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Chapter 1

A Silver Glow in the Fog
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A LOW-HANGING MOON shone through the twisted branches overhead, its light diffused by the thick blanket of fog that draped the ancient pines. Twigs snapped underfoot, and the sharp scent of damp earth filled the air. In the gloom, the figure advanced carefully, his every muscle tensed like a coiled spring. He carried a lantern in his left hand, its weak glow pushing back at the dark haze; in his right, he gripped a narrow-bladed silver sword, its edge glinting faintly in the moonlight.

His name was Tobias Thornfell, a self-proclaimed “monster hunter” whose actual experience with monstrous foes was embarrassingly limited. He knew how to track and kill wolves well enough, he’d done so outside the walls of Glenhaven, a modest town nestled on the edge of the Greatwood. But a werewolf was something else entirely. Bigger, smarter, and infinitely more dangerous, or so the hushed tales claimed. None of that had dissuaded Tobias when the local old lord announced there was a five-hundred-gold reward for anyone brave, or foolish enough to hunt down the beast.

The heavy fog clung to Tobias’s cloak, settling into his dark curls, painting his brow in cool droplets of condensation. He was lithe, perhaps a hand shorter than most warriors, but made up for it with sinewy strength in his arms, good for drawing bows and swinging swords. A faint scar curved over his right cheek, a memento from his earliest hunts when he’d misjudged a wolf’s leap. His jaw was set in concentration, though a flicker of excitement lingered beneath the tension of his expression.

He was nervous, yes, but there was a hunger for glory in his brown eyes.

He thought back to the day he’d first heard the rumor: a werewolf terrorizing livestock in the outskirts of Glenhaven. It was not so long after the villagers had said farewell to many of their husbands, fathers, and sons, sent to fight in a distant war against Malgor. With so few men left in town, monsters and bandits found the settlement an easy target. As an up-and-coming hunter, Tobias had made quick work of a few rogue goblins and a handful of wild wolves, earning him the townsfolk’s trust, and more than a few fluttering eyelashes from the village maids. It became quite a reputation to live up to.

Still, it wasn’t just the smiles of pretty girls that fueled him now. Five hundred gold was no small sum, and Tobias couldn’t help but imagine all the things he could buy, or the impression he would make, if he returned victorious.

His mind darted briefly to the story of how he came into possession of the silver sword now in his grip. The blade was a family heirloom, once wielded by his great-grandfather, Bartemius Thornfell, a legendary soldier who had, supposedly, defended the old King from a shape-shifting assassin. It bore swirling patterns etched along the fuller, lines that looked like creeping vines but actually formed runic wards. In the hilt, a gem the color of autumn leaves gleamed, Tobias had always liked to imagine it glowed more fiercely in the presence of supernatural creatures. Of course, that might just be a child’s fancy. Still, stories had power of their own.

Before leaving Glenhaven, Tobias had visited the apothecary, a stooped woman with piercing eyes, who sold him a special oil said to be effective against werewolves. She named it Nightbane Sap, a blend of wolfsbane petals, ground silver dust, and the secret resin extracted from “moon-kissed” oak trees. Tobias wasn’t entirely convinced about the last ingredient, but as soon as the potent mixture touched his blade, the patterns etched into the steel seemed to shimmer. Perhaps it was only his imagination, yet he felt more confident all the same.

A sudden rustle to his left made him freeze. He inhaled, catching a faint odor of wet fur. The ominous snap of a twig echoed through the silence. His heartbeat thumped like a war drum in his chest. Slowly, Tobias raised the lantern higher, sweeping its meager light across the gnarled tree trunks. The swirling fog shifted, almost as if it were alive. Then the rustling sound faded away into the distance, leaving only the rasp of his breath in the hush.

Tension coiled in his limbs. He reminded himself that he’d done the research. He’d interviewed farmers whose sheep had gone missing; he’d studied footprints and broken fences. He’d pored over his inherited bestiary, illustrations of monstrous creatures annotated with scrawling notes from his father’s father. If his calculations were correct, the werewolf should be in this stretch of the woods, halfway between the rocky creek and the towering brambles that encircled Glenhaven’s boundary.

“Steady now,” he muttered to himself. 

“You’ve done the hunts before. Just... not one like this.” 

A wry grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. Even with his bravado, fear twisted his insides. But an equal measure of anticipation kept him pressing forward. He paused at the trunk of an old pine. Scratch marks gouged the bark, raking from chest height to above his head. Each claw mark was deep, each line reminiscent of a wolf’s scratch but spaced wider, thicker. This was no ordinary forest predator. Tobias’s pulse quickened, yet he felt a thrill, he had found his first clue.

Cautiously, he set his lantern on a low stump, then traced the claw marks with a gloved finger. The wood still smelled of sap. This was recent. Glancing down, he saw muddy footprints in the flattened undergrowth, larger than any normal wolf’s paw. A half-lingering imprint of a human heel was embedded beside it, as though the creature had changed shape mid-step. A shudder lanced up Tobias’s spine. It was one thing to hunt wild animals, but a shape-shifter that hovered between man and beast was a wholly different nightmare. He rose and snatched up the lantern. 

“Got you, you damned beast,” he whispered. 

His voice cracked slightly, betraying the adrenaline coursing through his veins.

Deeper he went, pushing through the dense underbrush, ignoring the occasional snag at the hem of his cloak. The trees leaned in overhead, their thick canopies shutting out the moonlight so thoroughly that his lantern’s glow became the only beacon. Every so often, the faint snap of a branch behind him made him whirl around, sword half-raised. He swore he could sense eyes watching him from the gloom, but each time, the fog yielded nothing more than silent silhouettes of trees.

An owl hooted, the high note echoing mournfully. Tobias exhaled slowly. His mouth felt dry. He licked his lips, forcing himself to remain focused and not sprint back toward the safety of Glenhaven’s wooden gate. No, he’d come this far, and that gold was calling to him just as clearly as the moonstruck stares of the local maidens might. He pressed on.

He bent low behind a thicket of thorny bushes. Another clue: scattered tufts of fur, coarse and gray. They reeked of sweat and musk. Among them lay shards of bone, cleaned of their marrow. Despite his limited expertise, Tobias could recognize that this was an animal’s leg bone, likely a goat’s from the length. The edges were splintered, chewed through as if by a pair of monstrous jaws. He swallowed his revulsion and studied the footprints in the mud. Yes, the same prints as before. Larger than a normal wolf’s, but shaped just so that the forepaw had a vestige of a humanoid hand.

“Tobias, you can handle this,” he told himself, quiet and firm. 

He imagined the proud daydream: returning to Glenhaven, dragging the beast’s severed head. Some of the older women would gasp, relieved, while the younger ones would crowd around, eager for his stories. 

“One step at a time,” he whispered, ignoring the faint tremble in his hand that still clutched the lantern.

A breeze stirred the branches overhead, making the fog swirl. A faint glimmer caught Tobias’s attention in the gloom, a scrap of cloth snagged on a jagged piece of bark. Lantern in one hand, he leaned in for a closer look, sword angled protectively. The cloth was a deep green hue, lined with gold thread at the hem. Not the color one would expect from a commoner. Could it be from a fine cloak? A noble’s garment, perhaps? Some unlucky traveler, or maybe... the beast’s human form? The thought tightened his throat. Suddenly, the werewolf wasn’t just a savage monster in his mind; it was someone, maybe a cursed soul, living in Glenhaven’s shadow.

Another rustle to his left. Only this time, it didn’t fade out. It moved closer. The underbrush trembled, branches bending as something large passed through. Tobias froze, pressing himself low against a tree trunk, letting out a shaky exhale. He dimmed his lantern as best as he could with the edge of his cloak. Heart pounding, he peered around the trunk, breath hitching.

He caught only the merest glimpse: a hulking shape loping between trees. The form was humanoid with fur-covered limbs and a wolf-like muzzle. Its shoulders rippled with muscle. In the haze, Tobias could scarcely make out a pair of eyes reflecting red from the moon’s faint glow. A wet snarl echoed across the clearing, and then it disappeared behind a curtain of mist, leaving Tobias’s nerves thrumming.

This is it. 

His instincts demanded he run, to put as much distance as possible between himself and that monstrous silhouette. But he steeled himself. He was here to hunt, not flee. Slowly, he raised his lantern again, stepping forward with painstaking caution. His mouth felt like sand, yet a part of him was exhilarated. If he succeeded, he’d have a story to rival even Bartemius Thornfell’s heroic deeds.

He followed the trail of disturbed ferns and snapped twigs. He refused to think too long about how massive the beast truly was. Focus, he told himself. One quiet footstep after another. The forest grew oddly silent, the hush wrapping around him like a shroud. 

He saw it again. 

This time, the creature paused on the far side of a small clearing, its broad back to Tobias. Now, the hunter was close enough to see it inhaling deeply, as if sampling the night air. Instinct jolted Tobias’s stomach, did
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