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Chapter 1: The Hunter’s Moon

[image: ]


Raina Everleaf moved through the Greenwood Marsh like a wisp of mist, every step practiced, every breath measured. Moonlight filtered through the skeletal branches of alder and willow, casting silver lattices across the knee-deep reeds. The air was thick with the scent of wet earth, lily-pad blossoms, and distant pine smoke. Tonight was the Hunter’s Moon—the blood-red orb hanging low in the sky—and Raina had vowed to honor her village’s oldest rite: bringing down the sacred white stag before dawn.

She paused at the edge of a shallow fen pool, planting her boots in soft mud. Her bow hung at her back, quiver of iron-tipped arrows beneath her cloak. Before her lay the prints of a great beast: two parallel tracks, wide as a grown woman’s hand. The stag had passed here only moments ago. Raina’s pulse hummed in her ears as she followed the hoof-prints deeper into the marsh.

The reeds closed in around her, tall and whispering. Each rustle set her on edge, but she pressed onward. The white stag was not an ordinary creature; its antlers bore shimmering runes of old magic, and its silver-gleaming coat was said to bless the land with fertility. To kill it dishonorably—or to miss—would invite the marsh spirits’ wrath. Raina inhaled, centering herself on the ancient hymn:

“By moonlit horn and sacred wood,
I walk the path where fate has stood...”
A sudden movement to her right—taller reeds bending—made her freeze. Her bow came to her shoulder in one fluid motion. Through the reeds’ parting she glimpsed it: a magnificent stag, its coat pale as new-fallen snow, antlers etched in faint azure runes that pulsed with living light. It stood at the water’s edge, watching her with rippling calm.

Raina nocked an arrow, breath steady. She drew the bowstring back, feeling the tension across her shoulders. The stag dipped its head, water rippling around its hooves. She exhaled, aimed for the heart...

Thunk.

She never saw the second arrow fly. A roar of pain exploded in her thigh, and she staggered, the first arrow’s poisoned fletching embedded deeper than she’d expected. Her vision blurred, fire blooming behind her ribs. She fell to one knee, bow clattering into the mud.

The stag bolted—white phantom dissolving into moonlit mist—and Raina pressed trembling fingers to her wound. The bitter sting of venom spread hot and black through her blood. She gasped, trying to steady her vision.

“Raina Everleaf.”

The voice was soft yet carried on the mist like wind through reeds. She turned. From between two ash-drained willow trunks emerged a man—tall, lean, and impossibly regal. His cloak was woven of living vines and moss, shifting subtly with his stride. Leaves curled at his boots; wisteria-hung hair framed cheekbones etched in moonlight. The half-shifting magic in him hummed—a faint, green undertone that set the air trembling.

“Who—” Raina began, but pain stole her words. She collapsed fully to the mud, vision darkening at the edges.

The stranger knelt in one graceful motion. His hand hovered over her thigh, then closed in a fist. Tendrils of emerald light wove through his palm as he pressed to the wound. The poison hissed where it met his magic; steam rose, scented of damp earth and crushed mint. Raina’s breath caught on a gasp as the agony eased.

“Be still,” he murmured. “The venom will burn away.”

She closed her eyes against disbelief and fear. His power was not of court or sorcerer, but of the forest itself—and she, a mere huntress, had never encountered such wild magic beyond whispered legends.

When the pain receded to a dull throb, Raina forced herself upright. The stranger withdrew his hand and wrapped a length of linen vine around the arrow’s entry point, binding it with swift, sure knots.

“Who are you?” she demanded, voice raw.

He stood, offering a gloved hand to help her. She accepted, though suspicion burned in her chest.

“I am Kaelion Briarwood,” he said, unhooking his hood. Moonlight gleamed on little thorns woven through his dark curls. “Prince of the Sylvan Court.”

Her breath caught. “Prince?” She tried to shove herself free of his concern but sank back against his steadying arm. “You trespass in Greenwood Marsh—”

He steadied her gaze with forest-touched eyes. “This marsh is part of my realm, as is every oak and rivulet in Greenwood Vale. And you—” He hesitated, concern shadowing his features. “You are wounded by a curse arrow, not a hunting shaft.”

Raina’s jaw clenched. “Bandits and assassins wander these borderlands. I track poachers, not princes.”

Kaelion studied her fierce profile—copper braid, bow’s grip-calluses, eyes bright with defiance. “Yet your skill with a bow is equal to any court ranger’s. You are of Emberbrook?”

“How do you know—?” Her question vanished as dizziness overtook her. She swayed, and Kaelion’s arms went around her, a gentle vice.

He carried her through the reeds, his steps surprisingly light for so tall a man. The air grew cooler as they neared a cluster of moss-hung oaks—his hidden grove-court. Lanterns fashioned from glowing moss dripped soft green light. Vines arched overhead in living arches. At the center, a pool of obsidian water reflected the moon, rimmed in glimmering runes.

Kaelion laid her by the pool on a bed of woven fern fronds. He knelt, pressing a small leather vial to her lips. “Drink. It’ll help bind your strength.”

Raina sipped, the bitter brew spreading a cool warmth through her veins. She leaned back, chest heaving. “Why—why save me?”

His eyes softened. “Because mercy is a debt no royal blood should deny.”

She watched him work—tearing strips of linen, mixing a poultice from crushed marsh blossoms and boneleaf, hands steady even as her weak flinches tested him. The healing paste hissed as he spread it along her thigh.

As the last of the venom burned away, Raina’s anger seeped back. “You could have let me die,” she said, voice brittle. “No one would have known—”

His gaze was fierce. “And what would that say of my reign? That a prince lets his people suffer while he hides behind castle walls? No.” He pressed the final knot of linen. “Your life matters.”

“Then you know nothing of my kind,” she shot back, closing her eyes. “We are nothing to those above. Tools for their wars, sacrifices for their peace.”

He sat back on his heels, studying her profile in the lantern-lit grove. “Perhaps that is why I must learn from you.”

Raina’s eyes snapped open. “Learn? From me?”

Kaelion rose and extended his hand. “Walk with me, Raina Everleaf. Tomorrow, at dawn, bring your village’s plea—of plague or drought or bandit-raid—and I will hear it. But first, you must rest.”

Her gut twisted at both the arrogance and the promise in his voice. Finally, she grasped his hand and allowed him to help her stand. The grove’s hush pressed around them—ancient and alive.

As she settled onto a woven bench of living roots, Kaelion gathered herbs and set to brewing a salve for her fevered brow. She lay back, staring at the engraved canopy above—vines and leaves carved into living wood. The air smelled of moss and honeyed petals.

“Tell me,” she whispered, “why would a prince risk his life for a border-land huntress?”

He paused, sliding the salve vessel aside. “Because the heart of a kingdom is not its throne, but its people. I sensed your noble heart—fierce, unbroken. I must know more.”

Raina’s breath hitched at the intimacy of his words. His gaze held hers, unflinching, as though he saw through her defenses to the core she kept hidden. The hush of the grove deepened—a vigil of sap and ancient root.

She looked away first, casting her eyes to the runed pool. “I don’t need royal favors,” she murmured.

He came to her side, kneeling again. “Perhaps not. But you may need a partner.”

Their shoulders brushed. The lantern glow flickered across his face, revealing emotion too deep for courtly diplomacy alone. Raina’s pulse thundered in her ears. She drew in a shuddering breath.

“Then partner,” she whispered back, “we begin at dawn.”

Kaelion smiled—a slow, tender curve. He pressed the cooling salve to her temple, then rose to the pool’s edge. Raina watched as he traced the rune-lit water with one finger, murmuring the ancient words of the forest. Ripples spread across the glassy surface, carrying moonlight and magic in equal measure.

And beneath the Hunter’s Moon, in a grove older than any stone wall, a huntress and a prince forged the first fragile spark of a bond that would shape two realms.
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