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    For the seekers in the silence,For the questions in the quake,For the souls who build their altarsOn the shores of the mistake.
For the hands that hold the wound,And the eyes that dare to see,This silvered, bloodied offering,From what's left of me.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We polished our silver in the dark, believing it captured a distant light, until the dawn revealed we had only ever been admiring our own grim reflections." 
— From the Journals of the Pale Lord
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Chapter 1 – Benediction of Steel
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The only light in the Chapel of the Silver Martyr was the vengeful gleam of polished metal and the single, guttering flame of the altar candle. It was a place of edges and silence, a blade sheathed in stone. The air smelled of old blood, cold incense, and the ozone tang of sanctified silver.

At the foot of the rough-hewn altar, a man knelt. He was not praying for peace. He was praying for a steady hand.

His name was Kaelen, though in this place he was called only Hunter. The title was his skin, his breath, the weight that bowed his spine. He was clad in worn, grey-stained leather, but over it, he wore the vestments of his office: a sleeveless surcoat of undyed wool, marked on the back with a stark, black sigil—a sword transfixing a crescent moon. His weapons lay on the stone before him, arranged with ritual precision.

A longsword, its blade a pale, deadly river in the gloom, the crossguard fashioned into the spread wings of a raptor. A dirk, its pommel a smooth, grey stone. A leather roll, unbound to reveal a surgeon’s nightmare of picks, prods, and silver-tipped needles. And the vambraces, forged of lead-lined steel, to shield his forearms from the unholy strength of his prey.

Dawn was still an hour away, the time of the wolf, the time of the faithless. This was the last moment of quiet, the final breath before the plunge. Kaelen’s hands, resting on his thighs, were a map of his devotion. A silvery scar, thin as a thread, ran from the knuckle of his thumb to the wrist—a fledgling’s nail, years ago. The pad of his right forefinger was calloused and discolored, permanently stained grey from a lifetime of handling silver dust. His knuckles were a landscape of old breaks and hardened skin.

He was not an old man, but his eyes, the colour of a winter sky, held a centuries-old weariness. They were fixed, unblinking, on the relic mounted above the altar: the petrified heart of St. Luvian, the first Hunter. It was a black, shrivelled thing, pierced through its centre by a sliver of silver that still, it was said, wept a single drop of mercury on the saint’s feast day.

From the shadows behind him, a voice cut the silence, dry and sharp as a whetstone on steel.

“The night is a confession, and we are the penance.”

Kaelen did not turn. “The day is a lie, and we are the truth,” he responded, the words rote, ingrained deeper than bone.

Deacon Silas emerged from the gloom, a tall, gaunt figure whose black robes seemed to drink the meagre light. His face was all severe angles, a skull barely sheathed in parchment skin. His eyes, however, burned with a cold, unwavering fire. He was Kaelen’s superior, his confessor, the whetstone upon which the Order’s will was sharpened.

“The abbot of Saint-Sang has sent word,” Silas said, his voice filling the small chapel. “The village of Weeping Ford has been... visited.”

Kaelen’s gaze remained on the relic. “How many?”

“Seventeen dead. A dozen more, touched. The creature was... fastidious. It did not feed like an animal.” Silas paused, the silence heavy with implication. “It left witnesses. It spoke to them.”

A faint, almost imperceptible twitch in Kaelen’s jaw. Monsters did not speak. They screamed, they hissed, they fed. Speech implied thought. Thought implied a soul, and that was a heresy the Order could not abide.

“It seeks to corrupt, not just consume,” Kaelen said, the words tasting like ash.

“It seeks to mock,” Silas corrected, his tone final. “It parodies mercy to taunt the Merciful. It apes restraint to blaspheme the Restrained. Do not be deceived by its mummery, my son. Its every action is a lie woven from the Devil’s own breath.”

Silas moved to the altar and picked up a small, ornate box of tarnished silver. He opened it. Inside, on a bed of black velvet, lay a fine, glittering powder. Sacred Argent. The dust of crushed meteorite iron, blessed by the High Pontiff in the fires of a dying star, or so the liturgy went.

“Your faith is your shield,” Silas intoned, dipping his thumb into the dust. “Your purpose, your sword. The creature is a stain upon creation. You are the cloth that will wipe it clean.”

He approached Kaelen, who bowed his head. With ritual care, Silas drew the sigil of the sword and moon on Kaelen’s forehead. A line down the bridge of his nose. A dot on his chin. The moment the powder touched his skin, a searing pain, sharp and clean, bloomed across his flesh. It was the pain of purity, the burn of truth against the taint of the world. Kaelen did not flinch. He welcomed it. The pain was a reminder that he was still human, still capable of feeling something other than the cold void of his mission.

“Let the silver guard your soul,” Silas whispered, his breath cold on Kaelen’s ear. “Let its light guide your hand. Let its burn remind you of the fire that awaits the faithless.”

Kaelen rose, his joints protesting, his muscles coiled tight as spring traps. He began the methodical process of arming himself. The vambraces first, buckling them tight over his forearms. The dirk at his belt. The needles and tools rolled and secured. Finally, he lifted the longsword. It was heavier than it looked, the balance perfect, the leather of the grip worn smooth by his grip and the grip of Hunters long dead. It felt like an extension of his own arm, a limb of cold, righteous death.

“The reports say it moves by night, but hides in the light,” Silas said, watching him. “It favours holy ground. Desecrated churches, abandoned monasteries.”

“A spider in God’s house,” Kaelen murmured, sliding the sword into the scabbard on his back.

“A spider you will crush.” Silas placed a hand on his shoulder, the grip like iron. “Doubt is the Devil’s breath, Kaelen. It clouds the eye, stays the hand. Do not inhale it. This creature is cunning. It will whisper. You must only listen for the sound of its heart ceasing to beat.”

The words were meant to fortify, but they settled in Kaelen’s gut like a shard of ice. It will whisper.

He turned and walked out of the chapel, leaving the candle flame dancing in his wake. He did not look back.

The pre-dawn air outside the fortress-monastery of the Order was a physical shock, crisp and clean, scented with pine and frozen earth. It was a world away from the incense-choked chapel. Below him, the mountains fell away in great, dark folds, and somewhere in those vast, sleeping shadows, his quarry waited.

He moved to the stable yard where a tall, black horse stood ready, steam pluming from its nostrils. As he checked the girth, a memory, unbidden and sharp, pierced the armour of his focus.

He was twelve, hiding in the grain barrel, the smell of souring mash thick in his nose. The sounds from the main room of their farmhouse had stopped—the screaming, the wet, tearing sounds. Silence was worse. He pushed up the lid, just a crack. The moonlight through the open door fell upon his mother’s outstretched hand, pale and still on the packed earth floor. And standing over her, silhouetted against the moonwashed night, was a figure of impossible grace and terror. Tall, gaunt, its skin seeming to drink the light. It turned its head, and for a single, heart-stopping moment, Kaelen met its eyes. They were not the feral red of legend, but a deep, ancient silver, like coins at the bottom of a well. They held no malice, only a profound, bottomless hunger. Then it was gone, a whisper of movement.

He’d crawled out, his small body trembling. The house was a charnel house. His father, his mother, his older sister... all gone. Only he remained, the boy in the barrel. The coward.

The man who found him the next day, a travelling Hunter of the Order, had placed a hand on his shaking shoulder. “The world is a garden of corruption, boy,” he’d said, his voice gravel and grief. “But we are the scythe. Your pain is not a wound. It is a weapon. Let me show you how to wield it.”

Kaelen swung into the saddle, the memory receding like a tide, leaving the familiar hardness of resolve in its wake. That silver-eyed demon had been his first. He had hunted its kind ever since. He had become the scythe.

He nudged the horse forward, and they began the descent from the mountain, leaving the stark silhouette of the Order’s fortress behind. As he rode, the first sliver of the sun breached the horizon, setting the eastern sky ablaze. It was a bloody dawn.

He rode for two days, stopping only when the horse needed rest. The world transitioned from harsh mountains to rolling foothills, and then to the sodden, mist-cloaked lowlands that housed Weeping Ford. The air grew heavy with the smell of damp rot and stagnant water.

On the evening of the second day, he found the first sign. A rabbit, its body drained of every drop of blood, left neatly at the side of the trail. There were no tooth marks, no signs of a struggle. It was as if the life had simply been... sipped from it. A display of precision, not savagery. Kaelen dismounted, his hand going to the hilt of his dirk. He scanned the surrounding trees, his senses screaming. This was not the work of a frenzied beast. This was a message.

He crested a final rise, and the village of Weeping Ford lay below him in the valley, nestled in the crook of a sluggish, grey river. It was a picture of despair. No smoke rose from the chimneys. No children played in the muddy lanes. The only movement was the fluttering of a shred of black cloth nailed to a doorpost—a ward against evil, or a signal of death.

He rode in slowly, the sound of his horse’s hooves unnaturally loud in the silence. Faces, pale and drawn, appeared at windows, their eyes wide with a fresh terror. He was not a saviour to them; he was the bringer of the final, ugly truth. His presence confirmed their nightmare was real.

An old man, the village elder named Alaric, met him in the central square, before a well with a broken crank. The man’s hands would not stop shaking.

“Hunter,” he said, bowing his head. “Thank you for coming. We... we did not know what to do.”

“Show me,” Kaelen said, his voice flat, devoid of comfort.

The elder led him to a small, stone-built church at the edge of the village. Its oaken door was splintered, hanging from a single, massive hinge. But it was the way it was broken that gave Kaelen pause. It was broken outwards, as if something locked inside had fought its way to freedom.

He stepped inside. The air was cold, tomb-cold. The pews were smashed, the altar cloth torn. And there, before the chancel rail, the scene was laid out.

Bodies. Seven of them. They were not strewn about in disarray. They were laid side-by-side, their hands folded over their chests, their eyes closed. They looked peaceful, asleep. It was the most horrifying thing Kaelen had ever seen. It was a meticulous, monstrous parody of a Christian burial.

He knelt beside the first, a burly man in a blacksmith’s apron. He pulled back the man’s collar. Two punctures, clean and precise, on the neck. No bruising, no tearing. The work of a surgeon, not a predator.

“He... it... came three nights ago,” Alaric whispered, his voice cracking. “During the storm. We barred ourselves in our homes. But the children... the Miller twins... they had a fever. Their mother, Elara, she ran to the church to pray for them. She was always so faithful.”

Kaelen moved to the next body, a woman with kind features even in death. Elara. He saw the same twin punctures on her wrist.

“It found her here,” Alaric continued. “But it didn’t kill her. Not then. It... talked to her. Thomas, the shepherd’s boy, he was hiding in the belfry. He heard it. He said its voice was like music from a broken lute.”

Kaelen’s head snapped up. “What did it say?”

Alaric trembled, wringing his hands. “The boy is simple, Hunter. His words... he said the pale man asked her for confession. He said it wept silver tears and asked if God could forgive a thing that had forgotten how to pray.”

The words landed in the silent church like a physical blow. Wept silver tears. Forgotten how to pray. Heresy. Blasphemy. A calculated poison.

Kaelen stood, his boot scuffing against something. He looked down. A small, stone font for holy water lay on its side, cracked. But the water that had spilled from it... it was not clear. It was stained a rusty, diluted brown. Blood.

His eyes were drawn back to the meticulously arranged bodies. The creature’s “mercy.” Its “restraint.” It was a performance, just as Silas had said. A play designed to confuse, to seduce the weak into sympathy.

He felt the familiar cold fury begin to burn in his veins, cauterizing the faint, unwelcome prick of... what? Curiosity? Pity? He crushed it. This was the Devil’s breath. He would not inhale it.

He turned to Alaric, his face a mask of grim certainty. “Gather the bodies. Burn them. Then burn this church. The ground is profaned.”

“But... it is God’s house!” the elder protested, aghast.

Kaelen’s wintery eyes held his. “Not anymore. It is a lair. And I will purify it with fire.”

As he strode out of the church into the fading light, the villagers began to shuffle from their homes, their faces a mixture of fear and a desperate hope. He was their avenging angel, their bringer of fire.

But as Kaelen looked at their hopeful, broken faces, and then back at the grotesque serenity of the death-church, Deacon Silas’s final warning echoed in his mind, now laced with a new, insidious meaning.

It will whisper.

And in the deep, silent places of his soul, Kaelen realized the hunt had already begun. The monster was not just hunting for blood. It was hunting for a crack in his faith. And as he stood in the ashes of Weeping Ford, Kaelen feared, for the first time, that it might just find one.
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Chapter 2 – Ash and Silence
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The pyre roared against the twilight, a blasphemous, dancing idol in the heart of the village square. The scent of burning pine pitch and something darker, sweeter—the smell of cooking meat that was not meat—clung to the back of Kaelen’s throat. He stood apart from the gathered villagers, a statue of grim observance, his arms crossed over his chest. The silver sigils on his forehead, now smudged with sweat and soot, caught the firelight, making him look less like a man and more like a ritual mask brought to life.

Seventeen souls, he thought, the number a cold stone in his gut. Reduced to fuel for a fire.

The villagers watched the conflagration with a hollow-eyed silence. There were no wails of grief, no prayers chanted for the dead. Their mourning had been cauterized by terror, leaving only a numb, raw shock. This was the true desecration—not the violation of the church, but the annihilation of grief itself.

As the flames reached their zenith, licking at the low, bruised clouds, Kaelen turned his back. The purification was complete. Now, the hunt began.

He found Alaric by the broken well, the old man staring into the dark water as if seeking answers in the reflected flames.

“The ones who were touched,” Kaelen said, his voice rough from smoke and disuse. “The survivors. Take me to them.”

Alaric flinched, pulling his gaze from the well with visible effort. “Hunter, they are... fragile. The physick from the abbey gave
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