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Chapter One


[image: ]




I ride my horse over the snow-capped mountains, feeling the chill in my bones, the cool air on my face, and the sight of the small village tucked away in the valley in the distance. The rumors of three bear-shifters terrorizing the village have made their way to my ear and being a monster hunter by trade I feel a strong urge to help. As I approach the village, I can see people gathered in clusters, their faces filled with fear and dread. I can sense the village's unease, and I know that whatever is happening is serious. Undeterred by their apprehension, I continue to approach and arrive to a chorus of hushed murmurs. Then seeing the gleaming silver shield and long sword slung over my back, the villagers stand back, their tattered clothes barely clinging to their emaciated frames. 

As I slide from my horse, they keep their distance but begin pleading with me for help with grim desperation in their sunken eyes. Their faces are entrenched with fear and hope, as if I’m the answer to all of their prayers.

"Please, you must help us!" one of the villagers exclaims. He is a tall lean figure of a man, with long black hair, sunken cheeks and skin as pale as the snow. I guess as he is the first to speak, that he’s the villager’s leader. “The bear-shifters have been terrorizing our village for weeks and we can't seem to stop them.”

Another villager adds, “They raid our homes during the night and take whatever they want! We can't keep living like this!”

“We begged for help from the king,” another villager chimes in. “But he refused to send any soldiers.”

I listen to their pleas but hesitate. I have killed many monsters before, but a bear-shifter is an entirely different kind of creature. I’ve heard tales of their incredible strength and ferocity and know that I’m going to need every bit of my courage and strength to survive if I am to slay them.

I know I have to act quickly if I’m going to get rid of these monsters before any more people are hurt or scared away from the village.

“I will do what I can,” I say confidently. “But I can’t promise anything.” The villagers bow their heads in thanks. “Tell me what you know,” I add, keeping my voice calm and strong.

The villagers begin to speak in hushed voices.

“They've been seen around the river,” one villager shares eagerly.

“And I heard tales of them at the old mill,” another adds, her voice filled with worry.

I make notes of every detail they tell me, committing it all to memory so that I can find the bear-shifters. I nod along as each villager speaks, making sure not to miss a single word.

After listening intently for some time, I give the villagers a final warning by saying, “Be sure to stay indoors when darkness falls tonight.”

I load up my shield and sword, and mount my horse, riding off into the sunset in the direction of the forest with only my wits and courage for company on this seemingly impossible mission that lies ahead of me.

The sun is beginning to set as I ride into the forest. I can feel the darkness closing in around me, and the chill of the night air. I’m not sure what to expect if I come face to face with a bear-shifter, but I’m determined to succeed.

There is just one ray of light that manages to pierce through the canopy of the forest, landing on an old oak tree. The waning light makes dancing shadows on the forest floor, shifting and changing with each movement of the wind. It’s beautiful, but also somewhat eerie, like a ghost is playing tricks on my mind. Shadows stretch and grow, trees sway and branches creak, their limbs lowering over the forest floor as the sun bids farewell for the evening. 

My hands grip the reins, guiding the horse forward as I survey the forest. The reins, my plates of armor and the leather of my boots suddenly feel heavy as if they are sapping my strength. I can feel the cold night air bite at my skin, and I know that I might be in for a long night, but I tell myself that I can’t back out now that I’ve promised the villagers that I will help them.

The forest is silent, except for the soft jingling of my armor and the soft creak of my leather boots. Then something roars in the distance, in the direction of a fast flowing river that cuts its way through the forest. Remembering what the villagers had told me; I begin to follow the river in the direction of the distant roar that I’ve heard. 

My horse steps quietly through the forest, its hooves barely making a sound in the snow. The trees seem to whisper secrets to each other with every gust of wind that passes between them. I keep my eyes alert, straining to catch any sign of the bear-shifters that lurk in the forest.

As I follow the river, I hear what sounds like roaring in the distance. My breath catches in my throat as fear courses through my veins. Is that bears I can hear? Have I found them so quickly?

Drawing closer to the source of the roar, I can make out two large shapes standing on either side of the riverbank. One is a man, tall and muscular with a wild mane of hair and bright eyes that seem to glow in the moonlight. He is still wearing his human form, but his animalistic features are obvious even though he stands at a distance from me.

The second shape is that of an enormous bear with thick fur and powerful muscles rippling underneath it's coat. It roars loudly again, causing my horse to startle, rear up on its back legs and throw me from my saddle. I hit the ground with a heavy thump as my horse bolts away through the tress leaving me alone. In one swift movement I spring to my feet, pulling my sword and shield from my back.

The ground shakes as I hear the thunderous crash of a heavy footfall coming up behind me. I spin around to find a towering beast with shaggy black fur and a face twisted in rage. Its eyes gleam like pools of crimson and its snout curls into an intimidating snarl, revealing an array of razor sharp teeth.

The beast's jaws snap shut with enough force to crush steel. Its low, guttural growl reverberates through its body as it flexes its powerful muscles beneath its fur. At seven feet tall and with razor sharp claws and fangs, it’s an intimidating sight. I brace myself, taking a step back towards the river, my shield and sword at the ready.
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