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Chapter One – The Storm
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The snow fell in knives. Each flake seemed sharp enough to pierce flesh, slicing across Elias’s face as he stumbled forward. The wind tore at his cloak, snapping it against his back, and his boots sank deep into drifts that threatened to swallow him whole. He had thought he knew cold—he had learned from winters that tested the edges of survival. But this storm was unlike any he had known. It was alive, a merciless force that sought not only to freeze but to consume.

The forest appeared In fragments through the white haze. Skeletal pines stretched like broken fingers into the sky, each branch heavy with snow, bending as though weighed by invisible hands. Elias’s breath steamed in ragged clouds, stinging his throat. He leaned heavily on his walking stick, whispering to himself, a prayer, a plea:

“Keep moving... keep moving...”

The storm did not answer. It only pressed harder, a living wall of ice.

Then came the howl.

It was low, unnatural, vibrating through his chest, sliding down his spine like liquid fire. Not a wolf’s howl, not of any living beast, but something older, darker. Elias froze, snow clinging to his beard, heart hammering like a drum in a tomb.

Two eyes burned out from the tree line—red, searing, impossible. They hovered for a heartbeat, staring, waiting. Then, as suddenly as they appeared, they vanished.

Elias stumbled backward, nearly falling. His stick slipped on the ice. His mind raced: maybe the storm was playing tricks. Or maybe... he had glimpsed the ghost the villagers whispered of, the one that prowled the night claiming souls of the lost.

Branches clawed at his arms, snow blinded him, and the storm swallowed his cries. But always, he felt it—soft, steady, relentless—the padding of footsteps in the snow.

The wolf with blood eyes had found him.
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Chapter Two – The Village of Ashwood
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When dawn bled through the storm, Elias saw smoke rising like a sigh of life against the white world.

Ashwood crouched at the forest’s edge, small and timid, its roofs heavy with snow, chimneys puffing thin trails of gray. He stumbled along its single frozen street, snow crunching under boots, nearly collapsing with exhaustion.

A woman saw him first, standing outside a cottage with an axe in hand. She dropped it, rushing forward, calling for help. Within moments, strong arms lifted him, carrying him inside to a room warm with the smell of wood smoke and stew.

When he awoke, the first thing he noticed were the stares.

Men, women, even a child peeking from behind a mother’s skirt—all pale, hollow-eyed. Their gaze was not gentle, not welcoming, but wary, edged with suspicion.

An old man stepped forward. Beard white as snow, hands gnarled like roots.

“You saw it, didn’t you?” he rasped.

Elias licked cracked lips. “The eyes...”

A murmur rippled through the room. Fear, accusation, a quiet acknowledgment of something terrible.

The elder’s gaze hardened. “Then you have brought the ghost upon us.”

Elias’s chest tightened. He wanted to deny it, but he could still feel the weight of those eyes, burning through the storm.
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Chapter Three – The Pact
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That night, by firelight, they told him the story.

Ashwood had once been a place of hunters. Wolves roamed freely, the forest alive with life and sound. But greed poisoned their hearts. They hunted not for survival, but for sport, spilling blood into the snow, leaving red stains on the white canvas.

One night, beneath a red moon, a hunter felled a great white wolf. Its mate watched helplessly as the creature fell, a scream swallowed by the forest. The hunter laughed, boasting of his prize.

By morning, he was dead. His throat torn, no tracks marking the snow. And from the shadows, villagers swore they saw a figure—part wolf, part ghost—with eyes like blood, burning in the night.

The elder leaned forward, firelight casting shadows across his face.

“The ghost has hunted ever since. It comes with the storm, it comes for wanderers, for those carrying sin. You brought it, stranger. And now it waits.”

Elias’s fingers twitched nervously. “What does it want?”

“Blood for blood,” the elder said, eyes reflecting flames. “What was taken must be repaid.”
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Chapter Four – Night Terrors
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Sleep was impossible.

Even wrapped in furs, the cold gnawed at his bones. Every shadow stretched into menace, every creak of the lodge whispering threat. And always, in the corner of his mind, the memory of those eyes.

The howl came, long and mournful, sharpened with hunger. Elias turned to the window, expecting to see the glow again.

But the snow melted into darkness, revealing a forest under a red moon. A wolf stood at the edge of a clearing, fur shimmering white, eyes burning coals in a forge. Blood dripped from its mouth, steaming as it struck frozen ground.

“Why me?” Elias whispered.

The wolf’s voice rumbled through his chest. “Because you are not innocent.”

He awoke screaming, the villagers crowding around, whispering in fear. The elder’s gaze met his, grim.

“It has marked you.”
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