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CHAPTER 1
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A deep, rending pain pierced his body like a white-hot blade driven straight into his soul. A groan tore from his throat—a pitiful sound lost in the gray haze clouding his mind. Every attempt at movement only fanned the flames of his agony. His eyelids fluttered, weighed down by leaden curtains, before finally opening. Mist. Thick, impenetrable, and gray, it wrapped around him like a burial shroud, smothering his senses. The taste of soil, decay, and something bitter coated his tongue—the taste of oblivion.

He lay on damp, cold earth, blanketed by a clinging carpet of rotting leaves. The chill seeped into his skin, burrowing deep into his bones, leaching away what little warmth remained despite the tattered remnants of clothing still clinging to him. Silk and lace, once elegant, now torn and stained with the filth of forgotten lands. Something... something was terribly wrong.  

"Who am I?"  

The name surfaced from the depths of his consciousness like a distant memory of a life long past. Lucius. But beyond the name—nothing. Emptiness. No memories, no faces, no familiar places carried by the echoes of time. Just the name, the pain, and the cold horror of utter solitude.

Pain and disorientation drove him to struggle upright. His muscles protested; every motion was torture. This body... wasn’t his. Too young, it felt like borrowed flesh draped over his being. The body of a youth, yet his mind carried the weight of something ancient and formidable. His fingers trembled as they brushed the sharp angle of a shoulder, traced the unfamiliar smoothness of a face. A boy’s body—but in his mind lurked memories of power, of grandeur.  

He scanned his surroundings. Towering trees loomed overhead, guardians of this prison cut off from the sun. The forest was dense and dark, the air thick with unsung warnings. Silence rang in his ears, broken only by his own ragged breathing.  

Confused and disoriented, Lucius grasped for the only lifeline left—memory. He clawed for fragments of the past, for threads to pull him free of this nightmare, but his mind yawned hollow. Pain. Terror. Nothing else.  

"Where am I?" he whispered, yet the voice wasn’t his—it belonged to a frightened child, frail and shaking.  

His gaze darted desperately, searching for anything familiar, anything to anchor him in this reality. But all was foreign, ominous. Slowly, he lifted a hand and studied it. Young. Slender fingers—a musician’s or scribe’s hand, not a warrior’s. Was it truly his? Doubt lanced through him. Not his hand. Not his body. Yet somewhere bone-deep, he knew—he had commanded armies once, held the fate of worlds in his grasp. Now, he was just a helpless boy.  

"How...?"  

Pan choked him. Lost, alone, defenseless in this sinister wood, he no longer knew himself. The deepest horror? The gnawing certainty that the truth might be worse than oblivion. His chest ached under the phantom weight of guilt—crushing, unforgiving.  

He spun sharply, willing his frantic heart to still. Again, his eyes swept the forest. Trees. Only trees. Damp and decaying, they stood like silent witnesses to unnamed tragedies, their cracked bark dark as old men’s beards whispering forgotten stories.  

His gaze snagged on his tattered clothes. Something about them prickled at him... familiarity? A faint flicker of recognition slithered through his mind. Delicate embroidery, refined stitching—garments fit for nobility, not common folk. A glint of gold, half-buried in mud, caught his eye. He lifted it gingerly; his fingers shook. A scrap of embroidered fabric: a golden flame wreathed in moonlight. A symbol of authority, of belonging to something greater.  

He strained to recall where it came from, why he wore it. His fumbling fingers traced the threads, begging for answers in their weave. Still, nothing. Only pain and confusion. Someone—or something—had scrubbed his mind clean, leaving hollowed-out ruins behind.  

With abrupt clarity, he looked down at his hands again. A youth’s weak hands. For a fractured second, another memory surfaced—different hands: battle-scarred, powerful, hands that had wielded fire and dominion, shaped and shattered. Now, these were a stranger’s fingers too soft to grip a sword, too untried to summon forces beyond mortal ken.  

He clenched them into fists, chasing the ghost of that memory—and again, found nothing. Only absence grinding against his skull.  

This is not me. He jerked upright.  

Weakness buckled his knees. Gritting his teeth, he barely stayed standing. No, this body wasn’t his. It sat on him like ill-fitting skin tailored for another. Where was he? How had he arrived? And most damning—who was he really?  

The pain in his skull sharpened. He sank onto a moss-rotted log, the damp seeping into torn fabric. Eyes shut, he groped for focus. Flashes came: a castle piercing clouds, gardens with singing blossoms, faces twisted in fear and adoration. A woman with starfire eyes reaching for him. Fading. Fleeting. Dreams snatched by dawnwind.  

His eyes snapped open. Nothing. Just the forest. Gloom-laden and hateful. Yet beneath the silence lurked whispers—secrets folded into fog.  

No sound but leaves hissing, a raven’s distant cry. He clawed for recollection. How had he come here? What had he been? Why did his own name—Lucius—burn his tongue like a curse?  

"Lucius..."  

Familiar. He’d heard it spoken a thousand times in trembling reverence. But by whom? And why did it lance his chest where something lay shattered beneath? Each syllable weighed heavier than the last, a burden shouldered for crimes he couldn’t recall.  

Again, he wrestled for focus, glaring at the gnarled bark as though answers were carved there. Fragments surged: citadels, gardens, laughing and weeping faces dissolving like sand slipping through his fingers.  

Panic seized him. His pulse hammered, breath turned shallow. Strange fear—unlike him. He knew, bone-deep, he’d never been prey before. Now? A lost boy in the woods. Weak. Vulnerable.  

"I am Lucius... Who does that make me?"  

The realization impaled him: Lucius, helpless. But beneath the dread simmered colder truth—he existed now only as hollowed-out wreckage. Loss strangled him worse than pain.  

Instinct flared. Move. Survive. Find answers—reclaim what was stolen, even if he didn’t know what it was.  

Gritting his teeth, he stood. His body trembled, but he took one lurching step. Then another. Slow, unsteady, he trudged ahead through the choking undergrowth. Youthful limbs faltered, untested by hardship—yet beneath the frail flesh, rage kindled. Primal. Unbroken.  

Onward, driven by hunger for truth. He wouldn’t die here. Would carve answers from the world’s ribs even if they destroyed him. Even if—his gut twisted—he’d once been destruction itself.  

Branches lashed his face; thorns scored his exposed skin with crimson trails. Every motion brought fresh torment, but he endured, burying it deep. Each step a victory, each breath defiance.  

No landmarks guided him. The forest swallowed direction—no sun, no wind, just endless arboreal sentinels drowning in gloom.  

"Which way?" The question withered unanswered. "No matter. Just forward."  

Stumbling over roots and deadfall, he flinched at the wet crunch of leaves beneath his boots—squelching like flesh long rotted into earth. A prisoner in a gray-brown maze.  

Minutes bled into hours. All that mattered was motion. No stopping. No surrender. Forward, chasing the ember of pride buried in his marrow.  

Fatigue gnawed at him, but he refused rest. He needed answers, needed to reclaim what had been ripped away. Fate couldn’t end here.  

Yet the farther he walked, the more the woods ensnared him. Shadows stretched monstrously—trees bent into agony-carved silhouettes. Whispers slithered between trunks: half-heard screams, footsteps not his own. No forest-creature sounds.  

"What was that?" His nape prickled. "Beasts? Or worse?"  

The ancient trees watched. Their gaze needled his back, laden with judgment. What sins stained him so deeply that even nature scorned him?  

Wandering only deepened the hollowness. A trap tailored for him—punishment? Trial? He sensed the answer mattered.  

"Calm. Think. Find a way out."  

He halted, bracing against a trunk to suck in air, but his lungs burned. Heart wild, he squeezed his eyes shut, groping for solace—yet behind his lids lurked only shadows whispering venom.  

Eyes open. Still trapped. The forest tightened its grip. He swallowed bile—the taste of cowardice foreign on his tongue. A boy’s body, but beneath the flesh hummed something older.  

"I won’t yield. Won’t let the woods win. Forward—even if it kills me."  

Beneath the terror, defiance sparked. Fury ill-fitting for youthful limbs. He’d fight. Carve an exit with tooth and nail if needed. Burn the whole damned forest down.  

On he pushed. Thickets snagged him like grasping fingers; murmurs grew louder—guttural growls, cracking branches. Movement flickered at the edges of his vision: shapes slipping between trees, blacker than the dark itself. His pulse leapt.  

"What the hell is that?"  

Adrenaline surged—prey-instincts in a body that remembered being predator. The sounds encircled him, tightening like a noose.  

Motionless, breath held, he strained to parse the forest’s silence. Alone. Unarmed. And something stalked him—something that knew him. Something here to finish what others had started.  

"Run." But where? Trees everywhere. No escape. A hare surrounded by hunters.  

"No. Not prey. Never again."  

Fists clenched, he willed his shaking hands steady. Fight. His eyes darted for weapons—a fallen branch, brittle but serviceable. He hefted it. Not much, but better than bare hands.  

He inhaled deeply, wrestled his galloping heart quiet, and crept forward. Every step deliberate, silent despite the child’s body housing him. Muscle-memory surfaced—himself once moving like this, shadows bending to his will.  

A massive oak offered scant cover. He pressed against its rough bark, drew strength from its age-old solidity. The lurking shadows shifted—still formless. Sweat slicked his palms; the branch nearly slipped from his grip.  

The growling crescendoed. Closer. Hungrier. A predator’s promise. His nape prickled—something paced just meters away. He gripped the branch tighter.  

"Come on. Show yourself... Pray I’m ready."  

He wasn’t.  

The beast exploded from the brush in a blur of matte-black flesh and smoldering eyes. Monstrous, it bristled with jagged teeth, muzzle slick with saliva that sizzled where it dripped onto leaves. Not natural—nothing born of earth. A nightmare given form.  

Lucius froze. Terror petrified him. His borrowed body failed—locked in primal dread even as his soul screamed with battle-forged defiance.  

The creature coiled, muscles bunching for the killing leap—  

—and in that suspended second before death, a memory detonated behind his eyes:  

Wings of flame. Falling through darkness and stars. Pride too vast for heaven to hold.  

* * *
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He wasn't alone. The shrubs parted as more emerged from the forest shadows—not just one, but an entire pack. A pack born of fear, with mangy fur, razor teeth, and yellow, burning eyes filled with savage malice. They encircled him, a solid ring of snarling demons, as if summoned from the darkest pits of Hell.

The last remnants of sunset pierced through the bare beech branches, staining the earth blood-red. The wind had stilled, as if the forest itself held its breath before the coming struggle. Only the rustle of dry leaves beneath the beasts' paws disturbed the ominous silence.

Taken by surprise, Lucius instinctively stepped back, his foot slipping on the slick ground littered with rotting leaves. His leg gave way, and he fell. Before he could rise, the first beast lunged, sinking its teeth into his left arm. Pain. Not just pain—white-hot agony that split bone and ripped a groan from his throat.  

"AAH!" he cried, but the sound vanished beneath the pack's snarling chorus.  

The teeth tore deep into his flesh, shredding muscle, scraping bone. Blood hissed onto the moss below, staining it dark crimson. The pain was unbearable, like molten iron spearing through his flesh.  

Is this how I die? The thought flashed bright and terrifying through his mind. Torn apart by beasts in some forgotten forest, with no memory left behind? Something rose in his chest—denial, a refusal to accept such an end.  

Blood roared in his ears as every fiber of his body ignited with feverish energy. Not just adrenaline, but an avalanche of fire that burned away fear and forged rage in its place. Rage born of desperation, fueled by the will to endure. With a feral roar, he swung the branch, striking the creature mauling him. It yelped and recoiled, leaving behind a throbbing wound and unbearable pain—but the pack gave him no reprieve. They were hungry. They were merciless.  

Flickering images tore through his consciousness—a crystalline palace, stern faces filled with judgment, blinding light. Were those memories? Fever-dreams? No time to wonder.  

He fought wildly, desperately. No grace here—just an animal backed against a wall. The creatures moved swiftly, shadows given malice, attacking from all sides, dragging him toward the blood-slick earth. He struck with the branch, spinning in fury, but they refused to relent. They moved as one organism, coordinated—when one withdrew, another struck.  

One solid hit landed across a hellhound's muzzle. He heard bone crack, saw it stagger—but another took its place, fresh and vicious. His left arm trembled, blood slick between his fingers, but he couldn't stop. Couldn't afford to.  

"GET BACK!" he screamed, voice raw. Useless. The pack only tightened its circle.  

Never show fear to an enemy. Fear is the first step to defeat. Whose voice was that in his head? His father’s? A mentor's? He couldn’t recall, but those words rang with truth.  

Instinct alone drove him now, his body twisting in a grotesque dance with death. Every strike, every shout—a plea to survive. Live. I have to live. Not here. Not like this. There’s... something I must do. A promise.  

The haze before his eyes thickened; colors bled. His blood pooled beneath him. Shock crept in—cold sweat, fever-light tremors—yet every heartbeat fueled his resolve.  

He staggered, legs buckling as he crashed into the mud. Earth and blood filled his mouth. The pack surged over him—a wave of teeth, claws, and animal hunger. Chaos engulfed him: snarls, howls, searing pain. He writhed, too weak to break free. The air reeked of sweat, blood, and wet animal breath—a primal cocktail that ignited terror in his chest.  

Then moonlight pierced the clouds, bathing the scene in silver. For a breath, the hounds looked otherworldly—messengers, not mere beasts. Were they trial or punishment?  

With the desperation of the doomed, he swung blindly, hoping to drive them back. One strike landed on a hound’s flank—it collapsed—but the others advanced. Only a momentary respite. He needed a plan. Needed leverage.  

Use the terrain. Pit them against each other.  

He rolled aside, screaming through clenched teeth as he wrenched his arm free from one beast’s jaws. Kicked its stomach—it yelped, recoiled—but the pain remained, searing.  

He stood, clutching his mangled arm, watching blood drip between his fingers. Rage ebbed, leaving exhaustion in its wake. His pulse roared louder than the forest. Pride rose—that unyielding core of his being—forming a shield against fear.  

Yet doubt slithered in. Alone. Wounded. Bleeding. Could he truly win? He crushed the thought—doubt meant surrender.  

"I'LL KILL YOU ALL!" His voice thundered, wrath and despair entwined. "I'LL SEND YOU BACK TO HELL!"  

He spun the branch overhead—the pack hesitated, startled by his fury, by the fire in his eyes. No longer prey. Now, a beast fighting to the last breath. Never weak again. Never a victim.  

Old pain surfaced—not from teeth, but memories: humiliation, sneers, worthlessness. Anger reignited, fed not just by current peril, but ancient wounds.  

The hounds circled, watching. He studied them—every twitch, every growl tightening the tension. Something stirred inside him. Something primal. A strength from depths unseen.  

His footing shifted slightly—balanced, knees bent, the branch firm in hand. He didn’t know how his body remembered these stances, but it did. Ice-cold focus steadied his limbs.  

He raised the branch, teeth gritted. The pain in his arm dulled; something new thrummed in his veins. Pupils dilated—every detail sharpened. Saliva on fangs. Muscle twitches telegraphing attacks.  

Time slows, he realized, stunned. The hounds moved as if through thick syrup, each motion telegraphed plainly. Death’s delirium—or something more?  

One lunged. Lucius reacted—a precise swing. The branch cracked against its skull. It dropped limp.  

For a fragment of a second, light flickered around his hand—silver, ephemeral, barely there. Then gone. A trick of the mind?  

The other dogs hesitated. For a moment, confusion flickered in their eyes—perhaps even fear. A vicious, icy smile crept across his lips. In that instant, he felt invincible, an unstoppable force of nature.

This sensation of power... it's dangerous, a whisper echoed deep within him. It destroyed you once. He didn't understand the warning, but it gave him pause, shaking his confidence.

Yet the pack's hunger outweighed their caution. Driven by starvation, they lunged at him again—a wave of snarling teeth and fury.

He fought back fiercely, wielding the branch as both shield and sword. This time, he was strategic—luring one dog forward, baiting it to attack before redirecting its momentum into another. He turned their numbers against them, sowing chaos in their ranks. Every swing was precise, every movement deliberate.

A cold focus steadied him, but he knew he couldn't last. The wound on his arm siphoned his strength drop by drop, like a whirlpool dragging him toward oblivion. His movements grew sluggish, his vision blurred. Blood and sweat soaked his clothes, clinging to his skin like a second layer.  

He needed escape. Outsmart the beasts. Regain control. Survival—that was all that mattered now. Whatever his past, whatever his purpose in this world, none of it would mean anything if he died here, in this godforsaken forest.  

The branch grew heavier with each swing. No polished blade, just rough wood—weathered, unrefined, scarred by combat. Like him: unprepared, imperfect, but refusing to break.  

Maybe I don’t need to defeat them, came the sudden realization. Just make them quit.  

Survival instinct surged, driving him blindly forward. As one dog coiled to leap, something fractured inside him—a thunderous heat erupted in his chest, an awakening force that shuddered through his limbs. Pure, feral rage consumed him.  

When the hound lunged, Lucius was ready. He didn’t think. Energy crackled through him, transforming him, and with brutal efficiency, he struck the beast down. The dog yelped, tumbling into the others, disrupting their assault.  

A strange warmth flooded his veins—radiating from his heart, spreading like liquid fire. For a fleeting moment, he imagined wings unfurling from his back—not flesh but shadow, a half-remembered specter of something lost. Pride fused with wrath, forging something new: raw, unadulterated will.  

Pain and fear dissolved beneath hyperfocus. Only survival mattered. He became an observer of his own battle, eerily calm. Heat pulsed through his muscles, charging them with unnatural stamina.  

He straightened as if unbloodied, unfatigued. Though blood still seeped from his wound, he no longer felt it. Something within him dwarfed both agony and dread. I’ve always been strong, the voice in his mind whispered. I just had to remember.  

Yet another part of him watched with unease. This power surge—it felt unnatural. Alien. Something ancient and vast stirred inside him, potent yet perilous. Was this his true self? Or something external, possessing him?  

He swung again. This blow landed differently—heavier, sharper. The attacking dog recoiled, but two more rushed in. Jaws snapped at his throat, claws scrabbled to tackle him. Every move had to be flawless now. No missteps allowed.  

The blood-slick moss betrayed his footing. Wind howled through the trees—the forest itself seemed to protest the violence beneath its boughs. Moonlight broke through the clouds, glinting off the beasts’ eyes.  

Gathering his strength, he delivered a final strike to the nearest hound’s skull. The dull crunch of impact reverberated. The creature crumpled.  

The pack faltered. One snarled but turned tail. Others followed, fleeing into the shadows until only Lucius remained. Wounded. Alive.  

Silence crashed over the clearing, broken only by his ragged breaths. His gaze swept the carnage—fallen hounds half-buried in crimson shadows. Blood, still warm, dripped from his clothes. His arm pulsed like a kicked hornet’s nest.  

The unnatural strength drained from him. Dizziness followed, as if waking from a trance. His body, pushed beyond limits, trembled uncontrollably. Exhaustion hit like a tidal wave.  

Despite victory, vulnerability gnawed at him. Alive—but for how long? He remembered nothing—not who he was, nor why he was here. His body shook with fatigue, pain, cold. The wound could still kill him. The pride that had filled him moments ago evaporated like smoke.  

Was that really me? Staring at his bloodied hands, the crude weapon, he wondered. That fury... where did it come from?  

Battle-rage faded, leaving hollow weakness. He needed to act—staunch the bleeding, find shelter before hypothermia set in. Every second counted.  

He lurched forward, swaying as the world tilted. His vision blurred; colors bled together. Cold gnawed at his bones, threatening paralysis. The real danger wasn’t the beasts—it was his own mortality. He’d survived the pack, but could he survive himself?  

Were those dogs just the first trial? Another step. He wobbled, catching himself on the branch. I overcame this, he thought, rallying the dregs of his will. I’ll overcome what comes next.  

Gritting his teeth, he stumbled toward the thicket, seeking refuge. The wound burned as if packed with glass. But beneath exhaustion and agony, an ember of defiance still glowed. He’d survived. Faced horror and walked away.  

And though he knew nothing of his past, he was learning who he was—a fighter. A survivor. Someone who refused to yield, even when all hope seemed lost.  
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CHAPTER 2
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The creaking of wooden wheels ceased, swallowed by the thick, clinging heat of late afternoon. The air shimmered above the scorched earth, and the dust raised by carts and hooves settled lazily like a fine ochre veil, gradually revealing a group of people and horses pushed to utter exhaustion. They had stopped at the very edge of something that turned even the hardest among them cold—The Blackwood. Fatigue was etched not just in their dirty faces and slumped shoulders, but in how their eyes avoided meeting the dark, looming wall of trees. Something deeper stirred—an instinctive, almost animal wariness that sharpened their senses despite their weariness. The smell of horse sweat mingled with the damp, heavy scent of rotting leaves and moss drifting from the woods ahead.

Raul, whose old scar on his cheek seemed darker now, taking on a purple hue near the forest, leapt nimbly into the deep wagon ruts. Beneath his sun-darkened skin, tension thrummed like a predator scenting danger. Every muscle under his threadbare shirt was taut as a bowstring, his hand drifting unconsciously toward the knife tucked into his leather belt. His eyes—dark, keen, and restless—darted swiftly, assessing the terrain, searching for the slightest threat. His gaze locked onto a clearer stretch of ground, perhaps a hundred paces from the menacing shadow of the first trees, where the last rays of sunlight still brushed the low grass. At least there, the horses wouldn’t fidget, nostrils flaring at the shadows and odors drifting from the thicket. He nodded. The motion carried the decisiveness of a man long accustomed to making hard choices for many.  

"Here," he croaked, his voice rough with dust. He pointed toward the distant clearing where light still clung stubbornly to the darkening landscape. "There's space for the entire caravan. Ground’s level. Farther from... that." The word that hung in the air like a warning, as though it left a bitter taste. His black eyes flicked back to the woods just once, and for a moment, something unspoken and painful flashed in them—old scars, invisible to others.  

But Ayshe was already standing beside him. He hadn’t heard her descend from her painted wagon. She was still as a statue, draped in her patterned skirts and shawls that seemed to drink in the light. Yet her gaze wasn’t fixed on the relatively safe spot Raul had chosen. It was locked onto a crooked, thorn-choked strip of land choking under the Blackwood’s very grasp, as though the forest were pulling it close. The trees there stood unnaturally tight, their gnarled branches tangled like skeletal fingers, and beneath them, darkness deeper than ordinary twilight clung thick and impenetrable. The air was palpably colder, steeped in the musk of damp, disturbed earth, decaying leaves, and something older—something nearly forgotten—that raised the hairs on the back of her neck. Her body was motionless, but in her great green eyes, like forest moss, a strange little flame danced, as though she saw something beyond sight.  

"No, Raul." Her voice was calm, quiet, but it cut the stifling air like a whetted knife. She raised a hand, long fingers laden with silver rings pointing toward those shadows, that sinister embrace. "We stop here. Right here."

Her whisper of certainty sent a ripple through the group. An old man mumbled a quick prayer, fingers brushing the small amulet hidden under his shirt. Raul stared at her as though he hadn’t heard right. Her words struck him as some absurd joke. Behind them, the horses snorted, pawing the ground nervously. One of the caravan’s dogs, a scruffy brown mutt, whined and slunk under the nearest wagon, trembling as if the day had turned to frost.  

"Here?" The shock in Raul’s voice wavered before hardening into barely checked anger. "You want us to bed down in the beast’s very teeth? Ayshe, have you forgotten every tale about the Blackwood? That whoever dares sleep in its shadow loses something—their soul, their life?" He flung the words like curses, fingers twitching as if batting away old legends. "Look at the ground here—twisted, riddled with roots and stones! We’ll break our ankles in the dark! And—" He choked off abruptly, swallowing hard, shoving down some clawing memory. His fingers brushed his scar unconsciously before his jaw clenched.  

"I don’t like it. Not one damn bit." A silent understanding passed between them, bitter and rooted in things long past.  

Yasmina, a wiry woman with a face lined by sun and worry but a voice that always carried, stepped forward. Her colorful shawls fluttered around her like the wings of a frightened bird, her gray braids catching the last light. Fear was plain in the deep creases around her eyes.  

"Raul's right, Ayshe. I swear, we heard screams last night circling the forest’s edge. Strange screams..." She lowered her voice, leaning closer. "Like something neither man nor beast. This place is cursed—everyone knows it. Let’s get further!"  

Just then, a cold wind stirred, tangling their hair and carrying another breath from the woods—a stench of rot and damp leaves, though no rain had fallen for weeks.  

A few more voices rose timidly in agreement with Raul. A murmur rippled through the gathered people like wind through dry leaves. Children shivered and pressed closer to their mothers’ skirts. Weariness, dominant moments before, began yielding to the creeping dread radiating from the Blackwood like cold.  

"That forest’s always been the devil’s own place," someone muttered from the back. "My granddad swore the trees move at night, trading places," another added. "Old Petra once saw lights between them—dancing lights..."  

Ayshe slowly turned her gaze from the woods to them. Her enormous green eyes, like forest moss, swept over them one by one. There was no fear in them—only a deep, unshakable, almost eerie certainty. She hadn’t heard a voice or seen a vision, as sometimes happened. This was different. It was a hum in her very bones—the sense of fate turning its rusted key here, on the edge of this terrible wood, and they were meant to witness it. She felt it like a lodestone, pulling them inexorably to this spot at this hour. An unseen hand nudged her gently, telling her without words that only here, only now, something must happen.  

"I know the tales," she replied, her tranquil voice, with its peculiar lilt like an incantation, quelling some of the murmurs—but not the fear. "But I feel something else. I feel our path tonight leads through here. That something important must happen—or be met. Something waiting for us."  

"Important? Or deadly?" Raul gritted out, stepping forward until they stood nearly nose to nose. His face twisted with anger and worry, tendons straining in his neck. He was the caravan’s leader, responsible for every life. His eyes held more than fear for the group—there was raw terror for her, masked by fury. He couldn’t risk them on a vague feeling, no matter how often it had proved true. "Sometimes your ‘feelings’ lead us straight to ruin, Ayshe! This is just a cursed wood!"  

"And sometimes, they save us, Raul," she shot back, unwavering, her gaze piercing his. The air between them crackled with old collisions, unspoken words. She caught his hand between hers; her silver rings gleamed in the dying light. "Do you doubt that? Have you forgotten the storm near the Gray Hills when the sky split open? Or Dry Valley’s dead creek when our tongues stuck to our palates? Who led us safely through hell then? Your famed common sense—or my ‘feeling’ you now dismiss?"  

He didn't withdraw his hand, but his muscles remained tense. Their touch told a story—years of mutual understanding, trust, and something more, something neither of them named aloud. Raul clenched his free hand into a fist so tight his knuckles whitened. Her words were salt in an old wound, a truth he couldn't deny but could barely accept now, facing this ominous, threatening forest. He jerked his head sharply, his gaze sweeping over his people—faces marked by exhaustion, etched with fear, eagerly awaiting his decision yet undoubtedly remembering the past.

Remembering how this very girl with strange eyes had once steered them away from a path that would've led them straight into the royal guards. How she'd warned them about poisoned grains in flour bought at the marketplace. How she'd insisted they detour around a river that swelled the next day, sweeping away two bridges. Then his eyes returned to her, to the unshakable, almost inhuman certainty radiating from those green eyes. To the faint vertical crease between her brows that only appeared when her senses were most acute. To the pulsing vein on her slender neck. Finally, almost against his will, he looked toward the sinister woods where cold already slithered outward, mingling with the thickening twilight as the sun rolled down the sky.

He exhaled heavily, a ragged breath that seemed to tear something from his chest—a mix of irritation, helplessness, and reluctant resignation. Torn between his instinct for self-preservation, his duty to protect those entrusted to him, and the hard-earned trust in Ayshe's inexplicable gift. The decision weighed on his shoulders like a boulder.

"Fine," he growled at last, his voice rough, almost hostile, yet with grudging concession. His eyes showed surrender and poorly concealed unease. "Fine, Ayshe. Have it your way. You're the seer among us. But gods help us if you're wrong this time. Because the mistake will be yours to bear."

Ayshe gave a slight nod, devoid of joy or triumph. Her green eyes held the calm of someone walking a predestined path.

Without waiting for further response, Raul turned sharply to the others, his voice commanding but tinged with barely concealed nervousness, as if trying to drown his unease in orders. "Move! Stop gawking like stunned cattle! Unhitch the animals! Get fires lit—now, big ones! Women—prepare the food! Double watch tonight, understood? Double! And no one—hear me—no one strays beyond the firelight and wagons. Are we clear?"

His reluctant command broke the fear's spell. As if summoned by invisible orders, people stirred to life. Men began unharnessing exhausted horses whose nostrils flared nervously toward the woods. Others gathered dry branches for fires but kept close to the wagons, stealing fearful glances at the darkening trees. Women unloaded cauldrons and provisions. Despite their activity, movements were quieter, more cautious than usual, exchanged words clipped and necessary.

The wagons formed a protective circle, their openings facing inward where soon the crackling of the first fire pierced the heavy twilight. Small flames grew into a robust blaze casting long, eerie shadows across the ground. Those flickering shapes danced over weary faces and the motionless dark trunks at the clearing's edge, lending them a sinister, ghostly animation—as if the trees stretched black fingers toward them, seeking something. The air carried smoke, horse sweat, and that peculiar cold, damp breath emanating from Blackwood.

Gradually, the tension ebbed. The large fire's warmth, the aroma of roasting meat and simmering stew, and murmured conversations blended into a familiar, if subdued, comforting ritual. Though no one sang as usual, and laughter came rarely, people gathered around food and firelight, drawing fragile reassurance from each other's presence.

The first watchmen had taken positions along the perimeter, gripping cudgels or worn sabers, eyes darting between firelight and the consuming darkness beyond. Fear remained—visible in their stiff postures and quick glances—but dulled by survival's routine. Raul paced the camp, inspecting wagons, hitches, guards. Occasionally he'd stop to stare at the dark tree line, which seemed more impassable, more hostile as night fell. His tensed shoulders betrayed his lingering doubt.

Only Ayshe stood apart, near where grass faded into forest shadows. Motionless as carved obsidian in the failing light, draped in patterned shawls blending with blood-red western clouds. Her dark hair spilled freely, tousled by wind, palms slightly open as if awaiting a gift. She didn't look toward the bustling camp or seek the fire's comfort. Her gaze remained fixed on the impenetrable dark beneath trees, every fiber of her taut as a drawn bowstring. Her nostrils flared, catching unseen scents; her eyes, even in deepening dark, seemed to perceive what others couldn't—as if listening not with ears but with her whole being to something ordinary hearing couldn't detect: a faint rustling, the earth's whisper, perhaps the pulse of something ancient and mighty hidden within the forest's heart.

To her, the boundary between camp and woods didn't exist. She stood on the threshold, a mediator between worlds. She didn't know what would emerge from that dense, unfathomable dark. A threat, as Raul and others feared? An answer to an unspoken question? Or something else entirely, something unforeseen that would alter their path forever? She didn't know, but felt with every cell that its coming was inevitable, foreordained by fate's threads she sometimes could touch. Their presence here, in Blackwood's dangerous, almost profane shadow, was necessary—part of a greater, invisible design.

And she waited. Still, silent, peering into darkness that seemed to gaze back. Night advanced slowly. Stars emerged one by one, tracing bright arcs across inky sky. The moon rose—a thin sickle casting cold, ghostly light upon the world's edge. A breeze stirred branches, creating whispers almost like words, carrying the forest's deep, earthy scent. She inhaled deeply, taking it into herself, as if merging with the spirit of this place.

Raul approached, stopping a step behind her. He said nothing, but she felt his presence—his body's warmth, the familiar scent of smoke and leather, the weight of his gaze on her neck. Without turning, she reached back, leaving him to decide whether to take her hand.

"What are you expecting?" he asked quietly when their fingers entwined in the dark, his voice stripped of earlier edge. "What's coming?"

"I don't know exactly," she admitted, voice soft as evening wind. "But we must be here." 

He squeezed her hand tighter. He didn't ask if she was afraid. He knew. The night had only just begun.
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CHAPTER 3
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Exhaustion had drained him dry—a weight crushing his bones down to the marrow. Every inch had been fought for with pain, with agony seeping from every cell in his body. The forest... it was endless. Trees rose like grim pillars holding up a ceiling of shadows, smothering all hope. Yet despite everything, he pressed on. In each step, he found promise, though he knew not what lay ahead.

And then... a break. Light piercing through the thick foliage, a ray promising an end to this torment.

Like a wounded beast, Lucius stumbled toward the light. The last few yards felt like scaling an invisible, sheer mountain, wringing the last spark of strength from him, turning the air into leaden sand in his throat. Finally, he reached the clearing that split the forest and collapsed to his knees. He drew a deep breath, trying to fill his emptied lungs. The air was different here. Still tinged with earth and decay, but mixed with something fresher, livelier. Warmth.

With effort, he stood, leaning on the branch that had become his only faithful companion. His eyes, clouded with pain, scanned the area.

A road. A real road, not just an animal trail. Cobblestones, grass creeping through in places, but undeniably a road. Relief flooded his chest like a gulp of water after a long thirst. He’d escaped. Left the cursed forest behind.

The road wound ahead, taunting him, and beyond the bend, in the distance... movement. Something was there, different from the monotonous green hell he’d just fought through. Something alive. Civilization. Salvation.

He staggered forward, pushing through waves of exhaustion that threatened to drown him. The wound on his arm throbbed, burning like a live ember, leaving a trail of droplets on the dusty path. The tattered remains of his clothes clung to him, stiff with dried blood and sweat. His stomach twisted into a painful knot, reminding him of a long-forgotten sensation—hunger.  

How pathetic, he thought with a bitter twist of his lips. The great Lucius, reduced to begging for mercy.  

The thought startled him—he didn’t know where it came from. "The great Lucius"? A title that rang with an odd weight. Something like pride flickered in his mind, mingling with confusion and fear. Fragments of memories, faceless faces, ownerless voices—all dancing behind the veil of his mind. But pride wouldn’t fill his hollow body, nor mend his torn flesh. He shook his head, dispelling the shadows of the past.

When he rounded the bend, everything took shape.  

A camp. A Romany camp, nestled in a meadow beside the road. Colorful wagons, a vivid patchwork against the greenery. Horses tethered nearby grazing lazily, nodding their heads to the rhythm of the wind. And smoke—smoke from a fire, curling upward into the blue sky. And music. A lively melody that sharply contrasted the oppressive gloom of the forest at his back.  

The scent of roasting meat and unfamiliar spices hung in the air, making his stomach growl pitifully, screaming for forgotten comfort. His throat clenched with hunger and longing. Help. Maybe here, he’d find salvation. Or at least food. Anything.  

Unsteady, he moved toward the camp. The music swelled; laughter rose above the song. A fiddle and tambura wove a joyous tune, carried by the wind like magic. They seemed... happy. Not threatening. Maybe they’d take him in. Maybe they’d help.  

“Just don’t let them find out who I am,” an unfamiliar voice whispered in his mind like a curse. Was it his? His true one? Lucius shuddered, as if someone had passed through him like a ghost. Why would he need to hide who he was? What terrible thing had he done? Maybe he should turn and keep going. But before he could dwell on it, he was seen.  

“Look!” a child’s voice shrilled, and Lucius twitched involuntarily. “A traveler!”  

As he neared, one by one, the people in the camp noticed him. Conversations died. The music stumbled, the melody unraveling into disjointed notes before falling silent. Their eyes turned toward him—dozens of stares, piercing, brimming with curiosity and suspicion. They sized him up from head to toe—his torn, mud-caked clothes, the blood seeping down his arm, his gaunt face marked by the shadows of fear.  

He swallowed hard, his throat parched into pain. Their gazes weren’t welcoming. They were guarded. Some even hostile. The air thickened, as if warning of a storm. He saw a few men rest hands on the knives at their belts, ready to defend what was theirs. Their hands, calloused and strong, gripped the hilts with the confidence of experience. Women pulled their children closer, glaring openly.  

Careful, he told himself. Weigh every word. Can’t afford to be turned away.  

He stopped a few paces from the nearest wagon. The camp had gone still. Every eye was fixed on him. They were like blades of ice—sharp, unyielding. His grip on the branch tightened until his knuckles whitened. His muscles coiled, ready to erupt into motion. He was prepared to fight again if he had to, though every movement sent waves of pain through his battered body. Deep in his bones, something strange stirred—an echo of power and dominance that didn’t belong to his broken frame.  

From the crowd, a man stepped forward. Broad, with rough features and a thick black beard that hid half his face. A scar sliced down his left cheek—a memento of some long-ago clash. He wore a weathered leather vest, beaten by rain and sun, and loose trousers tucked into tall boots. A knife glinted in his hand, catching the sunlight. Around his neck hung a bone amulet—warding off evil spirits.  

“What do you want here, stranger?” he growled. His voice was deep, gravelly, rising from the earth itself, like thunder before a storm.  

Lucius tried to speak, but his throat was a desert. His tongue—swollen, useless. He swallowed hard, forcing moisture into his parched mouth.  

“I’m lost,” he croaked. “I need... help.”  

The man laughed. A harsh, joyless sound that didn’t touch his cold eyes. They remained still, studying, like a predator assessing prey.  

“Help? You look more like a thief than a man needing help. Where are the others?”  

Roma. Nomads. Eternal wanderers, distrustful of the outside world that had always cast them out. Lucius felt it in every fiber of his being. Their suspicion wasn’t just caution—it was a wall built by centuries of persecution.  

Other voices joined the leader’s, a grim chorus, each one adding another layer of malice to their song.  

“Thief!”  

“Brigand!”  

“Get out of here!”  

“He’s sick! Just look at him! He’ll bring plague!”  

The clamor swelled, fed by an ancient fear of the unknown. Lucius felt his heartbeat quicken, his veins bulging in his neck, his breaths turning shallow and ragged. Heat rose in him—not just fear, but something deeper, older. Fury. Pure, scorching fury. How dare they reject him? Treat him like some beggar? He was... who? Who was he?  

The crowd began to advance like a serpent coiling around its prey. He caught their scent—sweat, fire, animal closeness, a mingling of fear and anger. Fear rose in him again, suffocating, paralyzing. He hadn't lost every last shred of courage in his soul just to die here, in the road’s dust, torn apart by these people.  
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