
        
            
                
            
        


	HOLLOW CHOIR
A Beast Hunt from the World of Vael’arith

 

 

© 2025 Theron Storm
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means without the prior written permission of the author

 


This tale is but one spark in the ever-burning world of Vael’arith—

A realm of forgotten names, broken pacts, and fire that remembers.

Each story stands alone, yet all are bound by the same embers beneath the ash.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE BURNED HORN

 

The beast was on fire, and Thorne was getting tired of it.

Not the fire. That was fine. Expected, even. You light enough things on fire and eventually the fire starts lighting back. No, what annoyed him was that this was the third hornmaw this month and none of them had the decency to die quickly.

“Back left flank!” Nira shouted, already scrambling over the broken ridge, coat flapping behind her like a torn banner. Her vials clinked with every step. “It’s spitting again!”

“It’s dead!” Bex called from behind a boulder. “It just doesn’t know it yet!”

The hornmaw spun, flaming mucus erupting from its mouth in a wide arc. The tree behind Thorne exploded in a hiss of embers. He ducked, rolled, and came up coughing.

“Bex,” Thorne said flatly, brushing ash from his face, “if I get acid in my eye because you forgot which way is left again, I’m gutting you before it finishes the job.”

“Love you too, boss.”

Bex popped up, two knives in hand, and vaulted forward. His foot caught a root and he hit the ground with an oof, but the spin was graceful enough that Thorne gave it a 7 out of 10.

“Stylish,” muttered Ludin, somewhere to Thorne’s right. The pseudo-cleric was crouched beneath a canopy of thorned vines, calmly watching the fight like he was deciding whether or not to get involved. His robes were pristine. They always were.

The hornmaw reared. Its fire-coated back legs kicked at the earth, and it screeched—high, gurgling, wet.

“I swear,” Drel growled, dragging his axe out of a half-melted carcass nearby, “if this one regenerates too, I’m walking back and letting the city burn.”

“Can’t,” said Nira, panting as she shook a vial. “They pay us first after it dies.”

“Exactly,” Thorne muttered, flipping his knife into a reverse grip. “Let’s get paid.”

He lunged.

 

The hornmaw wasn’t a smart beast, but it was persistent. The kind of monster that didn’t stop moving just because something had severed a limb—or five. Its skull was layered in bone like fused helmets, and its horns split into branches halfway down, giving it the look of a burning stag. Only, instead of elegance, it had rage. Wet, flammable rage.

Thorne slid under a swing of its tail and drove his blade up into the joint behind its right leg. The beast shrieked. The blade sparked—then stuck. Too deep.

He kicked off and rolled, missing a sweep of its flaming tail by inches.

Behind him, Nira threw a vial.

It shattered on the hornmaw’s back.

For a moment, the flames flickered.

Then roared higher.

“Wrong one!” she yelled. “Wrong damn bag!”

“I told you to label them!”

“They are labeled!”

“In your damn code again?!”

Thorne didn’t have time to argue further, because the beast locked eyes with him.

And charged.

 

“Okay, okay,” Bex muttered from behind the ridge. “Think. Think. What would an actual useful teammate do?”

He peeked up.

Saw Thorne running.

Saw the beast right behind him.

Saw Nira readying another vial, hands shaking.

And Drel… Drel was just walking toward it, slow and deliberate.

Bex sighed.

“Guess that’s my cue.”

He leapt.

Two knives in hand. One aimed for the eye, the other for the soft spot under the jaw.

Neither hit.

Because Drel got there first.

The hunter swung his axe like he was felling a cursed tree. It connected just behind the hornmaw’s left leg. Bone cracked. Flesh split. Fire spurted sideways as the limb separated.

The beast collapsed mid-charge, skidding into a half-roll that threw Thorne to the ground.

Bex landed off-balance, tumbled, and smacked his head into Drel’s shoulder.

“Ow.”

“Should’ve let me handle it,” Drel grunted.

“I was handling it,” Bex muttered, brushing soot from his jacket. “You just love stealing my dramatic timing.”

The beast wheezed.

Still alive.

But not for long.

 

Ludin stepped forward, finally.

He knelt beside it, hand extended like a priest offering mercy.

He whispered something.

The beast stared at him with one eye, still burning.

Then it stopped.

The flame died.

The hornmaw exhaled once.

And didn’t inhale again.

Silence.

Nira dropped to the ground.

“Please tell me that’s the last one.”

“No such luck,” Thorne said, picking himself up and inspecting the gash on his shoulder. “The contract was for three. That’s number two.”

“Oh come on—”

“There’s one left. Bigger. Meaner.”

Bex sat down in the dirt. “Of course there is.”

Drel sheathed his axe. “I’m still walking if it regenerates.”

Ludin smiled faintly.

“It won’t.”

Everyone turned to look at him.

“Why not?” asked Thorne.

Ludin’s smile widened. “Because the next one doesn’t burn.”

 

Thorne didn’t bother stitching the cut.

Not yet, anyway.

He sat on a blackened rock a few meters from the hornmaw’s carcass, letting the night wind sting the open gash across his shoulder. Nira would nag him about it later—she always did—but for now, it felt good to feel the pain. Real pain. Honest.

Ludin crouched beside the corpse, sketching spirals in the ash with a slender piece of bone.

“Do you have to do that every time?” Bex asked, poking at the creature’s limp jaw with a stick.

“Yes,” Ludin replied without looking up. “Ritual closure.”

“You’re not even a real cleric.”

“I never said I was.”

“You wear robes.”

“Lots of people wear robes.”

“You say prayers.”

“They sound nice.”

“You quote books that don’t exist.”

“They exist to me.”

Bex narrowed his eyes. “That’s not comforting.”

Drel dumped a waterskin over his axe, letting the hiss of cooling metal speak for him. He hadn’t said a word since the final blow. Just that calm, quiet breathing that meant his mind was ticking, waiting for the next thing to kill.

Nira sat with her back to a broken tree, digging through her satchel like she’d lost something important.

“Where’s the red vial?” she muttered.

“You threw it,” said Thorne.

“No, that was orange.”

“Looked red.”

“No, no, red glows. Orange fizzes. Very different deaths.”

“Any chance you brought food instead of death?”

Nira glared at him. “I’m not the cook. I’m the alchemist.”

“So, no food.”

She tossed him a dry ration bar anyway. “Chew slow. It hurts less that way.”

 

The forest around them had finally stopped crackling. The flames from the fight had mostly died, reduced to smoldering pockets of heat in the dirt. The moon hung low, half-watching.

Thorne stood.

“Break’s over. Let’s haul what’s left of the body and collect the bounty before someone else finds it.”

“Do we even have to drag the whole thing?” Bex complained. “Can’t we just bring a horn or two? Or a hoof?”

“You want to argue with Captain Murlan about what qualifies as proof?”

“Fair point. But can we at least not carry the flaming parts?”

Nira snapped her fingers. “Already cooled. Fizzed it with alkahest blend six. You’re welcome.”

Drel grunted. “Bag it fast. I smell more on the wind.”

Everyone paused.

Thorne looked at him. “More hornmaws?”

“No.” Drel narrowed his eyes. “Something else. Sour. Wet.”

“That’s descriptive,” Bex muttered.

“It’s not supposed to be here,” Drel added, and started walking.

Ludin stood, brushing off his knees. “Then let’s not be here either.”

 

They made it to the edge of the forest just before midnight, dragging the hornmaw’s severed head in a reinforced tarp soaked with suppressant fluid.

The town of Harrow’s Field was little more than a wall with houses inside it, a rough palisade built out of desperation and maintained with whatever coin still made it out this far from the center. One gate. Two guards. No bells. The kind of place people came to when they wanted to die quietly—or not be found at all.

The gate creaked open.

The guards didn’t speak. Just stared at the bloody tarp and stepped aside.

Inside, the town was dark. Lanterns were few and far between. The wind carried smoke, not from battle—just daily life. Cookfires. Chimneys. No one was celebrating their return.

Not that anyone ever did.

 

Captain Murlan waited in the garrison. He was tall, iron-haired, and spoke like a man whose patience had been carved into stone by years of watching people ignore his orders and die anyway.

“You’re late,” he said as they entered.

“We killed it,” Thorne replied.

Murlan walked around the tarp, inspecting the hornmaw’s head with a long metal rod, poking at the mouth and then lifting one eyelid.

“Second one?”

Thorne nodded. “Big one.”

“You’re lucky it didn’t split.”

“We’re lucky a lot.”

Murlan looked at him. “Don’t push it.”

He stepped back, waved to a man behind the counter. “Confirm and log it. Payment in the morning.”

“Hold on,” Thorne said. “You promised briefing first. We’re not dragging another corpse until we know why these things are swarming this close to the perimeter.”
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