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      It was dark inside the wolf.

      As I pushed myself up, I felt the soggy, warm surface beneath me pulsing like some grotesque organ. A faint light glimmered far above, barely enough to distinguish shapes. I lifted my eyes toward its source—two small moons casting a dim glow, doing little to dispel the oppressive darkness.

      It wasn’t the sky I was looking at. It was a ceiling, impossibly high, with only those two white circles breaking the abyssal void.

      As my eyes adjusted to the murk, I discerned a tall shape just a stone’s throw away. It resembled a pillar—or perhaps a tree. My breathing was labored as I stumbled toward it, each step an effort. My old bones protested, and I limped more than walked, my body as weary as my spirit.

      The air was thick and humid, reeking of decay, like thousands of fish rotting on a forgotten shore.

      After what felt like an eternity, I reached the shape. That was when I heard it—the sound of breathing.

      “Is there anybody here?” I whispered into the eternal night.

      The tree swayed slightly, emitting a low, guttural sound—a grunt, like someone dragged unwillingly from sleep.

      “Somebody,” a man’s voice answered, cutting through the silence that cloaked the darkness. “Yes, somebody is here.”

      I blinked several times, trying to discern the figure before me. There was something wrong with its silhouette, something I couldn’t quite grasp.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my voice trembling.

      The man’s labored breaths filled the void. He didn’t answer immediately.

      I stepped closer, my caution battling my curiosity. Was he behind the tree? Or was he the tree itself?

      “Will you not answer me?” I asked again, my voice quaking. “Who are you?”

      “Who am I?” His words rumbled like stones tumbling into a chasm. “I am the fading memory of a man. That is what I am.” His voice faltered, uncertain, as if relearning the act of speech. “I do not remember my name, or I would offer it to you. Everything I was is distant, faint. It belongs to the growing oblivion that devours all things here.”

      I wanted to see him clearly, to make sense of his form, but hesitation rooted me in place. There was something in his voice—a warning wrapped in resignation. It felt like a bad omen.

      Steeling myself, I pressed forward, determined to uncover his nature.

      What I thought were branches revealed themselves as arms, extended rigidly outward in a grotesque parody of a natural pose. It was a man—a tall, willowy figure forced into a stance so unnatural it seemed sculpted by some cruel hand.

      “Are you…are you ill, sir?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Ill?” The man seemed to consider the word for a moment before shaking his head. “No, not ill,” he said. “Only defeated. But now the fight is over.”

      “Fight?” I pressed. “Against whom?”

      “This place,” he replied. “Its purpose.”

      A wet, slithering sound drew my attention downward. My stomach churned as I saw the source: a thick, gelatinous substance enveloping his legs, inching steadily upward toward his waist.

      I recoiled, nearly tripping. “What is that thing?”

      “A predator,” he said, his tone utterly resigned. “It surrounds us, feels us, assesses us. It follows one purpose: to digest, to process, to make everything one.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Ah, it is coming back to me,” he murmured. Then, after a pause, he continued, “Memories. Fragments of what I was. So it hasn’t taken everything yet.”

      “Please, sir,” I said, desperation edging my voice. “Tell me—what is this place?”

      A sinister noise emanated from the substance climbing his body. The man grunted, his frame trembling.

      “Ask me no more questions, woman,” he said. “I am tired. I need to sleep.”

      “I beg you,” I pleaded. “Tell me what you know.”

      “To what end?” he asked. “Knowing will change nothing.”

      “It might,” I insisted. “Please.”

      He opened his eyes—hollow and unfocused—then closed them again before speaking. “What is the last thing you remember?”

      “A wolf came into my house,” I said, the memory vivid. “He pretended to be my granddaughter and…” I hesitated, recalling the final moments. “I think he ate me.” The words came out brittle. “Am I dead?”

      “Not yet,” the man said. “But you were devoured. Not by a wolf, though he wears that shape now.”

      “If not a wolf, then what?”

      “A demon,” he replied. “One gifted with the ability to change forms.”

      “A demon?” I whispered. “How do you know this?”

      “I was on a mission,” he said, glancing down at the creeping substance before meeting my gaze. “The Hunter Circle received news from the Talisman Forest—rumors of a beast devouring people. They sent me to stop it.”

      “The Hunter Circle?” My heart raced. “Are you bound by the ax and the bow?”

      “Yes,” he said, his voice heavy with regret. “I swore under the Wooden Roof, and upon the Midnight Stone.”

      “You’re a ranger.”

      “Indeed,” he said slowly, carefully, like trying to pick up a piece of gemstone from a bed of embers. I saw his eyes lingering on me as if seeing me for the very first time. “I am a Hunter of Shadows."

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “My quest led me to Kitasa, near Greenside Hillmond. A woman named Joselin told me that a demon had taken the form of a small boy, preying on villagers who wandered the lesser paths of the forest. It had attacked a family, killed two men, and devoured a woman.

      “When I went to investigate, I found a girl hiding in the cottage where her family had been slaughtered. She told me her brothers might still be alive, that the monster had taken them captive. Their family had lived deep in the woods, half a league from town.

      “I followed a lead and found the cursed creature sleeping in a clearing. I thought I had him. I was a fool. Another demon lurked in the shadows, keeping watch. I fought, but I lost. When I woke, I was here.” The rest of the sentence came with regret. “I failed my mission. I failed you. And I failed all the others this demon will devour.”

      I listened, horrified and determined. When he spoke no further, I asked, “How do we escape?”

      “Escape?” The ranger dragged a long breath. “There is no escape. Believe me, I have looked long and hard.”

      “You can’t give up,” I insisted. “You’re a ranger—sworn to protect. Let me help you.”

      I pulled the ranger’s arm, trying to get him out of the shapeless monster, but his scream of agony stopped me cold.

      “Leave me, woman!” he gasped. “I am part of it now. We are one.”

      “But—”

      “I am tired,” he cut me off. “Bone tired. And you’re hurting me. I just want to sleep.”

      “I want to help you.”

      “It does not matter.” His voice carried the weight of defeat. “There is nothing you can do. Might as well make it less painful.”

      “I refuse to simply stand here and let you die.”

      I felt the eyes of the ranger on me.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “My name is Tavana, daughter of Kalla.”

      “Tavana.” The ranger rolled the name on his lips like he was tasting an exotic fruit. “You are old, Tavana. I can see the way you carry yourself, like
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