attention on you.

			He took a slow step forward, then another. His boots made almost no sound on the thick carpet of pine needles. The tracks continued ahead, leading toward a dense thicket of young trees growing close together. Silas approached it cautiously, aware that the feeling of being watched had not diminished.

			Then he saw the mark.

			It was fresh, still wet in places where mud had been smeared across the bark of a pine tree at roughly chest height. Not a claw mark. Not the random scraping of an animal passing too close. This was deliberate. Careful. A handprint, the fingers splayed wide as though someone had braced themselves against the trunk while looking back the way they had come.

			Looking back toward the village.

			Looking back toward him.

			Silas stepped closer, his earlier unease crystallizing into something sharper. He pulled off his glove and held his own hand up beside the mark for comparison, just as he had done at Torvan’s pen. The print was larger, the fingers longer and more curved. But the basic structure matched. Thumb positioned for opposition. Four distinct fingers with visible joints. The hand of something capable of manipulation, of tool use, of thought.

			The mud was still damp enough to show fine details. Silas could see the lines and whorls that suggested skin texture, not the smooth pad of an animal’s paw. There, near the base of the palm, what might have been the impression of a lifeline or a scar.

			A beast had left the tracks he followed through the forest. But a beast did not leave handprints. A beast did not pace and circle and hesitate. A beast did not, according to a frightened child, cry before it killed.

			Silas lowered his hand, his mind working through possibilities that his training had not prepared him to consider. Shapeshifter. The word felt ridiculous even thinking it, the province of old wives’ tales and children’s stories. Yet what else explained the evidence? What else could be simultaneously wolf and man, monster and mourner?

			The Guild taught that such things did not exist. That the world operated according to rational principles, that every threat could be classified and countered with the proper knowledge and equipment. Silas had accepted those teachings without question because they made sense, because they transformed a chaotic and frightening world into something manageable and understood.

			But standing here in the silent forest, looking at a muddy handprint that should not exist, he felt the foundations of that certainty begin to crack.

			A branch snapped somewhere to his left, the sound sharp and close. Silas spun, bow raised and arrow nocked in one smooth motion. His eyes scanned the shadows between the trees, looking for movement, for shape, for anything that might explain the noise.

			Nothing. The forest remained still and watchful.

			But the feeling of being observed had intensified, becoming almost physical in its pressure. Whatever watched him was close now. Very close. Perhaps a dozen paces away, hidden behind the dense undergrowth or elevated in the canopy above. Silas forced himself to breathe slowly, fighting the urge to loose an arrow at shadows and give away his position completely.

			“I know you’re there,” he said quietly. His voice sounded strange in the silence, too human and too fragile against the immensity of the wilderness. “I’ve seen your tracks. I know what you did in the village.”

			No response. Not even the rustle of leaves that might indicate movement or retreat.

			Silas waited, bow still raised, his arms beginning to ache from the tension of holding the draw. His instructors would have criticized his form, pointing out that he was wasting strength on a target he could not see. But lowering the weapon felt like surrender, like an invitation to attack.

			Minutes passed. The light filtering through the canopy shifted slightly as the sun climbed higher. A breeze moved through the upper branches with a sound like distant waves. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, the birdsong resumed. First one tentative call, then another, then a general chorus that suggested whatever had frightened them had withdrawn.

			Silas lowered his bow slowly, though he kept the arrow nocked. His shoulders protested the relief from tension. He took a careful step forward, then another, moving toward where the tracks continued into the deeper forest.

			The mountains rose ahead of him, their peaks hidden by the canopy but their presence felt in the steady incline of the ground. The creature he hunted had fled toward those heights, toward the places where the trees thinned and bare rock took over. Dangerous territory, especially as winter settled in. But also territory where tracking would be easier, where concealment worked both ways.

			Silas looked down at the massive prints leading upward and made his decision. The village was behind him now, with its fear and its suspicions and its absolute certainty that he would fail. Ahead lay the unknown, dangerous and strange and possibly beyond his ability to handle.

			But he was a hunter of the Guild, commissioned and sworn. He had accepted this task. More than that, he needed to know the truth. Why did the beast cry? How could it leave handprints alongside claw marks? What manner of creature killed without hunger and hesitated before violence? These mysteries demanded answers, and finding the answers required him to push forward into the shadow.

			Silas adjusted his pack one final time and began to climb. The forest grew denser around him as he ascended, the trees pressing close on either side of the narrow game trail. The light dimmed further, turning the world into shades of gray and deep green. His breath came harder in the thin air, pluming white in the cold.

			Behind him, the village disappeared entirely, swallowed by distance and trees. Ahead, the mountains waited with their secrets. And somewhere between the two, something watched him climb with eyes the color of new spring leaves and a heart that beat with confusion and fear and a desperate, lonely hope.

			Silas did not know this yet. But he would, very soon, and the knowing would change everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Blood on the Snow

			The climb took most of the morning. Silas pushed through dense undergrowth and scrambled over fallen logs, following the tracks as they led steadily upward. The forest began to thin as he gained elevation, the massive pines giving way to smaller, hardier trees that clung to the rocky soil with gnarled roots. The air grew colder with each hundred feet of ascent, thin enough that his lungs burned with the effort of breathing.

			By midday, he broke through the tree line entirely.

			The world opened up before him in a vista of white and gray. The high ridge stretched ahead, a spine of bare rock and ice that connected two peaks like the backbone of some enormous buried creature. Snow covered everything in deep drifts that the wind had sculpted into strange, organic shapes. The sun blazed overhead, harsh and bright, offering light without warmth. Silas squinted against the glare, feeling the immediate sting of reflected brightness even through his narrowed eyelids.

			The cold here was different from the forest below. It felt absolute, stripping away any illusion of protection his layers of wool and leather might provide. The wind cut across the exposed ridge with nothing to slow it, carrying tiny particles of ice that stung any exposed skin. Silas pulled his scarf higher over his nose and mouth, breathing through the fabric to warm the air before it reached his lungs.

			The tracks continued across the snowfield, impossibly clear in the pristine whiteness. Each massive print stood out in sharp relief, the depth of them suggesting weight and power that made Silas grip his bow tighter. He had been following this trail for hours now, and the creature had not once doubled back or attempted to confuse its pursuer. It simply climbed, moving with apparent confidence toward the higher peaks.

			That bothered him more than he wanted to admit. A hunted animal should display fear, should take measures to lose its tracker. Instead, this creature seemed almost indifferent to pursuit, as though it knew Silas followed and simply did not care.

			Or perhaps it wanted him to follow.

			The thought made him pause mid-step. Silas stood alone on the white expanse, the wind howling around him with a voice that sounded almost human in its desolation. He scanned the ridge ahead, looking for any sign of movement, any shadow that might betray the creature’s position.

			Nothing. Only snow and rock and the merciless blue sky above.

			He pushed forward, his boots crunching through the frozen crust with each step. The sound echoed strangely in the thin air, sharper than it should be, almost like breaking bones. Silas tried to move more quietly, but the snow refused to cooperate. Each footfall announced his presence with brittle clarity.

			The tracks led him toward a narrow ravine cut into the ridge, a natural channel where water must flow during the spring thaw. The walls rose on either side, stone and ice climbing perhaps fifteen feet high. The passage was barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast, and it curved ahead, hiding whatever lay beyond.

			Silas hesitated at the entrance. Every instinct screamed ambush. The ravine was a perfect place for a predator to wait, using the narrow confines to limit his ability to maneuver or retreat. Yet the tracks led directly through it, deep and clear, showing no sign of the creature attempting to climb the walls or circle around.

			He nocked an arrow and advanced slowly, keeping to the left side where a slight overhang might provide cover if needed. The walls closed in around him, blocking the wind and creating a strange, muffled silence. His breathing sounded loud in the stillness, each exhale visible as white vapor that hung in the frigid air.

			The tracks continued through the ravine, following the natural floor of the channel. Silas kept his eyes moving, checking the walls above, the snow ahead, anywhere from where a threat might emerge. His heart pounded steadily, not from exertion now but from the tension of knowing he had entered terrain that favored his quarry over himself.

			Then the tracks stopped.

			Silas froze, staring at the place where the heavy prints simply ended. Not gradually, not with signs of the creature climbing or leaping. They just stopped, as cleanly as if the beast had simply vanished into thin air.

			He crouched low, examining the last print carefully. The edges were crisp, the depth consistent with all the others. But beyond it, for a distance of perhaps twenty feet, the snow lay pristine and undisturbed. Then the tracks resumed, continuing out the far end of the ravine as though nothing unusual had occurred.

			Silas’s mind worked through the impossibility. He backtracked slowly, studying the prints he had followed into the ravine. The spacing was normal, the gait consistent. He reached the last clear print and stopped, looking more carefully at the snow around it.

			There. So subtle he had nearly missed it. The faintest compression in the snow, a pattern that suggested weight distributed differently. The creature had stepped into its own footprints, moving backwards with careful precision, retracing its path exactly to avoid leaving new tracks.

			Silas understood immediately. This was deliberate deception. The beast had lured him into the ravine using a false trail, then backtracked while he followed, leaving him exposed and trapped in the narrow channel while it circled to a better position.

			The snap of breaking stone came from above.

			Silas threw himself forward without thought, pure instinct driving him into a diving roll. The boulder hit the spot where he had been standing a heartbeat before, slamming into the ravine floor with a sound like a thunderclap. The impact sent shards of rock and ice spraying in all directions. Snow cascaded down from the walls, briefly turning the air white and choking.

			Silas came up with his bow raised, arrow drawn, searching for a target through the settling dust and snow. His ears rang from the deafening crash. His shoulder throbbed where he had landed wrong in the roll. But he was alive, breathing, unbroken.

			The silence that followed felt even deeper than before. No more falling rocks. No sound of movement from above. Just the whisper of displaced snow still drifting down and the hammer of Silas’s own pulse loud in his skull.

			He looked at the boulder. It was massive, easily three hundred pounds of granite that had been dislodged from the ravine wall above. If it had struck him, the impact would have killed him instantly. No armor would have mattered. No skill or training could have saved him.

			But this had not been a natural rockfall.

			Silas scrambled up the ravine wall, using handholds and footholds that barely qualified as such. His fingers went numb from gripping the frozen stone, but he climbed with determined speed, driven by the need to understand what had just happened. The wall was steep and treacherous, coated with ice in places that made every movement a calculated risk.

			He pulled himself over the top and onto the ridge proper, gasping from the exertion. The wind hit him immediately, bitter and fierce. Silas ignored it, moving to where the boulder had been positioned before it fell.

			The evidence lay clear in the snow and stone. Drag marks showed where the boulder had been moved from its original resting place, perhaps ten feet from the edge. Deep gouges in the frozen ground marked where something had scraped and pushed, using leverage to shift the massive weight. The marks looked like claw scrapes at first glance, four parallel lines dug deep into the soil.

			But the angle was wrong. The depth was wrong. Silas knelt beside them, studying the physics of what he was seeing. The leverage point was positioned precisely to maximize mechanical advantage. The fulcrum had been established at exactly the right spot to allow even modest strength to move the boulder’s enormous mass.

			This was not random destruction. This was applied knowledge. Problem solving. The creature had seen Silas enter the ravine, had recognized the tactical opportunity, and had used basic principles of physics to create a trap that should have killed him.

			“Beasts don’t do math,” Silas whispered to himself. His voice sounded strange and small against the vastness of the ridge.

			He stood slowly, his mind struggling to reconcile observation with training. The Guild taught that animals operated on instinct and conditioning. They could be clever, certainly. A fox might remember where it cached food. A wolf pack might coordinate their attack through learned behavior. But this was something different. This required abstract thinking. The ability to understand cause and effect, to plan multiple steps ahead, to weaponize the environment with conscious intent.

			Silas turned in a slow circle, scanning the surrounding terrain. Where would the creature go after setting its trap? It would want to observe the results, to see if the attack succeeded. Somewhere with a clear view of the ravine, but far enough away to remain safe if the hunter survived.

			The opposite ridge.

			Silas shaded his eyes and looked across the gap. The far side of the ravine rose in a matching wall of stone and snow, perhaps two hundred yards distant. The angle was wrong for the creature to have dislodged the boulder from there, but perfect for watching the aftermath.

			At first, he saw nothing. Just the same white and gray landscape, wind-blown and desolate. Then movement caught his eye, so brief he almost thought he had imagined it. A shape against the blinding brightness where the sun hit the snow at just the right angle.

			The creature stood upright.

			Silas’s breath caught. For a single, frozen moment, the silhouette was clearly visible. It stood on two legs like a man, its posture erect despite the obvious bulk of muscle and fur. The proportions were wrong, the limbs too long and the torso too powerful. But the stance, the way it held itself, the angle of its head as it looked across the gap toward him.

			Human.

			Then it dropped to all fours and vanished behind a rocky outcropping, moving with fluid speed that no man could match. The entire sighting lasted perhaps three seconds. But those three seconds changed everything.

			Silas lowered his hand slowly, his arm suddenly heavy. The image burned in his mind, refusing to be rationalized away. He had seen it clearly. The creature that had terrorized Oakhaven, that killed sheep with reluctant precision and left handprints alongside claw marks, that wept before violence and engineered traps using physics.

			It could stand like a man.

			The wind howled across the ridge, carrying that same almost-human sound. Silas stood alone on the exposed rock, surrounded by snow and ice and the evidence of intelligence he was not supposed to acknowledge. His training, his certainty, the entire foundation of his understanding, all of it felt hollow now. Words in a textbook written by people who had never stood on this ridge and watched a monster evaluate them with what might have been curiosity, or fear, or something more complex than either.

			He needed to recite the Code. The Guild’s foundational principles, memorized by every apprentice, repeated until they became reflexive truth. A hunter serves order. A hunter protects the innocent. A hunter ends threats swiftly and without mercy, for mercy to the monster is cruelty to its victims.

			Silas opened his mouth to speak the words aloud, to let them anchor him against the doubt threatening to crack his resolve.

			Nothing came out.

			The silence on the ridge stretched longer. Snow began to fall, light flakes that caught the sun and turned golden before settling. Somewhere ahead, moving deeper into the mountains, a creature that should not exist continued to flee. And behind it, carrying a bow and a burden of questions he could no longer ignore, Silas followed.

			But the certainty was gone. In its place, something far more dangerous took root.

			Doubt.

			+ + + + + +

			The descent from the ridge took longer than the climb. Silas moved carefully, aware that the creature knew these mountains better than he ever could. Every shadow might hide an ambush. Every rock formation might conceal a trap. The doubt that had taken root on the exposed ridge gnawed at him with each step, whispering questions he had no answers for.

			The tree line approached gradually, the sparse vegetation thickening into proper forest as he lost elevation. The light changed from the harsh brightness of the heights to something softer, filtered through branches that caught the late afternoon sun and transformed it into amber. The golden hour, his father had called it. That brief window before dusk when the world turned warm and rich, when even the coldest winter day pretended at kindness.

			Silas paused at the edge of a small clearing, studying the ground. The blood trail had started perhaps half a mile back, small droplets at first but growing more frequent. The creature was injured, though not from any wound Silas had inflicted. Perhaps torn on sharp rocks during its flight. Perhaps weakened from days without proper food, the effort of hunting sheep when it clearly did not want to kill.

			He crouched and touched one of the blood spots with a gloved finger. Still tacky, not yet frozen despite the cold. Fresh within the hour. He was close now. Very close.

			The attack came from his left.

			Silas had no warning beyond a sudden rush of displaced air and the crack of breaking branches. Something massive slammed into him with the force of a landslide, lifting him off his feet and throwing him sideways into the trunk of a pine tree. The impact drove the air from his lungs. His bow, which he had been holding ready, flew from his grip and disappeared into the undergrowth.

			He hit the ground hard, his vision fragmenting into white sparks, but his training saved him. Even dazed and gasping, his hand found the short sword at his hip and drew it in one fluid motion. He rolled away from where he had fallen, putting distance between himself and the attack, coming up in a defensive crouch with the blade extended.

			The Beast stood twenty feet away.

			Silas had seen wolves before. Had hunted them during his apprenticeship, tracked them through winter forests, studied their behavior and their kills. This was no wolf. This was something fever dreams might conjure after a night of poisoned drink and terror. It stood nearly as tall as a man at the shoulder, built with muscle that rippled beneath gray fur marked with darker streaks like old scars. The head was massive, the jaw too wide, filled with teeth that caught the golden light and gleamed like polished bone.

			But the eyes were wrong for a predator. They were green, a bright spring color that had no business in that brutal face. And they were not filled with the cold calculation of a hunter sizing up prey. They were terrified.

			The Beast circled slowly, its massive paws silent on the forest floor despite their size. It moved with liquid grace, every muscle coordinated in perfect economy of motion. Steam rose from its open mouth with each panting breath, creating small clouds in the cold air. The sound of that breathing was rough and ragged, almost like sobbing.

			Silas adjusted his grip on the sword, wishing desperately for his bow. The blade felt inadequate against something this large and powerful. But it was what he had, so it would have to be enough. He moved to keep the Beast in front of him, angling toward where a fallen log might provide some cover or obstacle.

			The creature’s lips pulled back in what might have been a snarl or might have been something else entirely. A warning, perhaps. Or a plea. The green eyes tracked Silas’s movement with intelligence that made his skin crawl. This was not how prey looked at a hunter. This was how one thinking being evaluated another.

			“Easy,” Silas heard himself say, though he knew it was foolish to speak. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

			The lie tasted bitter even as he said it. He had come here to kill. That was his purpose, his duty, the mission he had accepted without question. Yet standing in this clearing with the golden light turning everything soft and the Beast watching him with those too-human eyes, the certainty he had carried from the Guild felt like a coat that no longer fit.

			The Beast lowered its head, hackles rising along its spine. The growl that emerged from its throat was deep enough to feel in his chest, a vibration that spoke of power barely contained. It bunched its muscles, preparing to charge.

			Silas raised his sword and set his feet. If this was how it ended, at least he would face it standing.

			The Beast launched itself forward with terrifying speed. Silas brought his blade up to meet it, but the sheer mass was unstoppable. They collided in a tangle of fur and steel and desperation. The sword bit into flesh somewhere, he felt the resistance, but then claws raked across his chainmail with a sound like nails on slate. The rings held, barely, but the force of the blow spun him around.

			He tried to keep his footing. Failed. They went down together in a thrashing chaos of limbs and violence. Silas’s head cracked against something solid. His sword arm was pinned beneath the Beast’s weight. He could smell wet fur, rank and wild, mixing with the hot copper scent of blood. His own or the creature’s, he could not tell.

			Massive jaws snapped inches from his face. Silas threw up his free arm, the gauntlet taking teeth that would have torn his throat out. The metal bent under the pressure. He felt bones in his forearm grind together, not quite breaking but close enough that white-hot pain flared through his arm.

			The Beast’s claws found purchase on his chest plate, the steel screaming in protest. It bore down with all its weight, pinning him completely. Silas could not breathe. Could not move. Could only stare up into those green eyes as death crouched over him with its fangs bared.

			This was it. He had failed. The Guild would send another hunter eventually, someone older and more experienced, and they would succeed where he had not. Oakhaven would be saved by someone else. His name would be recorded in the rolls as another apprentice who had overreached, another lesson about hubris and insufficient preparation.

			The Beast’s hot breath washed over his face, carrying the smell of blood and something else, something almost clean. Pine sap, he realized distantly. The creature had been bleeding against the trees.

			The jaws opened wider. Silas could see the powerful muscles in the neck tense for the killing bite. He tried to close his eyes, to face death with some measure of dignity, but found he could not look away from those eyes.

			They were crying.

			Not figuratively. Actually crying. Tears ran down the furred face, catching in the gray coat and vanishing. The Beast’s entire body trembled with something that looked like anguish. Its breath came in shuddering gasps between the growls.

			The jaws closed slowly, the teeth withdrawing from their killing position. The Beast made a sound, high and thin and utterly wrong coming from that massive throat. A whimper. The kind of sound a beaten dog might make, or a child in pain. A sound so human it stopped Silas’s heart.

			The weight lifted from his chest. The Beast pulled back, still crying, still making that pitiful sound. It looked at him with something that might have been an apology in those green eyes. Then it started to turn away, releasing him, choosing mercy when it should have chosen the kill.

			Silas’s hand found his hunting knife.

			He did not think. Could not think. Training overrode everything else. When an enemy retreats, you press the advantage. When death offers a moment of weakness, you take it. The Guild had drilled these reflexes into him until they were deeper than conscious thought.

			He drove the knife up and forward with all his remaining strength, burying it to the hilt in the thick muscle of the Beast’s shoulder.

			The howl that erupted from the creature’s throat shattered the golden quiet of the clearing. It was agony and betrayal given voice, a sound so filled with pain and confusion that it seemed to tear at the fabric of the world itself. The Beast reared back, the knife still embedded in its flesh, and Silas saw the exact moment comprehension dawned in those green eyes.

			I spared you.

			The knowledge was there, clear as words. The Beast had given mercy and received violence in return. It staggered sideways, blood spraying bright red across the white snow. The arterial spray painted patterns that would have been beautiful if they were not so terrible.

			The creature scrambled away, moving on three legs now, the injured shoulder hanging wrong. It crashed through the undergrowth with none of its earlier grace, leaving a trail of blood and crushed vegetation. The sounds it made were no longer growls or howls but something broken, something that might have been sobbing if beasts could weep.

			Silas lay in the snow where he had fallen, his arm throbbing, his head spinning, his chest heaving for air. The knife was gone, buried in flesh that had chosen not to kill him. The clearing fell silent except for his own ragged breathing and the distant sound of the Beast fleeing deeper into the forest.

			He rolled onto his side and vomited into the snow, his body rebelling against what his training had made him do. The golden light was fading now, the brief warmth of the hour passing into true dusk. The temperature dropped noticeably, cold seeping through his armor and into his bones.

			Silas forced himself to stand. His legs shook. His arm hung useless at his side, the gauntlet dented and possibly his forearm fractured beneath it. But he was alive. The Beast had held him at its mercy and chosen not to kill, and he had repaid that choice with steel and treachery.

			“What have I done?” he whispered to the empty clearing.

			The blood trail led away through the trees, impossible to miss in the fading light. So much blood. Too much blood for anything to lose and survive long. Silas retrieved his sword from where it had fallen, the blade nicked and bent from impact with bone or rock. His bow lay twenty feet away, miraculously unbroken. He gathered it mechanically, his hands moving through familiar motions while his mind remained frozen on the image of those crying eyes.

			He should return to the village. Report the encounter, request reinforcements, let someone else finish what he had started. That was the proper protocol. That was what his training demanded.

			But the blood trail led forward, and despite everything, despite the pain and the horror and the crushing guilt of what he had just done, Silas found himself following it.

			The creature was dying. He had ensured that with his blade. The least he could do was witness what his mercy had cost.

			Or perhaps, a small voice whispered in the back of his mind, perhaps there was something else he could do. Something the Guild had not taught him. Something that duty and honor and all his careful training had not prepared him for.

			He could choose differently.

			The thought felt like betrayal and salvation in equal measure. Silas adjusted his pack, tested his injured arm and found it would bear weight if needed, then set off into the darkening forest. Behind him, the golden light died completely, leaving only the cold blue of approaching night.

			Ahead, something that was beast and man and victim all at once fled toward whatever sanctuary it could find. And behind it, carrying weapons he was no longer certain he had the right to use, Silas followed the blood through the snow.

			+ + + + + +

			The blood trail was impossible to lose. It led through the darkening forest like a crimson thread, bright against the snow and dead leaves. Silas followed it with his bow raised, his injured arm protesting every movement but functional enough to steady his aim. The pain had settled into a constant throb that he pushed to the back of his awareness. Pain could be managed. The implications of what he was tracking could not.

			The Beast was dying. Had to be. No creature could lose this much blood and survive. The trail showed where it had stumbled, where it had stopped to rest against trees, leaving dark smears on the bark. The spacing between tracks grew uneven, the gait faltering. Silas had tracked wounded animals before during his apprenticeship. This pattern spoke of rapid deterioration, of a body beginning to fail.

			He should have felt satisfaction. The mission was nearly complete. Return to the village with proof of the kill, collect his commission, advance to full journeyman status within the Guild. Everything he had worked toward for the past six years was within reach.

			Instead, he felt hollow. The image of those green eyes, streaming tears as the Beast pulled back from a killing blow it refused
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