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  one
Chapter 1


Hazel Crawford’s breath fogged in the night air as she and Clara Brooks slipped between the bracken, laughter muffled by the mossy hush of Hartmont Forest. 
Every step felt like plunging into a forbidden tale, each shadow throbbing with old secrets. The moon hung huge and glowing, a silver stag moon crowned in drifting clouds, painting fleeting patterns over their bare arms.
Tonight pulsed with mischief and myth, and Hazel was giddy from both—her thoughts swimming with the crude gin Clara had pilfered, her body humming and reckless, senses hot with the wild thrill of trespass.
Clara led, her bobbed hair onyx in the ghostly light, glancing back with a grin sharp as a fox’s. Her dress shimmered with every step, sequins flashing like scales. They’d been planning this escapade for weeks—plotting, giggling in the back pews at church, sharing tales in whispers when the minister’s voice droned on, dreaming up wild possibilities as they watched the woods from Hazel’s attic window.
The Antlered Watchers, tall as pines, wild-eyed and crowned with living bone, spirits of the old woods who walked through Hartmont Forest, gifting wild women with pleasure, if the folklore was to be believed, of turning them into goddesses.
Hazel’s heart leapt, a sudden ache of longing thrumming in her chest.
She wanted to see them.
Hazel craved more than sight; she ached for everything, every impossible promise, and Clara’s eyes sparkled with the same ravenous need.
Tonight was not about fear; it was about the insatiable rush of legend, the gnaw of hunger, and the desperate, reckless joy you taste only once but crave forever.
Leaves crackled beneath their Mary Janes, the sound muffled by thick moss. Every now and then, an owl called overhead, its cry echoing through the tangled branches.
Hazel clutched the flask to her chest—one last swig tingling her lips. The gin burned, but she didn’t cough. It made her braver, or at least let her pretend to be.
Clara’s arm slipped around her waist, guiding her deeper, deeper, past the places they’d dared each other to go in daylight. The trees grew older here, trunks furred with lichens, roots buckled from centuries of growth, branches arching so high above that the sky seemed to vanish.
Even the air tasted ancient. It was thick with the scent of damp earth and wildflowers. Animal tracks crisscrossed the mud at their feet—deer, fox, maybe even wolf. Each track was a reminder: the forest belonged to others long before them.
“Almost there,” Clara whispered, her voice rough with excitement and nerves. “Don’t you feel it trembling in your bones?”
Hazel did. The world was quieting around them, the forest holding its breath. Something waited in the hush between heartbeats. She squeezed Clara’s hand, and together they pressed on, following the secret path worn by deer and daring girls.
The clearing appeared as if conjured—a broad circle of moonlit moss and clover, rimmed by stones and shadows. The air felt charged, as though they’d crossed some invisible threshold.
The trees recoiled from their center, branches arching overhead to form a cathedral vault, laced with stars peeking through the gaps of the leaves.
At its heart, the moss glowed, untouched by any footfall. Rings of mushrooms lined the edges, clustered in perfect arcs.
Hazel’s skin prickled with anticipation, gooseflesh racing down her arms and burning fire up the back of her neck beneath her brunette bob.
This was it: the Watchers’ clearing, the heartbeat of every wild tale they’d ever clung to.
Clara stopped first, setting her shoes aside with ceremony. She glanced at Hazel, eyes fever-bright. “Now or never.”
Hazel nodded. She shed her own shoes, feeling the damp earth cool between her toes. The ground was impossibly soft, blades of grass and clover tickling her ankles.
They unbuttoned their flapper dresses, shivering not from night air but anticipation, and let the silk slide down their hips.
Each movement felt ceremonial, sacred, as if they were shedding more than fabric.
Moonlight painted their bare shoulders, their knees, the curve of their spine, and their thighs. For a moment, they stood together, naked under the sky, two wild things in the hollow of the world. Somewhere, a nightjar trilled, and the hush pressed closer.
“Do you think they’ll really come?” Hazel’s voice was smaller than she meant it to be.
Clara’s gaze darted to the woods. “They always come in the stories. We’re here, aren’t we?”
Hazel laughed, the sound bright and nervous. She thought about the old tales. Girls who vanished into the forest. Girls who came back changed, or never came back at all.
She thought about the Watchers: not men, not beasts, but something wilder—creatures wearing the woods like a second skin. She wanted to believe, more than anything, that tonight would be the night.
Clara tipped her head back and began to dance. Not the Charleston, not the fox-trot, but a swaying, primal rhythm that belonged to the trees, arms raised as though beckoning the sky.
Hazel followed—head swimming with gin and wild moonlight—moving in widening circles, heart thundering in her chest. They spun and tumbled, their shadows chasing, laughter bright and raw as it pierced the night. An owl called; the darkness felt new and electric with their joy.
The wind picked up, carrying the scent of loam and leaves and something sharp, something strange.
In that moment, Hazel felt ancient, as if she and Clara had slipped sideways into another world, one where girls could summon gods just by dancing.
The forest watched them. Hazel could feel it. A thousand eyes glimmered in the undergrowth. The pulse of ancient life ran through every root and branch.
Somewhere in the darkness, something shifted—a deer, perhaps, or something else entirely.
She spun faster, dizzy, her shadow shuddering across the ring, every nerve burning with the belief that the old stories lived and pulsed tonight.
Then, as if a veil were lifted, they heard it: a footfall that was not their own.
Heavy, deliberate, muffled by moss.
The girls froze, hands clasped, breath locked in their chests.
From the trees, they emerged.






  
  two
Chapter 2


The moon painted their skin molten silver. Hazel’s breath caught—not with chill, but with terror and awe at the shapes unraveling from shadow. Wonder warred with fear in her chest, raw and white-hot. 
Not two Watchers.
Four.
The air thickened with the scent of damp moss and raw, male musk. Clara’s hand found hers, fingers icy and trembling, but Hazel’s own body was already answering—a low, liquid heat pooling between her thighs as the giants stepped into the moonlit clearing, their elongated shadows swallowing them whole.
They moved with a silence that swallowed sound. The first, Cernan, was a monolith of shadow and solemn grace, his towering oak-branch antlers reaching high, both majestic and fearsome, his features shifting between human and something older. Behind him, Bran’s massive form drew darkness around his broad shoulders, antlers thick and heavy, his eyes wild beneath furrowed brows. Finnian flowed like smoke, antlers splayed wide and sharp as new branches, his limbs long with predatory elegance. Rhys, the last, was a jagged silhouette, his antlers twisted and splintered, giving him an almost feral, otherworldly presence. They formed a loose semicircle, a living wall of myth made muscle, the clearing shrinking around them.
Clara’s fingernails bit into Hazel’s palm. “Four,” she breathed, voice crackling with shock, fear, and hungry wonder.
Hazel could only nod, her throat tight. The folklore spoke only of seekers, of mates, or of pairs.
This was something entirely different.
The heat throbbing between her legs was shameless, hungry, even against the pounding of her heart. Hazel bit her lip, the sting yanking her into the impossible, electric now.
Cernan’s dark eyes swept over them, an ancient, assessing gaze that felt less like being seen and more like being known. He took one step forward, the forest floor barely sighing under his weight. The scent of him—cold stone and coming storm—washed over Hazel. She saw the lattice of silvery scars across his chest, a history written in flesh.
“You called.” His voice was the deep rumble of bedrock shifting, not a question but a confirmation.
Hazel found her voice, breathless and thin. “The stag moon… the stories…”
“Stories have consequences,” Cernan intoned. His head tilted, antlers tracing a slow arc against the stars. “You sought the wild. It answers.”
Bran let out a low, guttural sound that vibrated in Hazel’s ribs. His gaze was a physical weight, hot and possessive as it traveled from Clara’s pale shoulders down the curve of her spine. He smelled of turned earth and wild, sun-warmed herbs. His large hands flexed at his sides, callused palms pale in the moonlight.
Finnian smiled, a flash of white in the gloom. He moved, not toward them, but in a slow circle around the clearing’s edge, his elongated limbs making his progress a silent, stalking glide. His amber eyes glittered with a playful, terrifying curiosity. He was studying their reactions, the way Clara shivered









